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EDITORIAL



Editorial Note

OVAMIR ANJUM

This issue of the American Journal of Islam and Society comprises four
main research articles, each shedding light on the diverse ways in which
the Islamic legal and theological tradition has shaped and intersected
with premodern and modern societies. To start closer to home: Sam
Houston’s contribution entitled “The “Metaphysical Monster” and
Muslim Theology: William James, Sherman Jackson, and the Problem of
Black Suffering” places American Muslim scholar Sherman A. Jackson’s
important monograph Islam and the Problem of Black Suffering in con-
versation with the work of American pragmatist philosopher William
James and suggests that Jackson’s account parallels James’s account
of religion in that it speaks of the “practical effectiveness” of the “web
of beliefs” constituting Islamic doctrines of God. Theology, therefore,
becomes not only an account of the revealed truth but also a praxis of
inculcating certain habits of seeing and acting in the world. For Jackson,
the monumental theodical challenge of black suffering becomes a site to
explore, and teach, the wide and diverse terrain of Islamic theological
reflection. This exploration allows Houston to meditate on the category
of “experience” itself and its role in the verification of belief. In Houston’s
estimation, Jackson exposes the uncritical role played by “experience” in
Black philosopher of religion William R. Jones’s thought. This critique,
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incidentally, can be extended to the thought of James as well. This allows
Houston to highlight the theoretical as well as practical dimensions of
the work of an American Muslim theologian.

Our next article explores the practical engagement of the official
ulama as spokespersons of the Islamic legal and theological tradition
in a different field: post-2011 Egypt. In his article entitled, “Ideals and
Interests in Intellectuals’ Political Deliberations: The Arab Spring and the
Divergent Paths of Egypt’s Shaykh al-Azhar Ahmad al-Tayyib and Grand
Mufti Ali Gomaa,” Muhammad Amasha calls into question the common-
place generalizations about the ulama as being either pro-revolution or
pro-regime by examining the politics of two prominent members of the
pro-establishment ulama class. Whereas Ali Gomaa’s Arab Spring poli-
tics, Amasha argues, “can be seen as an effort to cater to those in power
to protect his religious authority, either through struggles to attain offi-
cial religious positions or by obstructing revealing information harmful
to his religious legitimacy,” by contrast the Shaykh al-Azhar’s Ahmad
al-Tayyib’s politics “fluctuated between accepting the status quo and
being critical of those in power”

Syamsuddin Arif in his “Rethinking the Concept of Fitra: Natural
Disposition, Reason and Conscience,” turns our attention to an under-
studied dimension of Islamic psychology: the role of innate human
nature, or fitra, in the motivation behind human action. Drawing on
recent Western as well as Islamicate scholarship, it attends to the bio-
logical, epistemological, and ethical dimensions of this Qur’anic concept,
suggesting that it be treated not only as the natural tendency for humans
to act or think in a particular way, but specifically as the religious, ethical,
and rational instinct.

Finally, Fateh Saeidi’s “The Early Sufi Tradition in Hamadan,
Nahawand, and Abhar: Stories of Devotion, Mystical Experiences, and
Sufi Texts” explores the history of the development of early Sufism in
Hamadan, Nahawand, and Abhar through an analysis of three significant
but understudied early Sufi texts: Karamat Sheikh abi “ali al-Qumsani
by Ibn Zirak al-Nahawandi (d. 471/1078), Adab al-fuqara’ by Baba
Ja‘far al-Abhari (d. 428/1036), and Rawdat al-muridin by Ibn Yazdanyar
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al-Hamadani (d. 472/1079). This study thus makes valuable contribution
to our knowledge of the development of Iraqi Sufism from the third/
ninth to the fifth/eleventh century.

OVAMIR ANJUM

IMAM KHATTAB ENDOWED CHAIR OF ISLAMIC STUDIES

PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGIOUS STUDIES,
UNIVERSITY OF TOLEDO, OHIO

EDITOR, AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY
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The "Metaphysical Monster”
and Muslim Theology:
William James, Sherman Jackson,
and the Problem of Black Suffering

SAM HOUSTON

Abstract

By placing Blackamerican Muslim theologian Sherman A.
Jackson’s work, especially his Islam and the Problem of Black
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Suffering, in conversation with the work of American pragmatist
William James, I explore the pragmatic dimensions of Islamic
thought through an examination of Jackson’s account of clas-
sical Islamic theology put forward in response to the problem
of Black suffering. In doing so, I argue that Jackson’s account
both parallels and challenges a Jamesian account of religion. It
parallels James in that it speaks of the “practical effectiveness”
of the “web of beliefs” constituting Islamic doctrines of God in
inculcating certain habits of seeing and acting in the world that
best deal with the challenges of “black experience”; however, in
this process, the category of “experience” itself and its role in
the verification of belief is thoroughly interrogated. In his crit-
ical engagement with Black philosopher of religion William R.
Jones, Jackson exposes the uncritical role played by “experience”
in Jones’ thought, a charge which will be made of James as well.
In making this argument about Jackson, I hope to provide an
example of a Muslim theologian who makes explicit the prag-
matic dimensions of religious doctrine, demonstrating that thick
theological discourse can be practical.

There are some people—and I am one of them—who think that the
most practical and important thing about a man is still his view
of the universe.

—G.K. CHESTERTON, “HERETICS”

In his Varieties of Religious Experience, American pragmatist William
James does not look fondly upon “dogmatic theology.” In fact, he refers
to the “God” produced by debates within Christian theology about such
topics as the divine attributes as a “metaphysical monster” which he
candidly describes as “an absolutely worthless invention of the schol-
arly mind.* This is because such debates are in reality only abstractions,
which distract us from the “feeling” that is “the deeper source of reli-
gion”? Therefore, time spent on esoteric theological topics such as
Christology or the nature of the Trinity is a waste of time.> Moreover,
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such speculation is to be avoided because these doctrines make no dif-
ference in terms of one’s conduct, a sine qua non of legitimate belief.

Thus, it would seem that a pragmatic justification of a Jamesian kind
for second-order theological discourse is not possible. However, I argue
that in Blackamerican Muslim theologian Sherman A. Jackson’s Islam
and the Problem of Black Suffering, we find just this. That is, he provides
a pragmatic account of classical Islamic theology in response to the
problem of Black suffering. Although he does not describe his account
in this way, there are both remarkable parallels and telling disjunctures
with James’ own discussions of religion. While pragmatic conceptions
of God that highlight the inextricable nature of thought and praxis are
a well-documented characteristic of Black theologies in the Christian
tradition that confront the challenges of Black theodicy, little has been
done to explore examples of this in Blackamerican forms of Islam.* This
paper attempts to fill this gap by examining Jackson’s account of classical
Islamic theology, and especially the tradition’s doctrines of God, in light
of the pragmatism of William James. In doing so, I argue that Jackson’s
discussion of this topic in relation to the problem of Black suffering both
parallels and challenges a Jamesian account of religion. It parallels James
in that it speaks of the “practical effectiveness” of the “web of beliefs”
constituting Islamic doctrines of God in inculcating certain habits of
seeing and acting in the world that best deal with the challenges of “black
experience.” However, in this process, the category of “experience” itself
and its role in the verification of belief is thoroughly interrogated. In his
engagement with Black philosopher of religion William R. Jones, Jackson
exposes the uncritical role played by “experience” in Jones’ thought, a
charge which will be made of James as well.’ In making this argument
about Jackson, I hope to provide an example of a Muslim theologian who
makes explicit the pragmatic dimensions of religious doctrine, demon-
strating that thick theological discourse can be practical.

I begin by presenting James’ arguments for the dismissal of “dogmatic
theology” along with the insights afforded by Christian theologian and
ethicist Stanley Hauerwas’ critical engagement with these arguments.
Second, with a proper understanding of a Jamesian pragmatic account

of “dogmatic theology” attained, I will examine some of the Jamesian
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elements of Jackson’s discussion of the relationship between divine
omnibenevolence and omnipotence in Mu‘tazilism and Maturidism, two
schools of classical Islamic theology. Thirdly, I will explore some of the
issues raised by Jackson’s analysis of Jones’ reliance on “experience”
in his book, Is God a White Racist?, a critique that can also be applied
to James’ uncritical use of “experience” in the process of verification.
I will then conclude by presenting Jackson’s comments on “experien-
tial knowledge” and the limits of theology, comments that bear some
resemblance to James’ own belief that “as soon as we deal with private
and personal phenomena as such, we deal with realities in the completest
sense of the term.”

James and the Possibility of a Pragmatic Doctrine of God

In his discussion of the possibility of a pragmatic justification of “dogmatic
theology,” James at times is inconsistent and at other times dismissive.
In reference to the general task of theology, he writes, “I do believe that
feeling is the deeper source of religion, and that philosophic and theo-
logical formulas are secondary products, like translations of a text into
another tongue.”” This privileging of the emotive at the expense of the
rational is made even more explicit when he states that “our passions or
our mystical intuitions fix our beliefs beforehand. [Logical reason] finds
arguments for our convictions, for indeed it has to find them.”® For James
then, it is in our “feeling” and “our passions” that the true origins of the
religious impulse are to be located, and the attempt to mask this reality
behind claims of rational certainty or deductive universality only leads
to confusion and futile debate.

In the passages of the Varieties dealing with “dogmatic theology,”
the doctrine most thoroughly discussed is that of the divine attributes as
found in the Catholic theology of John Henry Newman. After excerpt-
ing a substantial portion of Newman’s thoughts on the subject, James
proceeds to engage in some philosophical therapy using the “pragma-
tism” of Charles Sanders Peirce as a curative. Specifically, he points to
Peirce’s claim that “[b]eliefs in short, are rules for action; and the whole

function of thinking is but one step in the production of active habits”
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Consequently, a belief’s “meaning” is to be ascertained by “determin[ing]
what conduct it is fitted to produce...To attain perfect clearness in our
thoughts of an object, we need then only consider what sensations,
immediate or remote, we are conceivably to expect from it, and what
conduct we must prepare in case the object should be true™ In other
words, a belief is to be considered valued and meaningful to the degree
that it produces a certain sensation and behavior, and if one cannot point
to any such consequent sensations or behaviors following from such
beliefs, then they are to be deemed as “after-effects, secondary accretions
upon those phenomena of vital conversation with the unseen divine..”*

At this point, James assesses Newman’s discussion of the divine
attributes in light of Peirce’s pragmatic account of belief. Beginning
with what he refers to as the “metaphysical attributes” of God such as
aseity, immateriality, indivisibility, and the divine relationship to evil (or
theodicy), he asserts that their truth or untruth holds not the smallest
consequence for individual action and being in the world. Not leaving
it at that, he goes on to write that “the deduction of metaphysical attri-
butes [is] but a shuffling and matching of pedantic dictionary-adjectives,
aloof from morals, aloof from human needs..”" James has no patience
for theological discourse dealing with divine attributes that have no
apparent bearing on human behavior. However, he looks more favorably
on the “moral attributes” of God, examples of which include holiness,
omnipotence, lovingness, or unalterableness. James assigns a higher
value to these types of attributes because they “positively determine fear
and hope and expectation, and are the foundation for the saintly life.”*?
That is, these attributes make an existential and practical difference in
the lives of religious individuals.

Of interest in this distinction between the “metaphysical” and “moral”
attributes of God is the arbitrary and somewhat haphazard way that
James categorizes the divine attributes into one class or the other. If being
“unalterable” is to be considered a “moral” attribute with consequences
in human life because it leads one to believe that “we can count on [God]
securely,” why cannot God’s aseity, or “necessariness,” also be looked
to as grounds for consolation in a world full of contingencies? And
more obviously, how could one not consider the possibility that God’s
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relationship to evil might determine in substantial ways human behavior
when confronting issues related to justice on a societal scale? Regardless,
however, of his privileging the “moral” over the “metaphysical” in his
discussion of “dogmatic theology” in the Varieties, James claims that in
the end, one must “bid [it] a definitive good-by.”** Interestingly enough,
he cites as justification for this categorical dismissal not the lack of
pragmatic elements in what he has discussed, but rather the fact that the
laborious theological discussions of the existence of God or the divine
attributes “never have converted anyone who has found in the moral
complexion of the world, as he experienced it, reasons for doubting that
a good God can have framed it

In light of the above, it would seem as if a Jamesian pragmatic jus-
tification of “dogmatic theology” is indeed untenable. However, in his
critical engagement with James, Christian theologian and ethicist Stanley
Hauerwas argues for this very thing in regards to such theological topics
as Christology, the Trinity, or ecclesiology. He does so first by pointing
to a passage in James’ 1907 lectures on pragmatism where he states that
the truth of some ideas “will depend entirely on their relation to other
truths that also have to be acknowledged” Hauerwas uses this insight
to argue that Christian ideas about God and the world exist as an inter-
dependent “web of beliefs””* This emphasis on an interdependent “web
of beliefs” is important to Hauerwas because it provides a response to
the claims made by James that theological ideas have value only if they
possess immediate pragmatic significance or “cash-value” As was men-
tioned above, James dismisses Newman’s theological discussion of the
divine attributes because they do not meet Peirce’s pragmatic criteria
for legitimate belief. That is, if beliefs are “rules for action,” then how
can discourse on the nature of the Christian Godhead be pragmatically
justified when it apparently has no direct impact on human behavior?
For Hauerwas however, theological doctrines about Christology and
the Trinity that might not seem to function as “rules for action” are
intimately tied to Christian beliefs about love, justice, and forgiveness,
which do have immediate pragmatic significance. Using James’ recogni-
tion of the necessary interdependence of some ideas, Hauerwas argues
that all of these ideas hang together and thus cannot be disentangled
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from one another.' Or rather, to put it a more Hauerwasian way, one
cannot separate Christian talk about God from the Christian moral life.

It is interesting to note the ease of tone found in some of James’
later discussions of theology. At the conclusion of his second lecture
in Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking, he writes:

[Pragmatism’s] only test of probable truth is what works best
in the way of leading us, what fits every part of life best and
combines with the collectivity of experience’s demands, nothing
being omitted. If theological ideas should do this, if the notion of
God, in particular, should prove to do it, how could pragmatism
possibly deny God’s existence?"’

While James acknowledges here that “theological ideas” might lead
one well through life and thus prove to be true, the question still remains
as to what types of theological ideas he would consider as viable can-
didates for such a distinction.'® In other words, the statement above
does not necessarily indicate that James would take a different view in
regard to such theological topics as the attributes of God. However, in the
same lectures he writes that “in every genuine metaphysical debate some
practical issue, however conjectural or remote, is involved.””” Again, one
should not take such statements as proof that James eventually came
to view all “dogmatic theology” as pragmatic; however, the change in
tone from the Varieties is undeniable. Here he does seem to go fur-
ther in admitting that metaphysical debates, about possibly even such
“conjectural or remote” topics as the attributes of God, have practical
consequences.

Using these passages, it seems an even stronger case could be made
within the Jamesian corpus for a pragmatic justification of “dogmatic
theology” That is, on James’ own reading, a pragmatic justification for
thick theological discourse is possible because such discourse creates
an interdependent “web of beliefs” which informs and directs the social
practices of religious communities by inculcating certain habits of seeing
and acting in the world. In his discussion of Islamic theology in relation
to the problem of Black suffering, Sherman Jackson provides such a
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pragmatic model of theological discourse. In doing so, he not only makes
explicit the ways in which beliefs about the attributes of God inculcate
certain ways of being and acting in the world which are advantageous to
the “Blackamerican community,” he also interrogates the uncritical use
of “experience” to verify and assess theological claims about God and the
world, namely William R. Jones’ use of this category in his discussion
of “black liberation.” I will discuss these issues in turn, and begin by
introducing Jackson’s general theological project.

Jackson, Mu‘tazilism, and Black Suffering

Sherman A. Jackson’s work might best be described as the attempt to
construct a form of Sunni Islam indebted both to its classical forms as
well as those of what he terms a “Blackamerican” tradition.? In this pro-
cess, Jackson calls for a “Third Resurrection” whereby “Blackamerican
Muslims” seek to “reconcile blackness, Americanness, and adherence
to Islam”* This concern is made manifest in a focused and sustained
manner in Jackson’s Islam and the Problem of Black Suffering wherein
he uses Islamic theological discourse to address the modern debate over
Black theodicy, a sine qua non of any successful African American theo-
logical project.”” Comparing the need in Black religious communities
to address questions of Black suffering with the need in white ones to
reconcile religion and science, Jackson writes, “[j]ust as no religious
movement that fails to come to terms with modern science can hope to
perpetuate itself among American whites, no religious movement that
fails to speak convincingly to the problem of black theodicy can hope
to enjoy a durable tenure among Blackamericans.”? When discussing
black theodicy, Jackson admits that contemporary instances of Black
suffering and racial injustice take many forms, some overt and others
perhaps more subtle and elusive. He refers to these more understated
though still pernicious forms as “postmodern black suffering” that he
characterizes as “[t]he elusive quest for autonomous authenticity, the
frustrating recognition of the all-pervasiveness of European thought,
[and] the absence of avenues to self-validation and public respect over

which white Westerners do not ultimately preside as owners..”
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While attempts to address Black suffering are replete in Christian
black theology, Jackson notes that “Islamic theology itself has had no say
in the matter,” and so Jackson’s Islam and the Problem of Black Suffering
serves as “an attempt to fill this gap.”* However, rather than attempting
to look to the Sunni tradition’s past for perfectly corresponding prece-
dents to confront the challenges of Black theodicy, Jackson argues that
the “Blackamerican Muslim” must place her or his views “in dialogue
with the accumulated wisdom of Islam’s ongoing conversation with
itself” In other words, “in negotiating its future, Blackamerican Sunni
Islam will look to Sunni Tradition not as the end but as the beginning of
religious deliberation.”” Thus, Jackson places the four classical schools
of Sunni Islamic theology (Mu‘tazilism, Ash‘arism, Maturidism, and
Traditionalism) in conversation with Blackamerican philosopher and
theologian William R. Jones in order to explicate and assess the theolog-
ical responses offered by these schools to Jones’ criticisms.

Jones’ criticisms found their ultimate incarnation in his book, Is God
a White Racist? Written in 1973, Jones’ book was a virtual bomb lobbed
at the attempts by the Black church to reconcile belief in an all all-
powerful and loving God with the realities of institutionalized racism. In
the book, Jones argues that the doctrines of God found in the Black the-
ologies of individuals such as James Cone, Joseph A. Washington, Jr., and
others are guilty either of divine racism or the encouragement of human
quietism. That is, when faced with propositions that claim both divine
omnipotence and omnibenevolence in the face of the mass suffering
experienced by the Black community at the hands of white domination,
something has to give.” If God is omnipotent, God must also possess
the power to eradicate black suffering, and so the continued existence of
racial injustice can only lead to the conclusion that God has refused to
alleviate the plight of Black men and women, hence the charge of divine
racism. Or if God is held to be both all-powerful and loving, any suffer-
ing experienced by the Black community must in some way be for its
ultimate good, meaning that those in the community should accept this
suffering as beneficial in the end and therefore not oppose it. This leads
then to the charge of quietism. However, Jackson believes that classical
Islamic theology offers a compelling response to Jones’ accusations, and
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his book serves as an attempt to argue that each theological paradigm
put forth by these schools manages to uphold both divine omnipotence
and human agency in such a way that none of them would permit the
attribution of any unjust quality such as racism to God nor would any
of them maintain a view of divine omnipotence which binds individuals
to a piety of quietism.?

Rather than attempting to foreground the pragmatic elements of
each account of the four classical schools of Islamic theology provided
by Jackson, I will focus on his discussion of two schools in relation to
what Jackson takes to be the key issue. This issue, perhaps more than any
other, spurred early theological debate: the relationship between God’s
omnibenevolence and omnipotence. According to Jackson, it was how
the theological schools characterized this relationship that was primarily
responsible for the fault lines that came to define them. From these char-
acterizations stemmed other debates about such topics as the attributes
of God and free will.? While the Mu‘tazilites privileged divine omnibe-
nevolence over omnipotence so that God’s actions necessarily conformed
to the norms of goodness and justice, the Ash‘arites, Maturidites, and
Traditionalists placed divine omnipotence above omnibenevolence in
order to secure God’s power and sovereignty.** My discussion will focus
on Jackson’s presentation of Mu‘tazilism and Maturidism, each of which
offer different perspectives on this relationship. I will begin with the
Mu‘tazilism which, as just noted, valued divine goodness over divine
power.

Mu‘tazilites took omnibenevolence not only to be the most important
of the divine characteristics, they believed it was the characteristic with
which all else about God had to be reconciled.* Their conception of divine
omnibenevolence was “humanocentric” in that it was predicated on the
belief that one could gain knowledge of God by analogically applying to
God what was known of the world from human experience (al-shahid).
Consequently, the Mu‘tazilites argued that the same axiological logic
and criteria that applied to humans also applied to God.** This view
was further anchored in the primacy of reason found in Mu‘tazilism’s
theological paradigm. Reason was treated as the true ground of religious
knowledge because it was the only basis on which revelation could itself
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be established and its content understood, and as a result, reason was
to be ranked first among the sources of religious knowledge in Islam.*
This position is well summarized by Mu‘tazilite theologian al-Qadi ‘Abd
al-Jabbar (d. 415/1024) who wrote that “[b]ecause God can be known
through neither a priori nor sentient apprehension, systematic, formal
reason [al-tafakkur wa-al-nazar] is the means by which we must seek
to follow Him.**

The Mu‘tazilite emphasis on omnibenevolence meant that God was
exonerated of all moral evil. This view held that God was the God of
nature but not of history, and as such, while God might be responsible
for natural disasters and other destructive forces not of human origin,
God was in no way responsible for moral evil and human injustice. Such
a perspective required that humans possess not only freedom of choice
(ikhtiyar) but also the power (qudrah) to translate their choices into phys-
ical reality, a claim opposed by the other three schools, albeit in differing
ways.” As a result, no evil committed by humans could be attributed to
God, and God could consequently hold humans accountable for their
decisions and actions.* In the end, it was its stance on free will and the
power to actualize that will that came to characterize Mu‘tazilism more
than any other single article of belief, especially in contradistinction to
Ash‘arite and Traditionalist positions which denied humans the ability
to create their own actions (khalq af‘al al-ibad).

Thus, while Mu‘tazilites held God’s power to be complete, superior,
and efficient, they also insisted that this did not necessarily translate into
an understanding of omnipotence as an exclusive monopoly on all power.
This was so because humans possess autonomous volition and the power
to create their own acts; however, such a conception of human agency,
the Mu‘tazilites claimed, did not necessarily threaten God’s omnipotence.
Moreover, God’s power was further qualified by the fact that it was to be
exercised according to certain norms. As a result, the Mu‘tazilite concep-
tion of divine omnibenevolence precluded them from asserting that God
possesses an unqualified right to do as God pleases, such that all of God’s
actions are to be considered good and just regardless of how they might be
evaluated by human norms. Rather, Mu‘tazilites insisted that God “must,
from the standpoint of wisdom [ hikmah], act in the interest of humanity”*
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With its characterization of the relationship between divine omnibe-
nevolence and omnipotence and the consequent emphasis on human
agency, the Mu‘tazilite doctrine of God, argues Jackson, offers a compel-
ling response to Jones’ claims that the affirmation of both God’s goodness
and power ineluctably leads to either quietism or a racist deity. In fact,
as Jackson points out, Mu‘tazilism has much in common with Jones’
own “humanocentric theism” which he proposed as an alternative to the
orthodox Christian theologies defended by much of the Black church.®®
This paradigm asserts that humans are both the authors of their own
deeds and the ultimate agents of human history, and as such, the biblical
conception of God as true creator and sovereign judge of human history
must be discarded.” Put another way, God becomes the God, not of his-
tory, but of nature, and so while God might be omnipotent with regard to
nature, when it comes to the realm of human meaning and action, divine
power takes the form, not of coercion, but of persuasion. To assign to God
a power beyond this would be to expose such a conception of God to the
charge of racism for, according to “humanocentric theism,” an omnipo-
tent God who chooses not to bring an end to black suffering in the form
of institutionalized prejudice can only be construed as racist. Moreover,
viewing Black suffering as resulting from human and not divine action
enables Blackamericans to oppose all suffering as evil, thus preventing
them from lapsing into quietistic forms of obedience to the status quo.*

As Jackson argues, the Mu‘tazilite doctrine of God necessitates nei-
ther a conception of God as racist nor does it encourage quietism. As
a result of Mu‘tazilism’s privileging of God’s omnibenevolence over
God’s omnipotence, God can in no way be thought of as the author of
black suffering because it is humans, not God, who are responsible for
the creation of sociopolitical evil.* Additionally, God’s sovereignty and
power are not absolute for God’s actions must benefit humankind by
conforming to standards of goodness, justice, and wisdom (hikmah).
Along with the accusation of divine racism, the charge of quietism is
repudiated as a result of the Mu‘tazilite claim that all evil understood
as undeserved physical or psychological suffering is of human origin
and therefore to be opposed. This position is further strengthened by
the seriousness with which Mu‘tazilism takes the Qur’anic injunction
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to “command right and forbid wrong” (al-amr bi-al-ma‘ruf wa-al-nahy
‘an al-munkar).* With this principle, not only are Blackamerican (or any
other) Muslims justified in opposing oppression, in some instances it is
their religious duty to do so.

In addition to adequately responding to Jones’ critique, Jackson
states that Mu‘tazilism even significantly parallels Jones’ own proposed
“humanocentric theism” which attempts to reconcile divine omnipotence
with human agency. That is, both conceive God as the God of nature
rather than of human history. As a result, if Jones argues that the value
of his “humanocentric theism” resides in its ability to navigate between
the Scylla of divine racism and the Charybdis of quietism, then it would
seem that Mu‘tazilism too is able to meet the challenge.

Moreover, Jackson argues that, in fact, Mu‘tazilism offers signifi-
cant benefits beyond those of Jones’ “humanocentric theism.” This is so
because in Jones’ efforts to secularize Black theodicy, he fails to recog-
nize the power of symbol and ritual in the formation of human virtue
and community. In discussing this insight, Jackson approvingly cites
Reinhold Niebuhr’s observation that “contending factions in a social
struggle require morale; and morale is created by the right dogmas, sym-
bols and emotionally potent oversimplifications”* With its claim to the
Qur’an and Sunna along with the narratives, symbols, and institutions
that have characterized Islamic history, Mu‘tazilism is able to create a
powerfully motivating ethos in a way that far supersedes Jones’ proposed
theistic paradigm. Jackson writes, “[g]iven the odds with which they are
invariably confronted, Blackamericans would seem to have a far greater
need for incentives and motivators that are potent and death-defying
than they have for handsome doctrines that are rationally defensible..*
That is, the Qur’an, perceived as a medium of divine speech, and the
Sunna, with its examples of the Prophet Muhammad and the earliest
generations seeking to create a just community (umma) that honors
God, are both capable of serving as resources which are more effective
in cultivating individuals who strive for social justice than the rationally
stream lined “humanocentric theism” of Jones. This point resonates well
with that made above regarding the interdependency of concepts that
constitute a “web of beliefs.” This is because not only may some ideas
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exist in a logical relationship of mutual dependence, but also because
some beliefs (e.g. that the Qur’an contains the speech of God) may better
and more effectively contribute to the formation of other beliefs (e.g.,
the duty enshrined in the Qur’an to “command right and forbid wrong”).

As briefly noted above, for Jackson, reliance on a set of powerful
narratives and symbols as found in Islam generally, and Mu‘tazilism
specifically, is vital because Blackamericans face enormous challenges
in combating black suffering. In his rush to place all earthly authority
in human hands to avoid the sin of quietism, Jackson fears that Jones in
fact “denies the most vulnerable members of society the psychological
advantage of being able to appeal to a God of great power and influence,
despite the paucity of their resources relative to those of the people
identified as their oppressors.”* It is crucial in such scenarios that faith
be encouraged and maintained in an all-powerful and benevolent God
who either comes to the aid of the marginalized in this life or guarantees
one’s just reward in the one to come. Otherwise, what would enable one
to resist oppression when the aggressors possess far greater numbers
and resources?

With such comments, Jackson demonstrates his own faith in the
power of belief, a faith shared by James. Not only did James think that
when it came to belief in God or anything at all, the “only test of probable
truth is what works best in the way of leading us” James also believed
that because “[t]here are...cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a
preliminary faith exists in its coming...,” there are instances when “faith
in a fact can help create the fact..”* To be sure, James did not intend to
apply this claim to all phenomena but only to “truths dependent on
personal action”® As an example, he refers to the enhanced likelihood
that an entire train car will rise up in opposition to a robber if action is
instigated by a single brave individual. The “will to believe” found in such
situations possesses the power to create new realities where, as James
writes, “[i]n one sense you create it, and in another sense you find it...;
and as such, it is not some irrational effort to make the world what it is
not, but the rational acknowledgment that human beings are inevitably
part of that which creates the world itself.*® That is, beliefs are not only
“rules for action” which are true to the degree that they possess for us
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“cash-value,” they also inculcate certain habits of seeing and imagining
both the seen and unseen world. Referring to this capacity for vision
engendered by the “will to believe,” James writes that “[a] man’s religious
faith...[is] essentially his faith in the existence of an unseen order of some
kind in which the riddles of the natural order may be found explained.*

It is this power located within the “will to believe” to fashion new
and alternative realities that Jackson believes Mu‘tazilism, and classical
Islamic theology more generally, generates. This is vital for Jackson
because as a minority group who still suffers from both overt and more
subtle forms of racism, Blackamericans require a powerful set of beliefs
and symbols to face an opposition with the advantage of numbers and
resources. Jackson believes that Mu‘tazilism, in contradistinction to
Jones’ “humanocentric theism,” offers the tools to achieve a complete
liberation not only from ontological suffering in the form of legal or
sociocultural forms of racism, but also from the universe of meanings
and norms constituted by those who control society’s cultural capital.
While Jackson would appear to share James’ faith in the power of belief
to create new realities where none had previously existed, he would
also seem to part ways with James in his assertion that the symbols and
narratives provided by the Mu‘tazilite doctrine of God are necessary to
generate and sustain such belief. Thus, Jackson argues that the “web of
beliefs” about God’s omnibenevolence and omnipotence which consti-
tute Mu‘tazilism more effectively equips marginalized groups such as
Blackamericans to courageously face the forces arrayed against them
by the dominant group(s) than the “humanocentric theism” offered
by Jones.

Jackson, Maturidism, and Black Suffering

While Mu‘tazilism privileges God’s omnibenevolence over God’s omnip-
otence, Maturidism reverses the order, believing it essential to do so in
order to protect God’s power and sovereignty. Maturidites feared that if
God’s unrestricted prerogative and absolute monopoly on power were
attenuated in any way, God would be forced into a negotiated relation-
ship with humanity. As a result, many came to see Mu‘tazilism as a
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contaminating force which encouraged a set of sensibilities, including
an emphasis on human agency, which threatened to undermine reli-
gion itself. Some Maturidites went even so far as to refer to Mu‘tazilites
as polytheists (mushrikin) because they ascribed secondary power to
human agents to create their own actions.” Maturidite omnipotence, like
that of the Ash‘arites and Traditionalists, places God in complete control
over nature and history. As a result, when it came to human agency,
Maturidites relied on their own unique version of kasb, or Acquisition,
which held that God, who was responsible for all causation in the world,
created each and every human act, while human agents, still retaining
their freedom of choice, were considered responsible for their decisions
of which the divinely created acts were an instantiation.” The Maturidite
theologian Abu al-Mu‘in al-Nasafi described it in this way: “God has
established as the normal order [‘@dah] that whenever a person who
enjoys sound means and members intends [gasada] an act, God grants
him the capacity [qudrah] with which to perform that act.”**

This construal of God as possessing a monopoly on all power and
causation raises a problematic issue that Mu‘tazilism was able to avoid:
the divine authorship of evil. The Maturidites however have a number of
responses to this challenge. First, while Maturidism places great empha-
sis on divine omnipotence, it does also assert that there is one attribute
which acts as a check on God’s power, wisdom (hikmah).”* Consequently,
God’s power always acts coordinately with God’s wisdom, which is
defined as “placing everything in its proper place” (wadu kulli shay’in
mawdi‘ah) or “that which promotes a praiseworthy result” (kullu ma
lahu ‘aqibah hamidah). Wisdom in this sense is teleological and thus
not immediately accessible to practical reason. In other words, while
events in the world may bring about suffering and pain in the near
term, and therefore be considered evil, those same events must also
serve some ultimately good and wise purpose.** Maturidites mention as
concrete examples the suffering of children, the slaughtering of animals,
and allowing minors to reach the age of accountability when it is known
that they will not believe. Though these events may count as evil, God
is still viewed as being responsible for all of them; however, what God
cannot do is sponsor evil that serves no wise end.
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Second, as a result of their teleological nature, the wisdom of
God’s actions may not be discernible to human faculties. And because
Maturidites did not tie wisdom to any human logic or criteria, they
often singled out Mu‘tazilism for criticism for taking human experi-
ence as the basis for assessing divine acts. In other words, wisdom in
the Maturidite sense contrasts with how goodness (husn) and justice
(‘adl) were understood by Mu‘tazilism because it is theocentric rather
than humanocentric. Thus, even if events lie beyond the human ability
to morally assess, they must be understood as wise for they emanate
from God. However, the Maturidites reject the position (held by the
Ash‘arites) that humans are incapable of making any objective moral
judgments. Such a position, they argue, would threaten the foundations
of revealed religion for if humans could not know by way of reason the
evil of lying, for example, then they would have no basis for accepting
the truthfulness of the prophets and likewise the message of Islam. And
this, Jackson points out, is a wholly rational a priori judgment which
people must possess prior to and independent of any revelation. This
leads Jackson to describe Maturidism’s moral philosophy as having a
“soft” moral ontology wherein human access to fundamental a priori
judgments is recognized; however, some judgments are to be considered
provisional for moral acts are assessed, not according to their immediate
or practical effects, but according to their ultimate effects.*

In his discussion of Maturidism in light of Jones, Jackson argues that
it manages to avoid both construing God as racist and inducing a quiet-
ism among its followers. On the basis of the distinction between God’s
ontological decree and normative preference, the existence of Black
suffering cannot serve as proof of any divine ill-intention or suggest in
any way that God approves of the suppression of African Americans.
Moreover, Maturidism cannot be said to encourage quietism for although
its “soft” moral ontology renders moral judgments provisional, there
is still a certain legitimacy to those moral judgments. Additionally, for
the Maturidites, the basis of human knowledge about God’s pleasure is
scripture, not the ontological reality that God sustains, and thus all that
is needed to promote Black opposition to oppression is a scriptural man-
date to resist — found in such Qur’anic verses as “[f]ight them until there
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is no oppression..” — regardless of whether evil is believed to originate
with God or not. * Because such evil does not reflect God’s preference,
there is no reason why anyone resisting that evil should think she or he
is resisting God.

According to Jackson, while Maturidism is able to satisfy Jones’
concerns by avoiding the charges of both divine racism and quietism,
it comes into direct conflict with Jones’ belief in the categorical evil of
all unearned suffering.”” That is, Jones refuses to consider the possibility
that suffering might serve any positive function for Blackamericans. For
him, all suffering should be regarded as an evil to be eliminated at all
costs, otherwise he fears “the oppressed will not regard their suffering
as oppressive and will not be motivated to attack it”*® He likewise is
extremely critical of those theories, such as the conception of “vicarious
suffering” defended by Joseph R. Washington, Jr., which assert that the
wisdom behind suffering might lie beyond human apprehension. In con-
sidering the extent to which the Maturidite notion of wisdom (hikmah)
is truly just another “pie-in-the-sky theodicy,” Jackson notes that one’s
assessment will necessarily depend on the teleological assumptions
which drive the assessment.” As Jackson points out, Jones argues that
God’s goodness and sovereignty can only be sustained to the extent that
they result in Black liberation defined in terms of concrete, immediate
effects.

However, Jackson asserts that in this particular understanding of
“black liberation” lies an undergirding set of goods dictating what counts
as “liberation” and “flourishing.” According to Jackson, these terms are
conceived by Jones according to ideals and possibilities that emanate
from the universe of meanings and norms produced by the gatekeepers
of white culture. “We know, in other words,” Jackson states, “that blacks
have achieved liberation when they arrive at the point where they enjoy
the same social, economic, and political status, prerogatives, and pre-
sumptions as whites, not potentially but actually, here, now, today*
Interestingly, Jackson notes that Jones is occasionally ambiguous in his
understanding of Black liberation, sometimes conceiving it according to
the norms of the dominant white culture while at other times speaking
of the need “to abandon the partial frame of reference of our oppressor



24 m AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 40:3-4

and to create...concepts that release our reality..”®! And it is on this
latter understanding of “black liberation” that Jackson focuses, asserting
that true liberation lies not only in freedom from overt forms of institu-
tionalized racism, but also in freedom from the universe of values and
meanings that sustain not only the social, economic, and political status
quo, but, more importantly, the psychological and emotional status quo
as well.®2

It is at this point, Jackson argues, that the Maturidite notion of
hikmah is most valuable because if the aim of Black liberation is to free
Blackamericans from the “partial frame of reference” that contributes
to their suppression, then anything that facilitates this process must be
recognized as ultimately good. In other words, Black suffering may be
accurately regarded as immediately evil, but if Blackamericans’ ultimate
good lies in forestalling the normalization of ways of thinking that render
their domination beyond critique, then one must recognize the wisdom
behind the suffering that prevents them from adopting the worldview
and norms of those who dominate them.® Jackson writes that “[i]n this
light—and perhaps only in this light—while the blackness that condemns
Blackamericans to suffering and oppression may be considered a curse,
it may ultimately constitute a ‘blessed curse.”**

Moreover, the conception of hikmah as found in Maturidism creates
conditions for the recognition of a type of consciousness that is engen-
dered by the experience of suffering and oppression. Such persecution,
Jackson states while citing Indian social theorist Ashis Nandy, can have
the effect of reinforcing one’s humanity and fortifying it against moral
corruption.®® Additionally, such a consciousness can equip one with a
reality, a way of imagining and being in the world, which overcomes
the anesthetizing effects of wealth, power, and privilege. In support of
these claims, Jackson quotes Qur’an 2:183 which speaks of the bene-
fits of suffering and self-denial, “O you who believe, fasting has been
prescribed for you as it was for those before you that you might attain
God-consciousness™® Such experiences and practices, Jackson main-
tains, aid in the prevention of suffering from the effects of wealth and
privilege which often threaten to obscure the realities of connectedness

with others and dependence on one’s Creator.
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For Jackson, just as Mu‘tazilism demonstrated its ability, not only
to parry the critiques of traditional theisms put forth by Jones, but also
to supersede Jones’ “humanocentric theism” as a result of its attention
to the role of narrative and symbol in sustaining certain beliefs about
God, so too does Maturidism perform in the same manner. As a result,
it provides, Jackson argues, an interdependent “web of beliefs” includ-
ing, among other things, a doctrine of God which plays a crucial role in
inculcating certain habits of seeing and acting in the world which are
advantageous to the Blackamerican community. Perhaps the most signif-
icant way it does this is with its emphasis on God’s omnipotence and its
concomitant notion of hikmah by which all of God’s actions are viewed
as serving an ultimately wise end. This account of Maturidite hikmah and
the insights brought out by Jackson into the complex and myriad ways
that one’s presuppositions determine what counts and does not count
as “black liberation” raises a crucial question. That is, what is the role of
the category of “experience” in the process of measuring and verifying
the attainment of Black liberation? As has been observed in Jackson’s
critical engagement with Jones, this category, far from being a neutral
signifier, can in fact be determined by any number of concepts and norms
which give it a teleological flavor of one sort or another. And, as we will
discover, this not only has repercussions for Jones’ claims about Black
liberation. It also has repercussions for the role of “experience” in James’
conception of verification, a topic to which we now turn.

