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Preface


 


Social media is to books before publication what reviews are to them afterward. As I worked on this book, not a few doubts were expressed online regarding my suitability as its author. The most common were ‘Who is he to write this book?’ and ‘What makes him think he’s qualified?’ Fortunately, among the many blessings bestowed on us is that we need not read everything printed, and anyone is free to compensate for the shortcomings of one publication with the composition of another. Whatever my qualifications, they would yield me little were the finished product wanting. But these preliminary questions do raise a good point. I am not black.


I did not plan to write this book. In one sense, it is a coda to my previous book, Slavery & Islam (2019). That monograph ended with an appendix that, put briefly, showed how little slave status meant to a pious Muslim but also how profound and inexplicable Muslim antiblackness could be. As I discuss in the introduction of the present volume, this paradox perplexed me. The book before you is an answer to that question, among others.


In a more concrete sense, this book grew out of efforts to respond to specific questions proceeding from an academic debate over whether Islam is antiblack. As a Muslim, I take interest, I have interest, in accusations leveled at my faith. Several participants in this discussion forwarded me questions that dealt with topics I’d previously published on, and I set out to answer them. I quickly realized, however, that answering these questions required clarifying related issues, that understanding those related issues meant exploring their larger historical, cultural, or linguistic contexts, and that those contexts could not be understood from a modern, global-Western perspective without addressing other topics, and so on. The horizons of my knowledge loomed quickly. As my research led me into territory well outside my expertise, I drew on that of others and gained enough command of particular topics to find what I needed. What started out as answering a few, very specific questions about Hadiths and Islamic law ballooned into this sizable volume.


Of course, there have been a number of excellent books written on the problematic of ‘Islam & Blackness,’ but they either did not deal with my questions with sufficient detail or did not address what was entailed contextually and conceptually in enough depth. It is not that these books were lacking. It is that ‘Islam & Blackness’ looms before scholars like a chimera, a hybrid of what must be uncovered in the distant past, understood in the intervening centuries, and put into perspective in the imperious present. I have done my best to subdue it in this book, merging existing scholarship, addressing unanswered questions, and improving on those answers already given.


One comment on social media, however, stuck with me. A Black Muslim asked me, with the sincerity of a Muslim brother, ‘Do you know what it feels like to be considered sub-human?’ I do not. Once, in the outskirts of Dakar, as I sat with the family that had raised me there, a toddler came into the yard, saw me and started bawling in fear. That is the one time in my life that I ever felt singled out by my race, and it was more entertaining than anything else. Throughout my life, I have been treated like royalty at home and abroad.


I feel that my knowledge, understanding, analysis, and, most of all, my awareness of my own limitations have served me well in writing this book. I am confident that it has much to offer those interested in the knot of ‘Islam & Blackness.’ But I have never felt the pain or injustice of discrimination. I have tried to include the voices and perspectives of those who have. But this is an inexorable limitation of this book. Once, while writing it, I took down my father’s volume of Léopold Sédar Senghor’s poems, which the Senegalese president had gifted him. I spent hours reading it. Whatever the poems’ value, I felt no connection to them until I read these lines (my translation): 


 


I no longer recognize white men, my brothers.


Like this evening at the cinema, 


Lost as they were past the void made around my skin.


 


What I connected with in Senghor’s words was not the feeling of being disappeared into the darkness. That I could imagine but never feel. It was that I too no longer recognize white men, my brothers, lost as they are. Whatever this means to anyone else, and whatever my failings, more than white I am a Muslim. That might not be enough for some, but I count it a great blessing.


 


McLean, Virginia, January 2022
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Date and Spelling Conventions


 


In this book I have hewed to a fairly academic standard in transliteration, mainly because much of the writing I have seen on ‘Islam & Africa’ does not follow the conventions used in Islamic intellectual history, and I have been frustrated at not knowing how particular words or names should be pronounced or rendered.


One exception to the conventions followed in this book is proper names that have become commonly transliterated in European languages, such as Senegalese names or many names and proper nouns in South Asia. Particularly in the case of West Africa, I have transliterated first names but retained conventional spellings for last names (so Aḥmad Bamba instead of Amadou Bamba; Ibrāhīm Niasse as opposed to Ibrāhīm Anyās).


Transliteration generally follows the Library of Congress Arabic transliteration conventions. The long vowels in Arabic and Persian are represented by ā, ī, and ū. The ’ character in the middle or end of words represents a simple glottal stop, like the initial sounds of both syllables in ‘uh oh.’ The ʿ symbol indicates the Arabic letter ʿayn, a sound that resembles the beginning of the ‘Aaah’ noise a person makes when getting their throat checked. In Arabic and Persian words, q represents a voiceless uvular sound produced at the back of the throat and is non-existent in English. One could most closely approximate this sound with the ‘c’ sound at the beginning of the crow noise ‘caw! caw!’ Gh indicates a sound similar to the French ‘r’, and kh represents a velar fricative like the sound of clearing one’s throat. Dh indicates the ‘th’ sound in words like ‘that’ or ‘bother.’ Th represents the ‘th’ sound in words like ‘bath.’ The ḥ represents a hard ‘h’, the ṣ an emphatic ‘s’, the ḍ an emphatic ‘d’ (Arabic ḍād), the ṭ an emphatic ‘t’, and the ẓ an emphatic interdental (like an exaggerated ‘th’ in ‘bother’).


In the main text, I have used bin and bint for the Arabic ‘son/daughter of’ naming convention, but in the footnotes and bibliography, I have used the Library of Congress b. / bt. abbreviations. The (s) indicates the honorific Arabic phrase ‘May the peace and blessings of God be upon him (ṣallā Allāhu ʿalayhi wa sallam),’ which is commonly said and written after Muhammad’s name.


The only unusual citation conventions in this book are those for citing mainstay Sunni Hadith collections. I have followed the standard Wensinck system of citing to the chapter, subchapter of every book (e.g., Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī: kitāb al-buyūʿ, bāb dhikr al-khayyāṭ) except the Musnad of Ibn Ḥanbal, which is cited to the common Maymaniyya print.


For dates, I have used a Common Era/Hijri date format with the exception of names or events that are commonly only discussed in the Common Era context.


All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.
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Introduction: Reading and Misreading


The son of ʿImrān’s dark skin was of no matter,


since the Most Worthy of Worship chose him to speak to.1


 


Ibrāhīm bin Muḥammad al-Kānimī (d. 608–9/1212–3), a scholar from near Lake Chad who moved to Marrakesh, on the blackness of Moses


Mālik bin Dīnār (d. circa 127/745) was a pious scholar of Basra. The son of a Persian slave, he lived off pennies made copying the Quran.2 Yet Basra’s wealthiest man, whose daughter had been courted by elite Arabs, offered the scholar her hand in marriage (it was her idea). Mālik bin Dīnār refused, saying that he had long ago divorced the world. He had little concern for the conventions around him if they led him away from God. On another occasion, when Mālik bin Dīnār realized that a black slave in Basra was actually the truest ‘friend of God’ in the city, he bought the slave and freed him so that he – Basra’s most esteemed worshipper – could serve him as a student.3


What Mālik bin Dīnār and the wealthy Basran family both knew was what all those who have ever sought knowledge (ʿilm) or blessing (baraka) quickly discover: that once one gains a taste for either, one pays little heed to the shape or color of the vessel that bears it; that, as the Quran says, “the noblest among you before God is the most pious” (49:13). They knew what one of the Prophet Muhammad’s senior disciples explained in an early book on Islamic piety: that there is no person, free or slave, black or white, “whose skin I wouldn’t rather be in if they were more conscious of God than I.”4


Yet prejudices and chauvinism die hard, even in the early Muslim community that formed with undeniable sincerity and devotion around the Prophet in his city of Medina. At moments of stress, his followers could lapse into the tribalism that had long riven Arabia. When they belittled each other’s clans, the Prophet decried their divisive bigotry as “putrid” (muntina).5 A devout Muslim might aspire to be in the skin of those more pious, but skin color has never stopped mattering. The story of Mālik bin Dīnār and the black saint has a disturbing ending. When the saint dies while prostrating in prayer, Mālik turns him over to lay him on his back. He sees that “the blackness had vanished from his face, which had become like the moon.”


For me, this story was the starting point of this book. Mālik bin Dīnār could perceive with a clarity unimaginable to me. He looked through the social and economic strictures of his day. He did not care who would see him following and serving a black, former slave. He saw only a guide to the countenance of God. Yet even with all that understanding, a story clearly meant to inspire and challenge our priorities ends by saying black skin is something to be wished away.


