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Professor Mohammed Arkoun (1928–2010)


Professor Mohammed Arkoun was a prominent and influential figure in Islamic Studies. In a career of more than thirty years, he was an outstanding research scholar, a searching critic of the theoretical tensions embedded in the field of Islamic Studies, and a courageous public intellectual who carried the banner of an often embattled Islamic modernism and humanism.


Arkoun was born into a traditional extended family in Taourirt-Mimoun, a small town in the Great Kabylia, in February 1928. As a Berber in colonial Algeria, he initially spoke neither the language of the colonial rulers nor that of the Qur’an, and as a result he found himself marginalised from an early age. He attended a college run by the White Fathers and completed his schooling in Oran, and in Algiers. He began degrees in Arabic literature, law, philosophy and geography. He established his scholarly reputation with his early studies (1969, 1970) of the Persian historian and philosopher Miskawayh. As he began to consider how one might rethink Islam in the contemporary world, his sophisticated questioning provided a welcome counterpoint to the highly ideological interpretations that had dominated debate in both the Muslim world and the non-Muslim West.


As Professor of the History of Arab Thought at Vincennes University, Arkoun accepted a chair at the Sorbonne Nouvelle in 1980. There, he was the director of the department of the history of Arab and Islamic thought and editor of the magazine Arabica. He not only maintained Arabica’s very high standard of scholarship; he considerably broadened its scope and urged it to play a significant role in shaping Western-language scholarship on Islam.


Arkoun is the author of numerous books in French, English and Arabic, including Rethinking Islam (Westview Press, 1994), L’immigration, défis et richesses (Centurion, 1998) and The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought (Saqi Books, 2002). His shorter studies appeared in many academic journals and his works have been translated into several languages. In 2001, Arkoun was asked to deliver the Gifford Lectures, which enable a notable scholar to contribute to the advancement of theological and philosophical thought; there he was announced as the recipient of the Seventeenth Georgio Levi Della Vida Award for his lifelong contribution to the field of Islamic Studies. As a visiting Professor, he taught at the University of California, Princeton University, Temple University, the University of Louvain-la-Neuve, the Pontifical Institute of Arabic Studies in Rome and the University of Amsterdam. He also served as a jury member for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. At his passing, he was Emeritus Professor at La Sorbonne as well as Senior Research Fellow and member of the Board of Governors of The Institute of Ismaili Studies (IIS) in London. In October 2009, the IIS organised a symposium in honour of Arkoun’s efforts to renew the study of Islam.


Professor Arkoun died in September, 2010.


In an obituary, one of the contributors to this volume, Ursula Günther, wrote of Arkoun’s humanism and his approach to teaching. “Mohammed Arkoun was not only a sharp-witted intellectual and humanist from the depth of his heart, with a subtle sense of humour,” she observed. “He was also a passionate, charismatic speaker and a dedicated teacher. He felt a part of all that is capable of opening up new links to intelligence, as he put it, and saw himself as ‘an intellectual in revolt’. May his idea that thoughts develop a life of their own prove right, continuing to take effect beyond the walls of cognitive demarcations and dominant ideologies.”1


.


Notes


1.   Ursula Günther, “Obituary for Mohammed Arkoun: A Pioneer of Modern Critical Islam Studies”, Quantara.de, 21 September 2010, Web 7 March 2011 <http://www.qantara.de/webcom/show_article.php/_c-478/_nr-1104/i.html>





Preface: Situating Arkoun


Abdou Filali-Ansary


In an article that was a tribute to Claude Cahen, Mohammed Arkoun begins by quoting a sentence from the late Professor, written when he in turn was paying tribute to another distinguished colleague. The sentence reads as follows:


Respect for the memory of a deceased man implies, in the first place, respect for science and for the readers he (Maurice Lombard) had. It is thus that I would like to be treated if the same thing happened to me.1


This volume was conceived, planned and realised as a tribute, and, as befalls a festschrift volume, with the blessings and active participation of the late Professor Arkoun. The idea of respecting science first and foremost was in fact the only possible option in an endeavour that seeks to pay tribute to Mohammed Arkoun, regardless of the feelings and attitudes of those present. The main “struggle” (the French word “combat” was prominent in titles chosen by Arkoun for his interventions) was to make science prevail over myth and belief. The chosen topic The Construction of Belief, for which credit must be rendered to my friend and colleague Dr Aziz Esmail, alludes to the “Copernican Revolution” that has engulfed the humanities and social sciences in recent decades, through which belief is not seen as a given that overwhelms individuals and communities, thereby defining their symbolic world – but rather, as a complex set of views and attitudes that emerge through historical and social processes liable to observation, analysis and scrutiny. The chapters of this volume all illustrate ways in which the Copernican Revolution has prevailed in academia, as the only objective way to approach the discussion of belief, now seen as a human artefact – regardless of the claims implied by that belief. Such an objective approach to the study of faith becomes particularly significant in the case of Mohammed Arkoun, given his impassioned stance on and contribution to prevailing scholarly approaches to “Islam” and all things “Islamic”.