Jackson, Verification, and the Interrogation of “Experience”

When speaking of true ideas, James states that they “are those that we
can assimilate, validate, corroborate and verify. False ideas are those that
we cannot”®’ This move from a correspondence theory of truth to a prag-
matic one depends likewise on a paradigm shift wherein truth comes to
be thought of, not as a property inherent in an idea, but as a status an
idea comes to possess. In other words, truth is an event, not a property.
Or as James puts it, “[t]ruth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made
true by events. Its verity isin fact an event, a process: the process namely
of its verifying itself, its veri-fication.”*® But what does it mean to “verify”
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something? How is such a thing accomplished? For James, an idea or
set of ideas are verified and thus receive pragmatic justification if they
“lead us, namely, through the acts and other ideas which they instigate,
into or up to, or towards, other parts of our experience with which
we feel all the while—such feeling being among our potentialities—that
the original ideas remain in agreement.”’ In other words, there exists a
dialectic of idea and experience in which an idea receives the status of
“truth” and “agreement with reality” to the degree that it successfully
leads one through one’s experience of whatever reality it is describing.
The dialectical process describes the way in which the idea, when not
successful in leading one through some experience, is then either revised
or discarded altogether in an attempt to find the one that best “fits.

This account also leads to truth being understood as prospective
because in helping one navigate experience, an idea may also “lead us
towards other moments which it will be worthwhile to have been led
to””” And the degree to which an idea succeeds in leading one to future
worthwhile moments, and, what’s more, the degree to which the idea
prepares one to know when such a moment will occur, determines the
“truth” of that idea. However, often the process of verification of the
multiplicity of ideas that constitute one’s worldview takes time, and as
a result, James speaks of truth as living “for the most part on a credit
system””* That is, because it is impossible to verify every aspect of one’s
reality (such an endeavor would take more than one life time), individ-
uals must proceed in faith on the “credit” of those ideas they have good
reason to believe are true.

As can be observed in this account of verification, the truth of an idea
is determined according to whether or not it aids in negotiating the chal-
lenges posed by “experience.” If one finds that such an idea does in fact
agree with one’s “experience” of “reality,” then that idea may be regarded
as “true” James also puts it this way when he writes that “[t]he only real
guarantee we have against licentious thinking is the circumpressure of
experience itself, which gets us sick of concrete errors, whether there be
a trans-empirical reality or not.””? “Experience,” it would seem, plays a
crucial role in the process of verification yet, as we have seen in Jackson’s
discussion of Jones’ understanding of “black liberation,” the category of
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“experience” is not a neutral one. It is shaped by and filled with a host
of concepts and norms which give it a teleological flavor of one sort
or another. Interestingly enough, James provides indications through-
out his corpus that he understands this such as when he declares that,
“[h]Juman motives sharpen all our questions, human satisfactions lurk
in all our answers, all our formulas have a human twist.””

As we have already observed, Jackson questioned the degree to
which Jones’ definition of “black liberation” succumbed to the norms of
those in control of white culture such that “liberation” came to be under-
stood as being achieved when Blackamericans arrived at the point where
they could “enjoy the same social, economic, and political status, pre-
rogatives, and presumptions as whites, not potentially but actually, here,
now, today.” Concerned with the possibility of normalized domination
wherein marginalized groups adopt as their own the norms and values of
the dominant group, Jackson believes that the classical schools of Islamic
theology, especially those of Ash‘arism, Maturidism, and Traditionalism,
offer a universe of alternative symbols and meanings which are more
effective in preventing such subjugation.”

Apart from what we have already discussed, another way these
schools are more effective at sustaining an alternative universe of mean-
ings is the way in which they provide conceptual tools with which to
expose the illusory nature of the claims to moral objectivity made by
the dominant white culture. For instance, the Ash‘arite theologian Abu
Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) argued that all moral judgments that
are not based on scripture are unavoidably relativistic and determined
by the motivations and perspectives of the agents or groups who make
them. Ultimately, what people habitually identify as “good” (hasan) or
“evil” (qabih) is only what they deem to be contrary to their interests
(gharad/pl. aghrad).” Thus an act will turn out to be “good” to one group
or individual and “evil” to another.

Consequently, in al-Ghazali’s view, all moral judgments claiming
an objective, ontological status that are not grounded in scripture are
guilty of the fallacy of “universalizing the particular” Even the judg-
ments anchored in scripture are universal only in the sense that God
has declared them to be so. As a result, moral judgments are assessed
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according to their conformity to the divine command ethic found in
the Qur’an and Sunna rather than according to some ontological index
of right and wrong.” To al-Ghazali, this “theistic subjectivism” and
its concomitant rejection of moral objectivity best represent “Islamic
morality” and offer themselves as compelling accounts of morality to all
fair-minded, reasonable people who recognize the human tendency to
abstract personal preferences into false universals or ignore the power
of socialization to lead one to regard what is routinely considered right
or wrong as always right or wrong. True moral judgments are ahistori-
cal and attainable only to those who are able to transcend personal and
group interests, a capability possessed only by God and likewise the
revelation God chooses to impart to humankind.”

Using al-Ghazali’s insight into the human tendency to “universalize
the particular,” Jackson points to the way in which the secular human-
ism which characterizes much of Jones’ thought determines both his
understanding of “black liberation” and the philosophical tools with
which to achieve it. Noting the “bourgeois character of the existential-
ist thought [of Camus and Sartre]” which Jones draws on in his work,
Jackson writes that, “[i]n this context, the greatest threat to the individ-
ual becomes neither suffering nor oppression but the threat to individual
autonomy represented by the heteronomous character and authority
of religion””® In other words, Jones’ secular existentialist thinkers do
not oppose religion because it does not possess the requisite qualities
to resist oppression; they oppose it because they believe it “challenges
subjectivism (read humanism) and threatens the hedonism implied by
(bourgeois) autonomy—the very autonomy, incidentally, that is denied
to oppressed blacks not by religion but by the unchecked exercise of
autonomy on the part of whites”” Jackson thinks it interesting that Jones
seems to recognize the “fatal residue of the oppressor’s worldview” in
the Black theology he so fervently criticizes yet he fails to demonstrate
an awareness of the anti-religious and secular biases which characterize
the thinkers from whom he borrows “who also happen to hail from the
ranks of the oppressor”®

For Jackson, Jones’ proposed strategies of either “black humanism”
or “humanocentric theism” are not conducive to the achievement of
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“black liberation” because these paradigms of thought from which he
uncritically borrows are informed by a universe of secular norms and
meanings. That is, the way in which Jones argues that “black liberation”
is verified is thoroughly informed by the assumptions undergirding the
secular existentialist thought that informs so much of his work. The
question then becomes whether such a way of being and acting in the
world offers itself as the one best suited for securing such an objective.
Jackson argues that the proposals put forth by Jones fail in this regard
when compared to the universe of meanings provided by classical Islamic
theology understood in light of the plight of Black suffering. On a deeper
level, Jackson exposes the ways in which the meanings of the categories
of “black liberation” and “black suffering” are far from being self-evident
and neutral because of the degree to which they are determined by one’s
worldview and its corresponding presuppositions.

The Limits of Theology and Concluding Thoughts

Having read Jackson’s critical comments about the understanding and
role of “experience” and verification in Jones’ account of “black libera-
tion,” one may be left wondering what, if anything, Jackson might have
to say about the evidentiary nature of his own claims. That is, does his
conception of the theological task place his claims beyond critique? In
addressing these issues, Jackson first states that what he has not done
is present a doctrine of God that empirically proves God’s power and
goodness in an objective manner which definitively refutes the charge of
divine malevolence toward African Americans. As he puts it, “[w]hat I
have presented in this book—and all that can be asked of any theological
tradition—is a theological response”® However, rather than concede that
theology is then an arbitrary or solipsistic enterprise, Jackson goes on
to provide an account of what he believes it to be.

“Theology is ultimately a negotiated product, the medium through
which religious communities conceptualize and talk about God in the
public space, where the only valid form of knowledge is objective knowl-
edge to which everyone has ostensibly equal access.”® Betraying some
of his own presuppositions here, we find Jackson describing theology as
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a dialogical and public practice for religious communities that enables
those communities to settle on a conceptual framework, or “web of
beliefs,” about God and the world that successfully creates a common
religious identity. Moreover, the systematic and logical rigor which
typify the theological endeavor bring a rational element to the religious
tradition which Jackson believes is crucial in helping to “retard the drift
of superstition and unwarranted syncretism.”®® For all of these reasons
then, theology plays an indispensable role in forming and sustaining
religious communities.

However, Jackson admits that while theology can play a positive role
for religious communities, it poses significant dangers as well. It does
so by “freezing” doctrines and descriptions of God into strict and static
categories such as omnipotent, benevolent, merciful, severe, etc. Though
such descriptions have the advantage of generating stability by sustain-
ing intergenerational and cross-cultural consensus, they are ultimately
limited because “as public property with universal pretensions, theology
is almost bound to indulge the subtle fiction that it is transcendent and
speaks from beyond the pale of human history and the perspective of any
particular group.”® Of course, by describing the theological task and its
limits in this way, Jackson is forced to acknowledge that his own claims
too are closely tied to his own historically and culturally conditioned
set of concerns. However, as Jackson indicates throughout his work, he
has no problem with such an observation. This is because it then frees
him to reconceive the theological task as one in which the objective is
to address the challenges faced by one’s community, and in his case, the
Blackamerican one.

In addition to its tendency to indulge in the fallacy of “universaliz-
ing the particular,” theology encounters a further limitation in its claim
to engender knowledge about God. Or at least, there is another type of
knowledge about God which it cannot provide: experiential knowledge.
According to Jackson, this “highly subjective, private, and hopelessly con-
tingent” form of knowledge need not be viewed as a hostile competitor
to theology’s “public reason.” However, it differs from “public reason” in
that it depends on “a live and personal relationship.”® Experiential knowl-
edge’s difference from “public reason” lies in the difference between
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being aware of someone’s generosity as a “conceptual fact,” and know-
ing that such a person will share his or her wealth with me. Knowing
in this sense is contingent on the kind of relationship one possesses
with the object of knowledge in question. It is this type of knowledge,
Jackson asserts, that best facilitates knowledge of God. That is, “[i]t is
God’s relationship with Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Pharaoh, the Children of
Israel—even Satan—that informs God’s actions toward them, not a fixed
list of names and attributes, even if such a list might rightfully apply to
God”* And while some knowledge produced from such an encounter
may be expressed through the written or spoken word, “some of what
one learns may simply reduce one to a calm and speechless knowing.”®’
Thus, Jackson states, although theology strives to achieve understanding
without lapsing into superstition, such an endeavor does not require the
dismissal of mystery, a quality which tends to be viewed with suspicion
in contemporary society.®

Interestingly enough, James would find much that is compelling in
Jackson’s discussion of experiential knowledge. In the Varieties, James
expresses skepticism toward science’s claims to best capture the world
through its identification of the laws by which the world functions. He
writes that:

To describe the world with all the various feelings of the indi-
vidual pinch of destiny, all the various spiritual attitudes, left
out from the description—they being as describable as anything
else—would be something like offering a printed bill of fare as
the equivalent of a solid meal. Religion makes no such blunder.*

Religion makes no such blunder because it does not describe the
world in universal and impersonal terms which, because they deal in
abstractions, keep one at arm’s length from personal experience of the
world. Thus, for James, the knowledge engendered by science which
is communicated using symbols deals only with realities of the most
general kind; however, “as soon as we deal with private and personal
phenomena as such, we deal with realities in the completest sense of the
term”*® As is the case with Jackson, James too asserts that knowledge of
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a personal type holds a higher epistemological status because it traffics
in particulars as opposed to the universals of “public reason” or scientific
forms of knowledge. And, for James, it is in the particulars of religious
“feeling” and “experience” that one is granted the greatest access, not
to God as Jackson believes, but to a higher reality that is mediated by
the human subconscious.”” While James refuses to go to great lengths to
identify this reality, he admits that “God is the natural appellation, for us
Christians at least, for [this] supreme reality..”* Thus, both James and
Jackson assign a greater level of authority to relational forms of knowl-
edge because, it would seem, both deem the personally experienced
dimensions of reality to hold a higher status. While the object of this
personal knowledge differs for the two men in that James identifies it as
the human subconscious while for Jackson it is God, both agree in favor-
ing experiential and personal knowledge of particulars over abstract and
general knowledge of universals. However, it is important to note that
while James believes that this personal experience provides one with
unmediated access to that higher reality in the form of the human sub-
conscious, Jackson harbors no such illusions. Still, his acknowledgement
of the mediated character of all knowledge does not prevent him from
placing a high value on experiential forms of it.

It is both in his account of “experiential knowledge” as well as in
the “practical effectiveness” of the “web of beliefs” constituting classical
Islamic theology, which are drawn out by Jackson in response to the
problem of Black suffering that we are able to find Jamesian elements.
That is, Jackson believes not only that both the Mu‘tazilite and Maturidite
(along with the Ash‘arite and Traditionalist) accounts of divine omnip-
otence and omnibenevolence are able to evade the charges of divine
racism and quietism laid out by Jones. Jackson also believes that they
offer a universe of meanings which supersedes that presupposed by
Jones’ “humanocentric theism” in being able to achieve Black liberation.
This is so for numerous reasons, perhaps the most important being the
ability of both schools of classical Islamic theology to provide resources
that encourage the Blackamerican community to resist white domina-
tion in all its forms despite the lack of resources and numbers available
to them. In this way, Jackson argues that the doctrines of God found
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in both Mu‘tazilism and the Maturidism constitute a “web of beliefs”
that inculcate certain habits of seeing and acting in the world, which
best deal with the challenges of Black experience. However, Jackson’s
account of Maturidite hikmah along with the concern he raises about
“universalizing the particular” pushes back against the uncritical reliance
on “experience” in both Jones’ conception of “black liberation” and in
James’ doctrine of verification. As the above claims make clear, Jackson’s
thought both parallels and challenges aspects of James’ account of reli-
gion throughout his writings, and as a result, Jackson demonstrates that
despite James’ dismissive attitude, it is possible for “dogmatic theology”

to be pragmatic.”
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al-Azhar Ahmad al-Tayyib and Grand Mufti Ali Gomaa—as
“anti-revolutionary.” This article argues that al-Tayyib and
Gomaa’s politics are fundamentally different. While Gomaa’s
politics are submissive to the state, al-Tayyib’s politics are a nego-
tation without confrontation. I explain the former by Gomaa’s
struggle for religious authority either by seeking official posi-
tions or obstructing the revealing of information harmful to his
religious legitimacy. The statist legitimacy threat against Gomaa
is central to understanding his politics. Defending al-Azhar, on
the other hand, is what explains al-Tayyib’s fluctuating politics.
Theoretically, I advocate that explaining intellectuals’ politics
requires focusing on their political deliberation. Only with a
methodologically rigorous reconstruction of the intellectuals’
political deliberation and its context, can we decide the relative
relevance of factors like ideals, interests, and structures (e.g., the
state). I establish this with more than a thousand chronologically
ordered primary sources and twenty interviews with people in
Gomaa and al-Tayyib’s circles.

Keywords: Sociology of intellectuals, cultural sociology, Islam
and politics, Arab Spring, Egypt, Ulama, al-Azhar

Introduction

One day before the outbreak of the 2011 Egyptian Uprising, the newly
appointed Shaykh al-Azhar Ahmad al-Tayyib held a conference titled
“Sunni Islam: A Call for Unity and Tolerance ...”" Ironically, this call
for unity would be immediately followed by bitter disputes and diver-
gence among the attending ‘ulama’ (religious scholars of Islam) regarding
the Egyptian Uprising. These divides would only grow deeper over the
course of the rest of the 2011 Arab Uprisings and the July 2013 Egyptian
Coup against the democratically elected president Mohamed Morsi, who
was affiliated with the Muslim Brothers (MB).2

The ‘ulama’s active role during the Arab Spring affirmed research
countering once prevailing assumptions about ‘ulama”s irrelevance
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to modern life.> With that active role, the last decade has witnessed
a growing literature attempting to make sense of the ‘ulama’s diver-
gent politics.* The Egyptian ‘ulama’ were at the heart of this debate,
especially their stances on the Egyptian Coup.” More specifically, the
debate centered on comparing the “Global Mufti” Yusuf al-Qaradawi’s
“pro-revolutionary stances” and the “anti-revolutionary approach” of the
former Grand Mufti of Egypt (2003-2013), Ali Gomaa, given his puzzling
support for the military’s massacres.® The Shaykh al-Azhar (since 2010),
former Rector of al-Azhar University (2003-2010), and former Grand
Mufti (2002-2003), Ahmed Al-Tayyib was not totally absent from these
accounts, but he was treated as a secondary example of Gomaa’s politics.
This article submits that comparing al-Tayyib and Gomaa is as fruitful for
understanding ‘ulama”s politics as comparing Gomaa and al-Qaradawi,
arguing that al-Tayyib’s politics are qualitatively different from Gomaa’s.

Theoretically, unlike macro structuralist approaches, this article
argues that understanding intellectuals’ politics requires due attention
to their political deliberations. Only then, we can appreciate the com-
plexity and contingency of their eventual political stances, since their
deliberations navigate among morally compelling ideals and power-
ful pressures and threats to their interests. Only after undertaking a
detailed empirical examination of their deliberations, can we construct
theories of when intellectuals’ interests or ideals play greater roles. The
cases here suggest that intellectuals concentrate more on interest (espe-
cially potential harm) in threatening political environments. But, while
al-Tayyib’s stances merged idealist and (for him) morally approved interest-
oriented actions, Gomaa’s politics were puzzlingly self-seeking.
An important aspect of why this was the case, I will argue, is the kind of
political threat to which Gomaa was subject: a statist legitimacy threat
that could have destroyed his credibility as an ‘alim (singular of ‘ulama’).
In the concluding section of the paper, therefore, I contend that Gomaa’s
politics should be understood as strategies to attain higher religious
authority or avoid statist threats that might destroy his moral legitimacy
by revealing private information. On the other hand, protecting al-Azhar
and its traditionalism was the central concern that consistently explains
al-Tayyib’s politics.
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In what follows, I first present my theoretical and methodological
approach to studying intellectuals’ politics, followed by a brief over-
view of Islam and politics in Egypt. The following two sections provide
empirical evidence that problematizes the dominant explanations of
the “‘ulama”s Arab Spring politics. The first argues that political theol-
ogy is not sufficient for understanding Gomaa and al-Tayyib’s politics.
This section will also establish a clear difference between al-Tayyib and
Gomaa in their relation to the state and its violence. Next, I show that
the argument that both ‘ulama’’s political stances stem from a moral
urge to protect “True Islam” (what each ‘alim believes to be the true
interpretation of Islam) is not true for Gomaa, whose competitive stance
extends to those adopting the same interpretation. This is in contrast to
al-Tayyib, for whom defending al-Azhar traditionalism is central, yet
who generally maintains a tolerant approach to others holding compet-
ing interpretations.

Intellectuals’ Politics: Theory and Methods

Some sociologists of intellectuals take a resolutely macro view of intel-
lectuals’ actions, emphasizing the role of structural conditions (e.g.,
market relations and government type) on intellectuals’ politics.” A
similar structuralist approach is adopted by an account that explains
the different politics of Gomaa and al-Tayyib by state manipulation: by
making prominent ‘ulama’ like Gomaa take extreme pro-regime posi-
tions, the state ensures the Shaykh al-Azhar’s (al-Tayyib’s) popular
moral legitimacy, which is necessary for the regime’s own legitimacy.?
Such an approach, however, disregards a core aspect of intellectuals’
lives: deliberation.

This is not to say that social structures “predict neither the con-
tent of intellectual ideas nor the process of intellectual action.”® Indeed,
both cases under examination show how changes in the political struc-
ture (from authoritarianism to a revolutionary democratic transition to
bloody counter-revolutionary authoritarianism) led to changes in the
‘ulama’’s political ideas and actions. However, when it comes to state
manipulation, I do not consider it to be the case that intellectuals have
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no agency or autonomy except “within a framework whose limits are
defined ultimately by the state’' Instead, I adopt a cultural interpretive
approach that attends to the intellectuals’ political deliberation, where
intellectuals interpret the changing political circumstances before acting:
thinking about which course of action to follow, consulting ideals, and
calculating interests (potential threats and benefits).

Many sociologists argue that interests, conscious or not, are cen-
tral to intellectuals’ politics.! Yet, others insist that ideals, not interests,
motivate intellectuals’ acts.’” Most accounts of the “‘ulama’ share the lat-
ter’s idealist conception, as seen in their emphasis on political theology
and “true Islam.” Such dichotomous generalizations, as I show below,
are not empirically accurate, for both ideals and interests were relevant
to al-Tayyib, while Gomaa’s politics were more interest-oriented. The
relevance of ideals and interests is to be determined empirically, case
by case. Hence, the fact that Hasan al-Shafi‘i—the senior Azharite ‘alim
and al-Tayyib’s senior advisor then—had no interest in opposing the
Coup does not mean that all ‘ulama’ have no interest in their political
stances, as some argue.” Only with such empirical rigor can we develop
cultural theories on “when interest-oriented action dominates nonstra-
tegic action orientations.”**

The cases below suggest that intellectuals’ idealist deliberation
and actions are curtailed in threatening environments like authori-
tarian regimes. Living under statist threats, intellectuals’ deliberation
becomes occupied with how to navigate the potentially serious harms
they expect if they act idealistically, including in defiance of the state.
Interest calculation becomes more salient in their deliberation. But
statist threats and interest calculation do not necessitate eventual sub-
mission to the state, as intellectuals may decide to hold on to their
ideals and resist despite the cost.” Indeed, al-Tayyib never legitimized
state violence and vocally criticized it during the Coup. However,
he also did not abide by his revolutionary democratic ideals when
the Coup made them very costly. But while al-Tayyib was primarily
occupied by al-Azhar’s interest (an interest approved by his ideals),
Gomaa was occupied by his own interest with no trace of idealism. I
argue that the statist threat to Gomaa appeared to be so strong that he
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eventually decided to submit to it. The statist threat here was not one
generally understood in political sociology—a security threat to one’s
body, wealth, or family." Rather it was a legitimacy threat—a threat to
one’s moral authority as an intellectual. The state surveils intellectuals
to find in their private lives issues that would destroy their credibility
if revealed, and uses them to bring intellectuals to their knees. My
analysis shows that Gomaa was a target of such a state legitimacy
threat, which nudged Gomaa to prefer legitimizing massacres, and
therefore losing only some legitimacy, over exposing what might well
have caused a complete loss of legitimacy.

Unlike the assertion that “it is too easy to dismiss [Gomaa’s] pro-mili-
tary position as simply that of a sycophant or a hypocrite ready to exploit
religious doctrine to support his political master,”” such an argument
requires a diligent study that exhausts all possibilities of moral motiva-
tions, especially when talking about ‘ulama’ immersed in moral education.
Methodologically, I study patterns in the “ulama”s politics to capture the
moral dimension: Is there any moral principle that seems consistently pres-
ent in the intellectual’s most political stances? Another strategy I employ
is critical discourse analysis' via a close reading of how intellectuals talk
about politics, reply to accusations, and navigate pressures: Do they, for
example, contradict themselves, turn red when asked hard questions, feel
like faking a reaction, take time to think in a way suggesting strategizing,
give ambiguous answers, or frequently lie? These cultural signs of “authen-
ticity” or “sincerity” are inevitably subject to researchers’ interpretations.
Researchers’ bias can be countered by empirical saturation, which can be
judged through empirical evidence.

My findings are based on more than a thousand (chronologically
ordered) primary sources (e.g., news reports, official statements, books,
memoirs, and videos) about al-Tayyib, Gomaa, the Egyptian religious
field, and a careful reconstruction of the political context. These sources
encompass almost all that is publicly available online on these ‘ulama’
until the end of August 2013, the month of the massacre at Rabaa that
came to signify the end of the Arab Spring in Egypt. To ensure that I had
as complete a picture as possible about these ‘ulama’, I also interviewed
twenty people who were close to them or in their circles.
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Islam and Politics in Egypt: An Overview

The efforts to centralize the Egyptian state that began in the early nine-
teenth century partially stripped al-Azhar, the Islamic scholarly institution
founded in the tenth century, of its economic independence by putting part
of its endowment under state control. This reduced al-Azhar graduates’
employment prospects by establishing separate secular education and judi-
ciary systems. The state tightened its control over al-Azhar even more in
the second half of the twentieth century with the Nasser regime’s religious
policies that placed all endowments under state control, ended the reli-
gious judiciary system, made the Shaykh al-Azhar a position presidentially
appointed, restructured al-Azhar to increase government representatives
in its administration, gradually purged most Azharite faculty that voiced
any opposition, and increased state control over mosques by replacing
local economic support and appointing imams." Yet, these policies also
granted al-Azhar financial, human, and symbolic resources as the govern-
ment increased al-Azhar’s budget, opened new non-religious departments
in al-Azhar University, increased its pre-college education institutions, and
considered al-Azhar the only legitimate representative of Islam.?

However, as al-Azhar functioned as a religious legitimizer of
an oppressive regime that was eventually defeated in the 1967 War
(al-naksa), al-Azhar’s legitimacy eroded for many Egyptians, who found
their way to the few apolitical Salafi groups tolerated under Nasser. The
1970s witnessed the Islamic Revival, with a Salafi orientation and a strong
presence in universities. This was coupled with the new president Anwar
al-Sadat’s political opening. Political prisoners were released, allowing
the MB to return to public life and recruit many of those university stu-
dents. The MB integrated democratic principles into its discourse and
ran syndicate and parliament elections, becoming the strongest political
opposition group in pre-Uprising Egypt. Meanwhile, other Salafi student
groups and religious activists either preferred to stay away from politics
or to turn to armed insurgency against the regime.

To grant al-Azhar legitimacy vis-a-vis radical opponents, the
regime allowed al-Azhar a larger margin of freedom, an opportunity
that al-Azhar took advantage of, opposing some state policies. This
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relative independence ended with the appointment of Muhammad
Sayyid Tantawi as Shaykh al-Azhar in 1996 until his death in 2010, to
be replaced by Ahmad al-Tayyib. In the context of the 1970s Islamic
Revival’s critical stance in relation to the regime, a scholarly milieu
known as Civilizational Islam emerged to provide democratic, anti-au-
thoritarian, and non-violent Islamic interpretations, presenting itself as
a moderate Islam — an interpretation the MB came to adopt. Ali Gomaa
was part of this milieu until he became Egypt’s Grand Mulfti in 2003, an
office that brought him a transnational following.

As the Egyptian Uprising erupted, Civilizational Islam scholars, the
MB, and activist Salafis supported the uprising. Al-Tayyib tried to take a
balanced position that was more on the side of the regime, while Gomaa
was unequivocal in its pro-regime rhetoric. With the regime’s fall,
al-Tayyib and Gomaa were criticized by the revolutionaries. Al-Tayyib
adopted a revolutionary line and presented al-Azhar as an impartial
political actor. Gomaa also tried to navigate pressures with ambivalent
messages. Meanwhile, the MB and the Salafis dominated all elections
and referenda, including the MB-won presidential election. After a year
in power, anti-MB campaigns culminated in wide protests, followed by
a bloody military coup that was strongly endorsed by Gomaa, and less
so by al-Tayyib.

Political Theology is Not Enough

The current literature on Gomaa and al-Tayyib mainly focuses on why
they supported Egypt’s 2013 Military Coup. One explanation is their
adoption of medieval political theology, where “it is prudent to give
loyalty to whoever commands overwhelming authority (shawka)”* This
theology built political legitimacy on the effective ability to rule and
forbade rebellion, as the traumas of violence in early Islamic history
persuaded medieval jurists to privilege stability over other sociopolitical
values. This view is captured in al-Tayyib’s coup statement, where he
considered intra-Egyptian clashes and bloodshed the “lesser of two evils,”
and in Gomaa’s remark that Morsi is a “detained ruler” (imam mahjur)
who had lost the ability to rule.?
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But this reading does not capture the complexity of these ‘ulama’s
politics. There are instances where these same people disregarded that
pragmatic medieval theology for a revolutionary political theology.
Namely, in 2011, al-Tayyib supported the Libyan, Yemeni, and Syrian
Uprisings and considered a regime’s use of violence against peaceful
protestors sufficient to end its legitimacy “despite the pretexts made
for stability or confronting disturbance and conspiracy.’® Gomaa even
signed a statement in support of the Syrian Free Army against Assad’s
regime, leaving no space for medieval theology, which some contem-
porary ‘ulama’ argue forbids only militant rebellion, not peaceful
protests.*

More importantly for Gomaa, Muhamad Muzakkir notes that “it
is clear that the logic behind the classical jurists’ discourse is avoid-
ing bloodshed (fitnah) at the expense of having an accountable political
system ... In contrast, [Gomaa] neither avoided fitnah nor built a system.
He even formulated a discourse that sanctioned massacre and human
rights violations by the Egyptian government.”® During the anti-Mubarak
Uprising, Gomaa cited a hadith that prescribes the killing of whomever
rebels (yakhruj) against a ruler accepted by all, though he followed, “we
do not want to prescribe [the killing of rebels] in these times of turmoil
(fitan) because [the prophet] also forbade us to kill”* This caveat was
missing in his leaked lectures to the military during the Coup, in which
his legitimization of the state’s violence against protestors was blunt
and unprecedented.”’ While Gomaa inserted a few ethical boundaries
for killing (e.g., gradual violence, not to kill the wounded but to arrest
them after being treated), such boundaries were neither emphasized nor
clarified. They remained mostly lip service and were lost within more
emphasized generalizations of the Egyptian army’s religious virtue and
the permissibility of killing the anti-military “Kharijites.” These remarks
were so extreme that he, when the videos were leaked, claimed they were
only referring to militants in Sinai, not anti-Coup protestors.” Yet his
direct references to anti-Coup protests make this claim hard to sustain.
This adoption of bloodshed sets Gomaa in stark contrast to al-Tayyib’s
consistent criticism of bloodshed, discussed below, which seemed more

in line with medieval jurists’ concerns.
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Usaama al-Azami does not consider that contrast stark enough,
however: “With [al-Tayyib], while his support had its limits, we saw
his commitment to autocratic Islam in his legitimation of the military
coup—an armed rebellion against a Muslim ruler that he and Gomaa
actively legitimated rather than simply acquiesced to, as might be
expected in premodern Sunnism.”®’ For him, both “‘ulama’ supported the
Coup because they adopted “autocratic Islam” where absolute fealty
to modern authoritarian states is central. But again, how to reconcile
these ‘ulama”s “autocratic Islam” with their support of some other Arab
uprisings against authoritarian regimes? Even if we limit the discussion
to Egypt, Gomaa asserted, a few months after the revolution, that shira
(consultation, as practiced in parliamentarian elections) and enjoining
the ruler to do good and forbidding him to do bad (speaking truth to
power) are “political rights in Islam.”** Also during anti-Morsi protests
in November 2012, he issued a fatwa permitting protests and sit-ins.*!
That said, I agree with al-Azami’s observation on Gomaa’s commitment
to the Egyptian army. Overall, I found no single public remark explic-
itly criticizing anyone in power, including Morsi. During Morsi’s year,
for example, his only public comment on a particular political event,
rather than general remarks, was a statement that Islamically legitimized
Morsi’s plan to take IMF loans that some Islamically-minded parties
deemed forbidden.** To be sure, Gomaa implicitly and privately was
not supporting Morsi, as seen in his above-mentioned fatwa allowing
protest during his reign or in his students’ remarks critical of Morsi.
But Gomaa never expressed that publicly and did not criticize Morsi for
anything he did.

In contrast, al-Tayyib’s stance toward the state is generally ambigu-
ous, not submissive, but never confrontational. He grants those in power
discursive legitimacy while keeping a distance from (and sometimes
criticizing) that of which he does not approve. His politics may be termed
a negotiation without confrontation. For example, though al-Tayyib’s
critical stance toward the regime was less before the Uprising, he threat-
ened to resign from the al-Azhar University Rectorate during Mubarak’s
reign when the State Security wanted to interrogate al-Qaradawi, whom
al-Tayyib had invited for an event.”® He similarly threatened to resign
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from the al-Azhar Shaykhdom if Morsi’s government did not approve of
the names he assigned as deputies of the al-Azhar University Rector.**
Even in post-Coup Egypt, where any deviation from the state’s line is
punished, al-Tayyib’s resistance to some of al-Sisi’s demands is evident.*
These negotiations, however, are always foiled with a public discourse
that addresses those in power (Mubarak, the military, Morsi, or al-Sisi)
with the utmost respect and never challenges their sincerity and legiti-
macy when in power.

That does not mean that al-Tayyib never vocally criticized those in
power. He did do so, especially with respect to bloodshed. During the
Egyptian Uprising, while he was asserting that maintaining order has
priority over freedom of speech, he considered the protestors’ call for
“freedom, justice, and fighting poverty, unemployment, and economic
recession” as “just demands,” expressing his “extreme sorrow and pain
for the bloodshed and the violations committed by elements that do not
fear God nor preserve the homeland’s sanctity”* Indeed, al-Tayyib’s
critique of the Coup’s human rights violations was notable. Between
July 4-August 17, al-Azhar issued almost twenty statements engaging
with the events, most of which are overlooked in the English-language
literature on the topic.

Overall, al-Tayyib seemed dissatisfied with the post-Coup devel-
opments, which he implicitly considered to be in contradiction with
why he joined the July 3 meeting.’” Condemning bloodshed was the
most insistent and consistent message from al-Tayyib, threatening to
home-isolate in protest and calling to immediately punish the “crim-
inals” committing these “bloody acts” after the July 27 (al-minassa)
massacre.” Three days after the Coup, he openly called on the state
to protect the right to peaceful protests, release political prisoners,
and shorten and clarify the transitory period leading to a democratic
election.*” In that statement, al-Tayyib implicitly threatened the new
regime that they should keep in mind that “our Revolution broke the
fear barrier” in the pursuit of freedom and democracy and hinted that
the military should stay away from politics. Meanwhile, he always
addressed the military (and police) very respectfully. Pressured by
both camps, al-Azhar’s discourse seemed very carefully crafted to
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preserve an impartial image, refusing to name June 30 as a “coup”
or “revolution,” criticizing anti-Coup critics of al-Tayyib and the
coupists’ attempts to “politicize” or instrumentalize al-Azhar in the
conflict.*

The stark difference between al-Tayyib and Gomaa sheds doubt
on the sufficiency of David Warren’s account of Gomaa. For Warren,
the support given to the Coup’s massacres by Gomaa, who is part of
the state’s bureaucracy, should be read as a result of his authoritarian
nationalist worldview in which the impersonal nature of state-bureau-
cratic logic deems “massacres ... necessary for the good of the nation.”*!
Warren’s argument is not necessarily wrong, but it is insufficient: it is
built on the fact that Gomaa has a nationalist imagination and is part
of the bureaucracy, two characteristics shared by al-Tayyib, who took a
divergent path on bloodshed.

To summarize, it is hard to maintain that the politics of al-Tayyib
or Gomaa consistently follow one political theology (pragmatic, auto-
cratic, or nationalist), especially considering their positions on other
Arab uprisings. Al-Tayyib’s politics within Egypt, however, seem more
aligned with medieval pragmatic theology, unlike Gomaa. Both ‘ulama’
diverge in their stances toward bloodshed and the state significantly.
Gomaa showed little restraint when it came to supporting bloodshed,
while al-Tayyib never did and, sometimes, vocally criticized it. Also,
while Gomaa never publicly criticized those in power (at least) since he
became Grand Mufti, al-Tayyib’s approach ambiguously mixes legiti-
mation and criticism.

Defending “True Islam"? Not Gomaa

To explain al-Tayyib and Gomaa’s support for the Coup, some accounts
refer to ideological competition with the MB or secularists in the Egyptian
public sphere. Many of these accounts stress that this competition is not
merely egoistic but seeks to protect what the ‘ulama”s view as “True
Islam” For Mohammad Fadel, the religious pluralism resulting from
the post-Uprising intellectual freedom has alarmed the “authoritarian
‘ulama’” who, drawing on medieval jurists, emphasized the state’s role
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in preserving the religious “orthodoxy.”* Hence, Gomaa and other tradi-
tionalist ‘ulama’ supported the Coup to protect the Azharite “orthodoxy”
from the “chaos in religious discourse.” Masooda Bano also suggests
that contestation over the interpretation of Islam partially got al-Azhar
(including al-Tayyib and Gomaa) to take a position against the MB that
holds a different interpretation.*

It is hard to know exactly the content of the “orthodoxy,” or “True
Islam” suggested in these accounts, which is necessary to study whether
the ‘ulama’ are really committed to such ideals. What is clear in these
accounts is that al-Tayyib and Gomaa share the same version of an
Azharite, traditionalist “True Islam.” But what if we know that Gomaa’s
competition extends to those who share the same interpretation of this
orthodoxy? The tension between Gomaa and al-Tayyib is well-known in
al-Azhar circles. Elston captures this in passing in her ethnography, and
many of my interviewees confirm this.* Indeed, after the Coup, when
Gomaa defended al-Tayyib against international anti-Coup critics, one
of Gomaa’s close students who was disappointed by his politics wrote
on social media about how inappropriately Gomaa speaks of al-Tayyib
in private settings.*

Though I initially found such reports hard to believe, different data
sources triangulate the possibility of such extremity in Gomaa’s practice.
Another similar example is Gomaa’s remarks regarding Emad Effat, his
student that became a revolutionary icon after being killed by the mili-
tary while in protest. In public, Gomaa spoke very highly of Effat whom
he called “his son,” led his funeral prayer, and expressed deep sorrow
at his loss (though without criticizing the military).* Yet, Elston writes
that Effat’s murder was a turning point that made many of Gomaa'’s
students become disillusioned with him.*” Interviewees in these circles
told me this happened because Gomaa’s students “realized this person is
double-faced. In public, ‘they killed my son;’ but in private, [they] found
his estrangement from Shaykh Emad”

But if we return to whether defending “True Islam” is the real moti-
vation of these ‘ulama’’s politics, al-Azami provides what he means by
“True Islam” for Gomaa and al-Tayyib—“autocratic Islam.” I have estab-
lished above that al-Tayyib can hardly fit this category. I have also shown
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that Gomaa took positions that contradicted this view. But there is stron-
ger evidence that “autocratic Islam” is not really a morally compelling
intellectual position for Gomaa.

