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EDITORIAL



Editorial Note

This issue of the American Journal of Islam and Society comprises three
primary research articles, which respectively engage the themes of
political obedience, the relationship between religiosity and sustainable
behavior, and the interpretation of texts. First, we have Bachar Bakour’s
article, “Reconceptualizing Political Obedience in Islamic Thought: An
Analytical study of Hadith Literature” Bakour examines the highly
important question — both historically and today - of obedience to the
ruler in the Islamic tradition. He focuses on prominent hadith collections,
most notably Ibn al-Athir’s Jami" al-Usul fi Ahadith al-Rasul. Through
a comprehensive textual and contextual analysis, Bakour extends his
exploration to include both classical and contemporary works of Islamic
political thought. Significantly, Bakour delineates a three-tiered classi-
fication of obedience: normative obedience rooted in love and respect
for just rulers, obedience out of necessity (applied to corrupt rulers in
Muslim history prior to the collapse of the Caliphate), and a form of
emergency obedience to leaders in the contemporary era. Bakour notes
that, on the basis of the maxim, “averting harm takes priority over bring-
ing the benefit,” Islamic law historically has ordered that the despotism
of the ruler, oftentimes viewed as a fait accompli, is something that ought
to be endured, until the time becomes ripe for change.

Next, we have the intriguing and exhaustively researched work
by Sahibzada Muhammad Hamza and Nasim Shah Shirazi, “The Role
of Religiosity in Shaping Sustainable Behavior: A Global Perspective”
Their article provides an important contribution to the current literature
on sustainable behavior and religiosity by moving beyond small studies
of local contexts to provide a global analysis over several decades. As
they do so, the authors consider the relationship between religiosity,
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income, and sustainable behavior in relation to key themes such as envi-
ronmental dominion and environmental stewardship, both of which are
present in religious traditions to varying degrees. As an area of growing
interest, which remains understudied, this article provides insightful and
thought-provoking conclusions about the ethical relationships between
religiosity and wealth in a modern world increasingly threatened by
climate breakdown and environmental destruction. Important too is
the authors’ highlighting of the paradox that economically developed
states that in recent years have become ardent champions of sustainable
behaviors and practices are typically those that, historically (and also
to this day of course), caused major environmental degradation during
previous industrial revolutions. Today, these nations, which are also
typically more secular, are generally more likely to be proponents of
sustainability. In turn, these nations call upon less-developed nations,
which typically exhibit higher levels of religiosity, to adopt similar
environmental conservation efforts. In this dynamic, religiosity often
comes to be labeled an inherently adverse influence on environmental
stewardship. The authors argue this is a deeply biased inference, which
they address.

Our third research article for this issue is Naveed Anjum’s study,
“Textual Authority and Modern Urda Exegetical Interpretations: A Case
Study of Q.4:34” Here, Anjum provides a thoroughgoing exploration of
key South Asian exegetes writing in Urdu in the modern period, ranging
from the 20" century to today. While Anjum’s contribution analyzes the
work of some figures that readers will likely be familiar with, such as
Abi al-Kalam Azad and Abt al-a‘la al-Mawdadi, Anjum also engages
contemporary exegetes in South Asia whose work might be less well-
known including Amin Ahsan Islahi and Khalid Saif Allah Rahmani.
Importantly, Anjum’s work also engages scholarship at the cutting edge
of discussions of Q.4:34 including recent publications by scholars based
in North America including Hadia Mubarak, Ayesha S. Chaudhry and
Aysha Hidayatullah, as well as classic studies from the Arab World by
the likes of Muhammad al-Tahir Ibn ‘Ashar. Among the study’s many
insights, Anjum emphasizes the importance of considering contempo-
rary South Asian exegetes’ tafsir of a verse like Q.4:34 in the context of
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their approach to the text as a whole, which helps contextualize their
fine-grained interpretations of this sensitive verse.

Lastly, this issue also includes an insightful forum piece by Ismail
Hashim Abubakar on scholarly debates in Nigeria around the phenom-
enon of the Boko Haram insurgency. Abubakar notes that academic
works (especially those published in Europe or the United States) have
emphasized the link between Boko Haram and Salafism by branding the
former as “Salafi-Jihadist” However, in the Nigerian context, Abubakar
highlights that importantly it was Nigerian Salafi scholars who were
the ones who successfully engaged the founders of Boko Haram in a
range of sophisticated arguments and debates. It is these debates that
Abubakar elucidates, focusing in particular on the interactions between
the founder of Boko Haram, Muhammad Yusuf, and the Nigerian scholar
‘Isa ‘Ali Pantami. Taken together, these contributions offer a wide range
of thought-provoking and insightful points of departures for further
exploration in a diversity of fields.

Davip H. WARREN

LECTURER OF MIDDLE EAST STUDIES AND ARABIC
WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY IN ST. Louls, MISSOURI

ASSISTANT EDITOR, AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY

doi: 10.35632/ajis.v42i1-2.3791
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Reconceptualizing Political Obedience
In Islamic Thought: An Analytical
Study of Hadith Literature

BACHAR BAKOUR

Abstract

This study examines the concept of obedience to the ruler in
Islam focusing on prominent hadith collections, primarily
Ibn al-Athir’s Jami‘ al-Usul fi Ahadith al-Rasul. It conducts a
comprehensive textual and contextual analysis, extending its
exploration to classical and contemporary works of Islamic polit-
ical thought. The primary objective is to unveil insightful clues
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that contribute to a profound understanding of the concept of
obedience, synthesizing original Islamic sources, historical expe-
riences of the ummah, and the current realities of the Islamic
world. The study argues that the concept of obedience emerges
as conditional and contextual, balancing the rights of the ruler
and the people. Also, the term uliéi al-amr, symbolizing the joint
effort of legislation, law enforcement, and adjudication, rejects
autocratic power and political tyranny. Rulers are expected to
consult with scholars, emphasizing a reciprocal relationship for
the benefit of the ummah. The study further identifies a three-
tiered classification of obedience: normative obedience rooted in
love and respect for just rulers, obedience of necessity applied
to corrupt rulers in Muslim history prior to the collapse of the
Caliphate, and a form of emergency obedience to leaders in the
contemporary era. On the basis of “averting harm takes priority
over bringing the benefit” dictum, Islamic law has ordered that
the despotism of the ruler, viewed as a fait accompli, is something
that ought to be endured, and obedience given till the time is

ripe for change.

Keywords: obedience, Jami‘ al-Usul, ruler, community, Hadith,
authority.

Introduction

The late year of 2010 marked the commencement of a transformative era
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), characterized by significant
social and political disruptions. This period witnessed the emergence of
populist movements opposing authoritarian regimes, collectively known
as the Arab Spring. These popular uprisings emphasized the critical role
of religion in both social and political spheres. The significance of reli-
gious settings became evident as Friday sermons, traditionally spiritual
gatherings, evolved into powerful platforms for political expression and
congregation. Numerous mosques transitioned into arenas for anti-re-
gime demonstrations, reflecting a fusion of faith and political activism.'
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Influential Muslim scholars, who play key roles in understanding
and interpreting the dynamics of the conflict, adopted a range of stances
toward the protests. Some ulama, aligning with the protests, openly
criticized their respective governments, offering religious legitimacy to
the demonstrators’ demands. These scholars utilized their influence to
mobilize support against the regimes, framing the protests within the
context of Islamic principles of justice and resistance against oppression.
Conversely, another group of ulama condemned the demonstrations,
propagating the official narrative that emphasized stability and obe-
dience to the ruler.? These scholars, often backed by state apparatus,
argued that the protests were a source of discord and sedition and that
maintaining peace and order was paramount. Their sermons and public
statements aimed to dissuade the masses from participating in the upris-
ings, warning of the chaos and instability that rebellion could bring.
A third faction of ulama, seemingly uncertain or cautious, opted for
a culture of quiescence and silence. This group, perhaps wary of the
potential repercussions of either stance, chose to remain neutral, neither
endorsing the protests nor fully supporting the regimes. The escalating
protests took this ulama vs. the regime dynamic into uncharted territory,
as the ulama’s roles as religious leaders and political actors are intensely
scrutinized and contested.

The debate surrounding obedience to the ruler versus rebellion took
centre stage in these debates and formed a basis for their respective
arguments. While many religious scholars in the MENA approached the
concept of obedience through a lens shaped by a medieval mentality,
others opted for a complete departure from traditional perspectives. I
contend that amidst the fervour of the discussions there exists a lack
of awareness regarding pertinent contemporary socio-political con-
cepts. With the adoption of civic and political ideals such as secularism,
democracy, liberty, the sovereignty of the people, parliamentary con-
stitutionalism, and considering the abolition of the Islamic caliphate in
1924, there has arisen a need for a renewed exploration of the question
of obedience. This study endeavours to provide a contemporary and
balanced analysis of the issue of obedience to a ruler, considering the
rights and duties of both rulers and the ruled. In doing so, it seeks to



BAKOUR: RECONCEPTUALIZING POLITICAL OBEDIENCE IN ISLAMIC THOUGHT = 9

advocate for values of equality and social justice within today’s Muslim
community.

Numerous authentic traditions reported from the Prophet command
subjects to obey their leader or ruler, be they just or unjust.® The Prophet
employed various rhetorical styles to emphasize obedience, leaving no
room for ambiguity or confusion. Muslims must render “obedience” to
their emir as long as the latter adheres to the Shariah and follows the
Book of Allah.* Nevertheless, other reports, from which this condition
is absent, order Muslim subjects to listen and obey their rulers, even if
they do evil.® In this case, punishment will fall upon the rulers, not their
subjects.® Thus, these reports create a moral distance between the actions
of the rulers and their subjects. As long as Muslims show obedience, they
are not held responsible by Allah for the injustice of the rulers. Rulers
alone are liable for their own misbehaviour.”

The Prophet also warned, “Whoever renounces allegiance, will meet
Allah on the Day of Judgment with no excuse for him”® According to
other reports, Muslims are not permitted to fight against the ruler
except in cases of blatant disobedience or disbelief.” Furthermore, many
Prophetic traditions underscore the importance of maintaining connec-
tions within the Muslim community and issue stern warnings against
abandoning it, particularly during times of turmoil and civil unrest.”

The frequent emphasis of these Prophetic instructions begs the fol-
lowing questions: Why is rebellion discouraged unless in exceptional
circumstances? What does the term uli al-amr mean? How does the
concept of al-jama‘ah contribute to the preservation of obedience and
the promotion of Muslim unity? What does the term fitnah mean in the
context of rebellion? Is obedience absolute or conditional? Additionally,
what are the degrees of obedience that can be inferred from hadith
reports and the obedience-verse?

The study focuses on the renowned collections of hadith, specifically
Ibn al-Athir’s Jami® al-Usul fi Ahadith al-Rasul, which integrates the
six fundamental hadith books: al-Muwatta’, al-Bukhari, Muslim, Aba
Dawnud, al-Tirmidhi, and al-Nasa’i. With regard to the compilation of
reports on the subject of obedience, the study conducts a thorough textual
and contextual analysis encompassing both classical and contemporary
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works of Islamic political thought. This analysis operates on two levels:
the first level examines three interrelated and significant conceptions of
obedience. The second level reveals insightful clues that contribute to
a comprehensive understanding of obedience by synthesizing original
Islamic sources, the historical experiences of the ummah, and the con-
temporary realities of today’s Islamic world.

Following the introduction, the study then conducts an in-depth
analysis of three essential concepts frequently referenced in hadith
relating to obedience: leadership, the Muslim community (al-jama‘ah),
and discord/civil war (fitnah). Additionally, the study pays particular
attention to the concept of ulu al-amr, closely related to leadership,
examining its meaning, implementation, and defining characteristics.
Next, the study shifts its focus to the discussion and analysis of the
conditional and contextual nature of obedience to rulers in Islam. It
highlights the three-tiered classification of obedience, showcasing their
varying degrees and nuances. This is followed by an exploration of the
challenges and considerations involved in choosing between enduring
oppression and resorting to sedition. Finally, the study concludes by
summarizing the key points and emphasizing the overall understanding
of obedience in Islam.

Basic Concepts

Understanding the intricate dynamics of political obedience in hadith
literature necessitates a thorough exploration of its three foundational
concepts: leadership, al-jama‘ah, and fitnah. These interconnected terms
form the bedrock upon which the entire corpus of hadith related to
political obedience is built. The following pages provide an examination
of these concepts, delineating their interrelations and their pivotal role
in shaping the framework of political obedience in Islam.

1. Leadership

The state, according to Plato, arises “out of the needs of mankind; no one
is self-sufficing, but all of us have many wants”" This was echoed by his
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student, Aristotle, who argues in Politics that human beings are by nature
political animals, who tend to live together.? Later, for reasons of pro-
tection and security, discussions of power became an established reality
among medieval Muslim scholars of literature, political-ethical philos-
ophy, and sociology. These scholars include al-Jahiz (d. 869)," Ibn Abi
al-Rabi‘ (d. 885)," al-Farabi (d. 950),® Ibn Sina, Avicenna (d. 1037)," and
Ibn Khaldtn (d. 1406)."” Recognizing the necessity of an organized struc-
ture for both political and non-political societies, it is understood that
a certain entity is most suited for the fundamental task of organization.
This entity, commonly referred to as ‘authority, plays a pivotal role in
ensuring the effective administration of people’s affairs.” Consequently,
a form of ‘political differentiation’ naturally emerges, delineating two
distinct groups: a ruling party vested with political authority and deci-
sion-making capabilities, and subjects obligated to adhere to directives.*

Islam strongly supports the pressing need for authority: (i) A
Prophetic tradition states, “It is inevitable for people to have imarah (an
emirate), whether it is good or bad.”® (ii) ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib said, “[The
affairs] of people are only set right by the existence of an emir, whether
good or bad* (iii) When three individuals plan to embark on a journey,
it is a religious obligation for them to designate one among them as their
leader.? The caliphate, taking over the role of Prophethood, “is respon-
sible for guarding the religion and managing the affairs of this world.”*
Without a caliphate or imamate, neither religious obligations nor the
objectives of the Shariah can be carried out. Thus, numerous Muslim
scholars, throughout the history of Islam, have unanimously called for
the imperative of a caliphate.

Among the essential terms regarding leadership is the Qur’anic ref-
erence to ulu al-amr, which needs to be examined. The verse where the
term is mentioned reads, “You who believe, obey God and the Messenger,
and those in authority among you. If you are in dispute over any matter,
refer it to God and the Messenger, if you truly believe in God and the
Last Day” (Al-Nisa’: 59).” Commentators hold varying opinions regard-
ing the identity of ulii al-amr (those in authority). Some interpret it as
specific groups such as scholars, emirs of military expeditions, or emirs

in general *
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Others argue that it applies broadly to anyone vested with author-
ity, whether in public or private capacities (such as leaders, sultans,
judges, scholars, muftis, etc.), provided that their position of authority
is legitimate and valid.”” Al-Shawkani for example notes, “Uli al-amr
includes leaders, sultans, judges and every one with legally accredited
authority, rather than the authority of taghut (Satan/a false deity).”*
Contemporary thinkers, like Muhammad ‘Abduh and Hasan al-Turabi,
are quite explicit about the importance of the ummah freely choosing
their ruler.”

Given that the term ulii al-amr by its very nature is open to multiple
interpretations, the choice of emirs or rulers does not take precedence
over other choices. In this context, the fixed plural form of ulu al-amr*®
may subscribe to the general applicability of the term. It alludes to a
sense of corporate responsibility of those of authority to work hand in
hand under the umbrella of the Shariah for the promotion of the best
interests of the Muslim community in all areas.” In other words, the
term uli al-amr ultimately refers to the three powers: legislative (i.e.,
the ulama and mulftis as the exponents of Islamic law), executive (rulers,
sultans, emirs), and judiciary (judges).** On the basis of the obedience
verse as well as the previous verse (no. 58),* those of ulii al-amr are
identified with three distinguishing features: fulfilment of trust, main-
taining justice, and referring to Allah and His messenger with regard to
disputed matters.*

Consequently, the Muslim community is obligated to show allegiance
to ulii al-amr who have fulfilled these three duties, with a particular
emphasis on justice. Conversely, rulers who are unjust or corrupt, fail-
ing to uphold the specified features outlined in the Qur’an, cannot be
categorized as ulii al-amr. Instead, as per the renowned commentator
al-Zamakhshari, they are appropriately labelled as al-lusis al-mutagha-
llibah (the dominant thieves). * In the Sunnah, a ruler - referred to in
hadiths with terms such as emir, imam, sultan - is defined as someone
who leads in achieving the objectives of the Shariah, enforcing the hudid
(fixed penalties), engaging in combat against enemies, and safeguarding
the land.*
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2. Al-Jama‘ah

The term al-jama‘ah is challenging to define or delineate clearly, partic-
ularly following the demise of the Ottoman caliphate, which had lead to
the fragmentation of the ummah into numerous small groups and move-
ments with secular-nationalist and social orientations. In classical Islamic
books, there are five interpretations of what al-jama‘ah represents, the
most appropriate being the one that defines it as a Muslim group follow-
ing a single imam.” This group pledges allegiance to a unified authority
responsible for safeguarding their civil and religious rights, administer-
ing their affairs, and without which the existence of the community is at
risk of collapse. The reason why this interpretation is the most suitable
lies in the fact that it elucidates the robust connection established by
many reports between ‘imam or emir’ and al-jama‘ah, signifying a close
association between the community and a singular political authority.
Moreover, the absence of this authority inevitably results in the frag-
mentation of the community. In such a scenario, Muslims are obligated
to distance themselves from all conflicting factions and remain detached.

In the year 41 AH, when al-Hasan transferred the caliphate to
Mu‘awiyah, it was referred to as “the community year,” signifying the reuni-
fication under one emir after a period of division.* It is crucial to emphasize
that the unity of the Muslim community is an unwavering imperative, and
anyone attempting to disrupt or dismantle it may be confronted, even to
the extent of facing combat or death.* A valuable historical lesson teaches
us that a nation’s political unity, regardless of its strength, acts as a signif-
icant impediment to divisive projects and schemes. Despite the weakened
and politically disintegrated state of the caliphate, it remained a symbol of
collective consciousness for Muslims globally. Consequently, rulers of the
Sultan States, situated on the periphery of caliphate territories, fervently
demonstrated their commitment to this symbolic union under the caliph.*

With respect to the correlation between the ruler and the commu-
nity, bound by the concept of obedience, al-Jahiz observes that a leader
with sole sovereignty is akin to the imam in prayer, who alone is fol-
lowed and obeyed. In the absence of political rivals, consensus prevails,
harmony is achieved, and the affairs of the community are set in order.
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Furthermore, the presence of a united community signifies the absence
of adversaries, bringing an end to fanciful thoughts and ideas.*! Just as
individuals in prayer follow their imam, the community ought to obey its
political authority and refrain from rebellion. When voluntary obedience
is willingly embraced, it results in a unified community. This implies that
individual wills merge into the collective will, and personal interests are
subordinated to the broader common interest. Consequently, as Rousseau
puts it, “Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under
the supreme direction of the general will, and, in our corporate capacity,
we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole*

To sustain both political and social unity and facilitate the smooth
execution of numerous religious duties, Muslims are counselled to endure
the injustices of their rulers. The ruler, as argued, serves as the thread that
binds the beads of a necklace together. If the thread were to break, the beads
would scatter. This analogy succinctly elucidates the correlation between
the existence of the ruler and that of the community, a connection under-
scored by many Prophetic traditions.”” In a historical context, al-Tabari
recounts an incident involving Sa‘id ibn Zayd, who was asked about the
timing of Abtd Bakr’s installation as caliph. In response, Sa‘id stated that
Abu Bakr assumed the role of caliph on the very day the Prophet passed
away. This swift transition was motivated by a collective desire to avoid
any prolonged period without a unified leadership.* The significance of
this event lies in the sense of urgency and unity that characterized the early
Muslim community. The companions recognized the potential dangers
and divisions that could arise in the absence of a clear leader. Therefore,
the immediacy of Aba Bakr’s appointment was driven by the communal
imperative to maintain cohesion and prevent any fragmentation among
the Muslims. This historical account reflects the commitment of the early
Muslim community to swiftly establish leadership and ensure the conti-
nuity of a united ummah following the death of the Prophet.

3. Fitnah

The rationale for the repeated emphasis on adhering to obedience to
the ruler lies in preventing the emergence of fitnah. In other words,
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attempting to remove the ruler through military means is most likely to
cause widespread bloodshed and upheaval. The evil and harm of remov-
ing him will be far greater than what occurs if he remains. What does
fitnah mean in the hadiths in the context of obedience? Linguistically,
The word fitnah means “to burn,” referring to the process of melting
gold or silver with fire to purify it.** This signification has extended to
putting to the test, afflicting (especially as a means of testing someone’s
endurance), disrupting the peace of a community, tempting, seducing,
alluring, or infatuating.* Therefore, something that causes one to enter
fitnah signifies a trial, affliction, distress, or hardship, typically an afflic-
tion that tests some good or evil quality.”” According to al-Jurjani, fitnah
is “a mechanism by which man’s status (good or bad) is identified.”*
Various mundane temptations, such as money, women, offspring, sick-
ness, health, and power, are sources of fitnah (tests and trials). Whatever
happens to people in this life, whether good or bad, is a test (as in Qur’an,
2:155; 21:35).* However, English dictionaries narrowly define fitnah as
“a state of trouble or chaos™° and “rebellion, especially against a rightful
ruler”"

Fitnah, as intimately related to anarchy, chaos, and upheaval,
is strongly condemned in multiple prophetic hadiths. These hadiths,
seeking to block acts leading to the fitnah, order Muslims to obey their
corrupt rulers and maintain patience.”* A Muslim during times of sedition
and turmoil is required to extend their compliance to the community and
imam.*® Also, dire warnings and threats of excommunication are directed
to those Muslims who, having committed acts of disobedience to their
leader, departed from the Muslim mainstream community.** ‘Abd Allah
ibn Mas‘td provided counsel to those expressing grievances against their
unjust governor, al-Walid ibn ‘Ugbah of the Umayyads. He advised them
to exercise patience, asserting, “Enduring the injustice of an imam for
fifty years is preferable to the chaos and disorder of harj persisting for
just one month!” When queried about the definition of harj, Ibn Mas‘ad
clarified, stating, “It refers to killing and lying”*® This advice finds val-
idation in Islamic teachings promoting patience and endurance, while
historical context supports the idea that enduring prolonged injustice
may, in certain instances, offer a more stable and preferable alternative to
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the chaos and devastation brought about by short-lived periods of harj.
In the event of fitnah, Muslims are advised to refrain from participating
in or supporting any of the conflicting parties. Instead, they should focus
on managing their everyday and religious affairs.*

Hadith scholars have compiled hadiths on fitan (the plural of fitnah)
in a chapter titled “The Book of al-Fitan” This method was first used by
al-Bukhari,” followed by his student, Muslim al-Qushayri,*® as well as
other hadith scholars.*® To understand the primary meaning of fitnah in
arevolutionary context, I conducted a linguistic and statistical review of
“The Book of al-Fitan” in the hadith collections of al-Bukhari,® Muslim,*
Abu Dawid,* al-Tirmidhi,®* and Ibn M3jah.** Based on the context and
explanatory notes provided by scholars of hadith, I examined all hadiths
containing the term fitnah/fitan and discovered that fitnah predomi-
nantly refers to conflicts and wars among Muslim groups. Many hadiths
closely link fitnah with harj (civil war, conflict, and mass slaughter),
making both terms nearly synonymous.® Therefore, in hadith literature,
fitnah fundamentally means illegitimate fighting or conflict that leads
to social chaos and political disorder, resulting in indiscriminate killing
and bloody massacres among Muslims.*
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Figure 1.  Percentage of chapters related to fighting in the five
collections of hadith
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Jurists assert that Muslims must avoid engaging in fitnah-inducing
conflicts under various circumstances: when the distinction between
the right and wrong parties becomes blurred;*” when power is illegally
contested in the absence of a legitimate leader;*® when participants are
unaware of the reasons behind the conflict;* when unjust parties engage
in warfare without credible religious justification;”® when conflict is
driven by tribalism, whims, or worldly interests;”* and when rebellion
against either a just or corrupt ruler is likely to result in greater chaos
and bloodshed.”

The second, less common, meaning of fitnah relates to confusion
and perplexity. During times of civil unrest and turbulence, the distinc-
tion between right and wrong becomes blurred, allowing conflicting
parties to interpret fitnah in various ways. This inevitably leads to a
state of confusion. Hudhayfa ibn al-Yaman, a companion of the Prophet,
remarked, “Fitnah does not harm you as long as you gain insight into
[matters] of your religion. Fitnah exists when the distinction between
right and wrong is obscured, and you do not know which to follow; that
is fitnah”™ To Hudhayfa, fitnah in the context of civil war signifies a lack
of knowledge of Shariah law, which breeds confusion. In another hadith,
the Prophet intertwines his fingers to illustrate the feeling of loss and
bewilderment experienced during wartime.”

Regarding the connection between fitnah and admonishing the
ruler, Aba Bakr al-Jassas offered a poignant critique of certain ulama
who, in his view, adopted a myopic strategy that undermined the fun-
damental tenet of “commanding the right and forbidding the evil” This
critique is particularly relevant in the context of how these ulama cat-
egorized this principle as fitnah, especially when armed resistance was
involved.” They further asserted that the Sultan was beyond reproach,
even when committing acts of injustice or killing innocent people.’
Al-Jassas argued that the abandonment of this crucial principle led to
severe consequences: the rise of ungodly men, the dominance of enemies
of Islam, the loss of fortified border cities, the spread of injustice, and
the destruction of territories.” Al-Jassas’s argument underscores the
dangers of a narrow interpretation that regards this principle as fitnah
when it involves armed resistance. He was particularly concerned with
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the implications of this stance, as it effectively placed the Sultan above
moral and legal accountability, even when he committed grave injustices,
including the killing of innocents. This critique remains relevant today
as it invites a reflection on the balance between obedience to authority
and the imperative to uphold justice and moral integrity.

Political tyranny should be recognized as the primary catalyst for
fitnah, as evidenced by the recent Arab uprisings, which have naturally
emerged from years of pervasive, systemic injustice, social inequality,
and religious persecution perpetrated by regimes and their security
forces.”® The Syrian Islamic revivalist, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi
(d. 1902), identifies despotic tyranny as the principal cause of rev-
olutions.” He advises against responding to tyranny with violence
to avoid the fitnah that would inevitably devastate the populace.®
Similarly, Professor Ahmad al-Raysuni argues that there is no fitnah
in combating rampant corruption and injustice when peaceful mea-
sures such as advice and patience prove ineffective.®' He asserts that
removing or deposing rulers is necessary to eliminate the root cause
of fitnah.*

To support his argument, al-Raysani cites a juristic text from the
Hanafi school, which states that if a group of people revolts against
an imam due to injustices committed by him, they are not considered
rebels (bughah). The imam must halt this injustice, and others should not
support the imam against the wronged group, nor should they support
the wronged group against the imam.** Additionally, al-Raysiini, who
rejects the view that popular protests constitute fitnah, aptly notes that
the true fitnah arises from the actions of repressive regimes, such as
killing, terrorizing, intimidating, kidnapping, arresting, and torturing.
It is not appropriate, according to Shariah, to confuse matters and hold
people accountable for actions they neither committed, spoke of, nor
accepted. We must attribute the fitnah to its actual perpetrators and
instigators.* Thus, ulama, while discussing rebellion, should recognize
their dual responsibility. They need to cite hadiths that advocate for
obedience to pacify the angry masses, while simultaneously issuing stern
warnings to corrupt rulers based on the principle of commanding the
right and forbidding the evil.
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Obedience Contextualised

The question of obedience undeniably stands as one of the fundamental
rights of the state to uphold its existence and stability. Acts of disobe-
dience and rebellion represent significant contributors to the potential
dissolution of a state. Ibn Khaldan astutely observes that lack of obedi-
ence posed a hindrance to the establishment of well-organized societies
among pre-Islamic Arabs. Their refusal to submit to each other, fueled
by their rugged nature, pride, and aspirations for leadership, became a
notable obstacle.®

Similarly, in the modern context, authority must align with the core
ideas and beliefs of its community to maintain legitimacy and gain obedi-
ence. People are naturally resistant to submitting their will to others, but
they will consent to be governed by an authority that upholds the princi-
ples and values they hold dear. This alignment provides the psychological
and moral support necessary for their acceptance and obedience.® Thus,
both historical and contemporary insights emphasize the importance of
authority adhering to the belief systems and values of the governed to
overcome the natural resistance to obedience and establish a well-or-
ganized society.

As mentioned above, the primary function of the state is to maintain
the security and protection of its citizens. However, merely establishing
peace and order is not sufficient; it must coexist with justice. A system
organized to ensure protection, but where people are not convinced they
are being treated justly, may secure obedience but never true allegiance.”’
Thus, when the authority becomes corrupt and unjust, the attitude is to
uphold obedience.

In the legal context, obedience entails that Muslims, exercising
patience, should refrain from initiating armed uprisings against their
unjust or oppressive rulers, except in rare circumstances. The Sunnah
describes the primary duty of an emir or imam who should “rule accord-
ing to what Allah has revealed, and fulfil trusts. If he has done that,
Muslims have to listen and obey and be responsive to him.*

This ruler, having fulfilled his responsibilities, can be either virtuous
and morally upright, adhering to the norm of good conduct, or corrupt
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and immoral. Historically speaking, leaders of the Umayyad and Abbasid
caliphate were able, with a position of domination, to fulfil these duties,
although some of them seemed to have been despotic and unjust.*’ Also,
the sultanate states,* which usurped power from the caliphate and were
in search of legitimacy, committed themselves to the Shariah, perform-
ing jihad, suppressing intra-wars, as well as serving the community’s
socio-economic needs.”

Furthermore, obedience involves enduring patiently and refraining
from staging an armed rebellion against unjust or oppressive rulers,
unless they exhibit clear and definitive signs of disbelief. From a rational
and realistic perspective, this form of obedience is deemed a neces-
sary process aimed at maintaining order and stability within Muslim
society, which are crucial for meeting and serving basic human needs.
Consequently, enduring the ruler’s despotism is considered inevitable,
with obedience mandated until the opportune moment for change arises.
However, when it pertains to disobeying Allah, there is no room for
compromise or concession.”