In a way, every scholar and every thinker is unique. However, we are tempted to say that some may be more unique than others, and that Mohammed Arkoun is one of these. The obvious argument for this is his general style, which combines, in his writing and his lectures, (which he understood as interventions) a strict scholarly rigour with a great display of vehemence. Concern for exactitude coupled with intense emotion are not often seen together, however they are what marks the “uniqueness” of Professor Arkoun. This is witnessed in the language he chose for his speech and his writing, and by the image he had of himself and his role in the context of academia and well beyond. There are however other reasons, which make it important and at the same time difficult, to situate him in the contemporary landscape of discourse about things “Islamic”.


If we look at the intellectual ferment in Muslim contexts during the twentieth century, we can identify with relative ease a number of salient currents, although categorisations and classifications are abundant and differ sometimes quite substantially. One of the main trends to emerge during the twentieth century was the legacy of nineteenth-century reformism. This influenced above all the “modernists”, who believed that Muslims had a unique cultural offering – a vision laid down in the sources of their faith – and who felt that this vision and the dynamic it entails had been obscured by literalist traditions. Once polished and brought back to its original purity, this vision would provide the impetus for a collective return to rationality, discipline, morality and strength. This conciliatory and self-assuring message, while still resisted by staunch traditionalists early in the twentieth century, was challenged by a turn that proved to be deeply disruptive.


Following the quick collapse of traditional institutions in the Muslim world, including the disintegration of political centres of power, new questions were raised from within the ranks of future reformists. Ali Abder Razek was to fire the first shot by raising bold questions about what had been considered to be core or essential beliefs, such as the political message of religion. The questions were most disturbing as they came from a religious scholar and cleric, formally trained in the strictest traditions and, more importantly, not exposed to ideas or views from modern philosophy or political thought. A new seed of dissent was sown, reviving an atmosphere of heated controversy that had been forgotten for centuries.


We now know that other Muslim thinkers had raised elsewhere, more or less at the same time, similar questions that had been set aside or repressed by a heavy-handed tradition. The book by Ma’ruf al-Rusafi was written in 1934 but could not be published until 2002. There were other intellectuals with a comparable profile to al-Rusafi and Abder Razek, who felt strongly about the limitations imposed by a frozen tradition and expressed their need to break free by daring to pose bold questions, but without reference to or use of the methods and concepts derived from modern thought and scholarship. These include Mahmud Mohamed Taha and Ahmad Kasravi.


At a later stage came a generation of thinkers who had been exposed to modern ideas about religion, politics and their conflicting relationships in European contexts, especially since the Enlightenment. They were also exposed to modern approaches to questions of religious and cultural heritage, especially historical-critical scholarship, and came to discover endeavours that aimed to apply these methods to the heritage of Muslims. Mohammed Arkoun is definitely of this later generation. He emerges as someone who has assimilated and mastered concepts and theories of contemporary social science and philosophy, particularly in the forms and terminology that were worked out within French-speaking academia. However, he does not seek to advocate some kind of religious reform by redress or to correct traditional views through a scholarly re-examination, as was attempted by a number of Muslim scholars of his generation, for example, Fazlur Rahman, Abdelmajid Charfi, Abdolkarim Sorouch. Rather, he stresses that we need to subvert, not to reform. He fully adopts the scholarly agenda, but with a substantial reservation. In short, his principal aim was to broaden the impact of the “Copernican revolution” accomplished by historical-critical approaches, to question one specific type of categorisation still in use not only in public debate and discussion but also within an academia that had embraced historical-critical methodologies. Indeed, it was the categorisation that singles out Islam and Muslims as one, broad, enduring and efficient reality in the past as well as in the present, that Arkoun spent his lifetime passionately questioning.


Arkoun’s aim was to scrutinise and dissolve notions which were derived from ideologies and that had shaped the perceptions of realities in the past and still remained in use today. The “Copernican revolution” was not, in his view, complete and effective until it dissolved the remnants of ideologies that had prevailed in various historical contexts, including those inherited from the “rational” Enlightenment. Many have consequently situated Arkoun within the wave of postmodernism, but there is a need for caution here. He does not reject the ideal of truth, or the ambition to reach some degree of reliable, well-supported forms of representation. All discourses are definitely not equal in their claims to truth and it is important to dispel the illusions and distortions that have accumulated through, and can be fully explained by, various historical processes. In a few paragraphs in a paper bearing a title which could be considered to be his “manifesto”, “Transgresser, déplacer, dépasser” (Transgress, displace, overcome), Arkoun formulates his most formal statement about history:


The philosophical substance of modern historical thought can be made explicit in the following epistemic and epistemological propositions:


• All human social units, whatever may be their size, are subject to mechanisms of transformation, change, evolution either in the direction of integration, complexification, heading towards hegemony, or, to the contrary, in the direction of disintegration and weakening that may lead the unit to effacement, dissolution, demise;