A day after the July 8, 2013 (al-haras al-jumhiiri) massacre, Gomaa
participated in a reconciliation initiative, asserting the permissibility of
peaceful protests and the sanctity of blood.** At the same time, Gomaa
was recording his first leaked lecture to the military. In this leak, how-
ever, he considers protestors’ praying in the streets or protesting in front
of military institutions outside the scope of “peacefulness” and, therefore,
must be dealt with by force.*” In other words, Gomaa’s public or private
discourse assumed the legitimacy of peaceful protests during the Coup,
despite what is suggested by “autocratic Islam” Gomaa legitimized mas-
sacres by stripping the “peacefulness” from the anti-Coup protestors and
recast them as Kharijites deserving of death. As the military consolidated
its power, though, Gomaa gave more weight to absolute obedience to
oppressive rulers.*

Along with the accounts discussed above, Basma Abdel Aziz holds
that al-Tayyib’s decision to join the Coup was to monopolize the right
to speak in the name of Islam, which was contested by the MB and
Salafis.”! While partially true, the issue of “monopoly” is doubtful, given
al-Tayyib’s insistence on these groups’ political rights after the Coup.
He consistently insisted that only inclusive dialogue—his second most
repeated message during the Coup—could be the solution, asserting that
the MB should not be excluded from political life. “Al-Azhar condemns
shutting down some TV channels, religious [Salafi] and others [MB],
despite our disagreement with their discourse,” al-Tayyib wrote three
days after the Coup.*

Overall, al-Tayyib seems tolerant of those holding different views.
He refused to accept the resignation of al-Azhar’s spokesperson,
Muhammad al-Tahtawi, when the latter publicly declared his partici-
pation in the Uprising against Mubarak.”® Al-Tayyib also defended his
colleagues who publicly opposed the Coup, like Hasan al-Shafi‘i and
Muhammad ‘Imara, who continued to be part of al-Azhar’s leadership
(Al-Azhar Senior Scholars Authority [ASSA]).** Despite al-Qaradawi’s
criticism of al-Tayyib during and after the Uprising, al-Tayyib did not
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openly respond and still included al-Qaradawi, his senior colleague,
in the ASSA. Only after al-Qaradawi’s harsh criticism of al-Tayyib’s
Coup stance, did al-Azhar issue a statement considering al-Qaradawi’s
remarks unfair.”* A month later, al-Tayyib refused demands to strip
al-Qaradawi from the ASSA’s membership.’ After al-Qaradawi’s public
resignation from the ASSA, demands to officially dismiss al-Qaradawi
continued. While al-Tayyib refused to vote for or against, Gomaa, an
ASSA member, actively advocated dismissing al-Qaradawi.”” Indeed,
since the Coup, Gomaa has been using degrading language while
talking about al-Qaradawi and claimed that al-Qaradawi ordered his
assassination.’®

Gomaa had already considered al-Qaradawi a seeker of fake her-
oism when the latter harshly criticized the former’s endorsement of
Mubarak’s last Prime Minister, Ahmad Shafiq, against Morsi in the
2012 presidential election.” This seems in line with Gomaa’s truculent
engagements with his critics, like journalists with whom he had a his-
tory of tensions under Mubarak.®® His quarrels with the Salafis are also
well known.®! But such aggressive reactions were also directed at his
close fellows, who took different political stances. Saif Abdelfattah, the
political theorist who was close to Gomaa and co-authored books with
him, reports that when he sent Gomaa an SMS criticizing his leaked
remarks, Gomaa’s reply was, “You accepted [for yourself] to be from
the Kharijite dogs.”® When I asked another person about Gomaa’s
reaction to his students’ political criticism, he said that Gomaa did not
care and considered them misguided. As for the MB, Gomaa avoided
openly criticizing the MB directly after the Coup, refusing to equate
them to the “extremist” Salafis.® Yet, as al-Azami shows, Gomaa was
engaging in double-dealing as he harshly criticized them in private
sermons.** After the Coup consolidated its power, the MB and its lead-
ers took their place on Gomaa’s list of those that he ridicules and
lambasts in his sermons and TV shows.®® Gomaa even gloats over the
military oppression of the MB-minded ‘ulama’, who had criticized him
before.*

Observing this difference in al-Tayyib and Gomaa’s politics, Bano
and Benadi explain al-Tayyib’s moderation by the state’s manipulation
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of the three state religious institutions (al-Azhar, Dar al-Ifta’, and the
Ministry of Awqaf). The Dar al-Ifta’ and Ministry of Awqaf were pushed
to take extreme positions to help al-Azhar retain its legitimacy and mod-
erate image.”” The state is definitely an important actor, but I find no
empirical evidence that the state is happy with al-Tayyib’s criticism
for the sake of retaining al-Azhar’s legitimacy. Al-Sisi’s government
is doing its best to limit al-Tayyib’s power by taking back the right to
choose the Grand Mutfti from al-Azhar and refusing to renew the tenure
of some of his associates.®® Also, deemphasizing the ‘ulama’s agency
here does not help explain, for example, Gomaa’s extremeness compared
to his students aligned with him politically, like al-Habib Ali al-Jifri.
Though al-Jifri openly supports the Egyptian army and opposes the MB,
his comments on the military massacres were less inciting and more
reconciliatory and nuanced.® Indeed, he insisted that Gomaa did not
mean peaceful protestors by his remarks, probably because that extreme
position is hard to justify as stemming from a scholar as erudite as his
teacher, Gomaa.” Below, I provide an explanation of why Gomaa took
such extreme positions.

To summarize, the stark contradictions between Gomaa’s private
and public political stances suggest that these were strategies care-
fully crafted rather than morally compelling intellectual positions.
His competition with other ‘ulama’ holding to the same “True Islam”
also makes the moral explanation less likely. This is not the case for
al-Tayyib, as I show below. Here, I showed that al-Tayyib is even
politically tolerant of his competitors who hold different interpreta-
tions of Islam. Compared to al-Tayyib, Gomaa seems more discursively
aggressive against his competitors and content with their political
suppression.

Alternative Account: The “Ulama’s Politics Explained
Gomaa: Whatever it Takes for Religious Authority
Just as the strong academic interest in explaining Gomaa’s puzzlingly

extreme support for the military massacres against anti-Coup protestors,
answering that question concerned many of his colleagues who worked
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with him for decades. There was a central theme in these accounts, which
aligned with my own analysis of his political history: Gomaa’s extreme
commitment to the Coup is a self-seeking strategy, not an idealist posi-
tion. In the previous sections, I established this by showing that Gomaa’s
political stances have no consistent intellectual or moral backing, even
that of “autocratic Islam.” This conclusion was also supported by the
contradictions between his public and private remarks, which can be
hardly interpreted but as conscious strategies. The question that is to
be answered here, however, is: why did he need to be that extreme in
supporting those in power, given that many other state-supporting ‘ulama’
did not need to be that extreme, including some of his followers? There
are two explanations: he deeply wanted something that only the state
could provide, or he was afraid that departing from the state line would
immensely harm him.

The first explanation is present in the public remarks of two of
Gomaa’s colleagues: Muhammad ‘Imara and Nadia Mustafa, whose close
relationship with Gomaa goes back at least to the mid-1980s. They were
part of the same scholarly milieu of Civilizational Islam, with strong
connections to the International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT) and
its associated centers, the Center for Epistemological Studies that Gomaa
managed for a while, and Civilization Center headed by Mustafa, the
political science professor at Cairo University. In that milieu, Gomaa
was part of cooperative research projects with these scholars and, as a
mufti, he had the Civilization Center’s social scientists train Dar al-Ifta’s
religiously educated researchers.”

Commenting on Gomaa’s first leak for Al-Jazeera, ‘Imara, also an
ASSA member, says,

I call upon those who aspire for positions, those attached to posi-
tions, those attached to the shoes of those in power to be careful
about their religion by fearing God and not to get people in this
dark tunnel of dark and unfair fatwas. I don’t know whether
Dr. Ali Gomaa said these remarks or not, or that X or Y person
said that or not, but I am speaking in general. Dr. Ali Gomaa is
an erudite ‘alim and I have a strong friendship with him. But
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I'am speaking objectively about the current conflict that is going
on now in Egypt.”? (emphasis added)

Similarly, in her essay commenting on Gomaa’s coup remarks and
leaks, Mustafa writes,

[Gomaa’s religious cover for his political position] led to con-
demning reactions from many scholars that he came to clash
with, to the extent of insulting and offending some of them...
Regardless of [Gomaa’s] intentions and position currently, he
recalls religion to take a partisan position. The erudite scholar
and the former mufti with an ever-lasting aspiration for the
al-Azhar Shaykhdom presents political opinions instead of pro-
fessional fatwas ... What is terrifying in Dr. Ali Gomaa’s recent
remarks is not just the content but also the manner that contrasts
with all that I knew of the values and etiquette of Dr. Ali Gomaa
with whom I studied for an extended period between 1986 and
2002. Manners lacking mercy and tolerance and full of mutter
and foul language... I apologize to God Almighty for saying this
about one of Egypt’s leading imams and ‘ulama’, who was my
teacher, but this is not Dr. Ali Gomaa I knew, or I thought I
knew.” (emphasis added)

These two colleagues of Gomaa seem to suggest that Gomaa’s poli-
tics is an egoist strategy to attain lofty positions, especially the al-Azhar
Shaykhdom. It is important to see how reluctant they were about making
these remarks. They did not do that because they hated Gomaa or even
because they had nothing to lose by criticizing him. These people always
spoke very highly of Gomaa.™

Aspiring to the al-Azhar Shaykhdom was also iterated by two other
interviewees who were as close to Gomaa. One of them mentioned that
it is known within Gomaa’s circle that he is (mystically) promised by his
teachers to be the Shaykh al-Azhar. Gomaa’s “clinging to positions” was
brought up in my interviews also in the context of Dar al-Ifta’. An inter-
viewee from Gomaa’s inner circle said that Gomaa, through a mediator,
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asked Morsi to renew his post in the office when his retirement age came.
Interestingly, Gomaa’s students campaigned for that online, sharing
pictures of Gomaa’s friendly visit to MB leaders after Mubarak’s fall.”
Another interviewee, an official in Morsi’s government, interpreted his
firsthand observation of Gomaa’s “sycophancy” toward Morsi to be about
Gomaa’s desire to continue as a mufti. This witness recalled an incident
where he, Gomaa, and other officials were at an event with President
Morsi. While waiting for Morsi to come, no one talked except Gomaa,
who praised Morsi to a shocking extent for my interviewee. But the real
shock happened when Morsi arrived: Gomaa attempted to kiss Morsi’s
hand, but Morsi did not accept. Regardless of the narration’s validity, after
hearing this, I found it easier to accept another interviewee’s report that
Gomaa said that Morsi was a friend of God (waliyy). Despite all this, Morsi
deferred the decision of choosing the Grand Mulfti to al-Azhar’s ASSA,
which eventually elected another mufti. Gomaa’s later establishment of
a Sufi order he heads can be interpreted in line with this “clinging to
positions” explanation.” With that, he institutionalized his Sufi spiritual
authority among his followers, some of whom see him as the saint of our
time (qutb), as I was told by an interviewee.

Even though this “clinging to positions” seems to have significant
explanatory power, given the diversity and quality of empirical evidence,
I still find it hard to accept that Gomaa supported killing people merely
to attain a higher position, especially if that support can destroy his
legitimacy among many of his collogues and followers—a legitimacy
necessary to be a successful Shaykh of al-Azhar. In other words, Gomaa’s
anti-Coup Civilizational Islam circle must have made it hard for him to
support the massacres, given that this circle had granted him a neces-
sary extra-state legitimacy in the cultural field. Most intellectuals in this
milieu are known for their criticism of the regime and opposition to the
Coup: ‘Imara, Mustafa, al-Shafi‘i, Muhammad Salim al-‘Awwa, Tariq
al-Bishri, and Saif Abdelfattah, among others. Indeed, Gomaa was aware
of that and denied the accusations that he legitimized killing the protes-
tors.”” It is only with the leaks that Gomaa started publicly expressing
that the protestors were not peaceful and deserved killing, even if he
still stressed that he meant violent protestors and “terrorists in Sinai.””®
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This leads to the second explanation that can complement the first
one: Gomaa did what he did because the state holds that which could
destroy his legitimacy for everyone, not just opponents of the Coup.
Two issues are relevant here: his multiple secret marriages and his past
with Islamist political groups. I came across the former in an interview
with a close associate of Gomaa, who expressed how he was shocked
when a first-hand witness confirmed this information. Gomaa’s mar-
riages were widely discussed in newspapers when revolutionaries broke
into the State Security headquarters after Mubarak’s fall, leaking many
secret documents about many Egyptian public figures.” One leaked “top
secret” document, dated in 2006, confirms rumors that Gomaa had mul-
tiple polygamous relationships by finding the civil servant who made
the marriage contract (ma’dhin) and one of his former secret wives
who also reported about ten other secret marriages that Gomaa had;
State Security could find a few of these marriages in the Civil Status
Authority’s archives, dating to the 1990s.%

When asked by journalists, Gomaa said, “I absolutely do not pay
attention to this as long as I did my duty in a way pleasing God and
His Prophet. Thus, every morning, I forgive those who make accusa-
tions about my chastity”—an ambiguous answer that condemns the
leaks but without denying it.*' Note that this leak does not speak of any
act contradicting Islamic or Egyptian law formally. Gomaa approves of
non-conventional (‘urfi or misyar) marriages.* Still, “ten secret mar-
riages” could be a serious blow to Gomaa’s moral legitimacy as a religious
scholar, but especially as a Sufi (ascetic) shaykh or modern religious
intellectual, the two images his legitimacy depended on for many of his
followers. While multiple polygamous marriages might be normatively
approved in certain communities, there are examples showing that this
is not the case among many Egyptians.®

Other interviewees talked about another issue regarding Gomaa’s
past. His early connections with “extremists” might be another issue
that the state can use against Gomaa, whose career is built on counter-
ing “extremism,” which, for him, includes the Jihadis, Salafis, and, after
the Coup, the MB. Almost all interviewees in Gomaa’s circles spoke of

Gomaa’s intellectual transformation to the “Azharite way” (al-manhaj
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al-Azhari) after being with a political Islamist group: Jihadis, Salafis,
Hizb al-Tahrir, or the MB. The fact that he was arrested during that time
is also widely reported. Some of my interviewees interpret these facts
in a conspiratorial way: Gomaa became an agent working for Egyptian
intelligence at that time. There is no way to verify these claims, however.
But Gomaa himself reported, in his 2015 “The Extremists” TV program,
that he knew Shukri Mustafa, the head of the jihadist group pejora-
tively known as al-Takfir wa-1-Hijra.* While Gomaa frames his talks
with Mustafa as a debate between opponents, an interviewee told me that
Gomaa had told them that he advised Mustafa to escape when the secu-
rity services were searching for Mustafa and that a journalist published
Gomaa’s name with a list of people described as terrorists or extremists.

Gomaa’s narrations from his youth also show his sincere engage-
ment with the thought of Sayyid Qutb, the MB intellectual generally
accused of providing the intellectual basis of modern jihadism. Gomaa
asked his teachers about Qutb, and he met Qutb’s disciples who embraced
his ideas.®® But Gomaa’s association with the MB, beyond Qutb, is also
well documented. The best example is his intimate connection with IIIT,
which “was established under the tent of the MB,” as Gomaa states,
because some of its active members in Egypt were associated with the
MB.* Gomaa was brought to IIIT by Jamal al-Din “Atiyya, an MB intel-
lectual, while Muhammad al-Ghazali, the former MB member and senior
Azharite ‘alim, was central to IIIT in Egypt. Gomaa is currently the editor
of Al-Muslim Al-Mu‘asir, the journal that ‘Atiyya started in the 1970s
and had many MB-minded authors, like al-Qaradawi.?’

Gomaa also edited a book written by the MB’s Supreme Guide,
‘Umar al-Tilmisani, in the early 1970s; he also met another Supreme
Guide, Mustafa Mashhur.®* More telling, a non-Egyptian student of
Gomaa in the late 1980s told me that Gomaa used to talk to them about
Hasan al-Banna, the MB founder whom Gomaa currently rebukes, to
the extent that Gomaa took them to visit his grave. While post-Coup
Gomaa frames his connection with senior MB members in a way that
denies any sympathy, Gomaa’s official biography still lists MB-affiliated
‘ulama’ as Gomaa’s teachers like Abd al-Fattah Abu Ghudda, a Syrian
MB leader, who is at the top of the list along with Gomaa’s Sufi Shaykh,
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and Abdullah ibn al-Siddiq al-Ghumari, the Moroccan scholar who spent
eleven years in Nasser’s prisons during the crackdown on the MB.*
Gomaa also used to speak with fascination about Abdulhamid Kishk,
the preacher famous for his anti-regime rhetoric.”

Given this history, it is possible that Gomaa, after the Coup, did not
want the state to use his past against him at a time when the military
took no-tolerance measures against its opponents, using the “terrorism”
trope. It is possible that Gomaa is aware of other sensitive information
that the state holds against him. Indeed, when Gomaa’s remarks deviated
from the Coup by denying his legitimization of killing the protestors, the
state probably warned him by leaking his video directly the following
day.”® When he insisted that his remarks in the first leak were not about
peaceful protests, his post-Rabaa lecture was also leaked, leaving no
room for him to distance himself from the coup. He probably had two
choices: either to support the Coup or openly oppose it.

Allin all, two issues seem central to explaining Gomaa’s pro-blood-
shed extremism: his aspiration for religious leadership and his fear of
the state’s ability to destroy his religious legitimacy, both of which are
connected. Gomaa’s colleagues’ repeated assertions regarding his dream
to become the Shaykh al-Azahr can explain why Gomaa would side
with the military, which renewed his post as a mufti in 2012, over the
MB, many of whose members were critical of him, protested to depose
him, and finally did not accept renewing his post as a mufti.” Gomaa’s
extreme pro-state stances, including supporting its massacres, could
be understood as strategies to avoid revealing what could threaten his
religious reputation.

Al-Tayyib: Defending al-Azhar

An emphasis on “Competing for True Islam” in the literature is
relevant to al-Tayyib’s politics.  argue that al-Tayyib’s defense of al-Azhar
and its traditionalism, his “True Islam,” influences his political theology
and practice. I have shown that al-Tayyib sometimes prioritized order
and pragmatism over justice and speaking truth to power, and other
times vice versa. This is understandable given Islamic law’s diversity
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of opinions on these political issues, a manifestation of its culture of
ambiguity.” The question, then, is: What made him choose one position
over the other? Two issues are relevant: his assessment of his ability to
influence those in power to abide by ideals of justice and freedom and
his political stances’ potential impact on al-Azhar.

The fluctuation in al-Tayyib’s critical tone toward the state seems
to depend on his experience-based assessment of his own power: a very
conservative “sense of limits” under Mubarak, a very broad “sense of
limits” after the Uprising, and an increasingly tighter “sense of limits”
after the Coup. Before becoming Shaykh al-Azhar, al-Tayyib was aware
that al-Azhar was weak, not just vis-a-vis other religious currents but
also the state. He knows this first-hand since his student years under
Nasser and his experiences under Muhammad Sayyid Tantawi, who
seemed weak vis-a-vis the regime.” When al-Tayyib was asked whether
al-Azhar or Mubarak’s party was more important for Egypt, al-Tayyib
refused to prioritize any of them, “for both can benefit each other,” con-
sidering al-Azhar was the main beneficiary from its relationship with
the party.”” Mubarak’s fall and the military’s initial strategy to adopt
a revolutionary facade was a real surprise for many actors, including
al-Tayyib, whose experiences considered this unlikely, as seen in his
remarks during the Uprising.

The Uprising granted al-Azhar unprecedented power in modern
times, given that all parties supported al-Azhar for different reasons:
support from the military against the revolutionaries (including the
MB) and by secularists and Islamists against each other—an equation
al-Tayyib utilized to the maximum for al-Azhar’s independence.” Such
experience of power can help us read al-Tayyib’s highly critical tone
during the Coup’s early days. However, this conviction regarding his
influence over those in power gradually waned as his reconciliation ini-
tiatives failed and massacres continued, especially the Rabaa Massacre,
to which his response was less aggressive despite the rise in brutality.””

Al-Tayyib’s concern for preserving and maximizing al-Azhar’s
power seems to be at the core of his political deliberation and stances.
This claim is not just based on al-Tayyib’s repeated emphasis on reviv-
ing al-Azhar’s authority domestically and globally, but also on his
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performance throughout the years.” Before the Uprising, al-Tayyib’s
strategy was to improve al-Azhar’s education and establish a global
Azharite network (like the World Association for al-Azhar Graduates).
After the Uprising, al-Tayyib utilized the abovementioned centrality
of al-Azhar to all political actors. Reviving the ASSA and electing the
Shaykh al-Azhar was not absent in al-Tayyib’s pre-Uprising discourse,
but the Uprising seemed a perfect opportunity to implement it assert-
ively.” Al-Tayyib revived the ASSA, chose its members, granted it the
right to elect the Shaykh al-Azhar and the Grand Mutfti, and got the
2012 Constitution to mention al-Azhar in the preamble, protect the
Shaykh al-Azhar from dismissal, and grant al-Azhar the authority over
religious affairs. This concern over al-Azhar’s power is probably crucial
to understanding al-Tayyib’s ambivalent politics: antagonizing the state
jeopardizes al-Azhar’s resources, while complicity in the state’s crimes
jeopardizes al-Azhar’s moral authority.'®

Joining the Coup, in contradiction to the al-Azhar Declaration’s
emphasis on the ballot box, was a difficult decision. This is especially
the case in light of al-Tayyib’s anti-Coup colleagues’ arguments during
the deliberation process, and the fatwa al-Tayyib had just released for-
bidding militant revolts against a legitimate ruler.’** Al-Tayyib, however,
most probably believed that the Coup would succeed, given the military’s
backing, regional support, participation of representatives of diverse
sectors of the society, and the rising anti-MB public opinion encouraged
by all those actors. Antagonizing the Coup (self-described as a revo-
lution), he might have reasoned, could result in aggressive measures
against al-Azhar, similar to the reforms introduced by Nasser’s 1952
Coup/Revolution, curtailing al-Azhar’s resources and independence.'*
Indeed, al-Tayyib repeatedly attributed al-Azhar’s weakness to Nasser’s
reforms.'®

In addition to al-Tayyib’s old tensions with the Salafis and MB,
al-Azhar’s conditions under the 2011-2012 interim military rule and
2012-2013 Morsi’s year might have prompted him to prefer the Coup
over Morsi’s camp.'™ That is because al-Tayyib perceived the MB and
Salafis as competitors who tried to infiltrate al-Azhar. Indeed, a few
weeks after Mubarak’s fall, al-Tayyib created a group of Azharites to
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counter the anticipated “rise of Islamists,” according to an interviewee
invited to join the initial phase of these efforts. These efforts mostly
culminated in creating the Office of al-Azhar Message, which aimed
to create an Azharite network across Egypt and reach all sectors
of society.'”

On the other hand, the military was willing to grant al-Azhar all the
independence it wanted to counter the new rising political power, the
MB. One day before the first convening of the MB- and Salafi-dominated
2012 Parliament, the military issued the new al-Azhar Law that revived
the ASSA." The ASSA members that al-Tayyib chose were approved by
the government one day before declaring Morsi a president.'” Al-Azhar
also had gained support from the pro-Coup secularists whose anti-MB
orientation caused them to view al-Azhar as representing “moderate
Islam” vis-a-vis the “extremist” MB or Salafis.'

To be sure, the MB- and Salafi-dominated (second) constituent
assembly consolidated the gains of al-Azhar by considering it “an encom-
passing independent Islamic institution, with exclusive competence over
its own affairs” and protecting its Shaykh from dismissal.!®® However,
that was after heated discussions where al-Azhar representatives were
assertive and refused to compromise."'® Al-Azhar was actually granted
only one seat in the first constituent assembly, which caused al-Azhar’s
withdrawal in protest."* The al-Tayyib-Morsi tensions are also relevant
here (e.g., Morsi’s plan to choose an Azharite Salafi as the Minister
of Awqaf, the sukuk controversy, and the Rector Deputies dispute).'*?
Dismissing al-Tayyib himself was even on the agenda of some Salafi
and MB ‘ulama’ —a demand that was strongly voiced after an incident
in al-Azhar University two months before the Coup.'* Also, two weeks
before the Coup, a heated quarrel erupted between al-Tayyib and the pro-
Morsi ‘alim Safwat Hijazi, who considered al-Tayyib’s fatwa permitting
peaceful protests in the context of anti-Morsi June 30 protests proof of
al-Tayyib’s allegiance to Mubarak’s regime.'"*

Finally, al-Tayyib’s support for other Arab uprisings should be read
from the same perspective. He probably believed that since the Tunisian
and the Egyptian Uprisings succeeded, other uprisings could too. In

a context where al-Azhar’s moral authority was questioned because
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of al-Tayyib’s remarks during the Egyptian Uprising, supporting these
Uprisings consolidates al-Tayyib’s claims that al-Azhar supports the
people and, therefore, ensures its legitimacy at home and beyond. To
summarize, al-Tayyib’s political stances primarily depended on his
assessment of different political stances’ impact on al-Azhar’s power.

Conclusion

Accounts of Egyptian ‘ulama’ rightly recognize the stark difference
between the Arab Spring politics of al-Qaradawi and Gomaa. Yet many
internalized a categorical reading of the “‘ulama’s positions (either pro-rev-
olution or pro-regime) rather than a continuum of political stances, and
al-Tayyib’s politics were equated with Gomaa’s. This article establishes
a critical qualitative difference between al-Tayyib and Gomaa regarding
their relation to the state, non-state competitors, bloodshed, and moral
motivation. Gomaa’s Arab Spring politics can be seen as an effort to
cater to those in power to protect his religious authority, either through
struggles to attain official religious positions or by obstructing revealing
information harmful to his religious legitimacy. On the other hand, pro-
tecting al-Azhar seemed central to al-Tayyib’s Arab Spring politics, which
fluctuated between accepting the status quo and being critical of those
in power.

These conclusions are based on a careful reconstruction of the
religiopolitical context to which the ‘ulama’ were responding, chrono-
logically recording their stances day by day during the Revolution’s
two years. Only with such meticulous empirical reconstruction can we
appreciate the indeterminacy and critical nature of intellectuals’ political
deliberation, avoiding macrostructuralist explanations that reduce intel-
lectuals’ politics to structures (like the state) or inaccurate generalizations
that deem intellectuals necessarily either idealist or interest-seeking
beings. The two cases show how oppressive regimes infuse intellectu-
als’” political deliberations with risk assessment. Yet responding to this
risk (or statist threat) depends on each intellectual’s moral conclusions.
Al-Tayyib’s response was more idealistic in its commitment against state
violence and in defending his “True Islam” (al-Azhar’s traditionalism),
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which led him to compromise his political ideals of freedom and resis-
tance. Gomaa’s response, on the other hand, was interest-oriented.
Understanding this, I have argued, requires knowing the type of statist
threats on which Gomaa has been deliberating: rather than a security
threat (e.g., arrest), he faced a statist legitimacy threat that could destroy
his credibility as an ‘alim. Gomaa eventually followed the state line.

My findings regarding Gomaa may appear extreme, as extreme as
his politics have proved to be. Yet these “extreme” findings are charac-
teristic of politically oppressive contexts in which everyday threats are
imposed on intellectuals. The contemporary Egyptian state is accus-
tomed to using people’s private lives to “control” them, like punishing
the Egyptian director Khaled Youssef’s critical stance on the 2019 consti-
tutional amendments by leaking videos regarding his private life.""* The
makers of the recent Cairo Conspiracy movie, which tackles al-Azhar-
state relations, reached a similar conclusion.

Detailing such findings concerning Gomaa is not an easy task, how-
ever. Politically, an author or filmmaker can be subject to serious state
repression transnationally or within borders by the regimes with which
Gomaa allies himself. The ethical dilemmas are also challenging since
an honest explanation of some intellectuals’ politics requires discussing
information about their private lives that will never be empty of con-
tradictions—contradictions that should have remained private without
having been weaponized against them by the state in the first place.
Intellectuals are under serious threats, which prompts us to consider the
state of freedom of speech in our times. The threats are both security
threats, like Jamal Khashoggi’s assasination, and legitimacy threats, that
may lead to a a moral assasination likened to social death.''®



68 = AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 40:3-4

Endnotes

1

10
11

12

Luay °Ali, “Al-Liga’ al-Tahdiri Li-l-Mu’tamar al-Sadis Li-Rabitat Khirriji
al-Azhar... Al-Tayyib: A‘da’ al-Islam Yattakhizun Khilafatina Waqudan Li-Tahqiq
Mukhattatatihim... Al-Qaradawi: Akhtar Ma Yud‘ifuna Huwa al-Tanahur Hawl
Tawafih al-Umur,” Youm?7, January 25, 2011, http://www.youm?7.com/343425.

Among the attendees are ‘ulama’ representing different poles in the Arab Spring
debates: Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Ali Gomaa, Abdullah bin Bayyah, and Muhammad
Ramadan al-Buti. Note that I use the commonly used transliterations for names
(e.g., Gomaa).

Muhammad Qasim Zaman, The Ulama in Contemporary Islam: Custodians of Change
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002).

See Nathan J. Brown, Arguing Islam after the Revival of Arab Politics (New York,
NY: Oxford University Press, 2016).

For non-Egyptian cases, see Thomas Pierret, Religion and State in Syria: The Sunni
Ulama from Coup to Revolution (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press,
2013); Walaa Quisay, Neo-Traditionalism in Islam in the West: Orthodoxy, Spirituality,
and Politics (Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press, 2023); Usaama Al-Azami,
“‘Abdullah Bin Bayyah and the Arab Revolutions: Counter-revolutionary Neo-tra-
ditionalism’s Ideological Struggle against Islamism,” The Muslim World 109, no. 3
(July 2019): 343-61, doi:10.1111/muwo.12297; David H. Warren, Rivals in the Gulf:
Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Abdullah Bin Bayyah, and the Qatar-UAE Contest Over the Arab
Spring and the Gulf Crisis (Milton, UK: Routledge, 2021).

On al-Qaradawi, see David H. Warren, “The ‘Ulama’ and the Arab Uprisings
2011-13: Considering Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the ‘Global Mufti, between the Muslim
Brotherhood, the Islamic Legal Tradition, and Qatari Foreign Policy,” New Middle
Eastern Studies, March 21, 2014.

Jerome Karabel, “Towards a Theory of Intellectuals and Politics,” Theory and Society
25, no. 2 (1996): 205-33.

Masooda Bano and Hanane Benadi, “Regulating Religious Authority for Political
Gains: Al-Sisi’s Manipulation of al-Azhar in Egypt,” Third World Quarterly 39, no.
8 (2017): 1604-21, doi:10.1080/01436597.2017.1369031.

Jeffrey C. Alexander, “Dramatic Intellectuals,” International Journal of Politics,
Culture, and Society 29, no. 4 (December 2016): 343, doi:10.1007/s10767-016-9240-8.

Bano and Benadi, “Regulating,” 13.

Pierre Bourdieu, Homo Academicus, trans. Peter Collier (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1988); Ivan Szelenyi and Bill Martin, “The Three Waves of New
Class Theories,” Theory and Society 17, no. 5, (1988): 645—67.

Jeffrey C. Alexander, The Meanings of Social Life: A Cultural Sociology (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003).



AMASHA: INTELLECTUALS' POLITICAL DELIBERATIONS = 69

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

Amr Osman, “Past Contradictions, Contemporary Dilemmas: Egypt’s 2013 Coup
and Early Islamic History,” Digest of Middle East Studies 24, no. 2 (September 2015):
307, doi:10.1111/dome.12071.

Lyn Spillman and Michael Strand, “Interest-Oriented Action,” Annual Review of
Sociology 39 (2013): 98, doi:10.1146/annurev-soc-081309-150019.

Ivan Ermakoff, Ruling Oneself Out: A Theory of Collective Abdications, Politics,
History, and Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008).

C. Wright Mills, “The Powerless People: The Social Role of the Intellectual,
Bulletin of the American Association of University Professors 31, no. 2 (1945): 231,
doi:10.2307/40221218.

Mohammad Fadel, “Islamic Law and Constitution-Making: The Authoritarian
Temptation and the Arab Spring,” Osgoode Hall Law Journal 53, no. 2 (2016): 498,
d0i:10.2139/ssrn.2711859.

Teun A. van Dijk, “Principles of Critical Discourse Analysis,” Discourse & Society 4,
no. 2 (April 1993): 249-83, d0i:10.1177/0957926593004002006.

Tamir Moustafa, “Conflict and Cooperation between the State and Religious
Institutions in Contemporary Egypt,” International Journal of Middle East Studies
32, no. 1 (2000): 3-22.

Malika Zeghal, “Religion and Politics in Egypt: The Ulema of al-Azhar, Radical
Islam, and the State (1952-94),” International Journal of Middle East Studies 31, no.
3 (1999): 371-99.

Ebrahim Moosa, “Political Theology in the Aftermath of the Arab Spring,” in The African
Renaissance and the Afro-Arab Spring, ed. Charles Villa-Vicencio, Erik Doxtader, and
Ebrahim Moosa (Georgetown University Press, 2015), 114-16; Osman, “Contradictions”;
Mutaz Al-Khatib, “Al-Faqih wa-1-Dawla fi al-Thawarat al-‘Arabiyya: Mu‘dilat al-Fagih
fi Zil al-Dawla al-Wataniyya al-Haditha,” Tabayyun 3, no. 9 (2014): 63-84.

Kalimat Shaykh Al-Azhar al-Imam al-Akbar Ahmad al-Tayyib Li-I1-Sha‘b
al-Misri, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yWcU9qTKXo4; Hani
Dawah, “Al-Fidyu al-Kamil Li-Kalimat al-Shaykh Ali Gomaa Amam al-Sisi
Wa-Qiyadat al-Jaysh,” YouTube, October 10, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gxm8w-yVyHS.

Ahmad Al-Tayyib, “Al-Azhar Declaration in Support of the Arab People,” Al-Azhar
Al-Sharif, October 30, 2011, https://www.azhar.eg/en/Islam/Worship/details2/
ArtMID/12191/ArticleID/45913/Support-of-the-Arab-People.

Muhammad Wa’il, “107 Min Ulama Al-Umma Yusdirun Bayanan Wa-Fatwa Bi-Sha’n
Ahdath Suriya,” Islam Today, February 7, 2012, https://bit.ly/40BpAhj.

Muhamad Rofiq Muzakkir, “Understanding the Discourse of ‘Ali Jum’Ah on the
Military Coup during the Arab Spring in Egypt,” Ilahiyat Studies 10, no. 2 (December
31, 2019): 229-63, doi:10.12730/13091719.2019.102.196.



70 m AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 40:3-4

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

Rollanza, “Al-Mufti ‘Ali Gomaa Yuharrid ‘ala Qatl al-Thuwwar,” YouTube, October
21, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HiCG2Ra_b4Y&t=2s.

Hani Dawah, “Al-Fidyu”; On the Arab Revolutions, “’Ali Gomaa’s Message to
Egyptian Security Forces Delivered Prior the 2013 Rabaa Massacre Part 1 of 2,
YouTube, September 21, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LCQqrryBy1E;
On the Arab Revolutions, ““Ali Gomaa’s Message to Egyptian Security Forces
Delivered Prior the 2013 Rabaa Massacre Part 2 of 2,” YouTube, September 21, 2014,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fIGYRu6thyg.

Al-Jazeera, “Ali Gomaa Yanfi Tawjih Kalamuh li-l-Ikhwan,” October 11, 2013, https://
bit.ly/3p7KxTI.

Usaama Al-Azami, Islam and the Arab Revolutions: The Ulama Between Democracy
and Autocracy (C Hurst & Co Publishers Ltd, 2021), 232.

Ali Gomaa, “Al-Huquq al-Siyasiyya fi al-Islam,” Al-Masry al-Youm, July 7, 2011,
https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/208988.

Ali Gomaa, “Hukm al-Muzaharat wa-l-I‘tisamat,” Dr Ali Gomaa, 2016, https://bit.
ly/2Qe6KOS; Dar al-Ifta’ al-Misriyya, “Ma Al-Hukm al-Shar‘i Fi al-Muzaharat Wa-1-
Thtijajat Wa-1-I‘tisamat?,” Facebook, November 27, 2012, https://archive.org/details/
20210512_20210512_1153.

MENA, “Ali Gomaa: Rafd al-Ahzab al-Islamiyya Qard al-Naqd al-Dawli ‘lays lah ma

Yubariruh,” Al-Masry al-Youm, September 13, 2012, https://www.almasryalyoum.
com/news/details/163359.

Muhammad ‘Abd al-Khaliq, “Al-Tahtawi: Shaykh al-Azhar Haddad Bi-l-Istiqala
Iza Ta‘arrad Amn al-Dawla Li-1-Qaradawi,” Al-Ahram Gate, February 16, 2011,
https://gate.ahram.org.eg/News/40717.aspx. The State Security Investigative Service
(known as State Security or Amn al-Dawla) is an intelligence organization tied to
the Egyptian Interior Ministry, known for violations of human rights.

‘Imad al-Din Husayn, “Shaykh al-Azhar Yakshif Hakikat Ma‘arikih ma‘ al-Jama‘a:
Istiqalati Kanat fi Jaybi Tuwal ‘Ahd al-Ikhwan,” Shorouk, December 31, 2014, https://
bit.ly/3rmYgkW.

Raihan Ismail, “The Shaykh and the President: The Political Contest over Egypt’s
Religious Sphere,” Opinion, ABC Religion & Ethics, (September 8, 2020), https://www.
abc.net.au/religion/political-contest-over-egypt-religious-sphere/12641376.

