

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




For my family, my wife Patricia,
my sons Rafi and Rostam,
and my granddaughter Deirdre Peri





Contents


About the Author


Preface


Acknowledgments


Reflections on a Life in Middle Eastern History


Map


UNDERSTANDING ISLAM


1   An Introduction to Islam


2   The Foundations of State and Society


3   Does Pre-Modern Islamic Thought Allow for a Secular Realm?


ISLAMIC LAW AND ETHICS


4   An Introduction to Islamic Law and Islamic Jurisprudence


5   Consultation and the Political Process in the Middle East of the 9th, 10th, and 11th Centuries


6   The Idea of the Jihād in Islam before the Crusades (with Ridwan al-Sayyid)


7   Friendship in Islamic Ethical Philosophy


8   Brother and Brotherhood in the Qur’ān


ISLAMIC SOCIETIES


9   The Shu‘ūbīya Controversy and the Social History of Early Islamic Iran


10 Bureaucracy and the Patrimonial State in Early Islamic Iran and Iraq


11 Some Attitudes towards Monarchy and Absolutism in the Eastern Islamic World of the 11th and 12th Centuries


12 Oaths and Public Vows in the Middle East of the 10th and 11th Centuries


13 Qur’ānic Commentary on the Verse of Khums (al-Anfāl VIII:41)


ISLAMIC EDUCATION


14 The Transmission of Learning: The Role of the Islamic Northeast


15 Traditional Shi‘ite Education in Qom


16 The Najaf Ḥawza Curriculum


ISLAMIC ECONOMICS


17 A Note on the Tasbīb


18 The Economic Thought of al-Rāghib al-Iṣfahānī


ISLAMIC CITIES


19 Administration in Buyid Qazvin


20 Medieval Kashan: Crossroads of Commerce and Culture (with Mehrdad Amanat)


21 Faith and Practice: Muslims in Historic Cairo


22 Medieval Lexicography on Arabic and Persian Terms for City and Countryside


SHIʻISM


23 Keeping the Shi‘ites Straight


24 Shi’ite Political Thought and the Destiny of the Iranian Revolution


25 The Quandaries of Emulation: The Theory and Politics of Shiʻite Manuals of Practice


RECENT HISTORY IN THE MIDDLE EAST


26 Iran’s Foreign Devils


27 Islamic Movements: The Case for Democratic Inclusion


TOLERATION PAST AND PRESENT


28 Toward an Islamic Theology of Toleration


29 Pluralism and Islamic Traditions of Sectarian Divisions


30 The Clash of Civilizations: An Islamicist’s Critique


31 The Islamic Foundation for Citizenship and Pluralism


REMEMBERING THE PRE-ISLAMIC PAST


32 Some Islamic Views of the Pre-Islamic Past


33 The Eastern Travels of Solomon: Reimagining Persepolis and the Iranian Past


34 The Idea of Iran in the Buyid Dominions


ISLAMIC LITERATURE


35 ‘Ajā’ib in The Thousand and One Nights


36 Finding Iran in the Panegyrics of the Ghaznavid Court


Author Bibliography


Index





About the Author


Roy Parviz Mottahedeh is the Gurney Professor of History, Emeritus, at Harvard University. He served as the Director of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard from 1987 to 1990 and as Director of the Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Islamic Studies Program at Harvard from 2006 to 2011. He founded the Harvard Middle East and Islamic Review as a medium for Harvard students and faculty to publish their work. He was elected a member of the Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Council on Foreign Relations and has served as a series editor for several academic publishers.


Roy Parviz Mottahedeh was born in New York City on July 3, 1940, the son of Rafi Y. and Mildred R. Mottahedeh. He received his primary and secondary education in Quaker schools in New York and Pennsylvania. In 1960 he received a magna cum laude B.A. in history from Harvard College and was awarded a Shaw Traveling Fellowship which he used to explore Europe, the Middle East, and Afghanistan. He then undertook a second B.A. in Persian and Arabic at the University of Cambridge in the U.K., where he received the E.G. Browne Prize. In 1962 he returned to Harvard to pursue a Ph.D. in history under Sir Hamilton Gibb and Richard Frye. He was elected a Junior Fellow in the Harvard Society of Fellows in 1967 and received his Ph.D. in 1970 for a dissertation on administration in the Buyid period of the tenth and eleventh centuries C.E.


He began his teaching career in the Department of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton University in 1970. The manuscript of his first book, Loyalty and Leadership in an Early Islamic Society, gained him tenure, and its publication in 1980 gained him a Guggenheim Fellowship. In 1981 he was appointed a MacArthur Prize Fellow in the first group awarded. The MacArthur Prize allowed him to write his second book, The Mantle of the Prophet (1985). This book, which was a study of contemporary Iran as understood through two millennia of history, has been widely translated and remains in print.


He returned to Harvard University in 1986 as Professor of Islamic History in the Department of History. In 1994 he was appointed Gurney Professor of History. With his colleague Angeliki Laiou he co-edited The Crusades from the Perspective of Byzantium and the Muslim World (2001). His interest in increasing understanding of Islamic law and jurisprudence in the West led to his translation of and introduction to Lessons in Islamic Jurisprudence (2003), which explains not only the terminology but also the philosophy and reasoning behind Islamic law. In 2006 he received an honorary degree in theology from the University of Lund in Sweden.


He is the author of numerous articles that demonstrate his wide range of interests from the Abbasid period in the eighth century C.E. to Islamic revival movements of the present day. His critique of Samuel Huntington’s theory of the “clash of civilizations” (1995) has been translated into several languages and widely distributed. His work covers such diverse topics as the transmission of learning in the Muslim world, the social bonds that connected people in the early Islamic Middle East, the theme of “wonders” in The Thousand and One Nights, the concept of Jihād in the early Islamic period, echoes of the pre-Islamic past in the medieval Islamic world, perceptions of Persepolis among later Muslims, and the basis for an ethic of toleration in Islamic thought.


He lives in Watertown, Massachusetts, with his wife of forty years and is the father of two sons.





Preface


My publisher kindly asked me to collect my essays many years ago, but in my younger years it seemed that there was never time to do so. Now that I am eighty-one, I turned to this task because the pandemic forced me to stay at home. The task was difficult because I had failed to keep Word copies of my earlier published essays and had only PDFs of many of them. These PDFs had to be converted back to Word for the publisher. I could not have managed this task without the invaluable assistance of Johannes Makar, a Harvard Ph.D. student in the Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, who not only painstakingly converted the PDFs back into Word, correcting all the Arabic and Persian transliterations that were garbled in the conversion, but also provided useful editorial suggestions.


I wrote my dissertation and published my first article in the 1960s and only got my first computer in the late 1980s. Before this I had only carbon copies of my work prior to publication and offprints afterwards. In the age of early computers authors such as myself using Arabic and Persian transliterations had to submit both Word and PDF versions to publishers so that the two versions could be compared, and the correct transliteration inserted into the published book or article. Now transliterations of Arabic and Persian are standardized by unicode so that Word versions are not garbled when moving between computers and software programs.


This collection of essays is intended not only for those in Islamic studies but also for students of history and the general public who may not have a background in this field of study and may not know certain Arabic and Persian terms used in this volume. The Islamic world and Islamic history have become better understood in my lifetime but are still not well known or much understood in the Western world. I have organized these essays into sections and introduced the sections with the student or non-specialist reader in mind, in the hope that they might start reading the more general topics and then move on to the more specialized topics. At first, I sought to bring up to date the essays included here by adding postscripts about recent publications on the subject. Alas, that task demanded so much work that I regretfully gave it up. Nevertheless, I have included several postscripts to articles about recent history in the Middle East.


A number of the essays included here have been slightly modified; two of which were taken from larger works and needed modifications in order to stand alone. The other modified essays referred to current events at the time they were written and required changing the present tense to past tense and some updating of information. I have also removed small sections that were no longer relevant. These changes are noted in the “Author’s notes” that precede the footnotes in each article. My writing betrays my partisanship for Islamic authors I favor, such as Jalāl al-Din Rumi, the 7th/13th-century Persian mystic and poet. At the end of this volume, I give a nearly complete bibliography of my work.


The vocabulary of my field of study, the medieval Islamic world, has changed somewhat during my lifetime. The ancient and medieval world that I studied in my youth was commonly called the Near East in contrast to the Far East. Now, however, the Near East is commonly used as a term only for the ancient, pre-Islamic period, while Middle East is commonly used for the Islamic period. Consequently, I have changed references in these articles from the Islamic Near East to the Islamic Middle East. Similarly, Orientalist was a favorable term in my youth when I was taught by H.A.R. Gibb who called himself an Orientalist. Early Western travelers to the Near or Middle East regarded themselves as explorers of the Orient, and nineteenth-century Orientalist painting is a well-known feature of art history. Now, however, the term Orientalist has by and large been abandoned within Middle Eastern studies due to Edward Said’s 1978 book, Orientalism, which criticized Western scholars studying the “Orient” as being tainted by imperialism and colonialism. I have therefore removed the term in most places but still regard it as a benign, albeit old-fashioned term for a scholar of the Middle East. Another development in the vocabulary of my field has produced the two terms Islamist and Islamicist, which have been used interchangeably by some. However, here the term Islamist is used for those who believe that the primary ingredient of public life should be in accordance with Islam. In contrast, the term Islamicist is used here for those who study the culture of Muslims.


Many of the articles in this volume deal with Iran, the country of my father’s birth, although the first of my articles to be published in Persian in Iran, my account of Iran under the Abbasids in the 2nd/8th through the 4th/10th centuries, appeared without my name. My first book, Loyalty and Leadership in an Early Islamic Society (1980), which was about the Buyid kingdom of Rayy, was belatedly translated into Persian twice (2009 and 2015). However, to my knowledge, my second book, The Mantle of the Prophet (1985), which has been translated into Arabic, Danish, German, and Turkish, and which focuses on the recent history of Iran within the background of two millennia of Iranian history, remains untranslated and unavailable in Iran.


Some of the articles here on relatively recent history in Iran stop well short of the present. I have not tried to bring them up to date, as I stopped reading the Iranian press more than a decade ago. These articles were focused on important events as they were unfolding at the time they were written, and they are now part of the recent history of the Middle East. I hope the information and perspectives in them are still useful. To everyone’s great good fortune, many authors, including some of Iranian origin, write well about current events in Iran, including the much-admired Ervand Abrahamian.


Transliterations of Arabic and Persian can vary from one publication to another not only because each modern publication prefers a certain kind of transliteration but also because Arabic and Persian authors translated each other’s work with the result that medieval texts survive in one or both languages. Proper names of people and places can therefore be transliterated differently. Moreover, Arabic and Persian versions of famous medieval Islamic names such as Ibn Sīnā for Avicenna, Ferdawsi for Firdausi, ‘Umar Khayyām for Omar Khayyam, and Shāhrzād for Scheherazade can confuse readers without a background in the language or history of the Middle East. For this reason, I have chosen to use the most common English form of these names. In order to make this volume a coherent whole, I have made a number of changes throughout the articles. I have tried to employ uniform transliterations and diacritical marks for names and terms in this volume. For the definite article (al-) in Arabic, I have chosen to write “al-” in all cases, even though it is pronounced differently when followed by words beginning with certain consonants. For example, some scholars choose to follow the pronunciation rather than the orthography and write ar-Rāghib rather than al-Rāghib, but I have not done this. I have also avoided using the tā marbūṭa in my Arabic transliterations except in instances in which there is liaison with the following word in the genitive—thus, Sūra by itself but Sūrat al-Baqara and madrasa by itself but Madrasat al-Mahdī. In most Persian loan words from Arabic the final tā marbūṭa (which in Arabic is both an “h” and a “t”) becomes a “t” whether in liaison or not, as in bid‘at. However, when the tā marbuṭa is silent in Persian loan words, as in madrasah, the final “h” is usually omitted in transliteration. Modern map names without diacritical marks have been used for certain places such as Kerbala for Karbalā, Khorasan for Khurāsān, Kufa for Kūfa, and Sistan for Sīstān. I have also treated terms in a uniform manner throughout this volume while choosing the most common form of the term in English. Thus, I have chosen to use Seljuk rather than Saljuq and Shi‘ite rather than Shi‘i, etc. I have also tried to explain words such as diwan/divan, which can have very different meanings, both in Arabic and in Persian, either office/ministry or a collection of poetic works.


Foreign words which are now in English-language dictionaries, such as ayatollah, mullah, ulema, imam, madrasa, jihad, and fatwa, are not italicized or given diacritical marks here, although Sūra and ḥadīth have been given diacritical marks out of respect for scripture. Medieval and pre-modern authors have been transliterated with diacritical marks, but Arabic and Persian authors and editors of the late nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries have been transliterated without diacritical marks except for ‘ayns and internal hamzas. Persian place names such as Fin and Qazvin have been given without the long ī and w common in Arabic. Persian authors of medieval and pre-modern texts in Persian have usually been transliterated with the short vowels “o” and “e” common in that language and without the long “i” in Arabic, as, for example, Asadi Ṭusi rather than Asadī Ṭūsī and Ḥāfeẓ rather than Ḥāfiẓ. (Sometimes the choice is arbitrary.) For Persian authors writing in both Persian and Arabic, Arabic transliteration has usually been used, for example, Ghazālī. Titles in Arabic are given in Arabic even if the text that it accompanies is in Persian. The names of modern people such as the Ayatollahs Borujerdi, Khoei, and Khamenei have been given in the common form used in newspapers. In all of these tasks I have had the invaluable assistance of Johannes Makar.


