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INTRODUCTION

Jamal J. Elias



“O Human Beings! We created you male and female and made you into nations and peoples so that you would come to know one another.” (Q49:13)

There are many books introducing the reader to Islam. Many are good; many others leave a great deal to be desired. Some are surveys of the religion in various lengths and levels of complexity. There are also a handful of (expensive) encyclopedias of Islam and Islamic societies, although these are – for the most part – only accessible to readers motivated by desire (or their professors) to visit the research libraries that own such tomes. For all their many strengths, most survey books on Islam suffer on account of their mission as well as the nature of their authorship. An introduction to a religion is obligated to be comprehensive in its coverage and to provide some sort of grand narrative, which inevitably distills complexity into an ordered simplicity and does away with the contradictions that are inherent in abstract umbrella terms like “Islam,” “Islamic,” or “Muslim.” At the same time, the sole authorship of such works – despite the smoothness of prose and narrative that they frequently possess – imparts introductory works with the logical idiosyncrasies of their authors. The alternative, pursued in this volume, is to eschew unity of narrative and of voice in an attempt to preserve the (sometimes contradictory) complexities that are innate to a rich and diverse religion such as Islam.

The study of Islam suffers from a simultaneous fetishization and ghettoization, both problems contributing to the perpetuation of the other. In the North American context, a quick survey of the annual program of the American Academy of Religion (the largest organization dedicated to the academic study of religion in its broadest sense) as well as of major journals on religion makes it manifestly clear that neither Islam as a phenomenon nor theoretical scholarship using Islamic data has firmly established itself in the academic mainstream. By necessity or by design, academic journals and edited volumes continue to lack essays that deal with Islamic subjects, and conferences on the comparative study of religious topics frequently lack specialists discussing Islam in any sustained way. At the same time, papers reflecting a high level of scholarship on Islam are common in specialized journals and conferences such as the American Oriental Society and the Middle East Studies Association of North America. This continued ghettoized study of Islam is both a consequence of and an ongoing contributor to the view that Islam and Muslims are different from other religions and religious peoples in important and insurmountable ways.

It is normal for adherents of specific religions and religious systems to maintain the uniqueness (if not the superiority) of their own tradition and to view their own particularities as somehow more particular than those of others. Certainly, my colleagues teaching Christianity, Judaism, and Hinduism share my frustration with students who insist on maintaining the exceptionalism of their own religion, insisting either on only studying their “true” tradition or else studying everything except it, on the logic that academic study teaches falsehoods or partial truths about their own “true” religion (since other religions are not “true,” according to this logic there is no dilemma in studying them). Similarly – though with less legitimacy, one might argue – it is understandable for scholars of a subject to find their own scholarly interests to be more notable, unique, and fascinating than other subjects; after all, if that were not the case, one would be at pains to justify one’s choice of academic pursuit.

In the case of Islam, however, exceptionalism takes the extreme form of fetishization for a number of historical reasons. As many excellent works have addressed in a variety of ways, Islam and Islamic civilization served as Europe’s counterfoil – its “other” – through much of history, and they continue to do so today, as is evident from global events as well as from the culture wars raging within Europe and North America over the place of Muslims in modern Western societies. And although European Christians did not serve as the “other” in the same way through most of Islamic history – such that even the crusades were tangential and largely ignored events for most Muslims of the time – modern Muslims have come to view themselves in the context of a civilizational competition mirroring that found in the West. As such, Muslims frequently see themselves and their religion as radically different from all others (not just Christianity and Judaism) and argue for the impossibility of achieving an acceptable understanding of Islam unless one studies the religion on and through its own terms. Except in the very specific context of interfaith dialogue, Muslim notions of individualism, society, and the relationship to God are presented by many Muslims as well as non-Muslim commentators as radically different from their non-Islamic counterparts, necessitating an approach to the study of Islam that is different from that of other religions. By this logic, Islamic technical terms are untranslatable, and the mechanisms of Islamic thought and society are distinct from all others.

This book is an attempt to refute claims of Islamic exceptionalism while simultaneously highlighting distinctive aspects of Islam through nineteen essays written by a wide range of scholars. It is neither intended as a dictionary or glossary of important terms dealing with Islam, nor a partial encyclopedia. Rather, in the words of Raymond Williams, whose influence on the project’s conception is apparent from the title itself, this is “the record of an inquiry into a vocabulary: a shared body of words and meanings in our most general discussions, in English, of the practices and institutions” of a religion. Put differently, this volume is premised on the belief that Islam and Muslims are sufficiently part of a wider world, both global as well as academic, that they can be written about and studied in the vocabulary of that wider world rather than the vernacular of their own internal processes and history.

No collection of terms in a book of this sort or, for that matter, in a dictionary, encyclopedia, glossary, or index, is ever ideologically neutral. Inevitably, it reflects the prejudices and priorities of the person responsible for creating the list, soliciting the contributors and, ultimately, of those individual authors themselves. The key themes in this volume have been selected by the editor, in consultation with others, with the goal of exploring how conceptually important, widely used words in the English language apply to the study and discussion of the Islamic world. The choice of using common English words is critical, since it connotes a different set of priorities and purposes for this book than it would have possessed had the themes been chosen from a list of what might be called “Islamic” terms. Indeed, it would be easy to come up with just such a list using Arabic words, of which many have made their way into English dictionaries and common educated speech: Allah, fiqh, hadith, iman, islam, jihad, kitab, mithaq, nabi, qadr, Qur’an, salat, shari‘a, sufi, sunna, tawhid, and umma come immediately to mind. Another way of conceiving of such a collection of terms would be with English language words that deal directly with things Islamic or (conceived more broadly) things religious that are relevant to Islam and Muslims. Such a list might have terms such as revelation, prophethood (as distinct from prophecy, which appears in this book), prayer, fasting, alms-giving, judgment, and so on. The shortcoming of lists of this sort is that they function more as glossaries or sets of definitions. In so doing, they promise a kind of comprehensiveness implicit in all collections of definitions: by their very nature, they suggest that the reader will be granted comprehensive knowledge of the subject matter solely by dint of having read the entire list.

As with any collection of terms such as those appearing in this book, there are other key themes that could have been included. The constraints of space and time have limited us to these nineteen; one can think of several others that would deserve a place in a somewhat longer collection, among them love, person, place, power, sex, space, and time. No doubt, individual readers will have their own ideas about which terms should have been included at the cost of ones found in this book. The final list of nineteen has been arrived at through a process of collection and narrowing down, which began with thinking in clusters of themes or terms reminiscent of the process used by Williams in his Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society,1 with the obvious difference that his influential book contained many more terms with much shorter descriptions. Thus, in the process of coming up with the thematic essays for this book, the term “power” brought immediately to mind an entire cluster of terms including “authority,” “law,” “prophecy,” and “institution,” the last of which brought to mind “culture” and “community” – among a long series of other terms. “Community,” in turn, seems thematically related to “history” (which is related to “time”) as well as to “individual,” which brings to mind “body,” “gender,” and “person.” The growth, splitting, and reconnection of these clusters of themes resulted in a pattern according to which the editor decided which keywords were most crucial to provide the broadest and most relevant treatment of Islam.