A Contrasting Image

A point of considerable importance to note is that insightful scholars
of hadith have strategically placed the chapter on obedience within a
broader context, integrating it with other chapters that, in contrast, pres-
ent materials such as traditions and reports that, to some extent, contrast
or balance the concept of obedience. These chapters encompass themes

» &«

like “the rights of subjects on the ruler,” “the punishment of the unjust
ruler and lenient treatment of subjects,” “the obligation of forbidding
evil before emirs,” “no obedience to a creature if it entails disobeying
the Creator,” “speaking the truth before the imams,” and “how to advise
the imams.””

This arrangement is deliberate, aiming to guide readers to compre-
hend obedience in conjunction with these related chapters, rather than in
isolation. Consequently, obedience in the hadith literature is contingent
and contextual, involving a careful balance between the rights of the

ruler and the rights of the people. The ruler is accountable to the ummah,
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and when deviating from established norms, admonition and denunci-
ation of their wrongdoing are warranted. To focus solely on obedience
would be a systematic error, suggesting that Islam endorses unrestricted
authority for rulers, regardless of their character, while simultaneously
demanding unquestioning obedience from their subjects.

A report, narrated by ‘Ubadah ibn al-Samit, encapsulates this dual
responsibility. It states, “We pledged allegiance to the Messenger of Allah
to heed and obey, whether our spirits are high or indifferent, in times
of adversity or ease, and even if others are favoured over us. We would
not engage in conflict against the ruler unless there is clear evidence of
disbelief, supported by proof from Allah. And we speak the truth for the
sake of Allah, fearing no one’s reproach”* Moreover, absolute submis-
sion to corrupt rulers directly contradicts a well-known report attributed
to the Prophet, “The best Jihad is to speak a word of truth in front of a
tyrannical ruler”” It also stands in contrast to another narration which
asserts, “The prince of martyrs are Hamzah ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, and a
person who spoke the truth before a tyrant and consequently got killed.”
Indeed, classical Islamic literature abounds with accounts of courageous
scholars who confronted caliphs, admonishing them for their misdeeds.”’

Another indication of the non-passive nature of obedience lies in
the legal permissibility to engage in self-defence against acts of injustice,
even when the wrongdoer is the ruler himself. This defensive action,
which is far from rebellion, aligns with a hadith advising Muslims to
heed and follow those in authority, “even if they strike your back and
confiscate your wealth.” The essence of this hadith suggests that while
obedience to unjust rulers is required, one should resist the unlawful
seizure of property if capable. If this resistance leads to one’s death, the
individual is granted the status of a martyr, as affirmed in several tradi-
tions.” Therefore, it is essential to differentiate between the legitimacy
of defending oneself, one’s honour, and property against any aggressor
or tyrant, even if that tyrant is the ruler himself, and engaging in armed
rebellion against the corrupt ruler with the intention of toppling his
regime. These defined boundaries on obedience to oppressive rulers tend
to challenge their authority and undermine their legitimacy, ultimately
providing a rationale for those governed to consider rebellion.
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Losing sight of these presented facts and juristic rulings, some ori-
entalists argued that the Muslim caliphate is of an autocratic character.
For example, Thomas Arnold contended that the caliphate “placed unre-
stricted power in the hands of the ruler and demanded unhesitating
obedience from his subjects.”’* To support his argument, Arnold pro-

vided several obedience traditions,'”

with no reference to even a single
narration about the counter-obedience traditions! The same opinion was
shared by William Muir,'”* and Duncan B. MacDonald.'® As for rebellion
in Islamic jurisprudence, Gibb argued that Muslim jurists adopt quietism
and reject any right to rebel against an unjust imam.'**

It is crucial to emphasize that, since the inception of the first fitnah
among the Companions and throughout the centuries, the practical
stance of numerous scholars toward corrupt political authority has
extended beyond mere “obedience and patience” to encompass “oppo-
sition and resistance” as well. The disobedient position encompasses a
range of approaches spanning from inwardly condemning sinful acts,
remaining secluded at home, suspending public lectures, refraining from
visiting the ruler’s court or accepting prizes, to offering moral support

to rebels, %

or actively participating in opposition movements.'” In both
of these stances, a common thread of obedience to the Shariah is dis-
cernible. Those who choose to endure despotic rulers are, in essence,
professing their obedience to Allah and His messenger, just as those who
uphold the principle of enjoining what is right and forbidding what is
wrong, each manifesting their commitment through various stages and
methods.

What ought to be stressed in this context is that leadership or caliph-
ate constitutes a mutual agreement between two parties: the ummah and
the ruler, with the former granting legitimacy to the latter. In addition to
being accountable to Allah, the ruler is equally answerable to the ummabh,
the rightful holders of their own rights. According to the terms of this
contract, individuals have the entitlement to offer advice, pose questions,
and ultimately remove the ruler if he demonstrates moral corruption
and negligence in his duties.'”

The position of rulership is regarded as a trust.'® As the guardian

of people’s rights, the ruler is obligated to be trustworthy and honest,
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safeguarding the rights of individuals and refraining from their viola-
tion. Upon assuming the role of caliph, Abt Bakr delivered a memorable
speech, stating, “O People! I have been appointed as caliph over you,
even though I am not the best among you. If I do well, help me; if not,
straighten me up... Obey me as long as I obey Allah and His Messenger.
If I disobey them, then no obedience is due to me”'* The ruler does not
wield authority through an unseen force or divine right; rather, he is
simply ordinary individual whose legitimacy stems from the people who
have elected him.

The Three-Degrees of Obedience

The preceding exploration of obedience in the Qur’an and Sunnah
reveals a nuanced understanding that encompasses three distinct types
of obedience, transitioning from an idealistic perspective to a more
practical, realistic approach. As mentioned above, the Qur’an outlines
specific features and conditions governing political obedience, particu-
larly regarding ulii al-amr, which includes rulers and leaders. According
to these guidelines, individuals in authority are deserving of obedience
when they demonstrate fairness in their treatment of subjects, fulfill
entrusted responsibilities faithfully, and, crucially, make decisions in
alignment with the Shariah, using it as a guiding principle.

The ideal form of obedience is one that emanates from a genuine
sense of love and respect for just rulers. This echoes the exemplary obe-
dience observed in the actions of the Prophet Muhammad and the four
rightly guided caliphs. In this ideal scenario, obedience is not merely
a duty but a voluntary and heartfelt response to leaders who embody
principles of justice, equity, and adherence to Sharia. This elevated form
of obedience envisions a harmonious relationship between rulers and
their subjects, grounded in mutual respect and a shared commitment to
ethical governance.

Prophetic traditions, nevertheless, have gone beyond this utopian
Qur’anic concept that existed for the first three decades of early Islam and
sporadically throughout history."® Other traditions speak of three differ-
ent periods: Prophethood and the caliphate coupled with mercy, kingship
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characterized by oppression, followed by powers of despotism, brutality,
and open moral laxity.'"! In acknowledging the moral deterioration evident
in various aspects of human life, especially within the political realm, these
reports offer Muslims a pragmatic and multifaceted approach to navigate
the challenges posed by incoming authorities that fall outside the narrow
confines of the ideal obedience verse. While the Qur’an slams the door of
obedience in faces of morally corrupt rulers, the Sunnah adopts a more
inclusive stance, addressing a spectrum of political scenarios that range
from the pristine model of the caliphate to various degrees of adulterated
rulership. This wide-ranging approach recognizes the complexities of
political power and provides Muslims with diverse strategies and reme-
dies to navigate the intricate landscape of governance, acknowledging the
diverse forms and challenges that authority may take over time.

Upon perusing the corpus of literature about obedience hadiths,
one discerns a nuanced delineation of the boundaries for tolerating
bad rulers. These boundaries fluctuate, at times narrowing to cases of
unequivocal sin and," on other occasions, expanding to encompass
instances of clear-cut disbelief.’”* One hadith explicitly prohibits armed

revolt against a ruler who continues to engage in prayer,'*

or empha-
sizes the sanctity of the prayer.’”® Some Muslim intellectuals interpret
this tradition literally, while others perceive the exclusive mention of
“prayer” as a symbolic representation of the ruler’s overall commitment
to the faith,"¢ or a practical demonstration of his valid authority under
God’s law.""”

Concerning the extent of persecution, the literature underscores that
a Muslim is obligated to listen and obey even in the face of physical harm,
such as having his back beaten or wealth unjustly seized.'® This obliga-
tion persists because the perpetrators of such persecution are deemed as
“people of devils’ hearts in human bodies.”'"” In this context, obedience
is seen as a strategic response, aimed at averting anticipated harm from
those wielding ruthless power. It becomes a pragmatic approach to mit-
igate potential harm and navigate the challenges posed by individuals
in positions of authority who exhibit cruelty and oppression.

Here then, three phases of Muslim history emerge:*** The first
phase, represented by the Rightly-Guided Caliphate, and comprising the
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leadership of Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, Uthman, and “Alj, (631-661), is regarded
as the epitome of Islamic governance and ethical rule. This era, imme-
diately following the demise of the Prophet Muhammad, is commended
for its adherence to the principles and teachings of Islam as outlined
by the Prophet himself. The Rightly-Guided Caliphs, or “al-Khulafa’
al-Rashidin,” exemplified the values of justice, piety, and humility in
their governance, striving to emulate the Prophet’s example in both
their personal and administrative conduct. Their rule is characterized
by the establishment of a just and equitable society, the promotion of
communal welfare, and the implementation of the Shariah in a manner
that balanced mercy with justice. The Prophet explicitly advised Muslims
to follow the path of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, highlighting their role
as paragons of Islamic leadership and moral rectitude.'*

The second phase, spanning from the end of the Rightly-Guided
Caliphate until the dissolution of the Caliphate in 1924, witnessed Islam
serving as a moral, legal, social, and political anchor for Muslim societ-
ies worldwide."”” Despite ethical and cultural distinctions between the
Rightly-Guided Caliphate and subsequent Sultanate States, a thread of
continuity existed in their adherence to the Islamic legacy and tradition.
Whether the rulers were pious or corrupt, and even in cases of usurpa-
tion, Islam retained its status as a comprehensive way of life. Various
caliphs and sultans, to differing extents, sought to implement some or
all the three defining characteristics of ulu al-amr. Importantly, none
of them endeavoured to challenge or dismantle the Islamic governance
of the state. As John Esposito put it, “Thus, for the believer, there was a
continuum of Muslim power and success which, despite the vicissitudes
and contradictions of Muslim life, validated and reinforced the sense of a
divinely mandated and guided community with purpose and mission.”**
For reasons of necessity and for the seamless functioning of daily life,
Muslim subjects were compelled to adhere to the commands of unjust
or impious rulers during this period.

The third phase began with Ataturk’s abolition of the caliphate
in 1924 and the implementation of his secular policies, leading to the
removal of Islam as the overarching framework.’* This shift marked
a significant transition, plunging the Muslim World into a period
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characterized by disbelief.’* The impact of this sacrilegious decision
was further accentuated during the Western colonial era, which brought
about profound transformations across various domains—social, politi-
cal, educational, cultural, ethical, and religious. In the modern-state era,
many Arab leaders replaced an Islamic identity with secular, communist,
and nationalistic ideologies. Despite these changes, they often invoked
Islam, incorporating religious tones into their messages to maintain legit-
imacy and ensure stability.'*

Worse, these rulers have engaged in a range of religious, social, and
ethical transgressions. While some openly exhibit disbelief through their

ideas or actions,'”’

others seem to function as proxies for foreign powers,
notably the State of Israel.’®® Their actions include the plundering of nat-
ural resources, the promotion of policies fostering bribery, poverty, and
obscurantism, among other offenses. Additionally, they actively work to
suppress an Islamic awakening using both overt and covert means. The

129 and strive

majority of these rulers have seized power through force,
to maintain their positions through electoral fraud, with virtually no red
lines left to be crossed.

Certainly, the scale of criminality exhibited by this group of people
can in no way be equated to the injustices committed by earlier Muslim
leaders during the first phase. Bearing this in mind, certain contemporary
Muslim intellectuals like Rashid al-Ghannuishi,'* ‘Abd Allah al-Nafisi, '
Ibrahim Zayn,"** Muhammad al-Tahir al-Misawi*** and Hakim al-Mutayri'*
contend that obedience should not be rendered to these leaders. According
to al-Ghanntishi, they are dictators, morally corrupt, servants of the ene-
mies of Islam, and bloodthirsty. As al-Ghannushi put it, “Had they been
our uli al-amr, we would have obeyed them.* Then he aptly notes that,
contrary to contemporary presidents and kings, earlier rulers—although
deviant—were respecting Islamic teachings and recognizing Islamic law
as a general framework.”*® In contrast, a significant portion of traditional
scholars considers the term ‘ruler’ and its implications to be applicable
universally to all figures of authority, spanning from the early days of Islam
to the contemporary era. They often cite the Qur’an (specifically, the obe-
dience verse) and the Sunnah (encompassing the traditions of obedience)
as supporting grounds for compliance with the ruler.
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Consequently, I have two key points to emphasize here. Firstly, it is
valid to assert that the bulk of current leaders should be excluded from
the ulu al-amr category, as advocated by al-Ghannashi and his asso-
ciates. Ul al-amr represents a superior Qur’anic designation granted
to those who embody essential human moral values such as justice,
trust, and dignity, while adhering to the Shariah as their guiding frame-
work. The concept of ulii al-amr, integral to genuine Islamic political
authority, is grounded in principles of justice, equality, freedom, coex-
istence, trust, and civilizational advancement. The era of the Prophet
and the four caliphs, along with certain subsequent cases, epitomizes
the essence of ulu al-amr. However, the historical political trajectory
of Muslims has given rise to various forms of authority that do not
fall within the ulé al-amr category. These include leaders marked by
tyranny, corruption, despotism, usurpation, secularism, nationalism,
or communism. Their proximity to the ideal varies; rulers from the
early phase are closer to uli al-amr, while leaders in our current phase
remain more distant.

Secondly, I contend that a minimal amount of obedience needs to
be considered to contemporary rulers. The Sunnah, as mentioned above,
treats rulers’ despotism from a broader and realistic perspective. This
perspective encompasses rulers from the second phase and extends the
possibility of applying it to those in the third phase as well. It becomes
challenging to demonstrate that the extensive body of obedience hadiths,
highlighting common attributes of corrupt rulership, should exclusively
pertain to leaders from the first phase. After examining numerous rele-
vant hadiths, I did not come across distinctive qualities that are applicable
to a specific category of rulers or authorities, nor did I find indications
that these qualities are associated with a particular historical period over
another.”” Ibn Taymiyyah emphasizes the absolute nature of the obedi-
ence hadiths, as they do not pertain to a “specific sultan, nor a specific
commander, nor a particular group.”'*

The insistence on obedience, as repeatedly stressed, stems from a
rational and pragmatic standpoint, grounded in the imperative of main-
taining order and stability. These, in turn, are crucial for the pursuit
and fulfilment of fundamental human needs. Refusing to comply with
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the legitimate and socially sanctioned directives of corrupt leaders is
viewed, from this perspective, as a potential precursor to rebellion and
insurgency, thereby heightening the ominous possibility of civil conflict.
This type of obedience arises not out of affection or respect but is borne

of an extreme emergency,'

akin to obeying someone who holds a gun
to your head. This aligns with the concept of al-lusis al-mutaghallibah
(the dominant thieves), a term coined by al-Zamakhshari, aptly charac-

terizing obedience enforced under coercive circumstances. '*°

Oppression vs Sedition

In his exploration of the transition from chaos to the establishment of
a state, the philosopher Thomas Hobbes highlights the inclination of
people towards order following a period of disorder. He recounts a his-
torical practice in ancient Persia, where, upon the death of a king, the
populace was left without a ruler and law for five days, allowing chaos
to unfold throughout the country. The intention behind this was that,
at the conclusion of these five days, with looting, plundering, rape, and
killing reaching their peaks, those who survived the intense chaos would
develop a genuine allegiance to the new king.'*!

This ordeal laying bare the dreadful consequences of a society
lacking political authority is echoed in a statement attributed to the
Companion ‘Amr ibn al-‘As that reads, “An oppressive ruler is better
than ceaseless sedition.”**? This maxim, inspired by Prophetic reports,***
presents a dilemma with only two choices: enduring the presence of an
unjust ruler (an undesirable option) or engaging in rebellion against
them, which brings about significant disorder and dire outcomes (also
an undesirable option). Should one exercise patience and endure the
injustices of the ruler, or should rebellion be pursued, potentially leading
to a dystopian nightmare? There is no doubt that “the lesser of the two
evils” approach should be taken. Ibn Taymiyyah aptly notes that wisdom
lies not in merely distinguishing between good and evil, but in recog-
nizing the preferable option among two goods and the less detrimental
choice between two evils.!** A perceptive doctor initiates treatment by
addressing the most critical illnesses.'*
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Historically, Abt al-Hasan al-Ash‘arl meticulously documented a
multitude of rebellions occurring within the first two centuries of Islam,
all led by individuals with ancestral ties to the Prophet."* Ibn Khaldan
likewise identified instances where impassioned revolutionaries and reli-
gious jurists, driven by a fervor to rectify perceived wrongs, mobilized
tribal support for revolts against oppressive emirs. Underestimating or
ignoring the significance of ‘asabiyyah (group solidarity), they ended up
either defeated or killed together with their followers and sympathiz-
ers.'” These scholarly perspectives serve as valuable evidence elucidating
the historical ineffectiveness and peril associated with many armed
revolts in Muslim history. Such revolts, as overlooking the socio-political
dynamics and tribal allegiances integral to their success, often resulted
in adverse outcomes and fatal consequences.

More importantly, Rashid al-Ghannushi, the prominent Islamic
thinker, contends that prior to initiating military measures against cor-
rupt governments, revolutionary Islamist movements should possess a
thorough understanding of the social and political consequences and
assess whether the conditions are conducive to change.'*® This awareness
is best articulated through fundamental inquiries: To what extent are
people prepared to make sacrifices and actively participate in the rebel-
lion? To what degree have they lost confidence in the ruler? What is the
level of their response to the movement’s alternative vision? Are living
standards significantly low? Does the geographical positioning of the
country offer protection to the revolutionaries? Are there social forces
(tribes, sects, political parties, unions, etc.) likely to join the revolution?
What is the probability of foreign military intervention in support of the
existing regime? Are there regional or international forces that might
form an alliance with the movement?'*’

Al-Ghannishi further underscores the importance of the principle
of commanding what is right and forbidding what is evil, and how to
expand its basic form (i.e., speaking out against an unjust ruler) to more
elaborate expressions such as protest petitions, demonstrations, general
strikes, boycotting corrupt institutions, tax resistance, and the like.* This
realistic view, however, does not completely dismiss the notion of rebel-
lion. If there is a certainty that rebellion against an unjust leader could
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potentially succeed when taking into account socio-political-military
considerations, then it is not only permissible but even obligatory, as
emphasized by distinguished jurists such al-Hulaymi,”*! and al-Dawadi.'*

Conclusion

Based on the foregoing discussion and analysis, obedience to ulu al-amr
in the Qur’anic perception has to be understood in the context of justice,
fulfilling trusts, in addition to admitting sovereignty as belonging to
Allah alone, and implementing the guidance of His Messenger. Moreover,
the common identity of uli al-amr is best embodied in a joint effort of
the three powers: legislation, law enforcement, and adjudication. Rulers
are expected to consult ulama or muftis about the legal status of various
issues. The latter, in turn, obey legitimate commands of the former and
help them implement Shariah rules. Judicial power, on the other hand,
joins forces with the other two powers for the benefit of the ummabh.
Viewed as a single entity, uli al-amr decidedly banishes autocratic power
as well as other systems of political tyranny.

The concept of obedience is conditional and contextual, delineating
the balance between the rights of the ruler and the rights of the people.
The ruler is accountable to the ummah, and the principle of commanding
the right and forbidding the evil grants the ummah the right to question
the ruler’s actions. This dynamic interplay underscores the nuanced
nature of obedience in the socio-political framework. And the empha-
sized connection between the community and the political authority
underscores the concept of mutual interdependence. This interdepen-
dence signifies a reciprocal relationship in which the well-being and
effectiveness of each entity are closely tied to the other.

The research findings highlight a three-tiered classification of obe-
dience: normative obedience, driven by love and respect for just rulers;
obedience of necessity, applicable to corrupt rulers during the first phase
of Muslim history, spanning from Islam’s inception until the caliphate’s
dissolution in 1924, and emergency obedience to leaders in the con-
temporary era. Despite the different ethical character of rulers of this
time, virtuous or corrupt, and even in instances of usurpation, Islam
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maintained its position as an all-encompassing way of life. Different
caliphs and sultans, to varying degrees, endeavoured to embody some
or all of the three defining characteristics of ulu al-amr. The second
phase, characterized by the abolishment of the caliphate and the rise of
secular policies, witnessed the removal of Islam as the reference point
in Muslim societies. It goes without saying that enormity of the criminal
and unethical conduct exhibited by these leaders stands incomparable
to the injustices committed by their predecessors in the earlier periods
of Muslim leadership. From a pragmatic and functional perspective, the
necessity of maintaining order, stability, and preventing societal discord
becomes imperative for upholding elevated moral principles. Therefore,
if there is a prevailing concern that rebellion might jeopardize these fun-
damentals, then the status quo, though repugnant, should be maintained.
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Abstract

This study investigates the complex interplay between religiosity
and sustainable behavior within the broader context of global
sustainability, with a particular focus on income as a moderating
factor. Utilizing a comprehensive dataset encompassing 46 coun-
tries and 53,000 respondents, we introduce income as a crucial
socio-demographic variable, thereby illuminating an unexplored
facet of this multifaceted relationship. Our methodological
approach employs Pooled OLS regression with robust standard
errors to address the central research question. The empiri-
cal findings reveal a nuanced relationship: while religiosity in
isolation appears to exert a negative influence on sustainable
behaviors, its interaction with income paradoxically enhances
pro-sustainability tendencies. This study posits that the achieve-
ment of sustainability is contingent upon the intricate interplay
of personal beliefs, societal norms, environmental attitudes,
and economic factors. Our research contributes to the existing
literature by elucidating the moderating role of income in the
religiosity-sustainability nexus. The findings underscore the
importance of addressing basic economic needs and integrating
religious values in fostering responsible environmental behavior.
These insights have significant implications for policymakers
and environmental advocates in designing effective strategies
to promote sustainable practices across diverse socio-economic
and cultural contexts.

Keywords: religiosity, sustainable behavior, individual income,

sustainability and religion

Introduction

In the contemporary era, our world confronts many pressing envi-
ronmental challenges including, but not limited to, issues such as air
pollution, water scarcity, and the ominous specter of global warming.
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These concerns seriously threaten our planet’s overall well-being and
security (Kahle and Gurel-Atay, 2014). A recent survey conducted by
Nielsen and D’haen (2014), encompassing 25,000 individuals from 51
different countries, has highlighted a noteworthy trend. It reveals that a
substantial 66% of consumers worldwide harbor genuine apprehensions
regarding climate change and global warming. Among these concerns,
some of the most prominent are anxieties related to water scarcity, exces-
sive packaging waste, and the use of pesticides in food production and
agriculture. Furthermore, a staggering three-quarters of the survey’s
respondents expressed apprehension about the adverse impacts of air
and water pollution (Frighetto, 2011). Given the concerns around sustain-
ability within the consciousness of consumers, and the recognition that
excessive consumption is a pivotal threat to the sustainability paradigm,
comprehending the fundamental drivers of consumer behavior, such as
core values, becomes an imperative prerequisite for fostering widespread
adoption of sustainable practices.

The proliferation of environmental predicaments and their detrimen-
tal impacts worldwide underscores the urgent need for swift and effective
solutions. Given that the bulk of today’s environmental issues can be
traced back to human activities and conduct, the effective deployment
of remedies for these burgeoning problems necessitates a fundamen-
tal shift in behavior and the active engagement of entire populations
(Onel and Mukherjee, 2015). Therefore, the effective resolution of these
issues is contingent upon the alteration of said behaviors and the dis-
cernment of behavioral remedies, as noted by scholars such as Hirsch
(2010), Ramkissoon et al. (2013), and Steg et al. (2014).

Thus, it becomes evident that identifying and comprehensively
analyzing the determinants influencing individuals’ pro-environmental
behaviors hold paramount significance (Mancha and Yoder, 2015; Bergek
and Mignon, 2017; Ramkissoon et al., 2013; Karimi, 2019). Researchers
have explored a range of external, individual, psychological, and societal
factors (Gifford and Nilsson, 2014; Karimi, 2019; Kumar, 2019; Karimi
and Saghaleini, 2021). However, it is noteworthy that one pivotal factor,
namely religiosity, has been relatively underexplored within this con-
text (Ghazali et al., 2018). Religion stands as one of the most pervasive
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and influential social institutions, intricately interwoven within the tap-
estry of nearly every culture and society, as emphasized by Ives and
Kidwell (2019). A report issued by the Pew Research Center reveals that a
remarkable 84% of the global populace subscribe to one of the established
religions (Pew Research Center, 2017). Another estimate reinforces this
overarching influence, indicating that approximately 68% of the world’s
inhabitants acknowledge the substantial role of religion in shaping their
daily lives (Diener et al., 2011). Religiosity, in this context, forms a foun-
dational pillar, giving rise to social norms, molding individual behaviors,
and underpinning the very cornerstones of social structures, ethical prin-
ciples, and legal systems, as shown by Cohen (2009).

Considering the environmental context, then, it is reasonable to
anticipate that religiosity wields a profound impact on individuals’
pro-environmental behaviors, environmental concerns, and attitudes,
as indicated by Greeley (1993), Stern et al. (1999), Bhuian and Sharma
(2017), and Hwang (2018). Religiosity, characterized by the belief in the
existence of a divine entity and adherence to a set of divine principles
that guide human conduct and earthly actions, as defined by McDaniel
and Burnett (1990), emerges as a significant wellspring of environmental
ethics, as affirmed by Rice (2006) and Vitell (2009). This research builds
upon the work of Karimi et al. (2022), who investigated the effect of
religiosity on pro-environmental behavior (PEB) among Iranian rural
female facilitators. While Karimi et al. (2022) provided valuable insights
into the relationship between religiosity and PEB in a specific context,
our study aims to broaden this perspective and address a critical gap
in the literature by examining the phenomenon on a global scale and
introducing an additional crucial factor: income.

Specifically, this research investigates the causal relationship between
religiosity and sustainable behavior (analogous to PEB in Karimi et al’s
study) in 46 countries, encompassing 53,877 respondents worldwide.
Unlike previous studies, including Karimi et al. (2022), which focused
on specific populations or regions, our study examines the phenome-
non from a broader perspective, which helps generalize the findings.
Furthermore, this study extends the framework by considering religi-
osity in relation to income to offer insights into how religiosity can
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complement income in shaping sustainable behavior amongst the studied
individuals. This interaction between religiosity and income represents
a novel contribution to the field, addressing a gap in our understanding
of how these factors jointly influence sustainable behaviors.

This study pooled data from World Value Surveys conducted by the
World Value Survey Association during seven-time periods (1981 — 1984,
1990 — 1994, 1995 — 1998, 1999 — 2004, 2005 — 2009, 2010 — 2014, and 2017
- 2022). This extensive dataset allows for a comprehensive analysis of
trends and patterns over time, further enhancing the robustness of our
findings. By expanding upon Karimi et al’s (2022) work and incorporat-
ing the income factor, our research aims to provide a more nuanced and
comprehensive understanding of the complex interplay between religi-
osity, income, and sustainable behavior on a global scale. This approach
not only builds upon existing knowledge but also addresses a significant
gap in the literature, offering valuable insights for policymakers, envi-
ronmental advocates, and researchers alike. Our paper is structured as
follows: Section 2 reviews the academic literature that substantiates the
potential causal relationship between religiosity and sustainable behavior.
Section 3 examines the data, empirical models, summary statistics, and
the employed estimation strategy. Moving on to Section 4, we discuss
the results pertaining to how religiosity influences sustainable behaviors.
Finally, Section 5 encapsulates our study with concluding remarks.

Literature Review

In an era characterized by burgeoning population growth and diminish-
ing resources, the imperative to foster sustainable behavior has garnered
significant attention within the academic discourse. This study builds
upon the work of Karimi et al. (2022), extending their research by intro-
ducing income as a moderating variable in the relationship between
religiosity and sustainable behavior. Grounded in the Theory of Planned
Behavior (Ajzen, 1985), this investigation seeks to elucidate the complex
interplay of factors influencing sustainable practices. Before delving
into the determinants of sustainable behavior, it is crucial to establish a

clear conceptualization of sustainability. Originally denoting longevity,
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the term has evolved to encompass notions of long-term support, accep-
tance, and assurance. Across various domains—political, technological,
economic, and environmental—sustainability entails striking a balance
between present and future objectives without compromising future via-
bility (Di Fabio and Maree, 2016). The United Nations’ seminal definition,
articulated in the Brundtland Report (1987), encapsulates sustainability
as “development that meets the needs of the present without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”
Empirical research has explored both extrinsic and intrinsic motiva-
tors for sustainable behavior. Extrinsic factors include cost savings and
policy-driven incentives, while disincentives encompass penalties for
non-sustainable practices (Thegersen, 2005). Intrinsic motivators, such as
personal satisfaction derived from environmental conservation, have also
been examined (Kahle, 1996; Kahle and Xie, 2008; Sheth, 1983). However,
it is noteworthy that many studies in this domain rely on student sam-
ples or experimental designs, potentially introducing bias and obscuring
genuine intrinsic motivations. Stern’s (2000) Value-Belief-Norm (VBN)
theory posits that the adoption of environmentally friendly behaviors is
underpinned by a strong moral obligation. This comprehensive frame-
work synthesizes value theory (Schwartz, 1992), the New Environmental
Paradigm (Dunlap et al., 2000), and norm-activation theory (Schwartz,
1977). The VBN theory delineates a sequential process wherein individuals
progress from fundamental values and general environmental concerns to
specific beliefs about adverse consequences and personal responsibility,
ultimately triggering norms that endorse sustainable behavior.
Numerous studies have provided substantial support for the utility of
the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) theory in predicting a range of sustainable
behaviors, as posited by Steg and Vlek (2009). For example, an empirical
inquiry involving 112 residents of the Dutch city of Groningen illumi-
nated the efficacy of the VBN model in demonstrating the acceptability of
energy policies aimed at reducing household CO2 emissions, as demon-
strated by Steg et al. (2005). Similarly, De Groot and Steg (2009) reported
that the VBN theory-based model exhibited a commendable fit with the
observed data. The VBN framework has also proven instrumental in
forecasting attitudes and behaviors related to choices in transportation
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modes. De Groot and Steg (2009) disclosed that individuals’ recognition
of the environmental ramifications stemming from their transportation
choices and their sense of responsibility for these outcomes were closely
tied to a moral imperative to curtail car usage.