Finally, I should mention the different calendars in use in this volume: the Gregorian (which replaced the Julian) calendar (C.E.) in use in the West, the lunar Hijri calendar (A.H.) in use in all Islamic countries, and the solar Hijri calendar (S.H.) also used in Iran and Afghanistan. Dates can differ widely; for example, 2000 C.E. equals 1420–21 A.H. but also 1378–79 S.H. Most often I have given dates in both A.H. and C.E. in the text, for example, 505/1111, or in equivalent centuries, for example, 6th/12th century. I have not tried to give Gregorian equivalents for modern publications that give only A.H. or S.H. solar dates because they usually cover parts of two years.


My immense debt to my teachers and colleagues is nowhere acknowledged in this book. I also owe a great debt to my many graduate students, who for half a century have sat through seminars and worried through Arabic and Persian texts with me. My greatest debt, however, is to my family and, in particular, to my wife Patricia, without whom this volume would not have been finished.


ROY P. MOTTAHEDEH
Watertown, Massachusetts
February 2022
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Reflections on a Life in Middle Eastern History


My father emigrated from Iran in the 1920s, and his love of Iranian culture, especially its arts and crafts, is largely responsible for my early interest in the Middle East. We spoke English at home because my mother, who was born in New Jersey, never learned Persian. Although I lived in New York for only the first fourteen years of my life, I feel that I am essentially a New Yorker. I still speak American English with a few words of New York dialect, and Central Park is still the best place for a walk.


From kindergarten through high school, I studied at Quaker schools in New York and Pennsylvania. I acquired a deep respect for the Quaker approach to religion, which complemented my parents’ religion as Baha’is. My interest in Iran (called Persia in my youth) was encouraged by my father’s interest in Persian art, which formed the initial basis for his import business. We lived near the Metropolitan Museum, and I spent many weekends with my parents visiting the Met, especially its rooms for Near Eastern art.


As an undergraduate at Harvard, I was too much in a hurry. I graduated when I was nineteen, a terrible mistake. I was still uneducated and wish that I could have taken more courses. Harvard gave me a fellowship to travel for a year, and I spent three months in Persian-speaking Afghanistan (partly because I could not get a visa to go to Iran). Afghanistan was a little-known treasure and at that time seemed more an eighteenth- or nineteenth-century country than one of the contemporary period.


After my year of travel, I went to the University of Cambridge, England, in 1961–62 and took the final exam, the Tripos, in Persian and Arabic. For the book prize which I received, I chose the Persian mystical epic by Rumi. (I still hope to read it in its entirety before I die.) Shortly after my return to Harvard, my revered teacher, H.A.R. Gibb, with whom I had studied Middle Eastern history and literature, had a stroke and retired. Among my other teachers, was Robert Lee Wolf, with whom I studied Byzantine and Crusader history, and Richard Frye, with whom I studied Middle Iranian languages such as Soghdian, of which I remember nothing. I acquitted myself adequately in the four fields of history in my Ph.D. exams. One of my examiners in the field of medieval Islamic history of the Middle East, L. Carl Brown, later moved to Princeton and offered me an assistant professorship there when I completed my degree.


At Princeton I had a largely congenial set of colleagues in my Department of Near Eastern Studies although I missed being in a history department. As a good citizen of that Department, I taught both elementary and intermediate Arabic and Persian several times during my sixteen years at Princeton. However, it was the advanced language courses serving as history seminars that I most enjoyed. When I moved to Harvard I taught only history courses, basic and intermediate courses for undergraduates and advanced text-based seminars for graduate students. Many excellent scholars came as visiting professors from the Middle East, and I audited their classes with great benefit. Unlike most scholars I never lived in the Middle East except for several months in Cairo in 1988 with my young family. Nevertheless, I made brief visits fairly often. I enjoyed being a guest lecturer, occasionally for extended periods, in many Western countries, including Australia, Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Japan, Norway and Sweden, as well as in the Middle East and Far East, in Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates. My actual teaching abroad was limited to Koҫ University in Turkey where I was invited for several years to give a lecture in a world history class as well as in a faculty seminar.


For anyone like me of Iranian background, the problem of sectarianism and the occasional rejection of pluralism seems a central issue in the history of the Islamic Middle East. Consequently, in my research I was attracted to the history of the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries partly because it was a period of greater toleration in religious matters in the Middle East. I still dearly hope for growing acceptance in the Middle East of the variety of belief and advocacy that has been so important to the societies in which it exists.


My research on the Middle East began as an undergraduate at Harvard where I wrote my senior honors thesis on a 5th/11th-century Sufi named Kāzeruni. My dissertation, which I never published, was written, with almost no input from my advisor, on administration and local history under the Buyids, the dynasty that ruled southern Iraq and western Iran from approximately 950 to 1050 C.E. As an Assistant Professor at Princeton, I decided I needed a more original topic for my first book in order to gain tenure. Loyalty and Leadership in an Early Islamic Society, published in 1980, was the result, and it did give me tenure. In this book I described the social structure of the societies ruled by the Buyids on the basis of language that showed commitment to the leaders who became rulers. The first part of the Buyid period has unusually rich sources that tell us how the Buyid kings interacted with their soldiers and society. These descriptions allowed me to discuss the manner in which commitments were made between the ruler, his army, his bureaucracy and his more powerful subjects.


While at Princeton I was influenced by the scholars at the Institute for Advanced Studies, in particular by Clifford Geertz, the eminent anthropologist, and Giles Constable, who had taught me medieval European history while at Harvard. Other scholars who greatly encouraged my career were Albert Hourani, Charles Issawi, Andras Hamori, and A.L. Udovitch.


Surprisingly, I won a MacArthur Prize Fellowship in 1981, which allowed me to write my second book, The Mantle of the Prophet, about the history of Iran over 2,000 years up to the Revolution of 1978–79. This book is both the biography of a mullah and a survey of critical moments in the history and culture of the past two millennia in Iran.


World events intrude upon any life and career spent in Middle Eastern Studies—the bombing of U.S. marines in Lebanon, the massacres at Sabra and Shatila, the Iranian Revolution, the hostage crisis, the Iran–Iraq war, the fatwa on Salman Rushdie, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, the U.S. coalition invasion of Iraq, the 9/11 attacks, the war in Afghanistan, and the Arab Spring—events which, unfortunately, divide scholars of the Middle East. I have tried to explain many aspects of Islamic culture to politicians, journalists, and the general public in the course of my career. For a few decades I was deeply absorbed in events in the Middle East and was invited to events in Washington, D.C., including seminars at the State Department. I wrote op-ed pieces about the massacres at Sabra and Shatila, the persecution of Baha’is, and American support for Arab education, the latter put into the Congressional Record. No matter how impartial one tries to be, it is impossible to avoid being attacked, sometimes viciously, especially if one’s ancestry is partly Iranian and one teaches Islamic history. Now, over three decades later that have been full of revolution and war, the general public is, fortunately, much more knowledgeable about the Middle East and Islamic culture.


My third book, Lessons is Islamic Jurisprudence, which is a translation of and detailed explanation of Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr’s book on Shiʻite jurisprudence as well as my own introduction to Islamic jurisprudence, was intended to offer both Muslims and non-Muslims a mutual ground for discussing the similarities and differences in Islamic and Western law.


My research interests have been wide and varied, which may explain why my book production has been limited. In literature I have focused on The Thousand and One Nights, the marvels of Qazvini and Ghaznavid poetry. In art I have focused on Islamic miniatures that illustrate history and the lusterware of Kashan. In history I have concentrated on the medieval period of the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries in Iraq, Iran, and Syria and on the modern period in Iran, my country of ancestry. Within history I have focused on aspects of pluralism, toleration, and emulation.


My favorite history book is The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy by Jacob Burckhardt, and I was tempted to write such a book for the medieval Islamic period. Alas, I now see that the writing of such a book is beyond my reach.


I have been called an Orientalist and, more recently, an Islamicist. I regard myself as an historian. I have taught many undergraduate courses as well as numerous seminars for graduate students at Princeton and Harvard, and I have directed dissertations on a wide array of topics. From these students, now colleagues, I have learned much. They, among others, are continuing scholarship in the field of Middle Eastern studies. My students—and also students of my older students—are now spread across the country. Some even teach in Western Europe and the Middle East. I hope that they have benefited in some degree from my teaching and my writing.
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UNDERSTANDING ISLAM






Attempts to reduce the Islam practiced in the Middle East to simple formulas often fail. If I were thirty-one rather than eighty-one, I would write more about the harm of such reductionism. Of course, many analogues between human cultures exist; otherwise, we would not understand anything outside our own culture. Nor should we regard cultures as static. Very important scholars, such as the French Arabist Maurice Gaudefroy-Demombynes (d. 1957), have written helpful books on Muslim institutions, but the actual historically attested variety in most cases exceeds the space available in a book of ordinary size.


Almost all my work has been devoted to understanding the Islamic period in the Middle East. In its conventional meaning, the Middle East comprises the area from Egypt and Turkey to Afghanistan and the nearby area of Central Asia. There is no reason for omitting other areas of the Islamic experience except for my comparative ignorance about other Islamic areas, such as Morocco and South Asia, both of which interest me greatly but about which I do not feel competent to write.


Some authors correctly distinguish between Muslim as a religious designation and Islamic as a civilizational description for societies predominantly Muslim or dominated by Muslims. There is no question that Muslim belief plays a significant role in Islamic societies. Nevertheless, the historian must understand this role within specific historical contexts. Except for some Muslim practices, such as fasting during Ramadan, it is difficult to find historical universals for Islamic societies. However, even the beginning of the Ramadan fast is a subject of disagreement between Twelver Shiʻites and most Sunnis. It is surprising that democracy at this point exists far less in the Arab world than it does in the Muslim Far East such as Indonesia. Nevertheless, Muslims everywhere have a strong feeling of brother- and sisterhood and look to their mutual destinies with great interest. (This feeling is not dissimilar to that of Catholics and many other Christians.)


One universal on which Muslims agree is the starting date of their calendar. The “migration,” or Hijra, of the Prophet Muḥammad from Mecca (where he was persecuted in the early years of his mission of spreading Islam, or “submission” to the message of the Qur’ān) to Medina (where many received him as head of state) took place on July 16, 622 C.E. (Julian calendar). This date was chosen as the beginning of the new Islamic calendar. The Muslim dates are marked A.H. (Anno Hegirae, “in the year of the Hijra”), referring to the Prophet’s migration. Although there is agreement on the starting date of the calendar, some Muslims, while keeping the religious calendar in A.H., also use a solar calendar (S.H.) from the same starting date in 622 in order to keep track of the agricultural and astronomical year. The twelve months of the year in the lunar A.H. calendar are approximately eleven days shorter than the solar calendar. Thus, the new year in the A.H. calendar slowly rotates backwards and falls on earlier and earlier dates. Most Hijri dates in this volume are in the A.H. calendar.


The first article in this section, “An Introduction to Islam,” began as a conversation in Key West in 2002 between journalists and scholars in The Faith Angle Forum, sponsored by the Ethics and Public Policy Center of Washington, D.C. It was first published online in 2002 as a Center Conversation and subsequently republished in 2005 in Religion, Culture, and International Conflict: A Conversation, edited by Michael Cromartie. This discussion was organized to inform some journalists who had no background in the history of Muslims and their religion. Because this article began as a conversation, it is intended for the intelligent lay reader with no background in Islam or Muslim societies. In this article, I, as an historian, have emphasized the history of Muslims from the Prophet Muḥammad in the seventh century C.E. to the present. The centrality of the Qur’ān, the transformation of Islamic society by the year 1000 C.E., and the development of Muslim societies from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to the present are also discussed. This brief introduction to Islam leaves out many very important things, but it may help readers understand the more technical articles that follow.


The second article in this section, “The Foundations of State and Society,” was published in 1984 in a book intended for non-specialists entitled Islam: The Religious and Political Life of a World Community, edited by Marjorie Kelly. This article summarizes the main points of the introductory chapter in my book Loyalty and Leadership (1980). It attempts in a general way to present ideas of government common among Muslims from the beginning of Islam up to the present. Again, like the first article, it is intended for the intelligent lay reader. It discusses in some detail the difference between Sunni belief and Twelver Shiʻite belief and the evolution of political thought among Muslims. For many Muslims throughout their history their rulers were a lesser evil than anarchy, the most feared state of society. Many Muslims came to believe that their governments were not an important element in their salvation but a means of keeping order while they personally sought salvation through religious observance and behavior. The article also explains the continual hope of Muslims for an ideal of Islamic government, which motivated political change in some periods, although no such attempt at universal government was ever widely accepted.


