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MORE PRAISE FOR THE POLISHED MIRROR


“The Polished Mirror is the perfect title for Zargar’s erudite and eloquent book, for it reflects with superb analytical clarity the views of a wide range of thinkers on the subject of ethics. Justifiably going beyond writings that explicitly deal with the topic, he draws together various strands of Islamic tradition, clarifying both the links and similarities that join them and the distinctions that separate them. A major contribution to Islamic studies, from which both established scholars and those new to the field stand to gain significantly.”


Hamid Algar, Professor Emeritus of Persian and Islamic Studies,


University of California, Berkeley


“Students of Islamic ethics have long felt the need for a more sustained and unified insight into the rich history of reflection on the virtues in the Islamic world. Ambitious in scope yet accessible throughout, this book explores the distinctive contributions of a number of key figures working across both sides of the permeable boundary between philosophy and Sufism. Anyone with an interest in how thinkers in the medieval Islamic world engaged with the ‘science of the states of the heart’—in its many permutations—will find a valuable companion in Cyrus Ali Zargar’s book.”


Sophia Vasalou, Fellow in Philosophical Theology,


University of Birmingham


“Comprehensive in its scope, and drawing on intellectual luminaries ranging from Muḥāsibī to Avicenna, Zargar’s erudite study offers the first major analysis of virtue ethics in classical Islam. It will set the stage for future research in the field.”


Atif Khalil, Associate Professor, Dept. of Religious Studies, University of Lethbridge, and author of Repentance and the Return to God: Tawba in Early Sufism


“An incredible, even paradigm-shifting work in Islamic Studies.”


Mohammed Rustom, Associate Professor of Islamic Studies, Carleton University, and author of Inrushes of the Spirit: The Mystical Theology of ‘Ayn al-Quḍāt
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INTRODUCTION



This book introduces its readers to a selection of thinkers whose insights about achieving ultimate happiness (saʿāda) still affect Islamic thought today. They wrote during a very important period in premodern Islam, from around the year 900 CE to around the year 1300. The book’s focus is ethics, especially a branch of normative ethics that might be called “virtue ethics,” considered the pathway to ultimate happiness. While these thinkers usually wrote treatises in discursive prose outlining their arguments and reflections on character, they also engaged in storytelling, especially where virtue was concerned.


THE MEANING OF “ETHICS”


When we, as English speakers, say “ethics,” we mean moral philosophy. At the most abstract level, that of meta-ethics, the study of ethics considers the philosophical underpinnings of morality itself. At a less abstract level, that of normative ethics, ethics becomes about how we might determine right from wrong. Those studying normative ethics consider guidelines, principles, and even rules by which humans ought to regulate actions. At the least abstract level, applied ethics, ethics becomes a tool to judge specific moral issues, such as gun control, sexual behavior, killing, and the like.


To single out “ethics” as a field of study in Islam would be a daunting task, because almost every branch of Islamic learning has some relationship with ethics as defined above. Those who study scripture, law, theology, and philosophy take an interest in ethics, each with its own approach and specialization. One branch of learning called ʿilm al-akhlāq (“the science of character traits”) has a special relationship with the word “ethics.” The key term here (akhlāq), translated as “character traits,” came to be associated with a science of refining those traits, much as the word “ethics” comes from the Greek word ēthos, which signifies a disposition of character. The term appears in its singular form (khuluq or khulq) in a verse of the Qurʾan describing the Prophet Muhammad’s “tremendous character” (Q 68:4). It also appears in a famous saying of Muhammad, “I was delegated as a prophet for nothing other than the perfection of righteous [or noble] character traits.”1 As this saying might be interpreted, Muhammad (d. 632 CE)2—whom Muslims generally believe to be a divinely sent messenger and a personification of human virtue—was commissioned to help human beings reach their full potential in two related ways: through proper decisions about right and wrong actions and through the cultivation of noble character traits, which occurs by means of a proper moral outlook, good habits, and knowledge and awareness of God. In order to accomplish this, over centuries, many sciences developed.


ETHICS IN THEOLOGY


The debate over the nature of the good began early on in Islamic theology (kalām) as one topic among others that were grounds for disagreement. One group, the Muʿtazila, held that God is just and that God’s actions can be held to a standard of justice. Theirs was a clear answer to one of the most important longstanding questions in ethics, once famously asked by Socrates, “Is that which is holy loved by the gods because it is holy, or is it holy because it is loved by the gods?”3 From a monotheistic perspective, the question was more accurately, “Is there an objective reality to actions that are good, or is ‘the good’ that which God decrees to be good?” This question is important because it sets up a divide between ethical objectivism and ethical subjectivism. Objectivists hold that actions have real ethical properties, and they will often argue that the intellect has some independent access to those properties. The second group, namely, the theistic subjectivists, locate morality in the determinations of God.4 They hold that actions do not have real ethical properties, so that humans know the good by referring to a judge, God, who determines good and bad without reference to a standard outside of His will.


The Muʿtazila, ethical objectivists, argued (more or less) that the good is loved and commanded by God because it is good. Eventually a member of that group, Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Ismāʿīl al-Ashʿarī (d. 936), reversed his opinion: The good is good because it is loved and commanded by God. A third major point of view—espoused by Abū Manṣūr Muḥammad al-Samarqandī al-Māturīdī (d. ca. 944)—fits between that of the Muʿtazila and that of the school of al-Ashʿarī (the Ashʿarīs, or the Ashāʿira). He recognized the human’s ability to know the good through reason, though such recognition was limited to obvious acts of good and obvious acts of bad, and only insofar as indicated by revelation. Some other scholars had “traditionalist” inclinations, in that they sought answers to such questions primarily in the Qurʾan and the Hadith (ḥadīth, plural aḥādīth)—that is, the recorded sayings and deeds of Muhammad, which are sometimes called “traditions” or “narrations.” They questioned and sometimes even rejected the endeavors of theologians to determine morality using the tools of reason. Of particular relevance are the arguments of the Ḥanbalī scholar Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328).5 His dual interests in challenging the rational methods of his time and rediscovering the interpretations of the earliest generations of Islam (the salaf) have resonated widely in modern Islamic thought, despite a lack of original scholarly interest in his writings.


Sunni Muslims today tend to belong predominately to the Ashʿarī school, or to the Māturīdī school, or to a traditionalist propensity to avoid theological schools while acknowledging God’s mastery over human actions. Muʿtazilī theology lives on not so much as an independent school but rather as it was adapted into Shīʿī (Shiʿi) theology, buttressed by the study of philosophy among Shiʿi scholars, and brought into line with the teachings of the Shiʿi imams. When it came to normative ethics, all camps had an interest in scripture (the Qurʾan and the Hadith) and in that form of law that was derived from scripture, even the rationalizing Muʿtazila.6


ETHICS IN JURISPRUDENCE AND POSITIVE LAW


While theologically driven ethical debates were important, most preeminent among the moral sciences historically have been those that have been called “jurisprudence” and “positive law,” which reached maturity in the form of legal schools by the tenth century.7 Jurisprudence (uṣūl al-fiqh) describes the basic hermeneutical principles by which a scholar might know God’s commands and discern thereby the moral standing of all human acts. Through jurisprudence, the scholar can interpret scripture, that is, the Qurʾan and the Hadith, to establish that which is obligatory (wājib), recommended (mandūb), morally indifferent (mubāḥ), discouraged (makrūh), and prohibited (ḥarām).8 The product of jurisprudence—Islamic positive law (fiqh)—applies jurisprudence to specific situations, creating rules that can claim to be the most justified solution available.9 Like ʿilm al-akhlāq, these sciences cannot be separated from ethics. Mohammad Fadel, for example, argues that jurisprudence should in fact be called “moral theology” or “religious ethics,” because it is most essentially a science focused on how one knows the good.10 There has been a countervailing tendency among many Muslim thinkers, past and present, to see scholars of the Islamic legal sciences as advocates of rules and rituals devoid of ethical depth. This is a mistake, but it is not without cause.