This study is grounded in the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)
(Ajzen, 1985). TPB posits that behavioral intentions are influenced by
attitudes toward behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral
control. These intentions, in turn, are the immediate antecedents for
behavior itself. By incorporating the TPB framework, this research
shows the complex interplay between religiosity, income, and sustain-
able behavior, offering a nuanced understanding of the factors that drive
environmentally conscious actions. In a comparative analysis, which
integrated variables from the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1985)
and Norm Activation Theory, Abrahamse et al. (2009) revealed that com-
muters’ car selections were shaped by perceived behavioral control and
attitudes, while intentions to diminish car usage were strongly associated
with personal norms. Moreover, the cross-cultural applicability of the
VBN theory was substantiated by its suitability in predicting sustainable
behaviors in Argentina, underscoring its cross-cultural pertinence, as
demonstrated by Jakovcevic and Steg (2013).

Religion, as one of the most pervasive and influential social institu-
tions, delineates social norms, shapes individual behaviors, and lays the
groundwork for ethical principles and legal frameworks (Christopher and
Kidwell, 2019; Cohen, 2009). Within the environmental context, religion
and religiosity assume pivotal roles, wielding considerable sway over
individuals’ pro-environmental behaviors (PEBs), environmental con-
cerns, and attitudes (Greeley, 1993; Stern et al., 1999; Bhuian and Sharma,
2017; Hwang, 2018). Contemporary psychosocial research has also illumi-
nated the interplay between religiosity and sustainable behavior (Pihkala,
2018; Shin and Preston, 2019). Individuals’ stances on social and political
issues often align with the prevailing viewpoints advocated by religious
authorities (Djupe and Hunt, 2009; Wald et al., 1988). When religious insti-
tutions sanctify and endorse particular beliefs, they can exert considerable
influence over a range of matters (Huckfeldt and Sprague, 1995; Wald et
al., 1988; Djupe and Hunt, 2009; Mathras et al., 2015).
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Here, the introduction of income as a moderating variable in the
relationship between religiosity and sustainable behavior represents
a significant advancement in understanding the complex dynamics of
environmental stewardship. Income levels can substantially influence
an individual’s capacity to engage in sustainable practices, potentially
altering the nature and strength of the religiosity-sustainability con-
nection (Gifford and Nilsson, 2014). Higher income often correlates
with increased access to resources and information, which may facili-
tate the adoption of environmentally friendly behaviors (Panzone et al.,
2016). Conversely, lower-income individuals may face structural bar-
riers to sustainability, regardless of their religious convictions (Biichs
and Schnepf, 2013; Beck and Gunderson, 2016). The moderating role of
income is further supported by the concept of post-materialist values,
which suggests that as societies become more affluent, they tend to pri-
oritize quality-of-life issues, including environmental concerns, over
economic and physical security (Inglehart, 1995). In the context of reli-
giosity, income may influence how individuals interpret and act upon
religious teachings related to environmental stewardship. For instance,
higher-income religious individuals might have the means to align their
faith-based environmental values with concrete actions, such as invest-
ing in renewable energy or purchasing eco-friendly products (Minton
et al., 2015). Conversely, lower-income religious individuals might
prioritize immediate economic needs over long-term environmental
considerations, despite potential religious motivations for sustainabil-
ity (Hope and Jones, 2014). By examining income as a moderator, this
study provides a more nuanced understanding of how socioeconomic
factors interact with religious beliefs to shape sustainable behaviors,
contributing to the growing body of literature on the determinants of
pro-environmental actions (Stern, 2000; Steg & Vlek, 2009; Bettendorf
and Dijkgraaf, 2009). This literature review underscores the complex
interplay of factors influencing sustainable behavior, with a particular
focus on the role of religiosity. Our findings underscore the multifaceted
relationship between religion, belief systems, and sustainable behavior,
inviting further exploration into how faith and spirituality can be har-
nessed to promote a more sustainable future.
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Summary of the Academic Literature on Religiosity and

Table 1.

Sustainable Behaviour
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Empirical Methodology and Data

In this segment, we delve into our data, outline the empirical model,
present summary statistics, and provide a rationale for our estimation
approach.

Data

The data utilized for this study is sourced from the World Values Survey
(WVS) conducted by the World Value Survey Association. This dataset
encompasses seven time periods:

Cohort 1 (1981 - 1984): 14,840 respondents

Cohort 2 (1990 - 1994): 29,174 respondents

Cohort 3 (1995 - 1998): 77,818 respondents

Cohort 4 (1999 - 2004): 60,041 respondents

Cohort 5 (2005 - 2009): 83,975 respondents

Cohort 6 (2010 - 2014): 89,565 respondents

Cohort 7 (2017 - 2022): 153,950 respondents

N G W N -

From this extensive pool, a judiciously selected sample comprising
53,877 respondents from 46 countries was chosen, as shown in Table
2, predicated upon data availability for the pertinent variables. The list
of countries with individual samples extracted from each country is
attached in Table 2 below. This sample constitutes a robust 10.57% of
the overall survey population, a proportion deemed sufficient for this
study. This selection criterion aligns with the approach taken by Beck
and Gunderson (2016) in their examination of the influence of religiosity
on income and by Bettendorf and Dijkgraaf (2009) in their analysis of
25 Western countries.
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Table 2. Distribution of Data

Countries No. of Observations Countries No. of Observations

Albania 754 Montenegro 172

Argentina 1001 New Zealand 1015
Armenia 1790 Nigeria 1794
Australia 1963 Norway 1113
Azerbaijan 1873 Peru 1047
Bangladesh 1217 Philippine 1165
Belarus 1865 Poland 1075
Bosnia 1086 Puerto 1126
Brazil 1143 Romania 962

Bulgaria 775 Russia 1666
Chile 942 Serbia 1143
China 1247 Slovakia 932

Croatia 1067 Slovenia 913

Czechia 970 South Africa 2662
Dominica 336 South Korea 1230
Estonia 880 Spain 1162
Finland 934 Sweden 937

Georgia 1973 Taiwan 704

Germany 1923 USA 1466
Hungary 621 Uruguay 940

India 1415 Venezuela 1141
Japan 883 Total 53877
Lithuania 753

Macedonia 783

Mexico 1318

In addition to providing data on the variables of interest, the dataset
also includes various demographic characteristics, including age, gender,
marital status, region, income, and education. The variables of interest
were measured through the utilization of the specific survey questions
detailed below in Table 3:
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Table 3. Measurement of Focus Variables

Latent Variable Position Observed Measurements

Sustainable

Behaviour Dependent Variable

Religiosity Independent Variable

Income I

Income II

Descriptive Statistics

I chose products that are better
for the environment.

I prefer recycling products.

I prefer actions that reduce
water consumption.

I attend meetings and sign
petitions that support
environmental protection.

I contribute to environmental
organizations that support
environmental protection.

How I rank the importance of
religion in life.

Religion gives me strength and
comfort in life.

The reported income is in
bottom 50% of the country’s
population.

The reported income is in top
50% of the country’s population.

Table 4 provides a comprehensive overview of the summary statistics

for the studied sample. The dataset encompasses a significant demo-

graphic diversity. Firstly, the mean Age of the 53,877 observations is

approximately 41.02 years, signifying a predominant presence of rela-

tively mature individuals within the dataset. Further examination of the

Gender distribution reveals a marginal gender imbalance, with a mean

value of approximately 0.481 for the Gender variable. This indicates a

slightly higher representation of individuals coded as male (1) than their

female counterparts (0). Moreover, the Marital variable exhibits a notable

trend, with a mean value of 0.651, indicating that a substantial portion
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of the dataset consists of respondents in a married relationship (coded
as 1). The region, with an average value of around 0.691, suggests a pre-
dominant representation of individuals residing in a specific region or
category (coded as 1), marking a noteworthy geographical concentration.
To delve into the temporal dynamics, two dummy variables, CI and
C2, representing distinct time periods, warrant consideration. C1 encap-
sulates three periods (1990 — 1994, 1995 — 1998, and 1999 - 2004) and is
benchmarked against the initial time period (1981 — 1984). This indicates
that approximately 46.8% of the sample respondents belong to these three
specified time periods. Meanwhile, C2 corresponds to three time periods
(2005 - 2009, 2010 — 2014, and 2017 — 2022) and is similarly benchmarked
against the initial time period. The data shows that roughly 49% of the
sample respondents align with these three specific time periods.
Turning to economic attributes, the Income I'variable, with a mean value
of approximately 0.436, signifies the substantial presence of respondents
within the medium income per capita category (coded as 1), benchmarked
against the lowest income per capita stratum. On the other hand, the Income
ITvariable, with a mean value of about 0.151, highlights a smaller segment of
the dataset falling within a higher income category (coded as 1). Educational
diversity emerges as an important dimension. Education I, with an average
value of 0.229, signifies a subset of respondents attaining a secondary level of
education (coded as 1), benchmarked against the lowest education stratum,
representing primary education. Conversely, Education II, with a mean value
of 0.557, signifies a larger segment of respondents achieving a higher level
of education (coded as 1), indicating attainment of university education.
Furthermore, the dataset manifests substantial dimensions of religios-
ity, with the Religiosity variable exhibiting a mean value of approximately
0.664. This suggests that, on average, respondents in the dataset demon-
strate a relatively high level of religiosity, as inferred from the composite
average score of observed measures. Finally, Sustainable Behavior, with
a mean value of about 0.348, indicates respondents exhibiting moderate,
sustainable behavior based on the composite average score of observed
measures. These summary statistics provide insights into the central
tendencies and characteristics of the dataset, which can inform further

analysis and interpretation of the study.



58 = AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 42:1-2

Table 4. Summary Statistics for Demographic and Focus Variables

Observations Mean

Age 53,877 41.021
Gender 53,877 481
Marital 53,877 .651
Region 53,877 .691
C1 53,877 468
C2 53,877 .490
Income I 53,877 436
Income II 53,877 151
Education I 53,877 .229
Education II 53,877 .557
Religiosity 53,877 .664
Sustainable Behaviour 53,877 .348

Note: Age denotes the average Age of the respondent(s). Gender represents the respond-
ent(s) with 0 representing females and 1 representing males. Marital measures the re-
lationship status of the respondent(s) where 0 represents single and 1 denotes married.
The region represents the regional orientation of the respondents, as 0 reflects rural and
1 for urban. C1 denotes time cohort 1, representing three cohorts (1990 — 1994, 1995 —
1998, and 1999 — 2004). This dummy variable is benchmarked with the first-time wave
1981 - 1984. C2 indicates time cohort 2, representing three cohorts (2005 — 2009, 2010 —
2014, and 2017 - 2022). This dummy variable is benchmarked with the first-time cohort
in 1981 — 1984. Income I denotes the population which falls in the medium strata of per
capita income. This dummy variable is benchmarked with the people who fall in the
lowest income strata. Income II indicates the population that falls in the highest strata
of per capita income. This dummy variable is benchmarked with the people who fall
in the lowest income strata. Education I reflect the respondent from the medium strata
of education, which reflects the respondent having attained secondary education. This
dummy variable is the benchmark from the first strata, which is primary education.
Education II imitates the respondent who belongs to the highest strata of education,
which reflects the respondent attaining a university education. This dummy variable
is also benchmarked from the first stratum, which is primary education. Religiosity
encapsulates the composite average score of the two observed measures of religiosity
mentioned in Table 2. Sustainable Behavior represents the composite average score of
the five observed measures of sustainable behavior mentioned in Table 2.



HAMZA & SHIRAZI: ROLE OF RELIGIOSITY IN SHAPING SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIOR = 59

Empirical Models

For the purpose of this study, two primary equations have been formu-
lated: a baseline equation and an extended equation. These equations
are presented below:

Sustainable Behavior, = a0 + a1Age. + a2Gender, + a3Marital +
a4Region + a5C1, + a6C2, + a7lncomel. + a8Incomell, + a9Educationl, +
alOEducationll + a11Religiosity. + e,

Baseline Equation (i)

Sustainable Behavior, = a0 + alAge. + a2Gender, + a3Marital +
a4Region + a5C1, + a6C2, + a7lncomel. + a8lncomell, + a9Educationl, +
alOEducationll, + a11Religiosity, + al2ReligiosityxIncome, +
Extended Equation (ii)

Age denotes the log age of the respondent(s), and for Gender 0 rep-
resents female and 1 for male. Marital measures the relationship status of
the respondent(s), where 0 represents single and 1 denotes married. The
region represents the regional orientation of the respondents, as 0 reflects
rural and 1 for urban. C1 denotes time cohort 1, representing three periods
(1990 — 1994, 1995 — 1998, and 1999 — 2004). This dummy variable is bench-
marked with the first-time wave 1981 — 1984. C2 indicates time cohort 2,
representing three periods (2005 — 2009, 2010 - 2014, and 2017 - 2022).
This dummy variable is benchmarked with the first-time cohort in 1981 —
1984. Income I denotes the population which falls in the medium strata of
per capita income. This dummy variable is benchmarked with the people
who fall in the lowest income strata. Income II indicates the population
that falls in the highest strata of per capita income. This dummy variable
is benchmarked with the people who fall in the lowest income strata.
Education Ireflects the respondents from the medium strata of education,
which reflects that the respondents have completed secondary education.
This dummy variable is the benchmark from the first strata, which is
primary education. Education Il imitates the respondents who belong to
the highest strata of education, which reflects the respondents completing
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a university education. This dummy variable is also benchmarked from
the first stratum, which is primary education. Religiosity encapsulates the
composite average score of the two observed measures of religiosity men-
tioned in Table 3. Sustainable Behavior represents the composite average
score of the five observed measures of sustainable behavior mentioned
in Table 2. £ denotes the Robust error term, assumed to be independently
distributed. Furthermore, equation (ii) extends equation (i) with an inter-
action of ReligiosityxIncome, which represents the level of an individual’s
religiosity interacting with the per capita income level.

This research investigates the influence of an individual’s religiosity
on their engagement in sustainable behaviors within the sample coun-
tries. There exists a limited body of empirical research exploring the
impact of a person’s religiosity on their attitudes toward sustainability.
In the study conducted by Minton et al. (2015), a systematic examination
was carried out to discern how a person’s religious beliefs and values
shape their consumption behaviors in a sustainable context. The study’s
results indicated a moderating effect of religiosity, with highly religious
consumers exhibiting a greater propensity to participate in sustainable
practices. Moreover, Karimi et al. (2022) employed the renounce theory of
planned behavior to investigate the relationship between religiosity and
the pro-environmental conduct of rural female facilitators in the Qom
province of Iran. Their findings illuminated the pivotal role of religiosity
as a social influence factor in determining pro-environmental behavior
among the sampled individuals. Wahab (2017) investigates the impact
of religious work values, specifically Islamic work values (IWVs), on the
manifestation of sustainable work behaviors and employees’ utilization
of sustainable energy within a workplace context. Their findings reveal a
statistically significant association between religious values, particularly
IWVs, and sustainable work behaviors and energy consumption. Notably,
the observed influence on sustainable work behaviors was found to be
more pronounced than its impact on sustainable energy consumption.

Studies investigating the impact of religion on sustainable and proso-
cial behaviors have yielded diverse findings, as demonstrated by the works
of Eckberg and Blocker (1996), Kearns (1996), Kirchmaier et al. (2018), and
Vaidyanathan et al. (2018). The majority of existing research has primarily
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concentrated on the correlation between religious beliefs and eco-friendly
attitudes, leaving the underlying mechanisms that connect religion and
environmentally responsible actions relatively underexplored. For instance,
Greeley (1993) discovered a negative correlation between a commitment
to environmental spending and biblical literalism but a positive correla-
tion with being Catholic. Hayes and Marangudakis (2000) conducted a
cross-country survey and identified significant inter-denominational vari-
ations within the Christian tradition concerning environmental attitudes.
In this vein, Robina and Pulido (2018) have highlighted that recent research
outcomes have not elucidated the precise mediating factors in the rela-
tionship between religiosity and a more favorable attitude toward nature.
They advocate for further investigations to investigate this relationship
and consider religiosity as a mediator of other constructs, such as prosocial
behaviors. This underscores the complexity and importance of understand-
ing the multifaceted interplay between religion and various dimensions
of human behavior and attitudes, including sustainability-related ones.
This study possesses a distinctive and pioneering aspect by delving
into the role of religiosity in shaping sustainable behaviors, leverag-
ing an extensive microdata repository featuring a substantial sample
size of 53,877 respondents hailing from 46 countries across diverse
global regions. What sets this investigation apart is its scale. To date, no
prior research has comprehensively examined this phenomenon using
microdata on such a massive scale. Existing studies in this domain have
typically been confined to single-country contexts or limited, relatively
homogenous samples (e.g., Wahab, 2017; Karimi et al., 2022; Leonidou
et al,, 2022). These limitations have constrained the breadth and appli-
cability of their findings. By contrast, our study, characterized by its
broad nature, holds the potential to offer insights and implications that
transcend national boundaries, making its findings relevant and appli-
cable to countries across diverse sociocultural backgrounds worldwide.

Estimation Strategy

The estimation strategy for both equations employs Pooled Ordinary
Least Squares (OLS) regression, supplemented by Robust standard
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errors to address potential heteroscedasticity. To validate the suitability
of this approach, a Breusch-Pagan Test was first conducted to detect
heteroscedasticity in the sample dataset. The test results confirmed
its presence, justifying the use of Robust standard errors alongside
Pooled OLS regression as a robust corrective measure. This method is
particularly beneficial when examining complex relationships across
distinct groups or time points. Similar estimation strategies have
been employed in prior research, as demonstrated by Lin (2019) and
Becerra et al. (2013), further supporting its relevance and applicability
in research methodology.

The Robust standard errors approach provides a useful alternative
to conventional standard error calculations, effectively mitigating the
impact of heteroscedasticity on our statistical inferences. The Robust
standard errors operates by relaxing the assumption of homoscedas-
ticity inherent in OLS regression, instead allowing for a more flexible
error variance structure. Specifically, it estimates the variance-covari-
ance matrix of the coefficients without imposing restrictive assumptions
about the error term’s behavior. This method adjusts the standard errors
to account for potential heteroscedasticity, ensuring that our hypoth-
esis tests and confidence intervals remain valid even in the presence
of non-constant error variance. By implementing the Robust standard
errors approach, we provide more reliable parameter estimates and sta-
tistical inferences across potentially heterogeneous subgroups within our
diverse, multi-country sample. This approach aligns with best practices
in econometric analysis for cross-sectional data, where heteroscedastic-
ity is often a concern due to the inherent variability in large-scale, diverse
datasets (White, 1980; MacKinnon and White, 1985).

Robustness Check

To ensure the robustness and credibility of our devised model, we con-
ducted a robustness test by substituting our primary focal variable,
Religiosity, with Disbelief (measured religiosity inversely). This strategic
adjustment enables us to validate the reliability of our findings derived
from the main model.
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Sustainable Behavior, = a0 + alAge, + a2Gender, + a3Marital +
a4Region + a5C1, + a6C2, + a7Incomel, + aSIncomell + a9Educationl, +
al0Educationll, + a11Disbelief+ ¢,

Robustness Check - Baseline Equation (i)

Sustainable Behavior, = a0 + alAge, + a2Gender, + a3Marital, +
a4Region, + a5C1, + a6C2, + a7lncomel, + a8Incomell, + a9Educationl, +
al0Educationll, + a11Disbelief, + al2DisbeliefxInco, + ¢
Robustness Check - Extended Equation (ii)

This robustness test serves as a critical step in affirming the reliabil-
ity and consistency of our model’s outcomes by examining the impact
of Disbelief as an alternative focal variable, reinforcing our research

findings’ credibility.

Results and Discussion

Tables 5 and 6 present the results from the baseline and extended
equation estimations, respectively. As explained above, to address the
significant variability in the data, robust pooled ordinary least squares
(OLS) regression was employed, incorporating Robust standard errors

to account for heteroscedasticity.

Table 5. Pooled OLS (with Robust Standard Errors) Regression

Results — Baseline Equation

Pooled OLS Regression with
Robust Standard Errors

Sustainable Behavior Coefficient
Age .0004***
Gender -.0244**
Marital .0101***
Region .0190***

C1 -.0035
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Pooled OLS Regression with
Robust Standard Errors

C2 .0588™**
Income I 0774
Income II .1353***
Educationl .0121%**
EducationlII .0128***
Religiosity -.0456***
Constant 9.653"**
Observations 53,877

R2 0.0533

Note: *** denotes significance at 0.01 - ** denotes significance at 0.05 - * denotes signif-
icance at 0.10

Table 6. Pooled OLS (with Robust Standard Errors) Regression
Results — Extended Equation

Pooled OLS Regression with
Robust Standard Errors

Sustainable Behavior Coefficient
Age .0004***
Gender -.0245**
Marital .0105***
Region .0192°**
C1 -.0045
C2 .0584***
Income I .0434™**
Income II .1025***
EducationI .0119***
EducationlII .0126™**

Religiosity -.0759***
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Pooled OLS Regression with
Robust Standard Errors

ReligiosityxIncome .0490***
Constant 9.653"**
Observations 53,877
R2 0.0533

Note: *** denotes significance at 0.01 - ** denotes significance at 0.05 - * denotes signif-
icance at 0.10

Non - Focus Variables

Apart from C1 (Coefficient Estimate: -.0035, p value: >0.05), all other fac-
tors substantially affect the sustainable behavior of individuals in the
studied sample. Age (CE: .0004, p value: <0.01) has a significant positive
impact in determining sustainable behavior amongst the studied individ-
uals in the study. This finding denotes that people are more responsible in
making sustainable choices with increasing age. Older individuals tend to
have accumulated knowledge and life experiences, which often include
a deeper understanding of the long-term consequences of their actions
on the environment (Piligrimiené et al., 2020; Quoquab et al., 2019).
With Age, people become more aware of environmental issues through
exposure to information and firsthand experiences, further motivating
them to engage in sustainable practices. Additionally, as individuals age,
they typically achieve greater financial stability, allowing them to make
more sustainable choices, even if these choices involve higher upfront
costs but yield long-term savings (Sheoran and Kumar, 2022).
Furthermore, Gender (CE: -.0244, p value: <0.01) has a significant
negative impact in defining sustainable behavior amongst the studied
data observations. The findings suggest that being female has a nega-
tive significant impact on sustainable behavior, a complex issue that
can be understood through various socio-cultural and economic lenses.
Traditional gender roles and responsibilities often assign to women the
bulk of household chores and childcare duties, which may limit their
time and opportunities to engage in sustainability-related activities
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outside the home (Panzone et al., 2016). Gender disparities in education
and access to information can further compound this issue, with men
potentially having greater exposure to sustainable practices. Economic
disparities and gender wage gaps can hinder women’s ability to invest
in sustainable technologies or practices that may require initial financial
investments (Bhutto et al., 2021).

The Marital (CE: .0101, p value: <0.01) variable represents that married
individuals are more responsible with regard to sustainability. Marriage
often fosters a sense of shared responsibility between spouses, including
household tasks and decision-making. In the context of sustainability,
this shared responsibility can lead to joint efforts to adopt eco-friendly
practices, such as energy conservation, waste reduction, and sustain-
able consumption. Couples may find encouraging each other to make
environmentally conscious choices easier, creating a positive influence
within the household (Saphores et al., 2012). Moreover, the economic
stability often accompanying marriage can significantly impact sustain-
able behavior. Married couples typically pool their financial resources,
resulting in a higher combined income. This economic stability allows
them to invest in sustainable technologies and practices that may have
initial upfront costs, such as solar panels or energy-efficient appliances.
This financial capacity empowers them to make choices that align with
sustainability goals (Wan et al., 2014). Family values and the prospect
of starting or raising a family can also play a pivotal role. Many couples
who plan to have children develop a heightened sense of responsibility
toward the environment. They aspire to create a sustainable and healthy
environment for their offspring’s future, which serves as a powerful
motivator to engage in sustainable behaviors (Boztepe, 2012).

The observation that people from urban (CE: .0190, p value: <0.01)
areas exhibit a positive and significant impact on sustainable behav-
ior can be explained by several factors. Urban residents typically have
better access to resources and services conducive to sustainability,
including public transportation and recycling facilities (Topal et al.,
2021). Environmental awareness is heightened in cities due to visible
pollution and resource scarcity. Higher levels of education, greater eco-
nomic stability, and the convenience of sustainable practices in urban
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environments further encourage eco-friendly choices (Soopramanien
et al., 2023). Moreover, time cohort 2 (C2) (CE: .0588, p value: <0.01)
significantly shapes sustainable behaviour of the studied respondents.
When comparing the time cohort 2 (2005 — 2009, 2010 - 2014, and 2017
— 2022) with the benchmark time cohort (1981 — 1984), a clear elevation
in individuals’ sustainable behavior can be observed. This phenomenon
is attributed to several factors. During the C2 period, there was a notable
rise in global environmental awareness, driven by increased attention
to issues like climate change and resource depletion (Kollmuss and
Agyeman, 2002; Vainio and Paloniemi, 2014). Advances in information
dissemination, educational initiatives, and technological innovations
facilitated greater access to sustainability-related knowledge and eco-
friendly practices (Radziszewska, 2019). Moreover, the implementation
of supportive policies, evolving social and cultural norms, and the influ-
ence of younger generations prioritizing sustainability have collectively
contributed to a discernible elevation in sustainable behavior within
the C2 cohort (Wan et al., 2014). This empirical evidence underscores
the dynamic nature of sustainable behavior and the profound influence
of temporal and contextual factors on individual” proclivity towards
sustainability.

Income dummy variables (Income I and Income II) (CE: .0434, p value:
<0.01 ; CE: .1353, p value: <0.01) show a significant positive impact of
income in determining sustainable behaviors amongst the studied pop-
ulation. This outcome aligns with existing empirical literature that has
consistently classified income as a paramount factor in influencing sus-
tainable practices among households (Panzone et al., 2016; Sheoran and
Kumar, 2022). The reasoning behind this correlation is rooted in the
fact that higher income levels provide individuals and households with
the financial means to invest in sustainable technologies, products, and
lifestyle choices (Bhutto et al., 2021). With greater economic resources
at their disposal, individuals are more capable of adopting eco-friendly
practices, such as purchasing energy-efficient appliances, opting for
renewable energy sources, and engaging in environmentally responsible
consumption patterns (Wu et al., 2016). Therefore, the observed positive
relationship between income and sustainable behavior underscores the
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pivotal role that economic prosperity plays in promoting sustainability
within a given population, substantiating the academic consensus on
this matter.

Lastly, the results of Education dummy variables (Education I and
Education II) (CE: .0121, p value: <0.01 ; CE: .0128, p value: <0.01) suggest
that an increase in the level of education has a significant positive impact
in promoting sustainable behaviors amongst the studied population. This
outcome aligns with the established body of research that underscores
the crucial role of education in fostering sustainability. The reasoning
behind this correlation is that higher levels of education equip individ-
uals with greater knowledge, critical thinking skills, and awareness of
environmental issues. Educated individuals are more likely to compre-
hend the long-term consequences of their actions on the environment
and society, thus motivating them to engage in eco-conscious practices
(Pimdee, 2020). Furthermore, education often exposes individuals to sus-
tainability-related information and encourages them to adopt responsible
consumption patterns, energy-efficient practices, and eco-friendly tech-
nologies (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Vainio and Paloniemi, 2014).
Hence, the observed positive relationship between education and sus-
tainable behavior reaffirms the scholarly consensus on the significance
of education as a catalyst for promoting sustainability within a given
population, highlighting the pivotal role of knowledge and awareness

in driving pro-environmental actions.

Variable of Interest

Examining the result that religiosity (CE: -.0456, p value: <0.01) has a
significant negative impact on sustainable behavior is a complex issue,
as it involves the intersection of personal beliefs, cultural norms, and
environmental attitudes. To discuss this result in detail, we can consider
various factors and provide analysis, while also recognizing that indi-
vidual interpretations and practices of religion can vary widely. How
individuals interpret religious texts and teachings can greatly influence
their views on environmental stewardship (Steg et al., 2005). Some inter-
pretations may emphasize human dominion over nature, potentially
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leading to a perception that environmental concerns are less important
(James, 2004; Rice, 2006). However, it is crucial to note that religious
texts can be interpreted in multiple ways, and some religious traditions
emphasize the importance of caring for the earth as part of their faith.
Secondly, cultural practices and traditions that are intertwined with reli-
gious beliefs can also affect sustainable behavior. For example, certain
cultural practices may involve rituals or ceremonies that produce waste
or consume resources, potentially conflicting with sustainability princi-
ples. However, many religious traditions also have rituals emphasizing
respect for nature and promoting environmental conservation (Corraliza
and Berenguer, 2000; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002).

Religious leaders and authorities wield considerable influence over
the beliefs and conduct of their followers. When religious leaders fail
to prioritize environmental concerns or actively discourage sustainable
practices, it can shape the behavior of their congregants, as indicated by
Sarre (1995). Conversely, some religious leaders strongly advocate for
environmental stewardship and endorse sustainable living as an integral
aspect of their faith, as demonstrated by Minton et al. (2015). Empirical
investigations examining the relationship between religiosity and
sustainable behavior have yielded varied results. Some studies have iden-
tified a negative association between religiosity and pro-environmental
actions, while others have uncovered no significant connection or even
a positive correlation in certain instances, as evidenced by Agudelo and
Cortes-Gomez (2021), Karimi et al. (2022), Leary et al. (2016), Leonidou
et al. (2022), and Munoz-Garcia and Villena-Martinez (2020). These dis-
parities underscore the intricate nature of this issue and highlight the
significance of taking into account additional contributing factors.