How can we reconcile piety wise to the superficiality of race with a sense that blackness is worth less? It is a question prompted repeatedly by Muslim writings and Muslim lives in the centuries since Mālik bin Dīnār’s day. And it is very much alive in our time. From the streets of Dakar to ‘Little Senegal’ in Manhattan and the African suburbs of Paris, no visage is more recognized than that of Shaykh Aḥmad Bamba (d. 1346/1927, see Figures 1–3). A black Sufi master from the Wolof of Senegal, he knew that he was looked down on by many Arabs and Berbers to the north. In the opening of his famous work Pathways to Paradise (Masālik al-jinān), Bamba wrote, “Do not turn down [this book’s] benefits because I am from among the blacks. The most honored servant with God is, without a doubt, the most reverent. And blackness of body signals neither weakness of mind nor lack of understanding.” Bamba’s awareness and preemption of prejudice was echoed by a younger contemporary and another of Senegal’s most revered saints, the Sufi scholar Ibrāhīm Niasse (d. 1395/1975, see Figures 4–5).6


If this book begins with Mālik bin Dīnār and the unnamed black saint, it ends with the ‘white’ Mauritanian clerics who met and surpassed Bamba’s and Niasse’s challenge. One of the first prominent figures to aver Niasse’s sainthood was the ‘white’ Mauritanian ʿAbdallāh bin al-Ḥājj (d. 1345/1927). After meeting a young Niasse, he told his community, proud Arabs descended from the Prophet, that they would be humbled by “the flood [of divine grace that] will come to a black man. And you will be forced to take knowledge from him.”7 His clan soon came to embrace Niasse as a guide.8 Another Mauritanian peer was the Sufi master Shaykh Saad Bouh (d. 1335/1917), whose center of instruction lay just north of the river that would divide Senegal and Mauritania. Shaykh Saad Bouh was of noble Arab and Berber stock, and he too traced his ancestry back to the Prophet. Yet he instructed some of his close relatives to settle among the ‘blacks’ south of the river. “Your blood (nasab) will mix with theirs,” he told them. Their descendants carry on Shaykh Saad Bouh’s teachings in Dakar today, in Wolof, not in Arabic.9


In one sense, this book is a study of the space between the ideal of transcending what the Prophet called “the arrogance of the age of ignorance and its pride in descent” and the historical reality that prejudice taints even pious hearts.10 But the stories of Mālik bin Dīnār and Senegal’s scholars show that the terrain of what blackness has signified socially and metaphorically is far too complex to be reduced simply to ideals and their betrayal. It is a terrain of tensions and layered meanings that this book seeks to explore.


The Argument of This Book


Though a contested concept, antiblackness is most succinctly understood as racism directed against people of sub-Saharan African descent. Stereotypes about real or imagined Black Africans are nearly as old as historical records. From ancient Rome to medieval China, however, these stereotypes rarely stood out markedly in societies that were often cosmopolitan and where skin color played a less important role than other markers of identity. The notion that the rights and standing of people racialized as Black African were determined by that racialization became pervasive only in the early modern period, with the rise of the Atlantic slave trade and Europe’s powerful colonial states. The understandings of race and blackness that formed in the West, particularly in the United States, have profoundly shaped global discourse. They have forced a dualistic template of black and white onto social terrains from Mali to Karachi which are often too dissimilar or complex for such a binary. They have bound Black Africanness and slavery in an essential relationship when the link between the two has often been incidental. And they continue to insist that ‘black’ as a mundane color descriptor cannot be separated from ‘black’ as a negative metaphor when no such essential relationship exists. Not everyone, everywhere, and particularly not speakers of African languages south of the Sahara, has collapsed blackness as skin tone and blackness as metaphor. Neither has aesthetic preference always entailed judgments of human worth. Not all description of color is prescription of value.


In the West, Islam and Muslims have been particularly singled out as antiblack, an accusation emanating from a centuries-old Western stereotype of Muslims as slavers as well as from contemporary American conservative cultural and political agendas. Antiblackness is rampant in much of the Muslim world, from North Africa to South Asia. It causes real pain that goes unrecognized.11 But it does not originate in Islam’s scripture or its system of law and ethics. Islamic civilization inherited stereotypes about Black Africans from the Greco-Roman conviction that climate shaped both body and personality and from Judeo-Christian lore about Africans being cursed with blackness and enslavement. Though prominent Muslim scholars opposed these ideas as antithetical to the Quran, the bulk of Islamic tradition indulged and added to this body of material. While antiblackness did not define the lives and destinies of people with darker skin tones, from Morocco to India ‘Black African’ came to stand in for ‘slave’ and correlate with inferior social status. The Sufi tradition, however, inverted this image, using it to represent the saint’s journey from earthly subjugation to liberation through union with the divine. And it portrayed the Black African as the pious and devout ‘slave of God’ who taught and inspired his or her social betters. In Islamic law, particularly norms around marriage, when the correlation of blackness with low status and undesirability was recognized, it was as a social reality that law had to manage, not as a norm for it to protect.


Whether in Islamic law or in how Black Africans have been perceived in other genres of Islamic scholarship, antiblackness has been incidental, not essential. In law, Muslim jurists recognized that what blackness meant, whether it was attractive or unappealing, depended on where, when, and who was perceiving it. Negative stereotypes about Black Africans in Muslim writings on geography and ethnology were often mirrored by stereotypes about Slavs and Turks. And the association of blackness with slavery and primitiveness, including in the writings of many Black Muslims from the Sahel, ultimately turned not on phenotype but on their locating blackness beyond the southern boundaries of the Abode of Islam.


Whether antiblackness was incidental or accepted as social custom, however, leading voices of Muslim scholarship from medieval to modern times have rejected it and advocated vigorously for the Prophet’s teaching that no race or tribe has any inherent value over another. As judges, jurists and moral guides, Muslim scholars have had to balance a realistic accommodation of custom with their duty to enjoin right as ‘heirs of the prophets.’ In light of the severity of the blight of antiblackness today, it is clear that their duty as moral guides must be to promote the erasure of the color line.


The Virtues of Black Africans . . . sūdān, ḥabash, zanj?


Though I had puzzled over the story of the Basran saint’s vanishing blackness for some time, this book came about by accident. In the summer of 2020, a debate broke out on an academic listserv devoted to African history. The matter of dispute was whether Islam was inherently antiblack. As we discuss in Chapter 4, this was not a new debate. Several participants contacted me with questions relating to topics I had published on in the past, such as reports attributed to the Prophet Muhammad (Hadiths) and slavery in the Shariah (Islamic law). As I tried to answer those queries, I found that every step I took in what was supposed to be a quick research foray required finding the answer to broader and more profound questions. Before I knew it, I was writing a book.


This is not the first book on the subject of Islam and blackness. It stands on the shoulders of impressive tomes produced by Black Muslim scholars in the recent past. Su’ad Abdul-Khabeer’s Muslim Cool: Race, Religion and Hip-Hop in the United States focuses on the modern intersection of Islam and Blackness in the context of American society and its entrenched racism. Other books address the historical questions on which this present work focuses. They include Islam and the Blackamerican by perhaps the most influential figure in Islamic scholarship in North America, Professor Sherman Jackson. Other works include Abdullah Hamid Ali’s The ‘Negro’ in Arab-Muslim Consciousness, Ahmad Mubarak and Dawud Walid in their Centering Black Narrative, Dawud Walid on his own in Blackness and Islam, AbdulHaq al-Ashanti in his Defining Legends: An Analysis of Afrocentric Writings Against Islam, Habeeb Akande in his Illuminating the Darkness, Shaikh Mustafa Briggs’ recent Beyond Bilal, Imam Zaid Shakir in an essay on “Islam, the Prophet Muhammad (s) and Blackness,” Rasul Miller in “Is Islam an Anti-Black Religion,” and Iskander Abbasi in his essay “Anti-Blackness in the Muslim World.”12 Here I hope to update and expand on these efforts, particularly in light of recent debates and specific accusations of antiblackness in Islamic law and scripture.