That legal sciences might be seen as separate from ethics is perhaps best displayed by an example. The Spanish Muslim poet Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Quzmān (d. 1160) describes a time when he (or, more accurately, the antiheroic persona of his poems) was in a bind. Having seduced with some difficulty his neighbor’s wife, and having brought her into his home, he realized that he had no blanket. So, he left her there and went to the home of a religious scholar, a grammarian with knowledge of the Hadith who is the subject of this “panegyric” poem, a poem so imbued with irony that it resembles more of a roast than a tribute. The poet goes at night to the grammarian’s door, and the grammarian responds generously:


He said, “So what’s up? You’ve actually been on my mind.”


I said to him, “My brother, this-and-that’s happened to me.”


He said, “What’s the whole story to me? What’s it matter?


Permissible (ḥalāl) in this are my silver and gold.


What a woman, o chums, in my neighborhood lives!


Now, how do I approach her, when her husband’s my neighbor?


Go, my friend, for I’ll send you a blanket and more.


Go, and don’t stumble—except into a cushion!”


This, o my brother, is the core of nobility!


Do you see how he sensed just how needy I was?


What a woman, o chums, in my neighborhood lives!


Now, how do I approach her, when her husband’s my neighbor?11


The refrain (in italics) highlights the irony of the situation: The persona’s intentions are absolutely clear—and absolutely vile—yet the grammarian knows his Islamic law well enough to justify helping his friend. As long as he remains uninformed about the details (“What’s the whole story to me?”), especially as long as he remains uninformed about the express purposes for which the blanket will be used, he can technically provide a blanket to his friend, an aspiring adulterer. As long as one does not expressly know that one’s assistance will be used for forbidden purposes, then one can assume the best.12 It seems that once lines of moral action exist, however sensible, some will perform careful maneuvers on and between those lines, finding loopholes. The grammarian’s narrow interpretation of law satirizes a larger social situation in Ibn Quzmān’s homeland of al-Andalus (Muslim Spain).13 The abuse of legal interpretation, through loopholes or fixation on ritual without concern for applications to the life of the soul, troubled many Muslim thinkers, from the Brethren of Purity and Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī (both discussed in this book), to Walī al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406).14 This sort of ostensibly amoral legalism, shared by other religious traditions, continues to be a matter of concern today. It is a phenomenon that sociologist of religion Thomas O’Dea has called the “dilemma of delimitation.”15


It would be shortsighted, however, to see legalism—that is, concern with the boundaries of divine commands seemingly disconnected from spiritual and ethical significance—as endemic of the entire pursuit of studying God’s law. Rather, legalism devoid of spiritual significance is a trend that often saw its corrective in Muslim societies. Most famously, Abū Ḥāmid Ghazālī’s (d. 1111) The Revival of the Religious Sciences (Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-Dīn) aimed to revive the Islamic sciences by changing the way people thought about the formulae of life that God has revealed to humans. In the hands of the legal scholars of Ghazālī’s day, God’s commands had become tools of power and governance, by which such jurists pleased rulers and enjoyed their patronage.16 Legal scholars suffered from “hypocrisy” and were scholars merely of a “worldly” sort of knowledge, as opposed to that of the next world.17 The legal scholar or jurist (faqīh) mainly existed to support the ruler’s attempts to govern and manage people, a pursuit only accidentally related to religion.18 Religion for Ghazālī is essentially a means to find felicity in the hereafter, and that which directly benefits a person in that regard is “the lights of hearts, their secrets, and their sincere dedication” to God, “none of which falls within the expertise of the jurist.”19


Ghazālī labels his alternative the “science of hearts” or the “science of the path to the hereafter,” suggesting that it is this sort of religious knowledge that the Prophet Muhammad, his companions, and even the founders of the Sunni schools of law all knew, taught, and practiced.20 This science relies on jurisprudence and positive law yet frames divine commands as a progression of the human soul toward God, often through meditative and ascetic practices. Ghazālī draws heavily from adherents to Sufism (called “Sufis”) to describe this path to God, the states of the heart, and the meanings of rituals and human actions. He also takes an interest in the science of character traits (ʿilm al-akhlāq) as studied by philosophers, so that a person might cultivate virtues that will save the soul in the hereafter.21 While jurists deal in hypotheticals that often never affect themselves, Ghazālī wants to introduce his audience to knowledge that can be put into salvific action, as per the many hadiths he quotes declaring that knowledge without beneficial action is condemnable. “A man is not a scholar,” Ghazālī quotes the Prophet Muhammad as having said, “unless he acts upon his knowledge.”22 This practical knowledge that concerns states of the hearts and the cultivation of righteous character traits can be called Ghazālī’s own interpretation of “virtue ethics.”23


Even if virtue ethics might help remedy shortcomings in legal scholarship and practice, one should not imagine that virtue ethics was an alternative to jurisprudence and positive law in Islam. Jurists themselves often pursued virtue as an antidote to the hypocrisy that Ghazālī mentioned, many becoming renowned for their piety.24 (One such pious scholar of law appears in a narrative studied at length in Chapter Ten.) Indeed, Islamic virtue ethics can and usually has existed side-by-side the study of jurisprudence and positive law. Even the most well-known early virtue ethicists of Islam, figures such as Abū ʿAlī Aḥmad Miskawayh (d. 1030), as discussed in this book, and Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī (d. 1023), as discussed in detail by Nuha Alshaar, would agree with this claim. They speak of “divine commands” (sharīʿa, henceforth “Sharia,” which has traditionally been determined through jurisprudence and taken shape as positive law) as a God-given set of standards separate from virtue ethics but needed by the moral agent in her pursuit of ethical perfection.25 Almost all of the interpreters of Islamic ethics depicted in this book see law as a mere starting point, if not for themselves then at least for society at large.


ETHICS AS THE SCIENCE OF REFINING ONE’S CHARACTER TRAITS


The study of character and its perfection was always a means to some other end for our authors and their contemporaries. For them, “virtue ethics” complemented some other framework for the pursuit of human felicity. That framework varied from author to author. Some were philosophers through and through, and saw the objective of ethics as the forging of a human intellect capable of contemplating higher principles. Others saw the basis for right action and inner perfection to be revealed in scripture, and saw their own writings on ethics as pathways to comprehending that revelation. Some, among whom were the Sufis, saw themselves as part of a long chain of righteous individuals inspired by God to know Him. Their writings on ethics recorded not only the deeds of those bygone spiritual greats, but also the means by which one might follow them. In many Sufi models, the agent should use law to align intentions and actions with a pious model, but as that agent works on purifying the heart and cultivates a long list of virtues, eventually proper action will be intuitive. For Sufis, virtue ethics was a first step that led to knowing, witnessing, and losing oneself in God.