The interaction between religiosity and income introduces a nuanced
dimension to our analysis, revealing a complex interplay between these
factors in shaping sustainable behavior (CE: .0490, p value: <0.01). This
finding suggests that the influence of religiosity on sustainable behavior
is not uniform across socioeconomic strata, but rather is moderated by
individuals’ income levels. This relationship can be developed through
the lens of Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, a theoretical frame-
work that posits a hierarchical structure of human motivations. At the
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foundation of Maslow’s hierarchy lies physiological needs—fundamen-
tal requirements such as nutrition, hydration, and shelter—which are
essential for basic survival. These needs take precedence over higher-or-
der concerns, including environmental stewardship. Consequently, the
fulfillment of these elemental physiological needs is a prerequisite for
individuals to engage in sustainable practices, which often require addi-
tional resources, both cognitive and material.

Higher income levels typically correlate with enhanced access to
resources that facilitate sustainable living. This improved access can
manifest itself in various ways, such as the financial capacity to invest in
energy-efficient appliances and technologies, the ability to afford organic
or locally-sourced products (which often come at a premium), increased
educational opportunities leading to greater environmental awareness,
and residential choices that offer proximity to recycling facilities or public
transportation. Thus, as income increases, individuals are better posi-
tioned to overcome the economic barriers that might otherwise impede
the adoption of sustainable behaviors (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002).
The positive interaction between religiosity and income in our model
suggests that at higher income levels, the previously observed negative
effect of religiosity on sustainable behavior is mitigated. This mitigation
effect could be attributed to several factors. First, higher-income individ-
uals may have the means to align their religious values with sustainable
practices, even if such practices require additional investment. Second,
increased income often correlates with higher education levels, poten-
tially leading to a more nuanced understanding of religious teachings in
relation to environmental stewardship. Third, higher-income religious
communities might place greater emphasis on environmental respon-
sibility as part of their social doctrine. Lastly, with basic needs met,
individuals can focus on higher-order concerns, including environmental
sustainability, without any perceived conflict with religious obligations.

The interaction between religiosity and income in shaping sus-
tainable behavior can be further considered through the lens of the
Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) (Ajzen, 1985), particularly in rela-
tion to Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC). Within the TPB framework,
PBC represents an individual’s perception of the ease or difficulty of
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performing a particular behavior, taking into account past experiences
and anticipated obstacles. In the context of our findings, income emerges
as a critical factor influencing PBC with respect to sustainable behav-
iors. Higher income levels are likely to enhance an individual’s PBC
by increasing their access to resources and opportunities that facilitate
sustainable practices. For instance, higher-income individuals may per-
ceive greater ease in purchasing energy-efficient appliances, investing
in renewable energy sources, or choosing eco-friendly transportation
options. This increased PBC, in turn, may mitigate the potential negative
effects of religiosity on sustainable behavior. As individuals with higher
incomes feel more capable of engaging in sustainable practices, they
may be more likely to align their religious values with environmental
stewardship, regardless of the specific tenets of their faith. This interpre-
tation aligns with recent research by Pieters et al. (2023), who found that
improved access to sustainability-enabling amenities indirectly bolsters
environmentally responsible behaviors. Our study extends this under-
standing by demonstrating how such access, proxied by income levels,
interacts with religiosity to influence sustainable behavior through the
mechanism of enhanced PBC. This insight contributes new knowledge
to the field of religion and ecology, deepening our understanding of
the complex interplay between religiosity, socioeconomic factors, and
pro-environmental behaviors.

Existing scholarly literature posits that individuals with pronounced
religiosity tend to possess lower income levels (Bettendorf and Dijkgraaf,
2009; Bettendorf and Dijkgraaf, 2005; Heath et al., 1995; Lipford and
Tollison, 2003). Therefore, it is arguably unrealistic to expect that indi-
viduals contending with the challenges of meeting basic survival needs
will simultaneously demonstrate a sincere dedication to environmental
preservation. It is imperative to emphasize that characterizing religiosity
as inherently antagonistic to sustainable behaviors represents an overly
reductionist assertion, as the primary factor frequently influencing an
individual’s inclination towards sustainable practices tends to be their
foundational income level. For instance, it is worth noting that nations
that have ardently championed sustainable behaviors and practices have,
in fact, precipitated significant environmental degradation during past
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industrial revolutions (Martinez, 2005). Paradoxically, these nations,
having attained requisite levels of development and living standards, are
now proponents of sustainability, calling upon less-developed nations,
many of which espouse higher levels of religiosity, to adopt similar envi-
ronmental conservation efforts. Labeling religiosity as an inherently
adverse influence on environmental stewardship is a biased inference.

Consequently, a more prudent conclusion is that the inclination
toward sustainable practices within a society is intricately tied to
the prevailing level of economic development and living standards.
Furthermore, the interplay between religiosity and these sociodemo-
graphic factors may potentially serve to augment, rather than diminish,
the impetus for sustainable behavior (Steg et al., 2015; Nguyen et al.,
2016). For example, religiosity often includes values of compassion, char-
ity, and generosity. Higher-income individuals who are also religious
may feel a stronger moral obligation to engage in sustainable and chari-
table acts. Their religious values might align with the idea of responsible
stewardship of resources and assisting those in need, encouraging them
to support sustainability initiatives and engage in philanthropy (Murfioz-
Garcia and Villena-Martinez, 2020). Income levels significantly affect
an individual’s ability to afford sustainable practices and technologies.
Higher-income individuals have greater financial resources to invest in
renewable energy sources, energy-efficient appliances, and sustainable
transportation options (Panzone et al., 2016; Sheoran and Kumar, 2022).
Religious values may further motivate them to make these eco-conscious
choices, knowing they have the means to do so.

Robustness Analysis

For increased robustness in our analysis, we have replaced our primary
focal variable Religiosity with its inverse counterpart Disbelief. The out-
comes of this substitution are illustrated in Table 7. The replacement
of religiosity with disbelief has substantiated the results obtained from
our principal empirical models. Notably, the coefficients associated with
disbelief exhibit a statistically significant positive impact on sustainable
behavior and a significant negative impact when interacting with income
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levels. These findings support our overarching analysis, suggesting that
when income levels are held constant among individuals with high religi-
osity and those with a high degree of disbelief, the former tend to exhibit
a greater propensity toward sustainable behavior than the latter. Notably,
these findings align with the conclusions of previous studies by Filippini
and Srinivasan (2019) and Mo et al. (2023). Therefore, it can be inferred
that providing economic support to individuals with high religiosity
can contribute positively to achieving sustainable environmental goals.

Table 7. Pooled OLS (with Robust Standard Errors) Regression Results
for the Robustness Check- Baseline and Extended Equations

Pooled OLS Regression Pooled OLS Regression

with Robust Standard  with Robust Standard

Errors Errors
Sustainable Behavior Coefficient Coefficient
Age .0003*** .0003***
Gender -.0209*** -.0209***
Marital 0094 .0095***
Region 0214 0214
C1 -.0033 -.0035
C2 .0597*** 0596
Income I .0802*** .0856™**
Income II .1399*** .1454***
Education I .0135*** .0135***
Education II .0132%** .0132%**
Disbelief .0225*** .0290***
DisbeliefxIncome - -.0111***
Constant .2082%** .2054***
Observations 53,877 53,877
R2 0.0509

Note: *** denotes significance at 0.01 - ** denotes significance at 0.05 - * denotes signif-
icance at 0.10
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Concluding Remarks

This study examined the impact of religiosity on sustainable behav-
ior using extensive data from 46 countries and 53,877 respondents,
making it one of the most comprehensive investigations of its kind. It
has introduced an innovative perspective by incorporating income as a
crucial socio-demographic factor and demonstrated that the relation-
ship between religiosity and sustainability is nuanced. While religiosity
alone appears to have a negative impact on sustainable behavior, when
religiosity is considered alongside income, it positively influences sus-
tainable behavior. This underscores the complexity of the interaction
between personal beliefs, cultural norms, and environmental attitudes.
It suggests that achieving sustainability goals requires addressing basic
physiological needs and creating conditions where religious values can
guide individuals toward environmentally responsible actions.

In summary, this research significantly advances our understanding
of how religiosity and income intersect to shape sustainable behavior.
It emphasizes the importance of improving individuals’ well-being to a
level where basic needs are met, allowing religious principles to play a
constructive role in fostering a sustainable future. Rather than attributing
environmental challenges solely to impoverished religious communities,
policymakers should focus on creating an environment where religious
values can positively contribute to sustainability efforts.
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Traditional modes of interpretations and cosmologies have been
questioned and re-interpretations have been attempted. Modern
subcontinental tafsir literature has also experienced the impact
of modernity, which in turn has led to the production of exe-
getical trends of a diverse and competing nature. Against this
backdrop, this article takes up Q.4:34 as a case study because it
is one of the most contested of these texts. The article critically
evaluates some of the most significant and impactful Urda exe-
getical trends in the literature of the modern subcontinent and
analyze their methods and conclusions in relation to Q.4:34. This
analysis provides us with a greater appreciate of the dynamics of
textual authority, text reception and exegetes’ role in the process
of meaning making. The article deliberates upon an important
yet unexplored modern subcontinent exegetical trends, and
attempts to fill the gap in context of Q.4:34.

Keywords: subcontinental tafsir, al-qawwamun, nushuz, wife-
beating

Introduction

Urda exegetical literature, which emerged in the twentieth century on
the subcontinent, abounds with the exegetical diversities. At the same
time, it also presents a tremendous amount of unity. This exegetical
diversity owes its origin to different contexts like school affiliations,
religious polemics, personal leanings, target groups, the encounter
with modernity etc. One of the most important themes of this exegeti-
cal endeavour pertains to the treatment meted out to women/wives in
relation to men/husbands. In this context, this article aims to critically
study the interpretations of the Q.4:34. For this purpose we have selected
key exegetical contributions which have been instrumental in framing
public opinion on the subcontinent to date. Some of the major exegetes
include: Mawlana Aba al-Kalam Azad (d.1958), Mufti Muhammad Shafi
(d.1976), Mawlana Mawdudi (d. 1979), Amin Ahsan Islahi (d.1997), and
Mawlana Khalid Saif Allah Rahmani (b.1956). The reasons for selecting
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these exegetes are that they represent different exegetical schools, impact
popular opinion, and are continuously being published. The main tar-
get-group for all these exegetical works are the general public. However,
it is important to note that the basic idea behind the democratization of
exegetical productions such as these in the modern subcontinent is not
to lift the general public up to the level of high scholarship, but rather to
help the public orientate their thinking and values along Islamic religious
lines. These works also help to spread, and reinforce the orientations
of particular schools. Thus, religious polemics within subcontinental
Islam is one of the reasons for the rich exegetical heritage from the past
to present. We now turn to the contested verse, and then consider its
competing interpreters and interpretations. Q.4:34 reads:

Men are the protectors and maintainers (al-gawwamiin) of the
women, because Allah has made one of them to excel the other
(bi-ma faddala Allah ba‘dahum ‘ala ba‘d), and because they spend
from their means. Therefore, the righteous women are devoutly
obedient, and guard in the husband’s absence what Allah orders
them to guard. As to those women on whose part you see ill-con-
duct, admonish them (fa-‘izithunna), refuse to share their beds
(wa-hjurithunna fi al-madaji‘), beat them (wa-dribihunna); but
if they obey you, seek not against them means. Surely, Allah is
Ever Most High, Most Great.!

Mawlana Aba al-Kalam Azad: Tarjuman al-Qur’an

Born in 1888 in Mecca to a highly traditional family, Azad completed
his religious education under the strict eye of his father. After return-
ing to India this precocious child born with an inquisitive, sometimes
rebellious, spirit moved beyond his family-imparted religious education,
and began to intellectually wrestle with the ideas of Sir Sayyid Ahmad
Khan (d.1898) during his childhood years until 1910. As he grew older,
he continued his exploration of Islam’s intellectual heritage. Azad’s jour-
nalistic endeavour in the form of al-Balagh, and al-Hilal boosted his
profile enormously within the socio-religious and political horizons of
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colonial India. His tempestuous political career in British colonial India
did not hamper his writing, or his discussion of religious topics, which
he considered pivotal to his wider thought. Azad’s exegetical writings,
particularly Tarjuman al-Qur’an? are particularly conspicuous among
the subcontinental exegetical annals from the first-half of the twenti-
eth century.® It is interesting to note that, unlike other commentaries
analysed here, we have found that publication of Tarjuman al-Qur’an
has diminished somewhat. The reasons behind this decline seems to be
related to his ideological position, which have both admirers and crit-
ics, and the misreading of the theme Unity of Religion in the Tarjuman
al-Qur’an. This needs further research.

As this is not the place to address Azad’s exegetical work in full, or
to critically re-asses its reception, here we restrict ourselves to discussing
his distinct and radical interpretation of Q.4:34. Azad briefly contextu-
alizes the verse in relation to the preceding verse, and argues that the
Qur’an stood against the notion that women do not have fully-fledged
personalities of their own. He states that it is both men and women
together who create a complete life. Regarding the hierarchical cosmol-
ogy which the verse being studied here conveys, Azad qualifies men/
husbands as the source of economical sustenance for women/wives, and
this hierarchy is established by Allah. Thus, proceeds Azad, the author-
ity/family headship is naturally held by men/husbands. Quick to sense
the disheartening impact this verse may have upon women/wives, Azad
states that women should not feel disheartened that they are not like
men, and notes they do not have any share in men’s work. Consequently,
women must have a firm faith that all roads of activity (‘amal), and
divine grace (fadilat) are equally open to both genders, writes Azad. In
accordance with the verse, Azad qualifies that pious women are those
who are obedient, and guard the interests of their husbands. Again, in
conformity with the subsequent verse Azad states that if discord emerges
between a couple, then elders and betters from among the family should
be the ones to redress the balance.*

This is Azad’s interpretation of Q.4:34. Additionally however, our
study of his Tarjuman has led us to some distinct findings which are
also of consequence for the verse under discussion. When we consider
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Azad’s interpretation of Q.2:228 in relationship with Q.4:34, we find that
Azad offers some radical understanding when he is compared to those
whom he admired within the tafsir genre. Indeed, he seems reluctant to
accept all the exegetical material which cement the authority of husbands
over wives. The text of Q.2:228 states, amongst other things, that men
(husbands) have an advantage/daraja over women (wives). This daraja
should be understood in context of men being al-qawwamiin, and al-qa-
wwamin itself should be understood in context of economic sustenance/
maintenance of wives by their husbands, and this economic sustenance
is subject to socio-economic changes. If sometimes the economic-admin-
istrative reins happen to be in the hands of women/wives, then in this
situation, writes Azad, men/husbands loses the distinctiveness of being
al-qawwaman in relation to women/wives. And wives can become the
head of the family. I have not found any historical precedent wherein the
exegete shifts this status of family headship to a wife if a husbands fails
to take care of her maintenance. Put simply, the office of family headship
is subject to socio-economic changes, and consequently family headship
can switch to wives, as per Azad.’ To give a representative example, this
shift is diametrically opposite to the views of the exegete Ibn Kathir in
particular,® and indeed Sunni thought in general. One more pertinent
point for Azad is that men’s status of being al-gawwamaun is the only
distinctive (the urda word used is imtiyaz) quality husbands have over
wives. The concept of al-gawwamiun is also qualified more in terms of
administrative responsibility, a burden (the word used by Azad is buwjh),
but not in an authoritarian sense. Our stress on Azad’s interpretation of
al-gawwamiin being the only distinctive quality should be understood
in context of his paltry exegesis of the first part of the verse which reads
bi-ma faddala Allah ba‘dahum ‘ala ba‘d, (“because Allah has made one of
them to excel the other,” see above). Here, Azad neglects all the hadith
traditions mentioned by exegetes such as Ibn Kathir, and others. Azad
does not explain the verb faddala ‘ala and takes the word verbatim in
his translation. The question of engaging the multiple interpretations of
the verb faddala ‘ala, for example, through which exegetes have explored
the biological status of women in comparison to men (and concluded
that men are superior to women) seems unimportant to Azad. For Azad,
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al-gawwamaun is mostly rooted in an economic privilege-cum-admin-
istrative responsibility, not an ontological status of one (the husband)
being higher than the other (the wife). Any discussion of the biological
privilege of men over women goes undocumented in the Tarjuman.

In his approaching the reference to nushiz in the last part of Q.4:34,
Azad faithfully follows and accepts the text as it stands. There are no
elaborate discussions of the different disciplinary steps. All we have is
one line of explanation and some scanty parenthetical notes. If the wife
does not respect the rights of her husband, and shows disobedience, the
husband ought to make her understand. If wife does not comply, the
husband can use a soft or hard method to bring her back to the straight
path,” writes Azad.

1 The word fa-‘izuhunna (“admonish them,” see translation above) is
qualified in terms of softness and love.

2 There are no explanatory parentheses to interpret wa-hjuruhunna fi
al-madaji‘, just a translation, i.e., no bed-sharing.

3 The word wa-dribuhunna is qualified in terms of warning, not
harming.

Azad raises no questions about the text itself. A purely confessional
approach is applied. Yet, the exegetical incoherence we find in Azad’s
work is that he does not address the capacity that the husband would
have, in terms of this disciplinary right over his wife, if he were to lose
his headship of the family to his wife. As mentioned above, for Azad
al-gawwamiin is only a conditional administrative responsibility, yet he
does not engage the unanticipated consequences of such an assertion.
This is a radical shift, but also an incomplete exegesis, as Azad does not
appreciate the relationship between al-qawwamiin and any disciplinary
rights.

Azad’s qualifying the office of al-qawwamin specifically in terms of
one’s access to economic resources gives him a distinct place as an exe-
gete of the modern Subcontinent. Also, it is significant here to deliberate
over Azad’s relationship with Muhammad ‘Abduh (d.1905), and Rashid Rida
(d.1935) both of whom he admired. Both Azad and ‘Abduh had the same
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understanding of exegesis as the approach to the Qur’an through the Qur’an.
Their exegetical affinity can be easily gleaned from the introductions to their
respective exegeses. Like Tafsir al-Manar,® Tarjuman is also a public tafsir.
Although Azad had a high regard for ‘Abduh, and Rida, Azad even calls
‘Abduh a sign of God (Ayat ilahi),’ he does not appear to be simply a pas-
sive recipient of ‘Abduh and Rida’s thought. For instance, unlike al-Manar,
Tarjuman does not explain gendered distinctiveness in Q.4:34 (as in, bi-ma
faddala Allah ba‘dahum ‘ala ba‘d) in terms of an ontological privilege of
men vis-a-vis women. Similarly, conditioning of al-gawwamiin solely in
economic terms distinguishes Azad’s Tarjuman from al-Manar. Recent
work by Hadia Mubarak on the interpretations of Q.4:34, particularly that
of al-Manar, is also important to consider in this regard.”

In contrast to Azad, it seems pertinent to allude to another legal
opinion, as shared on the Shariah council website of Jama‘at-e-Islami,
India, by Jalal al-Din al-‘Umri (d.2022)." The petitioner asks that, if hus-
band is not earning, and does not support the maintenance of wife, or he
is physically not well and can give no physical protection to her, does he
still hold the status of gawwam? In response, Jalal al-Din al-‘Umri writes
that the Qur’an has called man gawwam in respect of his being (nawa’).
This is for two reasons, writes al-‘Umri. One is that men have a God-
given privilege (fadiliyat), and superiority over women. This superiority
is in terms of body, mind, and knowledge. It is because of this superiority
that men have more political, social, and economical responsibilities than
women. The second reason for man having the status of gawwam is that
he spends his own money on his wife. Al-“Umri states that this is a gen-
eral rule, and cases wherein a woman outclasses a man in terms of mind
or body, or a woman is affluent and spends on behalf of her husband, are
exceptions. Even in this context, a man still has the status of gawwam.
Comparing this understanding of gawwam — being eternally associated
with a man, with that of Azad we can find some kind of exegetical elas-
ticity in the Tarjuman al-Qur’an in that the office of family headship/
gawwam is understood more in terms of socio-economic contexts, and
not in terms of biology. The wisdom behind men being eternally consid-
ered gawwam, despite the economic status of some women, is to fend
off any serious disagreements, which can be disastrous to the institution
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of the family, observes al-‘Umri. Attributes like ganitat (“devoutly obe-
dient,” see above translation) and hafizat reserved for women in Q.4:34
not only establishes the position of women in relation to men, but also
strengthens the superiority of the husband over the wife.'?

Mufti Muhammad Shafi‘: Ma ‘arif al-Qur’an

Mufti Muhammad Shafi‘ (d.1976), an eminent scholar, a product of Dar
al-‘Ulam Deoband, India, who settled in Pakistan after Partition and
authored the famous exegetical work, Ma ‘arif al-Qur’an.”® The reason for
selecting Shafi’s Ma‘arif over the much respected Bayan al-Qur’an by
his teacher Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi (d.1943) is that the Ma‘arifis more widely
circulated. Consequently, it acts as a vehicle via which Hanafi-Deobandi
thought is spread amongst the wider publc. Also, as per Shafi‘ himself,
the Bayan al-Qur’an is the foundation upon which his Ma‘arif stands.
Like Azad, the intended audience for the Ma‘arif is the wider public.
One of the distinct features of the Ma‘arif is that subtle scholarly dis-
cussions (mabahis ilmiya, which according to Shafi‘ himself are beyond
the intellectual grasp of the ordinary public) are left aside. This makes
the Ma‘arif al-Qur’an a public tafsir.

Like Azad, Shafi‘ quotes part of Q.2:228 to provide a context for his
discussion of Q.4:34. Shafi‘ states that this verse signifies the resem-
blance/equality (the word used is mamathilat) of rights between men and
women. Shafi‘ adds that it is not necessary that these rights be identical
however. Illustrating this point, Shafi® states that if a woman is duty-
bound to do something, then in comparison a man is equally duty-bound
to carry out the complementary act. For example, if women are duty-
bound to look after household issues and raising children, then men are
duty-bound to address their needs through their earning. Furthermore,
Shafi® mentions one distinct quality that gives man a special privilege
- daraja — over women as alluded to in the last part of verse Q.2:228.
This brief treatment of Q.2:228, by Shafi‘, contextualizes Q.4:34.° Here,
daraja is qualified in terms male ascendency (tafawwug), and sovereignty
(hakmiyat). In this context Shafi, cites a precedent from ‘Abd Allah bin
‘Abbas, which states that since men have a daraja over women, they
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(men) should show greater forbearance to women if they err, and men
should also tolerate with patience any kind of violation of their rights
by their wives.

Unlike Azad, Shafi‘ spends significant time explaining Q.4:34, and
he appears more coherent than Azad. First of all, Shafi‘ addresses the
lexical meaning of the word gawwam as signifying someone who is
responsible for any institution or any kind of work. A hakim, in other
words, meaning that man is a hakim over a woman. Since every insti-
tution stands in need of a head whose judgement marks the final word
over any disagreements, the family as an institution, is also no exception
to the principle. God has chosen man over woman as the hakim because
of man’s greater potential for knowledge and action.' Being a hakim
(a word not used by Azad) is man’s distinct and eternal quality. Shafi‘
adds that the man-as-hakim does not have absolute authority, which is
constrained by the authority of shari‘a. Man is not free to abide by his
whims, as there are checks and balances which elevate the fragile genus
(sinif nazuk, i.e., woman) to a respectable position vis-a-vis the man/
husband. Verses Q.4:19, and Q.2:233 restrict the absolute authority of the
husband as the hakim/qawwam. According to Shaff’, these verses give
importance to female voices (wives), and simultaneously direct husbands
to include them in any family-related issue.”’

Accepting the possibility that wives may become disheartened as a
result of their husbands’ privileged positions, and commenting upon its
divine wisdom, Shafi‘ stresses that being gawwam is a God-bestowed
(wahbi) quality, and is not earned. In his explanation of faddala Allah
in Q.4:34, Shafi states that there is divine wisdom behind making one
superior to another. Similarly, if husband is qualified in terms of being
al-gawwam a wife must not be disheartened as this distinction comes
purely from God. A husband is simply bestowed with it; he has not
earned it. Commenting upon the wording of this God-bestowed (wahbi),
distinct quality, i.e., ba‘dahum ‘ala ba‘d, Shafi‘ writes that this Arabic
expression alludes to the fact that both man and women are a part of
each other.” For Shafi‘, this connection helps to generate love, not ani-
mosity. Regarding the maintenance element of the verse, Shafi states
that this verse also alludes to another principle in life that woman, due
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to her creation (kilgat) and nature (fitrat) cannot earn her own livelihood.
For this reason, God has made man responsible for her maintenance. By
contrast, she is made an agent of procreation, and looks after the chil-
dren and household tasks. However, this should not lead one to think
that making a wife subordinate to her husband, in terms of mainte-
nance (nafaqat), denigrates her. Rather, it should be understood as a
division of labour within the family.” Those women who accept men as
al-gawwamiin are qualified in terms of being salihat (righteous), ganitat
(obedient), and hafizat (those who guard). These qualifications intend to
praise, not denigrate, writes Shafi‘. Indeed, hadith qualify women with
such attributes with praise and admiration.” In his discussion of the
nushiiz element of Q.4:34, which Shafi‘ defines in terms of a disobedient
wife and her reform (islah):

1 Fa-‘izihunna: This means making a wife understand with care/
gentleness

2 Wa-hjuruhunna fi al-madaji* This does not mean to leave her alone in
a house, for this will hurt her more, and will only increase animosity.
It only means not to share the same bed as a symbol of displeasure.

3  Wa-dribihunna: If these two reformatory measures fail, then a hus-
band can beat their wife lightly. The beating should not hurt her, her
body should not receive any kind of bruises, and her bones should
not break. Face beating is strictly prohibited.

Shafi® states that the first two reformatory punishments are noble
(sharifana) in character, and prophets/noble men have acted upon them.
But the third, Wa-dribuhunna, is allowed only in extreme conditions
under duress. He cites a hadith stating that good men will never beat
women. Prophets never did it, writes Shafi'* Restrictions like these dilute
the literal-cum-legal functioning of the term wa-dribuhunna. Here it
is quite evident that, for Shafi’, hitting a wife is a quite reprehensible
action, and is in fact discouraged by the example of all the prophets. If
the relationship between a couple becomes strained, either because of a
wife’s fault or because of a husband’s unjustified injustice, then elders
from both sides must step in and try to redress the balance.
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Here, it is significant to compare Shafi’s interpretation with his
contemporary exegete, namely Muhammad al-Tahir b. ‘Ashar (d.1973),
who served as Grand Mufti of Tunisia. His exegetical work, al-Tahrir
wa-l-Tanwir® has a distinct place in modern exegetical literature because
of its stress on philology. In fact, this stress on philology is a common
emphasis shared by both Ibn ‘Ashiir and Mufti Shafi‘. Like Ibn ‘Ashar,
Mufti Shafi‘ categorically states that philology stands as the first piece
of important work to be done by exegetes. For Shafi‘, philology is the
key to understanding the Qur’an, and, at the same time, he laments
the diminished attention that philology receives during his time.” But,
unlike Ibn ‘Ashir who rigorously engages in philological analysis while
interpreting Q.4:34, especially regarding the disciplinary steps,? Shafi
does not get involved in these same philological dynamics. For Shaff’,
the three disciplinary steps are to be exercised by the husband alone,
and external legal authorities can not intrude upon the husband’s juris-
diction (which Ibn ‘Ashir allows for). By contrast, it should be noted
that Shafi‘ does not discuss the possibility of external legal authorities’
intervention in the application of the three disciplinary steps. For him,
al-gawwamiin signifies husbands, and disciplinary steps are to be exer-
cised by husbands alone.

It is appropriate to add here another exegesis of Q.4:34 by one of
the leading living Hanafi-Deobandi figh scholars Mawlana Khalid Saif
Allah Rahmani (b.1956). He has produced a significant amount of legal
works, including a two volume exegesis of the Qur’an, his Asan Tafsir
Qur’an Majid.” Like Shafi’, he takes man as the head of the family (sadr-
i-khandan). The reasons behind this headship are the same as for Shafi‘ in
his Ma‘arif. One, fadl Allah, is natural. The word used by Rahmani is tab‘.
As noted above, Shafi‘ and Thanvi use the term wahbi, meaning God-
given, bestowed without any intention or efforts on the part of the man/
husband. For Rahmani, the natural/tab‘i qualities due to which the man/
husband has the capacity to head a family are greater physical power,
and having more mental and psychological potential as compared with
the woman/wife.?* Rahmani, unlike Azad and Shafi‘, also includes Biblical
references to support his view that the man is a hakim over the woman,
and she is admonished to stay obedient to her husband.” For Rahmani,
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another reason for the man/husband being the head of the family is
economical, i.e., the husband must ensure the maintenance of his wife,
and this injunction is permanent. To Rahmani, these are the two reasons
that determine that the man is the head of the family, which should
be understood in terms of the man/husband’s responsibility towards
the family. Rahmani criticises the Western concept of equality, wherein
no one is taken as a head of family, and both are accepted on an equal
footing. According to him, this approach is disastrous to the family as
an institution, and has had a deleterious impact upon society at large.*®

Rahmani defines nushiiz in terms of disobedience (the Urda word
used is nafarmani), and transgression. He also touched upon examples
of nushiiz in his voluminous legal work Qamiis al-Figh. For example,
he states that when the wife goes out of the house without the consent
of her husband this is considered to be nushiiz. Likewise, not accepting
her husband’s request to share a bed is tantamount to nushiiz. Even
talking to strangers without her husband’s consent amounts to nushiiz.”
In the case of a strained relationship between a couple, one should not
move straight to divorce, but rather should take a three-step reformatory
(islahi) approach to address differences. In essence, these steps stand
for reform and reconciliation (islah and mufahamat), not coercion and
intimidation. In Rahmani’s interpretation:

1 Fa-‘izithunna means admonition with love and tenderness.

2 Wa-hjurithunna fi al-madaji means the avoidance of bed-sharing for
some days while sharing the same room. The man is not allowed to
force his wife to leave the home, and go to her father’s house.® If
the nashiza/disobedient wife leaves home of her own accord, then
the husband is not legally bound to provide for her maintenance.*

3  Wa-dribihunna means that, if the above two reformatory approaches
do not bear fruit, then the husband is allowed to beat his wife, though
it is discouraged. Since divorce is one of the most abhorred actions
in the social structure of Islam, it allows for restricted wife-beating
in order to keep the family and overall social fabric of society intact.
Restricted wife-beating means not harming her skin, beating must
not lead to bruises, and it must not humiliate the wife. In other
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words, beating itself should not be the goal. It should help to make
her understand that she is doing nushiz. If these three-steps fail,
and relationship becomes bitter, then the elders of both families

should step in.*

Interestingly, Rahmani makes a bold statement by saying that beating
one’s wife is not a good thing as the messenger of Allah declares it the most
reprehensible thing to do.** It is pertinent to note here that this emancipa-
tory statement must not lead one to consider Rahmani as someone who
privileges their own understanding over the text of the Qur’an, especially
with regard to the meaning of the word darb (beating). But, Rahmani
should be seen as one who utilizes the nuances of Islamic intellectual
heritage to reach a certain conclusion. This is an approach which we can
observe above in the work of Mufti Shafi‘, and also Ibn ‘Ashar, as dis-
cussed by Hadia Mubarak. One common feature among Azad’s, Shafi’s,
and Rahmani’s work is that they all ignore recourse to medical science
with regard to highlighting any differences between men and women
in terms of psychological or physical features and potentials. The text
of the verse is definitive for them.