The third article in this section, “Does Pre-Modern Islamic Thought Allow for a Secular Realm?”, was delivered at a conference in 2018 honoring my close and admired friend and colleague William Graham on his retirement. It was published in 2022 in Non sola scriptura: Essays on the Qur’an and Islam in Honour of William A. Graham, edited by Bruce Fudge, Kambiz GhaneaBassiri, Christian Lange and Sarah Bowen Savant. The question of the possibility of a secular sphere in the history of Muslim societies has always interested me, and I have discussed the subject in my classes over the last forty years. In many systems of pre-modern Islamic thought the sacred and the forbidden share some characteristics. The emergence of a secular realm in Middle Eastern Islamic thought is indicated by titles that signal the ruler’s command of both “the world” and “religion,” occasionally among the Buyids and then regularly under the Seljuks. Islamic ethics came to emphasize individual moral development. Such ethics were concerned with the distinction between God’s claims and human claims, thereby demonstrating a belief in the separation between the divine and the human spheres. Although Islamic distinctions between sacred and secular exist, they do not match the contemporary understanding of these terms in the West. I believe that describing the changing use of terms is one of the central tasks that historians of medieval Islam should undertake. Undoubtedly, the digitization of medieval texts will make such matters easier in the future, although there is no substitute for reading these texts through in their original language.





An Introduction to Islam


By and large, Muslims view Islam not as a human religion but as the most perfect revelation of God that has come to mankind. All human society needed revelation, and therefore the very first human being, Adam, had to be a prophet because he could not live without the guidance of revelation.


The word “Muslims” in the Qur’ān often means, simply, “believers.” In some cases, “Muslims” includes other “People of the Book”—Christians and Jews—as well as followers of the Qur’ān, and sometimes it seems to mean simply “followers of the Qur’ān.” Most Muslims do not believe in natural law (although the Shiʻites, who make up perhaps fifteen percent of the Muslim population, do). But Muslims do believe that human beings have an inner nature that is religious, and because of this, Muslims through the ages have believed that there is salvation outside of Islam (though some would say this is rare). They believe that human beings can discover some of the moral law by examining this inner nature.


Muslims see themselves as following the ultimate monotheism. Of course, both Islam and Christianity are, in a way, derivatives of Judaism, and both are ways of universalizing monotheism. But Muslims believe their monotheism is the perfect, the ultimate monotheism.


Now, the next thing to understand about Islam is that Muḥammad is not Christ. The self-revelation of God in Jesus is a concept that Muslims do not accept. And the Qur’ān is not the Bible; maybe it corresponds to the Torah, but it is definitely not the Bible. Muslims believe that the entirety of the Qur’ān is a perfect, unerring revelation of God.1 And just as the New Testament relates the things that Jesus said and did, there is a great deal in Islam about the sayings and doings of Muḥammad. These are the famous ḥadīth. It is a body of material—some tens of thousands of sayings are considered somewhat more authentic than five hundred thousand other sayings. It allows believers to construct several different varieties of Islam. And it is somewhat like the New Testament in that it shows the perfect exemplar, Muḥammad, of the religion.


Another basic fact is that there is no sacramental function by clergy in Islam. Ulema are the learned people, the religious authorities; they are not priests. Every Muslim can do everything necessary for personal salvation by himself or herself. This is important to understand because people keep saying, “Why don’t the Muslim clergy speak out for this or that?” Well, they speak out for everything! One man’s clergyman is simply another man’s ḥalāl butcher. To understand Islam, one must set aside the perception of religion that is based on Christianity and look to a different model. Of course, there are some Muslim systems that are slightly more hierarchical than others. One is the system of the Twelver Shiʻites, the kind of clergy the Iranians have. But even they are absolutely incapable of keeping order among and within the clergy. There is great debate over who has the right to determine the meaning of scripture.


The Arabs make up only a minority of Muslims—two hundred or three hundred million out of more than a billion [421 million out of more than 1.9 billion in 2022]. And, of course, a significant number of Arabs are Christians [about 15 million in the Middle East in 2022]. But although Arabs constitute less than twenty percent of Muslims, people often claim to be talking about the Muslim world when what they are really describing is the Arab world. That error will hamper any ability to conceptualize what is happening among the Muslims.


Like Judaism and Christianity, Islam honors Abraham as a patriarch of the faith; he is considered an ancestor of the Prophet Muḥammad. There are some questions common to all the Abrahamic faiths. First, does anyone have more authority than anyone else to interpret salvation? Second, are God’s commandments for the construction of the physical and moral world necessary? That is, was God in a sense constrained by logic? Or are these arrangements arbitrary? As logicians would say, is logic inherently logical, or is it in fact something that has been constructed to describe things? I think this is a fundamental difficulty of all human thought. And it turns out to be a central theological problem for Islam.


A third problem area is: How much, if at all, had God ceded to humans the responsibility to figure out his moral intentions for the world? Cardinal Ratzinger (before becoming Pope Benedict XVI) made this point when he wrote that it was within God’s power to concede no control of the moral world to mankind; that it was within God’s power to instruct mankind for every action, but that instead there is a sphere in which He has ceded to man the power to solve problems and puzzles by himself.2 Judaism, Islam, and Christianity all wonder where that sphere is. A corollary is that both Judaism and Islam have a certain amount of law in their scripture—and there are certainly more commandments in the Old Testament and in the Qur’ān than in the New Testament—but this does not mean that Jews and Muslims believe all actions in this life are religiously determined. It is simply a matter of looking to scripture in the hope of finding guidance as to how to behave.


Christianity emphasizes the need for God’s grace in order for human beings to be saved. A famous Islamic saying is, “Acts [are to be evaluated] according to their intentions [and not by outcomes].”3 And there is great individual responsibility to God. At least three times the Qur’ān says, “Let no one bear the burden of another,”4 meaning that one bears the responsibility for his/her actions and for his/her salvation. There is an interesting word in Arabic that means to do good or to make something beautiful (iḥsān). A typical verse in the Qur’ān reads, “Vie with one another, hastening to the way which leads to forgiveness from your Lord, and to a garden whose breadth is the heavens and the earth, prepared for the pious, those who spend in charity in the times of both ease and adversity and who restrain their anger and pardon other human beings. God loves those who do what is beautiful (or, what is good).”5


Now, we come to my real discipline, which is not the theology of Islam but its history. By the year 1000 C.E.—an arbitrary but easily remembered date—a whole series of things had happened within the Islamic world, which I will discuss. Muḥammad died in 632. By 1000 it was clear that the experiment of a single Muslim ruler—the caliph—had failed. And a class of religious experts—the aforementioned ulema—had divided itself (though not to everybody’s satisfaction) into certain discrete schools of law. In their development of a kind of scholastic learning, the ulema represent the unity of Islam. The high scholastic tradition that existed among the ulema in the Middle Ages was centripetal; people wrote referencing one another’s works. A famous book by the celebrated theologian, Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), written to refute philosophy as it had developed in the area of Baghdad was called The Incoherence of the Philosophers. Then in the next century the Spanish Muslim philosopher Averroes, who was a great medieval thinker and influential on European scholasticism, wrote an attack on that book, calling his book The Incoherence of the Incoherence. It is a world in which at that high scholastic level there is continuous conversation.


In what way are Muslims a united community otherwise? Mainly in ritual observation. Now, there is some variation in that area as well. But the prayer is fairly uniform (though not entirely), as is the practice of the pilgrimage. However, as for the Qur’ān and what it means for life, there is some amount of disagreement. And therefore, in a sense, the Muslim world today is only one very specific instance of Qur’ānic observance. Now, I feel that Muslims throughout the ages have had a great deal of sympathy for one another and have been worried about the plight of fellow Muslims. They recognize the community of people who share the same ritual observation. But beyond that, I do not think the terms “Islamic world” and “Muslim world” are always useful units of reference. There are not enough commonalities for that.


In any case, by the year 1000 C.E. the ulema, although internally divided into schools of law, represent the unity of Islam. By the end of that century, around 1095, the theological schools called madrasas were established with large dormitories, enormous pious endowments, adequate stipends, abundant supplies of ink and paper, and the like. So, the scholastic system developed in most of the Muslim world through patronage for its particular kind of learning.


By the year 1000 C.E. it had also become clear that law was the queen of the sciences, the most important subject. That does not mean that students in the madrasas did not study algebra, astronomy, and other subjects; but always these subjects were given an Islamic wash. In studying Islamic thinkers, it is extremely difficult to distinguish a kind of Islamic patina from something that goes very deep and is really Islamic. The Qur’ān is the first lengthy piece of Arabic prose we have, and it really establishes Arabic. There was only poetry before. Aside from letters and little bits of translation of the Gospels, Arabic prose of any length did not exist before the Qur’ān. As a result, the language of the Qur’ān permeates Arabic in a way that I think the language of the King James Version of the Bible permeated English in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But that is an imperfect parallel, and there is nothing recent in English that gives one any sense of the way a foundational document can permeate a language. Anyway, many things considered “Islamic” have no real connection with Islam. They appear to be Islamic because that is the baseline on which their language and thought exist.


Although law became the queen of the sciences, Islamic law is staggeringly unspecific about many aspects of the law of public governance. The lawbooks merely say that the community should have a totally just ruler. They say it in many different ways—the ruler should be kind, he should be merciful, he should be just, he should not be swayed by the people around him. However, by and large they leave aside the whole matter of public governance.


By the year 1000 C.E. the caliphate had disappeared, and there was great disagreement as to what Islamic government was. There are specific commands and prohibitions in the Qur’ān. But there are at most five hundred verses of law-making—much less than in, for example, Leviticus.


Also, by 1000 C.E., Sufism had developed. This is a kind of mystical Islam that emphasizes individual spiritual development. Rumi, the Persian poet and mystic of the 7th/13th century—the best-selling Muslim poet in the United States—is an example of the Sufi tradition. Sufism is an extremely appealing interpretation of Islam, and it became an important way of spreading Islam throughout Central Asia, India, Indonesia, and elsewhere.


By the year 1000 C.E., people had come to realize that they were being ruled by governments that had come to power simply by deposing other regimes. The word “sultan” means “power,” and by the year 1000 “Mr. Power” was beginning to be the title of the ruler. These rulers had imposed themselves on kingdoms. The ulema tended to say, “Okay, as long as the rulers prevent anarchy, they are acceptable.” There’s a famous line of Ibn Taymīya (d. 732/1332), the prominent Sunni rigorist: “It has been said that sixty years of an oppressive Imam is better than one night without a ruler, and experience confirms that.”6 So, a lot of the ulema were incredibly quietist. But they demanded certain things from the government—including patronage for themselves—which they got, and the defense of Islamic society against outside attacks.


In Egypt, the Mamluk dynasty ruled from 1250 to 1517 C.E. They were of slave origin; in fact, the whole dynasty was a group of slaves, succeeding one another as sultan. What did they do? Well, they kicked out the last Crusaders, and they defended the Muslims against the invading non-Muslim Mongols. They patronized learned Muslims; for example, they built madrasas. As long as they allowed Muslims to do what they needed to do for their own salvation, such as prayer and fasting, their regimes were considered more or less acceptable. There was a kind of understanding that the ulema would not endorse any specific regimes, but neither would they fight a regime as long as it allowed Muslims to do the things necessary for their own salvation.


Correspondingly, the Muslim learned tradition is concerned with orthopraxis—that is, behaving as a Muslim—as a standard for who is a Muslim. There is a verse in the Qur’ān that is translated, “Do not say to anyone who offers you peace, ‘You are not a believer.’”7 In general, Muslims do not call one another “unbelievers.” Only in the direst circumstances would one charge a Muslim with failing to be a Muslim.


So, there was a de facto secular sphere. People think that in Islam, religion and government are one.8 Yes, on a hypothetical level; people dreamed that it should be that way. But in reality it was not; it had ceased to be that way for a long time.


In the 3rd/9th century a law school was founded by Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal (d. 241/855), whose followers are known as Ḥanbalīs. The founder was very much a literalist in his interpretations of scripture. He wanted to restore Islam to the purity of the faith as it was elucidated during the time of the Prophet and his Companions, those who were close to him during his lifetime. Ibn Ḥanbal’s followers were much more ready than anybody else to call an opposing Muslim “unbeliever.” The Ḥanbalīs and their school of law, which is still the smallest school of law in Islam, started to develop a kind of rigorist Islam that, in the hands of some of its interpreters, rejected even deductive logic.


The middle of the 7th/13th century brought the Mongol invasion, and the last caliph, who was only a shadowy figure, was killed. People speak about the Crusades as the great offensive campaign from the West, but the Mongols were much worse. They were pagans who conquered at least half of the Muslims around the world in their time. The Mongols had strange habits such as not washing because they believed that water was sacred and should not be put on the human body. This was deeply offensive to Muslims, for whom washing is ritually important. The Mongols were altogether terrifying, strange, non-Muslim people who suddenly ruled over half of the Muslims.