TNA, “Shaykh al-Azhar: Al-Matalib al-‘Adila La Tubarrir al-Fawda,” January 31,
2011, http://www.taghribnews.com/vdciuwap.tlavz2csct.html.

Shakhsiyyat Misr, “Bayan Shaykh Al-Azhar ‘an Ahdath al-Haras al-Jumhuri,”
YouTube, September 25, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hMKpwTo86F8.
Ahmad Al-Tayyib, “Shaykh Al-Azhar Yastankir Wa-Bishidda Suqut A‘dad Min
al-Shuhada‘ Dahaya Ahdath al-Manassa,” Al-Azhar Al-Sharif, July 27, 2013, https://
bit.ly/303jRL9.



AMASHA: INTELLECTUALS' POLITICAL DELIBERATIONS = 71

39

40

41

42
43

44

45

46

47
48

49

50

51

52
53

54

Al-Azhar, “Bayan Al-Azhar al-Sharif Hawl al-Wad" al-Rahin,” Al-Azhar Al-Sharif,
July 6, 2013, https://bit.ly/303k8xF.

Ahmad Al-Bihiri, “Bayan li-’al-Azhar”: ‘Al-Tayyib’ Lam Yatatarrak li-Tawsif ‘30
Yunyu’ fi Liga’ih Wafdan min al-Shabab,” Al-Masry al-Youm, July 23, 2013, https://
www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/239559; Al-Azhar, “Nass Fadilat Al-Imam
al-Akbar Hawl al-Ahdath al-Jariya Bi-Tarikh 17 Aghustus 2013,” Al-Azhar Al-Sharif,
August 18, 2013, https://bit.ly/3xCbHUC.

David H. Warren, “Cleansing the Nation of the ‘Dogs of Hell’: “Ali Jum‘a’s Nationalist
Legal Reasoning in Support of the 2013 Egyptian Coup and Its Bloody Aftermath,”
International Journal of Middle East Studies 49, no. 03 (August 2017): 469, doi:10.1017/
50020743817000332.

Fadel, “Constitution-Making.”

Masooda Bano, “At the Tipping Point? Al-Azhar’s Growing Crisis of Moral
Authority,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 50, no. 4 (November 2018):
715-34, d0i:10.1017/S0020743818000867.

Mary Beinecke Elston, “Reviving Turath: Islamic Education in Modern Egypt”
(PhD dissertation, Harvard University, 2020), 259, https://dash.harvard.edu/
handle/1/37365713.

The post is no longer available online and I obtained this information from an inter-
viewee who saw the post and was so close to these circles. What confirms this,
however, is a post on Gomaa’s official page that asked people not to believe that
student.

Ta’bin Al-Shahid Emad Effat Min al-Jami’ al-Azhar, 2011, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=3NNDOIEJvGs.

Elston, “Turath,” 243.

May Fahmi, “Bi-1-Fidyu Wa-l-Suwar Ali Gomaa Yusharik Fi Mubadarat ‘Lamm
al-Shaml’.. Wa-Yu’akkid Ann al-Damm Kullah Haram,” Sada Elbalad, July 9, 2013,
https://www.elbalad.news/551173; Ali Gomaa Yuwajjih Risala Li-Jama‘at al-Ikhwan
al-Muslimin, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a4UTYkHGnvo.

On the Arab Revolutions, “Part 2 of 27

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Yuqal Annak Abaht Dima’ Al-Mutazahrin Wa-Talabt al-Jaysh
al-Misri Bi-Dhalik Fa-Qult Lahum ‘Idrab Fi-l-Malyan’ U.D\ Ali Gomaa,” YouTube,
March 4, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dNprN6ddA8Y.

Basma Abdel Aziz, Satwat al-Nass: Khitab al-Azhar wa-Azmat al-Hukm, Kindle
(Giza, Egypt: Sefsafa Publishing House, 2016).

Al-Azhar, “Al-Wad‘”?

CNN, “Al-Natiq b-Ism al-Azhar wa-‘Amr Musa bi-Maydan al-Tahrir,” AlMasdar
Online, February 4, 2011, https://almasdaronline.com/articles/60079.

Husayn, “Yakshif”



72 m AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 40:3-4

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

62

63

64
65
66

67
68

69

70

Al-Azhar, “Tawdih Al-Markaz al-I'lami Bi-l-Azhar al-Sharif Ta‘ligan ‘ala Fatwa D.
Yusuf al-Qaradawi,” Al-Azhar Al-Sharif, July 9, 2013, https://bit.ly/3mwuHNZ.

Al-Azhar, “Al-Azhar Yarfud Isqat ‘Udwiyyat al-Qaradawi Min Hay’at Kibar al-‘U-
lama,” Al-Azhar Al-Sharif, August 4, 2013, https://bit.ly/3HbaW8f.

Walid ‘Abd al-Rahman, “Al-Azhar Yuqil al-Qaradawi min “Hay’at Kibar al-‘Ulama’,”
Al-Sharq al-Awsat, December 11, 2013, https://aawsat.com/home/article/12703.

WAllah A3lm, “Wa-Allah A‘lam | Al-Duktur Ali Gomaa Yatahaddth ‘an Fadl
Thawrat 30 Yunuyu Wa-Yatanabba’ Bi-Suqut al-Ikhwan | al-Juz’ al-Awwal,”
YouTube, June 30, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIf-sNOFESA; eXtra
news, “Hiwar Ma‘ Fadilat Al-Duktur Ali Gomaa Wa-Shahadatuh ‘an al-Ikhwan
Khilal 30 Yunyu Fi-al-Shahid-al-Juz’ al-Thani,” accessed June 21, 2023, https://youtu.
be/7iKOqqV3nAc.

Walid ‘Abd al-Rahman, “Talasun Bayn Mufti Masr Wa-Ra’is Ittihad al-
Muslimin Hawl Murashshahi al-Ri’asa,” Al-Sharq al-Awsat, June 16, 2012, https://
bit.ly/3xk9tb5.

Wahid Ra’fat, “Ali Gomaa Mulfti Al-Diyar al-Misriyya Abah al-Sala Bi-Badlat al-Raqs
Wa-l-Istihmam Bi-l-Laban,” Al-Maydan, March 23, 2006, https://bit.ly/2Rljzr4.
Houjazkarr, “Kayf Tusbih ‘Aliman ‘ala Al-Tariga al-Wahhabiyya ? (Al-Amr Basit Li-1-
Ghaya),” YouTube, July 28, 2008, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z]rvzfZzWZg.
Saif Abdelfattah, “Shuyukh al-Sultan Lisan al-Tughyan.. Mafahim Multabisa (56),”
Arabi 21, June 20, 2023, https://arabi21.com/story/1519748/.

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Al-Juz’ al-Thani Min Birnamij al-‘Asima,” YouTube, August 12, 2013,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IVmgdSq8X9s.

Al-Azami, Revolutions, 137.
Dr Ali Gomaa, “Yuqal”

Dr Ali Gomaa, “U.D Ali Gomaa Yakshif Li-Awwal Marra ‘an Kawalis Ziyaratihi
Li-1-Quds al-Sharif)” YouTube, July 22, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=udWvTc_P0qQ.

Bano and Benadi, “Regulating.”

Asmahan Soliman, “How Al-Azhar’s Grand Imam Survived the Constitutional
Amendments,” Mada Masr, April 11, 2019, https://bit.ly/3KZBtry; Al-Araby, “Al-Sisi
Yusdir Qarar Yamnahuhu Salahiyyat Ikhtiyar al-Mufti Munfaridan,” August 11, 2021,
https://bit.ly/3HcvQVE.

Tanweer Clips, “Awwal Marra Al-Jifri Yatakallam Bi-1-Tafsil ‘an al-Ikhwan Wa-Qatla
Rabaa Wa-Khuruj Mursi,” YouTube, March 2, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pLTdeq61gr4.

Alhabib Ali Al-Jifri, “Marra Ukhra Hawl Fatwa Shaykhina Fadilat Al-Allama Ali

Gomaa Hafizah Allah,” Facebook, August 26, 2013, https://www.facebook.com/
alhabibali/photos/a.222106194496035/618636441509673.



AMASHA: INTELLECTUALS' POLITICAL DELIBERATIONS = 73

71

72

73

74

75

76

77

78
79

80

81

82

83

84

Nadia Mahmoud Mustafa, ed., Al-Dawla al-Amawiyya.. Dawlat al-Futuhat (Cairo:
International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1996); Ali Gomaa, ed., Haqa’iq Al-Islam
Fi Muwajahat Shubuhat al-Mushakkikin (Egypt: Al-Ahram, 2002).

Minya Online, “D.Muhammad ‘Imara Yufhim Ali Gomaa Wa-Fatwa Qatl
al-Mutazahirin,” YouTube, August 25, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=IT_Fu_NfzPQ&t=393s.

Nadia Mustafa, “Man alladhi Yuwazzif al-Din fi al-Siyasa?’ RNN, September 26,
2013, https://rassd.news/72923.htm.

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Film Al-Mishwar | Hawl Fadilat U.D. Ali Gomaa,” YouTube, May 18,
2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zvxSK5-LDeo.

AlMasry AlYoum, “Iftar Al-Ikhwan.. Al-Furaqa’ Hawl Ma’ida Wahida,” YouTube,
August 7, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mApIMCNVi50; ‘Umar ‘Abd
al-Jawwad, “Munasirun li-1-Mufti Gomaa Yudashshinun Hamla ‘ala ‘Facebook’
li-1-Tamdid lah,” Alrai Media, December 22, 2012, https://www.alraimedia.com/
article/369971.

“Al-Siddiqiyya al-Shadhuliyya,” n.d., https://siddigiya.com.
Dr Ali Gomaa, “U.D. Ali Gomaa Mufti Misr al-Sabiq Yanfi Ifta’ah Bi-Qatl al-Mu-

tazahirin,” Facebook, August 22, 2013, https://www.facebook.com/DrAliGomaa/
photos/a.lOl51817027930144/10153132941590144/.

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Yuqal”

Muhammad al-Ibyari, “Taqarir al-Zawaj al-Sirri li-l-Mufti wa-Tahdidat li-Muna
al-Shadhli wa-Nusus Mukalamat Zawjat al-Mu‘aridin,” Youm?7, March 10, 2011,
https://www.youm7.com/367013.

Dunya al-Watan, “Watha’iq Amn al-Dawla: Mufti Misr Mutawarrit fi 10 Zijat Sirriyya,”
March 6, 2011, https://www.alwatanvoice.com/arabic/news/2011/03/06/170572.
html.

Lway °‘Ali, “Al-Duktur Ali Gomaa Mufti al-Jumhuriyya: Al-Dawla al-Madaniyya
Hiya Allati Tatawafaq Ma“ al-Shari‘a al-Islamiyya.. Wa-I-Islam Lam Ya‘rif al-Dawla
al-Diniyya,” Youm7, April 29, 2011, http://www.youm7.com/400443.

Mufti Egypt, “Mesyar Dr Ali Gomma 0001,” YouTube, June 17, 2009, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=mrcWkwk9{J8; Abdulrhman Elhadi, “Al-Halaqa al-Tham-
ina ‘Ashar al-Zawaj al-‘Urfi Min Birnamaj Nur al-Haq Ma“ al-Shaykh Ali Gomaa,”
YouTube, January 8, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ibh5MDd8m§80.

Ahmed Hafiz, “Moez Masoud Da‘iya Misriyy Tutariduh La‘anat al-Izdiwajiyya
wa-1-Masalih al-Shakhsiyya,” Al-Arab, July 28, 2018, https://bit.ly/42hdH0S; Dr Ali
Gomaa, “Al-Mishwar”

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Al-Mutashaddidun | H38 | Al-Jama‘at al-Mutatarrifa Allati Tawaladat
‘an Jama‘at al-Ikhwan J1 | UD. Ali Gomaa,” YouTube, September 3, 2015, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z7dtr_FajPk.



74 m AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 40:3-4

85

86

87

88

89

90

91

92

93

94

95

96

97

98

99

Ibid.; Dr Ali Gomaa, “Al-Mutashaddidun | H15 | Sayyid Qutb Ma Lahu Wa-Ma
‘alayh J2 | U.D Ali Gomaa,” YouTube, April 2, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=qGK9EEVbOnc.

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Al-Mutashaddidun | H16 | Sayyid Qutb Ma Lah Wa-Ma ‘alayh
J3 | UD Ali Gomaa,” YouTube, April 3, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hTI-IB_JP9U.

“Hay’at Tahrir al-Majalla,” Al-Muslim al-Mu‘asir, 2020, https://shorturl.at/giWY4.

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Qissa ‘an ‘Umar Al-Tilmisani,” YouTube, January 3, 2019, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=f VHtPXw1U4w; Dr Ali Gomaa, “H16.

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Ihtifal Al-Tariqa al-Shadhuliyya Bi-Hawliyyat al-Imam al-Mu-
haddith Abdullah Ibn al-Siddiq al-Ghumari,” November 11, 2020, https://youtu.
be/Sy7Dk-WiQ1U; Dr Ali Gomaa, “Al-‘Ulama’ wa-l-Asatidha,” December 19, 2014,
https://bit.ly/44U0qOr.

Alhabib ali al jifri, “Halaga 19: Al-Khitab al-Dini Juz’ 2|Amant Bi-Allah|Al-Habib
Ali Al-Jifri” August 19, 2011, https://youtu.be/j9bdLildOsg.

Dr Ali Gomaa, “Yanfi”

DW, “Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun’ Tutalib bi-Damm Dar al-Ifta’ ila al-Azhar wa-In-
tikhab al-Mufti,” Al-Ahram Gate, February 23, 2012, https://gate.ahram.org.eg/
News/176075.aspx.

Thomas Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity: An Alternative History of Islam, trans.
Hinrich Biesterfeldt and Tricia Tunstall (Columbia University Press, 2021); Ovamir
Anjum, Politics, Law, and Community in Islamic Thought: The Taymiyyan Moment
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

Mohamed Mattawa, “Awwal Liqa’ 1D.Ahmad al-Tayyib Ba‘d Twalli Mashyakhat
al-Azhar J1,” YouTube, March 22, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BN-
9pHZM9TKo; Hussam Tammam, “Hal Yu‘id Al-Shaykh al-Tayyib Zaman al-Azhar
al-Sharif,” Tammam.Org, August 25, 2010, https://bit.ly/3zDNDSX.

Al-Tayyib: Al-Azhar Wa-I-Hizb al-Watani Ka-l-Shams Wa-I-Qamar, 2013, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=q1QUmOFYqiM.

See Nathan ] Brown and Ahmed Morsy, “Egypt’s al-Azhar Steps Forward” (Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, November 7, 2013), https://bit.ly/3NJh9dS.
Al-Azhar, “Bayan “Ajil Li-1-Azhar al-Sharif Bi-Khusus Fad I‘tisamay Rabaa al-‘Adaw-
iyya Wa-Nahdat Misr,” Al-Azhar Al-Sharif, August 14, 2013, https://bit.ly/301Kccq.

Birnamaj Wijhat Nazar Bi-Tarikh 21/3/2010 al-Juz’ al-Sadis, 2010, https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=IWKmSuhFORE&t=17s.

BBC News °Arabi, “Birnamaj Fi-1-Samim Ma“ al-Duktur Ahmad al-Tayyib
Shaykh al-Azhar,” YouTube, April 13, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=S1T7kx]jT2Q.

100 See Zeghal, “Al-Azhar”



AMASHA: INTELLECTUALS' POLITICAL DELIBERATIONS m 75

101

102

103
104

105

106

107

108

109
110

111

112

113

Ahmad Al-Tayyib, “Bayan Ham Min Al-Azhar al-Sharif Bi-Sha’n Takfir al-Mus-
limin,” Al-Azhar Al-Sharif, July 1, 2013, https://bit.ly/3Mwx6Tq.

See Daniel Crecelius, “Al-Azhar in the Revolution,” Middle East Journal 20, no. 1
(1966): 31-49; Zeghal, “Al-Azhar”

Mohamed Mattawa, “Awwal”

Huda Abu Bakr, “Al-Talaba al-Mafsulun Min al-Azhar: Ra’is al-Jami‘a Ahmad
al-Tayyib Qal Lana: Law al-Amn Has in Ana Shakhsiyyan Khatar Hayshilni Min
Makani,” Sawt Al-Umma, March 12, 2007, https://bit.ly/3g4Xcil; Egynews, “Wijhat
Nazar 21/3/2010- al-Duktur\ Ahmad al-Tayyib-al-Juz’ al-Rabi’,” YouTube, March 21,
2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A-MgTLd_Yj0.

Muhammad Al-Bidiwi, “Al-Shaykh Usama al-Azhary: Nurid Thya’ al-Man-
haj al-Azhari Wa-I‘adat Ta’hil al-Khitab al-Da‘awi Fi al-Masajid.. Wa-Misr Ba‘d
al-Thawra Fi Halat Suyula.. Wa-Yajib Muda‘afat Tamwil al-Azhar Li-40 Milyar,”
Youm7, October 6, 2011, http://www.youm?7.com/507153.

Fahmi Huwaidi, “Matlub Tahqiq,” Al-Sharg, January 26, 2012, https://bit.ly/3tu-
Wesb; Official Gazette, “Ta‘dil Ba‘d Ahkam Al-Qanun Raqm 103 Li-Sanat 1961
I'adat Tanzim al-Azhar Wa-l-Hay’at Allati Yashmaluha,” January 19, 2012, https://
bit.ly/3aH6Fgv.

Haytham Sa‘d al-Din, “Nanfarid Bi-Nashr al-Nas al-Kamil Li-Mashru‘ Qarar Li-1-
‘Askari Bi-Tashkil Hay’at Kibar al-‘Ulama’,” Ahram Gate, June 27, 2012, https://gate.
ahram.org.eg/News/225126.aspx.

Luiz Sanchez, “Free Egyptians Party Support Al-Azhar Defence Front,” Daily News
Egypt, January 22, 2013, https://bit.ly/3zAyKkh.

Egyptian Constitution, 2012, https://bit.ly/3xEsdé6y.

123mosol, “Borhamy Azhar,” YouTube, April 27, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kRTvPXzBvjU.

BBC, “Al-Azhar Yansahib min Lajnat Wad’ al-Dustur al-Misri,” March 29, 2012,
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast/2012/03/120329_egypt_azhar_withdraws.

Lway “Ali, “Ghadab Azhari Min Tarashih ‘Muhammad Yusri’ Li-Hagqibat al-Awqaf.
Niqabat al-A’imma: Tawajjuhuh Salafi Yukhalif Manhaj al-Azhar.. Wa-Sabaq An
Ittaham al-Mu’assasa al-Diniyya Bi-1-Fasad.Wa-Bisababih Istaqal Farid Wasil
Min Jam‘iyyat al-Huquq Wa-l-Islah,” Youm?7, July 29, 2012, http://www.youm?7.
com/743803; Gianluca P. Parolin, “Shall We Ask Al-Azhar? Maybe Not: Lessons
from the Sukuk Bill Incident,” Middle East Law and Governance 7, no. 2 (August 31,
2015): 212-35, doi:10.1163/18763375-00702002; Husayn, “Yakshif”

123mosol, “Borhamy”; Qanat Salim ‘Azzuz, “Al-Shaykh ‘Isam Talima4-4: Khutaba’
al-Masajid Bi-Madinat Nasr Man Zakku al-Sisi.. Kan Yusalli Khalfahum,” YouTube,
April 17, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AMgFSk2vbi0; Ranya Rabi-
Al-‘Abd, “Mutalabat bi-Iqalat Shaykh al-Azhar ba‘d Isabat Mi’at min Tullabih
bi-l-Tasammum,” Al-Akhbar, April 3, 2013, https://al-akhbar.com/Arab/48742.



76 m AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 40:3-4

114 Lway “Ali, “Al-Azhar’ Yarudd ‘ala ‘Safwat Hijazi’: Allahum La Tu’akhidhna Bi-Ma
Fa‘al al-Sufaha’ Minna.. Wa-Yasifuh Bi-’Mutamassih Bi-l-Thawra Wa-Mutallawin”..
Wa-Yushaddid ‘ala Wujub al-Tasaddi Li-Man Yastakhdim al-‘Unf Fi al-Mu‘arada..
Wa-l-Azhar Awwal Man Qal an Dahaya al-Thawra Shuhada’,” Youm?7, June 23,
2013, https://bit.ly/2PggN5v; Sada Elbalad, “Safwat Hijazi: Shaykh al-Azhar Huwa
Min Aham A‘da’ al-Thawra,” YouTube, June 25, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pFjjP6HpXD4.

115 Al-Araby, ““Tasrib Fidyu Ibahi’... Hall Yu‘aqib al-Nizam al-Misri Khaled Youssef?,’
January 15, 2019, https://bit.ly/3LRthtP.

116 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (Harvard University Press, 1982).



Rethinking the Concept of Fitra:
Natural Disposition,
Reason and Conscience

SYAMSUDDIN ARIF

Abstract

Little attention has been given to the role of innate human
nature or fitra in the motivation behind human action. This

Syamsuddin Arif is Associate Professor of Islamic Philosophy at Darussalam
University (UNIDA) Gontor Ponorogo Indonesia. He has served as Executive
Director of INSISTS Jakarta (2015-2017) and Associate Professor in the Center
for Advanced Studies on Islam, Science and Civilisation at the University of
Technology Malaysia (2012-2015). He has previously taught at the Interna-
tional Islamic University Malaysia (2007-2012), and held Visiting Research Fel-
lowship at the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies, UK (2017-2018). He received
his M.A. (1999) and Ph.D. (2004) from the International Institute of Islamic
Thought and Civilization (ISTAC) Kuala Lumpur, and has spent four years
(2003-2007) at the Orientalisches Seminar, Johann Wolfgang-Goethe Univer-
sity Frankfurt, Germany.

Arif, Syamsuddin. 2023. “Rethinking the Concept of Fitra: Natural Disposition, Reason and Con-

science” American Journal of Islam and Society 40, nos. 3-4: 77-103 « doi: 10.35632/ajis.v40i3-4.3189
Copyright © 2023 International Institute of Islamic Thought

77



78 m AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 40:3-4

article examines the views of contemporary Western thinkers
to creatively rethink the concept of fitra, not only from a theo-
logical perspective but also a scientific perspective. Drawing
upon Islamic scholarship and previous research on the subject
that explore the wide spectrum of connotations couched in the
Islamic term fitra in comparison with Western perspectives, this
study offers a fresh look at, and approach to, the concept of
human disposition or primordial nature, giving special attention
to the biological, epistemological, and ethical dimensions, while
most studies of fitrafocus mainly on the theological and spiritual
sides. It is hoped that this conceptual analysis will serve as a
stepping stone towards a more nuanced understanding of fitra
not only as (i) a natural tendency to act or think in a particular
way, but also as (ii) the religious instinct, (iii) the power of the
mind to think and understand in a logical way, and (iv) the inner
voice or conscience of what is right and wrong in one’s conduct
or motives that drives the individual towards right action.

Keywords: Human natural disposition; fitra; human agency;
instinct; conscience

Contemporary philosophers of action discussing human agency have
usually focused on what distinguishes action from event, exploring
how different notions of agency, intention, and volition have affected
our understanding of mental causation, moral responsibility, decision
theory, and criminal liability, to name but a few.! Little attention, if any,
has been given to the importance of human natural disposition, reason,
and conscience, let alone the role each of these plays in motivating or
preventing an action. This article suggests that the Islamic concept of
fitra offers contemporary philosophers of action valuable resources
to creatively rethink current conceptions of human nature within the
theory of human agency. Drawing upon Islamic scholarship and previous
research on the subject,’ it seeks to reveal not only the wide spectrum
of connotations couched in the Arabic term fitra in comparison with
Western perspectives but also the conceptual content and explanatory
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significance of the multi-layered notion of fitra bearing upon the nature
and scope of human agency.

Specifically, this article submits that (a) there is an inextricable link
between human fitra and human agency; (b) fitra is natural disposition
with multiple dimensions: biological (physical), theological (spiritual),
ethical (moral), and intellectual (epistemological); and (c) a comprehen-
sive account of fitra will contribute to a better understanding of human
agency. It is hoped that this article will serve as a stepping stone towards
amore nuanced understanding of fitra not only as (i) a natural tendency
to act or behave in a particular way, but also as (ii) the religious instinct,
(iii) the power of the mind to think and understand in a logical way, and
(iv) the inner voice or conscience of what is right and wrong in one’s
conduct or motives that drives an individual human being towards right
action.

Etymology of Fitra

The Arabic term fitra is one of the most frequently discussed subjects
in Islamic thought and has been variously translated as ‘human nature’,
‘natural disposition’, ‘natural reason’, or simply as ‘instinct’.* Muslim
authorities on Qur’anic exegesis (mufassirin), scholars of Islamic law
(fuqaha’), philosophers (falasifah), theologians (mutakallimun), and Sufis
have all associated different terminologies with fitra and specified the
use of the term differently depending on context. Arabic lexicographers
present quite a wide-ranging and interrelated meaning of its triliteral
root f-¢-rnamely, to split, to cleave, to crack, and bring forth, to produce,
and to create. When applied to objects such as camel, clay or dough, the
verb fatara signifies milking, pressing and squeezing in order to release
or bring out something. In the Holy Qur’an, it appears eight times in
the sense of “create” or “constitute” (e.g., 6:79 and 17:51), while its active
participle form is used six times to describe God as the “creator” (fatir)
of the heavens and the earth (e.g., 6:14 and 12:101). Al-Sharif al-Jurjani
defines fitra as the natural disposition to accept religion, knowledge
and morality (al-jibillah al-mutahayyi’ah li-qabul al-din wa-al-‘ilm
wa-al-akhlaq), while his predecessor al-Ghazali talks of some “initial
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original disposition” (al-fitra al-asliyya) of human beings that is universal
and common to all, regardless of race, gender, or culture.*

In Islamic legal (figh) literature, the term fitra is used in two senses.
First, it is used to signify the set of practices observed by the earlier
prophets and their people, which the Prophet Muhammad followed
and prescribed for his community as well. A widely known tradition
transmitted by Muslim mentions no less than ten recommended habits,
namely, (i) trimming the moustache, (ii) keeping the beard, (iii) using the
tooth-stick (siwak), (iv) snuffing water in the nose, (v) pairing the nails,
(vi) washing the finger joints, (vii) pulling out the hairs of the armpits,
(viii) shaving the pubic hair, (ix) cleaning the private parts, and (x) rinsing
the mouth.® All these practices, called sunan al-fitra (‘practices of the
natural state of man’) should be observed because the Devil is believed
to take up his abode in the dirty areas of human body. According to one
hadith, these observances are enjoined every forty days, while another
hadith says it should be performed every two weeks. It is reported that
the Prophet used to pair his nails on Friday before going out to perform
the Friday prayer and Abraham is said to have been the first person in
humanity who pared his nails.® In the second sense, the term fitra is
used to denote the mandatory charity at the end of Ramadan imposed

on every Muslim, whether freeman or slave, male or female.”

1. Biological Fifra

In spite of its varying and seemingly unrelated meanings, the Arab phi-
lologists agree on the usage of fitra as a technical term in the context of
Islamic religious discourse to mean “the natural constitution with which
a child is created in his mother’s womb” (al-khilgah allati yukhlaqu
‘alayha al-mawlid fi batni ummihi).® This is what I call the ‘biological
fitra’, which comprises not only anatomical features but also the phys-
iological and psychological traits, instincts and impulses, appetites and
lust, needs and abilities common to all human beings, although we do not
concur with the Darwinists’ claim about the evolution of homo sapiens
(the ‘knowing man’) and other related species from the allegedly last
common ancestor with chimpanzees and other great apes.” Without a



ARIF: RETHINKING THE CONCEPT OF F/TRA = 8]

biological fitra that readies them for the world, living beings would not
stand as good a chance of surviving. An animal that was unable, for
example, to grasp critical cause-effect relationships in its environment
would fare poorly in life’s tough competition. In this view, the human
mind at birth is neither a blank slate, as some radical empiricists want
us to believe, nor is it filled with knowledge as Plato imagined. The truth
lies somewhere in between; we are born ready to explore the world with
a mind equipped with basic instincts and skills necessary for survival.

Biological fitra refers to the physical constitution of the human
being with all the components (i.e. body parts such as the blood, heart,
brain, etc.) that enables them to act or behave ‘mechanically’, as it were,
but also imposes some limitations upon them. It is what Muslim schol-
Arabic, meaning something so ingrained and firmly fixed in the self
that it cannot be altered, resisted or eliminated without adverse effects
(damage, dysfunction, tension, impairment, failure etc.). Thus, for exam-
ple, delaying the call of one’s biological fitra for too long or making a
habit of not relieving oneself in the toilet often enough may lead to a
urinary tract infection. The God-created biological fitra manifests itself
in the endocrine system which controls our body chemistry, releases
and sends hormones through the bloodstream, and the nervous system
responsible for monitoring the outside world, governing our movements,
sense perception, memory and cognition, consciousness and emotions. It
is part of our biological fitra to be curious, to experience hunger (whether
due to an empty stomach or a high level of glucose in the blood), to feel
sleepy, to forget, or to seek attention, to love and enjoy the company of
others. Biological fitra also sets limits to what we can and cannot do,
take or bear. For example, we can only hear sounds ranging from 20 to
20,000 Hz (herz), so that all sounds below the limit of human ears cannot
be heard except with some hearing equipment or audio amplifier, while
any loud sound above the audible range can cause irritation and even
damage to the ears."

Biological fitra corresponds to what modern psychology calls
‘instinct’, defined as “the inherent tendency of a living organism to exhibit
a particular complex pattern of behavior”."! According to psychologist
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Granville Stanley Hall, basic instincts such as the will to live or sur-
vive, love of offspring, fear and anger, jealousy, attachments, memory,
attention, senses, knowledge of locality and home-making instincts
are common across animals and humans alike. Instincts are said to be
nature’s solutions to particular survival challenges and reproductive
problems, which explains why animals and humans alike tend to flock
and cooperate, seek pleasure, mate and beget." Instinctive behaviors are
manifestations of innate biological factors, based neither upon learning
nor prior experience. It is the human instinct of love and compassion that
accounts for parenting care, voluntary social service and solidarity as
well as attraction to another individual of the opposite sex. In the same
vein, the instinct of pugnacity provides protection against threats and
dangers, and thereby produces a variety of self-assertive impulses, such
as revenge, rivalry, warfare and moral indignation, which, in turn, lead
to the emergence of morality and law. Researchers have also associated
instinct with language development, decision making, patterning, num-
bers, music and even computing.” Instinct is acknowledged as a driving

force of civilization in human and non-human animals.!*

2. Theological Fitra

Most scholarly discussions of fitra take as their point of departure the
Qur’anic verse (30:30), which reads: “So set your face toward the true
religion, as you incline naturally towards Truth in accordance with the
natural constitution of God (fitra Allah) in which He created humans
(fatara al-nas ‘alayha); there is no alteration in God’s creation” (30:30).
Many of the early Muslim commentators argue that the term fitra in this
verse denotes the sound nature of human being, by which an individual
is inclined towards belief in the existence of a Supreme Being that is
controlling the destiny of man. It is interpreted as meaning that all types
of created beings have their own nature that is permanent and all the
same in all parts of the world.

The fifth century linguist al-Raghib al-Isfahani asserts that the phrase
fitra Allah in this context refers to the innate potential for faith which
God has implanted in the souls of all individuals (ma rakaza fihi min
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quwwatihi ‘ala ma‘rifat al-iman).”® We call this ‘theological fitra’, which
enables all living beings to know God, their Creator. It is the spiritual
intelligence instilled in all creatures that allows them to recognize God as
the true Maker, Controller and Sustainer of all that exists in the universe,
who alone deserves worship, obedience and glorification. Consequently,
‘theological fitra’ is none other than the natural tendency to embrace
islam or become muslim in the sense of submitting oneself to the will
and law of God, as explicitly stated in the Qur’an (3:83): “All creatures
in the heavens and on earth have, willingly or unwillingly, submitted
(aslama) to Him, and to Him shall they all be returned”.

This scriptural base has been enriched by a well-known Prophetic
tradition which appears in several variants in the Sunni hadith col-
lections, stating that everyone is born a Muslim and that Islam is the
universal religion of birth. The variants state: (i) “Every child is born in
the natural state (kullu mawliad yuladu ‘ala al-fitra); (ii) “Every human
being is given birth to by his mother according to the original disposition
(kullu insan taliduhu ummuhu ‘ala al-fitra). 1t is his parents who later
turn him into a Jew, a Christian, or a Zoroastrian” (wa abawahu ba‘du
yuhawwidanihi wa yunassiranihi wa yumajjisanihi); (iii) “There is no
child born except that he is born with the natural constitution (ma min
mawlud illa yuladu ‘ala al-fitra), then his parents make him into a Jew
or a Christian—just as camels normally beget sound calves (kama tuntiju
al-ibil jam‘a@’); do you find any among them that are maimed?” '* That
fitra in this theological sense refers to the religion of Islam is attested in
another tradition in which it is related that the Prophet taught a man to
repeat certain words when lying down to sleep, and said: “Then if you
die that same night, you die upon the true religion (fa-in mitta, mitta
‘ala al-fitra)™"

Drawing on these resources, Muslim writers developed the notion of
fitra as a base disposition for religious belief, or indeed, as some would
argue the point more thickly, for the Islamic faith. The religious fitra in
the sense of natural faith in God was exemplified in the figure of the
Prophet Abraham who, in his search for God, gazed at the stars, the
moon, and the sun, wondering which one of these was God, and when
he saw that all of them set, he said, “I do not adore things that set”. So,
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he looked beyond the created order and concluded that God cannot be
one of those transient things. Abraham was guided from the idol worship
of his people to the knowledge of God by his innate human capacity
(fitra) to know God, saying that “I turn my face to Him who created the
heavens and the earth, being righteous, I am not positing any deities
besides Him” (6: 77-79). In other words, he was able to see, through the
“light of reason” (lumen rationis), that there must be a God, a Supreme
Being who is eternal, all-powerful, and different from this visible world.
Abraham’s natural renunciation of false gods and his turning away (i.e.,
being hanif) from false religions is an expression of fitra. Indeed, the
majority of Muslim exegetes interpret the word hanif as someone who
lived according to rules and convictions that are similar to the religion
of all prophets. Thus, the Qur’an calls Abraham hanifan musliman (3:67),
a righteous person who submitted to the true God.

Despite the atheists’ dismissal of religion as a mere psychological
invention -born out of fear and confusion - to help us cope with the
struggles of life and comfort us in the wake of misfortune, or give us
strength in facing the certainty of death, belief in God has never van-
ished. All human societies are known to possess recognizably religious
beliefs and practices. Even today religion continues to hold sway in soci-
eties not only in Asia but also in North America. Many sociologists are
compelled to abandon the so-called ‘secularization thesis’ that predicted
the decline, and eventual disappearance, of religion with the onset of
modernity. By contrast, many contemporary biologists assert without
qualm that a religious instinct is embedded as much in our genes as in
our culture. For example, geneticist Francis Collins, the former director
of the National Institutes of Health and leader of the Human Genome
Project, as well as neurologist Andrew Newberg, contend that “the
need for God” is implanted in the structure of the human brain, which
explains why we have always longed to connect with something larger
than ourselves. A similar conclusion was reached by Barbara Hagerty
whose interviews with numerous neuroscientists and geneticists have
revealed that an orientation towards spiritual transcendence is somehow
hard-wired into the human brain.'® Elsewhere, Huston Smith, a theist,
and Henry Rosemont, an atheist, in a recent dialogue have come to
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a concurring statement that religious instinct is present in all human
societies all over the world in the same way that “universal grammar”
is found in all humans, although they disagree about its ontological
implications, that is, whether it constitutes a proof for the existence of
God."” From this vantage point, it is safe to say that fitra can be under-
stood as the innate psychological impulse for religion existing within
the human spirit.”

In the Islamic intellectual tradition, several thinkers are known
to have used fitra as an argument in their proof for the existence of
God. Abi Hamid al-Ghazali, for example, argues that God’s existence
needs no further proofs because belief in God is already instilled in the
human nature and attested in the numerous verses of the Qur’an (fi fitrat
al-insan wa-shawahid al-Qur’an ma yughni ‘an igamat al-burhan).* In a
similar fashion, Ibn Taymiyyah considers human nature as a sufficient
proof of God’s existence. “The acknowledgement and recognition of
God, the Creator,” he declares, “is placed in the hearts of all humans and
jinn” (asl al-iqrar bi-al-sani® wa-al-i‘tiraf bi-hi mustaqirr fi qulub jami
al-ins wa-al-jinn).# In his view, rational arguments for God such as those
adduced by theologians and philosophers are unnecessary, since the best
method for proving the existence of God and the creation of the world
is the natural method (al-tariqah al-fitriyyah) of the Qur’an. Human
knowledge of God is primarily through, and because of, their predispo-
sition to faith which is the result of their primordial covenant with God
as mentioned in the Qur’an 7: 172, “And when thy Lord brings forth their
offspring from the loins of the children of Adam, He calls upon them
to bear witnesses about themselves: ‘Am I not your Lord?’, they said in
reply, ‘Yea, indeed we do bear witness thereto.” Lest you would say on
the day of resurrection, ‘Verily we were unaware of this”*

It is worth noting in this context, for the sake of comparison, that the
innate ability of humans to recognize their Creator was also pointed out by
anumber of Western thinkers. The American philosopher Charles Sanders
Peirce maintains that a vague belief in God is instinctive for human beings,
and an “argument for the reality of God” is not impossible to construct.** In
the early modern era, the leading Christian Reformist Martin Luther and
his contemporary Johannes Calvin also had a similar opinion. Luther posits
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knowledge of God’s existence as innate to human nature, and he rejects
rational philosophical proofs for the existence of God as unnecessary and
misguided. Belief in God, in his view, is inscribed in humans spiritually:
die natiirliche Erkenntnis Gottes sind in des Menschen Herz eingeprdgt; de
Deo notitiae sunt naturaliter inscriptae in prima creatione.®® Since God has
rightly placed beliefs in human hearts, there is no need for rational argu-
mentation and logical deductions in order to prove the existence of God.”
Luther distinguishes between two kinds of knowledge about God: the
general and the specific. General knowledge of God is innate and there-
fore possessed by all humans, whereas the specific knowledge of God is
acquired through piety.” By the same token Calvin maintains that “there
is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of
divinity. This we take to be beyond controversy. To prevent anyone from
taking refuge in the pretense of ignorance, God Himself has instilled in

all men a certain understanding of His Divine Majesty.*

3. Epistemological Fifra

The third dimension of fitra has to do with cognition and reasoning.
Muslim thinkers across disciplines seem to agree on the epistemological
significance of fitra. Ibn Sina, for instance, says that primary concepts
(al-ma‘qalat al-badihiyyah) such as ‘being’ or existence and unity are
understood immediately because their meanings are imprinted in the
soul (ma‘aniha tartasimu fi al-nafs).” The same holds true for axioms
such as ‘the whole is bigger than the part’ and ‘one and the same thing
cannot be both affirmed and denied at the same time’, the truth of which
is known by nature (ghariziyyan). He also speaks about a class of prem-
ises such as ‘every four is an even number’ which relies on a syllogism
whose middle term is known through natural intelligence (fitra) and not
acquired by means of learning or instruction.* In his psychology, fitrais
said to consist of necessary judgements that are known through sense
perception and shared by all human beings, regardless of race, culture or
religion. Even though the judgements of fitra cannot be doubted within
the realm of sense perception, they are, in Ibn Sina’s view, not all true.
This is so because of limitations in the estimative faculty (wahm), an
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internal sense of the animal soul that perceives connotations in things
not apparent merely from their physical forms. Thus, when a sheep per-
ceives danger in a wolf, for example, that perception arises apart from the
wolf’s mere form. Consequently, according to Ibn Sina, some judgements
of fitra that derive from the faculty of estimation (wahm) are false, in
which case the true judgement must be obtained from the intellect. For
example, the estimative faculty judges incorrectly that all existent things
necessarily occupy space, whereas the intellect judges correctly that
some existents do not occupy space (for example, an immaterial being
such as God). Thus, the intellect is required to prevent fitra from making
false judgements and corrupting true knowledge.’! In his own words:

The meaning of fitra is that one should imagine oneself as having
come to the world all at once as an adult endowed with intellect,
except that he has never heard any opinion, never believed in
any doctrine, never associated with any religious community,
and never known any government, but has experienced the
objects of sense and taken from them images. Then he submits
something from among them to his mind and raises a doubt
about it. If he is able to doubt it, then his fitra does not attest to
it; but if he is not able to doubt it, then it is something which his
fitra imposes. But not everything which the human fitra imposes
is true, but many of them are false. True is only the fitra of the
faculty called ‘intellect’ ... [Sometimes the fitra of estimation
makes wrong judgments] and it is known that this fitra is false
and the reason for it is that this is the natural operation of a
faculty (jibillat quwwatin) that conceptualizes things only as
objects of sensation (‘ala nahw al-mahsius).