I describe the system by which themes were selected at the risk of having potential readers doubt the value of this work as a comprehensive introduction to Islam. Nonetheless, the process helps underline a message fundamental to this book: that it is impossible to summarize satisfactorily the breadth and depth of Islam and Muslims in a few hundred pages placed between two covers. The selection of vital and wide-ranging keywords as the subjects of thematic essays written by a wide range of specialists on the study of Islam provides the best possibility of conveying not just the breadth of Islamic civilization across time and cultures, but also the range of scholarly methods and expertise that pertain to it. The keywords selected for these thematic essays are significant in three senses: “they are significant, binding words in certain activities and their interpretation; they are significant, indicative words in certain forms of thought;” and lastly (in addition to the two significances quoted from Williams) they are significant for the place they occupy in the study of religion and culture, and for their ability to explore Islam – its history, society, and thought – within the rubric of key themes.

With this pattern of diversity as a goal, each individual author has been free to approach the theme about which he or she is writing in any fashion of his or her choosing. Though varying widely in approach and style, the essays are united in their treatment of the keywords as themes that are not only interesting in their origins – their historical and cultural etymology – but also in the subsequent variation of meanings as they pertain to Islam and Muslims.

NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Every attempt has been made to make this volume accessible to readers with no prior knowledge of Islam or the technical terms associated with its study. It is impossible, however, to write a book about a vast subject that has existed for a millennium and a half outside the domain of English without being forced to resort to foreign words on occasion. Important terms, especially those that repeat themselves across essays, are listed in a glossary. Others are explained briefly when they are used. A simple system of transliteration is employed throughout the book with no distinction made between short and long vowels or similar-sounding consonants in Arabic, Persian, Urdu, or other languages that use the Arabic alphabet. The Arabic letters ‘ayn (as in ‘Ali) and hamza (as in Qur’an) have been included. Languages such as Turkish, which are written in the Latin script, are presented using their standard modern orthography.
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ART
Kishwar Rizvi


ON CONTEXTS LOST AND FOUND

I began writing this essay while conducting research in Berlin, Germany. I thought about the subject of Islamic art and its history as I walked through the gates of the Mshatta façade (a palace originally in Jordan), and while gazing at the monumental Diez albums (consisting of drawings and paintings from the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Ilkhanid period in Iran). The decontextualized objects in the Pergamon Museum (Museum of Islamic Art) and the State Library of Berlin, respectively, were potent reminders that much of the modern discourse on the arts of the Islamic world is situated in the Western hemisphere.1 My sense of Babylonian confusion was not just owing to the experience of passing through the Assyrian Ishtar gates (also in the Pergamon Museum), nor through the negotiations undertaken in English, German, and Turkish that were part of my daily routine as I studied a Persian manuscript. The displacement in time is certainly one that most historians suffer, but the frustration of handling illustrated pages ripped out from books and of trying to read signatures and seals smudged and erased in the process of being sold to collectors and museums, makes the disjunction all the more difficult. It is particularly difficult when today the places where these works of art and architecture were originally made are in varying degrees of political apathy and self-destruction. Thus this essay was conceived through a disjunctive condition, one that forces me to question the role of language, culture, and modernity in the writing and studying of art in the Islamic world.

* * *

A definition of terms is immediately necessary. The question of what is Islamic art has been considered frequently and there are as many “sets” within which it can be placed as there are scholars writing about it. I consider the subject to contain works of art and architecture created by communities that identified with the religious praxis of Islam or were under the political influence of Muslim governments.2 Thus one could include in such a comprehensive survey Hindu artists working in Mughal ateliers in Lahore, as well as contemporary mosques commissioned by Muslim communities in London. In the interest of economy I use an umbrella term, “Islamic Art,” to include the arts of depiction, calligraphy, and architecture in a variety of media.3 However, academics and practitioners at the beginning of the twenty-first century remain at a loss to define with any clarity, let alone unity, what may be the best strategies for understanding the multiple phenomena that may be gathered under the aegis of an Islamic art and its history.

The aim of this essay is to present Islamic art, but not through generalizations or overarching theories. Rather I would like to comment on certain issues that may be considered as exemplary. As previous scholars have noted, among the most interesting features of Islamic communities is their appropriation of forms and ideas from the various political and religious others with whom they came in contact. While searching for sources for Islamic art is an important exercise, it can sometimes be as esoteric a task as looking for uniqueness in the very subject. Another aspect that has been commonly noted is the diversity of the Islamic world and, by extension, the cultural artifacts produced in varying regions and at different historical periods. The contention of this essay is that works of art must be viewed not through generalizations alone, but through the particularities of their contexts, such as history and patronage, as well as on their own terms, that is through considerations of materiality and artistic intentionality.

SOME TRUISMS

Artistic production, by an individual or a group, is determined by numerous factors ranging from the practical to the arcane. Its definition is never static and neither are the categories that are meant to limit or characterize it. In the case of a religion spanning almost two millennia and encompassing almost every part of the globe, the question of “what is Islamic art” is particularly problematic. At the risk of contradicting myself, I would like to point to some truisms, with the caveat that their vagueness may render them anecdotal. Nonetheless, the following observations may serve as bases for the discussions that follow in which I will turn to more detailed critiques.

For most pre- and early modern societies, the arts of calligraphy were given the highest attention, at least in their representation in historical texts and literary anthologies. Starting with works attributed to ‘Ali bin Abi Talib (d. c. 661), the calligraphy of great masters such as Ibn Bawab (d. 1022) and Yaqut al-Mutasami (d. 1298) was studied, imitated, and emulated. Scholars have written on the importance of textual representation in Islamic art, owing to its associations with the divine words of God collected in the Qur’an.4 In addition, the intellectual climate of many of the courts that supported this art was one that valued literary excellence – thus poetry as well as Qur’anic verses were inscribed by the most esteemed calligraphers. Writing skillfully was considered by some as an act of devotion that brought the practitioner closer to God. Beautiful handwriting was also equated to high moral standing, the handwriting acting as an index of the practitioner’s character.

Calligraphers would compose illustrated manuscripts as well as design monumental epigraphy to be placed on buildings commissioned by the patron. The writing of calligraphy was a nuanced and complex undertaking in which shifting scales and functions defined the manner in which the works would be used and perceived. The artifacts on which the art was displayed, be they books or buildings, were valued for their beauty and for the skill of the master who had designed them. Yet, although often praised for technical finesse, the calligraphy was not simply a stringing together of words, but a well-thought-out endeavor in which the interaction between the reader, the calligrapher, and the object itself was one of intricate cultural negotiations and aesthetic choices.5

Works of art are powerful reminders of social complexity and caution us to look more closely at the objects themselves for clues to unraveling dogmatic ideologies and too-simple assumptions about religiosity. An obvious example is the existence of figurative art, despite discouragement in the form of prophetic traditions, or hadith. Although the traditions were often evoked in periods of aniconism and used to make the case for the destruction of works of art and science, the existence of a multitude of examples – from the earliest years of Islam until the present day – is a forceful argument for a more nuanced view of polemics and popular tradition.6

Illustrated manuscripts were important sources of knowledge and visual pleasure. Subjects such as astronomy and medicine, inherited from the Greek classical traditions, were followed by political, religious, and epic history in which the world was represented through the lens of imperial patronage. The complex nature of book production was evidenced in the manner in which calligraphers, painters, embellishers, and binders, among other skilled men, came together in what would be the imperial atelier or workshop (kitabkhana).7 In every book a conscious dialogue was underway with past masters, texts, and images. Although art historians often look for archaism or innovation in such works, it is perhaps more useful to move beyond simply recognizing these attitudes to discussing the motivation behind the choices made. The criteria of judging manuscripts, whether illustrated or not, were thus dependent on the particularities of the court and the historical moment in which they were produced.