These books, in turn, build on a long tradition of documenting the accomplishments of Black African Muslims and their contributions to Islamic civilization. Pushing back against antiblack prejudice in the Muslim world has formed a veritable genre of scholarly writing, beginning in the early Islamic period. Though they fall short of what is called for by modern antiracist activism, these books took on the question of antiblackness in Islam before it was ever phrased in its modern form. These works include:13


 



	•
	
The Pride of Blacks over Whites (Fakhr al-sūdān ʿalā al-bīḍān), an epistle by the famous Basran intellectual and overall man-about-town, al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 255/869);






	•
	
Treatise on the Virtue of Blacks over Whites (Risāla fī tafḍīl al-sūd ʿalā al-bīḍ) by the Baghdad intellectual Ibn Shirshīr al-Nāshī (d. 293/906);






	•
	
On Blacks and their Virtue over Whites (Kitāb al-Sūdān wa faḍlihim ʿalā al-bīḍān) by the Baghdad litterateur Ibn al-Marzubān (d. 309/919);






	•
	
On the Asceticism of Blacks (Kitāb Zuhd al-sūdān) by Jaʿfar bin Aḥmad al-Muqrī (d. 500/1107);






	•
	
Illuminating the Darkness concerning the Virtue of Blacks and Ethiopians (Tanwīr al-ghabash fī faḍl al-sūdān wa’l-ḥabash), an encyclopedic work by the famous Baghdad polymath Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 597/1200);






	•
	
no less than three treatises by the great Egyptian scholar al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505): Raising the Standing of Ethiopians (Rafʿ sha’n al-ḥubshān); The Trellised Flowers on Reports of Ethiopians (Azhār al-ʿurūsh fī akhbār al-ḥubūsh); and Life’s Promenade in Choosing Preference between the White, Black and Brown (Nuzhat al-ʿumr fī al-tafḍīl bayn al-bīḍ wa’l-sūd wa’l-sumr);






	•
	
The Embroidered Brocade on the Virtues of Ethiopians (al-Ṭirāz al-manqūsh fī faḍā’il al-ḥubūsh) by the Meccan scholar Ibn ʿAbd al-Bāqī (d. circa 993/1585);






	•
	
The Splendor of the Beautiful on the Virtues of Ethiopians (Kitāb Rawnaq al-ḥisān fī faḍā’il al-ḥubshān) by the Meccan scholar Khalīfa al-Zamzamī (d. 1062/1652);






	•
	
Alerting the Oppressors to the Freedom of Blacks (Tanbīh ahl al-ṭughyān ʿalā ḥurriyyat al-sūdān), a treatise rebutting those in Morocco who believed Black Africans should be perpetual slaves, stressing the long presence of Islam and Islamic scholarship south of the Sahara, by Muḥammad al-Sanūsī al-Jārimī (writing 1320/1900, NB: some have identified this author as al-Ghānī al-Sūdānī, suggesting he was from a sub-Saharan region. But it seems clear in the text that he does not identify as one of the sūdān);14






	•
	a book on freed black slaves who had attained excellence by the Moroccan Muḥammad al-Adūzī (d. 1323/1905);





	•
	
A Boast-Off between a White, Brown and Black Woman (Mufākhara bayn al-bayḍā’ wa’l-samrā’ wa’l-sawdā’) by the Damascene Muḥammad Bahā’ al-Dīn al-Bayṭār (d. 1328/1910);






	•
	
Jewels of the Gorgeous from the History of Ethiopians (Kitāb Jawāhir al-ḥisān fī tārīkh al-ḥubshān) by the Egyptian Azharī Aḥmad al-Ḥanafī al-Qinā’ī, published 1903;






	•
	
Blacks and Arabic Civilization (al-Sūd wa’l-ḥaḍāra al-ʿarabiyya) by ʿAbduh Badawī (d. 2005);






	•
	
and The Legacy of Blacks in Islamic Civilization (Athar al-sūd fī al-ḥaḍāra al-islāmiyya) by Rashīd Khayyūn, published 2020.





 


[Some of these important works have been translated: selections from al-Suyūṭī’s Rafʿ sha’n al-ḥubshān as The Spirit of Black Folk, trans. Adeyinka Muhammad Mendes and Talut Dawood; al-Jāḥiẓ’s Fakhr al-sūdān ʿalā al-bīḍān as The Glory of the Black Race, trans. Vincent Cornell (rare); and Ibn al-Jawzī’s Tanwīr al-ghabash as Illuminating the Darkness: The Virtues of Blacks and Abyssinians, trans. Adnan Karim.]


These book titles invoke a number of ethnonyms (names for ethnic groups), phenonyms (names for a certain ‘look’) and toponyms (names based on geographical location). The terms that Muslim authors, including ones from Africa south of the Sahara, have used to denote Black African people have often overlapped and at other times been complementary. Further confusion results from several of them being used for places as well as peoples. Exactly how these terms have been used across the centuries would require another book-length study, but generally the terms are as follows.


As we will see, aswad (black, fem. sawdā’) means either very dark skinned or having a ‘classical’ sub-Saharan, Black-African phenotype. The plural, sūdān (blacks, with the term sūd replacing this in twentieth-century formal Arabic) means people with the generally dominant phenotype from Africa south of the Sahara. The bilād al-sūdān (lands of the blacks) is the term that Muslim authors, including those living in that region, have used to refer to the Sahel and south into Africa’s forest zone. Zanj (a toponym as well as an ethnonym, with zanjī as a singular and zunūj as an occasional plural) refers to East Africa and the people coming roughly from the area between Mozambique and the southern Horn of Africa and extending inland and up into the Nile.15 Zanj can also be used more generally as a synonym for sūdān.16 Ḥabash are the people from the Horn of Africa (an area called Ḥabasha). From the ninth through the sixteenth centuries CE, this was often used only for the region of modern-day Ethiopia and Eritrea, but it has also included people from Somalia and even northern coastal Kenya. Ḥabashī (the adjective) is first and foremost defined by a certain ‘look’ well known among Ethiopians and Somalis, including an aquiline nose.17 Although Sūdān, Zanjī and Ḥabashī have often been used interchangeably, they have also been used with their specific meanings. Writing in the Hejaz in the 1500s, for example, Ibn ʿAbd al-Bāqī clearly distinguished East Africans (zanj) from people from the Horn of Africa (ḥabash).


Other specialist terms used in this book will be familiar to those with a background in Islamic thought. The Shariah (Islamic law) is the sacred law deposited in the world in the form of the Quran and the Prophet Muhammad’s authoritative precedent (sunna). It has been interpretively unpacked over the centuries, debated and applied to novel questions of ritual and daily life by Muslim scholars (ʿulamā’). The Quran was set down in permanent, written form within two decades of the Prophet’s death. His precedent and teachings, however, which explain and build on the Quran, have been preserved in much more contested forms. Hadiths, which are reports about the sayings, practice and judgments of the Prophet, were transmitted in mostly oral form for several decades before being written down in progressively more systematic ways. The forgery of Hadiths proved rampant as different groups sought to promote their agendas. Because of this, and also because of the inevitable errors that seep into even well-intentioned transmission, Hadith authenticity emerged as a major source of disagreement among Muslim scholars, who worked to sort out reliable attributions to the Prophet from forgeries. In the 800s CE, a number of Hadith collections were compiled which came to be seen as mainstay, if imperfect and incomplete, representations of the Prophet’s sunna.


Besides Hadiths, the Prophet’s teachings were passed on by two other means. The Prophet’s Companions (the first generation of Muslims) embodied his practice and conduct in the form of communal practice and through the methods of understanding and applying the Quran that they learned from him. Because the first three generations of the Muslim community were so integral to the preservation and transmission of Islam’s two scriptures, the Quran and sunna, the thinking of Muslim scholars from that period effectively forms a third pillar of the Shariah’s foundations.


By the 900s CE, the efforts of Muslim scholars to understand, authenticate and apply the sources of the Shariah had coalesced into several interpretive approaches centered around the work of seminal personalities. These included Abū Ḥanīfa (d. 150/767) in Kufa, Mālik bin Anas (d. 179/796) in Medina, al-Shāfiʿī (d. 204/820) in Iraq and Egypt, and Ibn Ḥanbal (d. 241/855) in Baghdad, among others. Their opinions on matters of law and theology, as well as those of other leading contemporaries, matured into four major Sunni schools of law (the Ḥanafī, Mālikī, Shāfiʿī, and Ḥanbalī), two Shiite schools of law and several schools of theology. Specific schools of law in particular came to predominate in different regions. For the subject of this book, the Mālikī school of law, with its near monopoly in Africa, and the Ḥanafī school’s predominance in India will be most relevant.


Blackness or blackness? The Question of Capitalization


Black is a color or, more properly speaking, the absence of color. As we will see in Chapter 3, people from the Mediterranean and the Middle East were describing people from south of Egypt as ‘black’ over three thousand years ago and even depicting them with black paint. But few humans actually have black skin (at least that I’ve seen). When talking about skin tone and phenotype, black is a word used to racialize – in other words, to construct a category of bodily distinction. In short, as we will discuss later, ‘black’ is either a racial or proto-racial label, depending on how race and racism are defined and when they are thought to have originated. In any case, describing someone as ‘black’ is really to say that they have been racialized as black.


One way to acknowledge that phrases like ‘black people’ are not neutral but rather the product of racialization would be to replace a phrase like ‘black people’ with ‘people racialized as black.’ This is clear but awkward in prose. One could capitalize Black to distinguish this racialized adjective, but aspects of ambiguity would remain. First, capitalized Black has come to denote ethnic and cultural identities formed among African diaspora communities, such as in the United States. Second, the details and histories of racialization in particular locales have not been uniform. From ancient Egypt and Greece to Sung China and, of course, early modern Europe, ‘black’ has meant racialized as possessing the features and skin tone associated with what people outside Africa south of the Sahara perceive to be the recognizable sub-Saharan African phenotype. But, as we will see, the definitions of ‘black’ in places like South Africa, Brazil and the U.S. have marked very different boundaries. Moreover, in some times and places, ‘black’ has indicated only dark skin tones, whether African, Arabian, or Indian, without connoting any of the other somatic features associated with Africa. Crucially, this was the case in the formative period of the Islamic tradition at the center of this book.