Sayyid Abli al-a‘la al-Mawdudi (d.1979) and Tafhim al-Qur°an*

Mawdudi is a distinct thinker in the modern Islamic world, and his writ-
ings have a visible impact to this day.* His Tafhim al-Qur’an remains
a very popular exegetical work. Mawduadi defines the Qur’an in terms
of da‘wat (call) and tahrik (movement), not just a text to be read in an
armchair.* Mawduadi’s works became widely circulated and earned both
him and his party the Jama‘at-e-Islami both admirers and critics. In fact,
the Deobandi School has a range of opinions about him and his party.”’
Here, we will focus on Mawduadi’s treatment of Q.4:34. For Mawduadji,
gawwam means an administrator/guardian/supervisor of any individ-
ual, office, or institution. The fadilat should not be defined in terms of
honour, respect, and nobility of men with regards to women. Fadl Allah
means that man is by nature (tabi) bestowed with some qualities, which
are present in woman either in a lesser degree or not at all, making her
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unsuited to head the family as an institution. The second reason for men
being gawwamiin is due to their maintenance of their wives, and it is
taken as such. There is no further deliberation here by Mawduadi. Wifely
attributes like salihat, qanitat and hafizat are explained with reference to
a hadith, which states that the best wife is one whom when you see her
your heart is pleased; when you order her, she obeys, and behind you
she guards your property and her own honour. For Mawdudi, the wife’s
obedience is limited inasmuch as no right of God can be violated in her
obedience to her husband. In the case of supererogatory (nawafil) acts
of worship, a husband my prevent his wife from performing them, and
if she were to continue to carry out supererogatory forms of worship
then they would not be accepted by God.*

Mawdudi translates nushiuz as recalcitrance (sarkashi), and the
three-steps of disciplinary actions is accepted and is to be followed in
a prescriptive sense. Mawdadi too explains this disciplinary action in
terms of reform (islah). He writes that whenever the Prophet allowed
someone to beat the wife, the Prophet did so reluctantly, with a heavy
heart, and with a sense of displeasure.” Yet, there are some women who
cannot be made right without beating, writes Mawdudi.* In those cases,
the Prophet prohibited slapping, unkind beating, and beating with any-
thing that could leave bruises. Mawdadi here is terse in his exegesis, and
is less comprehensive than Shafi‘ in his treatment of the verse. In his dis-
cussion of men’s status as gawwamiin, Mawdudi is not interested in any
insights from modern medical science regarding the mental or physical
abilities of the two sexes. Like Shafi‘, Thanvi and Rahmani, for Mawdadi
fadl Allah is simply bestowed. The text has the ultimate authority.

It is also important to mention here that Mawdadi, being a prolific
writer, produced some books which add to his exegetical thought as dis-
cussed here. In particular, his books Huqiiq al-Zawjayn and Pardah are
relevant. In his Huqiiq he translates gawwam in terms of being a sustainer,
provider, hakim (governor), muhdfiz (guardian), administrator, head,
and protector. Mawdadi raises the question as to why man was made a
gawwam over woman, and states that this is not a question of law, but
of sociology (falsafa ijtima‘). Mawdudi is categorical in stating his view
that nations who consider both sexes to be equal to one another suffer
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dreadfully. Mawdudi writes that Islam complies with human beings’ natu-
ral attributes, and consequently assigns the role of gawwam to one, and of
muti‘ (the obedient wife) to the other.*! Thus, for Mawdudi fadl Allah is a
natural fact (fitri haqiqat) that gives a special daraja (2:228) to men. In this
way, Islam accepts the biological and psychological difference between
the two sexes while assigning compatible roles to both of them.** For
men, being gawwam necessitates their having certain powers (ikhtiyarat),
with some conditions. These powers include: counselling (nasthat), admo-
nition (tadib), and punishment (ta‘zir). In this regard, Mawdadi writes
that a man may resort to these steps if he finds his wife not obedient
or violating his rights. The second reformatory step, wa-hjurihunna fi
al-madaji means avoiding intercourse. The time-limit for this period of
non-intercourse relationship is four months. After that, if the wife is
still in a state of nushiiz, the husband will be under a legal obligation
to dissolve the marriage. Here, Mawdadi criticises the explanation of
wa-hjurthunna fi al-madaji‘ given by Imam Sufyan al-Thawri (d.778),
who understands the term hijir as meaning “to tie” The hijar is the rope
one uses to tie a camel. On the basis of this philological argument, Thawri
states that when a wife fails to heed a husband’s counselling then she
must be tied up in the home. Mawdadi dismisses this argument, and states
that this goes against the Qur’an.* With regard to the last reformatory
step, wa-dributhunna, which should be used in extreme cases, Mawdudi’s
understanding is similar to Shafi* and Rahmani both of whom reference
the same hadith as an exegetical source.* The other significant power is
the right to divorce. Here, Mawdidi connects this right to the husband’s
provision of maintenance to his wife.

Amin Ahsan Islahi and Tadabbur-i-Qur’an

Amin Ahsan Islahi’s (d.1997) contribution to Islamic thought particularly
in the field of tafsir have earned him a reputation as an important scholar
and authority in the field of Qur’anic studies. The influence of his teacher
‘Abd al-Hamid al-Farahi (d.1930), was also instrumental in shaping his
approach toward the Qur’an, and Islam at large. His voluminous exegetical
work, Tadabbur-i-Qur’an®continues to earn a respectable readership, not
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only among the wider public, but also among scholars. At the same time,
his work has also received significant criticism despite his popularity.

Islahi likens the family to a state, which is in need of a head for its
establishment and continuity. For Islahi, headship is accorded to the man
because of two reasons stated in the Qur’an. The first argument (dalil) is
that God has bestowed man with a distinctness/fadiliyat. In some regards
man has a definite superiority (tafawwuq) over woman which, therefore,
qualifies him to the role of headship of the family. Attributes like guard-
ianship (muhafizat), and defence (mudafa‘?) or the ability to earn a living
are more apparent in men rather than women. Islahi opines that this
distinctiveness (fadiliyat) is not overall (kulli), but only in the respect that
it justifies men being al-gawwamiin. By contrast, Islahi says that women
have certain attributes that make them better suited to home-making and
looking after children. For these reasons, writes Islahi, there is a some
ambiguity (ibham) in the text (i.e., faddala Allah ba‘dahum ‘ala ba‘d)
inasmuch as both sexes have a distinctiveness in relation to each other.*

Islahi defines nushiiz in terms of recalcitrance and resistance of wife
against her husband. Minor actions like heedlessness, or expressing an
opinion or taste are not considered nushiz. Yet, any step on the part of
the wife the challenges the husband’s authority as gawwam,* and which
could disturb a family structure is considered to be nushiiz. And, if such
a situation arises wherein wife does carry out an act of nushiiz, then the
husband has the right to recourse to the three disciplinary steps in a
gradual manner as the text of the Qur’an suggests.

1 Fa-‘izuhunna also means admonition for Islahi. Though he notes that
there is room for interpretation as the root wa-‘a-za includes other
meanings like reprimand or rebuke (zajir, tawbikh).

2 Wa-hjuruhunna fi al-madaji‘ means no bed-sharing.

3 Wa-dribuhunna means that, if the above two approaches fail, then Islahi
accepts the beating of the wife. This is, of course, qualified by a hadith that

includes that such disciplining much be non-injurious (ghayr mubarrih).*®

Like Ibn ‘Ashar, Islahi adopts a philological approach. However,
unlike Ibn ‘Ashir Islahi does not discuss any changes in who the text is
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addressing in Q.4:34. Islahi’s hermeneutical heir, Jawaid Ahmad Ghamdi
(b.1952), also considers the family a mini-state and attributes man’s
status as gawwam due to his biological makeup, and his provision of
maintenance.”” Regarding Nushiiz and reformatory three-step approach
Ghamdi has no different opinion than his teacher. Other scholars of the
Islahi School such as Sultan Ahmad Islahi (d.2016) have referenced Q.4:34
to discuss the etiquette of intercourse and positioning. Sultan Ahmad
Islahi stated that Q.4:34 demands that a man should be on top of a woman
during intercourse. He also quotes other texts to cement his opinion.*

Textual Authority and Exegetes’ Role in its Interpretation

In the Muslim intellectual heritage, exegetes’ engagement with the text
has always been considered more than simply an interpretative endeav-
our (which is itself a diverse and complex business), but also a work
closely related to the exegete’s own belief system. It is in this context
that the issue of textual authority, and exegetes’ role in its interpretation
becomes important. An exegete’s particular epistemic stance vis-a-vis
the text may lead him/her to a diametrically different conclusion when
compared to another who has a different approach. Not only does this
enrich the exegetical discourse, but it can also give rise to serious rifts
within contending schools of thought. It is with this point in mind that
we will critically reassess the exegetes/writers discussed above.

Text Reception and Meaning Generation

All our exegetes discussed above approach the text of Q.4:34 in a pre-
scriptive sense, rather than for example as a description from the context
of the times when the text was being revealed. The verse is there to
be obeyed. Most of the above exegetes wrote during the post-colonial
period (i.e., in modern times). We also find a complete agreement on the
meaning of the text with pre-colonial authorities on the subcontinent,
notably Shah Wali Allah (d.1762). Wali Allah also takes the text of Q.4:34
as prescriptive. For him, the husband has the status as gawwam of the
family due to his natural composition (bi-I-jibilla), and his provision of
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maintenance (bi-I-mal). The three step disciplinary process is equally
accepted, also with recourse to hadith in which wa-dribuhunna is
explained in a more restricted sense.” Indeed, if we go back to the clas-
sical legal commentaries such as the Ahkam al-Qur’an by al-Jassas (d.981)
we can generally see the same understanding of the verse.*

We have also observed the historical continuity in interpreting Q.4:34
on the modern subcontinent. Classical scholars, as well as those who take
hadith as a genuine source of knowledge give utmost attention to conti-
nuity of interpretation. This continuity of interpretation, in modern times,
has become a bone of contention. Modern writers, particularly Muslim
feminists/womanists, challenge the importance of continuity of inter-
pretation.®® Amongst the exegetes discussed above, only Azad considers
the text in an elastic sense. He stands alone in his radical, but incoher-
ent understanding. In this context, he appears somewhat independent
in his thinking, which has some affinity with modern Muslim feminist
hermeneutics. Azad’s stance has a hermeneutical affinity with Ayesha S.
Chaudhry’s argument for approaching the Qur’an as a performative text.**
Taking the text as performative means that readers determine/generate the
meaning of any Qur’anic text. I tend to think that since there are clear signs
of reader-response theory in such an approach, as well as hints of new
historical criticism, some serious work needs to be done on the impact of
critical theories on modern Muslim writers who do not follow the Islamic
tradition’s methodologies strictly. Similarly, when it comes to interpreting
the meaning of the advantage/step (daraja) in Q.2:288, our exegetes dis-
cussed above are unanimous in their defining of al-gawwamiin in terms of
daraja. This is diametrically opposite to the understanding of exegetes like
Sayyid Qutb, as discussed by Hadia Mubarak, or amina wadud who treats
daraja as the advantage men have of being able to divorce wives without
the intervention of a third party.”® Even Islahi, who takes the coherence
(nazm) of the Qur’anic text as his main hermeneutical approach, considers
al-qawwaman in relation to daraja. This whole process of interpretation
on the part of our exegetes demonstrates not only their unity, but also the
genealogical nature of the exegetical tradition.*

Another relevant theme in the context of the reception of the text,
which needs to be explored more, is whether a text is contingent or
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permanent (sabit). With regard to Q.4:34 our exegetes are in unison about
its permanence. Also, in the process of interpretation both the method
used to arrive at a particular meaning, and the meaning itself must not
ignore the precedents of the early authorities. This is particularly the case
with those injunctions which are definitive in evidence and reportage
(qatt al-dalala wa-qati al-thubut) like Q.4:34. There can be a change
in a fatwa, but not in a shari‘a injunction (hukm). This epistemologi-
cal-cum-methodological stance is another bone of contention between
the Muslim modernists/feminists and traditional scholars.” Rahmani also
touches upon the understanding of the modern day magqasid al-shari‘a
theory (the higher intentions and purposes of the shari‘a), and critically
analyses how some scholars have come to bypass definitive injunctions
in order to arrive at a particular meaning couched in terms of public
interest (maslaha). He elaborates on this pertinent issue in his bold
critique of the book Magqasid al-Shari‘a by Najat Allah Siddiqi.*® The
leapfrogging of definitive injunctions to arrive at a particular interest is
a break with the shari‘a in the name of magqasid al-shari‘a.’

Historical Contextualization and Legal Rulings

Understanding the historical context is another pertinent factor that not
only helps us to understand the text itself, but also the legal and non-legal
functions of a verse. Modern day Muslim feminist scholars use historical
contextualization as a hermeneutical tool to determine whether a text is
general or specific, or descriptive or prescriptive. In the context of Q.4:34,
feminist scholars stress that historical context to determine its meaning.®
It is in this regard that we should deliberate upon the legal-cum-exegetic
principle that reliance is to be placed on the generality of words, and not
on the specificity of cause of revelation (al-ibra li-‘umim al-lafz la bi-khu-
stis al-sabab).®* Mufti Shafi‘ references the occasion of revelation (sabab
al-nuzul) of Q.4:34 wherein a lady, namely Habiba, came to Muhammad
and complained about her husband who had slapped her. Muhammad
ordered retribution, that was immediately abrogated by Q.4:34 just before
Habiba and her father were about to leave.®” Other exegetes like Azad,
Mawduadi, Rahmani, Islahi and Ghamidi do not mention the sabab al-nuzul
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of the verse under discussion. But they all, as we have discussed above,
take the verse in a general (‘amm), and prescriptive sense. Given the impor-
tance of the verse, it is obvious that these exegetes, like Shafi’, knew of
the specific occasion (sabab) of revelation of the verse. Since these com-
mentaries generally had a specific target-group, i.e., the wider public, they
are restricted to discussing issues which are important for the public to
understand, and act accordingly. The complex legal methodologies such as
those that cause a particular verse Q.4:34 to move beyond the specificities
of the occasion of revelation to act as a general injunction are not discussed
in these commentaries in detail. But, one thing that is clear is that in the
interpretation of Q.4:34 in our discussed commentaries, for the authors
the aforementioned legal-cum-exegetical principle of reliance being placed
on the generality of words (al-‘ibra li-‘umum al-lafz), rather the specificity
of the occasion of revelation is at work in the background, although not
a single exegete mentions it. Due to this principle, the occasion/sabab of
revelation does not restrict the interpretation of Q. 4:34 to the socio-eco-
nomic environs of the Arab society at the time. Given the impact of this
principle on exegetical-cum-legal traditions of the Islamic heritage more
work needs to be done to better understand its formation and complexities.

Reading Conventional Tafsir

Writing tafsir, for any Muslim exegete, is not just a literary venture but a
deep-seated matter of their belief system. The literature discussing how
to approach the texts testifies to the degree that Muslim exegetes/jurists
were involved in developing a measured methodology to arrive at a par-
ticular meaning. Interpretation was never an ivory-tower exercise, but
rather was a deed-oriented intellectual activity with ontological underpin-
nings. Ignoring the subtleties and complexities of conventional exegetical
traditions, and disregarding them as atomistic is not a well-considered
opinion. Reading conventional tafsir demands that a reader integrate
themselves into the overall exegetical approach of any given tafsir. At the
same time, he/she must appreciate the genealogical nature of the tafsir
tradition. Simply selecting a tafsir of one verse to read in isolation is not
appropriate. Our assertion can be made more clear by taking the example
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of Q.4:34. Mufti Shaff, as discussed earlier, does not approach the verse
independently or in an atomistic sense. His interpretative process is not to
focus on Q.4:34 alone. He contextualizes Q.4:34 with Q.2:228, and qualifies
it with Q.4:19 and Q.2:233. Throughout this process he regularly references
hadith, and also draws on classical tasfir works to support his own inter-
pretation. Similarly, Q.4:34 is alluded to in his interpretation of Q.4:128,
wherein nushiiz on the part of husband is mentioned.*® Likewise, we find
in Islahi’s reading and interpreting the verse in a holistic manner as he also
interprets Q.4:34 in relation to Q.2:228. Here, Islahi also discusses nushiiz
by the husband,** as do Azad, Maudadi, and Rahmani. Reading closely,
we also find that these exegetes were conscious of the legal significance
of Q.4:34 in their interpretations of other verses related to family as an
institution. Therefore, the onus is on the reader to fully appreciate any
authorial intent. At the same time, he/she must also understand the over-
all working of the tafsir genre, as well as its close relationship with other
Islamic knowledge traditions like figh, hadith etc.

Hadith and its Role in the Interpretative Process

All the exegetes and authors discussed above accept the hadith in their
interpretive-cum-legal capacity. Nevertheless, we do find some distinct
understandings that each subcontinent exegete has in their treatment
of some hadith narrations, which needs to be explored. With regard to
Q.4:34, we observe that some of the exegetes reference hadith in order
to generate interpretations, while others rely on other Qur’anic verses.
Beginning with Azad, he relies less on hadith, and more on the intra-tex-
tual method of interpretation. In fact, Azad does not mention a single
hadith in his interpretation of Q.4:34. Unlike Azad, Shafi‘ generates mean-
ing not only via the intra-textual method, but he also references hadith
narrations as well as exegetical opinions from past commentaries that
make his work richer and more complex. For example, while defining
pious wives (al-salihat) he references the aforementioned hadith that
reads that the best woman/wife is one whom when you see her you
become happy; when you command her, she obeys you; and when you
are away, she guards her property and person. Shafi‘ also quotes another
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hadith praising the obedient wife that says that beasts, angels, fish, and
birds pray for her forgiveness. We see an absolutely devotional approach
to these hadith texts by Shafi‘,*® and it is evident that he does not restrict
these texts, like Q.4:34, to any specific period. Similarly, as discussed above
Shafi® explains nushiz using hadith as an interpretative tool. Likewise,
hadith are important for Rahmani, Mawduadi, and the Islahi School.

Conclusion

In this article, we have examined different exegeses from modern Urdu tafsir
literature focusing on their methodologies and interpretations of Q.4:34. We
selected a number of influential figures who have had a significant impact
on public opinion. In fact, we found that most of these exegetical works
were written for the general public as the target-audience. This populariza-
tion of exegesis serves a range of purposes like cultivating Islamic values
among the public, defending a school of thought, combating the impact of
modern philosophies etc. The case study of Q.4:34 led us to some important
findings, and we discovered that different epistemic positions impact exe-
getes’ approaches. The case of Mawlana Azad helps to understand the point.
His exegesis of Q.4:34 in which he advances the idea of family-headship
potentially reshuffling as a result of socio-economic changes reveals his exe-
getical elasticity in comparison to other exegetes. Since the other discussed
authors share an epistemic position inasmuch as most of them belong to the
Hanafi School,*® we found that they shared interpretative methodologies and
conclusions. In this regard we found the Ma‘arif to be more complex and
legalistic in relation to the Hanafi School. We then discussed the principle
of text reception and interpretation and compared subcontinental exegetes
with some modern feminist voices. We observed that interpretation is not
just a question of following the text, but also a matter of one’s overall her-
meneutical epistemology. We also endeavoured to understand background
workings of the exegetical-cum-legal principle that reliance is to be placed
on the generality of words, not on the specificity of a cause of revelation.
We also noted that tafsir reading is a complex endeavour, particularly its
legal content, which should be approached in tandem with other Islamic
knowledge traditions like figh, hadith, and philology.
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thought, especially Black and African anticolonialism, the history of race
and racism, and issues of space, scale, and globality such as the North vs.
South division of the world. He is currently working on a monograph
about the intellectual history of global inequality, tentatively entitled The
Pillage of Distant Worlds, while also simultaneously pursuing projects on
the intimate politics of imperialism, demographic catastrophism, settler
colonialism, and the concepts of speed and self in anticolonial thought.
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transnationalism, internationalisms, labor, etc. Moreover, Musab Younis
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Prospect, Baffler, and n+1, among other outlets.

On the Scale of the World begins with a map of the Atlantic, includ-
ing but not limited to: the United States of America, Canada, Cuba,
Jamaica, Haiti, Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Trinidad, Tobago,
Central America, Cape Verde Islands, coastal West Africa, the Sahel, the
Maghreb, and Western Europe. Younis explores the concept of “the Black
Atlantic” (2). From the late 19" century through the Interwar period of the
20" century, Black writing developed a planetary “counter-narrative” (3,
12) to the colonial drive to omnipotence, omniscience, and consequently
panopticism. Younis wrote that Black Atlantic writers were “skeptical
of claims to national or imperial uniqueness” (4). This inevitably meant
reframing how geography scales the world, and how nationalistic and
imperialistic ideologies create space on “the scale of the world (I’échelle
mondiale),” as described by Henri Lefebvre.? Race, which “operated in
starkly temporal ways,” meant “to be sealed in the past, alienated from
the present, written out of the future, or seen as always slipping back to a
prehistoric state” (4). The colonized subject is, thus, stuck in “an immobi-
lization in both space and time,” which was “essential to imperial power”
(ibid.). Therefore, anticolonial thought sought to escape these “spatial
and temporal fixities of imperial discourse” (ibid.). In other words, the
imperial world necessarily was built upon a scaling within which the
ideology of race was premised. Therefore, Black Atlantic writers of this
period focused on the scale of the global and the planetary, which was a
prerequisite to accessing overrepresented Euro-American racial theory,
so that it may be “turned against itself” (5). Younis, on the other hand,
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proposes even further “a set of scalar perspectives at once embodied and
global, thus questioning the notion that positioned critique is antithetical
to the planetary” (8). The impetus behind this method is “provincializing
discourses of colonial rule” (ibid.) that cause “planetary dysphoria” (156).
Even in the here and now, the United Nations (successor to the League
of Nations) is predicated upon colonial universalisms, as well as Euro-
American cosmological and cultural assumptions (15), which became “an
enforcer and legitimator of a world order that remained fundamentally
imperial” (16). One Lagos-based journalist wrote in the Comet in 1935,
“Ours may be a voice crying aloud in the wilds of the African Bush. But
in the African Bush, away from the turmoil of super-civilization, one
has time for mature reflection” (19). According to Younis, “Black writers
identified race as a form of global hierarchy rather than a natural division
of humanity,” which consequently created a “hierarchical turn” in Black
Atlantic international theory (ibid.). Younis reminds us that according
to Frantz Fanon, decolonization “sets out to change the order of the
world” (21). This global project of decolonization could include many
different, contradictory approaches to nationalism and internationalism
for worldly reconfiguration (20-21), that is, “a counterpolitics of scale,”
which is not forged “in an abstract setting but precisely in the face of
the provincializing strategies adopted by the rulers of the world” (159).

The first chapter, “The Nation and the World,” explores Marcus
Garvey and his Negro World newspaper, highlighting the contradictions
in Garvey’s ideology, which oscillated between racial essentialism and
Black cosmopolitanism; his belief that economic conditions, rather than
color, are the root of racial prejudice; and his resistance of Euro-American
imperialism through a vision of Black nationalism that emphasized both
a global solidarity among colonized peoples and a focus on national
sovereignty, all while acknowledging Garvey’s complex views on race,
colorism, and the promotion of Blackness as a means of planetary cos-
mological transformation.

Chapter two, “The Structure of the World,” examined the Gold
Coast Leader’s West African writings, which argue that race is integral
to Africa’s exploitation within the imperial system, identifying white
supremacy as its ultimate goal and calling for African nations to unite
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in anticolonial resistance on a planetary scale; this resistance, rooted in
traditional West African thought, challenged imperialism’s spatial and
economic confinements that immobilize Africa, critiqued colonial cap-
italism for perpetuating Africa’s underdevelopment, and framed WWI
as Europe’s own self destruction in “competition to dominate a globally
bifurcated system erected upon the exploitation of colonized peoples”
(69).

“The Whiteness of the World” is the title of the third chapter, which
begins by explicating how American eugenics were adopted in Europe,
where even Marxists said not to “forget that the first waves of Orientals
and Slavs that are breaking on France presage the invading flood which
threatens to submerge that which is left of our civilization and health of
our race” (71-72). This was during a time when France was the foremost
destination for immigrants in the industrialized world, and “over the
course of twenty years, its foreign-born population almost tripled—a
demographic shift unknown to other European nations until after the
Second World War” (72). During the expansion of “indirect rule,” the
spread of “scientific” racism was resisted by Black francophone writers
based in Paris on a planetary scope, which meant that Whiteness was
“an instantiation of a planetary structure” (74). In other words, chapter
three, “examines how Whiteness became a world-gesturing category in
France and anglophone West Africa,” in which Whiteness “disoriented
the spatial and temporal underpinnings of assimilationist hopes” (ibid.).
Black Atlantic critiques of colonialism became “optimism with suspi-
cion,” aspiring to transcend the “scalar bounds” and “spatial limits” of
an imperial Whiteness “that shaped the lives of those involved in the
colonial encounter on an intimate scale” (98).

On the other hand, chapter four, “The Body and the World,” begins
with the Gold Coast Leader expressing alarm at “the great influx of
Europeans into our country” (100). The English, on the other hand,
writing in the London Outlook, said, “except for the nomadic savage,
[Kenya] lies empty of mankind, as did the Western prairies of America
fifty years ago” (101). It is as if the Black body is erased from the world
“and the dolce far niente of the African native is doomed to disappear”
(102). In other words, Younis examines, in this chapter, “colonialism’s
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corporeality” and “one’s own personhood in relation to the vast and
apparently impersonal scale of global order” (103). He contends that
conceptions of the Black body and the process of settlement in “spa-
tiotemporal and comparative terms” (127) undermined colonialism’s
corporeality, and thus, homo ceconomicus’ position in the planetary
order.’ Finally, in chapter five, “The Time of the World,” Younis suggests
“that we consider more carefully the ambivalences we find in antico-
lonial writing on time” (129), which “focuses on the racial-temporal
matrix that sapped the sovereignties of Haiti, Liberia, and Ethiopia,
the interwar period’s only officially recognized ‘Black states’ (132) “...
within a global racial order” (133).

Despite all that the book aims to cover, there are some myopias and
lacunae that can be identified. Most notably, despite his digression on
gender and sexuality (123-127), Younis’ engagement with gender theory
appears to be a tertiary and peripheral afterthought, rather than an over-
arching approach to the archive. Younis’ critique of “mothering” (126)
puts it in contradistinction to Marxist-feminism, yet fails to acknowledge
mothering’s planetary anti-imperialist collectivist orientations.* In spite
of his fourth chapter being about bodies, his monograph is marred by a
disengagement with negative stereotypes about Black femme corpore-
ality, such as the full-figured “jezebel” trope.®

Also, despite conceding that Younis’ own archive is “within a tradi-
tion of patriarchal anticolonialism” (123), a more detailed outline of the
patriarchal nature of the archive earlier in the monograph could have
further elucidated Black Atlantic femme and queer resistance during the
interwar period. In addition, Younis’ focus on print culture was to the
occlusion of contemporary oral histories of the interwar period. Print
culture can be frozen in time, but what Younis does well is to thaw these
texts for theoretical exploration in the here and now.

Moreover, a further explication of the narrow archive chosen would
have assisted in understanding the omission of important interwar Black
Atlantic texts relevant to this period, such as W.E.B. Du Bois’ “The Souls
of White Folk,” or his large project on WWI, intended to be as large as
Black Reconstruction.® This would have bolstered his arguments regarding
African troops in the Rhineland and Marcus Garvey’s move to include
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North Africans within Blackness (23-37). Additionally, why only focus
on the Black Atlantic at the expense of interwar East African and South
African thought? Did they not have a global and planetary vision? Why
exclude West African lusophone authors?’

While Younis arguably overrepresents Marcus Garvey’s role during
this period, what he does well is challenge the notion that Garveyism is
mere pseudomilitaristic “Black Nationalism” or “self-help and capitalist
uplift” (29). According to Younis, inherent to Garvey’s oeuvre are his
contradictory notions of “nationalism and internationalism” (ibid.), his
oscillation “between the narrow and the expansive, the particular and
universal” (28). In other words, Musab Younis convincingly argues that
Garvey’s “colored cosmopolitanism” destabilizes “racial essentialism, and
push[es] at (even dissolve[s]) its boundaries” (ibid.). Therefore, destabiliz-
ing—even dissolving—arguments that Garveyism is merely an “American
Black nationalist movement.”