• All that happens in the life of social units is the consequence of the continuous play of external and internal forces which determine the wills, initiatives and perceptions of social actors, thus labelled precisely in order to highlight the theatrical setup of power behaviour in particular;


• Spheres of the supernatural, of divine or metaphysical transcendence, of active and omnipresent gods or of one, living but distant god, of magical, popular, legendary, religious beliefs, all linked to the imaginary, are equally products of social actors. As such, they must be submitted to the same analytical and critical investigation as conducted by social sciences in order to assess their pertinence and their effect in the historical shaping of societies;


• The historical argumentation which underlies all modern historical writing aims at progressively absorbing the sociological reasoning as defined by Jean-Claude Passeron,2 with the clearly stated ambition to objectify the actors’ subjectivities.3


The frustration, short temper and lack of patience Arkoun showed are clearly due to the fact that his campaigning did not yield the desired effect. He felt that he was completely misunderstood, as he was often faced by a polite but coldly dismissive silence. There was, no doubt, something that created embarrassment among his audiences. An assessment made by Ira Lapidus of one of Arkoun’s works is perhaps not untypical:


In a series of recent works he [Arkoun] has become the leading French-language spokesman calling for a rethinking of Islam in a modern mode. Unfortunately, his book is full of French academic jargon, scholarly polemics and allusions to subjects that will not be familiar to ordinary readers. […] it is also a frustrating work to read because Mr. Arkoun raises important questions, announces that further research is necessary and leaves them unresolved.4


Arkoun was perceptive in calling for an outright adoption of historical-critical approaches. It is the case that in most Muslim contexts education in religious matters, and the prevailing perceptions in general, are overwhelmingly dogmatic and built upon assumptions that are often unacceptable to the modern mind. Religious instruction is given in ways which were widespread during pre-modern times, shaping the minds of people for a lifetime. At the same time, in order to achieve consistency, Arkoun was also right in insisting that the historical-critical attitude be taken seriously, and therefore be applied to the concepts and terminology used to represent history and culture where they come to define collective identities and common aspirations.


Pushing the “Copernican revolution” achieved by modern social sciences to its ultimate consequences, ensuring that it is comprehensive and consistent in Muslim as well as in “Western” contexts, seems well overdue; particularly, if we take into consideration the pernicious effects of the uses and misuse of categories such as “civilisation”, “culture” and “religion”. The vast accumulation of literature intended to dispel the idea of a clash of civilisations gives us a very good reason for a systematic reconsideration of categories that we take to be elementary building blocks for public discussion. Without a thorough comprehensiveness and consistency, without a methodical critique of such categories or concepts, it becomes impossible to destroy the false idols that populate our imaginations. Misunderstandings created by the uncritical use of these categories weigh heavily on perceptions in the public opinion, and create deep gaps between the understanding brought about by scholarship and by perceptions that are firmly rooted in societies. All this, Arkoun was well placed to perceive, understand and feel the need to fight. Having found himself on the margins of two societies with different historical heritages and a history of intense confrontation, he was able to perceive acutely the devastating effects of categories, concepts and terms that are understood to be markers of elementary realities.


There remains a gap between the ideal Arkoun called for and the social and anthropological realities on the ground. It is striking to call for subversion against, rather than reform of, deeply entrenched but grossly inappropriate views. Attempting reforms that may amount to simple face-lifting, while leaving fundamental attitudes unaffected, will not bring about the change that Arkoun (and many contemporary scholars of Muslim background) felt to be overdue. But this does not take into consideration the religious needs (‘spiritual aspirations’, if we wish to follow the established terminology) in societies at large. In this way Arkoun was a utopian intellectual, not in terms of what he insistently requested from fellow scholars, but rather in regard to what he hoped to achieve in the public sphere. He simply seemed to be insensitive to the fact that societies do need myths and allegories, that no established religion can be subverted through rational argument (otherwise, which popular religion would have survived?), that religious attitudes evolve not because people are convinced to adopt change, but rather when they are ‘seduced’ by rival alternatives. Preaching a form of enlightenment that is not accessible to the multitude, he seemed to be insensitive to the Rushdian (or Averroist) principle, following which the social order needs to be built on foundations derived from supernatural perceptions, at least until secular worldviews can and do prevail. At moments, his thought seemed to be frozen in sophisticated phrases that he derived from scholarly works little known to those whom he addressed. He also became increasingly reluctant to listen to the world around him, to interact with other thinkers who were voicing concerns similar to his own, which may explain the little influence his thought has had in predominantly Muslim contexts.


Ultimately, Arkounian views, utopian as they may be, may not have caught the interest or understanding of the multitude during his lifetime, but they do call upon ideals that are universal and of all times. They may inspire and motivate scholars in the future, as there should be individuals who are prepared to brave the hurdles of his terminology and make their way to the numerous gems that his message contains. He may, with time, find his place next to great and fecund utopians like Rousseau or Proudhon who, long after their demise, continue to inspire, at least within circles of committed devotees.