An additional challenge in how we translate or render ‘black’ is that speakers and writers could be intentionally exploiting or unintentionally reproducing the multivalence of the word. Capitalizing or qualifying their use of ‘black’ might impose a set meaning on the word when ambiguity, such as that between literal and metaphorical, was intended by the speaker or demanded by the context. Choosing to capitalize ‘black’ would be making a decision that should perhaps be left to the reader.


White and whiteness present a similar problem. In the early Islamic period, Arabs used ‘white’ to refer to a light-olive skin tone. Later Muslim writers in medieval North Africa and south into the Sahel referred to people with Arab or Berber ancestry as ‘white’ regardless of their actual appearance (Shaykh Saad Bouh was thus ‘white’ but would likely be considered ‘black’ in France and the U.S.). There have been justified objections to capitalizing white when speaking about White Americans as counterparts to Black Americans, since this is seen as validating an inherently problematic ‘White’ culture. But capitalized White, along with Caucasian, is still used to denote the phenotype common to northwest Europe.


No convention for these labels can pay just heed to all the historical and communal concerns around race while still allowing the effective translation of the terms used in Islamic civilization. With apologies for their shortcomings, in this book I will thus use the following conventions:18


 



	•
	
black/blackness: for default usages, particularly if it is unclear what the speaker means in terms of metaphor, literalness, racialization, etc.






	•
	
Black African/Africanness: when what is intended is clearly the somatic features common in Africa south of the Sahara or the people racialized as possessing what is imagined as the ‘classical’ sub-Saharan African phenotype.






	•
	
‘black’/’blackness’: when it is precisely the word and its meaning that is being contested.






	•
	
Black American/Black British, etc.: for communities in those societies in which racialization as black, a synthesis of African and other descents and cultures, a diaspora experience, exploitation and discrimination have created distinct cultures.






	•
	
White/Whiteness: for the phenotype associated with Europe as well as the globalized power structure and system of norms and standards of beauty that emerged in the early modern and modern periods with and through European colonialism and global consumer capitalism. Capitalization distinguishes this from uses of white in Islamic civilization for other phenotypes or racial categorizations.





Blackness in the Modern Muslim World


Writing in the early 2000s, the late historian of Islamic West Africa John Hunwick (d. 2015) pondered why no real sense of ‘black consciousness’ had arisen in countries like Algeria as it had in places ranging from Zanzibar to Brazil. Perhaps, he suggested, this was due to the descendants of enslaved Black Africans having been integrated into their societies, to the point that there were “a relatively small number of clearly identifiable descendants of slaves.” Perhaps, Hunwick added, the explanation lies in the low social status and marginalization of those who are or who are seen as descendants of slaves.19


The question ‘Where are the black people in the Muslim world?’ might appear simple, but it involves manifold complexities. As we will discuss in Chapter 3, what blackness means and who defines it have long been contested, and that contestation has only grown more intense in recent decades. Locating a ‘black’ community means choosing whether the answer will come from people’s self-identification or from outside ascription, both of which could hinge on very particular ideas of what blackness means. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, identification as black has often taken place amid competing local and transnational identities as well as in the climate of global activisms like decolonialism, Pan-Africanism, and Black Consciousness, some of which originated in the West.


In the last decade, there has been increased interest in identifying ‘black’ communities and also in identifying as ‘black’ in the Muslim world. Afifa Ltifi has done preliminary research on Tunisians of Black African descent.20 Chouki El Hamel has studied a sizable and identifiable Black African population in Morocco, with its own cultural presence in the musical style of Gnawa. Numbering around half a million at the beginning of the twentieth century, this Moroccan Black diaspora is most concentrated in the country’s historical capitals of Marrakesh, Meknes, and Fez, where large numbers of freed slaves settled over the centuries.21 Recent years have seen journalism and preliminary academic research on other ‘Afro-Arabs,’ such as Afro-Palestinians and Afro-Iraqis.22 There have also been initial studies on a community of hundreds of thousands of South Asians of African descent, known as Sheedis, concentrated in the Sind and Baluchistan regions of Pakistan.23 As Hunwick alluded, one basic problem is how one could locate or identify who belongs to these communities. How would one establish whether such a group even exists in any number as opposed to being an expression of a relatively small network of people who have begun identifying as such?24


Less logistically difficult but much more politically inflammatory is the inevitable question of whether a Black/Afro-__ identity is ‘authentic’ or a reflection of an Atlantic Black diaspora identity inspiring imitation elsewhere. This question has been contested both by outside scholars and those within the societies in which such communities are situated. The issues of whether or not slavery, blackness, and race in Muslim or other non-Western societies are comparable to slavery, blackness, and race in the West have been debated in the West since as early as the 1500s.25 These discussions are paralleled in many non-Western societies (and in the Muslim world in particular). They remain riven by the same colonial and post-colonial tensions that have characterized so many claims of comparison and solidarity across civilizational boundaries, from Marxist claims about downtrodden proletariats to feminist claims about the oppression of women in the ‘Third World.’ When someone claims that a phenomenon associated with a once-or-present colonizer also exists in a society it colonized, is that claim an accurate identification of some shared phenomenon? Or is it simply an ongoing act of colonization by which people in the colonized society have begun seeing themselves through the eyes of their colonizers? Are non-elite people working in a factory in Iran part of an international proletariat or part of a system of society and labor specific to their region and its particular history? Does a man who engages in sex with another man in Java fall under the identity and activist jurisdiction of an American LGBTQ group, or is his sexuality part of a local tradition incommensurable with gay identity in the West?26


Such tensions seem impossible to resolve because, even in a clear case of ongoing colonial imposition, once a perspective has been assimilated by members in the colonized or post-colonial society, it is as ‘real’ and sincere a part of their culture as any other. The case of the Shirazi community in Zanzibar offers a useful example. This group claims patrilineal descent from Persian merchants who settled in Zanzibar centuries ago. In the last century, Africa passed from colonialism to independence within a swirl of competing identities, some old, some new, some locally generated and some international. In the mid twentieth century, members of the Shirazi community embraced several competing notions of race and identity. Some claimed they were not African but Persian, gaining Islamic social cache in majority-Muslim Zanzibar by associating with their roots in the Islamic ‘heartland.’ Some invoked their families’ long presence in Zanzibar to argue they were the island’s true ‘natives,’ asserting their place in the face of ‘later’ arrivals from the African mainland. Others claimed that, Persian or not, their black skin made them part of the great African nation long oppressed by Arabs and Europeans alike.27 How would one assess which of these identities or associations were more authentic or real than others?


Antiblackness in the Modern Muslim World


Antiblackness is shockingly rampant in the Muslim world, namely those countries and regions in which Muslims are the majority. In Cairo, for example, Westerners (including Western Muslims) with skin tones and features prominently associated with Black Africa are frequently teased or taunted in the streets. In testimony that is far from rare, a Black British student studying in Egypt recalls losing count of how many times people have yelled out at him in Arabic, “Hey chocolate!” The irony is that he hails from the family of Ḥājj ʿUmar Tal (d. 1280/1864), an anti-colonial leader of Senegambia. Worse treatment is suffered by Cairo’s sizable population of Sudanese migrants and refugees, who often have the ‘blue’ black skin tone and pronounced height common in their home region.28


Of course, statements about antiblackness in the Muslim world imply qualification. A substantial part of the Muslim world lives in the Sahel and south into Africa’s forest zone and along the East African coast. Unlike medieval Christendom or even the early-modern and modern West, there are thus vast swaths of territory in the premodern and modern Muslim world where effectively the entire population is Black African. Yet antiblackness is an undeniable blight in a geographic band running eastward from the Senegal River, through the Sahel and the Horn of Africa, down onto the Indian Ocean coasts of Africa, Arabia, and India, then up through Muslim Central Asia and westward back through the former Ottoman Middle East and North Africa (I have not found any comparable indication of this in Muslim Southeast Asia).


Of course, antiblackness is a global problem. Antiblackness is rife among Arabs in the U.S.29 It is just as present among Arab Christians as Arab Muslims, among Muslim and Hindu Indians alike. Antiblack racism in Muslim communities must be addressed with all seriousness. In this book, however, I am not engaging the prejudices of individuals or even communities. I am addressing the accusation that Islam as a religion, either in its founding scriptures or its normative traditions of law, theology, and spirituality, is antiblack.


The high lettered tradition of Islamic scholarship, however, has never been sealed off from the Muslim masses and popular culture. In fact, aspects of antiblackness in Islamic scholarship and among lay Muslims have fed, influenced and complemented each other over the centuries. At the very least, a cursory exploration of antiblackness in parts of the modern Muslim world is essential to appreciate the extent of the affliction and glimpse the forms that premodern antiblackness has taken after germinating in modern soil.