In the seventeenth century the Ottoman Empire was doing well. But in the eighteenth century it became glaringly obvious that European power and prosperity were far surpassing that of the Ottomans. Muslim states, though not yet subjected to direct colonialism, knew that they were lagging behind the European states. Two things happened: 1) Muslims developed a longing to discover the secret of European power, and 2) movements arose that were excessively concerned with purity.


In the mid-eighteenth century, Ibn ʻAbd al-Wahhāb founded a rigorous, anti-Sufi system that came to be called Wahhabism. Ibn ʻAbd al-Wahhāb was ready to apply the term “unbeliever” to anybody who was not a true monotheist according to his very narrow definition. Most later followers of Ibn ʻAbd al-Wahhāb were not so ready to reject other Muslims. But from the rigorist thinkers of the eighteenth century, there was a succession of people leading up to Osama bin Laden in the twentieth century (not a mainstream Wahhābī), who expanded the idea that people could be called non-Muslim and said that entire existing governments in Islamic countries could be declared non-Muslim. Part of this trend was a reaction to the rise of an educated secular elite, who, while often intensely religious, did not believe that the ulema, the traditional scholastics, were the real interpreters of scripture.


The present-day Islamic militancy is a self-defeating movement. Its first aim had been to overthrow national governments. For instance, earlier pronouncements by Osama bin Laden were all about overthrowing the Saudi Arabian government, but later ones rambled all over the world and talked about Hiroshima and the situation of the Palestinians. In a national context the militants are almost always defeated; in fact, in certain countries, like Egypt, public sentiment turned against them. The massacre at the Tomb of Queen Hatshepsut near Luxor in 1997 was a kind of crest of the Islamic militant wave in Egypt. Fifty-eight foreign tourists and four Egyptians were brutally slain, and most Egyptians were horrified. The Islamic militant wave had crested in Egypt, and so these Muslim militants went off to the wildest, least controlled country in the world, Afghanistan.


Does the future belong to the moderates? They may not have their voice now, partly because many competing voices are stifled by autocratic governments. But among the educated the moderates seem to be in the majority. In the long term the moderates will, by and large, be followers of the reformist thinkers of Islam, of whom a significant number are in the Islamic diaspora. Remember how many Muslims are living in nations that are not majority Muslim, such as India.


What is the best way to counter the militants? Would a Fulbright plan to provide a better and more rounded education in these Islamic countries help? A lot of young Muslims go through engineering school but do not learn how one argues about history, about subjects that by their very nature are uncertain, like the social sciences. We should sponsor and help schools in the vernacular languages—Arabic, Pashtu, Urdu, whatever. This would not only create the human capital that is essential for the development of these countries but would also indigenize a certain way of conducting debate. It would give the students of these schools more understanding of their interlocutors in the West. Such a plan would also make the civil society—particularly the NGOs that exist in these countries—more powerful, in that the people who lead them would not be all Western-educated people.





___________


Author’s note: This article originated as a taped conversation between journalists and scholars that was transcribed and published online, without the author’s corrections, as: Center Conversations 15 (Washington, D.C., Ethics and Public Policy Center: 2002). It was later republished, without the author’s corrections, in Michael Cromartie (ed.), Religion, Culture, and International Conflict: A Conversation (Lanham, MD, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.: 2005) 53–59. As a conversation it was an informal, spoken presentation without footnotes intended for the general public. For this introduction, the original conversation has been slightly modified due to the passage of time, small sections no longer relevant removed, the language made clearer and more formal, and the quotations footnoted.


1 Perhaps Jesus Christ, as the Logos (the Word) and the perfect incarnation of God, is comparable.


2 See Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Gott und die Welt: Glauben und Leben in unserer Welt, Ein Gesprach mit Peter Seewald (Stuttgart, Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt: 2000) and the English translation by Henry Taylor, God and the World: Believing and Living in our Time, A Conversation with Peter Seewald (San Francisco, Ignatius Press: 2002). Throughout this book Cardinal Ratzinger speaks of the freedom God has given to man: “God gives us a great deal of free play” (p. 105). He sometimes speaks of the “sphere of freedom” (pp. 188, 454). In the second part of an earlier book, Salt of the Earth: The Church at the End of Millennium (San Francisco, Ignatius Press: 1997), he discusses the relationship between Church and State. Cardinal Ratzinger clearly recognized the difference between God and the World. Interestingly, a similar recognition of “Religion” and the “World” can be seen in the Islamic “propaganda” of the Buyid rulers of the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries; see my articles “Does Pre-Modern Islamic Thought Allow for a Secular Realm” (Article 3 here) and “Finding Iran in the Panegyrics of the Ghaznavid Court” (Article 36 here).


3 A.J. Wensinck, “Niyya,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., VIII (Leiden, Brill: 1993) 66–67.


4 Qur’ān I:164, XII:15, XXXIX:7.


5 Qur’ān III:133–134.


6 Ibn Taymīya, Majmū‘ al-Fatāwā, 28:391. He is echoing the view of his predecessor, al-Ghazālī, the great Sufi thinker and theologian.


7 Qur’ān IV:94.


8 See my article “Does Pre-Modern Islamic Thought Allow for a Secular Realm?” (Article 3 here).





The Foundations of State and Society


Islam at first allowed little room for the compartmentalization or separation of life into sacred and secular spheres, and hence little room for the dichotomy of church and state that has been such a familiar part of the Western Christian experience. Nevertheless, the practical historical experience of Muslims in trying to build an Islamic state did bring home to them that while there was a sphere of individual action for which one could be held accountable, there was also a sphere of collective action from which the individual might have to divorce himself or herself in part. This partial divorce arose because of disagreements about the nature and source of authority in the Islamic community after the death of the Prophet. Such a partial divorce of the individual Muslim from his government was always thought to be a temporary arrangement. But it proved to be a beneficial one, in that it has allowed Muslims to preserve a general sense of political community on an ideological level even though, on a practical level, the Muslim world has been divided among many governments for over a millennium.


Roughly two years before his death in 632 C.E., the Prophet Muḥammad made his last pilgrimage to Mecca. On this occasion he gave a moving (and often quoted) address to his followers, in the course of which he said, according to one source: “God has given two safeguards to the world: His Book [the Qur’ān] and the sunna [the example] of His Prophet [Muḥammad].” According to another source, Muḥammad said: “God has given two safeguards to the world: His Book and the family of His Prophet.” Taken together, these two statements contain all the basic ingredients of Muḥammad’s legacy for the future political life of the community: the Qur’ān, the family of Muḥammad, and the example of Muḥammad. Yet the correct mix of these ingredients remained a subject of active (and sometimes bitter) disagreement.


Even before he led a political community, it had been clear to Muḥammad that the moral vision of Islam had political implications. Islam was a religion in which public life was very much a collective responsibility of the community, and the Qur’ān provided regulations according to which the community should discharge the responsibility. When, for the last twelve years of his life, Muḥammad was the actual leader of a political community, the political aspect of Islamic belief was confirmed and extensively elaborated.


When Muḥammad died, the Islamic community no longer had a divinely inspired leader, and quarrels over choosing a new leader immediately broke out. These quarrels have so preoccupied most historians, both Eastern and Western, that they have neglected the gradual emergence of a remarkable unanimity among Muslims on an issue even more fundamental than the choice of a successor to Muḥammad: the consensus of Muslims in the original centers of Islam in Arabia that the community should have a single leader. They agreed that the community of believers should neither be divided into separate Muslim political communities (like the separate Christian and Jewish political communities), nor accept some form of collective leadership, such as a governing council. In the decade after Muḥammad’s death, the Muslims of the Ḥijaz (the province around Mecca and Medina) thoroughly defeated separatist movements in Arabia, after which the great majority of Muslims everywhere and for centuries accepted the idea that the Muslim community (umma) should be politically unified under a single leader.


This unity of the umma and of its leadership was in perfect agreement with the character of the Islamic revelation. In the view of Muslims, God had revealed in Islam a moral law intended for all mankind, and the vehicle of this revelation was a single man (Muḥammad) who lived a life of exemplary obedience to that law. Muḥammad, the single vehicle of revelation and perfect example, had maintained a unified community under his sole leadership. After his death, Muslims quite naturally felt that his example of single leadership should be followed.



QUR’ĀN AND SUNNA


The Muslim community also agreed on the status of the Qur’ān, the first “safeguard” that Muḥammad had left for his community. The Qur’ān is, in the belief of Muslims, the infallible word of God. The earlier revelations that are described in Jewish and Christian scripture have been distorted through time and were never intended to have the completeness of Islam. The Qur’ān is the undistorted revelation in which, as God tells the believers in the Qur’ān itself, “I have perfected your religion for you and completed My favor [or “benefit”] to you” (V:3). But the Qur’ān discusses leadership in general terms. It gives no direct indication as to how a new leader should be chosen, although later commentators constructed many and conflicting interpretations of the implications of Qur’ānic verses for this question.


If the agreement of the Islamic community on the status of the Qur’ān did not solve the constitutional problem of succession to leadership, it did guarantee the central importance of the Qur’ān for Islamic culture. The most complete revelation must have implicit in it something of relevance for every human situation, and most Muslim thinkers sought to make some connection between their ideas and the contents of the Qur’ān.


The second safeguard left for the Muslim community was the sunna of the Prophet. If there was widespread agreement as to the importance of the sunna, there was equally widespread disagreement as to its contents. The word sunna means customary practice; and in the context of Muḥammad’s speech quoted above, it means the practice established by the example of Muḥammad (and, to a lesser extent, by his closest Companions, who were presumed to be most deeply influenced by him). The Qur’ān may have been comparable with the Christian Logos in its role and its preternatural perfection; but the Qur’ān did not directly legislate for all circumstances, and the Qur’ān was a book, not a person. Muḥammad was the perfect example of a Muslim; and his example, therefore, was a nearly indispensable guide to living the life of a Muslim and to making the implicit concepts of the Qur’ān explicit.


This example was known to later generations through ḥadīth. The word “ḥadīth” is often translated “tradition” and is explained as a report of a saying or action of Muḥammad. But ḥadīth is more than this; it is the body of accounts of what Muḥammad said and did, what was done in his presence and not forbidden by him, and even includes some of the sayings and doings of his close Companions. It is, in effect, all the historical material available to establish the sunna. To draw another analogy with Christianity, from the point of view of many Muslims, the Gospels are a form of Christian ḥadīth about Jesus.


The sunna, therefore, was very much a “safeguard” to the community. It gave the Islamic community a means for extending the teachings of Islam, and it assumed an underlying unity in these teachings. It assumed this unity not only because an extensive spiritual and ethical system needs some degree of harmony between its parts, but also because reverence for the sunna meant that such extensions would, if at all possible, be traced to a single historical source, the lives of the Prophet and his closest Companions. The study of the Qur’ān had primacy over the study of ḥadīth, but anyone who has looked at the earliest extant Qur’ānic commentaries knows that in the first two centuries of Islam, the greater part of such commentary consisted of ḥadīth. Together, the study of Qur’ān and ḥadīth gave a further unity of focus for future Islamic cultures, because Arabic philology developed in large part out of a desire to understand the sometimes difficult and often elliptical language of the Qur’ān and ḥadīth. As a result, wherever there were Muslim men of learning, they cultivated the “Arabic sciences” as an integral part of religious learning.


A body of material so important and so lacking in boundaries could not pass through history unmolested. Ḥadīth appeared that were generally thought to be forgeries; and the “science” or “knowledge” of ḥadīth, which studied the validity of ḥadīth, developed gradually but with ever growing elaboration over the first four centuries of the Islamic era. Ḥadīth was the central ingredient of religious “knowledge” (‘ilm) and, consequently, “ulema” (“knowers” of religious knowledge) were above all knowers of Qur’ān and ḥadīth. The knowledge or science of ḥadīth involved a careful study of the chain (isnād) of transmitters through which a ḥadīth had been handed down from a Companion of Muḥammad to the generation of the scholar; and gatherings to transmit ḥadīth were probably the most common occasions on which ulema came together in formal meetings.1


Only in the 5th/11th century does the study of ḥadīth seem to have decreased in importance among the religious sciences. By this time, isnāds were becoming impossibly long, and there was increasing consensus as to which written ḥadīth collections were reliable. Moreover, other religious sciences had been more fully elaborated. For example, the implications, or pseudo implications, of ḥadīth for law had been distilled into law books; and however much early law and ḥadīth may have been intertwined, scholars—especially if they wanted a career involving law—could hardly study their subject without making the law books their principal concern.


THE FAMILY OF MUḤAMMAD AND SHI‘ISM


The third “safeguard” was the family of Muḥammad. Neither of the other two safeguards was the cause of so much disagreement as was this one. Some believed that Muḥammad intended his family to succeed him in leadership of the community and saw in this safeguard the only correct understanding of Qur’ān and sunna; for how could there be agreement in interpreting the Qur’ān and the sunna without the (possibly infallible) leadership by a member of this family? Others saw in this legitimist attitude a denial of the whole rationale of the sunna. If the sunna was the example of Muḥammad as reported by his close Companions and confirmed by the subsequent actions of these Companions, how could anyone claim that the reports and actions of these Companions should be radically discounted unless confirmed by the interpretation and example of leaders from Muḥammad’s family?