Architecture is the most visible and widespread of the Islamic arts. Owing to the functional nature of its program and its rich symbolic potential, it incorporates simultaneously the idiosyncratic as well as the stereotypical. That is, a madrasa may be similar to others of its type in formal terms, but given the particularities of the piety that was enacted therein, it could be distinguished through numerous subtle and obvious ways. For example, it may be courtyard-centered like others in the region but its size and embellishment could convey important information about its significance to the community for whom it was built. The texts above the doors, windows, portals, and cornices would be inscribed with Qur’anic verses, some referencing its role as a place of study while others pointing to the specific school of theology espoused by the teachers. The texts may also include the names of patrons and builders, literally framing the structure with their ambitions and aspirations. These same facets could speak of social and religious exclusions, while at the same time making use of forms and techniques shared by other buildings of the time, be they secular or religious.

While deluxe books and precious wares were often restricted to courts and treasuries, architecture was built with a broader mandate. Palaces that were enclosed in citadels or situated in remote pastoral landscapes were themselves miniature cities that needed a diverse support system; in and around them would be incorporated mosques and mausolea, as well as large kitchens and housing for servants. Thus while the patrons of imperial architecture were from elite and wealthy circles, those who used the spaces were not always as privileged. Interestingly, it is not the palaces that have survived over time, but rather buildings made explicitly for public use, such as mosques and commemorative shrines. The practice of waqf, or perpetual endowment, that is at the heart of Islamic charity, assured that such institutions (for they were complex social and spatial aggregates) would enjoy prosperity and longevity.

Religious belief and practice defined much of what we identify as Islamic art. Yet seldom is Islamic art studied in relation to Islam – as practice or philosophy. Rather, it is seen as an intellectually edifying project, to be studied through post-European Enlightenment criteria of valuation and judgment. Such criteria, which include the individualism of the artist and the originality and authenticity of the work itself, are not always relevant to objects and buildings created for and in Muslim communities. It is rarely questioned why a historic building, for example, that is in constant use since its foundation and thus rebuilt every few years is seen as less of a work of art than an empty, if well-preserved, structure that has not been in use for centuries. The pre-eminence given to the “age-value” of objects, regardless of their value for the populations that use them today, defines one of the deep limitations of the scholarship on Islamic art.8 The point is not to state that older artifacts should not be preserved, but rather to suggest that the parameters for valuation be extended to include contemporary works of art that are responsive to current issues in both elite and populist public spheres.

What follows is a review of some of the methods that have been employed over the course of the last century, highlighting the most recent scholarship and offering some suggestions for further developing the study of Islamic art. Interspersed in this discussion will be consideration of works that best define the issues at stake, an approach that, I hope, will provide insight on the subject of Islamic art as well as the ways in which it has been studied at the time of production as well as in the present day.9 Recent scholarship attests that studies conducted through varied disciplinary locations add and enrich the whole complex of what may be considered the history of Islamic art. A primary concern for those writing about Islamic art in recent years has been to find a site where the material may have the most suitable intellectual companionship; that is, owing to the multi-disciplinary nature of much of art historical inquiry, does the subject belong in departments of history, religion, or anthropology; or Near Eastern and South Asian cultures and civilizations; or in departments of the history of art and architecture?10 As the discussion in this essay hopes to attest, inclusions and dialogue between fields are sources of intellectual and methodological enrichment that serve as models for future scholarship.

ON DIVERSITY IN SPACE AND TIME

Entry into the subject of art in Islam could be found through various means – the discussion could begin with the texts of Plato or Ibn al-‘Arabi or Mohammad Arkoun; the architecture cited could include the citadel in Cairo or the Taj Mahal mausoleum in Agra or the Ahmadiyya mosque in Berlin; the visual arts could be linked with Manichaean manuscripts from the ninth century, Jesuit art of the seventeenth century, or poster art of the Cuban revolution of the twentieth century. Bred into the study of Islamic art is the uncertainty that such a field exists, as witnessed by recent articles and books that profess to give hints to what it is and the many ways that it may be categorized and studied.11 The setting of limits has traditionally been the way in which Islamic art has been characterized, based primarily on temporal and geographical exclusions. For example, although most surveys celebrate the regional breadth and historical depth of Islamic art and culture, major centers of production, say in Africa and South East Asia, are omitted. Furthermore, the histories of those that are included end in the eighteenth century, suggesting that modern colonial and nationalist art cannot be included in the more “traditional” categories.

There is an unquestioned and implicit belief in a unity in Islamic art, earlier manifested through the study of forms, and more recently in the assertion of a shared cultural heritage. What, one may ask, is the common thread between a brocade fashioned for a Fatimid caliph (tenth-century Egypt) and an Anatolian prayer rug (nineteenth-century Turkey), other than the shared medium? Taken further, what would be the connection between either of these objects and an illuminated Ilkhanid Qur’an (fourteenth-century Iran)? How can one begin to describe a history in the absence of a focal point in which to begin the writing of that history? Whose manner of writing shall I adopt; whose voice shall gain precedence? Should I write of the Andalusian poet who described the great palace of Alhambra or the Iranian chronicler who described the miracles enacted at the thresholds of a shrine’s kitchen? Shall I, too, describe the great domes of Ottoman mosques or the water cascading through a Mughal garden? What would be the effect of these ruminations?

The aim is not to find parallels between any regionally and historically disparate works of art (some may even question whether the term art is appropriate), but to begin by questioning why they could all simultaneously allow us access into a world breaching almost two millennia and five continents. There are certainly moments in history when one can assert a common language of Islamic culture – for example, the thirteenth century onward in the lands encompassing Turkey, Iran, and South Asia was a time when the Persian language provided a unifying court culture, with direct implications for artistic production. Yet the local particularities are far greater and make the general observations banal, if necessary.

As the diversity of the regions and works of arts produced therein attest, finding homogeneity in Islam and the arts is an elusive goal. In fact the very idea of an “Islamic” qualifier in the context of such a history is itself not unproblematic. If we assume that works of art are primarily products that are made in response to the particularities of history and geography, religious and social identity, patronage and individual creativity, it is important to acknowledge a similar dynamism in the very notion of “Islam” itself. Even if taken within a particular geographic and historical timeframe, it is not necessarily the case that any one interpretation of Islamic culture could be put forward. Take for example, early seventeenth-century Lahore, one of the capitals of the Mughal Empire, where the architecture of the imperial palace simultaneously echoed sites of Hindu worship and imitated Catholic devotional imagery.12 Later in the century, the largest mosque would be built across from the palace, a symbolic presence in the city made famous by the shrine of the eleventh-century mystic Hujwiri, as well as the nearby temple for the founder of the Sikh faith, Guru Nanak (d. 1539). Heterogeneity and ambiguity is at the heart of what is understood to be Islamic art and the cultures that produced it.