One of the most egregious and well-known manifestations is that the principal word for Black African in many dialects of colloquial Arabic is the word for ‘slave.’ ʿAbd (pl. ʿabīd) predominates in the Levant, Iraq, and the Arabian Peninsula, though usages of aswad (black) and zinjī (Zanj) are also attested. In Morocco, the slave-related term ḥarṭānī (pl., ḥarāṭīn, freed slave) is the most common, though kḥal (kohl-colored) and akhḍar (green) also appear. The synonymity of slave and Black African in the social lexicon of Moroccan Arabic is evident in sayings and adages. One states, “If there were good in slaves, their faces would not be [black like] iron,” another that “People say to the slave, ‘The face that shows shame [in others] for you is black (kḥāl).’ ”30 In Libya and Tunisia, khādim (servant, slave) is the main word for Black African, and in Algeria and Libya wṣīf (handmaid, slave) is common. The most populous Arab country, Egypt, whose dialect is the most culturally influential, is an exception. There ‘black’ (aswad, pl. sūd) is used.31


Even when slave and Black African are not synonymous in Arabic, blackness is often associated with undesirable status and ugliness. For example, both Palestinian and Egyptian dialects of Arabic have their own versions of the saying, ‘You love who you love even if they are a black slave.’32 These two Arabic dialects, as with others, are also replete with metaphors and similes that utilize the black = bad and white = good metaphor, such as whiteness of face meaning fortunate, beautiful or noble and blackness of face meaning the opposite. Many counterparts are found in modern Persian as well.33 Some idioms mix somatic color and moral metaphor, such as the Palestinian saying, ‘Abū Zayd is black [read: skin color] but his inside is white [read: nobility of character].’34 This last case seems the most insidious, building a clear bridge between the physical and the moral. But as we will see in Chapter 3, this is misleading. The negative associations of Black African in modern Arabic are undeniable. But the parallel usage and intermingling of black/white as metaphor and black/white as color descriptors is common in languages, including languages whose speakers consider themselves black.


The lexical antiblackness in these Arabic dialects is not uniform. There are important elements of class and education involved in word usage. An erudite and upper-class family in Jerusalem or Damascus is much less likely to use ‘slave’ (ʿabd) for a Black African than a poorer and less educated one. And there are important exceptions to general usage as well. In Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf countries, for example, kḥāl or kaḥlānī (kohl-colored) are commonly used in the colloquial speech among male youth.35


Most fascinatingly, in parts of Mauritania as well as in Kuwait, Qatar and the U.A.E. the most common term for black person is khāl (pl. akhwāl; note: not kḥāl), which literally means maternal uncle.36 This merits repetition. In these speech communities, the phrase for ‘black people’ literally translates as ‘maternal uncles.’ This draws attention to one of the significant differences between the knot of race and slavery in the Muslim world and its counterparts in places like the United States and South Africa. Since the earliest decades of Islam, it has been established in the Shariah that children born of a slave concubine and her owner were free, legitimate and of the same social standing as a child born of a free wife.37 In the case of communities in which akhwāl denotes black people, it is highly probable that this usage originated from the salience of Black African slave concubines among mothers.38 Such acknowledgment of a more intimate connection to Black Africans may be linked to Gulf societies like Kuwait and Qatar having much better integrated populations (including citizens) of African descent than many other places. Africans, mainly slaves, made up between 11 and 22% of these two communities circa 1900. More important than population size, the formative experience of these societies in the modern period, namely the total economic collapse that followed the end of commercial pearling and date farming in the 1920s and ’30s, bound former slaves and former owners together with relatively strong social cohesion.39


Roots and Branches of Antiblackness


Antiblack racism in the modern Muslim world falls into two broad categories: enduring civilizational bias, and the stigma of perceived or actual descent from slaves. Like European writers and explorers, premodern Muslim scholars viewed the interior of Africa as a ‘dark continent.’ Beyond the frontiers of the Abode of Islam lay savage people who went naked, engaged in cannibalism and had neither achieved any form of civilization nor received any revealed books. Of course, as noted above, these were not characterizations of Black Africans per se but rather of Black African pagans. By the 1300s CE, a significant population in Africa south of the Sahara had embraced Islam, and the lands in which they lived had become part of the Abode of Islam.


This perspective on the ‘dark’ African interior thrived into modernity. In the nineteenth century, as Muslims in the Ottoman Empire struggled to negotiate their place in a world dominated politically, economically and militarily by the European great powers, Ottoman public views on Black Africa dovetailed with those of Conrad. Rifaʿat al-Ṭahṭāwī (d. 1290/1873), an Egyptian religious scholar sent to France as part of a delegation charged with learning what was needed to model European reforms, wrote about the distinction in types of human societies. Those who had achieved civilization and urbanity, such as Europe and the Muslim world, stood in stark contrast to “those wild and neglected peoples” exemplified by the inhabitants of the “lands of the blacks, who are forever like untamed animals, not knowing right and wrong (ḥalāl wa ḥarām) and unable to read or write . . .” Al-Ṭahṭāwī was hardly alone in this view. It is as easy to find in the writings of the intellectual elite of the late Ottoman world as it is in the works of Kipling.40


We see the same attitude even decades later with a figure who, ironically, devoted his life to pan-Islamic solidarity against European domination before and after World War I. Shaqib Arslan (d. 1366/1946) of Lebanon was livid at the League of Nations’ decision to place the post-Ottoman Middle East under French and British tutelage. But part of his anger was expressed in his rejection of Arabs being lumped in with the rest of the colonized world. The cradle of civilization was Arab, he insisted. Arabs were part of the “the white race” and would not accept being made “the equal of the blacks of Cameroon and Togo.”41 Another Arab leader with avowedly anti-colonial intentions exhibited similar condescension. In 1955, Egypt’s dynamic president Gamal Abd al-Nasser (d. 1970) publicly underscored his country’s commitment to its African heritage and its destiny as part of Africa. Egypt would never waver in its support, he vowed, for “the spread of enlightenment and civilization to the remotest depths of the jungle.”42


A more pervasive vector of antiblackness, particularly in the Arab world, has been social contempt due to perceived patrilineal descent from slaves. A persistent and denigrated status resulting from slave descent is an undeniable social reality in Mauritania, Oman, and Yemen as well as parts of Mali and Niger.43 In some instances, such as in Yemen, this extends to taboos about ritual filthiness that verge on caste anxiety. Such attitudes stand out in Islamic civilization, since the norm historically has been that descent from slaves is not a social liability.44 As we will see, a sizable plurality of the most influential early Muslims were either freed slaves or their immediate offspring. Though this is only speculation, in some cases, such as Oman and Tuareg areas of West Africa, this slave stigma may have resulted from slavery ending by governmental decree as opposed to by a more gradual and economically organic process. Families emancipated in such a way may have been frozen in a sort of social stasis, unable to find complete acceptance in their new status.


The case of the Sahelian countries that emerged from French colonial domination is one in which antiblack racism is tied to former slave status and to the perception on the part of Berber and Arab communities that they were losing power to the Black Africans they had long looked down on. During the mid twentieth century, tensions crystalized in French West Africa between the Tuareg and Arab ‘whites’ and the ‘black’ Africans, both those who were the hereditary slaves of the ‘whites’ and the other non-Muslim ethnic groups to the south of the Niger River. Fears arose among the Tuareg of losing social control and property to their former slaves as well as to the large non-Muslim, Black African populations that they worried would dominate the states that seemed likely to emerge as colonialism ended. As independence loomed in the 1950s, France promoted the idea of a unified north Sahelian region. Though it never materialized, it was thought that such a state would allow France to isolate and control new oil discoveries in Algeria and assuage Arab and Tuareg fears of being swamped by non-Muslims. The ‘whites’ sometimes phrased the need for separation as due to differences in heritage and interest between two distinct communities. But they also expressed it through their contempt for Black Africans, whom they associated with enslavement.45


Two egregious cases of antiblack racism are also the best known internationally due to the attention they have received from human rights organizations: the plights of the Haratin in Mauritania and the Akhdam in Yemen. The Arabic word ḥarāṭīn (probably derived from a Berber word for mixed bloodlines) is used to refer to descendants of slaves racialized as black in both Mauritania and Morocco, which share the common thread of the antiblack racialization of slavery and the stigma of slave descent.46 As Chouki El Hamel has detailed, going back at least to the 1500s CE, there existed a strain of thinking among Muslim rulers and an extreme minority of Muslim jurists that conquered populations could be drawn on perpetually as a source of slaves. Though this had been roundly condemned by prominent Muslim jurists in the region, in 1698 the powerful Moroccan sultan Mawlāy Ismāʿīl (d. 1139/1727) ordered the enslavement of the free black Muslims in his realm to serve in his army. This violated undisputed boundaries of the Shariah, including the red lines that Muslims could not be enslaved and that, once manumitted, former slaves could not be re-enslaved. The Muslim scholars of Fez and Meknes objected vociferously to the order, many paying with their welfare, freedom and one even with his life. But the sultan justified his decision on the flimsy argument that Black African slaves captured during the Moroccan conquest of Timbuktu a century earlier had not been freed officially. They and their descendants were thus still government property. Within a few years, some 221,000 Black Africans had been rounded up from the cities and countryside.47