.



Notes


1.   Mohammed Arkoun. “Transgresser, déplacer, dépasser”, in Arabica; T. 43, Fasc. 1, L’œuvre de Claude Cahen : Lectures Critiques, pp. 28–70.


2.   Le raisonnement sociologique: un espace non poppérien de l’argumentation (éditions refondue et augmentée), (Paris : Albin Michel, 2005).


3.   “Transgresser, déplacer, dépasser”, pp. 57–8 (my translation).


4.   “Islam without Militance”, in The New York Times, 21 August 1994.





Mohammed Arkoun:


A Personal Tribute and an Intellectual Assessment


Aziz Esmail



I (i)


I first met Mohammed Arkoun in the late 1980s in the United States. The occasion was formal. It was a small seminar on an Islamic issue (a “workshop” – a word academics do not mind using nowadays, borrowing factory idiom). Arkoun spoke with the force, the vehemence which – as I was to discover – was characteristic of him. He made a strong, immediate impression on me. The vehemence was striking, if only because it is unusual in learned seminars, at least in the Anglo-Saxon world. But this impression could have faded, and his passion might as easily have been something to deplore as to admire (for passion in the absence of intellect is always deplorable, and of Arkoun’s intellect I was able to take true measure only afterwards). What caught my attention were a few telling remarks of a serious kind. They left me intrigued.


The remarks impressed me less for themselves than that they came from a professor of Islamic Studies. This, in turn, made an impact because my own experience of Islamic Studies had been a great disappointment. For this reason, Arkoun’s approach struck me as a rare intellectual treat.


In a piece on Arkoun I must check a temptation to digress to myself. But to convey why I found in Arkoun a person rare of a kind I must say a word about why I had found academic Islamic Studies unsatisfactory. For it was this common perception which fed the intellectual friendship that was to flourish between us.


(ii)


Graduate Islamic Studies had never been an aim of mine. It was a product of pure chance. On the other hand, religion represented a very powerful force in my life, and it was this, perhaps, more than an intellectual attraction to the field, that impelled me towards Islamic Studies.


I had been born and brought up in the Ismaili faith in its Indian subcontinental form. In culture – language, custom, food and entertainment – my world was Indian. (In cultural matters we were unconcerned to sift supposedly ‘‘Islamic’’ elements from supposedly others. In this respect we enjoyed the blessings of unselfconsciousness, denied to more recent generations in similar contexts.) The land – East Africa – was ruled by the British, and so our schooling was in the British mode, in modern subjects, with supreme importance given to English, a necessary means of advancement in the world.


Our religious ideas and practices belonged to a remote past. They carried a sense of the timeless and the transcendental, of pleasure and passions not of this world. Carried in our Indian vernacular, they were at once intimate and untouched by ways of modern thought. But the teaching of our faith at the time (as now) advocated a harmony of the ancient and the modern. It lauded the spiritual, but also embraced the modern world. So, someone like me, participating in at least two worlds, did so not only without conflict but with a sense of fulfilling a mandate. Yet it is hard to over-emphasise how distinct the two worlds then were. At school the teachers of all secular subjects (in my time) were of other faiths. This was never an issue. The religion was not allowed to encroach unduly on our time at school, and certainly not on what we studied. So, although one had no way of realising this, the school – or more accurately, what we learned there – was a microcosm of England, itself a microcosm of the modern West; while our religious and cultural pursuits were a microcosm of the Indo-Islamic world, in an African setting.


This simple experience (common to so many people in so many lands in so much of modern time) was for me to become in later, more self-conscious years an object of analysis and wonder and a wish for integration. At school my mind was long excited by science rather than the arts (though, happily, we did not think of them yet as alternatives). At the same time my knowledge of our sacred Indo-Islamic poetry (even this hyphenated word belies its freedom from duality) fostered an early sensitivity to language. Later, this sensitivity was carried over to my studies in English at university. The realism of English literature offered me a counterpoint to mysticism, and although I never objected to the literature as “foreign”, and though it was to open to me the new world of European thought and culture, it took me back to my own setting and background in a wish to understand it anew with the discipline, largely self-taught, of thinking about literature.


In due course, seeking more than means of cultivation, seeking means of rigorous and methodical analysis, I turned to other subjects. Philosophy, which I was later to teach, became an enduring interest. So did psychoanalysis; and later, sociology and anthropology.


This was the intellectual make-up that had come to be mine. I do not call it inter-disciplinary (though that would not be altogether incorrect). Having had an “inter-disciplinary” background, I have grown to realise the folly of pursuing it as a deliberate, artificial end. The ideal form of interdisciplinariness is where it is inherent in the way a subject is understood; when, in other words, it is organically present – unsought, unnamed – and has the properties, so to speak, of a compound rather than a mixture.