Hence defining “virtue ethics” is more difficult than defining jurisprudence and positive law, in part because a number of genres of writing and ethical methods in classical Islamic thought might qualify. This book, in other words, assumes a rather broad view of virtue ethics. Rather than exploring virtue ethics as a fixed system among other fixed normative systems parallel to Anglo-American or Continental European philosophy, this book presents virtue ethics as a cluster of ethical themes. What these premodern ethicists had in common was concern with the niceties of human character and with the perfection of the human soul by acquiring good character traits through habit. And while there were marked differences between philosophical and Sufi approaches to character, the “science of the refinement of character traits” did allow for ideas about the human soul to be shared.


Most often recognized as “virtue ethics” are studies of character traits written by philosophers. Since these philosophers initially began their pursuits by expanding upon the writings of ancient Greek philosophers, the cardinal virtues that were usually their focus will be familiar to those who have studied virtue ethics in the European tradition: temperance, courage, wisdom, and justice. These virtue ethicists emphasized friendship and love as means to bettering society, and often related their arguments to Islamic scriptures.


Then there is Sufism. In a number of articles and in a forthcoming book, for example, Atif Khalil has examined the study of Sufi states and stations as “Sufi virtue ethics” and “Sufi moral psychology.” “Moral psychology” for Khalil denotes a discipline that grew from “discourses on moral and spiritual self-transformation which mapped out the various ‘states’ and ‘stations’ of inner change” to become “a psychology rooted in the Islamic vision of the universe with the Prophet as a model of human perfection.”26 As for “virtue ethics,” it is not the case (or Khalil’s argument) that each of the various Sufi states and stations are equivalent to a virtue, although Khalil does successfully make the case for certain such stations, including gratitude (al-shukr) and satisfaction (al-riḍā). Rather, there exists a parallel between practical Sufism and virtue ethics, in that both focus on an agent’s character and progress to some moral aim, using practices and habituation. Even in Sufism’s very beginnings, Sufi writers used terms from the Qurʾan and Hadith to describe an individual’s struggles with the evils inside and outside of oneself, which resulted in terms that can be called virtues and vices. As will be discussed in Chapter Eight, as Sufism developed into what Ghazālī called a “science of the heart,” Sufi writers formalized the progression of the path to perfection, which is proximity to God and intimate knowledge of Him. Temporary conditions were called “states,” while lasting achievements were called “stations.” Within this book’s more encompassing category of “virtue ethics,” which describes writings concerned with perfecting human character, the phrase “moral psychology” describes specialized terms and theories used to study the development of the human soul, often focused on intentions, states, and stations, and often associated with Sufism.27


While Sufism cannot be reduced to virtue ethics, certainly a major genre of Sufi writing is that which focuses on the cultivation of good character traits.28 Consider a definition of Sufism by the early master Abū al-Qāsim al-Junayd (d. 910), who says that—among other things—Sufism is “the acquisition of virtues and the erasure of vices.”29 It is stated even more clearly by the later master of Sufi stations, Khwāja ʿAbdallāh Anṣārī of Herat (d. 1089), who declares in a chapter on “character” that “all those who have spoken about this science [of Sufism] agree that Sufism is equal to character; all the words spoken about it revolve around one axis, namely, striving to do good and refraining from doing harm.”30 The triad of (1) the charted path to God, (2) good character, and (3) proper action tells us that Anṣārī would have agreed with contemporary advocates of virtue ethics that, in your pursuit of ultimate happiness, you will necessarily need to perfect your character. They would also agree that this pursuit of the perfection of character will not only benefit you as an individual, but also society itself, since a virtue-based society will be led and populated by those who have also perfected their own characters. Such a reading has a precedent in a definition of Sufism that Abū Naṣr al-Sarrāj (d. 988) attributes to Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī al-Qaṣṣāb (d. 888–9), a teacher to al-Junayd, who was once asked, “What is Sufism (al-taṣawwuf)?” He replied, “Noble (karīma) character traits that appear in a noble time from a noble man among a noble people.”31 In other words, Sufism is the realization of a perfection in character, which—as other definitions that follow elucidate—involves a constant awareness of God, and occurs in its fullest form when social and cultural conditions are accommodating. Put differently, Sufism in its most ideal form is the fruit of a virtuous individual’s best efforts, solidified as character traits, combined with a much larger moral evolution that has taken place in the collective character traits of the society around that individual.


THE CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT OF VIRTUE ETHICS


A growing body of literature considers the contemporary relevance of ancient virtue-based ethical systems. This is because, in the latter part of the twentieth century, thinking about morality in terms of virtue made a return to Anglo-American philosophy. The Enlightenment introduced two new important ways of seeing ethics: deontological and consequentialist ethics. The first was about duty (in Greek, deon), because its advocates—originally, Immanuel Kant (d. 1804)—thought that some moral principles were universally necessary. Consequentialists, however, held that one should look at the end result of an action to determine if it is right or wrong. The most prevalent interpretation of consequentialism, utilitarianism, holds that one should do what is best for everyone—one should calculate what will bring the most happiness to all people and undertake that action. While these Enlightenment approaches made the ancient Greek view of morality seem overly individualistic and primitive, many of today’s philosophers designate virtue ethics as an alternative to those other normative approaches because it is agent-centered, while consequentialism and deontology are act-centered.32
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Diagram of normative ethics


In the Anglo-American tradition, G. E. M. Anscombe (d. 2001) had much to do with the rise of virtue ethics. Anscombe famously made the point that duty-based ethics are the after-effects of relying on a higher power or scripture to legislate, so that the word “ought” carries a sense of “obligation.”33 In a secular setting, Anscombe posited, the human mind and not law must take center stage, so that a “philosophy of psychology,” one that probes human intentions and desires, is a necessary prolegomenon to a real secular ethics. Once study of the moral agent replaces study of the moral action, only then can we define “the good,” that is, define virtue. We would no longer need to determine that something was “morally wrong,” because we could—like Aristotle (d. 322 BCE)—speak of that which is “unjust,” that is, contrary to our lucid definition of virtue. Other philosophers and ethicists sympathized with Anscombe’s call for a new interpretation of virtue ethics, and thinkers such as Philippa Foot, Alasdair MacIntyre, and others have helped place virtue ethics alongside these other two approaches—deontological and consequentialist ethics—as an ethical approach taken seriously, especially within the Anglo-American academy.


Renewed interest in virtue ethics allows closer study of Islamic philosophy and Sufism, two very rich virtue-based traditions religiously and often culturally distinct from Greek, Christian, and contemporary Anglo-American virtue ethics. The period in time covered here is formative—one might even say canonical—in the history of Islamic virtue ethics. Scripture aside, these are some of the signature sources toward which today’s Muslim ethicists look. Moreover, while contemporary writings have a sense of immediacy, the connections between virtue ethics and storytelling are far more direct and transparent in these premodern texts. The authors mentioned here wrote on virtue, theorized virtue, and were also either the authors or the subjects of narratives about virtue. As such, contemporary advocates of virtue ethics can find insights in premodern Islamic virtue literature.34


THE QURʾAN, THE HADITH, AND ETHICS


This book focuses on Islamic thought as it became consolidated in a period after the earliest formative movements in interpretation, law, philosophy, and Sufism had settled or were settling. Nevertheless, brief mention of ethics in Islam’s two main scriptural sources (the Qurʾan and the Hadith) is necessary because such “scriptural ethics” were an inseparable part of Islamic virtue ethics. The Qurʾan and the Hadith will be discussed throughout the book, moreover, in the context of those ethicists interpreting them. In order to highlight Qurʾanic usage, references appear in parentheses within the text, with “Q” followed by chapter and verse number, rather than in notes.