At the death of Muḥammad, the family-centered theory of leadership looked to ‘Alī, Muḥammad’s cousin and son-in-law, as the obvious successor (“caliph”) to the Prophet.2 ‘Alī had been one of the very earliest (possibly the earliest male) to accept Muḥammad’s message. He was, moreover, the adopted son of Muḥammad and, through his marriage to Fāṭima, he was the father of Muḥammad’s only grandsons to reach maturity, Ḥasan and Ḥusayn. However, at the death of Muḥammad, the majority of Muslims did not accept the family-centered theory. The advocates of the family said that because the other Companions of Muḥammad wanted the leadership, they chose to disregard the obvious claims of ‘Alī and the expressed intention of Muḥammad that the descendants of ‘Alī should take over the leadership.3


In contrast, the majority of Muslims did not believe that Muḥammad had clearly designated ‘Alī as his successor, or that ‘Alī was a choice clearly superior to other close Companions of Muḥammad. ‘Alī did not press his claims, but after the third caliph was killed, many Muslims accepted him as the new caliph. The death of ‘Alī’s predecessor, however, had marked the beginning of the first civil war in Islam; and ‘Alī was swept into this civil war without being able to bring it to an end. He was killed in 661 C.E., and the caliphate passed away from his branch of Muḥammad’s family.


The descendants of ‘Alī, the ‘Alids, continued to play an important role in the Islamic world. Even those who rejected ‘Alī’s claim to be the appointed successor of Muḥammad revered the ‘Alids for the family ties that had distinguished their ancestors. In fact, because most of the ‘Alids were descended from Ḥasan and Ḥusayn, the sons of ‘Alī and Fāṭima, they were, through their mother, lineal descendants of Muḥammad himself. Most Muslims considered it a religious duty to show the ‘Alids signs of their great respect, signs that sometimes included gifts of money. Therefore, even ‘Alids who did not claim any special right to the caliphate had a certain advantage in seeking political power; and there have been many ‘Alid kings in Islamic history, including the present Kings of Morocco and Jordan.


There were always ‘Alids, however, who regarded the honor of their ancestry not as a possible focus for the reverence of other Muslims, but as a positive claim for their political allegiance. The supporters of these ‘Alid claimants were called Shī‘at ‘Alī (the party of ‘Alī); hence they became known to Muslims as Shi‘ites. Shi‘ism was in the first instance based on a political claim; and for one branch of Shi‘ites, the Zaydīs, the political claim continues to be the most important element of belief that distinguishes them from non-Shi‘ites. The Zaydīs believe that any ‘Alid who personally and militarily seeks the leadership of the Islamic community, and has the religious learning necessary for leadership, can be the caliph. The recent rulers of the northern Yemen, the Imams, are such leaders. The Zaydī theory recognizes that two or more ‘Alids may make such a claim to leadership simultaneously. But the principle of unified rule is preserved in that, if the territories of two Zaydī leaders are close enough to be in effective contact, one of them must resign (or be forced to resign) leadership in favor of the other.


In the earliest Islamic period these political claims seem to have been the most important element in Shi‘ism, but claims to spiritual leadership soon came to be of central importance to a large group of Shi‘ites. As was discussed above, such claims allowed the Shi‘ites to maintain a unified view of religious life by making a single ‘Alid leader the authoritative standard for the interpretation of legal, political, metaphysical, and all other matters. It was also natural that some branches of Shi‘ism should emphasize the spiritual leadership of their leaders because, in most cases, real political leadership remained in the hands of non-Shi‘ites. Many Shi‘ites, therefore, came to distinguish between caliphate—actual political leadership—and “imamate,” the theoretical right to leadership. Muslims in their collective daily prayer stand behind an imam who leads them and is the model for their movements; and where an imam is not officially appointed by the government, any group of Muslims is supposed to defer to the “best” among them as imam. The overall leader of authority and model for the Islamic community was, in the view of the Shi‘ites, an ‘Alid, who was also called imam in this more particular sense. The Shi‘ites held that the imam should also be caliph, though circumstances might prevent him from attaining this office. Even if he passed his life in unrelieved obscurity, the one God-given imam for any period was, in the view of his followers, the only real authority for the spiritual and political life of his age.


After a few generations, there were hundreds of descendants of ‘Alī. If only one of them could be the imam (and, it was hoped, the caliph), which one should it be? As we have seen, the Zaydī answer was both clear and confusing—the imam was any learned ‘Alid who was militarily successful in claiming leadership. But other Shi‘ites laid much more emphasis than the Zaydīs on the imam’s role as authoritative interpreter, and they therefore sought to explain the presence of this authority as the result of something more than individual initiative. Most Shi‘ites other than Zaydīs felt that the ‘Alid imam could be identified because he had directly inherited his station and/or had been specifically designated by his predecessor.


Neither of these principles, however, could induce agreement among the non-Zaydī Shi‘ites. Inheritance was essential to the overall claim of the ‘Alids, and the line of imams most widely recognized by present-day Shi‘ites is a line in which the “imamate” usually passed to the eldest son. Yet the principle of primogeniture was never very strong in the Islamic Middle East; and even in this widely recognized line, the “imamate” passed from Ḥasan (‘Alī’s eldest son by Fāṭima, Muḥammad’s daughter) to Ḥusayn (the second eldest son by this mother). Specific designation proved just as unreliable a means of guaranteeing an undisputed succession. Most non-Zaydī ‘Alid claimants to the “imamate” kept such claims secret or, at least, were wise enough not to discuss them publicly, for these claims implied a challenge to the existing non-Shi‘ite leadership, especially to the non-‘Alid caliphs. Therefore, specific designation was almost never performed publicly, and the claims of any supposed designee were hard to establish. Since most such designations seem to have been made orally by the dying imam in his last hours, their authenticity was almost inevitably suspect to some of the followers who had not been present.


It is not surprising, then, that Shi‘ites often disagreed as to which ‘Alid was the imam. It is also not surprising that frequently, after the apparent death of an imam, some of his followers held either that he had not really died, or that his successor was living in such perfect secrecy that even those close to him did not know his station. ‘Alid pretenders had been repeatedly defeated, and God had allowed their opponents to continue in power. Therefore, some Shi‘ites were not at all astonished to hear that their imam had not died, but disappeared, and would reappear in the fullness of time to become, with divine aid, the actual ruler of the Islamic community.


The most important instance of such an interruption to a line of visible imams took place in 873 C.E., when the Eleventh Imam in succession from ‘Alī through his son Ḥusayn died in Iraq. Some of his followers held that he was succeeded by his infant son, the Twelfth Imam, who had disappeared and would return as a messianic figure. The Shi‘ites who awaited the return of this Twelfth Imam were called Twelvers: The Twelvers changed their allegiance from a visible to an unseen imam at a juncture in Islamic history when divisions had forever destroyed the political unity of the Islamic umma, and the caliphs who still ruled the core of the former empire, Iraq and surrounding territories, were being murdered periodically by their Turkish palace guard. It was a good moment for the Twelvers to put aside their aspirations for worldly power. Moreover, non-Shi‘ite Muslims were willing to tolerate the Twelvers more than they did most other Shi‘ite groups, especially if the Twelvers had no immediately present candidate for the caliphate. At present, the majority of the inhabitants of Iran and southern Iraq are Twelvers.


SUNNISM AND THE FIRST CALIPHS


While Shi‘ites, deprived of power, were evolving a variety of political theories, historical events were hammering out the political theory of the non-Shi‘ites. Later Muslims would look back and call these early non-Shi‘ite Muslims Sunnis, as most non-Shi‘ites came to be called in a later period.4 In the early Muslim world, the Shi‘ites had definite, strongly held positions on succession to the caliphate; but for most other Muslims, events moved faster than theory, and their theory was to a large extent an explanation of events and a reaction to the more exclusive political theories of the Shi‘ites. Only later did this initially less well-defined theory become the basis of conscious sectarian self-definition.5 Sunnism, the school of Islam espoused by the majority of present-day Muslims, was the historicist solution to the problems presented by Muḥammad’s death. In light of the ḥadīth in which the Prophet had said his community would never “agree upon an error,” the Sunnis could look back at the history of the Islamic community and, in retrospect, use the agreement of previous Muslims as a test for the validity of previous experiments by Muslims in creating a Muslim government. However, the formulation and the contents of this retrospective, historicist solution could (and did) emerge only after the Islamic community had lived through a fairly long historical experience.


On the day of Muḥammad’s death, after heated discussion, a large meeting in Muḥammad’s capital city of Medina chose Abū Bakr as his successor; and in token of their choice, each of them swore an oath of allegiance to him.6 Abū Bakr had a measure of authority among Muslims because of his very long and close association with Muḥammad. He was, for example, Muḥammad’s father-in-law, and had been appointed by the Prophet to be the prayer leader (imām) in his place during his final illness. Just as important was Abū Bakr’s membership in the tribe of Quraysh, which ruled the nearby city of Mecca. The next day, when the Meccans heard that a fellow Meccan of Quraysh had been chosen caliph, they accepted the choice. These historical events were later to become fundamental points of reference for Sunni political theory.


In subsequent years in Medina, several further choices of caliph by discussion and/or acclamation followed; it was a procedure familiar from the practice of Arab tribes before Islam and sanctioned by a verse in the Qur’ān that said, “[Better and more enduring is the reward of God] to those who obey their Lord, attend to their prayers, and conduct their affairs by consultation” (XL:38). No clear precedent for the method of consultation emerged in these early choices of caliph, and the Islamic world was soon plunged into a civil war that ended, after the murder of ‘Alī, with the victory of the Umayyads, a clan of Muḥammad’s tribe, the Quraysh. The Umayyads set up the first successful hereditary succession to the caliphate, though their right to this succession was not uncontested.


Finally, in 750 C.E., another family of the tribe of Quraysh, the descendants of Muḥammad’s uncle ‘Abbās, defeated the Umayyads and assumed the dignity of the caliphate. From their capital in Baghdad, they ruled virtually all of the Islamic world except Spain, which passed into the hands of a descendant of the Umayyads. The Abbasids tried to win the support of the ulema by their extensive patronage of religious learning. Even if they did not claim the infallibility that was attributed to various ‘Alid leaders, the Abbasids hoped to be accepted as the spiritual guides of the Islamic community. Despite the caliphs’ vacillating support of conflicting views of orthodoxy, however, the great majority of Muslims refused to concede to the Abbasid caliphs any special authority to regulate such matters. Yet their patronage of learning and their ostentatious use of religious symbols made the Abbasid caliphate itself a religious symbol. Therefore, Muslims who had lost any desire to obey the Abbasids nevertheless defended the principle that the Abbasid caliphs should, even if deprived of executive power, be maintained as a symbol of legitimate government and of unity among Muslims.


That the Abbasids should lose actual control of an empire stretching from the Atlantic to Central Asia was hardly surprising. What is surprising is the frequency with which both the Abbasids and their usurpers agreed to cover each loss with the fiction that the caliphs had kept full theoretical sovereignty over any province while granting actual control to the usurper. In token of this sovereignty, the actual ruler (often called an amīr, commander) had the name of the reigning Abbasid caliph mentioned in the Friday congregational prayer and on the coinage. By the 4th/10th century, these amīrs called themselves kings, a title that had rarely been used by rulers since the pre-Islamic period. Because of the pagan associations of kingship, the caliphs had always sought to disassociate themselves from this title, and kingship and caliphate continued to have separate existences.7 In exchange for the recognition offered by an amīr, the Abbasid caliph often (but not invariably) sent a diploma investing the amīr with the right to rule his territories. Among the many advantages offered by this exchange of formalities was that it recognized the continuing agreement of most Muslims to the principles that had prevailed after the selection of the first caliph, Abū Bakr—an agreement that there was not, nor could there be, a plurality of Islamic communities. There was one Islamic community, by definition a unity of all Muslims; and the symbol of its unity was the single leader: the caliph, the “successor” of the Prophet.


CONSENSUS


If the ruler was the personal symbol of the unity of the Islamic community, the principle that symbolized the will to unity was ijmā‘ (consensus or agreement). Both Shi‘ites and those groups who later came to be called Sunnis accepted the validity of the famous ḥadīth that “my community (umma) will never agree upon an error.” The theory of most Shi‘ite groups in some sense anticipated the basic political needs of the Islamic community and provided a precise means for their complete fulfillment: the community needed an ‘Alid leader chosen according to a definite principle and considered this leader to be the most authoritative interpreter of Islam for his age. Most non-Shi‘ites believed that God had intended that the leader of the Islamic community be chosen by some sort of consultative process. Beyond that, they did not agree on the procedure to be used in this consultative process, or the scope of the authority of a leader so chosen. They believed in the historical mission of the community, which in the long term would not “agree upon an error.”