If, then, I turned to Islam as a subject of study, I was less after knowledge understood as facts than knowledge understood as perspective. I hoped to be able to use the ideas in the various disciplines I was interested in to this end. Ultimately, I suspect, I was also concerned to bridge the two worlds I had mentally lived in. It is very likely that every motivated student of humanistic topics is at bottom a seeker. What he or she seeks is inevitably personal. This becomes a liability if the search becomes romantic or self-indulgent instead of self-transcending. It is not the business of universities to serve personal odysseys. But if a subject like philosophy or religion or art or literature is conceived in a way which a student cannot use for personal as much as for professional development, it is safe to say that it must be badly conceived.


I have allowed myself these personal observations to qualify rather than inflate my claims about the field. I do not present these claims as objective. But neither are they capriciously personal. The personal factor in one’s estimation of things can be a means to more general, impersonal truth. Whether this is so or not in the present case is, of course, a matter for debate and discussion.



(iii)


Let me highlight, then, some of what I see as serious drawbacks of Islamic Studies in Western universities, especially at graduate level. To anyone sensitised to them they were too obvious to be missed. I have the past decades in mind, but I suspect the deficiencies have not entirely disappeared.


To begin with, the subject itself is anomalous. By definition Islamic Studies is the study of Islam. But what is Islam? The obvious answer is: the religion of that name. But, as it happens, Islamic Studies turns out to be a historical study of societies called “Islamic”. The field spans politics, economics, cultures, jurisprudence, intellectual and literary traditions, and of course, religious ideas and practices. To do justice to these would require the skills of what at present are the separate disciplines of philosophy, literary criticism and the social sciences, together with knowledge of sources and texts in primary languages.


The point is not that this is too tall an order for anyone (though this is so). It is, rather, that the field, has rarely, if ever, appreciated it as a tall order. It has failed to perceive, for example, that “Islamic” philosophy cannot be properly understood without a training in the history and methods of philosophy; that “Islamic” political and social institutions cannot be grasped, beyond superficial judgements, without appropriate conceptions of social and political order; that cultures, like languages, are systems rather than elements, and require, for their understanding, tools equivalent to (if not indeed overlapping with) those of linguistics; that, in short, none of these yield full or systematic meaning through history understood solely as narration.


Islamic Studies makes sense only as a field built jointly out of contributions of perspectives such as those of history, sociology, psychology, linguistics and philosophy. This is precisely what in its traditional form it has never been.


To reiterate, however, the problem is of a different order than one that can be corrected by an injection, from outside as it were, of an interdisciplinary cocktail.


The two principal disciplines in the tradition of Islamic Studies are philology and history. Philology is a demanding and rigorous discipline dedicated to the study of texts. But texts are only part of a society’s expression, and in pre-modern times this part was but a tiny sliver. This was an obvious consequence of the highly limited literacy (by the standards of even a century ago, let alone today) as well as the absence of print. Consequently, although the classical Islamic world abounded in texts, many of them bearing witness to great learning and sophistication of mind in their authors, it is easy to forget that their content does not represent the mental outlook (itself pluriform), the beliefs and practices we call “Islam”, of people at large. This is true even of a non-scholarly text like the Qur’an, whose study and exegesis in colleges (madrasas) was a pursuit of legists and theologians, while in society at large its presence was liturgical and ceremonial, with little (if any) role for intellectual or analytic endeavour.


History, the other discipline which has shaped traditional Islamic history, is obviously an important subject of relevance to this field. At its best it too is a solid and demanding enterprise. But, being mostly an art rather than a science, it is apt to vary greatly in how it understands its subject matter. The superficiality or otherwise of its understanding will directly reflect the superficiality or otherwise of the author’s mind and life-experience, or of the tradition in which that mind has been schooled. A tradition of due complexity is carried forward by good minds in its service. But it will withstand, at least for some time, the absence of good minds to carry it forward. On the other hand, a tradition of study which is devoid of a rich vision of life will not benefit from the availability of good minds. These are likely to be infected with the mediocrity of the tradition, and so forfeit their potential. Or they will turn to other pastures of intellectual sustenance.


In this respect history is at one with the other arts. A novel or a play, a work of paint or music, will be only as shallow or profound as the vision of life of its author. And we can all, in our different ways and with our different tastes, tell the difference between a glib and a rich specimen in any of these fields though we may differ in our choices and the criteria for our choices.


There have been good minds at work in modern historical studies of Islam, just as there are bound to be good (and bad) minds at work in any field of knowledge. But the tradition of knowledge-gathering in which a good mind is schooled may do either justice or injustice to that mind. It may give it a wide scope to exercise and grow its talents. Or it may direct it into a tunnel. And by doing so it may shrink the possibilities of what may be an originally fine intellect and imagination. It would do so by failing to afford the scope a good mind needs in order to flower. At bottom this is the fault of the tradition of scholarship in question. But in the end it is both the scholar and the scholarship which, depending on the degree of their identification with the tradition, come to suffer from its faults.