A BRIEF EXCURSION THROUGH THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

The assumption of a cultural, religious, or artistic homogeneity in Islam has its roots in Orientalist scholarship from as early as the eighteenth century, when European writers sought to understand the religion of their close neighbors through the lens of Enlightenment rationalism.13 Political rivalries and religious ideologies often collapsed into a single discourse that simultaneously admired and denigrated the religion of the “Mahometans.”14 It was not until the nineteenth century, however, that the arts were studied on their own terms, paralleling the development of an autonomous field of art history in European academies.15 The close association of the discipline with issues of connoisseurship was well timed, for it was also the peak of European colonialism which gave the rulers’ historians and archeologists access to sites in the Middle East and South Asia, as well as unlimited power to displace and document them. The frenzy for collecting Islamic art was supplemented by weakened political structures and the increasing influence of European (and later American) museums and collectors.16

The modern study of Islamic art, mostly observed from outside the centers where the cultures flourished, was developed in the early twentieth century by European academics and museum curators who published extensive surveys and catalogs documenting paintings, architecture, and “minor” arts such as ceramics and textiles. The inclusion of ritual objects such as ewers, candlesticks, and prayer rugs into these catalogs was unquestioned, as was the designation “art” to objects where it was never intended. It was not simply for lack of knowledge alone – historical texts in indigenous languages were seldom consulted – that the hierarchies within particular cultural entities were ignored. Islamic art was simply overlaid with the categories of Western art, no matter how ill-fitting the match may have been; that is, it was divided into disciplinary categories that did not reflect values established within the cultures that produced the work.

The difficulty modern scholars have had in studying Islamic art has been primarily through a reluctance to discard an outlook based on the Western canon.17 Thus the bemoaned absence of treatises on architecture, such as by Alberti (d. 1472), although numerous literary texts exist that provide insight into the evaluation of architectural forms; hence also the bemoaned absence of an “art historian” of the likes of Vasari (d. 1574), although the tradition of anthologizing poets and literati had existed from the earliest years of Islamic rule. Calligraphers, painters, and architects were included in such lists, the most well known one being that of the Safavid courtier Qazi Ahmad Qummi, compiled in 1606.18 Comparison with the attitudes toward art by Italian humanists such as those cited above are not entirely fruitful (often even within the context of pre-Renaissance European) as they presume a singular method for understanding and appreciating all art – regardless of religious, intellectual, and social differences. In comparison with European standards of art making, Islamic art also suffers on formal terms. Scholars in the earlier years of the twentieth century noted the lack of perspective in paintings and the corresponding flattening as signs of a “primitive” and “simple” visual aesthetic – the architecture was one of decorative surfaces but not “sophisticated” planar design, the epitome of Renaissance architecture; the “Islamic city” was a disorderly hodgepodge of buildings, reflecting the “irrationality” of the inhabitants.

Just as Arabic, Persian, Ottoman, and Urdu poetry builds on precedents, the arts of calligraphy, painting, and architecture relied on previously established forms. There may be similar illustrations of events such as the enthronement of a monarch or the meeting of Layla and Majnun in the desert, whether the manuscript was illustrated in the fifteenth century or the seventeenth; or whether it was commissioned in Herat or Istanbul. Rather than being static repetitions, they were ever-changing permutations that remained in dialogue with past and present works. Yet, in the hands of Orientalist scholars, such works were studied for their beauty but damned for their dependence on precedents and seen as lacking in individuality or creativity beyond the skillful manipulation of techniques.

Lavish exhibitions and monumental survey catalogs were often underwritten by governmental entities. Early Muslim Architecture by K. A. C. Creswell (1932–1940) and A Survey of Persian Art from Prehistoric Times to the Present by A. U. Pope and Phyllis Ackerman (1938–1939) were both dedicated to their patrons, King Fu‘ad of Egypt and Riza Shah Pahlavi of Iran, respectively.19 The case of Iran is of particular importance as the construction of a “Persian” art history was undertaken with great vigor by numerous scholars and politicians in a way that had an enormous impact on the valuations of all works of Islamic art. Arthur Upham Pope was the foremost proponent of the idea of an Iranian artistic heritage that spanned millennia, from the dawn of civilization until the twentieth century. In theses proposed with his collaborators on the Survey, this history was evidence of an unbroken, if sometimes compromised, cultural identity, which was a cut above that of its neighboring Arab, Turkish, and Indian counterparts. European, American, and Iranian scholars and politicians saw the potential in propagating a “national” identity through cultural and artistic artifacts.20 Ideas of Iranian racial and ethnic superiority, founded in nationalist ideologies, would influence the manner in which Islamic art was conceived, a tendency that has currency up until the present day.21

Two parallel representations of Islamic art history had emerged by the mid-twentieth century. The first was constructed through the methods of nineteenth-century formalist art historiography and the second served in the making of nationalist discourses in the early twentieth century. A third representation, a consequence of changes in the field of art history as well as the growing corpus of material evidence, has been to look at Islamic art from within its own social, historical, and religious contexts. Although access to languages such as Arabic and Persian had been available to many earlier scholars, it was not until the 1970s that texts were utilized in sophisticated ways to gain insight into the cultures within which Islamic art was produced.

ON TRENDS THEREAFTER

Over the course of the twentieth century numerous points of view have been expressed in the study of Islamic art, ranging from nationalist arguments of authenticity, academic searches for origins and typologies, histories of patronage, and investigation into the corporate nature of art production (such as workshops and guilds). Many of these methods are interspersed with assertions of the “spiritual dimension” of Islamic art through the invocation of universalist philosophy, Sufi mysticism, and visual abstraction. Three primary methods define these studies, namely the materialist/formalist, spiritualist, and historical approaches to art history. The following discussions focus on representative issues that exemplify these approaches and on the particularities that distinguish them from each other.

The materialist/formalist approach is one in which the object (be it architecture, painting, or portable ware) is studied through its material properties and modes of manufacture. Styles are classified and particular “hands” categorized, often in order to evaluate and authenticate the works analyzed.22 Recent scholars have continued this method of viewing Islamic art by now focusing on themes that purport to create newer, if not more effective, systems of classification.23 For example, a recent book on “Persian” art includes works of “Pre-Islamic Painting of the Iranian Peoples” as well as the nineteenth century, and focuses on recurrent themes, such as “Fighting and Feasting” and “Figural Types.”24 Such a study reduces the paintings to sets of affinities and approximations without providing insight on any one of them.25 Would it not be more useful to consider a story or even an image within the culture and time period it was created?

For example, the story of Layla and Majnun, originally written in Arabic, has been popularly illustrated in different poetic manuscripts and in varying sites and time periods. The story revolves around the unfortunate Layla and her cousin Qays, who fall in love, yet are kept separate from each other by their families. Qays is filled with grief and longing, to the extent that he retires to the desert as a crazed hermit (hence his title majnun, Arabic for “madman”). Among the most renowned literary renditions is in the Khamsa (quintet) of Nizami Ganjavi (d. 1207), who describes the tragedy in verses filled with pathos and longing.26 Nizami’s Khamsa was very popular during the Timurid period, as a source of imitation by other prominent poets (such as Abd ar-Rahman Jami, d. 1492), but also as a richly imagined text appropriate for visual interpretation.