The amazingly rapid territorial expansion of the Islamic state in the generation after the Prophet’s death made it clear that from the start the community would perform this historical mission, not only in the confines of the Arabian Peninsula but also on the stage of world history. It seems likely that the earliest caliphs, Abū Bakr and ‘Umar, did not intend wars of conquest. But when their expeditions to subdue pro-Byzantine and pro-Persian Arabs revealed the weakness of the Byzantine and Persian empires, they showed great genius at organizing and controlling subsequent conquests, which within a few decades put the caliph in Medina in control of Iran, Iraq, Syria, Egypt, and areas beyond. What might have been an uncoordinated migration of militarily aggressive Bedouin was, in fact, an orderly change of regimes in which much of the lower-level civil administration of the conquered areas was kept intact. In accord with the practice of Muḥammad and the precept of the Qur’ān, Jews and Christians, as “People of the Book”—that is, communities possessing revelations recognized by the Qur’ān—were allowed not only to continue to practice their religion but also to retain some authority to run their own communities; and non-Muslims continued to constitute the majority of the inhabitants of the new Muslim state for well over two centuries.


While the rapidity of the conquests encouraged the tolerance of Christians and Jews, it also encouraged some discrimination on the part of the early Muslims. The first generation of Muslims was overwhelmingly Arab and, not surprisingly, some Arabs saw themselves as naturally superior, a ruling class with a proprietary right to interpret Islam. Many of the sectarian divisions of the first two centuries were sharpened by the social division between Arab and non-Arab Muslims. The rapidity of the conquests also gave emphasis to the military interpretation of jihad, “the struggle” for Islam, a term probably meant to denote the inner moral and spiritual struggle as much as the struggle in the outside world.8 Implicit in a monotheistic system in which revelation has brought a new system of law is the idea that God intends the government applying this legal system to be the government of all mankind. Hence, reinforced by their amazing conquests, early Muslims believed that it was God’s intention that Muslims “struggle” to make Islamic government universal, although, as we have said, they had no intention of forcing the conversion of other monotheists like Christians and Jews. From this military interpretation of jihad grew the concept of dividing the world into the Dār al-Islām (the Abode of Islam) and Dār al-Ḥarb (the Abode of War), the latter the area yet to be conquered.


Early Muslims realized that the military achievement of the Islamic community was little short of miraculous. For some, the “miracle” of these successes must have been proof of the correctness of their leadership in this period. Even if it were not accepted as confirmation of this leadership, the military achievement seemed to many Muslims too valuable a gain to risk in uncertain struggles for new leadership. Therefore, both for practical reasons and to live within the religious injunction to consensus, they accepted leadership that was not necessarily the “best” that the Islamic community could provide. They felt that unity was more important than purity, and that no leader or other individual could by himself establish the norms of the Islamic community, since they were an extension of the norms of all of the close Companions of Muḥammad. It cannot have been clear to Muslims in the period immediately after Muḥammad’s death how they should treat variations in these extensions of the sunna. Gradually, however, it became clear that consensus was one way of judging such variation. Interpretations of Islam that did not allow themselves to be judged by consensus could not, of course, be accepted within this framework.


In general, consensus-minded Muslims were more prone to inclusion “of variation” than exclusion, to postponement rather than haste, and remained close to the spirit of the famous saying of Thomas à Kempis that “man proposes but God disposes.” In areas not unambiguously discussed in the Qur’ān men would act and suggest how other men should act according to their understanding of Islam; and the long-term judgment of the Islamic community would judge whether their actions and injunctions were appropriate models for future Muslims. The reception of moral principle was similar to the reception of ḥadīth: anyone could elaborate the norms of Islam or transmit ḥadīth, but only the collective judgment of the Islamic community could accept a ḥadīth as genuine or accept that a principle was truly in the spirit of Islam.


For a long time, this attitude of consensus-minded Muslims corresponded with the shared political and economic interests of Muslims. For over two centuries, Muslims were a minority in their new empire. At first, their law and theology were far from being fully elaborated. More particularly, they had, as we have seen, only very general principles to guide them in developing a constitutional theory. Various legal and theological positions did, of course, appear in these early centuries. If factions had succeeded in persuading the majority of Muslims that they must choose a position and fight to impose this position on other Muslims, the Islamic empire might well have shrunk back to the wastes of Arabia from which it had sprung. However, the privileged Muslim minority did in fact recognize its shared interests well enough to stay and prosper.


Moreover, Islam, in the view of most of its followers, was more a religion of correct practice than of correct belief. Four of the five pillars of Islam, often listed as the fundamental principles of the Islamic faith, are things one should do, not ideas one should believe. To preserve a unified Islamic community, consensus-minded Muslims demanded considerable uniformity in the public acts required of Muslims in the Qur’ān, and avoidance of open contradiction to the explicit teachings of the Qur’ān. For the rest, they usually allowed variation and did not seek to anticipate the judgment of history.


Through the collective judgment of the Islamic community, and especially of the ulema, history did—slowly but ineluctably—render its judgment. There was not then, nor has there ever been since, a consensus even on the method for consensus. Did the ijmā‘ refer to the consensus among the people of Medina, or among the ulema, or among all Muslims? The emergence of widely accepted views, in spite of the vagueness and variableness in the definition of ijmā‘, shows how strongly Muslims were determined to maintain some degree of unity. Often this consensus was achieved by virtue of allowing that a limited variety of positions was acceptable on certain questions. Accordingly, differing schools of law arose that came (sometimes reluctantly) to accept each other.


The consensus-minded scholars were able to preserve the sense that they were working within a shared tradition only by continual backward glances at the particular strand of the tradition they were elaborating. Hence the strong piety of each school of elaboration toward its founders (often ḥadīth scholars), and toward the Companions of Muḥammad whose practice became a common reference point for these schools. This piety had actually increased as the period of the Companions receded into the remote past, and as the study of ḥadīth became more elaborately systematic in its attempts to link each ḥadīth with a known Companion.


Only after considerable historical experience could ijmā‘ create distinctive positions for the consensus-minded Muslims. Agreement on the canonical body of the ḥadīth, the sunna in its strictest sense, was an essential element in the evolution of a defined Sunnism; but such agreement was slow in coming. For example, of the six books of ḥadīth that are supposedly canonical to Sunnis, the Sunan of Ibn Māja (d. 886 C.E.) began to be accepted as canonical only in the 5th/11th century. North African Muslims seem never to have accepted it as canonical, yet they remained Sunnis both in their own view and in the view of Middle Eastern Muslims. In its treatment of ḥadīth, as in so many other respects, the more clearly defined and sectarian Sunnism of later generations emerged only gradually.


A LIMITED PLURALISM


Another supposed mark of a defined Sunnism is the doctrine that there were four, and only four, schools of law acceptable to Sunnis. This doctrine is based on the contention that the individual right to bring new ideas into Islamic law by interpreting Qur’ān and ḥadīth ceased in the 3rd/9th century when the founders of the four schools and a handful of their most important followers had died. In the classic phrase of the Muslim lawyers, the “gate” of individual interpretation had closed. While it is true that Muslim lawyers of the 3rd/9th century were increasingly persuaded that there was no more room for individual reasoning on the law, it is also true that they were not agreed as to which of the existing schools were “canonical,” and would not agree for centuries.


There were, however, many reasons why there should be a constant movement toward tighter definition of what was or was not acceptable to the Sunnis. With the passage of time, Sunnism became rigid simply because the collective judgment of the Muslim community had established positions on a great number of issues. But the historical circumstances of the Muslim community were an even greater incentive to delimit a Sunni form of Islam. When the Abbasid caliphs lost actual control of vast provinces of the Islamic empire, it became clear that the Muslims could not rely on a central government to preserve a community of belief among Muslims. To confuse matters further, most of the new regimes of the 4th/10th century were Shi‘ites. And most of them were founded by men from peripheral areas of the Middle East, nomads or mountain dwellers, who had little interest in the fine points of the religion of their city-dwelling subjects. The Sunnis saw that in the presence of alien and occasionally hostile governments they had to rely largely on themselves to preserve the achievement of earlier consensus-minded Muslims, and to prevent deviant speculation from pulling the community in so many directions that it would be irretrievably rent. An increasing number of scholars therefore sought to find an inclusive but clear definition of the boundaries of Sunnism.


They were spurred on in this effort by the activities of the Isma‘ili Shi‘ites and the Ḥanbalī Sunnis. Other forms of Shi‘ism were, compared with Isma‘ilism, ideologically benign. Zaydī Shi‘ism was in most respects similar to Sunni Islam, except that it reserved both the “imamate” and the caliphate for descendants of ‘Alī. By claiming that its leader had disappeared, Twelver Shi‘ism left the confused and dangerous field of 3rd/9th-century caliphal politics. The Isma‘ili branch of the Shi‘ites, however, refused to bury its claim. A successful Isma‘ili rebellion in Tunisia gave a living ‘Alid control of an important segment of the Islamic world. In 969 C.E. his descendants conquered Egypt, where the Fatimids, as this ‘Alid dynasty came to be known, ruled until the late 6th/12th century.


The Fatimids assumed the title of caliph, and claimed the doctrinal authority granted to the ‘Alid imam by most forms of Shi‘ism. For the first time, this kind of Shi‘ism had the support of a government; and law codes, works of theology, and other expressions of this interpretation of Islam poured forth from the pens of Fatimid supporters in Cairo. The Isma‘ili Fatimids also had a carefully organized propaganda service; and their agents were amazingly successful in establishing clandestine groups of Isma‘ilis throughout the Islamic Middle East. (The Druze of modern Syria, Lebanon, and Israel are the spiritual descendants of a group of Isma‘ilis who were converted by Fatimid missionaries in the 5th/11th century.) The elaborate definition of this form of Shi‘ism as well as its successful missionary activity and the direct challenge of its leader’s assumption of the title caliph—in open opposition to the Abbasid caliphate, the symbol of consensus-minded Islam—all forced the non-Shi‘ites to define their attitude toward the Shi‘ites, and so to become, in their own turn, more sectarian.


The Ḥanbalīs were ready to answer this challenge even before the Fatimids appeared. Ḥanbalism is a school of law and of theology. The Ḥanbalīs insisted on finding ḥadīth solutions to questions whenever possible. Correspondingly, they insisted that the close Companions of Muḥammad were all to be respected, and Ḥanbalīs were horrified that the Shi‘ites should denounce some of the Companions while over-venerating ‘Alī in what was, to their mind, a pagan spirit. In the seat of the caliphate, Baghdad, Ḥanbalism became a genuinely popular movement, in part because it seemed to offer a remedy for the decline of the Sunni caliphate and the related fortunes of its capital. Ḥanbalīs felt that Muslims should take individual action to combat innovations introduced into the Islamic community since the time of the Companions. In 4th/10th-century Baghdad, the Ḥanbalīs were the most active of all religious groups in mounting popular demonstrations that, since they were often directed against other religious groups, did a great deal to sharpen the boundaries between those groups.


Fear of sharpened boundaries and annoyance at Ḥanbalī agitation drove the Abbasid caliph to compromise the inclusive spirit of consensus-minded Islam. In 934 C.E., because of “their imposing conditions on people” and causing unrest, he issued a rescript declaring that if the Ḥanbalīs persisted, he would use fire and sword against them. Significantly, the decree accuses them of “ascribing unbelief and error to the party of the Prophet’s family.” The decree implicitly contrasts the Ḥanbalīs with the great majority of Muslims, who called each other unbelievers only in extraordinary circumstances. Ḥanbalī thinkers would probably have rejected the charge that they called Shi‘ites unbelievers, but their attitude to anything that they regarded as deviation from Islam was so severe that it may well have seemed to their victims that they had been treated as unbelievers.


In the long run, however, the inclusive spirit of consensus-minded Islam prevailed among most Ḥanbalīs as well as among most of their opponents. The prevalence of consensus-mindedness and the inclusive spirit that accepted a certain pluralism of belief were reinforced by the political circumstances of Muslims after the disintegration of a universal Islamic government. The majority of Muslims, including a majority of the Shi‘ites, accepted the necessity of living in societies that were very imperfectly governed, however one interpreted the guidance Muḥammad had offered in his farewell speech during his last pilgrimage to Mecca. Most Muslims understandably refrained from giving deep commitment to these imperfect governments and reserved such commitment for descriptions of ideal Islamic government, which they felt had existed in the past and might again be realized only in a remote, perhaps messianic period in the future.


This devotion to an ideal of Islamic government, together with an allowance of a degree of pluralism within the boundaries of orthodoxy, held the Islamic community as a whole together in the absence of any formal government or structure of state to bind its members. While there was still no clear separation of the sacred and the secular on a theoretical level, most Muslims came to see the utility of a clear distinction between the actual and the ideal. They were willing to live with their actual, very imperfect governments as long as they could cherish their ideal. Devotion to this ideal may have stunted the growth of a political theory that dealt with necessarily imperfect institutions, but it had important practical consequences: it preserved a unified sense of the umma based on Islamic law that recognized the sanctity of contracts of all kinds across the borders created by kings and sultans. It had another consequence as well: it preserved a sense of community that could survive repeated changes of governments and conflicts of interest among Muslims. This sense of community, even in the face of the terrifically powerful and divisive force of modern nationalism, is very much alive today.
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Does Pre-Modern Islamic Thought Allow for a Secular Realm?