Islamic Studies has long been hamstrung, in its domain of historical research (so I would argue), by a remarkably restricted understanding of what history can and should be. It looks upon history as a narration of events, people and dynasties, along with their (“Islamic”) principles and practices. But the history of a people must take account of the broadest complexities of human nature, both as they are reflected in people, and when people become “a people”. In short, the best insights of the better part of psychology and anthropology, of history analysis, and even of philosophy in so far as it alone raises questions about the relation of mind to world, are essential at the core, and not merely at the margins of history. But such humane breadth – essential to the idea of humanities – is seldom to be encountered in works of Islamic history.


In Europe, history went through a process of self-consciousness, thanks to a long tradition of thinkers – Vico, Hegel, Benedetto Croce, R. G. Collingwood, E. H. Carr, Fernand Braudel (the list can be long). However, very little of this reflexivity ever percolated into Islamic Studies. Its boundaries, it would seem, have long been the boundaries of a ghetto.


The first question any historian must ask is what one is to take as the unit of their study. For their “subject” is not quite out there waiting to be studied. But this question has rarely been asked of “Islam”. Marshall Hodgson was an exception.1 He took an informed decision to pick not “Islam” as his unit of study but rather the civilisation associated with Islam. This begged the question as to what kind of an entity a “civilisation” was; what justification there might be in treating the “Islamic” (or, in Hodgson’s proposed terminology, “Islamicate”) civilisation as an entity in its own right; and what role Islam may be seen to have had in the life of this entity, seen as a civilisation.


It will be apparent from this that Hodgson was, in a word, a “reflexive” historian, consciously defining and postulating the object of his study rather than taking it for granted. One may disagree with his postulates; but one cannot criticise him for unawareness of their necessity.


The need to define adjectival uses of the term “Islamic”, whether to define the societies concerned, or sections of it, is a need that may be shirked only at the price of intellectual confusion. It was one of the merits of Oleg Grabar’s work on Islamic art, quite apart from whatever may be judged by a specialist to be the merits of his scholarship that he asked, and attempted uncively to define, in what sense one might possibly think of Islamic art as Islamic.2 One can only wonder whether his readiness to probe this question owed itself to his background not in Islamic Studies but in the history of art, and of Islamic art as an area within it. It is reasonable to believe that it was this better chartered territory and a better defined discipline which accounts for this conceptual self-awareness in his work.


In general, we find an important difference in the work of those scholars in Islamic Studies who bother and try to illuminate their object of study through resort to theoretical concepts and of those who do not do so. The career of Prophet Muhammad acquires a more than factual interest in Montgomery Watt’s hands because of his attempt to understand it as a composite of socio-economic circumstances as well as religious vision.3 Similarly, his treatment of early Islam has the potential to interest students of history more generally because of the concepts he borrows from Durkheim and Weber. Again, his attempt to understand religion as such in theoretical terms, however rudimentary, gives the subject an interest beyond that of a believer. Watt’s scholarship may look inadequate in the light of up-to-date knowledge. (Not being a specialist, I cannot comment.) His forays into sociology and psychology certainly have something of a fragmentary, even amateurish flavour. But none of this detracts from the pioneering quality of his endeavour in its time, and hence, its historically exemplary character.


Examples such as these show that Islamic Studies cannot be written off wholesale. They show that there have been exceptions to the rule under criticism here. But what this says, and what I hold, is that they are indeed exceptions to the rule.


Let us address a category of intrinsic importance to the study of Islam: the category, namely, of religion. Few scholars in not only Islamic Studies but so-called religious studies appear to realise or admit that “religion” is indeed a category; that as such, it is posited or constructed rather than found; and that it therefore requires assessment, at any given moment, of its usefulness or suitability in the light of our knowledge and outlook.


This does not mean that it is an empty category, or that to question it intellectually is to deny the role of faith or spiritual insight in the dimension of life associated with it. In any case, I see no necessary conflict between spiritual sensitivity and intellectual scepticism, and would even assert that the former is deep and honest only when in companionship with the latter. At any rate, in scholarly study, category analysis is indispensable.


When it is lacking, the least of the results is the lack of a typology – that is, a failure to distinguish between types of religious thought and experience. How, for instance, might we distinguish the kind of experience present in the Qur’an from the kind of speculation characteristic of theology (kalâm)?


What, again, is meant by “mysticism” or “esotericism”?


There is a tradition of scholarship in modern Islamic Studies devoted to Sufism, “esoteric philosophy”, “theosophy” and the like. The subject-matter covered by these (to my mind vague) labels is, as it happens, remarkably rich. But the manner in which it is treated in this tradition is not by way of inquiry but with a view to celebration and exaltation. One would look in vain, in this tradition, for philosophical critique or argumentation, psychological analysis, or attempts to locate the phenomena concerned in a more general anthropology. The scholars who write in this vein are apt to look upon such options with indifference if not disdain.