Illustrated versions of the Khamsa focus on events related to the stories, such as Layla and Majnun at school, Majnun’s wandering in the desert, and the death of the two lovers. The episodes are depicted in starkly different manners in, for example, a manuscript from 1494 painted in the Timurid court of Herat and one painted for the Mughal court in 1595. The 1494 image is a sparsely composed page, the right margin of which appears to wander off, following the contours of a stream that flows down from the top of the page.27 It illustrates Majnun meeting his uncle Salim in a desert, the setting depicted by the golden-yellow background and the sparse vegetation on the fringes of the stream. Wild beasts such as lions and antelopes cover the larger portion of the picture surface. There are three couplets on the top right-hand corner of the page, the text inscribed in a rectangular box that sets them apart from the image. The verses describe Salim laying down food for Majnun – who does not eat a single morsel – and asking him how he survives despite tormenting his body through such starvation. Majnun’s emaciated state is apparent in his gaunt figure, with bare chest and thin arms sticking out from a simple blue cape. In contrast, Salim is well appointed in a bright red coat and a large turban. The contrast between the figures is clearly evoked, as is the interesting relationship between their postures, which are mirrored. The text and image complement each other in this example, illustrating a moment in the narrative that depicts Majnun’s self-denial and spiritual purity.28

The second example was produced in 1595 for the Mughal emperor Akbar, in India.29 Here the artist shows Layla and Majnun together, yet their long-awaited meeting is an overwhelming and painful one. There is no text on this page, but the drama is intense, as the lovers swoon away from each other, the picture plane itself cleaving as though to reflect their agony. The painting is divided in half by a massive and verdant tree under which the lovers have met. At its base are two intertwined cypresses (representing paradisal themes), symbolic of their love and also the esoteric dimensions of the story. Rich with references and fecund with life, the painting literally crawls with creatures of the earth, the air and the sea. This is not the desert of Arabia, the original setting of the story that the earlier painting evoked, but the jungles of India. Art historians have acknowledged that paintings from Akbar’s reign were often inspired by Indic tales and modes of representation, whether Hindu or Muslim, and are imbued with action and drama. The sympathetic inclusion of local elements was in keeping with the Zeitgeist of the time, in which experiments were being made in social and political hybridity, as well as in the arts of depiction. As these examples show, although given the same “theme” and within the broader iconography of Persianate painting, close analysis reveals enticing and important details that situate the paintings in very different historical and artistic contexts.30

The study of complete manuscripts, or what has remained of them, has borne fruit through the labors of recent scholars. An important and early example is the collaborative work by the art historian Stuart Cary Welch and the historian Martin B. Dickson, in which the authors focused their individual expertise on the Shahnama-yi Shahi (Imperial Epic of Kings), the text composed in 1010 by Abul Qasim Firdawsi.31 The manuscript they focus on was completed during the reign of the Safavid Shah Tahmasb (d. 1576) and comprises of paintings by some of the most interesting artists of the time, such as Mir Sayyid ‘Ali and Abd al-Samad, both of whom migrated from Iran to the Mughal court in India later in their careers. The Welch and Dickson compilation, while useful in bringing together all the paintings, pays little attention to the text or to the contexts within which the manuscript was commissioned. In 1568 it was gifted by Shah Tahmasb to the Ottoman Sultan, Selim II, a move that has been interpreted by art historians as reflecting the Shah’s public vows of repentance, even though the arts of depiction were not included in these prohibitions.32 A close examination of the political relationships between the Safavids and Ottomans at this moment in history would shed light on Tahmasb’s motivations, as would a theoretical analysis of gifts and gifting during the early modern period itself. That is, what were the implications, cultural and political, not only of the making of the grand Shahnamayi Shahi, but of its role as an imperial gift?33 What was the response and reception of the book in the new setting, and how would it be seen by rival Ottoman courtiers and artists?34

More successful than the 1981 monograph was a study produced sixteen years later by Marianna Shreve Simpson, with contributions by Massumeh Farhad. This book is a study of the Haft Awrang (Seven Thrones) of Jami (a poem composed between 1468 and 1485), copied and illustrated for the Safavid prince Ibrahim Mirza over the years 1556–1565, and known as the “Freer Jami.”35 In an attempt to move away from the previously employed method of connoisseurship to evaluate the paintings, the authors attempt to understand the multiple contexts of its making,



including [its] relation to other deluxe manuscripts of the Safavid period, in relation to other codices owned by or associated with Sultan Ibrahim Mirza, in relation to other works made by the artists to whom the prince entrusted the Jami commission, and in relation to other illustrated copies of the Haft Awrang. As with the examination of the Freer Jami [manuscript] itself, the study of these and other relationships depends on a combination of codicological, literary, historical, and art-historical methods.36

Thus, what we get in this study are intricate and thoughtful layers that point to the multivalent nature of a complex project in which literature and art are skillfully combined.

The spiritualist approach has its roots in the works of Orientalist philosophers like Henri Corbin and Titus Burckhardt.37 Their successors, such as S. Hossein Nasr, look to mysticism as a source for understanding aesthetic and esoteric aspects of art and architecture.38 In this approach the object is considered as representative of religious and philosophical dimensions of Islam, regardless of their historical or cultural specificity. The studies focus on the complexity of geometric form, for example, in order to indicate parallel complexities in the intellectual climate that produced them. Spiritualist approaches, while often rooted in pre-modern texts, tend to apply theories from outside art history on to the works of art, regardless of their relevance. As one recent scholar, Samer Akkach, has written, he aims to



use [emphasis mine] architecture to make the reader aware of certain patterns of thought within the pre-modern Islamic tradition, instead of the normal scenarios where conceptual patterns are constructed to explain the nature and particularity of architecture. This has two advantages: first, shifting the focus away from architecture itself liberates architectural forms from the burden of historicity and causal interpretation, that is, finding causes (including meanings) to explain formal qualities; second, it enables one to access a wider spectrum of literary material, breaks disciplinary boundaries, and unfolds new interpretations. This approach tends to emphasize the cogency and significance of the constructed narratives, whereby architecture becomes a suitable tool to understand the working of a pre-modern spatial sensibility and its coherent cosmology.39

Beyond the problematic disregard for historical or formal specificity, the main difficulty in such an approach is its disregard for the medium itself, be it architecture or any other form of Islamic art. By removing the role of the patron or the maker, that is, by assigning them a “will” that is generic, generalized, and undocumented, the spiritualist approach provides little insight into what gives life to any work of art – that is, human creativity. For example, Akkach focuses on “the architectural order” of space by analyzing the circular form, which he finds in the roof of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, the mosque of Ibn Tulun in Cairo, and the ablution fountain of the mosque of Sultan Hasan in Cairo.40 The dome has been considered a powerful symbolic feature by numerous architectural historians studying other cultures and geographic regions, many of whom have drawn parallels with the “Dome of Heaven” in the Christian and Roman traditions.41 Thus one may ask what is specific about the form in the context of Islam? What, one may wonder, are the parallels between the three domes, but for their form? Choosing buildings associated with religious praxis is particularly deceptive, since some of the best-known domes belong to palaces, such as the Hasht Behest pavilion in Isfahan.

The historical approach is one in which the object is studied within a chronologically determined timeframe and viewed as responsive to political and social dynamics. Multiple factors shape the patronage and production of the arts, such as economics, technology, and perhaps even fashion. In studying art and history in synchrony with such factors highlights its role as a cultural product, through the study of which one may gain insight into a society at a particular moment in time. Thus, a focus on historical specificity characterizes this work, but does not exclude considerations of form, culture, or religion. The “burden of history” is one borne with great efficacy by Oleg Grabar, who wrote the introduction to the inaugural volume of the journal Muqarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture of the Islamic World, of which he was the editor.42 In this essay, he outlines some obligations for the historians of Islamic art, which include the use of primary texts, the perusal of which “brings out questions or information pertinent to the history of the arts.” He continues that “still another obligation of art-historical research is to set up problems and pose questions for cultural and literary historians,” an important point in which the author situates art alongside disciplines that put emphasis on material and literary culture.43 The following examples take as a starting point Grabar’s historical approach and may be seen as representative of current methods in the scholarship.