While the archive that was
used is described by Younis as
“anticolonial,” his monograph
marks a welcome addition to
contemporary postcolonial
theory, which is widely appli-
cable across various academic
disciplines.” This is evinced by
the way in which Younis closes
his book, “The concerted attacks
on the three sites of Black sov-
ereignty, [Haiti, Liberia, and
Ethiopia], in the interwar order
foreshadowed the ways in which
formal decolonization could exist
alongside global stratification.
This contradicted the idea that

decolonization constituted a true  Figure 1. Algerian premier Ahmed Ben

normative revolution in world Bella (left) and Martin Luther King, Jr.
politics... the international order  (right), 1962.
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that emerged after the Second World War in fact drew profoundly on
the stratifications of political time that had emerged during the colonial
period” (153-3). Put differently, “Haiti, Liberia, and Ethiopia proleptically
showed that statehood represents no easy escape from the hierarchizing
temporal power of race” (155)."° Younis suggests that “we now live in a
planetary age rather than a global one. The globe is ‘a humanocentric
construction’; the planet is a concept ‘that decenters the human’ (156).
He concludes by stating, “...the pan-African project for a united polity
on the continent represents the clearest attempt at maneuvering Black
Atlantic critique into international politics” (158). In the Post-war period
after WWII, the Amazigh people (Berbers) claimed nationalistic African
indigeneity, while also adopting both pan-Africanism and pan-Arabism,
despite the tensions between the two.!! Mu‘ammar Qaddafi (1942-2011)
famously expanded his earlier notions of pan-Arabism to also include
pan-Africanism, a pivot that caused further retaliation from the United
States’ Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), leading up to the infamous
2012 Benghazi scandal.’® Perhaps, some lessons from Musab Younis’
monograph—such as the interwar solidarity between the “pan-Oriental”
and “pan-African” (32) movements—could do us some good in the here
and now, as alleged “plausible intent to commit genocide,” “war crimes,”
and “crimes against humanity,” continue in Palestine, East Turkistan, the
Rakhine, Sudan, Ethiopia, and Azerbaijan, in sharp defiance of the United
Nations’ International Court of Justice and the International Criminal
Court.”

HamMzA DUDGEON
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EmoORY UNIVERSITY
ATLANTA, GA
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Michael Pregill’s The Golden Calf between Bible and Qur’an draws from
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim sources to understand how the story of
the Israelites worshipping the Golden Calf has been understood across
scriptural communities. This book marks the first time that the story has
been the subject of a comprehensive comparative treatment. Drawing from
Arabic, Aramaic, and Hebrew primary and exegetical sources, Pregill seeks
to revive the earliest approach of Western scholarship towards the Qur’an,
that it should be understood as Biblical literature, or rather, late antique
religious discourse. To this end, Pregill argues that the story’s employment
in both the Hebrew Bible and the Qur’an can be understood as a “conti-
nuities of discourse” rather than a communication of specific influences.

After laying out his methodology in the introduction, Pregill divides
his book into three parts. The first concerns the ancient traditions that
formed the basis for understanding the narrative of the Golden Calf in
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the Hebrew Bible (pp. 13-103). In chapter 2, Pregill analyzes the story as
it is told in Exodus and Deuteronomy. He explores the polemical imper-
atives surrounding each, and concludes that they markedly differ. In the
latter text, worship of the Calf was no longer being presented as a cultic
infraction, but rather as idolatry, a strictly unorthodox practice. In chapter
3, Pregill examines the earliest exegetical traditions of the Calf, looking at
how pressures in the Greco-Roman period - especially from the Christian
movement - induced rabbinical exegetes to write apologetic explanations
of the story meant to mitigate the impression of idolatry.

The second part concerns the Jewish and Christian contestation
of the legacy of Israel through the narrative (pp. 104-207). In chapter
4, Pregill charts the development of rabbinical apologetics concerning
the story, as the Christian movement emerged as an imperial religion,
and Christian writers sought to use the story to emphasize their own
covenantal priority over the Jews. This led to more “imaginative” and
“evasive” Jewish apologetics concerning the Prophet Aaron’s and the
Israelites’ culpability in the worship. In chapter 5, Pregill focuses on the
corpus of Christian literature in Syriac, which continued in its anti-Jew-
ish polemics surrounding the story but took a milder approach to Aaron’s
culpability. While these reinterpretations paralleled rabbinical writings,
they were employed towards opposite ends.

The third part concerns the Qur’an’s narrative, as well as its recep-
tion in classical exegetical and Western scholarship (pp. 208-438). In
chapter 6, Pregill looks at how the story of the Calf has been under-
stood in both the Muslim exegetical tradition and Western scholarship
beginning with the earliest Qur’anic translations, showing the clear and
sometimes undiscerning reliance of Western scholars on Muslim tradi-
tion. In chapter 7, Pregill proposes reinterpretations of key aspects of
the Qur’anic story, mainly concerning the animate nature of the Calf
and the figure of al-Samiri. In chapter 8, Pregill figures his conclusions
on the Qur’anic story of the Calf into its equivalent in Exodus, towards
reifying an account that had been subject to polemics and apologetics.
He also identifies possible motivations for the Qur’anic stories related
to Samaritan and Judean rivalries, projecting them onto seventh century
Medina. In the conclusion, Pregill summarizes the book’s major findings
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and reiterates the need to reinterpret the Qur’an in light of late antiquity
polemics and the “continuities of discourse” We will focus on this sec-
tion, specifically Pregill’s case for al-Samiri, as it accounts for his most
radical reinterpretation, with the farthest-reaching implications for the
fields of Islamic exegesis and theology.

Beginning with his introduction, Pregill identifies a problem where
the vagueness of the story as presented in the Qur’an has led to funda-
mental misunderstandings both of its details and of its higher objectives.
In the exegetical tradition, metaphorical and literal language has been
misread, baseless reports have been used to make those readings feasible,
and key characters have been misidentified. And according to the author,
the vagueness of the Qur’anic story has meant that Western scholars
have relied on the classical exegetical tradition, and thus willingly par-
ticipated in the confusion.

Pregill thus makes the case for a radical reinterpretation of the
story from the Qur’an. Before assessing it, it is worth applauding one
of his conclusions regarding a phenomenon in Western Qur’anic schol-
arship. Pregill discusses how Abraham Geiger — whose 1833 Was hat
Mohammed aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen was widely considered
to have inaugurated the discipline of Islamic Studies in Europe — har-
bored some flawed assumptions that would influence the field for the
next 150 years. The chief assumption was that elements in the Qur’anic
stories distinct from their Biblical counterparts represent “a conflation
of themes and characters known from diverse sources from Jewish
tradition,” which include the Bible, Talmud, and the Midrash (p. 294).
Subsequent scholars looked to rabbinical texts to understand why, for
example, the Qur’anic narrative gives the impression that the Golden
Calf was animate (although, contrary to Pregill’s characterization, this
by no means has been a consensus in the Muslim exegetical tradition).
Scholars looked to texts such as Pirqei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Targum Pseudo-
Jonathan, and Midrash Tanhuma to establish rabbinical influence on
this Qur’anic variance from the Hebrew Bible. Owing to the fact that
the earliest of these manuscripts date centuries after the Qur’an, Pregill
criticizes the rather gratuitous assumption that they must have existed
as oral traditions pre-dating Islam. Rather, he insists that these rabbinical
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works should instead be characterized as “Islamicate,” that is, reflecting
Islam’s cultural impact on non-Muslim communities brought under Arab
dominion. Pregill thus encourages a much-needed paleographic sobriety
in the rush to identify Qur’anic influences.

As for his reinterpretation of the Qur’anic story, Pregill claims that
it was actually the Prophet Aaron who led the Israelites to worship the
Golden Calf. This would make Aaron the same person as al-Samiri, the
traditionally understood culprit. The author makes his claim by laying out
a narrative from Strah XX, in which the Prophet Moses leaves his brother
Aaron in charge of the Israelite camp while he goes to the Mount to meet
with God (p. 338). There, God asks Moses why he has hurried away from
his people. Moses then explains to the effect that the people “are upon my
tracks” (‘ala athari) — a metaphor for prophetic guidance — because they
have been left in Aaron’s care (v. 84). God then tells Moses that this is not
the case because “al-Samir?” (the author’s “Aaron”) has led them astray (v.
85). Moses returns angrily and asks Aaron what kept him when he saw
them going astray from “following me” (alla tattabi‘ani) — an expression
traditionally understood literally, but understood by Pregill as metaphorical
to render synonymous with “being upon my tracks” (vv. 92-3). Aaron says
that he did not disobey Moses’ command, but rather sought to obey it.
“However,” Pregill says, “he is vague about exactly what happened.” Then
Moses says “so, al-Samiri, [that is, Aaron] what do you have to say for
yourself?” (v. 95). That is, “what about my athar, which you should have
upheld?” Rather than two dialogues, Pregill thus argues that there was only
one — between Moses and Aaron, who halfway through is called al-Samiri.

Here, we can point out some of the flaws in this argument. As Pregill’s
reading indicates, his case for a single al-Samiri-Aaron character rests
largely on the theme of following prophetic guidance, which, the author
claims, Aaron failed to do. But in highlighting this, which he does by
rendering two different expressions metaphorical and synonymous (‘ala
athariand alla tattabi‘ani), he also downplays the visibly prominent theme
of lieutenancy, or discharging a leadership trust. It is in this respect that
Aaron is culpable. In Sarah VII's narrative of the story that the author
gives far less attention, Moses says to his brother before departing the
Israelite camp for his appointment with God, “Lead in my place amongst
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my people and do right and do not follow the way of the corrupters” (v.
146). The verse giving Aaron instructions to lead implies that corrupt
elements among the Israelite camp were already known. Indeed, calf-wor-
ship was foreshadowed in v. 138, which states that the Israelites, fresh
from the parted sea, came across a people worshipping their idols, and
asked Moses to make for them a god just like theirs. And any vagueness
Pregill ascribes to Aaron’s defense in v. 94 is supplemented with his rather
clear explanation in Starah VII, v. 150, “Indeed, the people overcame me
and were about to kill me, so do not let the enemies rejoice over me, and
do not place me among the wrongdoing people.” This account of Aaron
being overpowered by a group of wrongdoers is difficult to square with
his being the initiator of the Golden Calf worship. That claim is further
problematized by the exchange in Sarah XX, vv. 90-1 (that oddly the
author only addresses in a Biblical context) in which Aaron tells the
calf-worshippers, “Oh my people, you are only being tested by it, and
indeed your Lord is the Most Merciful, so follow me and obey my order”
The people reply, “We will not stop being devoted to the calf until Moses
returns to us” In Moses’ angered return to the camp, never does he accuse
Aaron of worshipping the calf. Rather, he asks him about those who did.
So, if Moses first directed his anger towards Aaron, it was for failing in
his lieutenancy to keep the Israelites upon prophetic guidance. This is
quite different from any suggestion that he had initiated the calf worship.

When read together, the Qur’an’s narratives do not support a single
al-Samiri-Aaron character. The narratives as told in both Starah VII and
Sarah XX are concluded in ways that show that Aaron and al-Samiri
are two distinct characters. In Strah XX, v. 97, Moses says to al-Samiri,
“Then go. And it is for you to say in this worldly life, ‘no contact.’ And
you have an appointment you will not fail to keep. And look at your
god that you tarried in worship. We will certainly burn it and scatter its
ashes in the sea.” But in Sarah VII, v. 151, Moses says, “My Lord, forgive
me and my brother, and admit us into Your mercy, for You are the most
merciful of the merciful” These are two completely different responses.
Furthermore, the Qur’anic portrayal of Aaron following the episode of
the Golden Calf differs greatly from the fate meted out to al-Samiri. It
is clear that the “no contact” decreed for al-Samiri was not applicable
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to Aaron, who was evidently alongside his brother a while later when
the Israelites refused the command to enter the Holy Land and Moses
said, “My Lord, indeed I do not possess but myself and neither does my
brother, so part us from the defiantly disobedient people” (Strah V, v.
25). Not only is Aaron still very much part of the Israelite community,
but again he is being distinguished from its wrongdoers.

At a fundamental level, it is important to keep in mind that Aaron is
described in the Qur’an as a “messenger” (rasul). This description carries
a certain moral weight, and involves certain parameters. In the Islamic
tradition, there exists a lively debate about whether messengers are infal-
lible or can commit minor sins. Worshipping other than God (shirk) is
considered the worst of the major sins. While there is nothing wrong
with examining the Qur’anic text in ways that could revise doctrine,
this ought to be done with some consideration that the parameters of
doctrine have also been informed by the Qur’anic text. Thus, regarding
Pregill’s claim that Aaron led the Israelites to worship the Golden Calf,
there is a sequence of verses in Strah VI naming 18 prophets and mes-
sengers — among them Aaron. The sequence ends with, “And if they had
worshipped other than God (ashraku), then worthless would be anything
they were doing.” (v. 88). And, “Those are the ones whom God has guided,
so from their guidance take an example.” (v. 90). In several other places
in the Qur’an, the Qur’an places Moses and Aaron in the same moral
league. Moses and Aaron together are the recipients of the Torah (Sarah
XX, v. 48). This honorific would be hard to fathom if the Torah was being
revealed at the same time that Aaron was allegedly leading the Israelites
into the worst sin. Then there is mention of the two being guided by God
on the straight path, and having a favorable mention amongst later gen-
erations as a reward for their good-doing (Sarah XXXVII, vv. 114-121).
While the Qur’an allows for the possibility of a messenger miscarrying
a trust, as indicated in the story of Prophet Jonah prematurely escaping
his community’s impending punishment (vv. 139-148), nowhere does it
remotely imply that a prophet or messenger would engage in polytheism.

Even if we overlook Pregill’s neglect of key verses within his chosen
narrative, his claim shows the dangers of constructing a complete account
by choosing one Qur’anic narrative out of multiple ones. Perhaps knowing
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better, he seems to betray a broad documentarian persuasion in doing this.
In that methodology, scholars consider the distinct sources in which Biblical
stories are “doubled” to identify source-authors’ motivations or higher
objectives for casting characters in certain ways. It is perhaps unsurprising
that Pregill’s primary gain in identifying Aaron as al-Samiri is to associate
Aaron with Biblical Samaria. Pregill mentions that in Deuteronomy, the
practice of worshipping golden calves in the Samarian cities of Bethel and
Dan is attributed to Jeroboam, a blame designed for anti-priestly polemics
(though Pregill glosses over what is a far more approximate regional prec-
edent for calf-worship in Strah VII, v. 138). Pregill claims that the rationale
or higher objective of the story’s inclusion in the Qur’an is to shame the
Jewish tribes of seventh century Medina, whom the early Muslim historian
Ibn Ishaq identified as Aaronites — and delegitimize “their claims to the
prestige associated with priestly descent when they had come to oppose
Muhammad” Fortunately, Pregill admits that such an interpretation is
“completely conjectural,” but not until selectively choosing verses from
the Qur’anic narrative to make it possible (p. 427).

While Pregill warns of the dangers of reading Qur’anic stories
through the lens of classical exegesis and rabbinical sources, he seems
to fall into the trap of reading them through the lens of the Hebrew Bible.
After all, he does frame the Qur’an as a continuation of its discourse.
But the tools that have been effective for understanding the Hebrew
Bible, its objectives and polemics, might not all be transferable to the
Qur’an. The urge to project those polemics onto the Qur’an without first
considering all of its relevant texts, let alone the parameters of doctrine
that have formed around them, can lead to some unpalatable narrative
reconstructions. Nonetheless, Pregill does a commendable job in synthe-
sizing sources across scriptural communities, and on the way, making
critical observations on both classical exegesis and Western scholarship.

KAREEM ROSSHANDLER
DOCTORAL STUDENT
EMoRrY UNIVERSITY
ATLANTA, GA
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The volume The Practice of Islam in America, edited by Edward E. Curtis,
was released in 2017. It was an important work because it was a volume
that took American Muslim ritual life as an primary source of study.
It helped explain rituals and explored their manifestations in a variety
of American Muslim contexts. Since then, there have been very few
works on American Muslim ritual life. In the interests of transparency,
I should note that both Rose Aslan and I contributed chapters to that
volume. Aslan’s piece was on prayer, based on the work she was doing
for the volume under review. Her monograph is a welcome addition to
the exploration of American Muslim ritual life.

Aslan’s work is primarily focused on questions of prayer in the
context of the United States. It is not about the history or formation
of American Muslim identities, although those invariably come up in
a text of this nature. As the first book of its kind, there is also an ency-
clopedic quality to it, where emphasis is on breadth over depth. These
are not critiques of the book, but expectation setting as to the work the
book does. One of the overall strengths of the book is that it draws on

a variety of different sources to create a multidisciplinary exploration
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of how prayer functions in the US context. It uses historical documents,
survey data, interviews, internet postings, personal experience, and light
ethnography. The book is partially historical, with a strong emphasis
on the post-9/11 experience, especially in the 2010s, partially socio-
logical, and engages with questions of figh, theology, and individual
meaning-making.

The first chapter is very strong. It introduces to a history of the
struggles that Muslims have had with prayer in the US, starting with
narratives of enslaved peoples. As with most chapters, there are places
where an instructor could bring in more theoretical emphasis depending
on the type of course they are teaching. An American religious history
course could focus on the normalization of Christianity as an American
understanding of religion, or questions of race. Someone focusing on
Muslims in the US could focus on the long history of Muslims in the
US, and the differentiated treatment of enslaved people and their prayer
compared to the deference given to Ambassador Mellimelli by Thomas
Jefterson during Ramadan. The chapter sets the terms of the monograph
well, stating early that it is invested in salah/namaz, as opposed to other
types of prayer. It goes through differences between Shi‘i and Sunni
forms for prayer, without belaboring details. Most significantly, it treats
particular Isma‘ili prayers in a sophisticated and nuanced way, with-
out dismissing them, or the community, as most of the literature does.
Although the author does suggest YouTube videos to show how prayer
is performed, I would have liked in text illustrations. This chapter would
work well in a variety of classes because it is clear and comprehensive
in its introduction to prayer, and illustrations would have elevated the
work.

The following chapter involves survey data about American Muslim
practices of prayer and makes the linkage between public performance
of prayer and Islamophobia. There is some very useful data here that
provides a snapshot of American Muslim life. The data itself is well
presented and analyzed. However, only 10% of the respondents were
African-American, which is a sizable difference from the estimated
African-American Muslim population of around 30%. In a chapter focus-
ing on data, I find it notable that there is no discussion as to why that
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discrepancy exists and what it means for how the data is interpreted. The
use of the data then begins a discussion of the impact of Islamophobia
on the public performance of prayer is well-handled, and transitions
nicely to the next couple of chapters on media representations of prayer.

If we borrow from peace studies and articulate three forms of violence
- direct, structural, and cultural - then it makes sense to look at media as
a space for both cultural violence and peace. Aslan divides this work over
two chapters between non-Muslim creators and Muslim creators. With
this division, there is still some nuance as to how prayer is presented.
Muslim consultants are involved in shows run by non-Muslims, and still
prayer is presented improperly. And non-Muslim producers may get the
performance of prayer wrong, but are still invested in showing it with
reverence. Aslan’s work shows the nuances in presenting Muslim prayer.
Of particular note is the careful reading she gives to all her examples. She
focuses not just on the performance of the prayer, but the physical and
social context, and the soundscapes used in these specific scenes. This
attention to detail adds depth to chapters that could otherwise simply
be descriptive.

Chapter 5 is focused on the structural violence that prevents American
Muslims from performing prayer publicly. It focuses on accommodations
in schools, universities, and the workplace. The survey of cases focuses
on US law and adaptations that must be provided. One of the things that
Aslan highlights is that even with mandatory accommodations there is
a variety of practical responses that can happen in individual contexts.
This chapter is the first to stop focusing on differences in Shi‘i and Sunni
practices. In many ways this omission makes sense, as US law does not
make a distinction between different types of Muslim prayer, it is all
simply “Muslim prayer.” However, in discussing how different univer-
sities are creating spaces for Muslims to pray, there is no discussion of
how different centers are creating inclusive prayer spaces for different
types of Muslims. It is a notable omission in these detailed case studies.

In looking at how religious leaders respond to questions of how
Muslims can and should respond to limits, both structural and cultural,
on prayer in the next chapter, Aslan is more explicit that she is only
looking at Sunni opinions. Her reasoning is that “because of the wider
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[Shi‘i] acceptance of flexibility in ritual practices, partly due to Shi‘is’
historical experience of often living as persecuted minorities among
Sunnis” (p. 131) it is the Sunni fatwas that are dealing with these com-
munity issues as somewhat new. I read this positioning as a short-hand
for the broader flexibility in Shi‘i figh, as there are numerous historical
precedents for Sunnis living as minorities and having to deal with similar
questions. The chapter does a good job at looking at different responses
from different types of religious leaders and some of the community
politics involved. It is also a good introduction to the physical, mental,
and emotional limits that may keep someone from praying or opting
not to pray. One of the areas where this chapter feels a bit rushed is in
the discussion of the “Shaykh Google” phenomenon, where Muslims go
online to find answers to their religious questions. I think a pointer to
some of the literature on this tool could help deepen the work.

The internet, as the book continually shows, is a powerful space
for American Muslims to find community, and that theme continues in
Chapter 7 on protest. A large part of the chapter focuses on the connec-
tion between prayer and protest in modernity. The historical context is
useful, but too long for this chapter, and takes us outside of the context
of the US in ways that are jarring. It is also unfortunate that we do
not return to differences between Shi‘i and Sunni and the connection
between prayer and protest in a meaningful way. In a survey work, these
sorts of examples should be included. Having said that, the discussion
of the “Border Mosque” is an incredible case study that covers a wide
range of issues and illustrates many of the earlier points in the book very
well. The inclusion of first-person experiences helps to add texture and
meaning to the experience that is welcome in a discussion of the power
of prayer in public.

The last chapter provides a good record of some of the issues facing
the American Muslim community during the COVID-19 Pandemic. This
record also brings together some key points throughout the book, and
frames through the lens of internal American Muslim concerns, rather
than external concerns. That mirror framing is a useful way to end the
book. This book is a significant contribution to our understanding of
American Muslim ritual life. As a piece of research, it exemplifies the



132 m AMERICAN JOURNAL OF ISLAM AND SOCIETY 42:1-2

variety of tools that are needed in the subfield, using archives, ephem-
era, online sources, and narratives as a way to build a more complete
pictures of dynamic and living communities. The book itself reads well
for the purposes of research, and I think could be taught as chapters for
different types of courses.

HusseiN RasHID, PH.D.
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There is no doubt that the topic of Islam and women has received a
great deal of scholarly attention from different vantage points that serve
competing interests and claims. Amidst this plethora of discourses, Asma
Afsaruddin’s edited volume The Oxford Handbook of Islam and Women
sheds light on the multi-faceted and diverse nature of Muslim women’s
lives in the past and in the present. As Afsaruddin points out in the intro-
duction, the volume is in conversation with some of the politicization
and the idealization that the topic has encountered in both lay and aca-
demic circles, and attempts to provide a more nuanced and historicized
approach that better reflects Muslim women’s lived experiences, per-
spectives, and manifold contributions to the Islamic tradition. It makes
for a valuable reference work that helps readers navigate the minefield
of political and other ideologies that revolve around Muslim women.
The volume consists of six sections, beginning with Section A, which
contains Afsaruddin’s introduction, titled “Deciphering Muslim Women’s
Lives: Religion, Agency and Diversity” The remaining sections comprise
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thirty-two chapters. The contributing authors are carefully selected, many
of them leading authorities in the field as well as emerging scholars with
established expertise in their respective areas. Although they do not always
state their positionalities, they include Muslims and non-Muslims, conser-
vatives and “progressives,” women and men, mimicking the multiplicity
of voices that is characteristic of research in this area. Most are women,
reflecting the field’s authorial demographics on the one hand, but also
showcasing women’s voices, especially those of Muslim women, on the
other. The chapters are carefully collated to include broad overviews, liter-
ature reviews, geographic analyses, and in-depth treatments of key themes,
providing a rich resource for university teachers as well as general readers.

Section B follows the introduction and is titled “Foundational Texts and
Their Interpretations.” It consists of five chapters, covering both Qur’an and
Hadith. Hibba Abugideiri’s chapter introduces the methodologies of amina
wadud, a pioneer of Islamic feminist hermeneutics, and applies them to
the stories of Mary, the Queen of Sheba, and Zulaykha in the Qur’an. It is
a fitting beginning for the volume, explaining wadud’s Tawhidic paradigm
and thereby some of the distinctive aspects of Islamic theology that inform
women’s scholarly and other activism. Hadia Mubarak does an excellent
job analyzing how leading classical male Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes have
addressed Q. 4:1, 2:228, 4:34 and 4:128, key Qur’anic verses in Islamic femi-
nist discourse. By digging into the distant past, Mubarak demonstrates the
tafsir genre’s open-endedness, hermeneutical diversity, and adaptiveness
to socio-cultural contexts, thereby implicitly arguing that the capacity to
read the Qur’an in new, contextually sensitive ways is part and parcel of
the tradition. Afsaruddin presents an overview and evaluation of Islamic
feminist discourse focusing on the foundational figures, wadud and Asma
Barlas, as well as its foremost critics, Kecia Ali and Aysha Hidayatullah.
She evaluates pro-egalitarian and pro-hierarchical stances vis-a-vis the
Qur’an and through careful cross-referential analysis of primary texts,
she arrives at the conclusion that the Qur’an does not support patriarchy.

While Islamic feminist engagement with the Qur’an is a well-estab-
lished trend, Muslim women’s Hadith scholarship is in its early stages.
Feryal Salem’s chapter touches on some of the most important points
related to women in Hadith, including the classification of hadiths and
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the problem of hadiths composed of opaque “short statements” that can
be read positively or negatively vis-a-vis women. While Salem presents a
skillful array of primary sources from some of the most important Sunni
collections (but not Shi‘i ones), Khaled Abou El Fadl’s chapter is more
analytical and synthesizes the state of contemporary Muslim women’s
critical engagement with Hadith. Altogether, the chapters in this section
provide an excellent foundation of primary texts and their analysis for
readers wishing to orient themselves on the topic of Islam and women.

Sections C and D are titled “Women and Islamic Law” and “Deciphering
Women’s Lives: Women in History and Texts” respectively. Together, they
cover the areas of law, biographical representation, transmission of knowl-
edge, devotional life, literature, and economic agency. Similar to the above
section, they each contribute important content to the evolving picture of
Muslim women’s lives and their engagement in various disciplines, both as
scholars and as subjects of study. Mariam Sheibani provides an excellent
overview of marriage, divorce, and inheritance laws and examines their
practical application in reference to court cases in Mamluk Egypt and
Ottoman Turkey. This trend has started to gain ground in the study of
Islamic law and highlights the gaps between the prescriptions of Sharia (or,
to be precise, figh) and their real-life applications on the ground. Of note is
also Maria Dakake’s chapter that provides important Shi‘i perspectives on
Fatima, the Prophet Muhammad’s daughter, and Zaynab, his granddaugh-
ter. It serves to counterbalance the more Sunni-focussed essays.

So far, the sections have presented well-established Islamic disciplines
and women’s scholarly engagement with them from a largely North
American lens, catering to the interests and diversity of Muslim women in
this continent, although, to be sure, they do include scholarship from outside
the North American or European milieus. Section E, titled “Women’s Lived
Realities and Their Religious and Social Activism in the Modern Period” is
more global, providing geographical treatments of Muslim women’s activ-
ism in the Levant, North Africa, Iran, Turkey, South and South-East Asia,
China, South Africa, the United States, Western Europe, and Saudi Arabia
and the Gulf countries. Transnational networks are briefly mentioned here
and there, most notably in Nelly van Doorn-Harder’s chapter on South-
East Asia, home to the important Malaysian organization Sisters in Islam
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that has birthed the global Musawah movement. Together, these chapters
provide a well-rounded picture of Muslim women’s activism in many parts
of the world and some of their key interests.

The final two sections are titled “Modern Narratives of the Gendered
Self: Women Writing about Women” and “Islam, Women and the Global
Public Arena” respectively. They are each composed of two articles: one
delving into a key topic in that general area and one presenting a broad
overview. In Section 5, Rugayya Khan focuses on modern treatments
of the Prophet Muhammad’s wives, while Miriam Cooke reviews con-
temporary Muslim feminist literature, showing how writers critique
misogynistic representations and restrictions through the medium of
poetry, short stories, novels and other forms of literature. In Section
6, Anna Piela probes into the topic of veiling, while Katherine Bullock
examines Muslim women as a cultural trope, showing how they are
politicized within global discourses. Her chapter makes for an excel-
lent conclusion to the book and takes us squarely from the multifarious
epochs that preceding chapters have addressed and into the present-day
context, highlighting the crux of what all preceding chapters have
demonstrated: Muslim women are not victims but are powerful agents
that have helped shape the Islamic tradition in significant ways. She criti-
cizes the trope that makes of Muslim women victims in need of saving by
“the white Western male and his female accomplice,” (p. 390) one that has
functioned in orientalist discourses since nineteenth-century European
colonialism, and which continues to justify and perpetuate Islamophobia
today. Her chapter incidentally also provides context for the book, ana-
lyzing continuities and discontinuities between nineteenth-century
orientalist discourses and their contemporary permutations. Of concern
is her conclusion that rather than improving, Islamophobic trends are
worsening, which underscores the importance of this volume.