At first the search for any possible analog to the Western dichotomy between the sacred and the secular or profane realms in pre-modern Islamic thought seems unpromising and even, if we are to believe some authorities, totally wrong-headed.1 Bernard Lewis, the doyen of American specialists on the Islamic Middle East, tells us in an introductory essay published in 1984:




For a traditional Muslim church and state are one and the same. They are not separate or separable institutions, and there is no way of cutting through the tangled web of human activities and allocating certain things to religion, others to politics, some to the state and some to a specifically religious authority. Such familiar pairs of words as lay and ecclesiastical, sacred and profane, spiritual and temporal, and the like, have no equivalents in classical Arabic and other Islamic languages, since the dichotomy which they express, deeply rooted in Christendom, was unknown in Islam until comparatively modern times, when its introduction was the result of external influences.2





A work in German, the Lexikon Religiöser Grundbegriffe, published in 1987 under the general editorship of an excellent Islamicist, Adel Khoury, puts this case even more boldly in its article Sakral or the “Sacred” by the learned Dr. S. Balić, the Muslim author of the Islamic section of this article. He states:




the concept “sacred” is apparently foreign to Islam. This is to be explained by the fact that on the one hand this religion regards the entirety of life—the spiritual as well as the material—as its legitimate field of interest, and on the other hand perhaps takes stronger cognizance of human limits than does, possibly, Christianity. According to the Koran, only God is the holy ruler (al-malik al-quddūs).3





This essay will argue that such descriptions of the pre-modern intellectual world of Muslims are misleading with respect to some Muslim thinkers. In fact, the widespread view of Western Islamicists that there is a sphere in which, as Bernard Lewis claims, that sacred and profane, or even sacred and secular, are undifferentiated or even undifferentiable, corresponds much more to the assertions of some contemporary Islamic revivalists than to the majority of pre-modern Islamic thought in the Middle East. Here by pre-modern Islamic thought, I mean the thought preserved in the writings of Muslims in the Middle East in the period before the rise of late Muslim empires (the Moghuls, Safavids, and Ottomans) around 1500. Perhaps some of the confusion on this (as on so many other issues) springs from the desire of some Islamicists and some Muslims to offer a reified Islam divorced from historical context.


Before turning to possible analogues of sacred and secular I think we should consider why some contemporary Islamicists have said that no such analogues ever did exist. First, in some sense they correctly see Islam as the outcome of one long trend in the history of Western Asia. If the ancient Babylonians carried off each other’s gods, and if the Assyrians pretended that they smashed alien gods, and if the new monotheistic religions claimed that their God was not limited to any local place or season or period, wasn’t it likely that some form of monotheism would hold that the moral will of the one true God should set the standard for all human conduct in all places and at all times and in all matters? So, it would seem, many Muslims view their own religion. But, not coincidentally, so do many non-Muslim monotheists view theirs as well. Second, many of the specialists in Islamic studies are caught up in Eurocentric considerations that have remained all too common in our field. Only after explaining why Islamic Middle Eastern societies are what they are can we ask why they are not what the West is (or, at least, what we believe the West to be). Instead, however, we have continually approached these societies with topsy-turvy questions: Why didn’t the Islamic Middle East produce an industrial revolution? Why didn’t it produce representative systems of government? Why didn’t the Islamic Middle East grow economically the way that Western Europe has done in modern times? And so on. Such questions are not irrelevant. Anyone who has spent years explaining, as every Islamicist in the West is compelled to do repeatedly, that the Qur’ān is not a Bible, Muḥammad is not a Christ, and that the ulema (or mullahs), the Muslim specialists in religious learning, are not priests, will understand the temptation to dwell on explaining why things are not what they are not, instead of explaining why they are what they are. Incidentally, the point concerning the lack of a priesthood in Islam and of any sacraments that might mark some persons as priestly in function, does largely account for the absence of any distinction between “lay” and “ecclesiastical.” Correspondingly, the distinction between a secular and regular clergy would have little meaning in most Islamic settings.4


But are we, in pre-modern Islamic Middle Eastern thought, really faced with the vast, flat and undifferentiated terrain as seen by so many specialists? I think not. To begin with, we should look at words from the root of the word mentioned by Dr. Balić above, al-quddūs, in the phrase al-malik al-quddūs, “The King, the Holy,” (a root familiar to many Western readers from the Jewish prayer Kaddish). A word from this root is used three times in the Qur’ān to distinguish sacred space which is muqaddas, sanctified, from all other worldly space as when we are told that on two different occasions God spoke to Moses in the sacred valley (al-wādī al-muqaddas) of Tuwa below Mt. Sinai (LXXIX:16) and as when Moses tells his people to enter the Holy Land (al-arḍ al-muqaddasa, V:21). And, to this day Jerusalem is called in Arabic al-Quds, the Holy Place. But the words associated most strongly both in the Qur’ān and throughout Islamic tradition with sacred space are ḥaram and ḥarām, both derived from a root familiar to Westerners in general because it appears in the term “harem” used for private quarters of a house. It is also familiar to Bible scholars in particular because of the Hebrew ḥērem, which specialists tell me has the same semantic spectrum as the Arabic ḥarām.5 It is well to remember that in a general way ḥarām and ḥaram are both terms for places, things and actions that are separated from common use or contact either because they are proscribed as an abomination to God or because they are consecrated to God. Ḥaram is most often used for a sacred space and ḥarām is most often used as an adjective meaning “forbidden,” but both terms have wide application. Both are to some degree concerned with propriety, what is proper and what is not proper. If we think of the harem, a word from the same root usually translated as the women’s apartments of a house, in its specific legal sense, as the women’s apartments that are allowed only to men within the prohibited degrees of marriage, we understand the relatedness of sanctification and prohibition in those things that have been separated from other things by God’s specific injunction.


Not only is the connection of ḥaram with sacred space and time amply attested to in the Qur’ān, but it is also amply attested to in the life of Prophet Muḥammad who, according to the traditional accounts of his life, personally supervised the demarcation of the boundaries of the ḥaramayn, the two ḥaram areas of Arabia, one in Mecca and one in Medina, so that there would be no ambiguity as to the exact areas within which certain ritual laws were to be observed.6 To my mind we are close to the discussion among students of religion about the sacred and the profane. An interesting feature of the Islamic case is that the sacred and the forbidden are special categories at the far ends of the spectrum of things and actions, which leaves ordinary things and actions to fill the space between the sacred and the forbidden.


The political life of the Islamic Middle East in the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries illustrates a different line along which an analogue to the division of sacred and secular appears, and here I think the word secular is more appropriate than profane. We need to review the history of the early Muslim community to understand how this came about. Almost unanimously after the death of the Prophet Muḥammad, Muslims accepted that there should be a single political leader for their community, entitled caliph (khalīfa) or “successor” and this institution of the caliphate was indivisible. Just as the Universal and All-Powerful God had revealed, through a single prophet, a law meant for all mankind, She/He had intended that all those who accepted that law should participate in a single moral community whose structures of rights and obligations would be made uniform by a single political authority. Hence, in this world which lived in a Neo-Platonic twilight, just as we live in a Neo-Freudian twilight, the One sensibly chose to emanate Itself to the many through a single intelligence as surely in the political world as in the metaphysical world. In many forms of Shiʻite belief theories of the “imamate” (the office of an imam, a religiously chosen leader) continue the system of a single moral authority.


By the 4th/10th century, however, the political unity of the Islamic world was a fond memory. Dozens of independent governments vied with each other. The caliphs, reduced to ceremonial figures, were suffered to continue in part because of the grandiloquent titles they granted to whichever “mayors of the palace,” the actual authorities (as in Merovingian times), happened to control them. These titles are eloquent testimony that a sort of de facto recognition of the division between sacred and profane had come into being. At first the Abbasid caliphs gave their mayors of the palace titles such as Helper of the Dynasty, Nāṣir al-Dawla, that is, Helper of the Dynasty of caliphs. Caliphs, like the Japanese emperors, possessed a revered lineage even though the caliphs had lost their powers to their mayors of the palace who were Middle Eastern equivalents of Shoguns. Soon, however, the mayors of the palace, the Buyid rulers of Iraq and western Iran in the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries, wanted longer and loftier titles. By the second half of the 4th/10th century there are Buyid titles such as Glory of the Dawla and Helper of Religion (Bahā’ al-Dawla wa-Nāṣir al-Dīn).7 In such a title, Dawla is moving away from its reference to a specific dynasty and toward its common late medieval meaning of royal power.8


Another step in the evolution of titulature, and associated political ideas, appears with the Seljuks, a powerful Turkish dynasty that entered the Middle East from Central Asia in the 5th/11th century and reunited most of Western Asia under one government. The Seljuks, like the Buyids, controlled the powerless caliphs of Baghdad. The first major ruler of this dynasty was Tughril Beg who took the title Rukn al-Dunyā wa-l-Dīn, “Support of the World and Religion.” To my understanding, in the use together of “world” and the “religion” we have a reference to something not wholly unlike secular and sacred. Alongside this evolution was an evolution in spiritual thinking which created a stream of piety-minded Muslims who changed their focus from the caliphate to individual morality. As far as they could, these Muslims ignored the formal government of Muslim society. These trends continued until dunyā and dīn became distinct from each other. It can be argued that this disassociation of political power from religion started earlier when pious early Muslims felt alienated from the Umayyad caliphs of Syria. This attitude among a group of the pious continued to exist more or less throughout the pre-modern period.


Dunyā, the world, is referred to scores of times in the Qur’ān, overwhelmingly to contrast it with the next life, for it means the nearer thing, that is, the nearer life, as contrasted to the final or ultimate thing, al-Ākhira, the Next or Ultimate life. Contemptus mundi, the despising of the world, is a strong theme in all Islamic thought, which follows the spirit of the Qur’ānic verse (II:86): “These are people who buy this worldly life (al-ḥayāt al-dunyā) at the price of the Next (al-Ākhira); their penalty shall not be lightened nor shall they be helped.” But the world, held at its properly subordinate evaluation, is meant to be used and lived in. Another verse in the Qur’ān (XLIII:32) says: “It is He [God] who apportions their means of livelihood in this worldly life and raises some in position over the others …” A further verse (XLI:31) explains: “We are your friends in this worldly life and in the Next.” Clearly, although the Islamic world produced ascetics second to none in their contempt of the world and mystics second to none in their contention that the world was an illusion, the text of the Qur’ān and a great deal of Islamic homiletic literature offers the world as a place with which a pious man can and probably must come to terms.


In the new political conditions of the 4th/10th and following centuries, Muslim thinkers put the old division of dīn and dunyā to new use. Muslims recognized that there was a sphere that was probably not run in a righteous manner and almost surely beyond the control of any individual Muslim. This sphere was the dunyā. There was another sphere in which a Muslim could work to develop his relation to God and hence his position in the next world/life. This sphere was dīn, which I think is rightly translated “religiosity” although here I use the more familiar term “religion.” Rulers like Tughril Beg took titles implying that their presence helped people both in dunyā and dīn. I think the existence of these two spheres, for all that they overlapped and interpenetrated each other, was generally understood. That these rulers never dropped dīn (religion) from their titles implied that their support of religion was praiseworthy and part of the reason that their rule might be divinely supported.


Interestingly, the traditional scholastic sciences cultivated among Muslims give considerable theoretical support to this view of two spheres, although the divisions suggested by these scholastic sciences do not exactly correspond to dīn and dunyā, religion and the world. One such division occurs in the thought of a group of theologians, namely, the followers of the theologian al-Ashʻarī, who died in 324/935. Their argument about the nature of the Creator says that the world has only a possible existence and there is nothing about it in and of itself which requires that it exist. Since it does exist, we must conclude that something other than it has chosen it for existence instead of non-existence, and this something is the divine or numinous world. This argument is called qiyās al-ghā’ib ʻalā al-shāhid, usually translated “considering the absent as analogous to the present.” Perhaps this argument could also be properly understood as “considering the numinous to be analogous to the phenomenal.” The ‘ālam al-ghayb or “world of absence” is clearly the numinous world in pre-modern Islamic thought.9


Islamic jurists and jurisconsults had to face the problem of the two realms/spheres squarely. It was they who had to tell people when and why the law saw actions to be purely matters of the dunyā, of this worldly conduct, or matters vital to dīn, religion, and hence matters affecting their position in the next world, or a mixture of the two. Another important consideration in this regard is the distinction between acts of worship (ʻibādāt) and transactional matters between people (muʻāmalāt). One central tenet that Muslim jurists could bring to bear on these distinctions is contained in the saying attributed to the Prophet: “The central principle in affairs is lawfulness.”10 That is, when anything is neither commanded nor forbidden, it is lawful and therefore open to the free exercise of human wishes. Another central tenet was the distinction between farḍ al-kifāya and farḍ al-ʻayn. The former, farḍ al-kifāya, is the duty incumbent on the community as a whole but not incumbent on each of its members, i.e., a (communal) duty such as the jihad. The latter, farḍ al-ʻayn, is the duty incumbent on the individual, such as daily prayers. The distinction between individual and communal obligation made possible a de facto sacred-profane distinction, because many things that are religious—one might even say “sacred” duties—are not essential to an individual’s salvation since only the community and not the individual is faulted for failing to fulfill them. According to some Muslims, these two tenets also created space for important distinctions of this world. The existence of concepts such as the lawfulness of all things neither commanded nor forbidden created another axis around which to construct a sacred and profane distinction as with the ḥarām and non-ḥarām distinction previously discussed.