ON SOME METHODS THAT SHED NEW LIGHT ON OLD WORKS

A sophisticated engagement with texts distinguishes the work of numerous scholars, exemplified by the work of Oya Pancaroglu, who has analyzed the philosophical and aesthetic dimensions of Islamic art by focusing on what has been an oft-neglected corpus relegated by most surveys to the “minor arts.” Her study of tenth-century epigraphic pottery sheds light on the social dynamics of Samanid (819–1005) courtly culture by closely “reading” both the objects and the contexts that produced them. The Samanid elite based in Bukhara is credited with the revival and enhancement of the Persian language, yet the artistic environment around them was one that also drew inspiration from older Arabic art and literature. As Pancaroglu has pointed out, the metaphors and aphorisms written on the Samanid pottery served the purpose of extolling “aesthetic pleasures and ethical precepts,” while simultaneously making references to ideas prevalent in other contemporaneous disciplines, such as philosophy and alchemy.44 The texts guide not only the [be]holder’s eyes, but her mind as well, thereby initiating an intense dialogue between the user and the object.

Reception of Islamic art and architecture within the societies that produced them is an aspect that has been often neglected, although there is ample evidence to understand its role in varied cultural environments and historical moments. Two points are necessary to consider regarding sources for the valuation of art; the first is that the status of different media changed over time, an aspect determined by changes in taste, technology, and demand. For example, as the example of Samanid pottery shows, ceramics were very highly valued in eastern Iran in the tenth century, a trend that would continue up until the Safavid period, but with different forms and materials that drew direct inspiration from contemporary Chinese Ming wares. The same longevity was not enjoyed by objects from Fatimid Egypt, which, unlike Samanid objects that were distinguished by their beautifully articulated texts, were decorated with figural motifs that may be understood to reflect the complex urban life of tenth-century Cairo. Separated spatially, yet connected through the mobility of technological knowledge, Fatimid and Samanid wares were distinct from each other and responsive to the different needs of their users and makers.

Islamic art must be studied on its own terms, that is, the social, historical, and material contexts that provide categories for its study and evaluation. The literary genre of describing objects, paintings, or building, called wasf, is one significant source for art historical enquiry.45 In Safavid Iran, for example, the encomiastic poetry of ‘Abdi Beg Shirazi (d. 1581) in praise of palaces and shrines sheds light on the role of buildings in the construction of an imperial iconography of power by reporting on structures built for Shah Tahmasb.46 However, the poems are not simply lists or literal descriptions of buildings, but constructs that represent the poet’s imagination as well as the aesthetic principles of his times.47 The poetry of architectural description, as exemplified by ‘Abdi Beg Shirazi, also provides insight into features of design that were utilized by builders in the sixteenth century. In contrast to the planar representation of architecture, which is often employed by modern architects, ‘Abdi Beg’s poetic descriptions reveal the “elemental” approach through which Safavid buildings were designed. That is, through the varying combinations of discrete architectural forms these buildings – be they palaces or shrines – were distinguished by the economic use of recognizable architectural forms and embellishments that marked them as imperial commissions.

The concept of economy is one that also characterizes the arts of depiction, in particular, that of manuscript illustration. Repetition of themes and iconography (for example the enthronement of rulers) had been in practice since the earliest years of book illustration, yet it is the beginnings of the Timurid period in the fifteenth century that witnessed the codification of sophisticated conceptual frameworks for the arts of calligraphy and painting.48 Sketches and fragmentary works by renowned masters were collected in albums (muraqqa‘) compiled for the princely elite.49 The albums were an integral part of the gathering (majlis) that typified social practice in the Timurid court, as well as its successors in Safavid Iran, Ottoman Turkey, and Mughal India. This setting, comprised of princes, poets, painters, and calligraphers – among other literati of the time – was the site for the appreciation and critique of art and literature.50 The compiler of the album, usually a high-ranked bureaucrat or scribe, was also the author of a prefatory essay in the opening pages of the album, which served to introduce the patron, the author, and the artists of their era.51

The role of the album was akin to that of a picture gallery or museum, one in which the highest ideals of painting and writing were displayed. In the mind of the “curator” of this two-dimensional gallery, the collection was simultaneously an encomium to the patron, evidence of the compiler’s knowledge and literary prowess, and a compilation of great works of art. The past was evoked through the genealogies of paintings, where older themes and images were repeated and “improved” upon. Similarly the lineages of painters and calligraphers were asserted through references to great masters, some going back to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib. Albums were thus used as visual treatises on the history of art, whose analysis sheds crucial light not only on the makers of the art, but their patrons as well.

The albums functioned as design books for other artists and calligraphers to learn from and imitate. Compiled in the imperial ateliers, the pages were scrutinized by students and copied by their teachers. Pounce marks show that many pages, comprising of figures and designs, were used and reused many times before finally coming to rest between the pages of the album. In the prefaces of the album, the authors list previous masters of calligraphy and painting and insert the works collected in the album into a broader history of art making. The lineages defined herein do not distinguish artists as individuals per se, but as parts of collective histories, whose works are similarly connected despite the centuries that may separate them. The ideal thus was not to find aberrations, but rather conformity within a dynamic set of visual and semantic expectations.

Perhaps the most interesting innovations in Islamic art took place in the realm of architecture, in particular when seemingly disparate cultures came into contact. Avoiding the issue of “influence” as a factor of dominance or superiority, one may suggest that a characteristic of Islamic art is its relationship with its own past, and importantly, its appropriation and assimilation of art from neighboring, often non-Muslim, entities. As has often been noted, it is an art of affiliation with other cultures, be they neighbors in war or peace.52 Although this truism would apply to all periods, examples from the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries are perhaps the most well documented, both in contemporary texts and their secondary interpretations. Take for example the marked shift in the form of imperial mosques after the conquest of the former Byzantine capital Constantinople/Istanbul in 1453 by the Ottoman ruler Mehmet II (d. 1481). Moving away from more modest, regionally determined forms (themselves likely inspired by local Christian architecture), Ottoman imperial mosques in Istanbul were clearly responsive to the great churches of Byzantium that marked the landscape of that ancient capital city. The famed church of Hagia Sophia, completed in 537 for the Byzantine emperor Justinian (d. 565), was the epitome of “great” architecture for the Muslim rulers. Soon after the conquest by Mehmet II, the church was converted into a mosque with the addition of a mihrab niche and Qur’anic invocations on the interior, and minarets on the exterior. Subsequent mosques would imitate its massive, centralized composition, despite its anomalous form for a mosque that requires linear directionality toward Mecca. However, here as in other instances of appropriation, functionalism wasn’t necessarily the goal; rather the new forms were manifest attempts at sharing in the prestige and cognition associated with their predecessors. In the Ottoman case, the prestige of the Hagia Sophia was continuous, even for the great master architect Sinan (d. 1588), who wrote of it as a masterpiece “without equal in the world.”53 The goal, as stated by Sinan, was not to build a new formal vocabulary, but rather to improve on the “original” work of art.

The study of Islamic art, be it paintings, portable wares, or architecture, requires the constant recontextualization of intellectual and disciplinary boundaries. Not only must such a study unite religiously and politically distinct entities (such as Byzantium in the case of Ottoman art), or geographically distant countries (such as China, in the case of post-Mongol art), but also different fields (such as literature, in the case of Samanid pottery or Safavid architecture). It is precisely this type of creative interplay that defines Islamic art; the role of the historian is to be similarly creative in his or her manners of investigation. New areas of study must be opened up and intellectual risks taken to enrich further the study and making of Islamic art.