Ibn Sina employs the notion of fitra as natural intelligence, not only in
connection with the mind’s acknowledgment of the truth of primary and
axiomatic propositions, but also with those which have their syllogisms
built in (al-qadaya allati qiyasatuha ma‘a-ha) or constructed through the
natural operation of the mind (mugaddamabh fitriyyat al-qiyas).** Primary
propositions are those made necessary by the intellect alone through its
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essence and natural disposition (li-dhatihi wa-li-gharizatihi), not through
any external cause; for no sooner does the intellect truly form the con-
cept of the terms [of these propositions] than it acknowledges its truth.**
From the illustration he gives it becomes clear that fitra is that which a
person cannot doubt; it is all that is left in their minds when people are
stripped of their knowledge, their eyesight, and their hearing.

A different concept of epistemological fitra is presented by Ibn
Taymiyyah, for whom fitra is the sound nature by which an individual
intuitively knows what is true and what is false. According to him, there
exists within human nature the knowledge of truth and its attestation,
as well as the recognition of falsehood and its rejection. It is something
that God has molded initially (khalaga ‘ibadahu ‘ala al-fitra allati fi-ha
ma ‘rifat al-haqq wa-al-tasdiq bi-hi wa-ma‘rifat al-batil wa-al-takdhib
bi-hi), even though it may later be contaminated or spoiled.*® For Ibn
Taymiyyabh, this inborn knowledge includes necessary (daruri), primary
(awwali), a priori (badihi), and certainly true (yagqini) propositions, which
he describes as knowledge that depends neither on discursive reasoning
nor on demonstration; rather, it constitutes the very premises and axioms
upon which apodeictic proofs are built.* This is why he considers fitra
to be synonymous with ‘agl (reason) and gharizah (instinct) by which
humans conceive truths.”” In his view, individuals with a sound fitra
(al-fitra al-salimah) can easily discern valid premises and arguments
from invalid ones, since God has made the human fitra predisposed to
the apprehension and cognition of the realities of things.*

Apart from denoting innate knowledge that comprises primary con-
cepts or mental categories and primary propositions, epistemological
fitra signifies that which Robert T. Pennock calls the human instinct for
truth.* As Aristotle has noted in the first book of his Metaphysics, all
human beings by nature desire to know (Il&vreg &vBpwmor T00 eldévau
opéyovrar pvoet).* There exists within us an urge to know the truth,
to learn things we did not already know before, or to discover what
has been a secret, hidden, missing or shrouded in mystery. Some have
labelled it the ‘thirst for information’, which explains children’s natural
curiosity and eagerness to explore everything around them, as well as
adults’ need for news about people, things or events around them.*
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Epistemological fitra therefore accounts for curiosity which, accord-
ing to Pennock, is the most idiosyncratic and the most characteristic of
the scientific virtues, since science is better characterized as a series of
questions pursued by inquisitive minds that just cannot stop wondering
what or why.* An instructive case in point is that of Charles Darwin who
wrote that he felt within himself “an instinct for truth, or knowledge or
discovery” that was “of the same nature as the instinct of virtue”, and that
“our having such an instinct is reason enough for scientific researches
without any practical results ever ensuing from them.*

Moreover, the instinct for truth also predisposes human beings to
favor honesty and truthfulness over hypocrisy and deceit. Even liars hate
liars, and certainly do not like to be fooled or cheated. Interestingly, due
to this epistemological fitra, humans are gullible and prone to deception.
Most of us tend to trust others and believe they are telling the truth. We
can be so cognitively overwhelmed, and then irrationally convinced, by
emotional displays and logically fallacious arguments. However, this fitra
also enables us to detect falsehood, uncover scams, fraud, and cover-ups
of all kinds. This natural inclination for truth explains why children are
sensitive to lying and deception, while adults despise lies. Researchers
have found that although children are capable of lying, many fail to con-
ceal their lies or maintain consistency between the lie and subsequent
statements. Their natural tendency (fitra) to speak the truth overrides
the pressure to tell lies regardless of risk or benefit, causing them to
revert to the original predisposition to answer truthfully when they are
interrogated—a phenomenon referred to by psychologists as the break-
down or loss of ‘semantic leakage control’.* One of the reasons why
they revert to honesty is that telling lies, whether to avoid punishment,
to gain some profit, or just to bolster their status, actually makes them
internally uncomfortable. Deep down, we all know and understand that
lying is wrong. This brings us to the next aspect human fitra: conscience.

4, Ethical or Moral Fitra

Perhaps the most important of all is what we might call the ethical or
moral fitra, by which human beings know what is right and wrong, good
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and evil. It is something within us that acts as an internal judge of the
worth of all our actions, and influences how we behave by making us
experience guilt and shame when we do wrong. This moral fitra is anal-
ogous to the Greek concept of suneidesis (cuveidnotg) and the medieval
Latin conscientia in many respects, both of which carry a double meaning
of apprehension and awareness, which are still preserved in the French
conscience and the German BewufStsein. Indeed, in the Middle Ages, con-
science was regarded less as a faculty than as an aspect of practical
reason closely linked to ethical virtues. It was not until the early modern
period that conscience came to be increasingly viewed as an aspect of the
soul that functioned as the God-given guide and judge for distinguish-
ing between what is morally good and bad, prompting the individual to
choose the former and avoid the latter, commending the one, condemn-
ing the other. In our times, with the rise of professional psychology,
conscience come to be regarded as a faculty of the human mind on a
par with the intellect, will, and memory. Its principal functions are to
represent to the individual the universal laws of moral behavior, apply
them in specific cases, and punish the individual for going against them.
Conscience serves as a whistle blower when humans cross moral lines.
Contemporary psychologists label it the ‘moral punishment instinct’.*®

In the Islamic tradition, there is a saying attributed to the Prophet
concerning ethical or moral fitra. As reported by al-Nawwas ibn Sam‘an,
the Prophet once said, “Piety is good manners, and sin is that which
causes discomfort in your innerself (al-ithmu ma haka fi nafsika) and you
do not want people to know it (wa-karihta an yattali‘a ‘alayhi al-nas)”.*
In another hadith, Wabisah ibn Ma‘bad reported that during his visit he
was asked by the Prophet, “Have you come to inquire about piety?”, to
which he replied in the affirmative. Then the Prophet said, “Ask your
heart regarding it. Piety is that which contents the soul and comforts the
heart (al-birr ma itma’annat ilayhi al-nafs wa-itma’anna ilayhi al-qalb),
and sin is that which raises doubts and disturbs the heart (taraddada
fi al-sadr), even if people pronounce it lawful and give you verdicts on
such matters again and again”.* From these Prophetic traditions we can
infer that apart from being a breach of the laws and norms laid down by

religion, there is a psychological aspect of sin as wrongdoing. Sin is that
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which is done against one’s conscience, resulting in disorder, disharmony
and disturbance in the soul of its perpetrator. Besides being a violation of
the rights of others (i.e., that of fellow creatures and the rights of God),
sin is a moral evil. Sin is wrongdoing and injustice against oneself. On
the verge of doing it, the individual normally shakes as he hesitates and
suspects it may not be the right thing to do. In the aftermath of it, a deep
sense of guilt, shame and regret emerge, thereby inflicting psychological
pain and suffering. This is why no sinner is happy on the inside and in
the Afterlife, no matter how hard they may try to conceal their misery.

Furthermore, ethical fitra explains so-called ‘altruistic behavior’,
whereby people choose to help others simply out of a desire to help, not
because they feel obligated to out of duty, loyalty, or religious reasons.
Sometimes they do so at a cost to themselves or at the expense of their
own lives. Altruistic behavior is common throughout the animal king-
dom. Unselfish behavior by an animal that may be to its disadvantage but
that benefits others of its species is an outward manifestation of ethical
fitra. Indeed, many human beings are willing to make sacrifices for the
happiness and welfare of other people, not because of, but in spite of,
rewards and punishments. We show concern and give help not only to
relatives and friends, but also to strangers. All this is driven by the guid-
ing force in human behavior which Sigmund Freud calls the Super Ego,
otherwise labelled in contemporary psychology as the ‘compassionate
instinct’ as well as the ‘forgiveness instinct’.*

According to Freud, human personality (i.e., soul or psyche) is com-
prised of three forces or energies, each of which responsible for specific
functions: the id, the ego, and the superego. The id consists of the basic
urges for food, water, affection and sex. The id is the biological fitra of
human beings, comprising both the instinct for life (Eros) and the instinct
of death (Thanatos). The life instinct is said to be responsible for the need
for food, love and sex, which are necessary for survival, cooperation and
reproduction, whereas the death instinct is a subconscious drive towards
aggression, violence and destruction. The id always seeks gratification
and operates on a ‘pleasure principle’. When the id is not satisfied, ten-
sion occurs. It is the task of the second force, the ego, to advise the id not
indulge its craving for everything, as it may not be the effective way of
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maintaining life. The ego thus operates on the ‘reality principle’, medi-
ating between the demands of reality and the desires of the id. The ego
corresponds to what is called the rational fitra, which enables a person
to ponder carefully before making any decision, inference or judgment.
Allegorically, the ego may be compared to a rider on the horse that is
the id. While it derives its energies from the id, the ego must control
and direct the id. Finally, there is the superego which carries society’s
moral values, and acts like a supervisor to both the id and the ego. It is
the one which makes us feel uncomfortable when we do other than we
should. The superego produces in us the painful feelings of disgrace or
worthlessness and remorse when we have done something improper,
offensive, immoral or illegal, or when we fail to do something that we are
responsible for.*” Thus the superego is equivalent to conscience, which in
turn is identical to ‘moral fitra’, a little voice inside a person reminding
oneself what is right and wrong.

5. Corruption of Natural Disposition (Fasad al-Fifra)

No one is born a liar or murderer, saint or sinner, joker or philosopher.
As declared by the Prophet in the famous hadith, every child is born in
the natural state of fitra. In their initial, natural state, all children are
innocent and naive, unbiased and indifferent to virtues and vices. It
is the environment and society - including parents, relatives, friends,
teachers and associates (human as well as nonhuman satans), that turn
them into good or bad persons, exert their influence on human thoughts
and actions, and therefore alter or spoil their fitra. Although there is dis-
agreement among Muslim scholars concerning the mutability of fitra,
there is no dispute regarding the role of Satan in obstructing the acts of
human beings or interfering in their daily affairs.

Indeed, in the Islamic as well as the Judeo-Christian tradition, the
role of the Devil (Iblis) or Satan (Shaytan) in inciting human beings to
disobedience, wickedness and all sorts of evil is always underscored. The
Devil or Satan is said to be the first creature to disobey God, and therefore
he was cursed and expelled from Paradise. Although he was condemned
to eternal punishment in Hell, he was set free until Judgment Day as a
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result of his double plea for the postponement of his punishment and
for license to lead humans astray (7: 16-22). Satan is said to be the force
of malevolence which partly contributes to the corruption of human
fitra>* Various sins and crimes committed by humans are the result of
following in Satan’s footsteps (ittaba ‘u khutuwat al-Shaytan) and their
falling prey to his whisperings (waswas) and temptations. Satan incites
humans to heresy, apostasy, and idolatry; he urges avarice, enmity, and
conflict;*? he leads them to ignore their duty to God and to break His law.
For his antagonistic role Satan is described in the Qur’an as the ‘plain
enemy’ of humanity (7:22, 17:53 and 43:62). Nevertheless, even though
Satan was given permission by God to tempt and deceive human beings,
and he vowed to do so by all means available, human beings remain free
to choose between good and evil. Satan himself admits that he has no
authority over them, and that his job is simply to seduce them as he did
with Adam, and they have the ability to resist his insinuations. Thus, no
one can excuse himself by arguing that Satan made him do it, for Satan
has the power only to tempt and invite, never to compel and coerce.”®

The close association of Satan with human beings and his impact on
human thought and behavior is attested in a well-known hadith of the
Prophet which says that Satan runs through the blood vessels of human
beings (inna al-Shaytan yajri majra al-dam).>* Even the Prophet, whose
interior has been cleansed, is not exempt from such attachment; his only
advantage is that, with God’s help, the Satan attached to his body was
converted to Islam and therefore was a force only for good in his life.
In other words, the Prophet was immune to Satanic interference. As he
reportedly declared, “There is no one among you who does not have a
spirit (jinn) as his companion placed in charge of him.” They said, “What
about you, O messenger of God?’” He said, ‘Even me, except that God
came to my assistance against him and he has become Muslim. Now he
only urges me to good.”* In the case of ordinary people like ourselves,
therefore, it is even harder to resist the Satanic forces that some have
mistaken for what is otherwise called the ‘killer instinct’.>

Besides affecting one’s moral integrity, corruption of one’s fitra also
leads to cognitive failure. As noted by Ibn Sina in his treatise on logic,
while most human beings would have no difficulty grasping rational
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truths such as axiomatic propositions or first principles, some people
cannot apprehend, or simply reject the truth of such propositions because
of their underdeveloped intelligence, defective nature (nags fi fitratihi),
mental disability, and old age, or due to confusion with contrary views
and certain misconceptions in their minds.”” Along the same lines, Ibn
Taymiyyah mentions a number of factors that often lead to the contam-
ination, corruption or distortion of fitra: (i) following one’s personal
whims (hawa), (ii) harboring personal interests (gharad), biases or prej-
udices; (iii) blind imitation (taqlid) or uncritical acceptance of inherited
beliefs (i‘tigadat mawruthah); and (iv) entertaining conjecture (zann) and
doubts (shubuhat).”® Unless one’s fitra is purged of these deficiencies it
cannot function properly. Error and confusion, as well as misjudgment
and misconduct are due to these factors, apart from Satanic influences.
Ibn Taymiyyah compares human nature to a newborn’s instinct for its
mother’s milk. The newborn will drink it if unimpeded; that is, it will
actualize the potentiality of its instinct to drink.”

In Ibn Taymiyyah’s view, human nature, if it is in sound condition
(al-fitra al-salimah),” will “necessarily give witness, due to its very
essence and by the necessity of its natural reasoning, to the existence
of a Creator who is ever-knowing, omnipotent, and wise”, as pointed
out in many Qur’anic verses such as 14:10, “Can there be any doubt
about God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth?”, and 43:87,
“And if you ask them as to who it is that has created them, they are
sure to answer, ‘God!’. How perverted then are their minds.” Moreover,
even if human fitra were not sensitive to God’s existence during happy
times, it would certainly be sensitive during difficult times. Thus, the
Qur’anic verse, 17:67, “And when danger befalls you at sea, all those that
you are wont to invoke forsake you, except Him.” If human fitra is not
spoiled, man would certainly find in it the love of God, since the source
of knowledge of God is the fitra-based love of God (mahabbat Allah).**
It is the distorted fitra that leads a person to error and unbelief. Only
when fitra is cleansed of its carnal desires (shahawat) and intellectual
doubts (shubuhat), can it actualize knowledge, love, and worship of God.

The indisputable role of Satan in perverting humans’ rational, moral,
and religious fitra and interfering in their psychic life is accentuated in



ARIF: RETHINKING THE CONCEPT OF F/TRA = 95

another famous tradition of the Prophet, which relates that God said,
“T have created all of my servants inclined to worship, but satans come
to them who turn them away from their religion (atathum al-shayatin
fa-ijtalathum ‘an dinihim); they ban what has been made lawful for
them, and they command them to associate partners with me for which
no authority has been revealed”.®* As a result, many humans, when they
grow up, become atheists - who deny the existence of God and reject
all religious belief, agnostics or skeptics - who question the existence of
God, afterlife, etc., in the absence of material proof, deists - who believe in
God as a creative, moving force but who otherwise reject formal religion
and its doctrines of revelation, divine authority, etc., and pluralists -
who assert that all religions are equally true and valid paths to God.
Others become villains and criminals who can lie all day, commit theft,
violence, murder, etc., without feeling the slightest bit of shame, guilt or
remorse. So corrupted is their fitra that no amount of counsel and guid-
ance can restore it. The Qur’an describes some humans whose rational,
moral, and religious fitra has been spoiled as those who “have minds but
they don’t understand; who have eyes but they don’t see; who have ears
but they don’t hear; who are like animals, or even below them” (7:179).
They are the unwary souls whom satans have ensnared and distracted
from the path of God, whose reason has been contaminated, and whose
conscience blinded or totally debilitated. Indeed, many culprits who end
up in jail for a violent crime do not feel sorry at all; some of them appear
as if they do not understand that what they did was wrong, or do not
believe that what they did was a crime, which was what led them to act
in the first place.

Concluding Remarks

The subject of human nature stands at the crossroads of a number of
related disciplines. On the one hand, it belongs to the domain of theology
and epistemology. On the other hand, it is part and parcel of psychology
and moral philosophy. From the foregoing discussion it becomes clear
that the Islamic concept of human natural disposition couched within the
word fitra with its wide-ranging meaning is a useful explanatory term
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for understanding the complexity of human action and the interplay of
its various determinant. Apart from its biological function, fitra under-
pins not only the human cognitive and moral faculties but also forms
the basis of religious faith and justice. Unlike previous interpretations,
the conception of fitra delineated in the preceding pages provides for
a richer and more nuanced account of human action, cognition, con-

science, and religion.
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(d. 428/1036), and Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani (d. 472/1079),
respectively. Despite their profound significance, the role of these
texts in shaping Sufism within the Islamic world has received
limited attention in Sufi studies. Consequently, this study con-
tributes valuable insights into the development of Iraqi-based
Sufism in Hamadan and its neighboring centers, spanning from
the third/ninth century to the fifth/eleventh century. Notably,
some Sufis in this region were disciples of Abi ‘Ali al-Nahawandi
al-Qumsani (d. 387/997), playing a pivotal role in the institution-
alization of Sufism through the establishment of khanegahs in
the area.

Keywords: Early Sufism, The Jibal region, Abt ‘Ali al-Nahawandi
al-Quamsani, Baba Ja‘far al-Abhari, Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani

Introduction

Hamadan (or Hamadhan) was located at the crossroads of two signif-
icant branches of the Silk Road, granting it a substantial geopolitical
advantage and facilitating convenient access from Mesopotamia to
the Iranian plateau.! During the Islamic era, Hamadan held a crucial
socio-cultural position within the Jibal region and occupied a prominent
political role as the capital of influential governments like the Buyid and
Seljuk dynasties. The early development of Sufism in Hamadan and its
neighboring centers, namely Nahawand? and Abhar,* can primarily be
attributed to the Sufis from Baghdad.* Furthermore, it is noteworthy that
al-Junayd al-Baghdadi (d. 298/910), a pivotal figure in the spiritual lineage
of numerous Sufi orders, was of Nahawandi descent.’

The majority of Jibal cities, including Hamadan, Nahawand, and Rayy,
were strategically located along the Silk Road, a vital trade route serving
as the crossroads between the central hub of the Abbasid Caliphate in
Iraq and the Khiirasan region. Consequently, these cities held significant
socio-political importance. Sufis, in particular, actively engaged in social
activities through their ribats and khanegahs, which were prevalent in
numerous Jibal cities. The emergence of Sufism in the major Sufi centers
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of Iraq, such as Baghdad and Basra, coincided with the advent of mystical
movements in the Jibal region from the late 3rd/9th century onwards.
In the early stages of the formation of Sufism, this region also harbored
mystics and ascetics who were not conventionally recognized as Sufis.

Despite the evident significance of Sufism in the Jibal region, the
scholarly discourse has largely overlooked the pivotal role played by the
Sufis from this area in the formation of Sufism and its subsequent trans-
mission to Khurasan. However, there is a substantial amount of evidence
regarding Sufism in Jibal and its Sufis, which has been documented in
primary sources, particularly biographical hagiographies. In al-Bayad wa
al-sawwad, Abu ‘1-Hasan al-Sirjani (d. c. 470/1077) attempts to classify
Sufis using a historical-geographical framework. In the thirty-ninth sec-
tion of this book, titled bab ma'rifat tarikh al-mashayikh (‘Understanding
the history of Sufi masters’), he categorizes seventy-eight sheikhs/Sufis
into eight groups. First, he introduces seven Sufi poles (al-ahad min
al-awtad), and subsequently designates seven geographical regions:
(1) Hijaz, (2) Iraq, (3) Sham, (4) Egypt, (5) Fars, (6) Khurasan, and (7) Jibal.®

In Kitab al-luma’ fi ’I-tasawwuf, al-Sarraj (d. 378/988) enumerates
the Sufis of Jibal, who are primarily recognized for their association
with the Sufis of Baghdad. One notable mention is Aba Bakr al-Isbahani,
Bakran al-Dinawari, Tsa al-Qassar al-Dinawari, and Bundar al-Dinawari,
all esteemed companions of al-Shibli (d. 334/946).” Additionally, other
Sufis, including Abu al-Qasim ibn Marwan al-Nahawandi and al-Muzaf-
far al-Qaramisini, were connected to Abt Sa‘id al-Kharraz (d. c. 286/899),
whereas Mamshad al-Dinawari maintained a close relationship with
al-Junayd (d. 298/910), al-Ruwaym (d. 303/915), and al-Nuri (d. c.
295/908).° Evidently, it can be argued that during the era of al-Junayd,
al-Nari, and al-Kharraz, the Sufis of Baghdad served as instructors to
numerous students hailing from various regions within the Abbasid
empire. Subsequently, these students disseminated the distinct teachings
and practices imparted by their respective Sufi mentors."

The significant point to note is that Sufis, Hajj pilgrims and hadith
seekers from Khurasan had to traverse the Jibal region in order to reach
Mecca and Baghdad. The local khaneqahs (Sufi lodges) in the Jibal region
served as suitable resting places for these individuals, facilitating their
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interactions with other Sufis. During their pursuit of Islamic sciences
in renowned academic centers such as the Nizamiyya of Isfahan and
Hamadan, it is likely that they would have resided in Jibal for extended
periods, possibly spanning several months. We now appreciate the
unique attributes of the Jibal region, including its proximity to the major
governmental and cultural hubs of Baghdad and Basra in Iraq, its strate-
gic location along the Silk Road, and its status as home to large cities and
villages nestled at the foot of the Zagros Mountains. These distinctive
features bestowed the region with significant potential for the develop-
ment of intellectual centers.

Early Indications of Sufism and its Associations with
Iraqi Sufi Tradition

In the contemporary historiography of Sufism, the historical trajectory
of Sufism in the Jibal region, despite its strong roots, has often been over-
looked."" However, it can be argued that Sufism in this area developed
alongside the mystical practices of the Sufis in Baghdad, particularly
in the cities of Hamadan, Nahawand, and Abhar. Initially, during the
formative period of Sufism in this region, the prevailing spiritual ethos
primarily revolved around renunciant piety.'?

Over time, the evolution of early Sufism in the Jibal region can be
attributed to several factors, most notably the institutionalization of
Sufism through the establishment of Sufi communities within khan-
eqahs. These communities served as focal points for spiritual activities,
providing a platform for Sufis to gather, engage in spiritual practices,
and exchange knowledge. Moreover, the political support of Islamic gov-
ernments played a crucial role in granting popular legitimacy to Sufism,
enabling its growth and prominence within the region.

One of the early Sufis from Hamadan is believed to be Ahnaf
al-Hamadani. Ja'far al-Khuldi (d. 348/959), one of al-Junayd’s disciples,
recounts a story about Ahnaf, in which the importance of travel etiquette
is emphasized.” Another Sufi figure, Ziyad al-Kabir al-Hamadani, con-
temporaneous with al-Junayd, remains relatively unknown. However,
Kahmas ibn al-Husayn al-Hamadani reports witnessing Ziyad al-Kabir
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praying in the mosque for rain. Remarkably, Kahmas points out that
before prayer concluded, there was such a torrential downpour so that
it became impossible for him to return home.™

We have additional information about Kahmas. Al-Kalabadhi
(d. 380/990) classified him as one of the Sufis of Jibal,"”* and it is known
that he lived during the same period as al-Junayd. Kahmas himself nar-
rates an allegorical tale about his encounter with al-Junayd: “One night,
while I was seated in my house in Hamadan, I heard a knock on the
door. To my surprise, I discovered that Junayd had come to visit me. The
following day, I searched for him throughout the city, but no one knew
of his whereabouts. After inquiring about al-Junayd’s journey from a
group of travelers from Baghdad, I realized that on the same night, he
had visited me and promptly returned to Baghdad.”*

Abiu Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (d. 430/1038) dedicated a relatively com-
prehensive entry to Kahmas, referring to him as Kahmas al-du‘a. He
recounts a tale illustrating Kahmas’s deep piety and reverence for God:
“One day, I [Kahmas] had a guest and had prepared fish for him. I then
procured some soil from my neighbor’s wall, intending for my guest
to cleanse his hands with it. However, I have spent the last forty years
blaming myself and shedding tears over the sin of not obtaining my
neighbor’s permission.””” Additionally, Abi Nuaym mentions other
anecdotes about Kahmas that resemble those of another pious worshiper
(‘abid) from Basra named Abu al-Hasan al-Tamimi (d. 149/766), whom
al-Dhahabi (d.748/1344) refers to as Kahmas too.™®

Abt al-Qasim ibn Marwan al-Nahawandi al-Sufi, also known as Ibn
Mardan, was a Sufi associated with the Sufi circle of Baghdad. He resided
in Nahawand and also spent some time in Baghdad, where he enjoyed
the company of al-Kharraz for fourteen years and met with al-Junayd.
Al-Sarraj mentioned that Ibn Mardan initially believed in sama‘rituals (a
Sufi ceremony performed as part of the meditation and prayer practice)
but later lost faith in it."” However, on one occasion, he happened to be
present at a sama‘gathering and was deeply moved by a poem. In a state
of ecstasy, he exclaimed, “T am thirsty, and no one offers me water.”*

Among the other Sufis from Hamadan who resided outside the Jibal
region was Abu al-Hasan ibn Jahdam al-Hamadani. Ibn Jahdam was a
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disciple of al-Kawkabi (d. 347/958) and Ja'far Khuldi, a highly respected
figure of his time who lived in Mecca. Ansari stated that he knew someone
who had traveled to Mecca solely to visit Aba al-Hasan ibn Jahdam and
returned without performing the Hajj rituals.?’ Jami mentioned that Abu
al-Hasan ibn Jahdam authored a book on Sufism titled Bihjat al-asrar.*

Abiu Bakr ibn ‘Abdullah ibn Tahir al-Abhari (d. 330/941-42) was con-
sidered a close associate of al-Shibli, a prominent figure in Sufism. In
the works of al-Sulami, Ansari, and al-Sirjani, al-Abhari is categorized as
one of the revered Jibal Sufis, acknowledged for his numerous virtues.?
His connections to two other notable Jibal Sufis are well-documented.
He was a devoted follower of Yasuf ibn Husayn al-Razi (d. 304/916-7)*
and a companion of Muzaffar al-Qarmisini (d. ¢. 330/942). Al-Mustawfi
(d. 750/1340) reports about his tomb in Abhar in the eighth/fourteenth
century.®

The available historical records offer limited insight into the scope
of his influence. Nevertheless, a testimony provided by Aba Muhammad
Muhallab ibn Ahmad ibn Marztiq Misri sheds light on the profound
impact Abhari had on individuals seeking spiritual guidance. Mohallab
openly acknowledged that no other spiritual mentor had benefited him
as greatly as Abhari did.*® AbharT’s religious knowledge and practice of
wara‘(pious abstinence) earned him high praise. Notably, he did not view
knowledge as separate from spiritual truth and mystical experiences,
thereby emphasizing their interconnectedness.”

There is no evidence of al-Abhar1’s authorship of any written works,
thus leaving some uncertainty with regard to the nature of his nearly
ninety comments on verses from the Qur'an as documented by al-Su-
lami in Haqa’iq al-tafsir. It remains unclear whether these comments
stem from a comprehensive tafsir or are merely isolated observations.
Nevertheless, the understanding of AbharT’s personality and teachings
relies upon the analysis of these comments along with other preserved
sayings attributed to him.*

In the definition of the two mystical concepts of jam' (unity) and
tafriqat (separation), after pointing out from the Qur’an that “God bears
witness that there is no god but Him, as do the angels and those who
have knowledge,”® al-Sarraj refers to Abhari’s opinion, who believed that
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unity is the coming together of all in the presence of Adam, and sepa-
ration is in his children. Al-Sarraj asserts that unity is the fundamental
principle, with separation being a secondary concept. The understanding
of the principles can only be achieved through the comprehension of
the subsidiary concepts, and conversely, the establishment of the sub-
sidiary concepts relies on the principles. According to this perspective,
any group that denies the notion of separation is deemed to be outside
the bounds of the Islamic faith. Conversely, if a group embraces sepa-
ration without acknowledging the principle of unity, it abandons the
fundamental belief in tawhid (the oneness of God), which serves as the
cornerstone of Islamic belief.*

In the explanation of this verse from the Qur’an, “He admits
whoever He wills into His mercy. As for the wrongdoers, He has
prepared for them a painful punishment,”*' al-Abhari believes that
“The divine will, not pious action, is the cause of God’s mercy upon
humankind. This is because mercy is an attribute of God, and His attri-
butes are flawless, whereas human actions are flawed. With imperfect
deeds, humans cannot bring forth those attributes that are perfect.”*
Al-Abhari shares a view similar to that of Yahya ibn Mu‘adh al-Razi
(d. 258/872), the mentor of Yasuf ibn Husayn al-Razi. According to
Ibn al-Tahir al-Maqdisi, the Mu‘adhiyya (the followers of Yahya ibn
Mu‘adh al-Razi) preached that God, by His grace and forgiveness,
would not punish anyone for the sins they had committed unless they
were unbelievers.*

One notable attribute of Abhari’s ethical framework lies in its social
dimension. Rather than delineating the faithful (mu’min) based on a
unique connection with God, Abhari identifies them through their sense
of personal security (amn) from their own inner self (nafs) as well as their
ability to ensure the security of others in their presence. Consequently,
“everyone who sees him is fond of him; every troubled person rejoices
when he sees him; every lonely person feels at home with him; and every
perplexed person seeks refuge with him.*

Ahmad ibn Muhmmad ibn al-Fadl, also known as Abu al-‘Abbas
al-Nahawandi, was a renowned Sufi during the late fourth/tenth cen-
tury. He was a devoted disciple of Ja'far al-Khuldi and studied under the
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guidance of Abu Khafif al-Shirazi. Al-Nahawandi also had a connection
with Baba Kuhi (Sheikh Abu ‘Abdullah Bakiyeh of Shiraz) who lived in
the first quarter of the fifth/eleventh century.” Most of the accounts we
have concerning Abtu al-‘Abbas al-Nahawandi pertain to his khanegah
in Nahawand.

One notable story involves a Christian man who sought to assess the
intelligence of Muslims. Initially, he visited the khaneqah of Abt al-‘Abbas
al-Qassab (d. c.fourth/tenth century) where he was met with somewhat
harsh treatment. Al-Qassab objected to the Christian’s presence as an
outsider on the mystical path. Offended, the Christian then proceeded
to Abt al-‘Abbas al-Nahawandi’'s khaneqah, where he was received with
kindness and hospitality. He joined the Sufis in prayer for four months,
and when he decided to depart, Aba al-‘Abbas al-Nahawandi invited
him to embrace Islam. The Christian converted and subsequently rose
to a prominent position in Sufism, eventually becoming the leader of the
khaneqah after Aba al-‘Abbas’ passing.*

During that time, one distinctive trait of Abt al-‘Abbas al-Nahawandi,
as described by Ansari, was his preference for a simple black dress known
as kheftan when appearing in public, even though other Sufis wore var-
ious garments such as the qaba, khirga, tilsan, and gilim.*” He earned a
livelihood by sewing hats and deliberately embraced a life of poverty as
part of his mystical lifestyle.*

In addition to Abi al-‘Abbas al-Nahawandi’s contributions to early
Sufism, two of his students, namely Sheikh ‘Ama (d. 441/1049) and Akhi
Faraj al-Zanjani (d. 457/1065), emerged as influential figures in their own
right. Sheikh ‘Am established a khaneqah in Herat, and among his dis-
ciples was Ansari.* Akhi Faraj al-Zanjani, on the other hand, founded a
khaneqah in Zanjan.* While there is a narration from Samarqandi sug-
gesting that Nizami of Ganja (519-587/1141-1209) was a student of Akhi
al-Zanjani, the conflicting information about Akhi al-Zanjani’s year of
death casts doubt on this claim.*!

Another piece of evidence confirming the presence of a khaneqah
in this region dates back to the establishment of ribat in Hamadan.
During the early fourth/tenth century, Aba Talib al-Khazraj ibn ‘Ali
al-Baghdadi, faced some unspecified issues with the people in Shiraz.
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The details regarding these issues remain unknown. However, we are
aware that during his illness in Shiraz, Khafif Shirazi served Abu Talib.*
Subsequently, ‘Ali ibn Sahl al-Isbahani (d. 307/919) opposed his stay in
Isfahan. Consequently, Aba ‘Al al-Waraji, the official tax collector in
Hamadan, extended an invitation to Aba Talib to relocate to Hamadan
and construct a ribat there on his behalf.*® This ribat in Hamadan is
believed to be one of the earliest Sufi khaneqah establishments in the
region. It appears that Abu Talib al-Khazraj deliberately darkened its
interior and exterior, designating the ribat as a dwelling for those who
had experienced affliction and intended for them to remain there for
the rest of their lives.* In conclusion, this evidence indicates that early
Sufism in Hamadan developed in connection with Sufism rooted in

Iraq and was influenced by renowned Iraqi Sufis such as al-Junayd and
al-Shibli.

Abu ‘Al al-Nahawandi al-Qumsani and his karama

More comprehensive information is available regarding the Sufis who
emerged in Hamadan, Nahawand, and Abhar from the fourth/tenth
century onward. Among these Sufis, one figure of significance, yet rel-
atively lesser-known in the annals of Sufism, is Aba ‘Ali al-Nahawandi
al-Qumsani (also known as Ibn Mazdin). Born in Nahawand and passing
away in 387/997 in Anbat near Hamadan, his legacy rests on a limited
body of information. Primarily, our knowledge about him is derived
from two sources: the first being Tabaqat al-hamadanin by Shiriwiya ibn
Shahrdar al-Daylami al-Hamadani (445-509/1054-1116). Although this
volume is lost to us, al-Dhahabi and Yaqit al-Hamawi have referenced
and quoted fragments from it. According to al-Dhahabi, al-Qumsani
held a prominent position among the renowned Sufis of Jibal, and two
of his disciples, Jafar Abhari and Muhammad ibn Tsa al-Hamadani,
subsequently played key roles in propagating Sufism in Hamadan.
Al-Dhahabt’s writings make it evident that al-Qumsani was associated
with numerous karama (extraordinary spiritual phenomena) and har-
bored strong animosity towards the rafidah (a broad term referring to
Shi‘l Muslims), whom he regarded as being influenced by malevolent
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forces. Following his demise, pilgrims from various cities flocked to visit
his grave in Anbat.*

The second text is Karamat Sheikh Abi ‘Ali al-Qumsani, authored by
Abi al-Fadl Muhmmad ibn ‘Uthman (commonly known as Ibn Zirak; d.
471/1078), who happens to be the grandson of al-Qamsani.* While no
original writings from al-Q@msani have survived, Ibn Zirak provides an
insight into the social contexts of Sufism in Hamadan by recounting the
miracles attributed to him. Al-Dhahabi identifies Ibn Zirak as Aba al-Fadl
al-Qamsani al-Hamdhani, an Ash‘ari scholar who had the opportunity to
meet Aba ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021).* Ibn Zirak’s treatise
comprises over 45 anecdotes highlighting the karama associated with
al-Qumsani. The narrative begins with the story of a Sufi named Aba
al-Hayj al-Kurdi, who expressed a desire to visit al-Qumsani. However,
upon reaching al-Qamsani’s residence, he is informed that the esteemed
figure has fallen ill and passed away.