I regularly encountered indifference to the idea of such inquiry in personal conversations with Annemarie Schimmel, who loved Sufism, knew enormous swathes of its poetic texts by heart, and had less than zero interest in what she would summarily dismiss as “philosophical” or “intellectual” intrusions into a domain to which “love”, and “love” alone, held the key. This reflects a very different kind of investment in the subject from (say) that of Reynold Nicholson – whose attitude to mysticism is better described as an intellectual (literary) interest rather than investment in it.


In this outlook there is no room for sceptical evaluation or even critical appreciation where the term “critical” is taken seriously. There is no means, therefore, for suspending judgement about metaphysical claims and abstaining without a priori acceptance or rejection, from taking the claims of ancient masters at their face value. There is room aplenty for questions, but scarcely for questioning the texts. What is thus possible is not inquiry but learning – learning of a certain sort, designed to foster appreciation and nurture allegiance. As a result the preferred student is the one inclined towards discipleship rather than independent judgement; one who is engaged on a quest rather than cultivation of the mind.


I should add that I have little tolerance for the opposite kind of mind to that of an acolyte – a mind bent on scepticism as a sport, taking delight in debunking. Critical inquiry belongs to a very different kind of outlook from that associated with the kind of criticism which takes pride in its aggressiveness. Criticism in this sense (the word is ambiguous) is a sign not of intellectual cultivation but of intellectual vandalism. The two are as apart as chalk and cheese. Moreover, I believe that love for a subject, a wish to be inspired by it, and to pursue learning with passion, are qualities not only valuable but essential to true intellectual accomplishment. One is a dubious student of music who is deaf to its pleasures. Likewise, I doubt whether the study of religion, not only by a student whose mind is closed to seeing anything good in it but also by one who is religiously unmusical (to use an expression from Max Weber) is likely to eventuate in a contribution to human knowledge in this field.


It does not take much of an argument, however, to apply the same idea to the mind closed in an opposite direction. But there is more to it than that, of a specific sort, in the area we are considering here.


There are three activities of the mind here which it is useful to distinguish. There is first of all the doctrine and symbolism, for example, running from Yahya al-Suhrawardi, through Ibn-al-Arabi, to Mulla Sadra. To link these names like this is to see at once both what united them and what distinguished them, so that if we speak of them as constituting a “tradition” we must do so by understanding “tradition” in a looser and more historically contextualising sense than those scholars nowadays who think of it as a harmonious whole given for all from times immemorial.


The point I wish to make here is that such a tradition can only legitimately continue as it is, without the injection of meta-level philosophical or theoretical considerations I have mentioned above, as long as the cultural or intellectual ethos in which it is excluded remains essentially unaltered.


The fact is, however, that with the altered paradigm of the modern sciences, both natural and human – a reflection, in turn of a profoundly changed world – the old paradigm, with its assumptions about being and knowledge, cannot be maintained, except at the price of intellectual ghettoisation, without a fresh inquiry, at a meta-level, by means of categories from the combined domains of modern philosophy, psychology and anthropology. It may well be that we might find some of these categories inadequate when confronted with this subject-matter. If so, it would be a stroke of good luck, contributing as it might to new horizons both in the tradition and within the sphere of modern knowledge.


The approach to mysticism or esotericism by scholars in modern universities which I have outlined above differs from both these phenomena. It eschews modern categories. But it is also at a great remove from the very subject-matter it eulogises. It is far more inspiring as well as instructive to read from Jalal-al-din Rumi’s mathnawi, even in translation, than to read Schimmel on Rumi’s “symbolism”. Modern studies of mysticism in the style I have characterised above are hybrid phenomena. It is not intellectual enough, yet it is informed by genuine scholarship. It is not of a piece – being situated in a very different time and place – with the mystical or gnostic doctrine and practice of historical times, yet pays allegiance to it. It is a kind of academic neo-mysticism.


How might such a curious hybrid, coy of intellectual challenge, yet learned, come about in religious studies? Part of the answer is unintentionally apparent in the name “religious studies”. Designed to study religion, it has a tendency to be religious. Both aspects fall short of their ideal prototypes. Genuine religious participation is unaware, or only notionally aware of itself as religious. And religious enthusiasm, whatever form or name it takes, acts as a brake on objective inquiry.


The half-way house that religious studies tends to be in cases such as the one we have just considered is reflected, among other things, in the lack of theoretical self-awareness in the field. The only major “theory” it has adopted is phenomenology. In the pioneering work of Micae Eliade, phenomenology takes the form of the so-called “history of religions”. One of the criteria for a successful history of a subject is that the subject must be a sufficiently coherent and comprehensive unit. Religion is an inseparable facet of social existence. To abstract it from social and psychological realities is to substitute something unreal for these realities. That is precisely what we find in the accounts of religious phenomena in Eliade or his associates, like Henri Corbin. Louis Massignon was different. He was a religious visionary with feet planted firmly in history. His subject, appropriately, was a single life (Mansûr al-Hallâj). In Massignon’s pages Hallâj lives as a real historical figure. His demographic and sociological milieu is painstakingly recorded. Unlike Corbin’s figures, he is a flesh and blood character. His spirituality is nowhere compromised or underplayed. Quite the contrary: it breathes through the entire work. Massignon’s study, then, is a work of genuine scholarship. Its animating spirit is that of a spiritual humanism. Once again, the exception draws our attention to the rule.