ENDING WITH OPENINGS

Conventional surveys of Islamic art end with the eighteenth century, as though the concept of an art defined through religious identification ended with the Enlightenment. Within art historical discourses such assumptions have been suspect for many years, nonetheless, works from the contemporary cultures of the Middle East and South Asia are relegated to the margins both of modern and Islamic art. The idea that the modern history of Islamic art or the practices of architecture and art-making are somehow separate from the artifacts prior to the eighteenth century is a strange vanity displayed by the academies where the “classical” periods are studied. It is without doubt that the rupture that cleaved two sides of a historical moment (call it colonialism, the end of empire, rise of modernism, call it the nineteenth century) had tangible repercussions on the manner in which academic scholarship and the political rhetoric of nation-building was developed. Yet continuing the division of the histories of Islamic art according to pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial periodization deprives them of historical autonomy. As Anthony King wrote:



by irreversibly tying up their histories with “the West,” [this periodization] replaces the signifiers of their own indigenous, and multiple, periodizations by others imposed from outside; it imposes an implied historical linearity which fixes, temporarily and geographically, the colonial experience as the principal event, simultaneously privileging the political and social elite created by colonialism over the subaltern population, and displacing indigenous histories by those constructed by the metropolitan core.54

It is necessary to view Islamic art within a set of discrete, yet historically and conceptually connected, events. Only when we can situate and study this art as part of continuous trajectories can the study of Islamic art become accessible and central to contemporary discourses.

It is a fair assumption that the citizens of countries that have traditionally been grouped together under the banner of Islam no longer identify solely with religious institutions. Ethnicity, nationalism, gender, and sexuality are but a few additional markers in the fashioning of contemporary selfhood. Artists from Islamic republics practice in New York and Amsterdam, some distancing themselves from their artistic heritage while others embrace it; Americans who grew up speaking English and practicing Christianity are among the most skilled calligraphers of the Arabic language; multinational architectural firms build mosques and cultural centers throughout Europe and the Middle East. It is necessary therefore to broaden rather than limit the parameters for an inclusive and dynamic definition of Islamic art that looks beyond religious and regional classifications.

Islamic art, as any creative project, regardless of its origin, is ultimately concerned with questions of representation: that is, who and what is being represented, and, most importantly, how does the work of art inform that representation? A phenomenological approach helps to understand better both the intentions of the makers and the reception of the work of art, through an active and empathetic engagement on the part of the viewer and the historian. As the examples have demonstrated, most studies combine the particularities of history and ideology within the cultural contexts that produced the artwork. Thus access to the mentalities of a community, be it comprised of artists, patrons, makers, or users, can be achieved by studying representations in the texts that described the art as well as the objects themselves. Toward that goal one may call for contemporary art that connects the past with the present, informal works of art that draw upon a wider constituency, and scholarship that involves discourses from multiple disciplinary sites. In such polyvalent environments, Babylonian disjunctions can provide sites of emancipation for those who make and study Islamic art.
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In 1330, the historian Hamdullah Mustawfi Qazvini recorded a story, in his Tarikh-i guzida, about a strange event that had occurred a decade and a half earlier “in the city of Yangi, one of the towns of Turkistan.” The town he had in mind, in the south of modern Kazakhstan, was indeed known by that name during the Mongol era, but through most of the Islamic era it was known as Taraz. Hamdullah’s account of the event that occurred in this town, around 1316, was related, he writes, by a certain Mawlana Jamal al-Din the Turk, who is said to have avowed its wide confirmation among the local people.

In that year an army of infidels had come to make war upon them, and they sent the men of Turkistan to fight and give battle against them. From the town of Yangi, a man named Qara-bahadur went out with that group to fight the infidels, and was martyred there. After a time, from a corner of the home of Qara-bahadur, where his wife and children were, they heard a voice, saying:

“I am Qara-bahadur. On [such-and-such a day] the infidels martyred me. Things are fine with me now there [in the next world]. I have come to this city along with 70,000 spirits in order to welcome an old woman who is going to pass away after three days. Because they [the 70,000 spirits] were coming for this good purpose, I came as well; otherwise I would not have come. Since my mind was attached to you, I have come to see what you are doing. You should tell the people of this town that a great calamity, a dire affliction, is on the way and will come to this town; you should do good works and give charitable offerings in order to ward off that affliction.”

When Qara-bahadur’s family heard this voice, they quickly destroyed the corner of the house from which the voice was coming: no one was there. The voice arose again from a different corner of the house, saying, “I am Qara-bahadur; it is my spirit that is speaking with you,” and it repeated the details of the story, and stressed that they should tell the people of the town to make offerings. This voice was not like a bodily voice; rather, it was like a voice coming out of a jar. The people of the house said in response to him that “The people of the town will not believe these words [coming] from us.” He replied, “Tell the people of the town to assemble in the square and set up a post in the ground, so that I may address them from that post.” They did so. The people of the town heard the story from the post; it said, “You should make offerings to allay the affliction, and you should say, ‘O God, Your knowledge suffices against what is said, and Your magnanimity suffices against the questioning.’” For three days the people heard the voice from various places in the city, but after the old woman passed away, no one ever heard the voice again. This is among the wondrous events.1

Hamdullah’s story offers a vignette of the manifestation and exercise of religious authority, of decidedly unconventional cast, from the frontiers of the medieval Muslim world, and helps us frame a broader set of questions regarding the nature of religious authority in the Muslim world. It portrays, after all, a medieval Muslim community called upon to undertake religious acts – and not merely private and individual acts of piety (as in the charitable offerings asked of them), but public and collective acts entailing the recitation of a seemingly expiatory litany – on the authority of a voice heard addressing them from a post erected in the ground. The voice’s authority is not explicitly addressed in the narrative, but we can easily suggest several reasons for it to have been taken seriously: its mode of manifestation was miraculous; it was understood to be the voice of a martyr; it demonstrated its veracity to the martyr’s family by correctly specifying the date of his death; it demonstrated its veracity more publicly by delivering on a promise (i.e. by “moving” from the house to the post); and it called upon the people of the city to perform laudable acts of piety. To these more or less normative demonstrations of authority, all of which can be situated within the framework of well-attested patterns of Muslim religiosity, may be added other elements that seem to conform less well with those patterns, but nevertheless added, we may presume, to the experiential intensity of the voice’s manifestation, and thus, indirectly, to the authority accorded it. It had, we are told, a distinctive aural character that set it apart from ordinary voices, and this sensory distinction, we may surmise, thus enhanced the affective response of those who heard it; the specific “form” in which the voice came to be embodied (the post), as well as its vocal “trajectory,” as the voice of a loved one speaking from a corner of his family’s home, then from a post erected in the town square, and finally from other sites in the town (to which, we may conjecture, the post was moved), may have evoked patterns of funerary rites rooted in local pre-Islamic ancestral religious practices, though undoubtedly long Islamized; and, although this “proof” is not explicitly highlighted in the account, the predicted duration of the voice’s appearance seems to have been linked with its “prediction” of the death of an unidentified old woman.

The latter point is particularly significant, in connection with the affective impact of the story, despite (or because of) the lack of explicit comment in the account: the “public” experience of the voice – it spoke for three days, from the post, exhorting the people to acts of piety, and then was never heard again – is implicitly accounted for by the presence of the voice and the throng of spirits (who, we may note, are not explicitly identified as the souls of others martyred by the infidels along with Qara-bahadur), and their presence, for three days, is explicitly linked with the impending death of an old woman. This link, furthermore, is strangely emphasized, when Qara-bahadur is made to affirm, first, that he was now quite comfortable in the other world and, second, that he would not have come, and hence would not have been speaking, had it not been for the occasion of the old woman’s death. This affirmation renders his entire warning, and exhortation, to the townspeople utterly incidental, secondary to the more central purpose of receiving the soul of a seemingly insignificant woman (and, indeed, the collective arrival of the spirits in order to receive the old woman’s soul may itself echo those local funerary traditions rather than “authoritative” Muslim duties).