These stories shed light on al-Qamsani’s reception of the muraqqa’a
(or khirqa; Sufi cloak) from Jafar al-Khuldi (d. 348/959), as well as his
close relationship with Ibrahim ibn Shayban in Qarmisin (d. c¢. 337/948).
Despite al-Qamsani’s impoverished state, his home served as a place
of hospitality for the needy. Travelers from Khurasan, en route to
Jerusalem, would often stay in his house for a few days during their
stop in Hamadan. Notably, the region housed Zoroastrians, one of whom
embraced Islam after witnessing the miracles performed by al-Qumsani.*®

One of these narrations illustrates how al-Qumsani received
the muraqqga’a from al-Khuldi’s hand, which is regarded as one of
al-Qamsani’s karama. Although al-Quamsani did not consider himself
deserving of wearing such a muraqqa’a, al-Khuldi blessed him with it,
and the other students also embraced this gesture. However, a few days
later, when al-Qumsani heard al-Khuldi discussing the proper etiquette
of wearing a muraqqa’a, he became agitated and restless, withdraw-
ing from public view for several days. Subsequently, some fishermen
approached al-Khuldi, presenting him with muraqqga’a they had found
in the stomach of a Tigris river fish. Upon examining the muraqqa’a,
al-Khuldi realized that was exactly the same muragqa’a he had given
to al-Qumsani. Drawing a parallel to the story of Prophet Suleiman’s
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ring, which was retrieved from the belly of a fish, al-Khuldi conveyed
to his students that no one could be more deserving of wearing the
muraqqa’a than al-Qumsani. Upon hearing this, al-Qumsani promptly
departed from Baghdad and returned to the Jibal region, as he had no
desire for fame.*

In one of the narratives, the text recounts an episode wherein
al-Qumsani engages in communication with al-Shibli during his sojourn
in Baghdad. This interaction, however, carries an implicit critique of
al-Shibli. It appears that al-Qumsani frequently attended gatherings
where the affluent congregated around al-Shibli. While a pious indi-
vidual extends an invitation to a select few from al-Qamsani, it seems
that al-Qumsani readily accepted the majority of al-Shibli’s invitations.
Despite being invited multiple times by a pious and impoverished indi-
vidual, it appears that al-Q@msani consistently attends gatherings hosted
by al-Shibli, neglecting the invitations extended by the virtuous but
financially disadvantaged person. It is only when this destitute individual
implores al-Qumsani, saying, “Sheikh, pay heed to the plight of the poor
as well!” that al-Qumsani visits the humble abode of this indigent person
and partakes in a frugal meal consisting of barley bread. Subsequently,
they embark together towards the banks of the Tigris River. There, the
destitute person spreads a mat upon the river’s surface and commences
prayer, beseeching al-Qumsani to join him. Al-Qumsani, filled with trep-
idation due to his lack of experience in such mystical circumstances,
doubts his ability to surmount this spiritual test. It is then that the desti-
tute individual asserts, “One who prioritizes the company of the wealthy
over the invitation of the impoverished cannot lay a carpet upon the
water.” Following this esoteric guidance and the illumination of his inner
self, al-Qamsani is able to offer his prayers atop the river’s surface.*

Several narratives found within Karamat Sheikh Abi ‘Ali al-Qumsani
derive from the vivid dreams experienced by al-Qumsani. These dreams
depict encounters with God, the Prophet Muhammad, and his compan-
ions. Such dreams not only signify a sacred connection, and al-Qamsani’s
divine election, but also yield miraculous outcomes upon awaken-
ing, manifesting as his karama. An exemplary account from the year
381/991, coinciding with a period of severe famine, involves al-Qumsani
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encountering God in a dream. During this encounter, God conveys the
following message: “You are my family, and your family is also my
family” As a result, the entire al-Qimsani family and all those who visit
him will be safeguarded from the impending famine.’* This instance
highlights the profound impact of al-Qumsani’s dreams, as they extend
divine protection to those connected to him, ensuring their well-being
during times of adversity.

Students of al-Qamsani, such as Muhammad ibn Tsa al-Hamadani,
known as Ibn Zaydan or Yazidan (d. 430 or 431/1038-39), and Baba
Ja'tar al-Abhari, played a significant role in perpetuating the teachings
of their esteemed teacher. Notable Sufis like Ibn Zirak al-Qamsani, Ibn
Yazdanyar al-Hamadani, Bunjir al-Hamadani, and ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn
‘Ali al-Hamadani, also known as Ibn Yuga, were among the disciples of
Ibn Isa al-Hamadani. Ibn Tsa al-Hamadani dedicated himself to worship
day and night, devoting his entire wealth to the khanegah or distributing
it to the needy. Tragically, he met his demise during a Turkish attack
on Hamadan.” It is plausible that this khaneqah could have been the
one constructed by al-Qamsani, serving as a residence for his disciples.
Historical accounts reveal that Ahmad Ghazali (d. c. 520/1126), along
with several scholars from Khurasan, settled in a khanegah administered
by one of Baba Ja‘far’s students named Bunjir ibn Mansar al-Hamadani
during their visit to Hamadan.*® Noteworthy disciples of Bunjir include
Shiriwiya al-Daylami and Aba ‘Ali Musi al-Abadi. The latter established a
khaneqah in Hamadan and, for a period, maintained another in Qazwin,
where he elucidated the teachings of Riyadat al-nafs to scholars and
Sufis (see below).**

Baba Ja'far al-Abhari and Adab al-fugara’

One of the most influential disciples of al-Qamsani is Ja‘far ibn Muhmmad
ibn al-Husayn al-Abhari,” who primarily resided in Hamadan throughout
his lifetime, earning him the moniker al-Hamadani. Al-Dhahabi, refer-
ring to him as Sheikh al-zahid, cites Shiriwiya’s account, stating that he
was born in Abhar in 350/961 and passed away in Hamadan in 428/1036.%
Renowned for his rigorous asceticism, al-Abharl engaged in extended
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fasting periods, abstaining from food for a remarkable span of fifty days.”
Al-RafiT, including al-Q@msani among his mentors, further adds that he
was commonly known as baba within Sufi circles. Additionally, Al-Rafi1
asserts that Ibn Zirak authored a book documenting the miracles of
al-Abhari; however, no known copies of this text exist.*

Nevertheless, it is plausible that al-Abhari is indeed the renowned
Baba Ja'far referenced by Ibn Rawandi in his semi-legendary account of
his encounter with Baba Tahir and Sheikh Hamsha in Hamadan during
Tughril’s reign. Ibn Rawandi, in a narrative pertaining to the rule of
Tughril Beg (r. 429-1037/455-1063), the progenitor of the Seljuk dynasty,
recounts the following:

When Sultan Tughril Beg came to Hamadan, there were three
saints there: Baba Tahir, Baba Ja'far, and Shaykh Hamsha. They
were standing on a small mountain called Khidr close to the gate
of Hamadan. The Sultan saw them. He stopped the army and
went to see them on foot accompanied by his vizier Aba Nasr
al-Kunduri. He kissed their hands. Baba Tahir, the enthralled
soul, said to the Sultan: “O Turk! What will you do with God's
people?” The Sultan replied: “Whatever you command.” Baba
said: “[Rather,] do that which God orders: Verily, God commands
justice and spiritual excellence’” [Qur’an 16: 90] The Sultan wept
and said: “T will do so”

Baba held his hand and said: “Do you accept this from me?” The
Sultan said: “Yes!” Baba had a broken ewer, which for years he
had used for ablutions, and kept its tip on his finger [as a ring]. He
took it out and put it on the finger of the Sultan and said: “Thus,
I have handed you the dominion over the world. Stand firm on
justice” The Sultan kept that ring among his amulets (ta’widh).
Whenever he would go on battle, he would put on this ring.”

The potential correlation between Baba Jafar and Baba Tahir also
captivated the interest of another writer. Al-Nishaburi (d. 728/1328), in his
tafsir on Qur’anic verses concerning paradise, presented an alternative
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narrative. According to his account, Baba Ja‘far al-Abharl paid a visit
to Baba Tahir al-Hamadani on a certain day. Baba Jafar inquired of
Baba Tahir, “Where have you been? I had an encounter with God last
night in the company of some khawas (distinguished individuals), but
I did not see you among them.” In response, Baba Tahir acknowledged,
“Indeed, you are correct! You were accompanied by khawas, whereas I
was engrossed in the presence of Akhas (the supremely special; God).
Hence, it is understandable that you did not perceive my presence!”*

The writings attributed to Baba Ja'far include Adab al-fuqara’
(The Etiquette of the Poor) and Riyadat al-nafs (The Abstinence of the
Self). In Adab al-fuqara’, the author’s biography remains undisclosed,
but according to al-Sam‘ani, Ja'far al-Abhari is considered the author.
Moreover, Baba Ja'far is recognized to have been influenced by prominent
Sufi masters such as al-Qumsani, Khafif al-Shirazi, and ‘Abd al-Hasan
al-Qazwini.®' The primary objective behind the author’s endeavor in
composing the book was to address the inquiries of his disciples.

Adab al-fuqara’, which encompasses 22 sections, commences with
a section titled “The Truth of Poverty.” Alongside narratives featuring
renowned Sufis, Baba Ja‘far endeavors to articulate his own Sufi doc-
trine. Notably, the book employs a variety of poems interwoven within
a labyrinth of mystical anecdotes. Although the majority of these poems
are in Arabic, Baba Ja'far incorporates two Persian verses and a fahlawi
verse centered on the theme of Majnin’s love.

According to Adab al-fugara’, an inference can be drawn suggesting
that Baba Ja‘'far likely harbored intentions of exchanging certain mystical
attributes associated with al-Junayd and Bayazid al-Bastami (d. 261/874).
Alternatively, it can be argued that his perception of these two revered
Sufis conflicts with that of al-Hujwiri. Al-Hujwiri indicates that al-
Junayd’s Sufism is characterized by sobriety, whereas Bayazid al-Bastami’s
Sufism is associated with intoxication.”” In Adab al-fugara’, al-Junayd’s
figure is prominently portrayed in relation to sama’, which is frequently
depicted as a central mystical aspect of an intoxicated state and often
regarded as a hallmark of Sufism in Khurasan.®* Additionally, Bayazid
extensively delves into the science of Sufism in the same text, consid-
ering it a discipline in accordance with the Shari‘a. Notably, although
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Baba Ja'far himself'is a hadith scholar, he endorses a critical and sarcastic
statement made by al-Junayd concerning the transmitters: “How long do
you intend to count the heads of the dead?” Bayazid’s retort is as follows:
“We derive our knowledge from the life of a person who does not die.”®

One notable aspect of Adab al-fuqara revolves around Baba Jaf’ar’s
defense of Ibn Yazdanyar al-Armawi. Ibn Yazdanyar found himself at
odds with the Sufis of Iraq, particularly al-Junayd and al-Shibli, accus-
ing them of openly discussing Sufi doctrines and divulging the sacred
insights of Haqq.®® This animosity, as described by al-Sarraj, prompted
Ibn Yazdanyar to compose letters warning people in other cities about
the Sufis in Iraq, denouncing them for their alleged blasphemy and bid'a
(“innovation”).%’

Conversely, al-Shibli derisively labels Ibn Yazdanyar as a “cow,’®®
while al-Sulami recounts a tale wherein al-Musili dreams that on the Day
of Resurrection, God turned away from Ibn Yazdanyar and instructed
him to keep his distance due to his treatment of God’s cherished oft-
spring, the Sufis, as adversaries.®” Another dream is relayed by Baba Ja‘far
in defense of Ibn Yazdanyar: “In this dream, Ibn Yazdanyar encounters
the recently deceased Abi Yahya al-Armawi and inquires about the fate
of his companions on the Day of Resurrection. Abt Yahya responds by
affirming that anyone who associates with them will be a companion of
the Almighty””® Nevertheless, Baba Jafar cites Ibn Yazdanyar’s statement
to defend Sufism, asserting that while he did express concerns about the
conduct of certain Sufis who recklessly divulged sacred knowledge to
the incompetent, he did not outright reject Sufism.”

The section devoted to sama‘in Adab al-fugara holds a prominent
position as the lengthiest section within the book, indicating the special
attention paid by Baba Ja'far to the significant role of sama‘in Sufism. In
order to convey this significance, Baba Ja'far employs various narratives,
one of which involves a metaphorical depiction of a house engulfed in
flames with a person trapped inside. This metaphor serves to illustrate
the experience of an individual immersed in the practice of sama’ The
narrative portrays a scene where the wind howls, intensifying the flames,
while the individual continues to scream and shout incessantly without
pause or respite. In the midst of this chaotic turmoil, the person urgently
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cries out, “Fire! Fire!” However, as soon as anyone attempts to rush
forward and rescue the trapped individual or extinguish the fire, they
too become engulfed by the flames.” This vivid depiction implies that
engaging in sama‘ignites a profound fire within the Sufi’s soul, a fire of
mystical love that cannot easily be quenched or subdued.

Furthermore, Baba Ja'far endeavors to illustrate the transcendence
and loftiness of sama‘by recounting a tale from Abt ‘Abdullah al-Maghribi
concerning the creation of beings. According to this account, God fash-
ioned the celestial inhabitants from His own divine light. Among these
celestial beings are the eighty thousand angels who perpetually revel
in an ecstatic state, adorned in verdant garments as they traverse The
Mighty Throne. Baba Ja‘'far likens these heavenly beings to the Sufis,
emphasizing their exalted status and alluding to the sublime nature of
sama.”

By employing such narratives, Baba Ja'far not only underscores
the extensive treatment of sama‘in Adab al-fugara but also seeks to
emphasize its profound significance within the context of Sufism. These
stories serve to convey the transformative power of sama’, wherein the
practitioner becomes consumed by a fervent love and devotion, akin to
a blazing fire, which cannot be easily extinguished. Furthermore, Baba
Ja'far draws a parallel between the heavenly beings and Sufis, suggesting
that engaging in sama’grants individuals a glimpse of the divine ecstasy
experienced by these celestial entities.

The comparative analysis reveals that Adab al-fugara’ surpasses
Riyadat al-nafs in terms of length and content. The initial section of the
manuscript employed for this inquiry provides valuable information
regarding the origins of Riyadat al-nafs. According to the scribe, the
treatise was penned in 561/1166 and is attributed to Ja'far ibn Muhmmad
ibn Husayn al-Abhari, who is acknowledged as its author. The scribe
further notes that Sheikh Muhmmad ibn Benyamin (Bunayman?) Ibn
Yasuf Hamadani served as an oral source for the writing of this treatise.”

Evidently, Riyadat al-nafs held considerable significance, particularly
among the followers of Baba Ja‘far. Numerous reports attest to the fact
that many Sufis residing in Qazwin diligently studied this book in the
company of Abii ‘Ali Musi Abadi.” It becomes evident that Abhari’s work
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aimed to address the prevailing decline in abstinence and the waning
commitment to abstain from sins during his era. Consequently, he found
it necessary to draw upon the hadiths of the Prophet and the moral
anecdotes derived from the lives of Sufis. The treatise is structured into
multiple chapters, encompassing various themes such as ‘renunciation,
‘asceticism in this world, ‘loneliness, ‘the characteristics of the soul, and
more. Each chapter delves into these subjects, shedding light on their sig-
nificance within the context of the treatise and the broader Sufi tradition.

lbn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani and Rawdat al-muridin

Another student of Baba Ja‘'far is Aba Ja'far Muhammad ibn al-Husayn
ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani (380-472/990-1079), and Shiriwiya has doc-
umented his state of poverty.” It is important to differentiate between
Ibn Yazdanyar and Aba Bakr al-Husayn ibn ‘Ali ibn Yazdanyar al-Ar-
mawi (d. ¢.333/945, see above), who preceded him. Al-Sulami dedicates
a chapter of his book, Tabagat al-siifiyya, to Ibn Yazdanyar al-Armawi.””
Moreover, within Rawdat al-muridin, Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani refers
to al-Sulami’s statements on multiple occasions. Therefore, in terms of
chronology, it is highly likely that Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani lived
subsequent to al-Sulami.

Furthermore, it should be noted that Rawdat al-muridin, the only
surviving work of Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani, contains quotations
from Ibn Yazdanyar al-Armawi.” However, Williams proposes a possible
familial connection between the two individuals,” although no evidence
substantiates this claim. Rawdat al-muridin belongs to a genre of Sufi
literature commonly referred to as Sufi manuals. Despite the existence
of numerous manuscripts, no critical editions have been published thus
far. Nonetheless, Williams has provided a translation based on five man-
uscripts in his doctoral dissertation.*” In one of the older manuscripts of
Rawdat al-muridin (758/1357) housed at Princeton University, the author
is explicitly identified as Sheikh Imam Abi Ja'far Muhammad al-Husayn
ibn Ahmad ibn Yazdanyar.

Rawdat al-muridin, composed in Arabic, exhibits a deliberate
endeavor by the author to employ a straightforward style, avoiding
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intricate and ambiguous terminology.®' Salamah-Qudsi has thematically
categorized the book into four distinct sections: (1) the broader concept
of Sufism, distinguished from other adherents of Islam; (2) specific provi-
sions encompassing the regular communal life and interrelations among
Sufis; (3) segments dedicated to the practice of sama; and (4) sections
devoted to various Sufi ‘stations’ (maqamat) such as love (mahabba),
knowledge (ma'ifa), trust in God (tawakkul), and others.*

The lack of familiarity with works such as Adab al-fugara’ and
Rawdat al-muridin appears to have led certain writers, like Hujwiri,
to erroneously perceive a dichotomy between sahw (‘sobriety’) and
sikr (‘intoxication’) (as mentioned earlier in the context of al-Junayd/
Bayazid). However, in Rawdat al-muridin, Junayd’s doctrinal framework
of Sufism is merged with the hallgjian notion of unity and is also in con-
sonance with Bayazid’s perspectives on Sufism. The mystical content of
Rawdat al-muridin possibly does not align with the prevailing classifi-
cations in the field of Sufi Studies. Consequently, Salamah-Qudsi posits
that “the author of Rawda seeks to present a comprehensive umbrella of
Sufism under which the teachings of al-Junayd coexist alongside those of
al-Hallaj”® Ibn Yazdanyar takes it a step further by combining Hallaj’s
utterances with Bayazid al-Bastami’s Sufi attitudes. In section 26, titled
‘On the Lovers and their States’,** one of al-Hallaj’s renowned ecstatic
expressions is ascribed to Bayazid al-Bastami: “I am the one that I desire,
the one I desire is I; We are two spirits dwelling in a single body. So when
you have seen me, you have seen him. And when you have seen him,
you have seen us”®

It appears that Ibn Yazdanyar was not oblivious to the authorship of
this renowned couplet of al-Hallaj, nor concerned about its implications
of ‘incarnation’ regarding the divine taking human form. If he had har-
bored apprehensions about al-Hallaj’s perspective on the incarnation,
which involved expressing mystical union as the convergence of two
spirits within one body, he would have refrained from including this
well-known poem in his book altogether. Furthermore, elsewhere in
Rawdat al-muridin, the words of other Sufis are attributed to Bayazid
al-Bastami.®® It can be inferred that Ibn Yazdanyar intended to demon-
strate that the concept of unity could be conveyed through the language
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employed by other Sufis like Bayazid al-Bastami. However, this should
not be misconstrued as the author’s endeavor to reconcile divergent
views within Sufism. In Rawdat al-muridin, Ibn Yazdanyar not only
echoes the teachings of other Sufis but also presents his own interpre-
tation of Sufism.

In Rawdat al-muridin, Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani devoted consider-
able attention to al-Junayd. Furthermore, his frequent allusions to al-Hall3j
are noteworthy, as his repetition of al-Hallj’s thoughts can be interpreted
as an attempt to exonerate him from the charges that led to his execution.
This proactive approach can be observed in the following passage:

When al-Hallaj was asked about Sufism, he answered: ‘[It is] cal-
cinations of humanity and eliminations [that are the concern] of
divinity (tawamis wa-dawamis lahutiyya). The questioner then
said: ‘T asked him to explain this statement. He [al-Hall3j] said:
‘No explanation is possible. I said: “Why did you reveal it to me?’
He replied: “The one who knows it [that is the meaning] will
understand, and the one who does not know it will not under-
stand’. I said: ‘I beg you to explain it to me. He then recited [the
verse]: ‘Do not defame us in public. Here is our finger tainted
with the lovers’ blood.’

Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani’s approach bears a striking resemblance
to Baba Ja'far al-AbharT’s perspectives on Sufism. In terms of both content
and the significance attributed to certain themes such as sama‘(sections
18-25) and love (sections 26-28), Rawdat al-muridin appears to exhibit a
close affinity with Adab al-fugara’ In a similar manner to Abit Mansir
al-Isfahani (d. 418/1038),® Ibn Yazdanyar employs the term mahabba,
rather than ‘ishq, to convey the concept of love. He innovatively clas-
sifies love into six categories: ‘lustfulness’ (shahwaniyya), ‘cordiality’
(mawaddatiyya), love that involves with the Divine’ (rabbaniyya), love
that engages repentance’ (mahabba tawbatiyya), ‘earthly’ (tiniyya), and

One of the symbolic narratives concerning love recounted in Rawdat
al-muridin originates from Bashar al-Harith (d. 227/841). According to
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the account, “I [al-Harith] found myself strolling through the bustling
Bazaar of Baghdad when my attention was drawn to a man being sub-
jected to a severe flogging, enduring a thousand lashes without uttering
a single sigh of distress. Intrigued by this spectacle, I pursued him after
he was apprehended, and inquired as to the reason behind his torment.
He replied, ‘It is because I am enamored. Curious, I further questioned,
‘Why did you remain silent?’ He responded, ‘For my beloved was observ-
ing me. I persisted, “‘What if you were to have the chance to encounter
him?’ Overwhelmed by the mere thought of reuniting with his beloved,
he cried out ecstatically and met his demise instantaneously”*

The narrative in Rawdat al-muridin presents a profound mystical
allegory about the nature of love and its transformative power. The
central character, who endures severe punishment without flinching,
symbolizes the enlightened seeker on the path of divine love. This indi-
vidual has reached a state of spiritual absorption, where the pain inflicted
upon them by the world holds no sway over their inner being. When the
protagonist is questioned about the reason for their silence in the face
of torment, their response unveils a profound truth. They explain that
their silence stems from the awareness that their beloved, representing
the Divine, is ever-present and watching over them. In this context,
the beloved serves as a metaphor for the ultimate source of love and
spiritual union.

The dialogue takes a transformative turn when the protagonist is
asked what would happen if they were granted the opportunity to meet
their beloved. The overwhelming excitement and longing to unite with
the Divine beloved result in their ecstatic cry and immediate demise. This
mystical demise represents the annihilation of the seeker’s ego and indi-
viduality as they merge with the Divine Essence. The story encapsulates
the journey of the mystic, who, through unwavering devotion and sur-
render, transcends the limitations of the worldly realm and experiences
the ecstatic union with the Divine. It teaches that true love requires the
seeker to endure the trials and tribulations of the path, remaining stead-
fast in their devotion and awareness of the Divine presence. Ultimately, it
is through the annihilation of the self that the mystic attains the sublime
ecstasy of oneness with the Beloved.
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Undoubtedly, the sections pertaining to sama‘in Rawdat al-muridin
and Adab al-muluk by Abt Mansar al-Isfahani® hold immense signifi-
cance as theoretical texts within the Jibal region. In the initial portion,
Ibn Yazdanyar presents a compelling argument, asserting that sama“is
permissible (mubah) within the framework of Islamic law.” Moreover,
he fortifies his defense of sama‘ through an intriguing employment
of an allegorical tale that originates from “cosmological-metaphysical
sources.”” It is likely that this allegory had previously surfaced in Adab
al-fugara’® Similarly, Ibrahim ibn al-Shayban, another Sufi hailing from
Jibal, recounts the same narrative:

I heard my master Aba ‘Abd Allah al-Maghribi saying:
“the people of Heaven were created from God’s light of
majesty. Seventy thousand of the intimate angels (al-mala’ika al-
mugqarrabin) are seated between the Divine Throne (‘arsh) and
the Divine Seat (kursi) in the Yard of Intimacy. Their dress is
green wool, and their faces are like the full moon on a clear
night. Their hairs are like women’s. They are immersed in ecstasy
from the day of creation and will remain as such until the Day
of Resurrection. The people of the Seven Heavens would hear
their cries and moaning. They are Sufis of Heaven. They race
from God’s Throne to God’s Seat while being almost intoxicated
by the intensive passion bestowed upon them. The Angel Israfil
is their leader and their mouthpiece. Considering their lineage,
these are our brothers, and considering their spiritual path, they

are 59 of our companions.””

This anecdote, narrated in the voice of Adam, serves to underscore
the practice of sama‘ among the Angels in Heaven. Furthermore, this
story provides two justifications for sama’ Firstly, the narrator desig-
nates the Angels as the Sufis of Heaven, drawing a parallel between
their celestial existence and the earthly Sufis. Additionally, these ethereal
beings are asserted to originate from the divine light, thereby absolving
them of any sins. As a result, their dance is not only untainted by sin but
also an act of worship. The angelic Sufis embody the eternal pursuit of
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divine intimacy and the intoxicating journey toward divine union. Their
presence serves as a reminder of the transcendent nature of the spiritual
path and the ever-present invitation to embark upon a mystical journey
that leads the creatures closer to the Divine.

Another anecdote concerning sama’is attributed to Abta Bakr ibn
Yazdanyar al-Armawi. Ibn Yazdanyar al-Armawi recounts an inci-
dent where he participated in a sama’ gathering with his companions.
However, during the event, he heard a voice from the Unseen question-
ing him, “Are you approaching God or simply engaging in frivolity?” This
encounter prompted him to immediately leave the gathering, realizing
the potential dangers associated with sama" He recognized the need to
refrain from participating until he familiarized himself with the proper
etiquette of the practice.”

Similar to the ideas of Yahya ibn Mu‘adh Razi (d. 258/872) concern-
ing the creation,” Ibn Yazdanyar acknowledges that during the moment
when God posed the question, “Am I not your Lord?” to humankind, they
wholeheartedly responded, “Yes, we do testify.””® This direct exchange
transcends any limitations and defies description through conventional
attributes. The essence of this divine discourse lingers within human-
ity. Consequently, when individuals encounter a captivating melody
or hear pleasant words during the practice of sama’ their attention
becomes fixated on that original divine address, and they are drawn
back to its source. These individuals are the mystics who have perceived
God’s eternal presence and have developed an intimate connection with
the Divine.”

Salamah-Qudsi presents an analysis of Ibn Yazdanyar’s Sufi text,
highlighting its alignment with the pro-karrami mystical sect. Notably,
she asserts that Rawdat al-muridin is likely one of the earliest references
to Ibn Karram (d. 255/869), the founder of the Karramiyya sect, and his
conceptualization of trust in God (tawakkul).'® Salamah-Qudsi argues
that the disregard of Rawdat al-muridin by the “Shafii-Ash‘ari-Baghdadi-
oriented” can be attributed to the prevalent accusations of heresy directed
towards the Karramiyya sect by writers in the 5th/11th century.'”

To substantiate Ibn Yazdanyar’s religious inclination, Salamah-
Qudsi suggests that the origin of Karramiyya can be traced back to the
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mountainous region of Tabaristan to the north of Hamadan. Additionally,
she points out the existence of a karrami madrasa in Herat, situated in
the eastern part of Hamadan. However, it should be noted that these loca-
tions are geographically distant from Hamadan. It is plausible that the
limited understanding of Sufism in the Jibal region among contemporary
experts has influenced such conclusions. Presently, it is established that
other Sufis from Jibal, namely Yahya ibn Mu'adh al-Razi and Aba Bakr
ibn ‘Abdullah ibn Tahir al-Abhari, embraced a karrami attitude, while

Yasuf ibn al-Husayn al-Razi leaned towards a malamati orientation.'*

Conclusion

The historical trajectory of Sufism in the Jibal region has often been
overlooked in contemporary historiography. However, it is evident that
Sufism in this area developed in parallel with the mystical practices of
Sufis in Iraq. Primary sources shed light on the connections between
Sufis from Hamadan, Nahawand, and Abhar and influential figures such
as al-Junayd, al-Kharraz, al-Khuldi, and al-Shibli highlighting their role
in disseminating Sufi teachings and practices. Moreover, the Jibal region
served as a significant route for pilgrims and seekers of knowledge,
facilitating interactions with Sufis in local khanegahs. Various early
Sufi figures emerged from the Jibal region, such as Ahnaf al-Hamadani,
Ziyad al-Kabir al-Hamadani, Kahmas ibn al-Husayn al-Hamadani, Aba
al-Qasim ibn Marwan al-Nahawandi al-Sufi, Aba al-Hasan ibn Jahdam
al-Hamadani, Aba Bakr ibn ‘Abdullah ibn Tahir al-Abhari, Abu al-‘Abbas
al-Nahawandi, and their students.

Abt Bakr al-Abhari’s association with prominent Sufis such as
al-Shibli, Yasuf ibn Husayn al-Razi, and Muzaffar al-Qarmisini highlights
his esteemed status among the Jibal Sufis. While his authorship of writ-
ten works remains uncertain, his nearly ninety comments on Qur’anic
verses, as documented by al-Sulami, provide valuable insights into his
teachings. Abhari’s belief in unity and the subsequent separation of enti-
ties underscores the importance of maintaining a balance between these
principles, serving as the cornerstone of the Islamic faith. Al-Abhari,
similar to Yahya ibn Mu‘adh al-Razi, believes that God’s mercy is based
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on His divine will rather than human actions. Al-Abhari’s ethical frame-
work emphasizes social dimensions, identifying the faithful through
their personal security and ability to ensure the security of others.

Abu al-‘Abbas al-Nahawandi, on the other hand, exemplifies sim-
plicity, humility, and a life of poverty as essential aspects of the mystical
path. His khaneqah in Nahawand became a center of spiritual learning
and transformation, attracting followers and students who went on to
become influential figures in their own right. The story of the Christian
man’s conversion underlines al-Nahawandi’s compassion and hospital-
ity, as well as the transformative power of Sufism.

Abu ‘Ali al-Nahawandi al-Qumsani played instrumental roles in the
propagation of Sufism in Hamadan. While al-Qamsani’s own writings
have not survived, his grandson, Ibn Zirak, sheds light on his life and
miracles. The anecdotes contained within this text provide insights into
the social context of Sufism in Hamadan and highlight the miracles asso-
ciated with al-Qamsani. Notably, his humble home served as a place of
hospitality for the needy, and travelers passing through Hamadan found
refuge there. Among those who witnessed his miracles was a Zoroastrian
who embraced Islam due to the profound impact of al-Qamsani’s spiri-
tual manifestations. These accounts, alongside others, demonstrate the
extraordinary nature of al-Qamsani’s karama and the deep reverence
he commanded among his contemporaries.

Al-Qumsani’s spiritual journey is further illuminated by narratives
recounting his interactions with notable figures such as Ja‘far al-Khuldi
and al-Shibli. The story of receiving the muraqqa from al-Khuldi’s hand
exemplifies al-Qumsani’s humility and his ultimate recognition as the
deserving recipient of this spiritual symbol. The dreams experienced by
al-Qumsani hold a special place in his spiritual narrative, as they signify
divine connection and election. Through these dreams, he encounters
God, the Prophet Muhammad, and his Companions, leading to mirac-
ulous outcomes upon awakening. Such stories paint a vivid picture of
al-Q@msani’s spiritual trials and the transformative moments that shaped
his journey.

Ja'far ibn Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Abhari, also known as Baba

Ja'far, was a disciple of al-Qamsani and a renowned ascetic. He resided
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in Hamadan, earning the moniker al-Hamadani. Known for his extended
fasting periods, he engaged in rigorous asceticism. He is mentioned in
a semi-legendary encounter with Sultan Tughril Beg and other saints in
Hamadan. Baba Ja‘far authored the books Adab al-fugara’ and Riyadat
al-nafs. Adab al-fugara’ explores Sufi doctrine, incorporating mystical
anecdotes and poems. The book suggests Baba Ja'far’s connection to the
Sufi masters al-Junayd and Bayazid al-Bastami. The section on sama’
(spiritual audition) holds a prominent position, emphasizing its trans-
formative power. Riyadat al-nafs addresses the decline in abstinence
and highlights the importance of renunciation and asceticism in the
Sufi tradition.

Aba Ja'far Muhammad ibn al-Husayn ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani, a
student of Baba Ja'far, is discussed, particularly his state of poverty. There
is a distinction made between Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani and a previous
figure named Abu Bakr al-Husayn ibn ‘Ali ibn Yazdanyar al-Armawl. Ibn
Yazdanyar al-Hamadani’s only surviving work is Rawdat al-muridin,
a Sufi manual that has not been critically edited or published yet. The
book covers various aspects of Sufism and includes teachings from other
Sufis like al-Junayd and al-Hallaj. Ibn Yazdanyar al-Hamadani’s approach
in the book is similar to Baba Jafar al-Abhari’s views on Sufism. The
text also includes a mystical allegory about love and the transformative
power it holds. Furthermore, the discussion focuses on the sections in
Rawdat al-muridin related to sama’ (spiritual listening) and their sig-
nificance within the Jibal region. Various narratives and anecdotes are
presented to support the practice of sama‘in Sufism.

The narratives and anecdotes presented in the primary sources
examined throughout this study provide valuable insights into the social
context, spiritual journeys, and transformative experiences of Sufis in the
Jibal region. They highlight the profound impact of Sufism on individu-
als, communities, and society as a whole, emphasizing the significance of
spiritual teachings, ethical frameworks, and practices in nurturing a deep
connection with the divine. Despite the historical significance of Sufism
in the Jibal region, further research and scholarly attention are needed to
fully understand and appreciate its contributions to the broader mysti-
cal traditions of Islam. A more comprehensive examination of available
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primary sources, critical editions of relevant texts, and interdisciplinary
approaches can provide a richer understanding of the development and

influence of Sufism in this region.
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Abstract

In the modern world, there is an incessant amount of research on
religions and interfaith interaction. Yet, too much of our theolog-
ical activities remain shockingly intramural. Instead of allowing
an inherent energy to launch us into the larger reality of global
religiosity, we insist on protecting our theology from the threat
of contamination. Among many points of agreement, the cen-
trality of Muhammad’s prophethood remains key among the
contentious issues between Islam and Christianity. Anna Bonta
Moreland’s Reconsidering Muhammad takes us on a journey into
the reception of Muhammad in Christian Theology. Engaging
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Islam from deep within the Christian tradition by addressing
the question of the prophethood of Muhammad, Anna Bonta
Moreland calls for a retrieval of Thomistic thought on prophecy.
Moreland sets the stage for this inquiry through an intertex-
tual reading of the key Vatican II documents on Islam and on
Christian revelation. This review will retrace the historical recep-
tion of Muhammad in early European tradition and also how
Moreland’s work is a pathbreaking introduction to one of the
least talked about theological puzzles between Islam and the
Christian tradition.

Keywords: Christian Theology, Thomas Aquinas, Vatican II,
Muhammad

Introduction

The diverse and distinctive landscape of religious discourse between
Semitic religions is often fraught with the question of authenticity
and acceptability. Navigating the theological puzzles and truth-claims
between Abrahamic religions and especially between Christianity and
Islam has preoccupied the scholarship of various intellectual giants and
movements in both the respective traditions. The theological position of
prophets and the inevitable question of prophecy remains the focal point
of contestation in the Abrahamic traditions. Part of the puzzle also is
how the trans-historical Otherization of Islam has remained a permanent
feature in the writings of Christian scholarship. This epistemic categorial
demonization in Orientalist literature is what Sophia Rose Arjana iden-
tifies as “the Muslim problem” with the particularistic attitude toward
the Prophethood of Muhammad often described as an aversion to, or
“anxiety of Islam”™ Considering this recurrent and historical legacy of
intimidation and polemic, finding a middle ground remains a challenging
task. In the words of Robert Neville, “One of the most important tasks
of theology today is to develop strategies for determining how to enter
into the meaning system of another tradition, not merely as a temporary
member of that tradition, but in such a way as to see how they bear upon
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one another® Anna Moreland’s recent book Muhammad Reconsidered:
A Christian Perspective on Islamic Prophecy is a welcome step in this
direction and joins an ever-growing body of literature devoted to the
assessments of Muhammad’s function and identity in Christian theology.

The past fifty years of Christian theologians’ engagement with
other faith traditions have provided a world of theological resources.
In this bold project, Moreland takes a necessary step beyond interreli-
gious encounter to re-examine categories within the Christian tradition.
By laying the groundwork for examining the Prophecy of Muhammad,
this investigation turns to neglected resources within the Catholic
theological tradition and argues that the Church has reasons to be
open to the possibility of postbiblical revelations—including those that
Muhammad received in Mecca and Medina. Traditionally, postbiblical
revelatory events have been captured in the marginal category of “pri-
vate revelation,” most typically expressed in Marian apparitions.? Private
revelation is a small part of a wider prophetic dimension in the Church.
In this pretext, she proposes that, given the Church’s understanding of
prophecy, Christians can view Muhammad as ‘a religious prophet’,* a
recognition that opens a way for the Qur’an to be taken seriously by
Christians as a source of knowledge about God. This book is the fruit of
the author’s decades of work on the history of how European Christians
have understood Islam and how they have made sense of its rival claims
to the heritage of Abraham. Moreland develops her argument through
a carefully plotted structure, moving from the general state of Christian
views of Islam in the context of the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II)
to sources for reconsidering his prophethood. In this book she places
Muhammad’s prophecy within that wider dimension. In sum, the pro-
phetic insights that are documented in the Qur’an, Moreland claims can

be viewed through Christian claims to truth, not in spite of them.?

Muhammad in Early and later Christian Writings

Before turning to some examples of modern writings on the reception
of Muhammad, including the book under review, which will be the
main focus of this essay, we will briefly consider some examples from
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the pre-modern period. Sophia Rose Arjana in her work Muslims in
the Western Imagination argues that the earlier studies of the Prophet
Muhammad were largely polemical, neglecting to include any Muslim
sources and offering little biographical detail.® John Tolan in Faces of
Muhammad also asserts that Muhammad has always been at the center
of European discourses on Islam. To medieval Christian communities,
Muhammad—the leader of a religious and political community that grew
quickly and with relative success-was an enigma. Did God really send
him as a prophet with a revelation? Was the political success of the
community he founded a divine validation? Or were he and his followers
inspired by something evil? Among Christians, it was widely believed
that Muslims were idolaters and that they worshipped Muhammad;
Muhammad’s claims to prophecy were sometimes explained away in
terms of epilepsy; much emphasis was placed on his perceived sensuality
and violence; there were even stories that Muhammad was “a Roman
cardinal or cleric, frustrated in his ambition, who perverted his own con-
verts to spite the Roman Church” Also, in some European biographical
literature, the Prophet Muhammad supposedly took on various roles—
initially almost exclusively malignant but gradually incorporating a
positive assessment as well. Not all European writers on Muhammad
show him the admiration and respect that we find in Bonaparte and
Goethe, of course. The works of predecessors were integral to these
writings, which meant that tropes developed over centuries had a dura-
ble quality. Tolan argues that Christian theologians were mostly writing
to defend Christianity so the masses would not be theologically misled,
to protect their people from Oriental vices, and to fend off fears of the
nearby expanding Muslim empires.® At the same time, reformist and
revisionist thinkers reconstructed these tropes into polemical critiques
of their own. In this way, exploring the reception of Muhammad since
the twelfth century helps us understand modern discourses on religion.