Phenomenology, founded by Husserl, is a philosophy, hence subject to philosophical critique and assessment. In religious studies its philosophical status is hardly ever inspected – for graduates in religious studies are not required to have philosophical training, and professional philosophers like to keep to themselves. (Matters are different in theology.) In practice, phenomenology in religious studies serves as a code name for something like non-judgemental descriptivism. But what is the point of describing? A re-statement of religious phenomena in (say) Marxist or Freudian terms, whether valid or not, has a self-evident significance. But if the idea is to avoid such trans-location, deplored as a way of explaining away the object while professing to explain it, why re-state at all? Why not simply stop at editing and publishing the texts concerned?


These are methodological and epistemological questions which remain, in this field, infrequently and insufficiently explored.


If, then, we were to jettison religious studies and re-allocate its subject matter – epistemologically and methodologically – by linking it to the conceptual frameworks, we may well serve to re-invent it into a more comprehensive human narrative. The effort is worth making.


For lack of this, our Judaeo-Christian-Islamic heritage remains effectively dissociated from the Greco-Roman as well as modern scientific heritages. The world of secular scholarship today has yet to take due measure of the phenomenon of prophecy in Hebraic and Arabic history. The insufficient attention hitherto given to this major influence in the history of culture is due to the twofold dissociation in modern culture, hence also academic culture, of the religious from the humanistic, and of Islamic Studies from Judaeo-Christian Studies.


One cannot do justice to prophecy in Islam without reference to Hebrew prophecy, Christian messianism and other related phenomena as parts of a single phenomenon. This underlines another major problem in Islamic Studies as a field: the artificial isolation of its field from other Mediterranean and Near Eastern cultures and faiths. It can be said that Islamic Studies is at once too disparate and too narrow a field, in terms of both time and space.


Take, for instance, philosophy. It goes without saying that knowledge of an Avicenna or Averroes is deficient without due knowledge of Aristotle and late Hellenistic philosophies. But it is less often realised that our perspectives on these great Muslim thinkers are also the poorer without knowledge of Kant and those who came after him, down to Nietzsche, Heidegger and their successors. After Kant’s repudiation of metaphysics, and subsequent elaborations on this “Copernican revolution”, metaphysics, once the “queen of the sciences”, ceases to be business as usual. One may choose to discard it or to re-assess it (and perhaps, more valiantly, attempt to re-instate it). But what one may not do, if one cares for intellectual integrity, is to resume today from the day before yesterday as though there had never been a yesterday. An ancient world-view cannot be resumed in a later age as though there had not been an intervening age, an age which did not simply follow the earlier era, but owed its being to its confrontation with the latter.


Yet we have scholars of gnostic Islam who proceed as if metaphysics were as epistemologically secure today as it was before the advent of intellectual modernity. Or, similarly, to ignore its extra-philosophical roots. It is, in fact, hard to imagine an Avicenna or Averroes returning to the world of today and not taking the keenest interest in modern physics, biology, philosophy and the human sciences. Knowing what we do about them, the comprehensiveness of their interest in all things human, and their credo, expressed by their intellectual forebear al-Kindi, that knowledge should be welcome no matter from where it comes, it is hard to think of them as discounting these modern sciences in their understanding of being.


Arabic or Persian philosophers stand a better chance, then, of being understood by historians of philosophy than by historians of Islam. The history of Islam may be better understood if the history of mentalities is joined to the history of events and ideas in Islamic contexts. The origins of Islam are still insufficiently understood. It is safe to say that whatever further research may be needed for this purpose, research alone will not suffice; that prophecy, revelation or book, crucial to belief as well as in history, demand attention. Moreover, these are best addressed in a comparative (Judaeo-Christian-Islamic) light.


What is true of the classical age of Islam is also true of its modern age. The only adequate basis for understanding modernity is a comparative one. Just as the problems of the developing world may be properly understood only in a global perspective, so too do the nature of modernity, its effects on conditions of life and the shape of the human mind, its impact on old traditions and religious views of the world, call for a comparative perspective in which alone the specificities of the Muslim world may be understood without artificial isolation from world history.


These perceptions and a growing sense of intellectual isolation drove me away from Islamic Studies and to other fields of the humanities and sciences in the decades which followed my higher education.


Towards the end of the 1980s I took up a position as the Dean of the Institute of Ismaili Studies in London. With this position came a privileged opportunity to relate my intellectual background to the practical imperatives of cultural and educational development in a community with a strong attachment to its faith balanced by a philosophy of productive adaptation to the modern world. With this position my questions about the nature of Islamic Studies took on a more practical, urgent and outwardly responsible aspect.
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