As will be discussed in Chapter Nine, an essential component in Islamic virtue ethics seen throughout the Qurʾan is the model of “virtue” as taking on the traits of God (takhalluq bi-akhlāq Allāh). As contemporary Muslim ethicist Ṭāhā ʿAbd al-Raḥmān mentions, it is the basis of the notion that one imitates the Prophet Muhammad, since he has embodied God’s beautiful names.35 The Qurʾan establishes a narrative in which all human beings have been created in accordance with a divine nature (fiṭra) to know God, who is the ultimate truth and the ultimate good (Q 4:1, 30:30, 91:8).


Obedience to God also features prominently in the Qurʾan. Often the Qurʾan’s phrasing of matters of obedience and even virtuous conduct is as a choice between this world and the next, the “worldly” (al-dunyā) and the “hereafter” (al-ākhira). One might also see this as a moral choice between the “nearer” life and the “deferred” life, a wording justified by the Arabic terms (Q 2:86). Those who prefer the “nearer” take those things closer at hand but more ephemeral. Those who prefer the “deferred” life take those things that are farther, more difficult, but also permanent.


To summarize what the Hadith corpus—usually considered Islam’s secondary scriptural source—says about virtue would be more daunting even than summarizing that which appears in the Qurʾan. What I have been calling the “Hadith” refers to collections of books, volume upon volume, that recount the Prophet Muhammad’s sayings and deeds. Shiʿi collections also include narratives concerning the inerrant imams from Muhammad’s progeny, who embody Muhammad’s virtues and have inherited his charisma. Almost any topic imaginable to a premodern person can be found in such Hadith collections, and most of those topics have some relationship with virtue.


Muslims have considered the person of Muhammad to have been the epitome of virtue in no small part because of a number of Qurʾanic imperatives, perhaps most famously: “There is before you, in God’s messenger, an excellent paragon for those who hope in God and in the Last Day and who remember God frequently” (Q 33:21). Muhammad’s character has been summarized perfectly in a statement attributed to his wife ʿĀʾisha (d. 678), who replied to a question about the nature of his character by saying, “Have you not read the Qurʾan? The character of God’s messenger was the Qurʾan.”36 The Qurʾan becomes practical when viewed through the actions, conduct, and character of its messenger. Therefore, for any virtue in Islamic books of ethics, a corresponding hadith can be found locating it in the “custom” or “way” (sunna, henceforth “Sunna”) of Muhammad. Renunciation of the worldly, to give one example, becomes epitomized in Muhammad, who, as a revered community leader, nevertheless “used to eat on the ground and sit as does a slave; he would mend his own sandals and patch his own clothes.”37


WHAT IS “ISLAMIC” PHILOSOPHY?


“Islamic” philosophy is an imagined category. The earliest figures writing philosophy in Arabic were not overwhelmingly Muslim. Indeed, many of the initial translators of Greek texts into Arabic were Christians. Moreover, in subsequent centuries, many non-Muslims took part in debates that constituted a network of shared philosophical questions and positions. For this reason some speak of “Arabic philosophy,” but that gives rise to the problem that philosophers also wrote in other languages; one featured in this book, for example, wrote in Persian.38


This problem, though, exists mainly for those intending to consider this philosophical tradition as a whole. The subject of this book is limited to virtue ethics in a particular Islamic context, in which Muslim readers have made use of ideas conveyed by philosophers and by Sufis. Our authors were self-proclaimed Muslims, and their arguments were disputed and embraced by Muslim theologians, jurists, poets, spiritual guides, and educated individuals without academic specialization. In other words, philosophy was not necessarily “Islamic” in formulation but certainly by reception. Philosophers were not theologians; they were not debating about “God” as presented in scripture, because they avowed to be willing to go wherever reason might take them, even if their conclusions seemed outwardly opposed to scripture. As such, it was existence as a whole that was the topic of their discussion. These philosophers did, however, become a patch in the quilt of Islamic thought, and it is in that way that their debates are considered “Islamic philosophy” here. Nevertheless, one might press matters further: As William Chittick illustrates, a certain shared philosophical worldview did indeed prevail that might be called “Islamic philosophy.” While specifics would certainly differ from philosopher to philosopher, in a general sense this worldview was a profound and comprehensive manner of conceiving of the universe and all phenomena within it as sharing in a descent of meaning from one absolute reality.39 What follows is a very brief summary of the early history of Islamic philosophy, leading up to the time of our authors.


The teachings of the ancient Greeks have an often-ignored history in western Asia. In Syria, Christian philosophers had maintained an interest in philosophical branches of learning, which drew from a longstanding philosophical tradition in Alexandria and which became known to Muslim rulers after the center of their empire shifted to Damascus. Further east and before Islam, the Persian emperor Anūshīrawān, or Chosroes I, founded a school of philosophy around the year 555 CE, welcoming those pagan instructors who fled from Justinian after he closed the School of Athens in 529. That school, founded at Jundīshāpūr near Baghdad (which was to become the capital of the Muslim empire), remained well after Muslim conquerors settled in the land. Those conquerors soon discerned great value in the ancients and their writings, for the most effective means to rule over the various religious and ethnic groups in Iraq and Iran, their geographical “base,” was to maintain the cultural and scientific structures that the Persian Sasanians had once established.40 Thus, with roots in a revival of pre-Islamic Persian ways, translations of Greek texts into Arabic began most noticeably during the reign of the Abbasid caliph Abū Jaʿfar al-Manṣūr (r. 754–75). Aristotle, Plato, Plotinus, Galen, Porphyry, Bryson, and the Stoics, all began to influence Muslim authors via translation.41


For some time the project of philosophy continued to find momentum in a caliph’s political ends. The caliph Abū al-ʿAbbās ʿAbdallāh al-Maʾmūn (r. 813–33) became interested in Greek philosophy in part to establish himself as the heir to ancient Greek wisdom, as opposed to the Christian Byzantines nearby with whom he was at war.42 The caliph also saw philosophy and rational thought in general as a means to suppress the increasingly diverse body of independent Muslim scholars in his empire, caring emphatically little for and even mocking the traditionalist claim that knowledge necessitated a line of transmitters back to Muhammad.43 Al-Maʾmūn, followed by his brother and nephew who succeeded him, used intimidation, imprisonment, and torture to try to cement rationalism in lands under Abbasid control, from 833 to 848. The division between rationalist and traditionalist approaches grew and would last much longer than a mere fifteen years, although many—especially the emerging theological schools—did find ways to make the two sides meet.


The earliest contributors were translators rather than philosophers proper. Perhaps the first known “Muslim philosopher” was Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb ibn Isḥāq al-Kindī (d. after 870), who led a circle of students and translators in Baghdad and who applied Qurʾanic monotheism to the universe as described by the ancient Greeks. Arabic philosophy found its focus and direction in Abū Naṣr Muḥammad al-Fārābī (d. 950–1), who forged Neoplatonic and Aristotelian thought into a new and cohesive system. Al-Fārābī’s interest in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which he recognized as having wider implications for politics, governance, and society, influenced those who came after him. Indeed, the Nicomachean Ethics reached other Muslim philosophers, it seems, most often not through direct translation, but rather through commentaries and interpretations such as those of al-Fārābī.44 A result of al-Kindī’s and al-Fārābī’s writings, which drew from the translations mentioned, was that a distinctive variety of “philosophy” (falsafa) began to take shape in the Arabic language. Although philosophy laid claim to knowledge in all its divisions, the focus here is on ethics.


WHAT IS SUFISM?