Also writing in early modern period, Henry Stubbe, whose Originall &
Progress of Mahometanism (1671) describes the Muslim prophet as a great
reformer who fought the superstition and illegitimate power of Christian
clergy and sought to return to a pure, unsullied monotheism. Stubbe’s
Mahomet is a religious reformer, beloved and admired ruler, and sage
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legislator. Humphrey Prideaux, a fellow student with Stubbe at Oxford, in
1697 published his The True Nature of Imposture Fully Display’d in the Life
of Mahomet, in order to show that Mahomet was an impostor and to defend
Christianity. Yet increasingly, anticlerical writers such as Irish Deist John
Toland portrayed Mahomet as a visionary anticlerical religious reformer,
the better to smash the pretensions of the Church of England’s priestly
aristocracy. Some painted him as an impostor in order to associate his
imposture or fanaticism with that of Christians, notably in the Treatise of
the Three Impostors (1719) and in Voltaire’s play Le Fanatisme, ou Mahomet
le Prophéte (1741). Yet others follow the lead of Stubbe and Toland to
make Mahomet into a reformer who eradicates superstition and combats
the power of the clergy. This is how Henri de Boulain Villiers paints the
prophet in his Vie de Mahomed (1730), and how George Sale presents him
in the “preliminary discourse” to his English translation of the Qur’an
(1734). Voltaire, thanks in part to his reading of Sale, depicts Mahomet as
a reformer and great statesman in his Essai sur les Mceurs. Indeed, by the
end of the century, writers such as English Whig Edward Gibbon see him
as a “great man,” charismatic leader, and legislator to the Arab nation.’
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in terms of the
Enlightenment onslaught against religion across traditions, scholars like
Kant took Protestant Christianity as already rational in order to criticize
other religions. While he did not regard Judaism as “a religion at all,” he
viewed Islam as an antithesis of everything supposedly rational. In “An
Essay on the Illness of the Head,” Kant described Muhammad as a “zealot™
“Zeal leads the zealot to the external, led Mahomet [sic] onto his princely
throne”* In the Critique of Practical Reason, the figure of Muhammad
returns as a sign of unreason, nonsense and madness of imagination."
In contrast, in Le Fanatism, ou Mahomet le Prophéte, Voltaire described
Muhammad as an “imposter.” Indeed, he turned him into an archetype of
fanaticism pitted against reason. Not only Voltaire but French philosophes
and encyclopaedists at large attacked Islam. To Denis Diderot, editor-in-
chief of Encyclopédie, Muhammad was “the greatest enemy that human
reason has ever known” and the Qur’an an “absurd, obscure, and dishon-
est book” Much of what is still written about him is hostile. It would have
been easy for anyone to compile a chronicle of that hostility, a catalogue
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of disdain, fear, and insult from the earliest Christian polemical texts
against Islam to the shrill declarations of politicians like Geert Wilders,
parliamentarian of the Partij voor de Vrijheid (the Dutch extreme right)
who, to discredit Islam, attacks its prophet, whom he calls a terrorist, a
paedophile, and a psychopath.” The 2005 controversy over the cartoons of
Muhammad published in the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten illustrate
the potentially explosive nature of Western views of the Muslim prophet,
as do the killing of cartoonists of Charlie Hebdo in January 2015. Tinged
by the history of European colonialism and orientalism and by terrorism
that claims Islam as its justification, the controversy has provoked a flood
of polemics and violence.

Against and in contrast to the polemical tradition and this reduc-
tionist portrayal of Muhammad, over the last 200 years many Christian
scholars of different traditions have studied Muhammad’s life and teach-
ing and have come to have at least a partial respect for him. They have
felt that they cannot put Muhammad in a totally negative category and
yet equally they cannot subscribe to the Islamic account of Muhammad
as the final prophet, with Jesus regarded as his forerunner. However,
attitudes did begin to change. Muhammad was described not anymore
as the ambitious, profligate impostor of old but as a “silent great soul,”
a hero who spoke “from Nature’s own heart,” as Thomas Carlyle called
him. On the other hand, a number of European authors of the twenti-
eth century, in the context of decolonization and increasing calls for
interreligious and intercultural dialogue, argued that Christians should
recognize Muhammad as a prophet. Clinton Bennett, in his book In Search
of Muhammad, has argued that knowing the sources of Islam is insuf-
ficient for “knowing” Muhammad for Muslims. Rather, argues Bennett,
we have “insider” and “outsider” perspectives.”* To put it another way,
having faith in a particular set of scriptures or documents or narratives
makes all the difference in the world.

Traversing the Terrain of this Work

In this engaging and pleasantly thought out book Muhammad
Reconsidered: A Christian Perspective on Islamic Prophecy, Moreland
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intends to offer a fresh appraisal of Muhammad that considers the
widest possible history of the ways in which Christians have assessed
his prophethood. Moreland considers addressing the question of the
prophecy of Muhammad not only a necessary ‘political question’ but
also a ‘theological question’ that has not been sufficiently addressed
in contemporary Catholicism. In fact, she argues, the documents from
Vatican II, while offering the first boldly affirmative portrayals of Muslim
belief and practice in magisterial texts ever, consciously left unresolved
the question of the status of Muhammad as a prophet. This book is one
step towards the direction of addressing the unresolved issues in the
conciliar documents from Vatican II about the Church’s stance toward
Islam by applying a neglected aspect of Thomas’s thought, his treat-
ment of prophecy. She underscores and analyses what they have to say
about Muslims and their place in our de facto religiously plural world.
Moreland then turns to Thomas Aquinas concerning postbiblical proph-
ecy, and endeavours to construct a Catholic theology of revelation that
could embrace Muhammad as a prophet, at least in an analogical sense
(here she employs Aquinas’s ‘third way’ of understanding language,
between univocity and equivocity).

In chapter 1, ‘Setting the Stage’ Moreland offers a background into
the trajectories of debates on the role and place of religion vis-a-vis
Enlightenment rationality and how societies continue to remain sepa-
rated by the power construct of Christianity vs./ over Islam, West vs./
over East, and secular reason vs./over religious fanaticism. Not under-
estimating the urgency in the call of dialogue amid the hyperbole of
Huntington’s theory of the Clash of Civilizations and publication of
intimidating titles like Norman Podhertz’s World War IV: The Fight
against Islamofascism. Also, recent political events (the march on Capitol
Hill and rising Islamophobia) both in the U.S. and abroad (attacks like
Christchurch and Paris) have shown that there is a pressing need for
Christians to understand Islam in a serious theological way. The Catholic
Church occupies a unique role as mediator in the complex dialogue
between the world of Islam and the secular West since it shares many
fundamental beliefs with both sides. Moreland is right to challenge both
this construct and the larger secularization thesis that birthed it, and then
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argues the converse, as it were: that encounters between communities of
Muslims and non-Muslims in ‘the West’ are increasing rapidly, that the
Catholic Church remains the (sole) Western religious institution that ‘is
particularly equipped to engage with Muslims in theological terms and
that this will lead to salutary political consequences. While many secu-
larists expected an inevitable decline of religious belief as Enlightenment
modernity took hold around the globe, it seems that the exact opposite
has occurred. As the authors of God’s Century: Resurgent Religion and
Global Politics wrote in 2009, “Over the past four decades, religion’s
influence on politics has reversed its decline and become more power-
ful on every continent and across every major world religion.”"® These
authors argue that despite the prediction of the “secularization theory,’
the twenty first century can ironically be coined “God’s Century.” A
genuine understanding of religious traditions has become a theo-political
necessity in the West.

Chapter 2, “The State of the Question’, sets the stage for this inquiry
through an intertextual reading of the key Vatican II documents and
analytically offers a fascinating rereading of five magisterial documents
of the Catholic Church: Dei Verbum (Vatican II Dogmatic Constitution
on Divine Revelation, DV), Lumen Gentum (Vatican II Dogmatic
Constitution on the Church, LG), Nostra Aetate (Vatican II document
on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, NA), Dialogue
and Proclamation (published 25 years after NA by the Pontifical Council
for Inter-Religious Dialogue, DP), and Dominus Iesus (Declaration on
the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church,
published by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in 2000).
Important work from the past fifty years provides an understanding of
the issues that gave rise to the Council, the heated debates that took place
both inside and outside of the conciliar sessions, and the remaining issues
that have developed in the post-conciliar period. The contested question
about whether Vatican I was an “event” that ruptured the Church’s ties
to the past or whether it was a “renewal within tradition” has planted
ideological fault lines within the theological academy.'® Moreland argues
in this chapter and recurrently throughout the book that one can inter-
pret Vatican II with Benedict XVI's “hermeneutic of reform,” whereby the
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Church’s new attitude toward Islam first appeared discontinuous with
the past. But further probing reveals that a medieval account of proph-
ecy—freshly understood— already contains hidden seeds of Vatican II’s
claims about Islam. We can say, with Benedict XVI, “It is precisely in
this combination of continuity and discontinuity at different levels that
the very nature of true reform consists.””” The creative question of the
prophecy of Muhammad did not emerge at the magisterial level before
the opening of the Council. But a constructive answer to this question
must be borne of a deep encounter with the Church’s theological tra-
dition. In this chapter Moreland take cues from a collection of essays
compiled in honour of John O’Malley’s What Happened at Vatican II
(2010), in which O’Malley suggests that we are ready to move to a further
stage of interpreting the Council:

Instead of examining the documents in isolation from one
another, we are now ready to examine them as interdepen-
dent and ready to see how that interdependence is essential for
interpreting them correctly. We move to a consideration of each
document as in some measure an expression of larger orienta-
tions and as an integral part of a cohesive corpus, which is a
result in large part of the documents’ intertextual character. . . .
They implicitly but deliberately cross-reference and play off one
another—in the vocabulary they employ, in the great themes to
which they recur, in the core values they inculcate, and in certain
basic issues that cut across them.'

Chapter 3 ‘Thomas Aquinas on Prophecy’ chalks out Aquinas’s ‘tax-
onomy of prophecy’ for where he treats revelation and explicitly writes
about prophecy.'”” Both these chapters serve both a symbolic and a sub-
stantive function. Turning to a medieval figure, especially one so central
to Christian thinking and practice as Thomas Aquinas, highlights the
fact that the main argument is drawn from deep within the tradition of
Christian theology. Moreland primarily focuses on Thomas’s preliminary
analysis of prophecy, first by attending to his systematic treatments of this
issue in the De veritate (DVer), Summa contra gentiles (hereafter, ScG),
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and Summa theologiae (hereafter, ST), and then by turning to his scrip-
tural commentaries and systematic works that take up prophetic biblical
figures (central among these are his commentaries on Isaiah, John,
Hebrews, and Corinthians).?’ He does not build a theory of knowledge
in these questions. Rather, he observes the varying instances of prophecy
at work in Scripture and sketches a complex portrait of this phenomenon.
Substantively speaking, Thomas’s account of prophecy offers a surpris-
ingly subtle understanding of this complex phenomenon, one that opens
itself up organically to the animating question of this book. In the next
chapter Moreland turns to particular prophetic figures from Scripture
about whom Aquinas comments, in order to put his taxonomy to work.
She then takes up the question of how Muhammad might figure in this
taxonomy and how he might relate to this cast of characters.

In chapter 4 ‘Scriptural Prophets and Muhammad’, Moreland turns
explicitly to Thomas’s scriptural commentaries and his reflection on some
unlikely prophets—even some figures who reject Jesus and yet speak and
act prophetically. It then turns back to the taxonomy from chapter 3 in
order to draw some conclusions about these figures. Finally, it recalls
our reading in chapter 2 of Vatican II documents on non-Christians gen-
erally and Muslims in particular, where Christians and Muslims share
an overlapping web of beliefs, and draws some preliminary conclusions
about the role of Muhammad in this taxonomy of prophecy. Together
chapters 3 and 4 reveal Thomas’s effort at one and the same time to be
true to the varied scriptural testimonies while also weaving together
a cohesive understanding of the prophetic experience. These chapters
highlight contextual differences, developments in thought, and persistent
themes throughout the Thomistic corpus. The textual analysis of these
chapters maps out Thomas’s treatment of prophecy in preparation for
our test case, Muhammad. These chapters open up creative possibilities
for considering prophets beyond the walls of the Church. Interpreting
these ecclesial documents in light of Thomas on prophecy leads us to
open up a new direction in Muslim-Christian dialogue by considering
whether Muhammad, a seventh-century nomad, was a religious prophet.
Karl Rahner noted that the prophetic element demanded theological
reflection.”? Most of this work on prophecy has been done in France,
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Germany, and Italy, but it has received little attention in English-speaking
countries.” In chapters 3 and 4 of this book, while not offering a compre-
hensive study of prophecy in the Christian tradition, She draws from the
writings of Thomas, bringing to light this neglected aspect of his work.
She asserts, “Thomas offers a surprisingly supple and complex account of
prophecy, one that has not received sufficient attention in the scholarly
Thomist literature, especially in works written in English” In addition,
she draws on biblical commentaries that have been largely neglected in
contemporary scholarship. In its method and approach, this book, she
argues, contributes to a growing movement in Thomistic scholarship,
sometimes called “biblical Thomism” or “Ressourcement Thomism.”*

After opening up the theoretical question of Muhammad’s proph-
ecy in the first four chapters by marrying the claims made at Vatican II
about Muslim belief and practice to Thomas’s understanding of the role
of prophecy in the church. Moreland, in Chapter 5, ‘Is Muhammad a
Prophet for Christians?’ situates her proposal within the context of the
past and ongoing conversation about this very question. The first sec-
tion of the chapter takes up the work of those thinkers who have found
an affirmative answer to this question: Montgomery Watt, Hans Kiing,
Kenneth Cragg, and David Kerr. Each of these thinkers has spent decades
engaging Muslim sources and scholarship. Each of the first four think-
ers offers a particular model through which to consider Muhammad’s
prophecy, although there are some significant areas of overlap among
their proposals. Watt focuses on Muhammad’s moral exemplarity as
a sign of his prophetic status, Kiing on his invocations against idola-
try, Cragg on the praiseworthy messages of the Qur’an, and Kerr on
Muhammad’s political reforms and liberating praxis. Moreland differen-
tiates her position from these four in a brilliant and thought-provoking
way: ‘Muhammad as liturgical prophet’.* Moreland critically analyzes
these theologians’ approaches to this question and suggests an alterna-
tive model to these initial four. In the spirit of the medieval quaestio,
the rest of the chapter addresses objections to the argument of this book
that arise from two representative thinkers: Jacques Jomier, O.P., and
Christian Troll, S.J., each of whom has dedicated his professional life to
Christian theological work in Muslim contexts.
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Both these thinkers offer objections along two main lines. The first
states that a Christian assent to Muhammad as a prophet inevitably
sounds to Muslim ears as if the Christian has declared submission to
Islam. A belief in the prophecy of Muhammad is a belief in all that
Islam teaches, including its anti-Christian elements.” Islam teaches that
Muhammad’s recitations are final and universal. A Christian could never
accept that claim without ceasing to be a Christian. Particularly prob-
lematic is the fact that assenting to Muhammad’s claim replaces Jesus’s
universality with the universality of Muhammad. Jesus becomes the
forerunner, speaking to particular people at a particular time. A Muslim
understanding of Muhammad, then, cannot be agreed to by Christians
and cannot serve as a meeting-place for people of both faiths. So the first
objector understands “prophecy” in the full Muslim sense of the word.
The second line of objection argues that Muslims would and have reacted
negatively to such a redefinition of prophecy, which resembles none of
the thick theological claims they assume in the term “prophet.” It does
no good to redefine prophecy in such a way that it is unrecognizable to
Muslims and then ascribe that “prophecy” to Muhammad. The second
line of objection understands the term “prophet” to be emptied of its
Muslim contents such that it becomes a third term that is unrecognizable
to the religious other we are trying to engage. The next chapter tries
to recapture the argument of this book and show how it is a fruitful
alternative to the approaches of the thinkers examined in this chapter.

John Renard in his chapter ‘Islam and Christian theologians’ pro-
poses an approach to this vast subject by describing the “Four M’s”
of Muslim-Christian theological engagement: The Apologetical Model:
Defining Islam in Relation to Christianity; The Scholastic model: Come,
Let Me Reason for Us; The Christian-Inclusivist Model: Can’t We All Get
Along? and The Dialogical Model: Inter-theology and Theological Cross-
Reference.? David Marshall also and along the same lines argues for at
least two specific and distinct contexts in which Christians can address
the question of their response to Muhammad. The first is in the context of
internal Christian theological discussion. In this framework, Christians
ask themselves how they should interpret Muhammad within a Christian
frame of reference. Where does he fit within a Christian universe of
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meaning, a Christian view of God’s purposes? In what sense, if any, can
Christians regard him as a prophet? A feature of such internal Christian
reflection is that it can allow considerable flexibility and diversity in
thinking about prophecy. For Christianity, prophecy is clearly important,
but it is not as important as certain other concepts, notably incarnation.
It is perhaps because prophecy is not at the very centre of Christian theo-
logical thinking that such flexibility and diversity in understanding it are
possible. The other context is that of Christian encounter with Muslims,
whether in polemical debate or in eirenic dialogue. Christians are often
asked by Muslims what they think of Muhammad and, sometimes, why
they do not recognize him as a prophet, not least as Muslims recognize
Jesus as a prophet. Within the wide field of Christian engagement with
other faiths, there is perhaps no other figure on whom Christians are
more often invited to give their opinion. In this context, Christians will
(or at least should) be acutely aware of the Islamic frame of reference
within which Muslims use the word “prophet.” For Islam, prophecy is
a more central and also a more clearly defined concept than it is for
Christianity.”

In chapter 6 ‘Closing Argument’ Moreland draws on the practice of
analogical reasoning in the theology of religious pluralism and shows
that a term in one religion—in this case “prophecy”—can have purchase
in another religious tradition. Chapters 3 and 4, in fact, show that a
Christian understanding of “prophecy” is already fluid, before even
stretching beyond its ecclesial walls. The documents of Vatican II claim
that Christians and Muslims share an overlapping web of beliefs. In other
words, they use religious terms in overlapping ways. Moreland equally
argues, if we turn back to Thomas, how a multi-layered understanding
of Christian prophecy, such that what Muhammad heard and commu-
nicated in seventh-century Arabia in principle could fall under the term
“prophecy,” understood in its most expansive sense.” And for our conver-
sation to develop, Moreland argues for a dire need to move from apologia
to analogia. As in, how through apologia we speak words “from” or “out
of” our narrative, but in analogia we are taking words “up” from our
narrative and seeing how those words cohere in other religious traditions
and understand the importance of a theology of religious pluralism. She



REVIEW ESSAY = 15]

further argues how David Burrell, C.S.C., will act as a guide in this con-
structive proposal. Burrell embodies in practice the intellectual trajectory
of his work. His first book, Analogy and Philosophical Language (1973),
planted seeds that bore fruit years later in his ground-breaking work in
comparative theology.”” Moreland concludes the chapter by recalling that
the Catholic Church already has practices of spiritual discernment that
have been applied to post-canonical divine encounters. Moreland offers
the unlikely category of “private revelation” here as a possible model
for discerning what is true and holy in the Qur’an. These discernment
practices are offered as a possible way into a concrete examination of
Muhammad’s prophethood— an examination that would involve another
book-length project.

(In) Conclusion

Anna Bonta Moreland’s Muhammad Reconsidered is an excellent addi-
tion to the fields of Catholic studies in Islam, and Catholic theology of
post-canonical revelation. As we are aware both Christian and Islamic
traditions have long histories of explicit awareness of the challenge and
delicacy of interpreting communications believed to be of divine origin,
whether as products of “inspiration” or as the mediation of the very
words of God. This awareness begins with the sacred texts themselves,
in the ways they incorporate, or allude to, previous “books” as well as
in their more explicit comments on the limits of human interpretation
and the inherent differences in various types of sacred communication.
It is undoubtedly a fresh appraisal of Muhammad that considers the
widest possible history of the ways in which Christians have assessed his
prophethood. Moreland’s book is inspiring reading for anyone seeking to
navigate between the Scylla of Christian exclusivism and exceptionalism
and the Charybdis of onto-theological pluralism and universalism (or
even religious perennialism). Communicating this idea that deep within
the bosom of one tradition (Christianity) one finds a theological openness
to another tradition (Islam) and this means that Christians have inter-
nal reasons from within their tradition to take seriously the revelations
Muhammad received in Mecca and Medina. In fact, Christians need to
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take all the resources used to interpret the Bible—historical, anthro-
pological, philological, and theological—and apply them to a Christian
reading of the Qur’an. This work can be recognized as one of the central
works—if not the central work in the modern academia to open the gates
of debate and interaction to solve and untie the knots of theological
puzzles between Islam and Christianity.
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Women and Gender in the Qur'an

OXFORD: OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2020, 232 PAGES.
CELENE IBRAHIM

Women and Gender in the Qur’an by Celene Ibrahim focuses on women’s
voices, presence, and roles found within the Qur’an. Ibrahim situates her
work as part of the tafsir tradition by presenting herself as “the tentative
mufassira” (8). Given that there are few known classical Islamic writings
from female exegetes, it is intriguing to see a modern work from a female
author claiming a place within the tafsir tradition, which holds signifi-
cant weight due to its role in understanding the meanings of the Qur’an.
Though one may point to other authors such as amina wadud and Asma
Barlas for their previous work on similar themes, it is important to note
that the former two spend far more time asserting and defining their own
Weltanschauung than engaging in close readings. To her credit, Ibrahim
embodies the classical tafsir ethos by centering Qur’anic language itself
as the basis for her conclusions.

Ibrahim’s work ties together a compelling variety of topics, from
female sexuality to familial relationships, women’s speech in the Qur’an,
and female figures used as examples — for better or for worse — to the
audience of the Qur’an. She concludes the monograph with an invita-
tion for readers to dive deeper into Qur’anic, Hadith, and even Biblical
scholarship for more answers to the many questions raised within, and
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by, her own work. This book succeeds in encouraging readers from all
backgrounds to adopt a gender-focused methodology in reading the
Qur’an and works about the Qur’an. Ibrahim discloses her Muslim iden-
tity and assumes that her audience will also include “believing women,”
whom she specifically calls upon “to pursue Qur’anic scholarship so as
to keep alive the heritage of our foremothers” (Preface, XIV).

Ibrahim lays the foundation for her book in “Muslima theology and
feminist Quranic exegesis,” which she defines in the endnotes of her
introduction as “a branch of theological studies that... offers an intel-
lectual platform to advance female-centric contemplations of piety,
female-centric modes of leadership, and female-centric epistemological
authority” (10). Despite this explicit assertion of genre, I would caution
her readers not to expect the thoroughness or methodology of classical
tafsir works. For example, Ibrahim almost entirely avoids referencing
ahadith to explain Qur’anic language or meaning, and similarly almost
never references other existing tafsir works regarding the verses that
she engages. This book, therefore, is more akin to a thematic analysis
of the Qur’an rather than a straightforward book of either theology or
tafsir. From an academic perspective, this may not be an issue; for readers
coming to Ibrahim’s work with a particular expectation of what a tafsir
book should look like, this may well be seen as a detracting factor.

Chapter 1 cuts to the chase with its title “Female Sex and Sexuality.”
What other authors have dedicated entire books to, Ibrahim condenses
into a single chapter, signifying that women and gender in the Qur’an
have much bigger scopes than sex and sexuality. She uses the chapter
as a broad umbrella to cover not just the act of intercourse and its legal
rulings, but to include a discussion of morality, perspectives of the female
body as desired object, women as desiring of sexual intimacy (whether
licitly or otherwise), and sex-as-reward in the Islamic Afterlife. On the
purpose of sexual intercourse, for example, Ibrahim collects multiple
Qur’anic verses about the creation of human beings and the biological
imperative. She asserts that despite the mention of the act of procre-
ation, there is no corresponding Qur’anic command of an obligation to
procreate. However, one could argue against this claim by pointing to
the Hadith literature, which does denote a strong emphasis on having
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children, if not a technical obligation. This immediately brings to ques-
tion the strength of Ibrahim’s arguments to readers with a background
in Islamic texts, as her conclusion contradicts extra-Qur’anic texts and
established stances within Islamic orthodoxy.

Ibrahim then engages in the common tafsir practice of reflecting
upon the literary and metaphysical parallels of Qur’anic verses. She
elegantly connects verses that talk about both the creation and procre-
ation of humankind in relation to “waters” — that is, the waters of “the
two seas” (25:53), and the “water” from which humans are created (i.e.,
“the sexual fluids of the female and the male in sexual union” (21). She
relates this to an exploration of other dualities spoken of in the Qur’an,
such as the heavens and the earth, and more relevantly, the “single soul”
and its spouse, as described in Qur’an 7:189. Ibrahim pauses to argue for
a gender-neutral translation interpretation of the term ‘azwaj, rather
than “imposing an androcentric bias” (21) upon the word by under-
standing it as ‘female spouses’, and thus impacting the meanings of
other Qur’anic verses such as Qur’an 30:21. Moving on from elucidating
upon the metaphysical and linguistic inferences related to the concept
of intercourse, Ibrahim spends some time on the topic of licit versus
illicit sexual relationships, and even sexual assault and redemption in
the context of sexual misconduct (specifically, the story of Prophet Yusuf
and the viceroy’s wife). In general, Ibrahim’s approach clusters multi-
ple tangential topics under one broad sub-heading, more or less linked
together, without necessarily coming to one major conclusion. This flow
of information can appear somewhat nebulous at times, but at other
times brings out interesting parallels between the Qur’anic narratives
she discusses.

Amidst this discussion of sexuality and sexual conduct, Ibrahim
directs her readers to “contemplate the Qur’an’s depiction of physical
attractiveness” (39). She contends that the Qur’an presents beauty as a
moral virtue rather than a pure aesthetic value — a claim that will cause
a careful reader to take pause. Referencing the Qur’anic descriptions of
Maryam and even the Prophet Muhammad — which utilizes the word
‘hasana’ in relation to them - she asserts that “Such verses extend the
concept of beauty beyond aesthetics to a moral plane” (39). She then
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presses forward saying, “From the Qur’anic depictions of human beauty,
we see that this is not primarily an aesthetic quality; rather, it relates, in a
fundamental way, to virtue... The viceroy’s wife and the group of women
surrounding Joseph are enraptured by an angelic quality about him,...
even sexual appeal... is articulated in terms of character, not aesthetic
appearance” (39). Despite Ibrahim’s attempt to link the “beautiful accep-
tance” of Maryam and the “beautiful example” of Prophet Muhammad to
physical beauty, it is a tenuous linguistic connection at best. The hasan
qualities ascribed to the Prophet Muhammad and to Maryam are not
about physical beauty in any way. The word hasan in the contexts pro-
vided (Maryam’s “qabul™ hasan™ and Prophet Muhammad’s “uswat™
hasana”) do not translate solely to ‘beauty, but rather to a metaphysical
completion or state of perfection. Indeed, the “qabul™ hasan™ does not
come from Maryam, but from God: it is God who accepts with “qabul™
hasan™ a beautiful, or perfect acceptance of her piety. The above merely
underscores how unfortunately, the lack of hadith references here under-
mines her argument: the hadith of the Israa’ and Mi’raaj, recorded in
Sahih Muslim, wherein the Prophet Muhammad describes his ascension
to the seven heavens and specifically says, “I saw Yusuf, who had been
given half of beauty” (huwa qad u’tiya shatr al-husn)' makes it obvious
that the beauty of the Prophet Yusuf, which drove the viceroy’s wife
nearly mad with lust, and which distracted her peers such that they cut
off their own hands at witnessing him, was indeed an explicitly physical
beauty. To put it more bluntly, there is no textual indication that Prophet
Yusuf’s beautiful character aroused the viceroy’s wife’s interest or drove
her to irrational and dramatic measures: she desired him primarily for
his physical body. In this case, it is a collapse of the range of meanings
of hasana that results in erroneous conflations. It is clear that the verses
in the case of Maryam and the Prophet Muhammad do not relate to
physical beauty, which do support her argument, but in the case of the
Prophet Yusuf, it is not tenable as a generalization.

Further examples of the weakness of Ibrahim’s Qur’an-only approach
can be found when she broaches metaphysical topics of angels and their
manifested bodies in the earthly realm and the Hir al-‘Ayn of Paradise.
With regard to angels, she says: “It is unclear if they come embodied
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as fully sexed beings, or if they occasionally assume some distinctive
features that signify a male identity” (40). Though her footnote does
reference verses 51:26-28 and 11:70, in which the angelic messengers
to the Prophet Ibrahim refuse food, she could have answered (at least
part of) her own question by acknowledging the many ahadith in which
angels met with the Prophet Muhammad and his Companions in the
form of men, and particularly in the form of Dihya al-Kalbi. Additionally,
Maryam herself sought refuge in God when she was approached by
the angel who came to her in the form of basharan sawiyya (a well-
proportioned man) in Qur’an 19:17-18!

The discussion on the Hir al-‘Ayn continues in this same vein. It is
true that Ibrahim is not unique in her undertaking to explain away the
explicitly female, sexual nature of the Hur al-‘Ayn (see the notorious
‘white grapes’ interpretation provided by Christoph Luxenberg in his
The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran). However, her insistence that “no
Qur’anic verses specifically address sex in paradise” and that “the beings
in paradise may be aesthetically pleasing but potentially do not have
teleological purpose of bringing inhabitants sexual pleasure” (45) truly
strain credulity, given that even Ibrahim acknowledges that “the sen-
suality in the description of paradise is ostensibly intended to motivate
pious action” (45). To provide sensual motivation with no follow-
through, as it were, seems inconsistent with Qur’anic promises of
somatic rewards. Ibrahim attempts to justify this by pointing to the lack
of “need for reproduction, and hence no need for reproductive organs”
(45) and deflects from deeper consideration of the sexual capabilities of
Hir al-"Ayn. Ibrahim’s avoidance of referencing classical tafasir is per-
haps understandable here, given that notable tafsir scholars such as Ibn
‘Abbas and Ibn Mas‘ud (amongst others), explicitly interpreted Qur’anic
verses discussing the rewards of paradise in explicitly sexual terms, using
ahadith evidence that counter her own argument. The Qur’an may not
explicitly lay out details of sexual intercourse in Paradise, but there are
implicit descriptions of the Hur al-‘Ayn such that they are not meant
merely for aesthetics, but for physical fulfillment. Ibrahim also takes the
unusual position of positing that the Hir al- ‘Ayn and the Qasirat al-Tarf
are two different creations, rather than one and the same; she also tries
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to make the argument that wildan mukhalladun includes “former human
beings in a transformed state” (46), which is a proposal unique in her
work. Overall, Chapter 1 of Women and Gender in the Qur’an contains
the weakest arguments, evidence, and conclusions of the book - ranging
from far-fetched linguistic interpretations to glaring omissions in source
material. This will be a disappointment to readers whose first taste of
Ibrahim’s Qur’anic analysis will not engender trust in future chapters,
undermining the overall strength of her work.

Chapter 2, “Female Kin, Procreation, and Parenting” is a marked
improvement in Ibrahim’s work due to her focus on drawing out lessons
of “kinship ethics” (64) from the Qur’an’s verses regarding female fig-
ures, their connections to the Prophets, and their roles in these Prophets’
journeys. She opens this chapter by pointing out that “For all the main
figures considered “messengers” (rusul, singl. rasul), at least one female
figure is associated with that messenger (and sometimes more)” (64). She
delves into the many ways that the Qur’an speaks of and honours family
relationships; in particular, matriarchal figures (both Maryam, mother
of Jesus, and Maryam’s own mother), and sister figures (the sister of
Musa, the two sisters of Midyan). Ibrahim points out that “the Qur’an
never depicts theologically or ethically corrupt daughters or sisters [of
Prophets], whereas it does present narratives involving corrupt sons and
brothers” (85). While Ibrahim continues to avoid explicitly referencing
ahadith or tafsir in the main text of her work her endnotes, specifically
for the story of the Prophet Ayyub, do direct readers to an academic
work which does engage with later exegetical traditions (88). This leads
readers to question this selective engagement, which is repeated with
relation to Hajar, whom she does not name as a “Qur’anic matriarch”
(74), but again directs readers to an academic resource (90). One wonders
why she consistently avoids engaging with primary source material from
the exegetical tradition, while sourcing academic literature that does
engage with exegesis.

The star of Women and Gender in the Qur’an is Chapter 3: “Women
Speakers and Interlocutors.” In this chapter, Ibrahim delves into the details
of women’s speech in the Qur’an: “When, where, how, and to whom do
women and girls speak?” (95). Masterfully, she draws parallels between
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the ant and the Queen of Sheba in their interactions with the Prophet
Sulayman; both are feminine voices of leaders who seek to protect their
people. In the stories of Maryam and the Prophet Musa, Ibrahim notes
“...the command of God is manifest through communication to, and
through the actions of, a woman and a girl” (102). She highlights that
God listens to women’s grievances and recognizes women’s piety, and
that — perhaps most importantly — that God speaks directly to women:
the first woman (known, through ahadith, as Hawwa’) and the women
of the Prophet Muhammad’s family. Ibrahim’s concluding words on
the affective dimensions of female speech are particularly insightful:
“...the performance of gender, through the re-enactment of Qur’anic
speech, adds another interpretative layer to the ways in which gender
is inscribed... The act of regularly revisiting such [Qur’anic] speech....
Bring[s] about an increase in empathy in that individual toward
women...” (117). Truly, this chapter shines as a powerful starting point
for believers to revisit the Qur’an’s messaging and ponder its centering
of female figures, especially as examples of piety for all humankind.

It is definitely worth taking the time to read through the endnotes
of this chapter in particular, which yield valuable further details — often
elaborating by mentioning classical tafsir opinions that are not men-
tioned in the main text. Of course, had many of these references been
mentioned in the body of the monograph, they could have strengthened
Ibrahim’s arguments. Their conspicuous absence leaves the Islamically-
literate reader disappointed at the exclusion of such valuable texts,
resigned to endnotes. It is unclear throughout what the benefit is in sin-
gling out the Qur’anic text alone, when Muslim scholarship has always
included ahadith as part of the scriptural canon to help make sense of
opaque language in the Qur’an itself. Indeed, this chapter felt all too
brief. The stories of Maryam and the Queen of Sheba in particular are
elaborated on in great detail by tafsir commentaries, and one wonders
what unique gems have been left out due to the author’s choice of
methodology. Nonetheless, Chapter 3 introduces a valuable perspective
and focus on female speech in the Qur’an, in a way that connects the
reader to the Qur’anic narratives of these female figures in a deeply
spiritual context.
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Chapter 4, “Women Exemplars for an Emerging Polity,” examines
how the Qur’an presents exemplary pious and sinful female person-
alities to “define female virtue and vice against the background of
the emerging Muslim polity” (127). Ibrahim brings forth these exam-
ples in chronological order of revelation (as opposed to the order of
their appearance in the Qur’an), utilizing a heuristic technique used
in Qur’anic studies (127). She begins with the wife of Abu Lahab in
Surah al-Masad and the reference to the sorceresses in Surah al-Falaq
as illustrations of blameworthy behaviour. When discussing other
women who incurred God’s wrath, Ibrahim mentions verse 10 of Surah
Tahrim, where the wives of the Prophets Nuh and Lut are singled out
for condemnation, and draws a connection between these verses and
the opening verses of the sirah, where God rebukes two of the wives of
the Prophet Muhammad for their plotting. Ibrahim concludes that “these
verses... function as reminders... of the two of the Prophet Muhammad’s
wives whom God chides..” (p.g. 131). She does not clarify what kind
of reminder this is meant to function as, whether it is meant to warn
the Prophet Muhammad’s wives of their possible futures should they
persist in their ways, or for some other purpose that is not articulated.
The implication of Ibrahim’s phrasing is that it is meant to be the former.
While there is some element of parallel in the beginning and ending
of the surah, there is a vast difference between the two wives who are
reprimanded and the two wives who were explicitly called disbeliev-
ers for betraying their husband’s divine mission. It seems much more
likely that including both stories in the same surah is meant to show the
(d)evolution of wifely behavior rather than a bluntly explicit compar-
ison. Shifting focus to more positive portrayals of figures such as the
Queen of Sheba and Maryam, Ibrahim’s work regains strength with her
observations of the ways in which these two stories reflect the necessity
of female figures in supporting the divine missions of their eras, with
the Queen of Sheba representing the political power of women (132),
and Maryam symbolizing the dialogue between Muslims, Jews, and
Christians (134). This particular insight yields a starting point for future
conversations on the role of Muslim women within their religious and
social communities.
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The second part of Chapter 4 focuses on women, law, and the polity.
Ibrahim notes that “new norms serve to distinguish the developing Muslim
polity by correcting or reforming a practice or social custom that was
disadvantageous to women” (136). Here, she is continuing the chrono-
logical argument that she introduced at the beginning of the chapter,
using a historical technique that she does not draw upon elsewhere in the
book. The developing Muslim polity she is referring to is the early Muslim
community of Makkah, the context in which these verses are said to have
been revealed, although she also provides examples of reformation and
correction that extend into the Madinan era. She demonstrates how
the Qur’an does this by providing the examples of Surah al-Mujadilah,
which abolished the practice of zihar; the ‘test’ of Surah al-Mumtahina,
which provided an equitable solution for both fleeing believing women
and their abandoned disbelieving husbands; and the establishment of
punishment for those who slander chaste women, as exemplified by
the story of al-Ifk. Here, it is worth noting that Ibrahim is forced to
rely upon extra-Qur’anic literature about “the lie” in Qur’an 24:11
being specific to A’ishah and the involvement of Hamnah bint Jahsh.
In the endnotes provided, Ibrahim once again does not refer to primary
sources of Qur’anic exegesis or ahadith, but to the work of another aca-
demic (143). Unfortunately, Ibrahim never provides an explanation for
this, demonstrating once again the difficulty (and questionable value)
in discussing the Qur’an without drawing upon exegetical literature.
Ibrahim ends this chapter by summarizing the chronological appearance
of women in the Qur’an as a method of defining both sinful and virtuous
behaviour to early Muslims, and closes by emphasizing that women’s
concerns played an influential role in the Qur’an’s establishing of both
legal rulings and Islamic ethical mores. This sudden shift to historical
framing is done without clear purpose. Perhaps the majority of female
figures and depictions in previous chapters had to do with historical
women (Maryam, etc.) as opposed to the women around the Prophet
Muhammad she addresses in this chapter. For this reason, her Qur’an-
only methodology does not suffice because most of the contemporaries
of the Prophet Muhammad are not addressed explicitly in the Qur’an, as
the meaning given to these verses has always been derived from ahadith.