The enduring slave or semi-slave status of the descendants of enslaved Africans has survived in to the present day in Mauritania with the Haratin, the descendants of former slaves. This is compounded by the persistence of actual slavery in the country. Though the Mauritanian government formally ended slavery in 1980–1 (for the third time), and owning slaves was criminalized in 2007, the practice continues informally.48 The best estimates are that about two thirds of Mauritania’s population consists of Bīẓān (whites) and their Sūdān (blacks) clients. Within these two thirds, 51% is made up of the two high status, Arabic-speaking groups making up the Bīẓān. Around 13% are their Black African slaves and another 29% Haratin, which together form – and self-identify as – Sūdān (Blacks).49 Though the Haratin live among the Bīẓān, share in their Arabic language and culture and are legally free, the Bīẓān do not consider Haratin status equal to their own. The taint of slavery means that Haratin freedom is never complete. They remain second-class citizens in Mauritania, unable to attain anything beyond the lowest jobs and shunted towards work like waste disposal. Since the 1970s, Haratin organizations and activists have lobbied for better treatment and equal rights, some within the limited purview of Mauritania’s unique racial-social make-up and some through solidarity with other Black African groups.50


Though their origin is impossible to prove conclusively, the Akhdam (Ar. akhdām, literally ‘servants,’ sing. khādim) of Yemen may be descendants of an Ethiopian tribe that established control on Yemen’s Red Sea coastal plain in the eleventh century. But in Yemen they are uniformly believed to be the descendants of Ethiopian invaders who were defeated in the years just before Islam and subjugated to serve the Yemenis.51 The Akhdam, an ascribed term which is rarely if ever used by members of this group to refer to themselves, form a hereditary underclass in Yemen, severely limited in terms of employment, intermarriage, and even socialization with the rest of society. In cities and many towns, they live in marginal slum areas, though in the villages of some regions they are much more integrated. Particularly in cities, they have long been associated with demeaning and disgusting work like emptying latrines and cleaning sewers. In recent decades, they have been employed by municipalities as sweepers and cleaners, to the point that the word Akhdam is synonymous with those jobs.52 Akhdam are generally looked down upon and considered base, stupid, and even ritually filthy. One Yemeni saying holds, ‘If a dog licks a plate, wash it seven times [in reference to a Prophetic Hadith ordering this], if one of the Akhdam, break it.’ Another says, ‘Do not let the beauty of any of the Akhdam delude you, filth is in their bones.’53 Though in reality the relationships and interactions between Akhdam and other parts of Yemeni society vary from locale to locale and can often be quite normal, the Akhdam are always subordinated.54


Both the Haratin and Akhdam are unequivocally racialized as Black African by the societies in which they are embedded. In the case of the Haratin, they actually prefer self-identifying as black (sūdān) over the term Haratin. But in neither Yemen nor Mauritania, both countries with wide phenotypical diversity, are skin tone or physical features reliable indicators of who is Haratin or Akhdam.55 This fact points to what often appears as a major stumbling block in how issues of race and racism in the non-Western world are approached in Western discourse: in many settings, physical appearance does not reliably indicate race even when race is phrased in the language of physical appearance.


Furthermore, in neither Yemen nor Mauritania can a binary, black-and-white framework of race be applied with any accuracy. Indeed, one cannot even apply a coherent and unified conception of antiblackness. Both the Haratin and the Akhdam are parts of societies in which racial constituencies and identifications are much more complex. In Yemen, the Akhdam are one of several marginalized and subordinated groups. Another is the khaddāma (servants, sing. khaddām, from the same Arabic root as Akhdam), who are people whose families have been expelled from their tribes for some perceived or actual trespass and have had to resort to menial and low-prestige work. Unlike the Akhdam, however, they are not racialized as black and are not generationally casted. They are often able to recover some degree of dignity and advance themselves.56 Yemeni society also includes a category of freed slaves, who are often much more clearly phenotypically Black African than the Akhdam but who also are much more integrated into tribal structures due to their relationships with their former owners.57


Most importantly for our purposes, the status of Akhdam is not seen as due to their blackness. For example, Dolores Walters’ fieldwork in ʿAbs in the northern Tihama plain of Yemen in the 1980s showed that everyone in that area identified as being of mixed Arab and Ethiopian stock, tracing their ancestry back to the famous black Arab poet ʿAntara bin Shaddād (see Chapter 5). Moreover, in some areas of mountainous north Yemen, it is common to refer to all the people on the Tihama coastal plain as black, not just the Akhdam.58 In Mauritania, the Haratin are subordinated as a class to the Bīẓān. Though some Haratin-rights activists stress the class’ origins in the Black African ethnic groups to the south in Mali and Senegal, the Haratin generally do not identify with those ethnicities. Rather, they identify with the Arabic-speaking, Muslim society of the Bīẓān.59


Moreover, the Haratin are not the lowest or most vulnerable part of Mauritanian society. The most serious concerns voiced by human-rights NGOs do not even involve them. They address the treatment of the country’s sizable ‘ethnic African’ communities, which constitute about one third of the country’s population and consist of groups like the Fulani (called Halpulaar) and Wolof. They have been racialized as Black African by the Bīẓān and Haratin alike, not with the label sūdān but as kwār, a word that means black but may also originate from a North African Arabic dialect word for unbeliever (see Appendix III). Beginning in 1989, the Mauritanian government exploited tensions between Bīẓān and ethnic Black Africans settled on both banks of the Senegal River to expel tens of thousands of mainly Halpulaar, many of them Mauritanian citizens. Months of rioting and attacks on ethnic Black African individuals and businesses in Mauritanian urban centers followed. Hundreds were killed and arrested, and the Mauritanian military engaged in a vicious purge and victimization of Halpulaar soldiers and officers in its ranks.60 Most tellingly for our purposes, during protests in 1966 by Mauritanian ethnic African students over Arabization policies and again during the purges and expulsions of the 1990s, it was mobs of Haratin who were encouraged by the Mauritanian government to attack and disperse ethnic African crowds.61


Finally, there is another social group in Mauritania that is considered to be even lower status than the Haratin. These are the Znaga, descendants of defeated Berber clans who, like the Akhdam in Yemen, are viewed as ancestrally bound to serve the Bīẓān. Far from being racialized as black, however, the Znaga are actually light-skinned Berbers.62 Such commonalities suggest that, with the Akhdam and the Znaga, their hereditarily demeaned status originates not in a racialization as black but in the understanding that they were tribes defeated by the majority in the society and condemned to perpetual service.


The Color Line in Other Times and Places


A reoccurring theme in this book is that how race in general and blackness in particular are understood in the modern West differs greatly from how they are and have been understood in Islamic civilization. Of course, how race and blackness have been understood in the vast ocean of Muslim diversity that stretches from Dakar to Java has varied internally over expanses of space and culture and across the centuries. But one important generalization is that the status and identity of one’s father is much more important than somatic characteristics, such as one’s skin tone. This holds true even in the rare cases of Muslim societies that are to some degree matrilineal, like the Tuareg.63


What often proves confusing in studying blackness in Islamic civilization, whether in the premodern or modern periods, is that phenotype is neither irrelevant, as is sometimes claimed, nor definitive, as it has been in places like the U.S. Somatic features are not of paramount importance, but they have often been significant. This significance depends a great deal on the salience of other aspects of a person’s identity, such as social position, wealth, religious credentials, and reputation.


Mawlāy Ismāʿīl is a case in point. This powerful and longevous Moroccan sultan inspired awe and fear within his realm and beyond it. We have already seen that he carried out a policy of re-enslavement that was and remains unparalleled in Islamic history.64 Yet Mawlāy Ismāʿīl himself was the son of a Black African concubine. This was of no significance for Muslim biographers, but contemporaneous British writers agonizing over capture by Barbary raiders attributed his allegedly unnatural cruelty to his being “begotten of a Negro Woman by a white Man” (see Chapter 4).65


The Egyptian president Anwar Sadat (d. 1981) is a similar case. Sadat would almost certainly have been considered black in the U.S. His biographer, a famous Egyptian journalist who knew him well, reported that the president inherited his dark complexion from his mother, who was the daughter of an African slave brought to Sudan. Yet Sadat was a prominent figure in Egyptian politics for four decades and rose to the apex of political power. It would be tempting to conclude that skin color did not matter in Egypt. It certainly meant much less than it did in the West. But sources who knew the president well recall that his color was always a source of anxiety for him and that skin color in general was his “obsession.”66


An interesting parallel in the realm of culture and politics is the Saudi intellectual, businessman, philanthropist, and politician Muḥammad Surūr al-Ṣabbān (d. 1391/1972). A major figure in the establishment of literary scholarship in the Hejaz, al-Ṣabbān rose through local politics in Jeddah and Mecca to eventually become the Saudi Finance Minister. Though an apocryphal story, I once heard in Jeddah that al-Ṣabbān had been denied entrance to a hotel in the U.S. because of his features; he responded by buying the hotel. This story was clearly meant to juxtapose what was possible for a ‘black’ man in 1960s America as compared to Arabia (as well as invoking the karmic role of oil wealth). Malcolm X, who worked with al-Ṣabbān, was so impressed with him that he gave his daughters Sabban as a middle name. He recounted how his mentor had been born a slave yet had risen to high office.67 For Malcolm, this no doubt showed how neither slavery nor race stood in the way of merit in Islam. Ironically, antiblackness loomed closer than the famous martyr realized. In fact, al-Ṣabbān had never been a slave; his family was free and hailed from Yemen.68 Al-Ṣabbān certainly could never have attained the success he did had he been in the U.S., but it was the association of blackness and slavery in Arabia that made rumors of a slave background plausible.