Sufism (taṣawwuf) is an Islamic tradition that can be defined perhaps only in a polythetic sense. Traits have come to include allegiance to a spiritual master (shaykh or pīr), formulae of remembrance, practices of renunciation, affiliation with an order that has sacred historical legitimacy, and association with a body of literature. My focus on literary Sufism, the Sufism of manuals, hagiographies, and literary works, reflects a common theme one finds in premodern Islamic texts, namely, that complementary to the tradition of Sufism was a recorded science of Sufism (ʿilm al-taṣawwuf).


Concerning the tradition of Sufism, the phrase “interpreting piety” might best summarize the appearance of numerous devotional communities in the first few centuries of Islam. Ardor for God and renunciation of the worldly were traits that had been observed in the life of Muhammad, and, subsequently, the lives of his companions and those who learned from them. Sufis have retrospectively seen an exemplary and unidentified “Sufism” in this earliest generation, one absolute in its sincerity of intention and in its disregard for using that piety to acquire spiritual rank or social recognition. In such a manner, one of the earlier codifiers of Sufism, Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Ibrāhīm al-Kalābādhī (d. ca. 990), likens the Sufis to the Prophet Muhammad and a group of his followers called the “People of the Bench” (Ahl al-Ṣuffa), who were especially dedicated to God and renounced comfortable clothes, satiating amounts of food, all forms of wealth, and even their own homeland.45 Like others who debated the nature of God, or the nature of knowledge, or law, those who debated the nature of piety often claimed to have the soundest connection to Muhammad and the revelation he received. Sufis saw themselves as distinct from other renunciants and devotees in that they were the consummate heirs to Muhammad’s piety.


At first, interpreters of piety were various, spread out, and unaligned with any particular designation. The ascetic practice of wearing coarse wool (ṣūf) belonged to many, including devout social activists and scholars who had retreated from urban life.46 Once those who lived in Islam’s capital of Baghdad became known for having adopted this practice, they acquired the designation “Ṣūfī,” meaning “wool-wearer.” Even in Baghdad there were vying interpretations of piety; many renounced worldly goods and devoted themselves to piety who would never label themselves “Sufi.” Nevertheless, by the middle of the ninth century, a group known as “the Sufis” could be recognized in Baghdad. This group began to have somewhat cohesive views on the nature of piety, inspiration, and hermeneutics.47 Those who gave shape to these views were figures such as Abū Saʿīd al-Kharrāz (d. 899), Abū al-Ḥusayn Aḥmad al-Nūrī (d. 907–8), and al-Junayd. Other interpretations of piety did indeed exist. Why and how “Sufism” came to absorb many of these non-Sufi interpretations, practices, and even figures is a complex historical topic that will be touched on in Chapter Seven.


Over time, as the concept of a Sufi “master” (shaykh) took hold, institutions were also established, not only places of communal gathering, but Sufi “orders” (ṭarīq/ṭarīqa, plural ṭuruq). Each order became an approach to the theories and practices of drawing nearer to God that traced itself back to the Prophet Muhammad through a line of masters and saints.48 (Unfortunately, in order to limit the scope of this book, these important Sufi practices arise only as they pertain to the discussion of ethics, but Sufi teachers have continuously stressed that practice and ethics are wed inseparably.) Men and women participated and were both pupils and masters, women less often the latter. Major and minor orders appeared throughout Muslim-populated areas. The masters of these orders also became sought after for blessings, famous for piety, and respected by those in power, and even sometimes became power-players.


The science of Sufism—which along with philosophical virtue ethics is the focal point of this book—appears best described by one of its central codifiers, al-Sarrāj. Responding to those who claimed that there was only “outward knowledge of Sharia, as conveyed by the Book [the Qurʾan] and the Sunna” and that the concept of an “inner knowledge” called the “science of Sufism” had no substance, al-Sarrāj does more than defend his tradition. He establishes Sufism as the science of intentions and moral interiority, a science that elucidates signposts and situations in a range of the heart’s spiritual development, parallel to the “science of the heart” that Ghazālī would expand upon a century later.49 As with those who study the outward form of Sharia, those who study inward knowledge rely on the Qurʾan and the Hadith. The Qurʾan mentions that there is a group of people “who discover [the truth]” (Q 4:83). For al-Sarrāj, this “discovered knowledge” (al-ʿilm al-mustanbaṭ) is indeed “the knowledge of the inward, and it is the science of Sufism.”50 The Sufis can look into the Qurʾan, the Hadith, and other sources, and derive insights about the states and stations of the heart because “knowledge is outward (ẓāhir) and inward (bāṭin); the Qurʾan is outward and inward; the Hadith of God’s messenger, blessings be upon him, is outward and inward; and Islam is outward and inward.”51


WHY BOTH PHILOSOPHY AND SUFISM?


As will be seen, when it came to ethics, philosophy and Sufism engaged in interdisciplinary discussion and borrowing, to a great extent. Ghazālī is an excellent case of someone whose ethical program relies on both philosophy and Sufism, even if his epistemological framework is “Sufi.” On the philosophy side, Abū Bakr ibn Ṭufayl (d. 1185–6) and Shihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā al-Suhrawardī (d. 1191) both refer to Sufi unveiling as advanced achievement for the soul. The philosophically minded ethicist al-Tawḥīdī, as well, employs Sufi insights and terms to describe higher spiritual concepts.52 Even the less mystically inclined Abū ʿAlī Ḥusayn ibn Sīnā (d. 1037), or “Avicenna,” uses Sufi terms and metaphors to describe the spiritual training one must undergo before achieving those final stages in which a person “disappears to himself.”53 While Avicenna never labels this sort of training as Sufism, a famous commentator on Avicenna’s text Allusions and Admonitions (al-Ishārāt wa-l-Tanbīhāt) does. That commentator, Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī (d. 1274), describes Avicenna’s mission in “the Stations of the Knowers,” the ninth division of Allusions and Admonitions, as “giving proper order to the Sufi sciences (al-ʿulūm al-ṣūfiyya), in a way that none before him have and no one after him will.”54


In fact, while adhering to two distinct and sometimes competing disciplines, philosophers and certain Sufis borrowed frequently enough from one another for a tradition to come into being called “philosophical Sufism.” Emerging out of the thought of Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 1240), this school produced the major form of theoretical Sufism worldwide.55 Shahab Ahmed has discussed the far-reaching cultural outcomes of this “cosmological re-infrastructuring,” but what matters here is that these two major branches not only contemplated virtue more closely than other branches of Islamic learning, but also at times intermingled and even merged.56


One will find in all the texts discussed that there is a fairly consistent, broad, overarching outline for the progression of ethical concerns: An individual begins with a program of what I will call “humoral ethics,” a way to treat the soul using knowledge about each individual temperament, which is affected by the body. That individual then moves on to a range of practices and discoveries that have different ends. For some philosophers that end is absolutely rational, while for the Sufis that end is super-rational. Regardless, because the higher ethical practices are associated with Sufism in many of these texts, including those of philosophers, I focus my attention on Sufism in the latter half of the book. By placing “philosophical virtue ethics” alongside what will be called “Sufi virtue ethics,” I hope to introduce the reader to traditions of virtue and storytelling that ran through much of Islamic thought. Unfortunately, time and space do not permit an extended discussion that would include ethics as pertaining to the management of the city (“political science”), or even of smaller groups of people such as the family. The focus is mostly on the immediate human self.


WHAT IS “THE POLISHED MIRROR”?