Bullock’s chapter also underlines the problems associated in the label
“feminist” as applied to Muslim women’s activism, because of its use in
what she and others term “Imperial feminism,” “gendered orientalism”
and other descriptions (p. 595), forms of feminism that go hand-in-hand
with colonialism to make Muslim women “victims” and thereby justify
colonial oppressions. One thing that the book does well is to illustrate
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the varying degrees of comfort that Muslim women have with the label
“feminist”: while some Muslim women embrace it, either on its own or
with the qualifier “Islamic,” others reject it outright with “everything
in between,” as Julianne Hammer has pointed out in her chapter on
the North American context (pp. 490-91). Whether one chooses to use
“Islamic feminism” (Arabic: niswiyya islamiyya) for the phenomenon
or other terms, the book highlights the embeddedness of Muslim wom-
en’s pro-women activism in an Islamic theological worldview and its
deep-rootedness in Muslim history. As Maria Jaschock and Man Ke’s
essay on Chinese Muslim women’s activism demonstrates, even the term
“activism” can be disputed, the authors more comfortable describing
women’s “activities” in the religiously restrictive Chinese context. The
variegated uses or lack thereof of terms such as “feminism” and “activ-
ism” illustrate the diverse forms that women’s engagement with Islam
has taken in different geographical, historical and political contexts.

A volume of this size cannot possibly hope to cover all the areas
of Muslim women’s activism and scholarly contributions. The most
important areas deserving of further consideration are probably Islamic
psychotherapy, spiritual care, and chaplaincy, which fall under the
emerging discipline of Islamic practical theology in Western academia,
and to which Muslim women have made foundational contributions.
Notwithstanding this lacuna, together, the authors of this volume have
produced an invaluable resource for educators and researchers in fields
related to the intersection of Islam and women. From all the books
devoted to the topic, this volume is probably the broadest, and has pro-
vided an impressive array of scholarship both in terms of quality and
scope. All in all, this volume has accomplished its aims, the rich reper-
toire of authors, themes, and bibliography contributing to an exceptional
resource that will be of interest to both lay audiences and specialists.

NEVIN REDA

ASSISTANT PROFESSOR

THE UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO
ToronTO, CA
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As the dust settled on the 2024 U.S. presidential election, a few demo-
graphic trends came into focus. Perhaps one important trend saw that the
war in Gaza was an incredibly divisive issue for Democrats. Frustrated
by what they perceived to be as President Biden’s indifference toward
Palestinian suffering and political self-determination, many Arab and
Muslim American activists decided not to vote for the Democratic nom-
inee for President, Vice President Kamala Harris. Traditionally, Muslim
American communities such as those in Dearborn, Michigan, which were
Democratic strongholds, interpreted the atrocities in Gaza as a genocide
and refused to support the Democratic candidate. They did not fill in a
vote for either presidential candidate. Interestingly, only twenty percent
of Jewish Americans did not vote for Vice President Harris. Yet, unlike
most of their Muslim American neighbors, this twenty percent voted for
President Trump, primarily because of his unequivocal support for the
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state of Israel and his support of its current right-wing, authoritarian
nationalist government there. Most of these Jewish Americans were
members of Orthodox Jewish communities, who were both fearful of
and outraged by Hamas’ murderous rampage on October 7, 2023. These
two communities seem to be living in two starkly separate political and
religious realities.

At first glance, then, it might be difficult to see how Muslims and
Orthodox Jews in the United States as sympatico sojourners on a poten-
tially joint spiritual path. Yet in their book Following Similar Paths:
What American Jews and Muslims Can Learn From One Another, Samuel
Heilman and Mucahit Bilici make precisely this assertion: that “reli-
giously observant Jews and observant Muslims walk similar paths” (p.
1) Despite the similarities of their experiences and orientations toward
the preservation of traditionalist lifestyles and values in the face of a
relentless cultural power to assimilate to an “American” way of life,
Orthodox Jews and observant Muslims rarely interact with one another.
The authors understand this fact as a problem and yet see opportuni-
ties for important cultural and religious exchanges. Anyone who has
participated in interreligious dialogue probably has noticed more than
once that Jews and Muslims share similar religiosities and orientations
to ritual, law, and tradition. In a culture dominated by Christianity, these
similarities stick out. Jews and Muslims eat differently. They pray differ-
ently, in different directions, and often in different languages. In fact, they
believe in sacred languages. Their sacred languages Hebrew and Arabic
are semitic and share many qualities. The metaphor “family semblances”
has often been used in describing the relationship between these two
traditions (p. 234).

Despite the current political and cultural chasm separating these
communities, Heilman and Bilici’s book seeks to develop these “family
semblances.” It also serves as an important introduction to these com-
munities, their traditions, and their experiences in the United States. In
so doing, the book contains seven chapters that focuses on these essen-
tial similarities: law, diet, identity, religious leadership, study, prayer,
and how both communities experience and suffer from religious big-
otry. While hoping to preserve the integrity and distinctiveness of both
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religious communities, the authors create a framework for evaluating
how each community considers participation in the civic domain, while
also tracing how these communities acculturate religiously. The deeper
question here is to consider how both communities experience the com-
plicated realities informing American society on their own terms—i.e.,
how each community navigates the dynamic domain of American reli-
gious culture—while also considering how their experiences may blaze
a joint civic path toward deeper engagement with American social, reli-
gious, and political life.

Informed by a similar commitment to orthopraxy and how each com-
munity orients to law, faith, and tradition, the lives of Orthodox Jewish
and Muslim American communities, for the authors, provide a unique
opportunity to think about how to build bridges across tacitly and artifi-
cially constructed social and political barriers. While similar, the authors
stress that Orthodox Jewish and Muslim communities contain important
differences. For example, due to anxieties regarding assimilation and loss
of faith, many Orthodox Jewish communities often separate themselves
from broader populations. They tend to live in isolated communities
within neighborhoods to preserve their traditionalist lifestyles, while
at the same providing a protective barrier from what they perceive to
be nefarious cultural influences and norms. Living on the margins is
obviously a delicate dance, since to live in this society, communities
often participate in some manner within mainstream American culture.
American Muslims face similar challenges. For the authors, both com-
munities have developed interesting and important ways of living in
a conflicting “hybrid” culture of both secular norms and traditionalist
lifestyles. Balancing these influences is essential for both communities,
since both fear losing the fundamental aspects of everyday religious life.
The authors assert: “Both believed in their capacity to restrict cultural
assimilation into modern American life, a consequence they saw as ideo-
logically dangerous.” (p. 96)

Part of preserving this balance, then, requires wearing religious attire
in public. Orthodox Jews and Muslims, interestingly, according to the
authors, have sought to elevate the religious power and status of head
coverings, as well as other aspects of modest religious clothing within



BOOK REVIEWS = 141

their communities. How people in these communities wear their cloth-
ing has become an essential part of their religious identity. This act is
purposeful. In fact, Orthodox Jews and Muslims continue to identify
themselves through their religious attire even in the face of persistent
and ferocious religious bigotry and physical threats to their respective
communities. Both communities have embraced the symbolic power of
separating themselves through clothing from the general public. The
authors also find this shared desire to use clothing as a way to separate
themselves from American society as having an unintended positive
influence on the public: both communities have made the symbols of
their religious life acceptable by simply reimagining their theological
meaning. Even though, for both communities, religious attire plays
a marginal role in the domains of theology and religious law, it has
emerged as a powerful force critical to the formations of both communi-
ties’ religious identities. It has even become a source of pride. Orthodox
Jews and Muslims are able to navigate this precarious separation of
religious and secular life by asserting who they are without imposing it
onto others. They are able to live their religious lives without compro-
mising their theological sensibilities. Both communities, in the authors’
view, can remain separate from and an essential part of the social fabric
of American cultural life.

Unfortunately, one byproduct of this cultural achievement is the
prevalence of Islamophobia and antisemitism in the United States. The
identities of members of these communities are inexorably related to their
experience of religious bigotry. Both communities experience hatred, yet
each responds differently: each with very limited success. How these
communities may rally together to combat the ubiquity of this religious
hatred is indeed to see how, in many instances, their religious lives are
similar. They need to build interreligious solidarity networks despite
their differences and mutual distrust simply because Islamophobic and
antisemitic incidents continue to proliferate. In that context, this book is
an important guide for both communities. Because these groups share so
many similarities, in the authors’ view, they will be in a unique position
to learn from one another’s differences, which will yield many import-
ant social, religious, and political possibilities about living as a religious
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minority within a Christian hegemonic, though pluralistic society. This
is a daunting, yet critical challenge facing all religious minorities at this
current political moment.

While most readers of this book will most likely be less sanguine
about these dialogical possibilities than its authors, I hope they will still
consider one unavoidable truth: as the country enters a Trump 2.0 pres-
idency, Muslims and Orthodox Jews will need to find ways to organize,
learn from one another, and build resilient interreligious networks if
they—indeed we—are to meet these challenges and build a robust plu-
ralistic society that protects all minorities from the threats posed by this
potent rise in national and global hatred and religious bigotry. This book
is an important roadmap to this goal. Even though, as I write now, I am
less optimistic for such a moment, I admire and am incredibly grateful
to have this work in the world.

BenjaMiIN E. Sax

HEAD OF SCHOLARSHIP AND JEWISH SCHOLAR

THE INSTITUTE FOR IsLAMIC, CHRISTIAN, JEWISH STUDIES
BarTiIMORE, MD
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Last year, I had the opportunity to pay my respects to a hair of the
Prophet. It was brought in reverently in a glass case, and people queued
for at least an hour to kiss it. Clearly, Muslims still have an interest in
relics, and, despite popular stereotypes, Islam is not wholly iconoclastic.

Some might say that such things are merely folk practice, not ‘real’
Islam. Others might say that they are really only endorsed by Shi‘is
(even though only a handful of Shi‘is were there). This book challenges
those stereotypes. Today, sharp boundaries are projected onto the past,
dividing Muslim from non-Muslim, Sunni from Shi‘i, the educated from
the uneducated, and deviancy from orthodoxy. However, in Traces of the
Prophets, Bursi argues that, in the formative era of Islam, those boundar-
ies were far more fluid, at least when it came to tombs and relics.

In many ways, Traces of the Prophets is a product of our times. This
book would have been unlikely without the material turn in Religious
Studies - studying religion as embodied practices, and things, rather than
as disembodied beliefs. In fact, this is one of the few studies to apply
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this approach to early Islam, despite the fact that “Muhammad’s world
and that of his rival heirs was alive with objects and images as well as
words” (quoted from Fowden on p. 13).

Furthermore, treating texts as artefacts is broadly accepted today.
Rather than passing judgments about the authenticity of various narra-
tives, Bursi treats them as products of their times. That is, stories about
the Prophet or other luminaries say more about the times they were
written down in than what actually happened. (He also extends this
approach to contemporaneous Jewish and Christian writings). He also
treats stories as relics themselves, noting that the word athar and its
cognates may be applied to both accounts of the Prophet and physical
relics. While some assume that Muslims were only interested in oral
athar, he notes that the Prophet’s physical athar — like his hairs — are
mentioned in the collections of narrations themselves. Along these lines,
he integrates some archaeological findings into this study, although the
primary focus is textual.

Although Bursi does not dwell on it, many readers will come to
this book understanding that the subject is politically and ideologically
charged. Reading between the lines, one can consider what other chang-
ing tides of our times facilitated this study. One is the fading shadow of
Orientalism. The drive to distinguish the colonizer from the colonized
(not to mention the legacy of the Crusades) encouraged some European
scholars to present Islam as fundamentally different from Christianity.
One way this was done was through tombs and relics: Christians interred
skulls in walls, Muslims did not. This follows a similar trajectory to the
study of Islamic art. Until recently, it was taken as axiomatic that depict-
ing humans or animals was wholly antithetical to Islam, despite the fact
that some Islamic manuscripts do just that. Today, there is more appre-
ciation of the shared culture of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam — even
if this shared sacred history was sometimes used to draw dividing lines.

Second, in the 20" century, Salafi voices overshadowed all others in
publicly defining the ‘correct’ Islam, and tomb veneration did not make
the cut. In the Western academy, this was compounded by a tendency
to treat a certain interpretation of Sunnism as the ‘real’ Islam, and other
interpretations — especially Sufi or Shi‘i interpretations — as deviancies.
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Today, there is a greater scope for a diversity of voices and an under-
standing that, as with other faith traditions, there is not just one Islam
but many ‘Islams, past and present. With this approach, it is easier to
accept that early Muslims also enjoyed a plurality of views.

This plurality is illustrated by an instructive story which opens the
introduction. Here, Waki ibn al-Jarrah (d. 812) narrates a hadith saying
that, after the Prophet died, his belly swelled and his little finger bent.
This seemingly innocuous act nearly gets him stoned. As Bursi observes,
“Waki’s experience illustrates how these differing conceptions of the
Prophet’s body were not mere curiosities or obscure academic debates,
but could be closely connected to vital issues of Islamic belief and iden-
tity” (p. 3). Additionally, the mere recording of this story demonstrates
that such matters were subject to debate. Interested parties in this story
were not limited to Muslims; rather, a Coptic Christian fuels the fire by
taunting, “Poor Muhammad! He tells you that you will be in heaven, but
is he there now? Poor man, his wealth did not help him when the dogs
were eating his legs!” (p. 3) Methodological considerations follow, after
which there is a discussion of the Prophet’s hair. For instance, the son of
the renowned scholar, Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855), is quoted as saying,
“I saw my father take a strand of the Prophet’s hair and place it upon
his mouth and kiss it. I believe I saw him place it upon his head or eyes,
then plunge it into water and drink, seeking a cure through it” (p. 19).
This lets us know that interest in Prophetic relics was not limited to the
uneducated or heterodox, but rather was shared by the scholarly elite.

Chapter 1 discusses how Jews, Christians, and Muslims venerated
(or did not venerate) the sacred dead. While some might argue that tomb
veneration was less prominent among Jews, Bursi notes that contempo-
raneous rabbinic literature indicates that Jews also venerated holy bodies
and sacred gravesites — creating, as it were, a common ground. The
textual artefacts in this chapter both vindicate and pontificate against
tomb veneration. For instance, an anonymous Abbasid-era interlocutor
polemicises against Christian relic practices, saying, “You entomb your
dead in your worship places — which God commanded you to keep pure
- and heal your sick [in them]” (p. 29). At the same time, this chapter
also features liminal spaces, such as the Church of the Kathisma, south of
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Jerusalem, where the Virgin Mary was said to have rested on the way to
Bethlehem. Water was piped over the stone she had sat on and collected
for blessings. These apparent contradictions lead Bursi to conclude that
“[t]ombs, relics, and early Islamic identity were thus bound together in
important and sometimes conflicting ways that are lost when we solely
focus on — and accept as exclusively ‘Islamic’ - the evidence of rejection
and iconoclasm” (p. 46).

Chapter 2 addresses a relic hidden in plain sight: the footprints of
Abraham (magam Ibrahim) near the Holy Ka‘bah. The mere fact that a
relic rests at the centre of Islam’s sacred geography shows that relics
were important historical and ritual markers of identity, not merely folk
add-ons. This chapter features George, a Jewish or Christian convert who
steals the magam Ibrahim to take it back to his king — a story which Bursi
likens to relic translation stories popular throughout late antique and
medieval texts, in which believers transfer a saint’s body or holy object to
a place where it might be more properly venerated (p. 49). George “thus
treats this piece of Islamic sacred history as a relic [...] used to accrue
spiritual power for their Christian capital” (p. 50) — thereby vindicating
Islam. This chapter also covers debates over seeking blessings from the
magqam Ibrahim, from Ibn al-Zubayr (d. 692) saying “you were not com-
manded to stroke it, but only to pray nearby it!” (p. 63) to the Abbasid
caliph al-Mahdi (d. 785) pouring water over it to drink (p. 64).

Chapter 3 discusses stories of Muslims “finding and hiding” (that
is, reburying) Jewish and Christian holy bodies. Much of this chapter
centres on the Prophet Daniel, and why the victorious Muslim armies
chose to hide rather than display Daniel’s remains. While some read
these stories as examples of iconoclasm, Bursi interprets them as ways
in which Muslims expressed dominance: by burying the sacred dead in
their own lands but not disclosing where, they both sanctified Islamic
geography and kept an upper hand. This chapter also features giants: the
ancient prophets are described as unusually large, reinforcing an antique
view that holiness corresponded with bigness.

Chapter 4 addresses the Prophet’s body itself. Are the Prophet’s
remains in his tomb in Medina, or were they raised to heaven? This
alludes to the theological point raised by the Coptic Christian in the
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introduction: how could the Prophet intercede for his flock if his body
were not intact? In this chapter, we see a particularly strong geographic
divide. For instance, Basrans tend to maintain that the prophets were
alive praying in their graves, whereas Kufans tend to maintain that the
Prophet was lifted to heaven. Chapter 5 follows by discussing the ritu-
alization of places where the Prophet prayed in and around Mecca and
Medina. Although this chapter focuses on early and classical Islam, it is
particularly relevant to contemporary history given that some of these
sites were eliminated or repurposed in the 20" century.

If nothing else, this work amply demonstrates that everyone from
the commoners to the caliphs had opinions; thus, I will add mine. While
the book excels at the job it sets out to do, it would also have been
interesting to hear about other regional religious traditions, outside the
Abrahamic box. Second, while the writing is academically sound, a more
engaging manner with an extra sprinkle of literary finesse might better
showcase the interesting stories it already contains. However, these are
only suggestions (possibly for future works), and the book successfully
accomplishes its task, letting us know that, even in times past, Muslims
of many stripes took an interest in Prophetic hairs.

AMINA INLOES
AMERICAN SCHOLAR
THE IsLamic COLLEGE
LonbpoNn, UK
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Few works in Islamic intellectual history have received as much attention
as Sahih al-Bukhari. With hundreds of premodern and modern studies
dedicated to its name, one might assume that little room remains for
groundbreaking insights. Khaldtn al-Ahdab’s recently revised study
and the introduction to the Bayt al-Sunna edition of Sahih al-Bukhari
have made significant contributions to our understanding of Imam
al-BukharT’s life and works. Yet, Ahmad al-Aqtash’s highly anticipated
monograph manages to push the boundaries of an extensively studied
subject even further. If al-Aqtash’s gloss on Abt Mas‘ad al-Dimashq’s
Jawab is any indication, he possesses an exceptional mastery of the
hadith sciences and is thus well-equipped to engage with the subject
at hand.

Qissat hayat al-Bukhari: Sira tarikhiyya jadida represents a sig-
nificant contribution to the field, offering a meticulously researched
and critically engaging biographical account of Imam al-Bukhari. The
impetus for writing this book stemmed from conversations with other
scholars, particularly regarding when al-Bukhari compiled the Sahih
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and when al-Tirmidhi met al-Bukhari. While these may seem like minor
points, they carry significant academic implications for understanding
other aspects of al-Bukhari’s life and evolving views. Spanning over 500
pages and structured into twenty-nine chapters, this volume system-
atically reconstructs al-BukharT’s life, travels, and intellectual oeuvre.
The detailed twenty-two page table of contents offers an accessible
reference and a helpful summary of both significant and peripheral dis-
cussions. Excerpts of the book were previously published in Majmii‘at
al-Makhtutat al-Islamiyya (pp. 35-36: 2022).

As its subtitle suggests, the book provides a revised historical account
of al-Bukhar?’s life, which serves as its greatest strength. Al-Aqtash
endeavors to establish a coherent, linear narrative of al-Bukhari’s move-
ments. This is a particularly challenging task given the fragmentary
nature of early biographical sources. The complexity of this undertaking
is heightened by al-Bukhari’s extensive travels, the animated nature of his
scholarly life, and the proliferation of certain misconceptions. To address
these challenges, al-Aqtash categorizes the sources on al-Bukhari’s life
in chronological order and employs a rigorous analytical approach to
seemingly minor reports to elucidate al-BukharT’s precise whereabouts at
different junctures. An important approach used in the book is citing lost
early sources through secondary works, such as al-Warraq’s Shama’il
al-Bukhari and al-Hakim’s Tarikh Nisabur via Ibn ‘Asakir’s Tartkh and
al-Dhahabi’s Siyar. While experts may readily recognize early authors
in the chains of transmission of later works, this method might not be as
apparent to others, let alone utilized. As the author notes, the advantage
of this approach is that it helps identify the earliest available source,
providing the most likely unadulterated account of a given event. The
author’s consultation of Persian and Sogdian dictionaries adds a distinc-
tive dimension to the book’s scholarship (pp. 38, 373).

We can consider two examples to get a sense of how the author
employs unintuitive sources and tactics to “fill in the blanks” He argues
that al-Tirmidhi met al-Bukhari before 241 AH in Firabr by meticulously
examining reports related to the movements of one ‘Abd Allah b. Munir,
amutual associate (pp. 196-201). This argument has broader implications,
as it helps determine whether al-Tirmidhi’s transmission of al-Bukhari’s
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opinions reflect his earlier or later views (p. 204). Second, al-Aqtash
cites the contemporaneous Ibn Fadlan’s travelogue to estimate the most
plausible route al-Bukhari took from his hometown to Baghdad enroute
to the Hajj (pp. 64, 270). These and other examples help spatially and
chronologically animate al-Bukhari’s travels for readers, which is an
aspect that other biographers seem to have overlooked. To be sure, some
Western academic treatments of al-Bukhari’s travels have employed a
similar approach.!

A particularly complicated aspect of al-Bukhari’s biography is the
composition, recension, and correct ascription of his books. Perhaps
the most innovative argument in the book is al-Aqtash’s assertion that
Sahih al-Bukhari was completed in 253 AH, shortly before al-Bukhari’s
death (pp. 377-86). He also spends considerable effort in chronologically
plotting the different recensions of al-Bukhari’s Tarikh works (p. 216,
235). The final chapter, dedicated to al-Bukhari’s extant and lost books
(twenty-three proven titles and four of dubious ascription), provides
valuable insights into the chronology of their compilation and various
recensions.

A key limitation when attempting to detail an uninterrupted linear
narrative is the inevitable degree of conjecture involved in positioning
certain events. To his credit, al-Aqtash frequently acknowledges this
challenge, making clear that his interpretations are well-founded but not
necessarily conclusive (p. 8). For example, he argues that al-Bukhari’s
temporary blindness occurred when he set out for the Hajj rather than
during his childhood, but he notes that this is merely a more plausible
reading of the extant data (p. 67). He also corrects widely held mis-
conceptions, such as the claims that al-Bukhari presented his Sahih to
his teachers (p. 152), obtained ‘Ali b. al-Madini’s Kitab al-‘ilal without
permission (p. 116), and saw Musnad Ahmad (p. 126). In the process, he
occasionally consults multiple manuscripts of a text to determine the
most accurate rendition of a passage (pp. 23, 106, 189).

Al-Aqtash also provides insightful historical context, such as his
discussion of how Ibn Rahawayh described Tarikh al-kabir as sorcery to
the local emir. He explains that this reaction stemmed from the ground-
breaking nature of the work: it was the first attempt to systematically
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gather narrators from various chains into an independent, alphabetically
ordered biographical dictionary—a method that later became standard
(p. 258). Readers will appreciate the stage setting for the final years
of al-BukharT’s life and the controversy surrounding the lafz debate in
Transoxiana (p. 342). Based on my reading of the subject, the author
offers the most vivid retelling of these pivotal events.

An area of unease for some readers may be al-Aqtash’s critique of
earlier historians, such as al-Hakim (p. 70), and contemporary scholars,
like al-Mu‘allimi (p. 223) and Nar al-Din ‘Itr (p. 200). His critique also
extends to al-Bukhari himself. Al-Aqtash argues in one instance that
al-Bukhari misidentified the name of his teacher’s father due to an error
by his student Muslim (p. 106). While some may view these critiques
as contentious, al-Aqtash presents well-argued cases with a tone that
remains professional and respectful. These points of critique, along with
the author’s often speculative conclusions, have drawn responses from
the hadith expert Sharif Hatim al-‘Awni, who recently shared some crit-
ical reflections on the book.

The conclusion feels somewhat rushed and would benefit from a
more detailed synopsis, along with proposals for further research.
While numerous topics are addressed, some would have been enriched
by additional details such as the precise identity of al-Dakhili, a more
comprehensive discussion of al-Bukhari’s children (including an analysis
of claims that he had no offspring), and greater specificity regarding the
recensions of the Sahih. Regarding the reasons why al-Nasafi’s recension
did not gain lasting traction (p. 459), it would be beneficial to include
a discussion on how, prior to its decline, al-Nasafi’s recension was
favored by many commentators. This topic is explored by Fuat Sezgin.
The appended maps intended to illustrate al-Bukhari’s travels (pp. 32,
62, 101) would have been more effective had they been clearer and less
visually cluttered.

Qissat hayat al-Bukhari is a commendable work that offers fresh
insights into al-Bukhari’s life and numerous related topics. Given its
depth of research, critical engagement with sources, and revisionist
approach to common scholarly assumptions, this book is likely to spark
considerable academic debate. Any serious student of hadith studies
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would greatly benefit from reading this work, not only for its subject
matter but also as an exemplary model of meticulous research, criti-
cal reassessment of established views, and illumination of the scholarly
milieu of the third-century AH through the life of its most iconic figure.

MUNTASIR ZAMAN
INSTRUCTOR
QALAM SEMINARY
CARROLLTON, TX

doi: 10.35632/ajis.v42i1-2.3737
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Endnotes

1 Jonathan A.C. Brown, The Canonization of al-Bukhari and Muslim: The Formation
and Function of the Sunni Hadith Canon (Leiden: Brill, 2007) p. 47.
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Abstract

Prior to the nominal suppression of the Boko Haram group
and the subsequent killing of its founder, Muhammad Yusuf, in
2009, many Nigerians (including the majority of Muslims) knew
very little about the extremist organization. Likewise, it was
not widely known that some Muslim scholars, especially main-
stream Sunnis, had engaged the spiritual leaders of the group
in an ideological dialogue a few years after its emergence. Yet,
interested parties had sought to link Boko Haram’s militancy
to the increasingly prominent, Salafi style of religious propaga-
tion. Fortunately, those attempts were nullified by the emergence
of well-documented debates and dialogues advanced by Sunni
scholars. This article presents the discourse of Nigerian scholars
about Boko Haram’s ideology. In particular, it analyses a debate
that took place between ‘Tsa ‘Ali Pantami and Muhammad Yusuf.
Using a video recording of the debate and key academic litera-
ture, this essay finds that a weak and misguided perception of
the objectives of the Islamic Shari’ah and the desire of undue
fame, among other factors, are the main issues that led to the
emergence, growth and militancy of the organization.

Keywords: Boko Haram, extremism, Muhammad Yusuf, ‘Isa
‘Ali Pantami, Nigeria

Introduction

Though endless wrangling and goalless disputations are strongly discour-
aged in Islam, meaningful, purposeful and value-laden debates are not only
permitted, but encouraged. Purposeful debate is that conducted in order
to deliberate over almost all the issues of spiritual, political, moral, intel-
lectual or social significance. It seeks to correct misperceptions and wrong
views, and arrive at positive and sound judgments of differing opinions.
Importantly, debate is not meant to force participants to withdraw their
positions, surrender to the supposed appropriate conclusions or repudiate
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their proofs. Rather, it is a means of making a distinction between truth and
falsehood, right and wrong and strong and weak or baseless standpoints,
at least for the benefit of a shrewd audience. Yet, in some instances there
are sincere and truth-seeking debaters, who submit to their co-debaters
when they discover that they have been holding a flawed and deficient
opinion. In Nigeria’s religious arena, debates among Islamic sects, groups
and movements on both minor and major issues, which at times on take
polemical dimensions, are a common feature of intra-Muslim relations in
the country. This is exemplified by the debates between Sunni scholars and
the pioneers of the militant group known as Boko Haram.

Founded in the early 2000s by Muhammad Yusuf,' a charismatic
young preacher based in Maiduguri in north-eastern Nigeria, Boko
Haram is an extremist movement that declared that seeking a Western
education was forbidden. It also condemned working under Nigeria’s
bureaucratic system, and did not recognize Nigeria as a country that is
governed according to a non-Islamic system and man-made laws. After
the extrajudicial killing of Yusuf in 2009 following a deadly riot that the
group launched, disciples of Yusuf then took over and regrouped. Since
then, Boko Haram has unleashed waves of violence against the Nigerian
state and its citizens. Since the emergence of Boko Haram, before it was
fully organized and spread to other parts of Nigeria, some Sunni scholars,
including Salafis seriously engaged its leader in debate.

Some of these scholars, like Shaykh Ja‘far Mahmud Adam (d. 2007),?
had not only preached against the group’s motives, but also predicted the
threat it would pose both to Muslims and Nigerians more broadly. For a
long time, Nigerian ‘ulama’have criticized Boko Haram’s extremism in
debates and teaching sessions, which have been extensively transmitted
within Muslim spaces. Even as many Nigerians were seeking to avoid
becoming targets of the group, Muslim scholars” were condemning its
atrocities. However, efforts to tackle Boko Haram’s ideology were often
poorly represented and rarely amplified in Nigeria’s mainstream media.
Other scholars that also criticized the group included Dr. Ahmad Gumi,
Dr. Ibrahim Jalo, Dr. Sani Umar Rijiyar Lemo, Shaykh Alhasan Said,
Shaykh Mansur Ibrahim Sokoto, Shaykh Muhammad Auwal Albani,’ Dr.
Idris ‘Abdul‘Aziz Bauchi, and Shaykh Nazifi Yunus to name only a few.
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However, despite these efforts to disassociate Boko Haram from
Islam, there were interest parties that, due to doctrinal grudges, that
sought to link its militant approach to Salafism, which has been enjoy-
ing increasingly success in Nigeria. For example, authors like Dr. Yinka
Olomojobi tried (unsuccessfully) to link the teachings of Muslim schol-
ars like Ibn Taimiyyah with Boko Haram. Olomojobi appears to have
based his conclusion on the fact Yusuf’s mosque was named after Ibn
Taimyyah.* It is in this context that this article presents an appraisal of
the debate that took place between the Sunni scholar Shaykh ‘Tsa ‘Ali
Pantami® and Muhammad Yusuf the founder of Boko Haram. The paper
begins by presenting a general overview of the role of debate in Islam.
This is then followed by a short discussion of Boko Haram group and its
emergence. Then, the article provides an overview and analysis of this
important debate between Pantami and Yusuf.