Yet another relevant consideration of the jurists is the distinction between God’s claims and human claims. In the discussion of this distinction many of the previous themes of this chapter are evoked and related to each other. It is important to remember that the word here translated as “claim” (ḥaqq, plural ḥuqūq) has come to mean “right” or “rights” in modern Arabic. Claims considered as “rights” have also become a central consideration in contemporary Islamic law as in most contemporary legal systems, where the individual is a nexus of rights. Pre-modern Islamic law is indeed interested in rights or, more properly, “claims,” but it is far more concerned with the classification of actions since, once an action is classified, the claims of those concerned flow from that classification. Declaratory rulings (singular ḥukm, plural aḥkām) as to the classification of actions are, therefore, much more central to Islamic law. Claims are held to be at least of two kinds, divine and human, ḥuqūq Allāh and ḥuqūq al-nās. (This last term sometimes becomes ḥaqq al-ʻabd or ḥaqq ādamī.) Prayer, fasting and the fixed punishments (ḥudūd) for certain crimes are examples of God’s claims against mankind, and as such, cannot be dropped. Their prosecution is a Muslim’s duty.11 In contrast, debt and theft are examples of human claims, in which prosecution can take place only on the demand of the person or persons concerned. Many human claims can be transferred by the human concerned or even transferred involuntarily, as when a creditor’s claim is inherited.


The distinction between God’s claims and human claims is very important not only for the question of what matters can be prosecuted but also for judicial procedures. An open and still current question in Islamic law is whether a judge can act on his own knowledge in cases before him or must only act according to the evidence presented in court. The majority opinion among the largest Sunni law school, the Ḥanafīs, is that a judge can indeed act according to his knowledge in cases involving God’s claims but not in cases in which human claims are involved.12 There he must operate according to the evidence presented in court. The rationale behind this distinction is, I think, clear. Whereas the judge and only the judge can take on the responsibility for surmising what might be God’s ruling (God’s ḥukm) concerning the fulfillment of God’s claims, human claims are all subject to human considerations and even human whims. Hence the judge must defer to the evidence humans choose to present to him.13 Human claims belong to the realm of what Islamic thought (as well as Western thought, in deference to their common Aristotelian heritage) call the realm of “practical reason” (al-ʻaql al-ʻamalī) as contrasted to “speculative” or “theoretical reason” (al-ʻaql al-naẓarī). (I omit here the very large number of cases in which God’s claims and human claims are held to be mixed.)


The brilliant and original 8th/14th-century jurisconsult al-Shāṭibī, brings together many of these themes in his survey of the principles of Islamic law entitled al-Muwāfaqāt. Al-Shāṭibī maintains that God’s claims by their character are not capable of being rationalized; they are devotional acts. (We should, of course, remember that devotional acts in the context of pre-modern Islamic thought include the prosecution and consequent punishment of people for certain kinds of crime.) Interestingly, al-Shāṭibī discusses the large though not complete overlapping of God’s claims with the individual’s obligation, the farḍ al-ʻayn. As for human claims, their rationality is to be measured in terms of maṣlaḥa, a term used in Islamic law to mean something like equity or commonweal but specifically defined by al-Shāṭibī to mean “what concerns the subsistence of human life, the wholeness of a human’s way of life, and the acquiring of what man’s emotional and intellectual faculties require of him in an absolute sense.”14 At least for this jurisconsult the existence of human claims has created a vast area for the exercise of human judgment.15


Let me try to sum up. Of course, in Islamic thought there are no distinctions that neatly fit our distinctions between sacred and secular, sacred and profane, spiritual and temporal, ecclesiastical and lay, or even divine and human. For most of these distinctions, however, analogues exist in the Islamic tradition. Moreover, these distinctions are important in their unexpected difference from the distinctions that Western Christian traditions make.


What precisely are the distinctions that we find in the Islamic tradition of the Middle East? First, there is sacred space and sacred acts and sacred time. The guardians of sacred space in pre-Islamic Arabia were priestly families, and there is some continuity in this tradition in some parts of the Islamic world right up to the present. Of course, in a religion in which religious purity is related to proper access to sacred space, profane space is described using the terms neutral or impure (nājis) and similar words. Sacred acts like prayer and the pilgrimage are important concerns for the law. The opposite of sacred acts can be found in the terms sacrilege, blasphemy, profanity and desecration, all of which express reference to rupture with the sacred and/or defilement. With respect to sacred time a common term for sacred time is al-ayyām al-mutabārika, “blessed time.” The distinction between “blessed” and “unblessed,” introduces another aspect of this discussion (that cannot be addressed in this paper due to limitations of space and time).


Interestingly, the two far ends of the spectrum of things, the truly sacrosanct and the truly taboo are described by the two words ḥaram and ḥarām, and represent, I think, neighboring areas at the beginning and the end of a great circle that gives rulings or classifications for everything available to humans. While purposefully avoiding in this paper the names of Durkheim, Otto, and Eliade, the great Western theorists of the sacred, I do think we have in the idea of ḥaram and ḥarām a strong element of what Otto calls the fascinans, something of powerful and sometimes frightening attraction even if we are commanded to avoid it or approach it only in a special manner.16 According to some Muslim thinkers the non-sacralized space, time and actions of the world are licit for us to use as we wish but with a divinely-set standard of behavior always before us. Al-Shāṭibī defines this goal as maṣlaḥa, equity or commonweal, but others define it differently. Our method of operating within this worldly sphere is practical reason. Man, as the Lord of the Created World, is in effect given a series of moral puzzles to solve by virtue of his right to establish and drop claims in this world. The existence of a partly separate sphere (which encompassed acts of devotion and of individual obligations to God) allowed for this other sphere of practical reason to become in some circumstances a partial analogue to our secular sphere, since it was recognized, usually with regret, but with considerable realism, that it was necessary to compromise with realities of government and communal life. Such compromise did not necessarily affect a person’s salvation. In this sense while the distinction between sacred and profane was in some cases accepted de jure, in many cases the distinction between sacred and secular remained overwhelmingly de facto.


Does this mean that sacred and profane are universal categories? Not necessarily. The problem of the apparent dualism of God and the world is common to all monotheistic traditions. One partial solution is, in the words of the very celebrated Karl Rahner and his co-author Herbert Vorgrimler, “the recognition that springs from faith in the independence and comprehensibility of a secular world.”17 Such attitudes have existed among Muslims as well as Christians, but even among Christians they are based precisely on faith, that is, faith that God has granted us a secular sphere. In the Muslim case the secular sphere is often seen as shot through with references to the numinous sphere. In fact, significant areas of the worldly sphere are under exclusive or partial obligation to God alone. The secular or profane is only a part of this worldly life, albeit a significantly large part.


The different boundaries of these partly analogous distinctions strengthens my conviction that we have spoken all too freely and carelessly of the “disenchantment” of the world, that evocative term that Max Weber brought into currency.18 Without understanding a fraction of the sophisticated discussion that has developed about “civil religion” (for example, the sacredness that Americans feel towards their Constitution), I believe that some such category has existed among us and must exist, in part to sacralize the rightness of some of the things we do in the worldly sphere, even in an overtly secular society. Consider the confusion among many as to why we punish criminals. This confusion is fostered by the assumption that we can create a desacralized, disenchanted and totally sanitized law. To argue that the punishment fits the crime would be clear in a Biblical context but less clear in a modern secular context.


Even if one does not accept the Islamic approach to the this-worldly-life or any other “religious” approach to it, it does seem that the life of this world will always have sacralized and profane areas, however variously designated and justified. I do believe as Durkheim believed that we will not remove the sacred completely from the world as long as we share a sense of community. In those monotheistic traditions in which the world is a created thing and not wholly or even partially identical to its Creator, the complete sacralization of the world seems to me difficult to imagine. Correspondingly, the full desacralization and disenchantment of the world has not yet arrived in our supposedly secular tradition. As long as the non-pantheistic monotheisms allow for a sphere in which God’s will cannot be fully known and human this-worldly principles are applied, these monotheisms allow for a quasi-secular sphere. In this sense some pre-modern Muslim thinkers developed world views through historical experience and the logic of their theology, which allow not just a profane realm but also a partly secular realm.





___________
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14 Abū Isḥāq Ibrāhīm al-Shāṭibī, al-Muwaffaqāt fī-Uṣūl al-Sharī‘a, I (Cairo: n.d.) 160–161 and 291–292. For his definition of maṣlaḥa, see Muhammad Khalid Masud, Legal Philosophy: A Study of Abū Isḥāq al-Shāṭibī’s Life and Thought (Islamabad: 1977) 345.
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ISLAMIC LAW AND ETHICS






In the world of Islam the adoption of Arabic as the language of learning aided the transfer of knowledge, the exchange of goods, and freedom of travel in the pre-modern period. Throughout this world a transnational law was created by Muslims that made contracts understandable between merchants of different backgrounds. Remarkably, Armenian merchants in the early modern period are known to have used Islamic contracts within their own communities.


Islamic law (sharīʻa) is one of the major legal systems of the world, along with others such as Common law and Roman law. It combines law derived from revelation with a rigorous extension of that law by use of some argument by analogy and some by deductive logic. Corporal punishment is an ancient part of this law and rightly horrifies contemporary people. However, Islamic law allows many sentences to be converted from corporal to lesser punishments. In some parts of the Western world aspects of Islamic law are used to settle cases between Muslims (and corporal punishment is never part of the application of Islamic law in the West). Increasingly, Islamic law has been defined in national contexts, which means that it varies slightly or greatly from country to country. At the time of writing, in late 2021, the Taliban of Afghanistan are threatening to return to sharī‘a with corporal punishment, whereas countries like Egypt and Morocco have moved away from corporal punishment.


Both Islamic law and Islamic ethics have a long history in the Middle East, and occasionally medieval and modern Muslim scholars have tried to match ethical considerations with the precepts of Islamic law. To make these matches between law and ethics Muslim scholars turn to jurisprudence, which is the study of the principles behind law. Islamic jurisprudence attempts to present the abstract reasoning behind the law. The famous jurists of the medieval period, such as the celebrated theologian Ghazālī of the 5th/11th century, are still studied in the modern Muslim world. Ghazālī and other jurists tried to extend the understanding of jurisprudence by writing about the relation between law and ethics.


Although I am very much an historian, I realized the importance of Islamic legal history for the understanding of many Islamic societies and therefore studied it with that goal in mind. Islamic jurisprudence aspires to give the reason behind the actual law, and therefore is of great interest. A certain amount of Sunni jurisprudence is available in European languages, but Shiʻite jurisprudence, which has been my interest for many years because it is the principal school of Islamic law in Iran, is comparatively unknown in the West. As Shiʻites began to rely more on rational justification in their religious and legal thought from the eighteenth century on, they sought to use more and more Aristotelian logic in their treatises on jurisprudence. Sometimes they even introduced Greek philosophy as mediated by great Muslim thinkers such as Avicenna (Ibn Sīnā) in the 5th/11th century.


In Shiʻite seminaries today, students use both medieval and modern texts. One of the most widely used modern texts is the first in a series of legal books written by the outstanding madrasa teacher Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, who was executed by Saddam Hussein in 1980. This book is used in elementary classes, particularly in the seminaries in Qom. Since it had not been previously translated into English, I chose to translate it as Lessons in Islamic Jurisprudence (2003). I was fortunate to know some Shiʻite clergymen, above all, Sayyid Hossein Modarressi, now a professor at Princeton University and, since we met at a conference in Hamadan in Iran in 1977, a treasured lifelong friend. He guided me to Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr’s first book on jurisprudence, helped me when I was uncertain of my translation, and in general cheered me on. Another friend, the learned Saud Shawwaf, provided intelligent legal comments on my translation.


To Sadr’s Lessons in Islamic Jurisprudence I added my own explanatory summary of the book and a glossary in the hope that they would help the reader understand the ideas in Islamic law. In my translation of Sadr’s text, I worked particularly hard on the technical terms used by Sadr, some of which do not have ready equivalents in English. For my translation of Sadr’s book, I wrote an “Introduction to Islamic Jurisprudence,” which I have modified and included as the first article in this section.
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