The polished mirror is an image that unites these two ethical traditions, philosophy and Sufism. One finds it mentioned repeatedly as a way to describe a receptive self-perfection, whether that be the perfection of the human intellect, heart, or soul. It tells us that there were similarities in these ethical models, which often relied on symbols of light, reflection, the removal of imperfections, and patterns of emanation. Perhaps the Neoplatonic sympathies of both traditions brought this image to the fore. As Aaron Hughes illustrates, the metaphor of the imagination as a polished mirror appears in the writings of the ancient philosopher Plotinus (d. 270) and aligns with the model of imagination prevalent among Muslim and Jewish philosophers.57


For an example from philosophy, the polished mirror in Avicenna’s writings has noticeably ethical significance. According to Avicenna, the rational soul goes through a process of refinement, trading base character traits for excellent ones and shedding vile habits for noble ones, becoming purified through the knowledge of God. When that is the case, the soul “becomes like a polished mirror upon which are reflected the forms of things as they are in themselves without any distortion,” achieving the ability to reflect all the intelligibles—the pinnacle of human achievement in Avicenna’s philosophy.58 Avicenna also uses this image of the “polished mirror” in a manner reminiscent of Sufi writings, to describe the penultimate stages of the “knower” (al-ʿārif) of “the Real.”59 (This recurring designation, “the Real” or al-Ḥaqq, signifies God in Himself, as the Absolute, abstracted from conceptions of Him and from His relationships to creation. It becomes common among those claiming to have privileged knowledge of God.)


In Sufism, Ibn ʿArabī begins his Bezels of Wisdoms (Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam) by comparing Adam’s capacity for reflecting all of God’s attributes to a “polished mirror.”60 Before him, Ghazālī had famously used the image in the context of comprehending the Qurʾan: “The heart is like a mirror; desires are like rust; and the meanings of the Qurʾan are like forms that appear in that mirror, so that ascetic practice, by extirpating the lower desires, does for the heart what polishing does for a mirror.”61 The trope of the polished mirror elicits an image of ultimate human perfection as a matter of removing deficiencies—as opposed to acquiring the good. This is a common “end” to virtue ethics in both philosophy and Sufism, as will be discussed in Chapter Nine.


HUMORAL ETHICS: THE SCIENTIFIC BACKDROP OF PREMODERN ISLAMIC VIRTUE ETHICS


The reader will also notice an emphasis, especially throughout the first half of the book, on the four humors. To understand the centrality of the humors to premodern ethics, consider by way of analogy the place of psychology in contemporary language. Modern psychology so informs our way of thinking that we have difficulty noticing it humming in the background of our assessments of self and others. Every time we, as Americans or Westerners, think of a moral action as “unhealthy,” we speak in psychological terms. Moreover, phrases such as “Freudian slip,” “inner child,” “anal retentive,” “acting out,” or “OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder)” have become a part of everyday English, even if such usage often does not conform to the phrase’s scientific meaning. Psychology is, after all, for many moderns, an important—if not the most important—standard of measurement for the wellbeing of the human mind and, in many ways, life as a whole.


Premodern Muslim writers inherited a view of the soul–body relationship that was just as influential for them as modern psychology is for us. Their view posited that the human body thrives through a balance of the four humors, the balancing of which also affects one’s psychological states and even one’s dispositions for character. Ethics strove to bring order to imbalances in the soul influenced by the contending forces of the body. This assumed a cosmological pattern of emanation from unity to disunity, perfection to imperfection, such that the observable world revealed mixtures and multiplicities that had their origins in perfection and unity. While not as widely accepted as humoral medicine, alchemy too ensued from theories about a hierarchy of elements, one part of the overarching hierarchy of being. Thus, one often finds alchemical metaphors in writings on virtue ethics.


One might locate original Muslim interest in the ethical implications of the soul–body relationship in the Qurʾan.62 Yet it was in philosophy—especially in the pursuit of health for both body and soul—that the groundwork for “humoral” virtue ethics was laid. Works like Hygienics for Bodies and Souls (Maṣāliḥ al-Abdān wa-l-Anfus), written by a student of al-Kindī named Abū Zayd al-Balkhī (d. 934), treated vices in explicitly medical terms.63 There is also the Spiritual Medicine (al-Ṭibb al-Rūḥānī) of Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Zakariyyā al-Rāzī (d. 925 or 935), or “Rhazes,” as he was known in Latin. While Rhazes was critical of certain core axioms in the theory of humors, he nevertheless saw ethics and medicine as intertwined, having been largely influenced by the ancient philosopher-physician Galen (d. ca. 216).64 Al-Fārābī, like the philosophers studied here, also saw parallels between moral philosophy and medicine.65


An important caveat is that all the virtue ethicists discussed here agree that the major achievements of the soul lie beyond the basic humoral virtue ethics aimed at justice. The loftiest expectations for the human soul, however, even for the Sufis, often assumed a humoral substructure. Thus, this applies not only to Ghazālī, but also to the major Sufi thinker, Ibn ʿArabī. Ibn ʿArabī inherited centuries of insights from Sufi masters about states and stations, and his ethics is a complex web of illuminations about Islamic law and scripture. Yet even he says that “in most cases, the soul is ruled forever by the property of its constitution.”66


STORYTELLING AND VIRTUE ETHICS


Among the common threads that knit together Sufi and philosophical virtue ethics, arguably none is more illuminative than storytelling. After all, the interchange between Sufism and philosophy was often more apparent in storytelling than, say, in specialized treatises, polemical texts, or Qurʾanic commentaries. Allegorical tales—one major example of the phenomenon of storytelling—were a form of writing common to masters of both sciences. Moreover, it seems that Sufis and philosophers, or sometimes those who were Sufi-philosophers, engaged in narrative exercises often motivated by the need to communicate theory and practice in a way more inclusively “human.” Classical Arabic and Persian storytelling allowed abstract ethical theory to materialize as a part of human narratives, daily life, social norms, personal longings, and edifying entertainment. Throughout the book, I will continue to explore adoptions, shared ends, and contrasting premises in Sufism and philosophy using this “common thread,” that is, storytelling as virtue ethics exemplified.


From the beginnings of Islam, storytelling had a central position in Islamic learning, especially moral learning. The premise that righteous conduct could be found in the great figures of the past prevailed not only in the Qurʾan and in pre-Islamic Arabian narratives, but even in the Biblical and extra-Biblical narratives that served as Qurʾanic commentary, as John Renard explains.67 Tales of ancient prophets, such as those told in the collection of Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad Thaʿlabī (d. 1035), presented an audience with models of behavior while also reaffirming the veracity of the Qurʾan, which alludes to details in the lives of those prophets.68 One of the roles of the earliest qāḍī (judge) was not only to administer law, but also to tell stories of those who exemplified worthy character traits, most especially the Prophet Muhammad. Many such judges held a second official position as “storyteller” (qaṣṣ, plural quṣṣāṣ).69 The role that storytellers played in expanding the Hadith corpus was later lamented by scholars of Hadith.70 Yet even collections of Hadith verified as reputable can be treated as literary texts saturated with narrativity.71


Modeling virtue became a pattern adopted by Hadith narrators, philosophers, Sufis, and other Muslim writers. For Sufis especially, models of behavior were and still are an evident part of the tradition. In a seminal study, Vincent Cornell argues that hagiographies (stories of saintly lives) follow patterns of “typification,” a term that describes the way in which institutions acquire identity by directing attention to certain actions by certain representative actors. Concentrating on Sufi sainthood in Morocco, Cornell outlines how the saint’s special relationship with God assumed patterns of moral authority, often through narratives surrounding that saint.72 Idealized behaviors were recorded in hagiographical collections. They then became remembered as historical fact—as real standards. Idealized roles embodied by saints of the imagined past, therefore, “were played by real people in Muslim society.”73 In that way, accounts of the lives of saints (and the lives of saintly philosophers) meld storytelling, history, and virtue to communicate how ethics might be lived.