Religious Debate and Dialogue in Islam: An Overview

As a religion that is built upon proofs and always encourages scru-
tiny, rationalization, investigation and searching for the truth, Islam
has always been open to peaceful dialogue, not only at the doctrinal
and sectarian levels, but also at the level of schools of jurisprudence.
Doctrinal debates often occur between adherents of different faiths. The
main points discussed concern creeds, dogmas and other highly import-
ant matters that represent the edifice of the faith. The Qur’an has, in
numerous places, narrated how different messengers of Allah engaged
their people in rigorous religious discourses. For example, the Prophet
Nubh used every opportunity to discuss faith-related matters with his peo-
ple.* Though he was the son of an idol-worshipping father, the Prophet
Ibrahim did not feel reluctant to debate his father and his polytheistic
people, who were also the passionate custodians of idols. The trend can
also be seen with other prophets like Salih,” Hud® and Shu’ayb.’ In the
course of their prophetic missions, they also used dialogue as a means
to convey Allah’s message and guidance.

In this same vein, the Prophet Muhammad also debated some of
the powerful Meccans, who were regarded as masters of oratory at the
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time. It can be inferred from the history of the Companion’s migration
to Abyssinia that one of the influential factors in the Abyssinian King’s
conversion to Islam was a debate that took place in his palace between
the Muslims’ spokesman, Ja‘far b. Abi Talib and the Quraysh emissary,
‘Amr ibn al-‘As.

Sectarian discourses emerge between people who profess the same
faith and are bound by its central creeds. It is, in other words, an intra-
faith dialogue. The history of Islam shows that there have been many of
these kinds of intra-faith debates, especially between mainstream Sunni
Muslims and the followers of sects like the Jahamiyah, the Mu‘tazilites, the
Rafidah, the Khawarij, etc. A cousin of the Prophet Muhammad, ‘Abdallah
b. ‘Abbas, was reported to have engaged the militant Khawarij in a seri-
ous debate, which at its conclusion markedly reduced the number of the
sect’s followers.’® Abu al-Hassan al-Ash‘ari, a famous debater who left the
Mu‘tazilite camp and joined the mainstream Sunnis, engaged his step-fa-
ther (a Mu‘tazilite), Abu ‘Ali al-Jubba’i, in a heated sectarian debate that
ultimately silenced the latter."! Likewise, Imam Ahmad b. Hanbal’s conflict
with the authorities and his persecution were also a result of his unwill-
ingness to compromise on his position that the Qur’an was the uncreated,
eternal word of Allah.'? The same thing can be said with some other later
scholars like Ibn Taimiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim who were both imprisoned.

Debate at the level of the legal school is mainly confined to figh-re-
lated matters. It is mostly a good-natured discussion and an attempt to
generate ideas and come to a sound judgment within the available textual
proofs. Varying jurisprudential understandings as a result of ijtihad are
what gave rise to the different Sunni Schools of figh. More ideological
debates are those that occur with a movement that looks more political,
albeit dressed in religious, which is what the debate between Pantami
and Yusuf resembles.

Here, it is worth reiterating that religious debates are not neces-
sarily the main reason that one changes their position and accepts the
truth. Rather, debate can also serve as a means of discharging the duty
of admonition within the framework of enjoining good and forbidding
evil (al-amr bi-al-ma‘ruf wa-al-nahy ‘an al-munkar). This is evident in
the story the Qur’an provides about a group of believers among the
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Jews who admonished their countrymen, who, despite being warned
against fishing on a certain day, went ahead anyway and fulfilled their
desires. When the group of believers who admonished their fellows was
dissuaded by another group that considered itself liberal by maintaining
a neutral position, the former reasoned that their goal was to be able to
have an excuse before Allah.” While the main substance of any serious
and meaningful debate is the availability of strong resources of proofs
and the skill to use them as the Qur’an indicates, those factors alone

enough cannot guarantee their acceptance.

Boko Haram at a Glance

In Nigeria, the first two decades of the 21*-century have witnessed the
emergence of an unusual religious group that differs markedly from
mainstream Muslims and other sects. Popularly known as Boko Haram,
the organization, would later prefer to be called the Jama‘at Ahl al-Sun-
nah Li-al-Da‘wat wa-al-Jihad. This roughly translates as “the society
of followers of the Sunnah for (“Islamic”) propagation and jihad.” The
term “Boko Haram” is a combination of a Hausa word and an Arabic
one. The word “boko” refers to the “Western form of education,” while
“haram” in Arabic means forbidden. Boko Haram therefore entails that
“the acquisition of knowledge or pursuing a system of education said to
have been brought by the West is prohibited” Founded by Muhammad
Yusuf, a charismatic youth, the group is said to have emerged in 2001,
while others maintain that it emerged in 2002."* However, from the
group’s activities since its emergence, and upon examining its leaders’
speeches, Boko Haram’s ideologies are not restricted to merely seeing the
pursuit of west-modelled knowledge as forbidden, but also that western
education itself is an evil undertaking that amounts to an act of kuft,
or unbelief.

The Boko Haram movement passed through three distinct phases
of development: the propaganda phase, the militancy phase, and the
phase of stalemate. The propaganda phase, which ran for almost the
whole first decade of the group’s emergence, concentrated on preaching,
propagation, dialoguing, debating and recruiting members. This phase
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was characterized by the gradual spread of the group’s ideology. It was
during this phase that a number of youths in the North-eastern part
of the country (especially from its stronghold in the, Borno, Yobe and
Adamawa states) were persuaded by Yusuf’s preaching against Western
education, which was transmitted via a range of modern media. Many
of these youths answered Yusuf’s call by abandoning everything they
considered to be related to Western education. For example, those who
were attending schools immediately left. In their efforts to integrate with
the group, others who had already graduated and obtained diplomas in
various disciplines publicly tore up their certificates. Even those who
were working at public and private establishments cursed their jobs and
withdrew themselves from employment. Instead, they resorted to selling
dates, perfumes, chewing sticks (siwak), shining shoes, nail-cutting and
other low-income trades.

It is important to mention that the leader of Boko Haram, Muhammad
Yusuf, had also passed through different stages in his career, which
shaped his ideological formation before he founded Boko Haram. Yusuf’s
earliest stage of ideological development and activism began with the
Muslim Brotherhood (MB) led by Ibrahim El-Zakzaky that emerged in
the 1980s, which Yusuf joined in 1987. The movement was famous for
its opposition to non-Islamic political systems, and its goal was to cap-
ture political power and turn the state into a theocracy. The leader of
the movement, El-Zakzaky, was popular for his rejection of Nigeria’s
constitution and political system. El-Zakzaky called on Nigerian youths
to leave the school system, and many graduates tore up their certificates
in compliance with his urgings. As a member of the MB, Yusuf had held
important positions as El-Zakzaky’s mouthpiece in Maiduguri, serving
as an imam. He was also active preaching lecturing as early as 1992.

After breaking away El-Zakzaky’s network (like many other activ-
ists), when it became public that El-Zakzaky had embraced Shi‘ism, Yusuf
joined the Jama‘at Tajdid al-Islami (JTI), a splinter group the had been
formed between 1994 and 1995 by members of the Muslim Students
Society of Nigeria and the MB. In late 1998, Yusuf was dismissed from the
JTI due to some of his views. Afterwards, he maintained close ties with
another group called the jama‘at Izalat al-Bid‘ah Wa-Iqamat al-Sunnah
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(JIBWIS but also known simply as Izala). This group formed with a sole
purpose of eradicating religious innovations in the light of the Prophet’s
teachings. However, Yusuf also had disputes with members of JIBWIS
on a range of issues, and he later denounced them as infidels and gov-
ernment stooges."

Some accounts reveal that the main cause of the split between Yusuf
and the JIBWIS was Yusuf’s radical ideas that attempted to introduce
into some Izala affiliated mosques, especially after the 9/11 attacks on
the World Trade Centre, which left an indelible mark on his psyche."”
This led to the disengagement of Yusuf from the Izala. Yusuf eventually
became more authoritative, commanding the respect of his followers and
virtually running a mini-state within Borno. Yusuf then began to travel
across the North-eastern states to lecture and debate. Yusuf’s views,
which form the core of Boko Haram’s ideology, have been outlined by
Sani Umar'® and can be summarized as follows:

1 Modern (secular) education is forbidden.
2 Democracy and contemporary politics in general are kuftr.

3 Working in institutions and establishments manned or guided by
the government is a form of apostasy:.

These ideas characterized the group’s beliefs and activities during the
first phase of its emergence. From 2003 up to mid-2009, Yusuf’s movement
was chiefly committed to proselytization and was largely peaceful, albeit
Yusuf employed fiery language in his preaching and accused Muslims
who did not share his ideology of unbelief. Yusuf was also arrested and
interrogated several time by the security forces. Surprisingly, in almost
all of these arrests, including that which led to his trial and being charged
with terrorism in a federal high court in Abuja, Yusuf was bailed out by
influential Nigerian Christians.’” Abdullahi Hamisu Shehu has narrated
that the former minister of information, and one of the top Christian
elites in Nigeria, Jerry Gana “had repeatedly paid for the bail of Boko
Haram founder and first leader Mohammed Yusuf after his several arrests
during the 2000s, and that Yusuf’s last phone call, shortly before being

killed while in police custody in July 2009, was to Jerry Gana’s number?
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Though the first phase of Boko Haram’s development had some spo-
radic instances of violence, the group had been relatively peace until its
bloody fight with the security agencies in 2009, which led to the extra-
judicial killing of Muhammad Yusuf and hundreds of his followers. This
battle marked the end of the peaceful phase of the group’s movement,
and opened a new phase in its history. The second phase can be termed
its militancy phase. This phase, which can be said to have started after
the killing of Yusuf, was dominated by wanton attacks and disregard for
human life. Yusuf’s remaining followers retreated to peripheral zones
in North-eastern Nigeria. In 2010, the group’s second-in-command,
Abubakar Shekau appeared in a recording to announce Boko Haram’s
resurgence. Armed with an AK-47, Shekau declared war on Nigeria.
Shekau said the group’s targets were the security forces (i.e., the army
and the police), Christians and whoever supported the group’s enemies
(i.e., the government and security forces). However, the events that later
unfolded showed that the group had declared war, not only on Nigerian
state, but also on Nigerian society. In particular, the North-eastern region
became a warzone with people trapped between Boko Haram insur-
gents on the one hand, and Nigerian soldiers on the other. By 2014,
Boko Haram had overrun a sizable rural population and captured at
least 17 local government areas in Borno, Adamawa and Yobe states. It
declared the captured territories, which equaled the size of Belgium, to
be a caliphate where it applied its stringent version of penal law in the
name of Islam.”’

The insurgent activities of Boko Haram then spilled over to border
countries like Niger, Chad and Cameroon. Between 2014 and 2015, the
group launched raids in Nigerien towns like Bosso and Diffa, while in
Chad it launched attacks and bombings in N'Djamena, the country’s
capital. This eventually led to a multinational counterinsurgency com-
mitment where Nigeria, Chad, Cameroon and Niger formed a joint
military front to fight the group. Although this initiative was to some
extent effective, it did not bring to an end the incessant attacks, espe-
cially in Nigeria.

Many Nigerians were dismayed by the attitude of the Jonathan
administration, which governed from 2010 to 2015, and which they
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considered to be disinterested in the crisis, which helped in turn to bring
the Buhari administration to power. Initially, the Buhari administration
attempted to fight the insurgency and was to some extent successful.
Meanwhile, the third and hopefully final stage of Boko Haram’s trajec-
tory seems to been the schisms that have broken Boko Haram fighters
into different factions. In 2012, senior commanders from rebelled against
Shekau’s leadership and formed the Ansar al-Muslimin fi Bilad al-Sudan,
known as the Ansaru. In 2015, Shekau’s faction declared loyalty to
Islamic State, which led to the renaming of Boko Haram to Wilayat
Gharb Ifrigiyah “Islamic State in West Africa Province” (ISWAP),* and
Shekau was confirmed as the leader. A year later, Shekau was removed
and replaced with Yusuf’s eldest son, Habib Muhammad Yusuf, known
popularly as Abu Mus‘ab al-Barnawi who continued to lead the group.
Shekau protested this removal and continued to operate independently.”
In May 2021, news emerged that Shekau had been killed in a clash with
the ISWAP faction. Media reports confirmed that he had committed sui-
cide by blowing himself up with explosives. A few months after Shekau’s
suicide, the leader of ISWAP was then also reported dead as a result of
wounds he sustained in a clash with Shekau’s fighters.

The Boko Haram crisis has seriously impeded Nigeria’s progress and
caused a humanitarian disaster. Since the eruption of the fighting in 2009,
about 350,000 Nigerians have been killed and more than 310,000 have
been made refugees, with an additional estimated number of 3 million
people displaced in area of the Lake Chad Basin.* The recent factional
conflicts have led some to hope that the Boko Haram insurgency will
soon end. Indeed, it has been reported that since Shekau’s death, over
8000 Boko Haram members have surrendered to the authorities.” This
development has given the authorities the opportunity to apply differ-
ent de-radicalization strategies to deal with the remaining Boko Haram
members, either those still hiding in rural enclaves or those in prison.
Apart from the more typical vocational rehabilitations, which usually
end in parole or even recruitment into Nigeria’s security establishment,
there also seems to have been some highly effective initiatives aimed at
the de-radicalization of Boko Haram prisoners through rigorous ideolog-
ical engagement. Meanwhile, the role of the ‘ulama’in the fight against
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Boko Haram cannot be ignored. As a strategy to counter the Boko Haram
ideology, in 2009 the military began to distribute pamphlets and CDs
containing lectures of scholars like Shaykh Ja‘far who opposed Boko
Haram. Now that the insurgency is hopefully coming to an end, it is
important for authorities to continue supporting these counter-ideo-
logical efforts.?

The ‘Ulama’ and Boko Haram

Although Boko Haram has been fought by the Nigerian military since
2009, attacks on the group’s ideology began much earlier. Scholarly
works (especially those in the West) have emphasized the link between
Boko Haram and Salafism by branding the former as

“Salafi-Jihadist” However, in the Nigerian context, it was the Salafi
scholars that successfully engaged the founders of the sect in sophisti-
cated debate. During his lifetime, before the Boko Haram sect did not yet
pose any serious threats, the prominent Sunni scholar Ja‘far Mahmud
Adam consistently criticized the group and dissected its ideology. Idris
‘Abdul‘Aziz Bauchi” and ‘Isa ‘Ali Pantami,® are two other prominent
Salafi scholars who also challenged Muhammad Yusuf to debate, while
Auwal Albani Zaria delivered a series of lectures against the Boko Haram
ideology and gave a series of seminars in the north-eastern region aimed
de-radicalizing Nigerian youths. Shaykh Mansur Ibrahim Sokoto also
facilitated a workshop organized by JIBWIS in Bauchi where he engaged
Boko Haram’s discourse on western education.”’

In April 2009, Shaykh Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar Lemo arrived at Maiduguri
and presented a two-day public lecture at the Indimi Mosque,* in which
he surveyed key figures and trends in contemporary jihadi movements,
and the religious and socio-political factors that informed their rise. Even
though Rijiyar Lemo did not portray jihad as an abrogated injunction,
and indeed identified a few instances where contemporary Muslims were
(or are) pushed by circumstances to wage a legitimate jihad in the form
of self-defence, Rijiyar Lemo’s central thesis was that radical activism
would always fizzle out as it lacked religious legitimacy.*! During their
debates with Muhammad Yusuf, Sunni scholars demonstrated Yusuf’s
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lack of an intellectual command of Islamic texts. Similarly, on many
occasions they stressed the link between Yusuf’s ideas and the khawarij,
an extremist militant sect that emerged in early Islamic history. This phe-
nomenon is acknowledged in a few academic works that argue that some
of Boko Haram’s views “mirror khariji inclinations.”*> Another article
argus that there is a correlation between Boko Haram and the khawarij
in terms of their theological conception of iman (faith).** In the case of
Boko Haram, one can say that the group has theorized what makes one
a true Muslim according to its own exclusive interpretation and Boko
Haram has operationalized this theory according to the socio-religious
and political context of today. On this basis, then, like the khawarij, Boko
Haram fought and killed their fellow Muslims. However, the academic
works on Boko Haram typically overlook or evade contextualizing Boko
Haram in relation to the khawarij partly because that would endorse the
Salafi claim to be a moderate form of Islam, which is indeed the fastest
growing stream of Islamic thought and practice in contemporary Africa.*

Indeed, to argue that Boko Haram drew much or some of its militancy
from “Sunni” literature is too narrow a framework to give us an adequate
understanding of its nature. After all, Islam is the central unifying factor
among all the different and diverse movements, groups and denomina-
tions, including the orthodox, the traditional, the mainstream on the one
hand, and on the other hand, the fringe, the peripheral, the extremist and
the unorthodox. Thus, there must be something in common that binds
them together and which every group considers a basic aspect in its
doctrinal composition. To justify their violence, Egyptian armed Islamist
movements (just like other groups including Boko Haram), utilized Ibn
Taimiyya’s fatwa endorsing armed resistance against the the Mongols to
validate their militant struggles against Muslim leaders. Ironically, when
in later years these groups revised their positions and recanted violence,
they used the same fatwa but re-interpreted it to mean that militant
resistance was permitted only against foreign invaders and not Muslim
leaders.* This point highlights that the views of the Damascene theolo-
gian, just like other theologians and, by extension, Islamic texts, could
be interpreted differently and exploited to serve particular purposes. It
is in this context that one can understand the weakness in limiting our
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analysis of the theoretical motivations of Boko Haram to some valid
interpretations of texts and authorities since these views are oftentimes
acceptable not only by the Salafis but also other groups within the Sunni
Islam more broadly.

One common feature that does link Boko Haram with the khawarijis
the unconventional interpretation of Islamic sources to suit their ideolog-
ical interests. The popular motto of the khawarij “la hukma illa li-Allah”
(there is no judgment except Allah’s) is a valid expression to which no
Muslim would object. Yet, in the words of Ousman Murzik Kobo, “Boko
Haram leaders distinguished themselves from mainstream Salafi by their
selective appropriation and manipulation of the canon to justify violence
against the Nigerian states and fellow Muslims who refused to subscribe
to their brand of Salafism”* Likewise, Andrea Brigaglia also notes that
Boko Haram insurgents were fond of manipulating Islamic scripture
as evidenced in their “contorted reading of Qur. 9:12%" The conceptual
correlation between the kharijites and Boko Haram is easily discernible
in the definition of each of the group. As Alexander Thurston notes,
the term “khawarij came to be associated with several stances: declar-
ing people unbelievers on the basis of their sins (rather than through a
more conservative definition that focuses on whether a person has actu-
ally declared something unlawful to be lawful), assassinating Muslims,
rejecting legitimate Muslim authority, and causing chaos”* Boko Haram,
especially under Shekau, had consistently stated “that any Muslim who
did not join Boko Haram’s fight against the Nigerian state was a de
facto unbeliever”* Considering the acquisition of western education
to be haram is perhaps a major different between Boko Haram and the
khawarij, which is clearly tied to the specificity of its socio-religious
context. Now, let us consider the debate between ‘Isa ‘Ali Pantami and
Muhammad Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram

The Pantami-Yusuf Debate

The debate took place on the 29" of Jimada ‘Ula, 1427 (2005) in the Bauchi
State of North-eastern Nigeria at the invitation of ‘Isa ‘Ali Pantami. The
debate, which lasted for about three hours, was videotaped by the media
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team of the Darul Islam Foundation based in Bauchi. The main points of
discussion of the debate are the issues of Western education and working
under the Nigerian government, which includes joining the civil service
and holding political appointments.

On Western Education

Responding to a question about his position on Western education, Yusuf
gave an interesting background discussion in which he classified knowl-
edge into three categories. According to Yusuf, all forms of knowledge

fall into one of these categories:

1 Knowledge that conforms to what has been established by the
Glorious Qur’an and Sunnah. In other words, this refers to knowl-
edge that is either found in the Qur’an or Sunnah or supported by
them.

2 Knowledge that contradicts what which has been established by the
Qur’an and the Sunnah.

3 Knowledge that neither contradicts the Qur’an and Sunnah nor

affirms any fact that is found in them.

Here, Yusuf was trying to provide a theoretical framework upon
which the group’s ideology was based. A closer look at Yusuf’s classi-
fication above suggests that Muslims in Nigeria would have had little
reason to be concerned with Boko Haram had the group actually relied
upon this postulation. After all, there are two different Prophetic tra-
ditions that give credence to this view. One of the prophetic traditions
asks Muslims not to wholeheartedly affirm whatever comes from the
People of the Book, i.e., Jews and Christians, nor should they wholly
dismiss it.* This means that they should rather subject anything that
comes from these sources (and by extension all the categories of people
who propose anything that has to do with knowledge and scholarship)
to careful examination and scrutiny. The other hadith is more explicit
when it says that there is no harm that Muslims could report from the
Jews." Yusuf, then, appeared to agree that modern sciences like medicine,
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chemistry, physics, engineering, agriculture and many other forms of
knowledge may not in themselves be forbidden provided that they do
not contradict the Qur’an and Sunnah. However, Yusuf then elaborated
on his views. He said that his concern with modern sciences was that
they were based on the Western model. In other words, what made them
prohibited was the fact that they were fashioned according to a Western
system. He then added that there are subjects that are built on conjec-
tures that categorically contradict the Qur’an. In particular, he argued
that geography was linked to the theories of Darwinism and evolution
(which he, somewhat confused, called the “theory of revolution”). Yusuf
also mentioned the theory of the big-bang, the geographical time scale
etc. It was on bases such as these that Yusuf said that the entire Western
education in Nigerian context was prohibited.

When responding, Pantami argued whether the existence of some
conjectures that contradict Islamic viewpoints would render a system
completely haram in its entirety, even though Muslims are well aware of
them and do not in any way accept them as facts. Moreover, it is a well
known fact that Islam prohibits people to talk about issues about which
they have little or no knowledge,* which is why Yusuf almost became an
object of ridicule when he answered negatively the question of whether
or not he had even attended even a primary school. Nevertheless, proofs
are a major ingredient of debates, and both Pantami and Yusuf pre-
sented some proofs to support their positions. The first proof advanced
by Pantami was a fatwa issued by al-Islam al-Yaumi, which is a scholarly
body made up of 290 highly acclaimed Muslim scholars drawn from
various Muslim countries around the world. The fatwa addressed the
question of acquiring modern education on the premise of the Western
system, and actually argued for the necessity of active societal invest-
ment in and commitment to it for the collective interest of the Muslim
community. Meanwhile, in an effort to respond, Yusuf read out a fatwa
issued by the Permanent Committee on Research and Fatwa based in
Saudi Arabia, which resolved that the acquisition of knowledge brought
by the ajnabi (foreigner) was haram.

Taken at face-value, one may think that this fatwa was delegitimiz-
ing the acquisition of knowledge developed by foreigners i.e., the West
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etc. However, as Yusuf read the ensuing notes, it could be discerned that
the fatwa was only emphasizing that which was entirely incompatible
with Islam. Moreover, the fatwa was referring to the types of schools
and colleges that were purposely established in order to enhance mis-
sionary activities and woo Muslims to deviate from their religious path.
Indeed, this same committee had issued a fatwa encouraging Muslims to
go to non-Muslim environments like America to study. Nevertheless, it
became clear Yusuf considered institutions like Bayero University, Kano
and the University of Maiduguri (dominated by Muslims) as deviant and
faith-damaging despite the fact that no could say they were established
to rob Muslims of their religious identity. In fact, Yusuf even condemned
institutions like Islamic schools that had been modernized and modelled

in accordance with the Western system.

On the Nigerian Government and its Institutions

The other key part of this debate was with regard to working in the
Nigerian civil service. Yusuf had argued that since Western education is
largely the gateway to joining the civil service, it must be haram also. He
then added that the Nigerian system of government was not established
on any Islamic principles. As a result, according to Yusuf, working for
the Nigerian government was not only a mere “sin” but also “unbelief,’
since “registering” loyalty to any system other than the Sharia is tanta-
mount to worshipping a taghut (idol). In response, Pantami took a long
time point to Qur’anic references to the permissibility of playing a role
in a government established by systems other than that of the Sharia.
Notable among that was the Qur’anic account that the Prophet Yusuf had
accepted a ministerial appointment to work in a government of idolaters.
Had Muhammad Yusuf wanted to reject this powerful proof, he might
have reminded Pantami that the Prophet Yusuf’s case could be different
since the Qur’an says that for Prophets, “for every one of you We have
ordained [a different] law and an open road”* Yet, Yusuf was also likely
aware differences and specificities in the messages of earlier revealed
religions and prophets were confined to minor and subsidiary issues of
life and not concerning supreme matters like registering loyalty to a
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system founded completely by people that used to commit shirk. As the
Qur’an affirms in other instances, Allah’s Messengers all share a belief
system.* In other words, Yusuf was trapped between two positions. He
could either regard the Prophet Yusuf’s role in a non-Islamic government
as a matter of secondary importance in Islamic jurisprudence and over
which divergences of opinions are legitimately entertained, but this then
would render his group’s excommunication of Muslims who participated
in Nigeria’s bureaucracy as baseless. Or, he could suggest that a prophet
had committed an act of unbelief.

Ignoring the precedent of the Prophet Yusuf’s ministerial position,
Muhammad Yusuf continued to dogmatically make clear his stance that
loyalty to any system not based on the Sharia was synonymous to shirk
by relying on Q.26:151-152. His conclusion was that working under the
Nigerian bureaucratic system amounted to kufr. However, if mere loy-
alty to the system was equal to disbelief, then Boko Haram itself could
be accused of kufr. This was because, as Pantami aptly stated, Boko
Haram never abandoned the use of Nigerian currency, whose coins and
notes are symbols of the state. There was no time when Yusuf ever
called on his followers to disavow the Naira (which carries the images
of Nigerian heroes) and attempt to produce an alternative currency com-
patible with the group’s ideology. Moreover, Yusuf was also known to
have undertaken frequent travels abroad, while of course obeying all the
regulations of the Nigerian Immigration Service. He denounced the use
of passport for travel, nor was there any record of his non-compliance
with the airport authority or security officers. In his criticism of Yusuf’s
beliefs, Ja’far ridiculed his selectivity and compared him with a man who
refuses to “enter the government through the door but gets in through
the window.™*

Pantami might also have highlighted a number of contradictions in
Yusuf’s approach, as Ja‘far did. However, Pantami chose to maintain a
sense of decorum and tried to avoid subjecting Yusuf to public shame.
Right from the very beginning of the debate, Pantami had established a
safe space for Yusuf and behave in a respectful manner. Pantami even
gave Yusuf the honour of prefixing his name with the scholarly title of
Ustaz and suffixing it with the heartfelt prayer of well-wishes “hafizahu
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Allah” (may Allah protect him). Yusuf, however, did not care to recip-
rocate the gesture. Indeed, throughout the debate, Pantami continued
to use the affectionate term “brotherhood” in order to dissuade Yusuf
from viewing the occasion as a cause for enmity. Not knowing that the
movement founded by Yusuf would years later become extremely mili-
tant, Pantami did not highlight any textual emphases on peace and the
religious imperative to good relations between Muslims and non-Mus-
lims with special reference to Nigeria.

Conclusion

To provide some initial background, this article began by highlighting
the importance of debate in Islam. The paper established that debates
took place during the time of the Prophet Muhammad, the era of his
Companions and the subsequent generations. The article also traced the
emergence and activities of Boko Haram, and divided the group’s history
into three distinct phases: the phase of its emergence and propagation of
ideology, the phase of militancy, and the last phase of stalemate, which
is still in progress. The article also discussed the more general discourse
of Sunni scholar in northern Nigeria vis-a-vis the Boko Haram phenom-
enon. It then reviewed the debate that ensued between ‘Isa ‘Ali Pantami,
a prominent Nigerian Sunni scholar, and the founder of the Boko Haram
movement, Muhammad Yusuf. The major points in the debate were the
permissibility of modern (secular) education in Islam, and the permissi-
bility or otherwise of working in institutions and establishments manned
or guided by infidel governments. While Yusuf vehemently rejected any
loyalty to the Nigerian state and anything that was associated with it,
nevertheless he continued to use a range of services provided by Nigeria
as a state. It could be argued that what might have led him to his posi-
tions was a misguided perception of the objectives of the Islamic Sharia,
short sighted-ness of sight and a desire for fame. Meanwhile, scholars
like Pantami should not only be encouraged to continue their debates
and offers of dialogue, but also supported.

Though one writer dismissed them as “useless debates,’* Nigerian
Salafis intellectual engagement with Boko Haram has had a significant
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impact in the ideological war against the extremist sect. As pointed out
by Audu Bulama Bukarti, “winning the war of ideas and working to
immunise populations from radicalisation is more important today than
it has ever been”" Yusuf obviously did not renounce his views, even
though these scholarly debates and polemical exchanges appeared to go
against him. This was because conceding defeat would probably have
marked the end of his rising popularity. Had he lived longer, Yusuf might
have recanted his ideologies. Be that as it may, the fact that Boko Haram
withdrew from intellectual engagement, which initially it participated in
enthusiastically, speaks volumes to the magnitude of the defeats it suf-
fered in the realm of public debate. Indeed, there were no popular debates
recorded between Boko Haram and mainstream Muslim scholars since
the group resorted to arms after Yusuf’s murder. This might suggest that
the Nigerian authorities made a mistake in their overreliance on military
force. It can be observed that, during its first phase, Boko Haram was
relatively peaceful while it was being fought ideologically by scholars.
Nigerians now all too well what occurred once this avenue was closed
and Boko Haram was fought by the Nigerian military.

An insistance on attributing Boko Haram’s radical tendencies to the
fatwas of Ibn Taimiyya will, in all likelihood, cloud the issue further.
Unlike in Middle Eastern and other predominantly Muslim countries
where leaders are typically Muslims, the Nigerian case is quite different
in that power rotates between Muslims and Christians. This makes any
arguments that a leadership can be fought in the light of Ibn Taimiyya’s
fatwas regarding aggressions against Muslims somewhat irrelevant. Boko
Haram regarded all leaders who ruled Nigeria (Muslims and non-Mus-
lims alike) since its uprising in 2009 as being kuffar. Moreover, the failure
to juxtapose Boko Haram ideas and views against the thoughts of the
khawarij explains why many attempts to find an angle to locate Boko
Haram’s ideological violence within Sunni Islam end up in very murky
conceptual waters.
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