The thirteenth-century poet whose words open this book, the black-skinned al-Kānimī, demonstrates the significance of the color line even if it was not paramount. A Muslim scholar from near Lake Chad, he voyaged to Marrakesh, where he married a local Arab woman and earned esteem in scholarly and literary circles for his impressive Arabic poetry. That the common valuation of Islamic learning and a literary mastery of Arabic could carve out a niche in North Africa for a Black African foreigner lends credence to the truism that Islamic high culture did not see skin color. Yet al-Kānimī’s skin color is at the center of much of his surviving poetry, which suggests either his own insecurity or that in Marrakesh he was at best a curiosity and at worst mocked for his appearance. Asked why he did not engage in poetic invective in return, he replied:


 


It is the noble who dislike insults, and the meanness of base people is not my path.69


 


Nine centuries later, the son of parents taken as slaves in the Sudan and later freed in Cairo found himself in a similar position. Muḥammad Imām al-ʿAbd (d. 1329/1911) gained renown as the captain of the Egyptian soccer team, but his true fame came as a popular poet. His poems ranged widely, but playful satire about the contradictions and absurdities of daily life was a common theme. He often portrayed himself as the comic fool, whether a hapless observer or victim. But his blackness, which his biographer called “ebony,” features frequently and is tied to his inability to find love. He references his appearance as a humorous shortcoming, as it is here when tacked on to his skewering the costs of marriage:


 


O my friend, such a good friend, don’t blame a monk without evidence.


I’m the night and all beautiful ladies the day. My conjoining with them is impossible.70


 


In another poem he courts a fair-skinned woman (shaqrā’), who tells him:


 


You’re a slave, and love has told me that a love union with a slave is forbidden.


I replied: Yes, I am a slave, a slave of love. And love rules among humankind.


And while I am a black slave, know that I’m also a man whose speech is free.


 


And he draws attention to how his blackness was a target of teasing among his literary companions, including prominent poets like Aḥmad Shawqī (d. 1351/1932):


They associate me with slaves figuratively, despite my virtue, citing my blackness as their evidence.


My destiny wasted, I bemoan my bad fortune. So my blackness wears mourning garb.71


 


Al-ʿAbd’s lengthy ode to a black woman (zanjiyya) doubles as a response to his friends’ teasing. Some lines betray a connection he feels to her. She is:


 


Black but Arab. Her cheek resembles mine.72


 


Because there was no clear ‘color line’ in Egypt, it is hard to know how much of al-ʿAbd’s poetic play on his blackness was his own choice and how much was forced on him by the role society set for him. One gets the sense that he was in a position similar to Black American artists of the mid twentieth century, like Sammy Davis, Jr. They were able to succeed in the wider public square only if their blackness was part of the entertainment.73


Misreading for Race and the Burdens of the Present


When Francis Moore (d. 1756), a British geographer, visited West Africa around 1730, he noted descendants of Portuguese traders living on the Gambian coast. Though they had intermarried with the local population, “they reckon themselves still as well as if they were actually White.” Nothing angered these people more, noted Moore, than calling them “Negroes,” since this was what they called their slaves. They had forgotten, Moore concludes, “the true Meaning of the Word.”74 When the prominent Black American professor Henry Louis Gates, Jr. traveled to Zanzibar to interview members of the island’s Shirazi community, he had a similar reaction. Like Arabs in Mauritania (and, indeed, most Muslims historically), Shirazis identify patrilineally. Their paternal ancestors, Persian merchants, had settled in Zanzibar centuries earlier and had intermarried and taken slave concubines from the local population. When Gates asks the Shirazis he is speaking to if they are African or Persian, they reply, “Persian.” Gates remarks off-camera, “To me the people here look about as Persian as Mike Tyson.”75


Race, color and identity function differently in different societies. As Moore’s observation shows, this obstacle is not a new one. But it seems a particular challenge for people accustomed to modern American discourse on race and blackness. As Gates demonstrates, the tendency to impose American racial categories can distort discussions about race and blackness.76 And this is particularly true when these issues intersect with Islam.


We must be very careful not to read sources from the Islamic past with too relentless a demand that they tell us what ‘we’ want to know about race, for example, if a certain historical personage was ‘black’ or not. When I conducted an informal poll on social media about well-known black Muslim scholars, many educated and well-intentioned responses mentioned the famous Muslim jurist Aḥmad Bābā (d. 1036/1627). This prolific scholar hailed from the storied African city of Timbuktu, and the students that he taught during his years living on the other side of the Sahara in Marrakesh often elegized him as Aḥmad Bābā al-Sūdānī, which could be translated as ‘the Black’ or ‘of Black Africa.’ But Aḥmad Bābā was a Sanhaja Berber and referred to himself as such. He saw himself and was seen by others in Timbuktu as one of the ‘whites’ (bīḍān) in that predominately ‘black’ (sūdān) city. Indeed, Bābā’s Moroccan student Aḥmad bin ʿAlī al-Sūsī explicitly states that his teacher was “not one of the blacks” (al-sūdān) but rather a Sanhaja Berber. Yet none of this has anything to do with how Aḥmad Bābā looked. His North African students probably called him al-Sūdānī because he came from what was unanimously known as the Land of the Blacks (bilād al-sūdān). On the other hand, neither this observation nor Bābā’s own self-identification as Berber preclude that he would be considered ‘black’ if he visited the U.S. today. He may well have been very dark skinned, since lineages in the region and labels like Sanhaja, ‘white,’ and ‘black’ were defined by one’s patrilineal ancestors and ethnic identity, not by one’s appearance (al-Jārimī includes him as evidence that there were great scholars among Black Africans).77 The truth is we have no idea what Aḥmad Bābā looked like.78


Neither should we jump to call out antiblack racism when other dimensions of discrimination and difference may really be at play. Aḥmad Bābā’s great-great-grandfather had left the Masina region of Mali for Timbuktu because he disliked the Fulani who lived near him and was worried his children might intermarry with them. This certainly was an instance of a Berber scholar espousing a discriminatory view towards another group with which he did not want his family to intermingle. But it is a mistake to read it along white/black lines in which the lighter-skinned and ‘nobler’ group seeks to avoid miscegenation with the darker and ‘less noble.’79 In fact, it was likely more a matter of aversion to cultures mixing. When this scholar’s grandson, Maḥmūd bin ʿUmar Aqīt (d. 955/1548), also a respected scholar in Timbuktu, was approached by his esteemed Arab student, al-Muṣallī (d. 995/1586–7), for his daughter’s hand, Maḥmūd preempted him. “Birds of a feather flock together,” he explained. Just as this Sanhaja Berber family was unwilling to intermarry with the ‘darker’ and less-Islamically rooted Fulani, they were equally unwilling to accept a ‘white’ Arab scholar despite his ancestry having an allegedly higher Islamic pedigree.80 Maḥmūd bin ʿUmar was not antiblack in his preferences for marriage. He was anti-non-Sanhaja Berber.