Muslim ethicists used storytelling of many varieties to convey normative standards of virtue. In fact, the concept of “literature” itself surfaced in an ethical context for Arabic (and Persian) readers. This can be seen in the Arabic word adab, which our authors would have known to mean both a category of “wisdom literature” and “proper conduct.” Adab also included knowledge of the literary arts such as grammar by which one attained such conduct.74 It referred to the specialized training and values of the well-to-do, for whom “literature” and “proper conduct” were inseparable.75 Being able to quote a saying or lines of poetry most apropos to the context at hand; displaying a wide range of knowledge; communicating with grammatical rigor; and exuding both wit and grace in one’s speech, writing, and conduct; these were all signs of the adīb, that is, the person with adab, the “lettered” person. One can see how these qualities came together in the example of al-Tawḥīdī, a polymath versed in philosophy, Sufism, and Islamic law. Al-Tawḥīdī communicates the cardinal social virtue of friendship (ṣadāqa) by means of a letter that not only highlights the grace of his pen, but also relies on narratives about those he knew, narratives that contextualize wisdom about good behavior.76 In Sufism, such “lettered” conduct or adab had special significance, for it affected the way one learned from a master, interacted in spiritual companionship, or cohabitated in lodges.77


Storytelling appears in each chapter of this book in part because contemporary virtue ethicists have made a compelling case that, in the words of Alasdair MacIntyre, “man is in his actions and practice, as well as his fictions, essentially a story-telling animal.”78 MacIntyre argues that only a “narrative selfhood,” in which humans envision their actions and identities within the context of narratives with intelligible ends, will have lasting effects on individuals and societies.79 Both ancient and contemporary virtue ethics take each individual human narrative into account, as opposed to Enlightenment theories that sought to offer universal norms. What is virtuous differs in different circumstances. Unlike axioms, narratives can capture the contextual nature of virtuous and vicious habits and choices. This has led to interest in the study of literature as ethics, or even what might be called “literary ethics.” Literature, according to Martha Nussbaum, can reveal human character, examine “the relevant passions with acute perception,” and offer a picture of “what it means to organize a life in pursuit of what one values.”80 Novels as constructions of human experiences and human striving for good in specific contexts of choice and limitations can convey a lived “Aristotelian ethical thinking.”81


Yet even beyond an Aristotelian framework, narratives seem distinctively able to reveal values, situations, decisions, character, and the relationship between them all. A modern reader might take delight in a novel and might even say that she has “learned” from it because it so often presents events in the moral universe through the prism of an individual’s circumstances, emotions, point of view, and development. Even bad choices or complete moral indifference in narrative form tell us something about the experience of being human, that is, the experience of being in an individual situation with enough universal relevance to merit its being communicated. To include premodern Muslim literary and ethical writings in these discussions expands the scope of the search for lived and situated human experience.82


THE BOOK’S ORGANIZATION


The chapters that follow might be divided into two uneasy halves, one half largely concerning Islamic philosophy (beginning with “humoral ethics”), and the other half largely concerning Sufism. This division is an uneasy one because, as you will see, sometimes the lines between these two sciences are blurred. Certain philosophers held an allegiance to Sufism. Certain Sufis, even those opposed to philosophy, made use of philosophical terms and teachings to make their point. Chapter Ten should be considered a case study that blends together themes mentioned throughout the book within the context of storytelling. In it, preceding discussions are applied to the narrative poetry of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī (d. 1273).


My approach in this book is neither linear nor encyclopedic. A number of major figures are missing to allow more detailed consideration of fewer thinkers. The author, ethical theme, and narrative of each chapter function together as a cognitive window through which I explore related topics. Because I hope for the reader to appreciate ways in which thinkers shared, debated, and developed ideas, I sometimes include materials that might not seem immediately on topic but in fact provide contextual information. In the spirit of this cross-textual approach, sometimes a chapter on a certain thinker includes ethical discussions that arose after that figure’s death and appeared in commentaries. Also for this same reason, in the narrative portions, I do not always include stories by a particular thinker. Those stories might be about that thinker, a commentary on his life or writings. This is so that we might consider how an idea or a figure was received and reinterpreted.


TRANSLITERATION AND TRANSLATION


This book focuses on Arabic and Persian texts, and terms are often shared between writers in both languages. For that reason, I have aimed to have one transliteration scheme for both languages and have modified the transliteration system used by the International Journal of Middle East Studies, so that all Persian names and terms use Arabic consonant equivalents except where those Persian consonants have no such equivalent in classical Arabic.


Finally, all translations of Arabic and Persian texts are my own, unless otherwise indicated. While some texts included have not been translated before, most have, yet I have still translated them anew. This has been done mainly for the sake of terminological and stylistic consistency. For the benefit of the reader, I refer to other translations in the bibliography and in the notes.


NOTES


1 For one version of this hadith, see al-Haythamī, Majmaʿ al-Zawāʾid, p. 8:188. See also Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-Dīn, p. 3:48.14. Line numbers are included for the Iḥyāʾ because the text of this edition is condensed.


2 All dates refer to the Common Era (CE).


3 Plato, Euthyphro, 10a.


4 While “theological voluntarism” is a familiar term for this stance, “theistic subjectivism” more precisely suits its place in theories of value. See Hourani, Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics, p. 59. For a lucid summary of these issues, see Shihadeh, “Theories of Ethical Value in Kalām.”


5 Sophia Vasalou discusses Ibn Taymiyya’s case against these various groups in her Ibn Taymiyya’s Theological Ethics.


6 It would be a mistake to say that the Muʿtazila, or even the rationalists in general, were opposed to revealed law. Rather, Muʿtazilis—such as the eminent ʿAbd al-Jabbār ibn Aḥmad (d. 1025)—held that reason gives us access to universal moral truths, but not to their particular instantiations. See Fakhry, Ethical Theories in Islam, pp. 34–5. Even Aristotle himself admitted that the human ethical endeavor of knowing what is noble and just cannot claim to be too precise an instrument. See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (NE) 1.3, 1094b, pp. 4–5.


7 An argument for the Islamic legal sciences as ethics is made by A. Kevin Reinhart in “Islamic Law as Islamic Ethics.”


8 Hallaq, Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law, pp. 128–32.


9 Fadel, “The True, the Good and the Reasonable,” p. 29.


10 Ibid, pp. 23–4.


11 Ibn Quzmān, Dīwān Ibn Quzmān, pp. 97–8. These are strophes 21 and 22 in zajal no. 20, which occurs on, pp. 92–9. An alternate English translation of this poem (in its entirety) can be found in Monroe, “The Mystery of the Missing Mantle,” pp. 4–12, with a separate verse translation on pp. 42–5.


12 Al-Sayyid Sābiq (d. 2000) explains this using a saying of a famous Ḥanbalī jurist, Muwaffaq al-Dīn ibn Qudāma al-Maqdisī (d. 1223). One can, for example, sell grape juice to a person who makes both wine (a forbidden substance) and vinegar (a permissible one) as long as that buyer “does not utter anything indicating his decision to make wine.” See Sābiq, Fiqh al-Sunna, p. 3:104.