BOOK REVIEWS = 165

That said, this framing, were it to include ahadith and tafasir, would make
for a compelling and robust analysis of the development of Islamic law
in the new polity and as it relates to women.

The book’s conclusion is succinct: the Qur’an presents female figures,
female speech, values associated with sex and sexuality, and familial rela-
tionships featuring women in order to improve the spiritual and social
welfare of women and society at large. Ibrahim suggests the Qur’anic
method of narrative vignettes is a tool of theological education, wherein
women function as both ideal figures and as warnings to believers.
Poignantly, Ibrahim underscores that “If there is one common element
to these disparate figures, it is that the Qur’an depicts [women] with the
agency and responsibility to shape their destinies, for better or for worse”
(146). She notes here, too, that amongst this rich intra-Qur’anic discourse,
there is no “single archetypal female figure in the Qur’an” (146). Women
are not a monolith or homogeneous, nor are women commanded to
conform to one specific, restrictive model of womanhood. Here Ibrahim
morphs into a scholar-activist, bringing clear, general, public relevance
to her book. She reminds readers that “renewed attention to Qur’anic
stories involving female figures can inform contemporary Muslim con-
versations” (148) on various topics that are associated with gender, such
as sexual assault, domestic violence, marriage, and more. She analyzes
each subject and their subcomponents through Qur’anic narratives fea-
turing women in a way that underscores the textual and extratextual
implications of each story, bringing forth conversations relatable to the
average Muslim reader as well as the academic.

Finally, Ibrahim is straightforward about the limitations of her
present work. She admits that she has raised questions that she could
not answer and acknowledges that her book has been intentionally
focused on the Qur’an alone, without engaging Hadith narratives on
the topic of female figures. Ibrahim does not articulate whether she
considers a Qur’an-only approach to be a weakness, nor does she make
a case for whyit is a valuable approach. She does not specifically refer-
ence her avoidance of classical exegetical literature, although one does
catch glimpses of her forced reliance upon external literature to fill
in the blanks, most notably when she speaks of the story of A’ishah’s
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slander (34). Ibrahim’s final call to arms will refresh the reader, who
will come away with a deep sense of appreciation for the work that
she has provided, as well as the many trajectories and opportunities
she has offered for deeper research and discussion.

Ibrahim’s book does not end with its conclusion: one of this work’s
most valuable resources lie in its final pages: the appendices. While
they do not add to her arguments in and of themselves, they provide a
concise visual representation of her references, and serve as beneficial
reference materials. Appendix A provides a detailed list of female figures
in the Qur’an, referenced alphabetically by their Qur’anic names or titles.
Appendix B contains female figures and families in Qur’anic narratives,
categorized by the Qur’anic terms used, the translation of those terms,
and the verses where they are mentioned. Appendix C provides every
Qur’anic verse featuring female speech and God’s messages to women.
Appendix D provides a list of female figures and their families, listed by
their (approximate) revelatory sequence of surahs. Appendix E is shorter,
and consists of select female relatives of the Prophet Muhammad. For
anyone who is invested in the subject of female figures in the Qur’an,
these appendices are a wonderful asset to others undertaking research
on similar themes.

Celene Ibrahim’s book is an exciting addition to the fairly broad
genre of “Islam and women,” which tends to narrowly focus on women
as sexual objects and subjects. Aside from critiques of her methodological
weaknesses, Ibrahim offers a perspective that rarely makes its way into
Muslim academia: that of a self-proclaimed believing Muslim woman,
approaching the Qur’an on its own terms, engaging with it not just as
an academic, but as someone who participates in its community and
derives genuine spiritual benefit from its intellectual engagement. The
strongest element of Ibrahim’s work is that she painstakingly examines
each and every instance in which women feature within the Qur’an.
Further, as Ibrahim herself is an interlocutor with other academics who
have written on the topics covered within the book, she does not lose
herself in arguing against or upholding their works. She appropriately
relegates these to side discussions in the endnotes, while acknowledging
their contributions, even as she subtly pushes back against them as in
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her consideration of the story of the Prophet Lut and his daughters (79),
in opposition to Farid Essack’s interpretation in “Lot and His Offer” Her
work is accessible to both the casual and academic reader, which makes
it even more valuable to Muslims (male or female!) who seek to explore
the subject of women in the Qur’an from a holistic perspective that is
neither mired in intellectual jargon, nor situated within classical Muslim
literature. Despite its methodological shortcomings, specifically with
regards to her avoidance of direct engagement with Hadith and tafsir
literature, Ibrahim’s book pushes readers to consider Qur’anic narratives
of women not from the perspective of comparing men and women, but
from the lens of what all readers of the Qur’an can internalize as moral
instruction. This fresh viewpoint is a much-needed addition to the cur-
rent works in the field of the Qur’an and women, and leaves readers
excited for Ibrahim’s future writing.

ZAINAB BINT YOUNUS
CO-FOUNDER
MUSLIMMATTERS.ORG
VicToria, BC, CANADA
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Endnotes

1 https://sunnah.com/muslim:162a



Islam, Liberalism, and Ontology
A Critical Re-evaluation

LONDON: ROUTLEDGE, 2021, 212 PAGES.
JOSEPH J. KAMINSKI

Scholarship on Liberalism and Islam appears to be neither scarce nor soon
to be. However, Joseph J. Kaminski’s Islam, Liberalism, and Ontology: A
Critical Re-evaluation diverges from this extensive literature in its sub-
stantiveness. The work attempts an ontological analysis of the issue,
whereas the bulk of other work is rather “stylistic” (9), as the literature
review in the Introduction puts succinctly. Kaminski undertakes this
research through “a rigorous critical analysis and deep investigation of
the basic categories and constructs that comprise” (3) the relevant phe-
nomena. To this end, unlike usual discussions of the matter, he employs
a comparative political theory approach, which enables him to scrutinize
Islam and Liberalism as two comprehensive doctrines.

After presenting his basic concepts, such as anti-foundationalism,
ontology, and discourse in the Introduction, in Chapter 2, “Setting the
table: Liberalism and its enlightenment origins”, he provides a history of
Liberalism. One of the important points Kaminski draws attention to is
the “illiberal” (26) origins of Liberalism. Through the examples of Martin
Luther, Hugo Grotius, and Emmerich de Vattel, whose works inspired
modern Liberalism, he shows that illiberal side. However, Enlightenment
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thought evolved to become more Liberal in nature since the Eighteenth
century and the Revolutions. As a result, secularism, and modern sci-
entific thought, as opposed to religion, and discussions of universal
human rights and national rights have become important foundations
of Liberalism. The most significant point of the chapter concerns the
place of Islam in this process. By referring to the existing broad research
by Hallaq, Grosfoguel, and others, Kaminski notes that Islam has always
functioned as the constitutive other of Europe.

Chapter 3, “Liberalisms”, deliberates on the familial relation-
ship between the two main categories of Liberalism: comprehensive
(Enlightenment) and political liberalisms. Kaminski defines comprehen-
sive doctrines as those that “can be essentialized as a set of commonly held
beliefs that are related to a wide range of values and moral commitments—
both metaphysical and religious” (52). Therefore, comprehensive
Liberalism, as he exemplifies via perfectionist Liberalism, has its own
universal and totalizing understanding of “the good”. Considering Islam
is also a comprehensive doctrine with its “radically different outlooks on
what constitutes the good life” (61), Kaminski asserts that a real congru-
ence between them is arduous. Then, he discusses political Liberalism
and the argument that it is not at odds with Islam because it does not deal
with the matters of metaphysics and the good life. After these explora-
tions, the major stake of the chapter is that, despite these attempts to save
political Liberalism from the comprehensive one, they cannot be fully
separated. Liberalism is a conception of the good regardless of its form.
Therefore, a genuine congruence between Islam and political Liberalism,
which is rooted in the Enlightenment, is not plausible.

Chapter 4, “Islams”, investigates the question of “what is Islam?” in a
way similar to the previous chapter on Liberalism. Rather than answering
the question by proposing a “conclusive discursive account” of it, Kaminski
demonstrates the plausibility of a “coherent account of Islam” that makes
sense to the most (75). After discussing Talal Asad’s and Shahab Ahmed’s
readings of Islam, he introduces Wittgenstein’s family resemblances as a
better alternative. However, he notes that, while the entities of the family
resemblances category do not share a necessary common feature, this does
not apply to Islam. This is because, “there are multiple common features
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connected to ‘Islam’ as a meta-category such as Divine Revelation, the
Prophethood of Mohammed and the Qur’an among many others” (80).
Hence, he offers a “prototype theory” built on family resemblances and
argues that “some elements of a category are more central than others”
(82). Then, quite paradoxically, he explores the core or necessary fabric
that can hold the concept of Islam together. This appears paradoxical
because his reasoning for family resemblances is the elusiveness of uni-
versal agreement despite providing a coherent set of basic principles (79).
Indeed, this reasoning is a compatible reading with his claim to provide
an ontological analysis. More significantly, it is a profound example of
an ontological analysis of Islam. Nevertheless, searching for a “core” or
“necessary fabric” can result in essentializing and fixing Islam into its ontic
manifestations and procedures. This quest for fixity is especially apparent
in his “real question”: the frontiers of the web (85). Despite his heuristic
concern of “too small” or “too big”, my real question regarding the book
would be: why do we need to have such a fixed definition — a core - to
study and understand Islam, if family resemblances or discursive tradition
provide something coherent enough? The definition Kaminski attempts
through five pillars and six articles aims to be a general one applicable to
every context and study. Another risk of fixation considers a more theo-
logical point of view: is not the impossibility of drawing or knowing these
fixed frontiers what makes us humans with limited capacities instead of
omniscient God? Indeed, claiming such a “necessity fabric” - rather than
more fundamental elements — permits us to unconditionally declare some-
one outside Islam (takfeer). For example, a new convert, a “non-orthodox”
Muslim today, and even Muslims before the Revelation of all five pillars
would be outside of Islam if we take them as “necessary” without context.
This contextuality can be considered one of the reasons why Muslims
always end their verdicts with “AllahuAlam” (Allah knows best) — as
Kaminski does at the end of the book (192). Certainly, recognizing this
contextuality and ontological nature leads Kaminski towards “discursive
tradition” or “family resemblances”. However, the implicit positivist urge
in his quests for fixation seems to be one of the main limitations that
prevents the book from fully realizing its ontological analysis despite its

excellent argumentation and examples.
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Chapters 5, 6 and 7 compare Islam and Liberalism in terms of their
approaches — to moral epistemology and human rights, to the role of
religion in the public sphere, and finally to law. These chapters are critical
to show the impossibility and unfeasibility of a real congruence between
Islam and Liberalism as comprehensive discourses. Kaminski undertakes
this compresence by resorting to the primary and canonical sources of
those discourses he pointed to in the previous chapters. In that sense,
with their thorough literature reviews and sagacious examinations,
these three chapters serve as cogent case studies for the arguments he

developed beforehand.

Building on this impossibility through domain-specific ontologies of
Islam and Liberalism, Chapter 8 offers Communitarianism as an alterna-
tive to Liberalism in order to understand, conceptualize or engage with
Islam. While this chapter is crucial to mapping out the current socio-polit-
ical discourses in a comparative way since it provides a good description
and analysis of Communitarianism, it also makes the reader question
the in/adequacy and self-sufficiency of Islam as opposed to Liberalism
and Communitarianism: While Kaminski regards Liberalism and
Communitarianism as self-sufficient frameworks or discourses that can
be understood on their own terms, why does he write as if Islam lacks this
ability and needs another framework to be conceptualized or understood?
He successfully exemplifies the inevitable failure of “grafting liberalism” in
his Conclusion using the case of Saudi Arabia (189-190). However, we do
not have any reason to think that “grafting” any discourse onto Muslims
will not fail. Indeed, prophets were sent to “communities”, some of which
attempted to burn them alive. If we limit our focus to modern societies, as
he discusses, we can still see racism — and occasionally Islamophobia — as
a shared value even in some Muslim societies. Therefore, while presenting
Communitarianism as opposed to Liberalism is valuable to diagnose and
portray the current issues and options, offering Communitarianism “in
order to conceptualize an Islamic mode of socio-political organization”
(165) denies Muslims agency to dream and conceptualize such an organi-
zation via Islam and deems the Islamicate insufficient to provide the tools
for this craft. However, in his conclusive remarks where he calls for toler-
ation, he effectively demonstrates this sufficiency with his references to it.
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In conclusion, despite the mentioned minor and occasional para-
doxes, Joseph J. Kaminski’s Islam, Liberalism, and Ontology: A Critical
Re-evaluation delivers a thorough and rare analysis of Islam and
Liberalism. Its rarity mainly stems from the ontological approach he
mobilizes through comparative political theory, while the dominant lit-
erature is superificial or journalistic by comparison. This approach also
makes the book a valuable and necessary source for those interested in
Liberalism, Islam and, in general, political theory. In that sense, the par-
adoxes it poses stand as opportunities to expand further and develop the
discussion rather than difficulties or a stumbling block on the horizon,
the horizon to which Islam, Liberalism, and Ontology makes a significant

contribution.
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Islam and Good Governance
A Political Philosophy of Ihsan

NEW YORK: PALGRAVE MACMILLAN, 2019, XXI+278 PAGES.
M. A, MUQTEDAR KHAN

Muhammad Abdul Mugqtedar Khan is a professor of Indian origin in
the Department of Political Science and International Relations at the
University of Delaware. He is known as a well-established author who
has published several notable works, such as American Muslims: Bridging
Faith and Freedom and Islamic Democratic Discourse: Theory, Debates, and
Philosophical Perspectives. In 2019, he wrote his latest book of an inter-
disciplinary nature: Islam and Good Governance: A Political Philosophy of
Ihsan, where social sciences, humanities and theology intersect.
Political philosophy is considered one of the most important intel-
lectual disciplines, since it sets the standards of judgment, defines
constructive purposes for the use of public power, and constructs the
frameworks to which we attach our ideas as well as the way we view the
world. Hence, it is self-evident to enjoy remarkable and compelling books
on governance and political philosophy from an Islamic perspective
given that it is the fastest growing worldview on earth. Whereas such
works are in general limited to either the moderate discourse of political
Islam or the militant discourse of Jihadism as analyzed in the recently
published work Political Islam Inside-Out: Adaptation and Resistance of

174
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Islamist Movements and Parties in North Africa edited by Giulia Cimini
and Beatriz Tomé-Alonso, this monograph by Khan is the first of its kind
to pay thorough attention to the concept of Ihsan (beauty and goodness)
in the political context. This is a dimension of political Islam which has
been unintelligibly overlooked until now.

As such, the fact that Khan’s Islam and Good Governance: A Political
Philosophy of Ihsan is of groundbreaking nature is twofold: Firstly, it
enriches the field of political philosophy, in particular Islamic political
philosophy by introducing the concept of Ihsan, which is a novelty for
this context. Secondly, it ventures Ihsan into politics! This is a major
contribution to Islamic thought since Ihsan has been mostly understood
within the scope of personal manners, interpersonal relations and wor-
ship up to the present time.

To provide context for the urgency of introducing a unique Islamic
political philosophy, Khan starts in his first chapter with laying the phil-
osophical and theological foundations for his work. His starting point is
the appealing Quranic verse: ‘God is with those who do beautiful deeds’
(Quran 29:69), followed by the question: Why has Ihsan been excluded
from the political sphere until now? A legitimate question considering
the amount of other Quranic verses and hadith revolving around the
concept of Thsan. In answering this question Khan also touches upon the
fact that according to his perspective, Ihsan is the antithesis of identity.
He explains that where identity mainly deals with external manifesta-
tions, Ihsan is about the internalization of excellence inspired by love
for the divine.

The discipline of theology is dominant in the second chapter of the
book. Khan makes clear how the development of Shariah and the rise of
contemporary Islamic movements enhanced the loss of Ihsan. Shariah
has in many circles and among many Islamic communities become
almost equal to Islam. However, Islam is a din, and therefore has a much
broader and wider scope than Shariah. Khan traces in this chapter, how
over centuries Ihsan has been excluded as a consequence of this. This is
brilliantly done by analyzing in depth two case studies: The recompense
for breaking fast and blasphemy against the Prophet Muhammad. By
exploring these two cases it becomes clear how scholars easily tend to
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approach such cases only from harsh legal principles while excluding the
compassion and Ihsan as embodied in the lived example of the Prophet
Muhammad.

In Chapter 3, the reader is introduced to how Islam was reduced
over time to an identity. Several reasons can explain this phenomenon,
with Islamism and Islamic modernity as the most important two. Khan
analyzes how the demand for Islam as a prefix — Islamic schools, Islamic
economy, etc. — has occupied the minds of many thinkers and the pens
of plenty of writers. Muslim consciousness is consumed with defending
Islamic identity, according to Khan. This is what Islamic revivalism has
been all about for the past centuries. And if this continues, no profound
transformation will happen at the level of the individual or society.
However, from an Islamic perspective, and as the Quran teaches us, “Tt
is not identity that needs to be revived, but it is the self that needs to be
purified” (p. 76).

Chapter 4 touches upon the core of the book. In it the concept
of Ihsan is explained in detail. It is interesting how this concept is
approached from both a classical as well as a contemporary perspec-
tive. For the classical understanding, Khan relies on giants such as Ibn
Taymiyyah and al-Ghazzali in their definition of Ihsan. For the contem-
porary understanding, Khan undertakes an intensive journey through
the Middle East. He pauses in Morocco, Egypt, Iraq and other countries
to engage with intellectuals, traditional scholars and academics to seek
their understandings on Ihsan. It is noteworthy that Khan mentions
that those discussions and engagement actually showed him that Ihsan
is slowly disappearing from “the Muslim collective memory” (p. 102).

An attempt to restore this disappearance is made by Khan in the
following fifth chapter. Is it possible to come up with a new vision on
Ihsan as a first step to revive this concept in the awareness of Muslims?
The word Muhsin is introduced: Someone who practices Ihsan. Also,
well-deserved attention is given in this chapter to the hadith of Gabriel.
In fact, this whole chapter is built upon it. What makes this hadith so
important is how it “elevates Ihsan as the jewel in the crown” (p. 108).
In addition, Khan is convinced that this hadith is the only evidence
causing the orthodox concede that there is an inner spiritual world.
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He goes further in this chapter by humbly suggesting that the purpose
of creation according to the Quran is Ihsan. A vision which he bases
on the second verse of surah 67 in the Quran. He ends this chapter by
thoroughly discussing eight elements of Ihsan.

If for all these centuries, until up today, Ihsan was not included in
the political sphere, then what was that political sphere like in Islamic
history? This question is discussed and answered in depth in chapter 6 of
the book. A critical genealogy of Islamic political philosophy is provided
and in order to do so, this chapter is divided into two parts. In the first
part, Islamic theories of polity and governance are articulated starting
with the work of al-Farabi, followed by the works of al-Mawardi, Ibn
Taymiyyah, Ibn Khaldun and closing with the works of Shaikh Saa’di
of Shiraz. The second part discusses the theories of Islamic polity and
Islamic governance, whereby responses to postcolonial realities are dis-
cussed as well as the caliphates, constitution and the quest for the Islamic
State.

After a detailed explanation of the concept of Ihsan, and providing
an in depth and critical genealogy of Islamic political philosophy, Khan
now proposes his model of Ihsan and good governance in Chapter 7. In
doing so, he provides a truly innovative model for Islamic governance
where we move from structure to process and where Muslim societies
become societies of Muhsins. Furthermore, by applying this model citi-
zens become a pro-active part of governing by carrying the responsibility
of acting as witnesses, character builders and lawmakers.

As the journey comes to an end in the last and eighth chapter,
thoughts are shared as well as reflections on the content of the book and
an emphasis on the importance of it for Muslims and Muslim societies
worldwide. Khan’s book charters a new area in the fields of theology as
well as political philosophy. Therefore, this book is not only enlightening
for Muslim scholars specializing in theology and/or political philoso-
phy, it is as much an enrichment for non-Muslim scholars by providing
them a deeper understanding of what Islam has to offer when it comes
to political philosophy. Nevertheless, the book also has its drawbacks.
Although it provides a model for an Islamic political philosophy based

on [hsan, it is still a theoretical approach without any previous practical
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examples supporting the practicality of the model. Also, at certain points
this work of Khan reduces the flaws in Islamic political philosophy to
the dominance of Shariah and the absence of Ihsan in the field of politics.
This approach is too simplistic, since it disregards other major elements
of governance like power struggles, inequalities and authority. In other
words, it is not enough to assure good governance by weakening the role
of Shariah and introducing Ihsan into the political sphere. This leaves us
with the conclusion that although this book is a noteworthy contribution
to political philosophy, further research needs to be performed in order
to come up with applicable and effective models for good governance
based on the Islamic worldview.

SAMIRA L. IBRAHIM
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From Victims to Suspects
Muslim Women since 9/11

SYDNEY: UNIVERSITY OF NEW SOUTH WALES PRESS,
2016, 192 PAGES.

SHAKIRA HUSSEIN

Issues involving Muslim women are recurrent in contemporary times,
given that the interest in the topic reappears when events involving
Muslim populations are reported. Whether they are majority or minority
populations, the conditions of Muslim women are highlighted to jus-
tify narratives about Islam and its practitioners. The present work by
Shakira Hussein, From Victims to Suspects: Muslim Women since 9/11,
offers a synthesis of recent questions about these women, covering the
last years of the 1990s to the last years of the 2010s, considering events
that occurred in Australia, Afghanistan, France, the United States and
other locations, bringing the researcher’s experience as a Muslim woman
and as an academic.

Reflecting on a very important theme for Muslim and non-Muslim
communities, articulating academic readings and facts disseminated in the
media, as well as interviewing Muslim women in Afghanistan and Pakistan,
the work clarifies that in order to understand Islam, Muslims and Islamist
movements today requires a consideration of the role played by women in

these arenas — or even the role assigned to them by external agents.
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A book like this joins other initiatives by Muslim women writing
about their life experiences, contributing to the redundancy of some
information, but also offering original reflections and links between
events that are often not connected. It is not a theoretical book: the
author is not concerned with concepts, in deepening an epistemolog-
ical or theoretical discussion about gender and Islam. However, this is
not a negative point of the work: such an expedient choice makes it an
accessible read that different readers, from the most versed to the less
knowledgeable, will be able to enjoy.

The accessibility of the work is apparent from the beginning, in the
Prologue, which anticipates the spirit of the book to the reader: it is a letter
addressed to the author’s daughter. Involved in the work of explaining
what the news means to Muslim women, she ends this prologue hoping
that her daughter does not need to do so much explaining as she and so
many Muslim women have to nowadays. In the Introduction, the author
raises questions that will be relevant throughout the entire work: through
the perspective that the clothes a woman wears are more important than
her voice and the uses of gender issues to feed the rhetoric of the Clash of
Civilizations, the author outlines a scenario where Muslim women play
the role of either being a fifth column against the imagined construct
of Western Judeo-Christian civilization or being people at the mercy of
patriarchal powers that supposedly demand interventions to free them
from their tormentors

In Chapter 1, Afghan Girls, the author discusses how Muslim
women are icons of victimization despite the existence of organiza-
tions that defy patriarchal logic, such as the Revolutionary Association
of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA). In this chapter, the author
discusses the situation of Afghan women before and after 9/11,
focusing on women in that country to highlight, for example, that
Muslim women are victimized to justify imperialism. The dichoto-
mous sympathy for Afghan women versus the fear of these Afghan
women’s husbands, children and brothers is highlighted by the author,
indicating the ompon xenophobic component that structures the appre-
hension about Muslim women in general in many contexts, not only
Afghan women.
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In the second chapter, Candle in the Wind, the author begins her
discussion with the figure of Malala and her struggle for the girls educa-
tion being hijacked by a pro-imperialism rhetoric. Focusing on Pakistan,
the author discusses Jammat-e-Islami, and in this chapter she criticizes
secular feminist movements that exclude Muslim women, propagating
an exclusivist Western conception of women’s rights.

Chapter 3, Shifting Perceptions, reports changes in perceptions of
Muslim women after 9/11. From the burkini issue in France, which con-
templates the modesty market, with products aimed at Muslim women’s
consumption, emerges the perception of branding as a form of soft-
power that is favorable to Islamization. There are changes even in the
public meaning of the hijab, the Islamic headscarf. Another highlight is
the stereotype of the Muslim woman who in turn breaks stereotypes.
Such a stereotypical woman repudiates elements of her religion and in
so doing gains visibility and prominence. Thus, the hijab is seen as a
sign of backward tradition, which repudiates modernity. Where there is
some discussion about the place of the veil in modern societies, then a
moral panic about Islamization becomes the keynote. There would thus
be no options for the Muslim woman but to be placed under permanent
suspicion.

In Proxy Wars, the fourth chapter, the author points out that Muslim
women are sometimes mobilized as elements of proxy wars around dif-
ferent themes. Gender norms, multiculturalism, freedom of expression
and feminism come to be understood as having a rhetorical element
that relate to the conditions, imagined or real, of Muslim women in pre-
dominantly Muslim societies or in which Muslims are a minority. The
author then argues that the Muslim issue is mobilized for issues other
than those relating to Muslims or Islam. It indicates the post-Arab Spring
period as a period of a sharp emergence of negative perceptions with
a major emphasis on Islam as a problem. As an example of this proxy
war mobilizing Muslim women, the author cites criticism of feminists
for supposedly having abandoned Muslim women and, therefore, being
hypocrites. On the other hand, in this chapter the author makes interest-
ing provocations: she indicates how Muslim academics are negotiating
patriarchal morality in their writings, as well as indicating that there
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are conditions for the emergence of an Islam of and for women. Such
a way of being Muslim emerges from these segregated spaces, beyond
male surveillance, and where women develop their own reflections —
which would enable or give development conditions to a possible Islamic
feminism.

Chapter 5, Invisible Menance, focuses on the hidden threat, the stealth
jihad, that Muslim women are supposed to undertake. The author returns
to the economic question, this time indicating the halal industry as a way
of Islamization. In addition, the fear of the Muslim woman’s womb is
cited, which translates into the idea of a demographic jihad, as an instru-
ment for the de-whitening of nations. Such a perspective would lead to
the idea that there is no aspect of Muslim life that cannot or should not
be investigated: their particular choices, their ways of being and feeling
are all suspect because they relate to Islam. The private lives of Muslim
populations within a white nation are forms of silent Islamization that
trigger alarms and paranoia.

The sixth chapter, “fihad Brides” and Chicks with Sticks, refers to
the paradox of the Islamic State (Daesh) being a patriarchal organiza-
tion that still attracts women. Joining this organization would remove
women from the role of victim to that of a participant in Islamization.
The Muslim family itself is placed as one of the fronts on which the War
on Terror should unfold, with Muslim men and women being invited to
establish the role of anti-radicalization watchmen in their own homes —
as if they were extensions of the power of state surveillance. The chapter
closes with the author giving her account of an attempt at the co-optation
of her image as an agent of influence, as someone who could influence
Muslim communities in order to be more acceptable to non-Muslims.

In the Conclusion, the author takes up other sexual anxieties and
pressing social issues, such as Muslim women’s clothing as a threat to
national security, the perception that Muslim women, being women,
would be docile and easy to manipulate. She also discusses the impact
of migration policies as new images of immigrants and refugees emerge
in the public space. Significantly, Muslim women have gained greater
visibility, especially after 9/11: from entertainment, to media, to poli-
tics, Muslim women have come to be seen as allies of the enemy and,
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therefore, as enemies of themselves. Hence the normalization of hostility
towards Muslim women on social media, which the author points out.

From the perspective of the method used by the author, it is important
to emphasize that the writing involved more than one methodological
step. This is because at times the text refers to the author’s experi-
ence, especially in the interview with members of the Revolutionary
Association of the Women of Afghanistan and Jamaat-e-Islami in the
first two chapters. On the other hand, qualitative and observational
methodologies are the focus of most of the work, composing a complex
picture of the situations that Muslim women experience. Macro and
micro perspectives are interrelated and the author is highly competent in
demonstrating how this plethora of actions and discursivities engender
demeaning representations of Muslim women. The work cites a number
of other works, such as Sara Farris’s In the Name of Women's Rights: the
Rise of Femonationalism, and refers to a range of expert authors, such
as Lila Abu-Lughod, making the book an excellent starting point for
thinking about gender and Islam in contemporary times.
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The Shi'i Islamic Martyrdom
Narratives of Imam al-Husayn
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The topic of the movement and martyrdom of Imam Husayn is central
to the doctrine of Shi‘ism. There are many works devoted to this sub-
ject, especially in the context of mourning events held annually on this
occasion. Thus, an enormous amount of literature has been written on
the uprising of Imam Husayn. Here, Muhammad-Reza Fakhr-Rohani has
analyzed the major outlines of typical martyrdom narratives (maqtals)
of Imam al-Husayn and his martyred companions.

This book was intended for both the academic reader and the reader
with no background knowledge of the subject. Fakhr-Rohani begins with
a summary of the basics of Shi‘ism and a detailed account of the events of
Ashura and the historical events that preceded it. ‘Part One: Background’
consists of an introduction and a chapter ‘Leadership: Quranic-cum-
Prophetic Perspective’. In the introduction, the author briefly describes
key historical events starting from the life of the Prophet Muhammad.
In his narration, he appeals mainly to Shi‘i sources, which is why the
predominantly Shi‘i point of view is presented in the book. Thus, Fakhr-
Rohani mainly refers to those events and/or personalities that are of
particular importance mainly to Shi‘ites. He points out that Abu Talib
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was a Muslim (p. 6) when most Sunnis are of the opposite opinion; that
Ali was selected by Allah as the immediate successor to the Prophet
Muhammad, and his nomination was publicly announced several years
later on the day of Ghadir Khumm (p. 7); during the Saqifa Abu Bakr
was illegitimately elected as caliph (p. 12); Abu Bakr was wrong in
denying Fatimah her share of the inheritance during the Fadak dispute
(p. 12); the attack on the house of Ali and Fatima under Umar’s command
(p- 12), etc. If this can be seen as some kind of flaw, Fakhr-Rohani pointed
out in the preface of his book that he deliberately refused to delve into
some issues and disputes that are irrelevant to the subject of the book,
and that the dominant point of view outlined in his book reflects that
shared by ‘typical’ (meaning Twelver) Shi‘ites (p. vii).

The chapter ‘Leadership: Quranic-cum-Prophetic Perspective’ pres-
ents the foundations of the Imamate based on Shi‘i theology. Thus, the
author mentions the story of Ibrahim, who was both a prophet and an
imam (p. 31-32); the hadith of Status/hadith al-Manzilah (p. 32); and the
Shi‘i Islamic conception of infallibility, according to which, in addition to
prophets, imams are also infallible (p. 33). According to Divine tradition,
the prophets had vicegerents: Joshua (Yusha b. Nun) was the vicegerent
of Moses, Jesus had twelve disciples who spread his faith among the
people, and in the same way Imam Ali was the vicegerent of the Prophet
Muhammad (p. 32).

Having introduced the reader to the basics of Shi‘ism and the signif-
icance of Imam Husayn (as an infallible Imam, grandson of the Prophet
Muhammad, son of Imam Ali, and brother of Imam Hassan), the author
proceeds to a detailed description of the movement of Imam Husayn,
highlighting the Medina and Meccan phases, the path from Mecca to
Karbala, the arrival to the place of Karbala and the events of the day of
Ashura itself. When describing the latter, he also divided the martyrs into
non-Hashimids, Hashimids (relatives of Imam Husayn, members of the
Prophetic family), and the history of the martyrdom of Imam Husayn.
Describing these events, Fakhr-Rohani often referred to the statements
of Imam Husayn, collected in the book of Muhammad Sadiq Najmi From
Medina to Karbala in the words of Imam al-Husayn (Fakhr-Rohani was
the author of the English translation of this book). Also, apart from other
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historical sources, Fakhr-Rohani referred to personal research interviews
conducted with Shi‘i scholars in Iran and Iraq. Observations concern-
ing little-studied events are especially valuable. For example, one of the
reasons why Imam Husayn went to Kufa, which was the capital during
the reign of his father Imam Ali and, accordingly, was because there
should have been a large number of their followers there (the author
indicated a number of other reasons as well). According to historian
Dr. Sayyid Hasan Isa al-Hakim, the same reasoning applies to the case
of the four special delegates and deputies of the 12th Imam al-Mahdi,
located precisely in Baghdad where large populations of Shi‘ites lived
at that time (p. 69).

The fourth part of the book is devoted to the study of magqtals. The
Arabic word ‘magqtal’ refers to the literary genre of lamentation. The
author writes that although this genre is barely mentioned as such in
several Arabic-English dictionaries, it is in fact a well-established genre
(p. 128). Magqtal does not focus on all aspects of the life and times of
the figure, but concentrates on writing and depicts the tragic fate of
the martyr. It tries to give a vivid description of the martyrdom of a
high-ranking person or group of nobles. The maqtal thus provides a kind
of martyrdom-oriented (and mostly religiously charged) historiography.
The literary and socio-cultural roots of the development of the maqtals
can be traced back to the zeal and enthusiasm of the ancient Arabs to
constantly remember their own people, who were killed in the name of,
or in support of, a high goal.

In addition to magqtals, there are other similar genres such as marsiya
(marthiya), ritha, nowhabh, etc. (p. 182-183). These have less historical
accuracy and are popular in different regions. For example, marsiyas
are very popular in non-Arab Muslim, Iranian, or Indian subcontinental
contexts and are the poetic counterpart of maqtal.

The magqtal is composed of several elements, namely: an eye-
witness, a narrator or reporter, the victim, hence a martyr, the battlefield
challenge reported, the audience, whether immediate or anticipated,
and the intended effects exerted on the audience. From among the eye-
witness reports, those of the Ashura survivors are of the highest reli-
ability. Among them are the fourth Imam Zayn al-Abidin, or his son, the
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fifth Imam al-Bagqir. In a number of cases, the witness was also an enemy
soldier or a commander who confessed to what he himself or a group of
enemy soldiers had done on the battlefield against Imam Husayn (p. 142).

Magtals usually begin with a brief account of the life and background
of the martyr’s personality, social status, and examples of the martyr’s
religious piety, followed by his/her intense struggle in the path of Allah
and how he/she was martyred. The final stage of martyrdom is depicted
vividly and graphically in order to evoke the emotions of the audience,
notably to make them burst into tears. Often the mourner will sing a
few mournful verses and the audience will repeat them as they beat
their chests. Maqtals create and leave deep effects and, from this point
of view, magqtals are not just historical records; they have other sublime
and deeper meanings for the Shi‘ites.

In this context, Fakhr-Rohani’s connections with the work of
non-Muslim scholars is interesting. He compared magqtals to “‘Western
tragedies’, and unlike typical Western (and mostly Greek) tragedies,
which are expected to be imitations, magqtals are mainly reports. In typ-
ical Western tragedies, the hero or protagonist is the victim of his own
tragic flaw, which brings him or her to an unfavorable and notoriously
fatal end. In the magqtal, on the contrary, the protagonist appears as
having no flaws and consciously goes to his martyrdom (p. 142). The
author also writes that magqtals can be regarded as a kind of ‘literature
of commitment’ (a term proposed by Jean-Paul Sartre), coupled with
cognizance-giving effects. Literature of commitment is meant as a type
of literature in which its author is committed to revealing the truth as
well as raising the audience’s level of cognizance of what had taken place
in the past. Maqtal writers are committed to revealing the truth about
the heroism of Imam Husayn, raising the audience’s awareness of what
has happened in the past, and the truth about the historical movement
of Imam Husayn (p. 139).

Based on the above characteristics, Fakhr-Rohani concludes that
the magqtal is a genre in its own right. This is due to the fact that there
are other forms or varieties of maqtals, such as oral, written, illustrated.
There are also reliable, unreliable sources (p. 156-158), non-existent or
lost sources — for which original versions of texts are no longer available
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(p. 159). The author draws attention to these groups, describing them
and giving examples. The citation of unreliable sources by Shi‘i schol-
ars allows us to see self-criticism and the critical evaluation of its own
sources in Shi‘i thought.

Fakhr-Rohani also introduces the reader to the term Ashuragraphy.
To distinguish it from the magqtals, he points out that maqtal-writing pre-
supposes several requirements: (a) the author’s being a Muslim, whether
Sunni or Shi‘i; (b) the author’s intention to raise a sense of feeling pity or
sympathy in the audience, mainly for tackling their sentiments to make
them shed tears; (c) maqtal-writing cannot temporally be restricted to the
Ashura heart-rending scenes, hence a maqtal account can be developed
for, hence in the case of, any non- or pre-Ashura martyr, e.g. Muslim b.
Agil. Ashuragraphy, by contrast, is used for reporting and describing
whatever pertains to the entire Ashura episode when the author is not a
Muslim (p. 175). Fakhr-Rohani lists sources in chronological order on the
events of Ashura in Arabic (starting from the first century AH), Persian,
and English (from Edward Gibbon and Simon Ockley in the 18th century,
but mostly after the times of British India). The author also provides a
few examples of magqtals translated into English.

Given that the events of Ashura have been described in other
sources, I believe that the main scientific value of the book under review
is a deep analysis of magqtals as a specific literary genre. This topic is
understudied and this book provides access to little-researched works,
especially in Arabic and Persian. The author also appeals to other lan-
guages, indicating where one can find relevant literature (for example,
on p. 185 he writes about the study of marsiya in the Balti language). He
also constantly emphasizes the relevance of this topic and how maqtals
and Ashura narratives were/are used in various historical contexts. For
example, the technique ‘goriz’ is mainly used in Persian and by Iranian
preachers when mourners connect a tragic scene to a tragic scene or
aspect of the Battle of Karbala (p. 200). Fakhr-Rohani pointed to connec-
tions of Ashura commemorations with recent ‘martyr’ commemorations
such as the death of Qasim Soleimani (p. 135), with the events of the
Persian Constitutional Revolution (p. 172), the activities of Hezbollah
(p. 175), the Iran-Iraq War and the association of Saddam Hussein with
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Yazid (p. 200), the anti-religious policies of the Shah and the Islamic
Revolution (pp. 172, 199). Thus, we see how commemoration narratives
not only continue to exist but are also actively used for various pur-
poses. This book will be useful for readers who are not familiar with
Shi‘ism to understand the events of Ashura, the significance of Imam
Husayn and his martyrdom for Shi‘ites, and literature related to this. In
turn, academics will also find this book useful, especially in the fields of
Islamic sciences, history, and linguistics, since the author has used (and
respectively cited) a large amount of literature on Ashura in Arabic,
Persian, and English.
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