What this means is that, despite the subjects we encounter in the past actually deploying terms like black and white, and despite them voicing what seem like clear racial preferences, we must not assume that any of the lines or views they mention match our understandings of those concepts. Again, Timbuktu provides an excellent example. By the 1300s, the city was flourishing at the junction of the rich, alluvial plain of the middle Niger River and the trade routes across the Sahara. Timbuktu was the meeting point of ‘white’ Berbers and Arabs, who were associated with trade and herding, and the ‘black’ Songhay, Soninke, Wangara and others, all associated with agricultural backgrounds. In Timbuktu these groups mixed, mingled and jockeyed for position and wealth, adopting common languages and even intermarrying. Walking the city’s streets in the 1400s, one would have heard spoken Songhay, Arabic, and the Berber Tamasheq. One feature that was not a reliable indicator of who was who was ‘the color line.’ Factors like the predominance of patrilineality in identity along with the prevalence of slave concubines, who were often from Black African populations, meant that, throughout West Africa, skin color was a highly inaccurate guide to who belonged to the ‘white’ or ‘black’ communities.81 Moreover, though Timbuktu’s division into ‘white’ and ‘black’ communities was certainly important, it was not at all definitive. At the prompting of the city’s ruler, who belonged to the ‘black’ Songhay ethnicity, the same Maḥmūd whose marriage selectiveness we have already encountered married a ‘black’ Songhay woman. Their son Muḥammad (d. 973/1565) eventually took up the chief judgeship of the city.82


Our caution must go further. Even in historical contexts in which antiblackness had become undeniably common, this does not mean that we should read everything through that lens. Not everything we read as racially inflected was intended or perceived that way. An example comes from one of history’s most famous poets, a superlatively skilled and incredibly arrogant Arab called al-Mutanabbī (d. 354/965). This poet also features reliably among the examples given of premodern antiblackness in Islamic civilization, and not without reason. His satirical attacks on his one-time patron, the Nubian slave ruler of Egypt, have moved from legendary to infamous. Al-Mutanabbī had originally sought out this ruler, Kāfūr al-Ikhshīdī (d. 357/968), for patronage but was greatly disappointed when the ruler did not grant him the rewards he felt he deserved. He wrote in one of his savage salvos against his former employer:


 


And if doubt should come over you about his condition, then look at his type (jins).


Rarely is one base when clothed (thawb) without also being base at birth (ghirs).


 


Today, al-Mutanabbī’s invectives against Kāfūr are often read through the lens of antiblack racism. Some Western scholars have translated jins in the above lines as ‘race’ and ghirs as ‘origins,’ interpreting the verse as averring that race and descent determine a person’s essence.83 The doors of poetic interpretation are wide, and I would not impose my own interpretation over another’s. Scholars who see these verses as antiblack, however, are not claiming that al-Mutanabbī was some racist ahead of his time. They see him as representative of antiblack views that no one (including myself) would deny were palpably present in high Islamic culture in his day. In this light, then, it is instructive that medieval Islam’s most famous commentators on al-Mutanabbī’s poems did not read such verses as satire targeting Kāfūr’s Black Africanness. These medieval commentators, who, as we will see in Chapter 5, had no qualms about stereotyping nations or disparaging Black Africans, nonetheless read the word jins as referring to the category of slaves, not ‘race.’ They read the word ghirs as the caul membrane that sometimes covers newborn infants, not as ‘origins.’ These medieval Muslims understood al-Mutanabbī as juxtaposing the robes of an adult with this ‘clothing’ of a newborn, declaring that Kāfūr’s bad qualities were present at birth.84 This constant in his nature is not blackness, however, but slaveness. As described by a famous commentator, al-Wāḥidī of Nishapur (d. 468/1076), the centerpiece of al-Mutanabbī’s many attacks on Kāfūr is how slaves lack honor and have base, appetitive and fickle characters.85 This is true for all slaves, not just Black African ones.


Similarly, it is tempting to read the following verses that al-Mutanabbī launched at Kāfūr through a modern Western racial lexicon of black and white:


 


Who ever taught the black castrate a noble deed? His noble (bīḍ) kin? His regal (ṣīd) forebears?


. . .


For if white stallions are incapable of magnanimity, how then gelded blacks?86


 


Certainly, the word translated above as noble (bīḍ) can mean ‘white people’ (in fact, bīḍ is the term used in modern Arabic for precisely that meaning). But premodern commentators like al-ʿUkbarī (d. 616/1219) glossed whiteness here as denoting nobility (kirām), not appearance.87 Al-Mutanabbī certainly plays on Kāfūr’s appearance as opposed to those of other rulers, but that is only one of several themes the poet draws on in his brutal invective. That Kāfūr was a eunuch is another. As Kevin Blankinship points out, in the genre of satire, poets exploited whatever social weakness they could. The single most dominant theme that al-Mutannabī draws on in his attacks on Kāfūr thus reveals the ruler’s weakest point. For al-Mutanabbī, and presumably for his audience, it was that the character of slaves is inevitably low and vile, and that the world had become inverted and corrupted when the free Muslim polity had submitted to a slave’s rule. In Kāfūr’s Egypt, al-Mutanabbī wrote:


 


. . . the free person is enslaved and the slave worshipped.88


 


At times, the heightened suspicion of racism with which the modern, Western reader approaches the Islamic past exceeds interpretive license and trespasses into blatant misrepresentation. One example comes from an otherwise excellent study on domestic slavery in medieval Egypt and Syria. The author’s anticipation of antiblackness leads them to conclude that part of an influential manual on purchasing slaves by the Christian physician of Baghdad, Ibn Buṭlān (d. circa 458/1066), was nothing short of “racist.” The author renders part of Ibn Buṭlān’s text as, “If the offspring of an East African woman (zanjiyya) is purified (takarrara) with whites over three generations, black becomes white, a flat nose becomes curved, limbs become tender, and the character changes accordingly . . .” (quoting the author verbatim).


The distinctly judgmental wording of purification in this passage, however, appears nowhere in the Arabic original, neither literally nor conceptually. The Arabic takarrara simply means ‘repeated.’ The author’s conclusion that Ibn Buṭlān is explaining how, as they put it, “the negative character traits of dark-skinned people could be removed by breeding them with light-skinned people to produce offspring whose lighter appearance would attest to their superior character” is plainly imposed on the text.89 Ibn Buṭlān actually leaves no doubt about his intention in this section, and criticism of blackness is not involved. He explicitly states that he will explain the meanings of phrases used by slave merchants to indicate a slave’s origin. Right before the sentence translated above on interbreeding black and white, Ibn Buṭlān explains, “If you hear me say, ‘Persian female,’ know that [this means] she was born of a Persian.” He then adds the above sentence to demonstrate that such descriptions lose meaning with intermarriage. Black and white is merely used as an example, with Ibn Buṭlān adding, “And know that this applies to all races (ajnās).”90


It is perhaps more understandable for scholars today to accuse figures in the modern period of antiblack racism, since less space for anachronism separates scholar from subject. But misreading can nonetheless prove egregious. One recent scholarly monograph, for example, accuses the famous Muslim scholar Muḥammad Amīn al-Shinqīṭī (d. 1393/1973) of antiblackness.91 A ‘white’ Mauritanian Arab who emigrated to the Saudi Hejaz in 1948, al-Shinqīṭī wrote a memoir of his voyage by car from Mauritania, southeast to Bamako and then eastward through the Sudan to the Red Sea. His alleged antiblackness rears its head when al-Shinqīṭī passes by Mopti and sees people who were “black in color,” wore almost no clothing and, he “was told reliably,” worshipped trees and may have engaged in cannibalism. A second instance occurs when the scholar is making his way by road from N’Djamena towards Darfur. He recounts how all the cars around him were “loaded with blacks (sawādīn) who did not understand our language, and we did not understand them, and most of them were like cattle (bahā’im).”92


This accusation of antiblackness collapses precisely because it reads al-Shinqīṭī as modern and not as a Muslim scholar whose cognitive universe was shaped by over a millennium of Islam’s magisterial heritage. The two situations mentioned above are not marked out by al-Shinqīṭī encountering blackness. His entire trip from Bamako to the Red Sea coast proceeded through the ‘land of the blacks’ and among peoples whom everyone in the world, including al-Shinqīṭī and those people themselves, would consider black. Throughout his journey, al-Shinqīṭī lavishes praise on many of the African Muslims he meets and who host him, including some in the same areas where he had made his above criticisms. What prompted al-Shinqīṭī’s remarks on those two occasions was not the phenotype of the people around him but his feeling first of encountering the pagan, unbelieving ‘black savages’ that Muslim geographies had long placed in the south, beyond the frontiers of the Abode of Islam (see Chapter 5) and second of being totally isolated from Muslims.93 Al-Shinqīṭī’s remarks are not antiblack. Considering how reminiscent his comments about nude natives and cannibalism are of medieval Muslim writers describing pagan Africans, they are, if anything, anti-pagan.


Guidance After Waywardness


Writing his book on the virtues of Ethiopians in the latter years of the 1500s CE, the Meccan scholar Ibn ʿAbd al-Bāqī offers a concise view of antiblackness in the Islamic heritage, with its paradoxes, internal tensions, and its conception of blackness that is so often incommensurate with modern ideas of race. Ibn ʿAbd al-Bāqī left his reader in no doubt about two matters. The first was his total enamorment with women from the Horn of Africa. As we will see, he was far from alone in this. The second was his utter distaste for women from further south along the East African coast and its interior. His book includes a warning against having children with these zanjī women, parroting the worst stereotypes about Black Africans circulating at his time throughout the Eurasian world, inside and outside the Abode of Islam: they are lazy, base, and submissive, but also volatile and unreasonable. He cites unironically Hadiths (forgeries, as it happens) calling East Africans disfigured and saying they steal when hungry and fornicate when full.
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