13 The ruling Almoravids favored Mālikī jurists who were perceived as promoting rigid legalism. See Monroe, “The Mystery of the Missing Mantle,” pp. 36–8, as well as Farrin, “Season’s Greetings,” pp. 248–55.


14 Moosa, “Muslim Ethics?” p. 239.


15 This describes when rules clarify and even sometimes simplify an original religious message, but in that process can make mundane “what was originally a call to the extraordinary.” See O’Dea, The Sociology of Religion, p. 94.


16 Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-Dīn, p. 1:3.8.


17 Ibid., pp. 1:6.13, 1:18.8.


18 Ibid., p. 1:18.15. It is not surprising, therefore, that Ghazālī’s books were condemned by many jurists in Almoravid Spain and ordered burned near the time when Ibn Quzmān wrote his adultery-themed zajal. See Farrin, “Season’s Greetings,” p. 262.


19 Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-Dīn, p. 1:19.9. The jurist, for example, declares the ritual prayer (al-ṣalāt) to be valid “even if the person praying was heedless throughout the entire prayer, from beginning to end, his mind busy reckoning his profits from the market,” and even though such prayer “has no benefit in the hereafter.” Ibid., p. 1:19.10.


20 Ibid., pp. 1:24.32, 1:20.17.


21 Ibid., p. 1:20.4.


22 Ibid., p. 1:85.26.


23 Ghazālī also took interest in considering the aims of God’s commands (maqāṣid al-sharīʿa), adjusting positive law to accommodate the needs of believers. This view has had far-reaching significance, especially today. See Gleave, “Maḳāṣid al-Sharīʿa.” A Sufi reading of maqāṣid al-sharīʿa can be found in Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīyya, pp. 1:246–51, as well as 1:742.


24 Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant, pp. 314–18.


25 See Alshaar, Ethics in Islam, pp. 171, 174–5.


26 Khalil, “Contentment, Satisfaction and Good-Pleasure,” p. 372.


27 States and stations are explained in Chapter Eight. “Intention” can be defined in this context as the will behind any thought, action, or omission that is accompanied by an awareness of that will. For a discussion of the varieties of terms (al-nīya, al-hamm, al-irāda, al-shahwa, al-qaṣd, al-ikhtiyār, al-qaḍāʾ, al-ʿināya, and al-mashīʾa) that allow for subtle differences within this definition, see al-Zabīdī (d. 1791), Itḥāf al-Sāda al-Muttaqīn bi-Sharḥ Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-Dīn, pp. 13:69–71.


28 For a consideration of Sufi treatises on character traits as “Sufi ethics,” see Honerkamp, “Sufi Foundations of the Ethics of Social Life in Islam.”


29 Al-Junayd, al-Sirr fī Anfās al-Ṣūfiyya, p. 268.


30 Anṣārī Hirawī, Manāzil al-Sāʾirīn, p. 123, ch. 37.


31 See al-Sarrāj al-Ṭūsī, Kitāb al-Lumaʿ fī al-Taṣawwuf, pp. 24–5. For reference to Muh.ammad ibn ʿAlī al-Qaṣṣāb, also known as Abū Jaʿfar al-Qaṣṣāb al-Baghdādī, see al-Mazīdī, al-Imām al-Junayd, Sayyid al-Ṭāʾifatayn, p. 23.


32 Dividing these ethical approaches into three categories is itself open to criticism because of a seeming lack of precision. See Nussbaum, “Virtue Ethics.”


33 Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” p. 176.


34 While we lack detailed sources for reconstructing philosophical and Sufi thought from the perspective of women in the period under consideration, recent attempts by Rkia Cornell, Laury Silvers, Th. Emil Homerin, and others do much to correct this. See Cornell’s translation and notes on al-Sulamī, Early Sufi Women, as well as Silvers, “Early Pious, Mystic Sufi Women.” See also Homerin’s study and translation of ʿĀʾisha al-Bāʿūniyya’s (d. 1517) The Principles of Sufism.


35 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Suʾāl al-Akhlāq, pp. 85–6. See also Sperl, “Man’s ‘Hollow Core’,” p. 476.


36 Abū Dāwūd al-Azdī al-Sijistānī, Sunan Abī Dāwūd, pp. 1:398–9, no. 1342.


37 This phrase occurs in a sermon attributed to his son-in-law ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib. See al-Sharīf al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāgha, pp. 383–4, no. 158.
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Chapter One




The Humors (al-akhlāṭ) and Character Traits (al-akhlāq) According to the Brethren of Purity



For those of you who, like me, spend time imagining the inner workings of real secret societies, the Brethren of Purity and Friends of Loyalty (Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ wa Khullān al-Wafāʾ) provide much food for thought. The Brethren hid their identities (or the identity of one person posing as many) so carefully that, even after a thousand years, scholars of Islamic intellectual history remain uncertain of their identities. Further kindling the sense of intrigue surrounding the Brethren is their interest in the esoteric sciences, especially magic.1 The idea of secrecy is important when thinking about the ethical dimension of their writings. For the Brethren, knowledge is premised on a sense of worthiness, an elitism that assumes that not everyone has the proper balance of virtues or even the capability for such a balance. Thus, the esoteric or hidden sciences—medicine, alchemy, astrology, and the science of talismans (and magic)—must remain hidden.2 Moreover, related to these sciences is a hierarchical view of the universe. Medicine brings the body’s humors into balance, so that it resembles higher, more balanced forms of being, such as planets. In alchemy, base metals become transubstantiated into a higher one, gold, also by balancing the properties of those metals—cold and wet, versus hot and dry. Astrology and the science of talismans (which often involves the astrological significance of symbols and letters) both presume that the higher, celestial realm directly affects human life. In other words, as the Brethren clarify in their twelfth epistle, all substances in the sublunary realm—whether meteorological, mineral, plant, or animal—become subject to internal incongruity and decay, and must strive for balance.3 Alchemy and ethics both aim at using the principle of balance to convert lower substances, base metals and lower souls, respectively, to the highest, most balanced ones, namely, gold and the intellect.


Ethics, then, as a balancing of human character traits, is a type of alchemical transubstantiation. It aims at human perfection. In fact, the human being’s centermost quality is perfectibility. Human potential outstrips the potential of other creatures, in large part because the human being as presented by the Brethren encompasses the entire universe of perfection—if only the human being endeavors to do so. The human, for the Brethren, is a microcosm. Rather, more accurately, the cosmos is a “macranthrope,” a human of astronomical proportions, as they explain in their sixteenth epistle.4 Thus, ethics allows each human to put the universe back in order, albeit one’s own internal universe, namely, the human self. Fraternities such as that of the Brethren were focused on giving life to this perfection-making process, not only for the individual, but for a larger group of people, indeed anyone who might join them in their vision of the self and the universe. The political side to their approach, namely, that love and friendship might take the place of power and coercion, was based on the idea that humans can live in a natural, harmonious way, like the planets, as opposed to the ruthless way of tyrants, a vicious method of rule beneath even predatory beasts. Because the Brethren were interested in a universal human, they were interested in universal knowledge, which helps explain the vast range of topics they cover. Because of that range of topics, statements about ethics and the cultivation of virtues (like their statements on astrology) appear scattered throughout their writings, placed in the context of other sciences. It is probably on account of the encyclopedic nature of their writings that the Brethren were so widely read, since they were not the authorities of their age in philosophy or the natural sciences.5
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