In other words, the soul of the martyr Qara-bahadur, who gave his life defending his Muslim community against an infidel attack, was now happily at home in the next, more real, world, and would not have bothered to address his living family or his living community, or to warn them of impending travails, or to instruct them about how to ward off those travails, or how to live piously in general, had it not been for the spiritual “mission” of welcoming the old woman into the next world. That mission is identified, further, as that of the 70,000 spirits whom Qara-bahadur accompanied; only through happenstance, then, did he come, and also, while there, tell his family and community of the afflictions that threatened them, warning them that their only possible defense (as might be gathered from his recent fate) was to do what they ought to have been doing anyway. In effect, the authority of the voice speaking from the post rested on a curious combination of the private and the public, of individual and communal experience and obligation: the martyr first loses his life while participating in the collective duty of defensive jihad, and then attends to the personal and communal service of warning not only his family but the entire town; yet it is not his service to the community that is referred to as a “public good,” for that label is attached to the task of the 70,000 spirits in receiving the soul of a single old woman. The martyr’s concern for the fate of the townspeople is thus not only individual but incidental as well (he attends to it while his companions – here the 70,000 spirits are involved – attend to their collective duty of attending to the old woman).

This is, to be sure, an isolated story, and we have been dwelling on an aspect of it that is not expressly developed in the only version of it to come down to us; but it serves nicely to remind us that many of our expectations regarding how religious authority would be expressed and interpreted in Muslim societies remain too narrow, too abstract, and too inattentive to historical reality. In particular, it suggests that Muslim communities have engaged with issues of religious authority in ways far more complex and flexible than those, today and in the past, who insist on a rigid construction of the roots and branches of proper Islamic religiosity would countenance.

* * *

Many religious systems tend toward reductionism, toward a claim, or effort, to know and manipulate the many by means of the few; they offer, that is, an assurance that the many things or forces of the phenomenal world may be understood and controlled by finding the few, or the one, most important or powerful or pervasive thing and understanding or controlling it. This reductionist tendency gives us, for example, the Ten Commandments from the myriad rules of the Torah, and then gives us the further reduction of the Ten to the one “Golden Rule” that subsumes all others; it gives us “master spirits” who control all particular iterations of an animal species; it gives us the Four Noble Truths, the Upanishadic distillation and interiorization of the Vedas, and, perhaps, the Dao that cannot be named. In the context of Islam, it gives us in theological terms the absolute unity and transcendence of Allah; and it gives us in ritual terms the Five Pillars of Islam, the essence of which is further reduced, in some formulations, to the first of them, the Attestation of Faith (the shahada, consisting of phrases that further bear witness to religious reductionism, as they identify, in effect, God and His Prophet). In the context of the second of the Pillars, the daily prayers, moreover, their number is explained as the result of a process of successive reduction, achieved by the Prophet through tough bargaining with the angel Gabriel – the medium, in effect, of the revelation itself – on behalf of the weak and impious human community that would rely upon the very last messenger of God.

If religious systems themselves regularly offer, or seek, the equivalent of a “unified field theory” through which their adherents may observe and experiment on the world, and appeal to the trope of limiting the essential responsive operations incumbent upon humankind, it is perhaps not surprising that scholarship on religion has often reflected this reductionist approach, seeking to limit the complexity of historical religious traditions to the essential positions or fundamental sources, knowing which we may know the tradition, or at least recognize it, in any particular time and place. While there is nothing inherently wrong with this approach, which may be unavoidable in pedagogical terms, its limitations should be clear, and problems inevitably arise if we take what is pedagogically useful to be historically, or, worse, essentially, definitive; what is particularly ironic is that religious traditions themselves have proven more willing, and eager, historically, to discard the constraints of their reductionist tendencies – the better to paint the entire world with signs of their visions of the sacred – than scholarship on religion has been to subdue its own reductionist tendencies.

The problem of authority, or of establishing and/or arguing the authoritativeness of a particular transmission of knowledge, inevitably lends itself to reductionist approaches in scholarship, and moreover to a focus on textual, scriptural essentialism; yet it is a key issue both for the internal dynamics of Muslim societies, and for scholarship on the history of Muslim societies, and broadening our understanding of the sources and methods underlying religious authority is thus key to a historically grounded understanding of the complexities of the Muslim world. Notions of what is authoritative have shaped scholarly trends, and scholarly preconceptions have, in turn, directed attention toward particular aspects of Muslim tradition while ignoring or “backgrounding” others. A constant in both contexts has been a focus on scripture and sacred texts, which at first glance seems to work well with Islam, given the primacy of the Qur’an; the assumption of, and search for, scriptural authority also fit well with older approaches in scholarship on religion, which defined religions in terms of their “sacred books,” and it fit well with more general Western understandings of religion, in a lineage extending back from Enlightenment scholarship to Protestant rhetoric critical of practices without scriptural foundations. It also fit well with “modernist” Muslim approaches to Islam, intent on aligning the faith with discrete formulations based on textual foundations, and, ultimately, with the technological and scientific achievements of the West that provided the impetus for specific modernist Muslim currents.

The link between scholarship on the Muslim world, and the internal dynamics of Muslim debates over the foundations of religious authority, is of special importance, for in the final analysis authority is fundamentally about the relationship between the present and the past, between what authority is intended to serve or justify or explain or prescribe today, and the sources of authority that were made known in an earlier time; even if a source of authority beyond time is posited, it is relevant to all but the most ardent fundamentalist, or mystic, how past generations related to or evoked that authority. What is missing in much discussion of the Islamic world today is precisely an awareness of that vital relationship between the present and the past as in itself a mode of discourse about authority; scholarship on Islamic history tends to be compartmentalized and separate from scholarship on contemporary issues, with the result that the most anomalous contemporary currents in arguments about religious authority in the Muslim world are adopted as the norm, not only today, but in the past as well. This is not just a matter of needing better “background” information, from the past for the present, but of the need to engage with the diversity of Muslim experience in the past as itself an ongoing contributor to the present. On the whole, historical scholarship does better in terms of appreciating the religious diversity of pre-modern and contemporary Muslim societies; it is precisely with discussions focused on contemporary affairs – for which nuance and complexity are arguably most urgent, for compelling practical reasons – that we find the most persistent tendencies to paint with a broad brush, to essentialize (essentialism, after all, is the helpmate of brevity), and to reduce diversity to monolithic “civilizational” frameworks.

As a result of these tendencies, the assumption that religious authority in Islam rests primarily or exclusively upon written scriptural sources is widespread, and is reinforced nowadays through the preponderance of voices insisting that “true Islam” excludes nearly everything without direct scriptural sanction (with “scripture” limited to the Qur’an itself and a quite restrictively defined body of Prophetic hadiths); even those who reject the most extreme, “fundamentalist” approaches to scriptural authority in effect legitimize the centrality of the written word by offering not another basis for or interpretation of religious authority, but by offering different interpretations of particular scriptural passages, or by offering a different set of principles for the process of scriptural interpretation.

We need not go to the extreme of denying the pivotal role of the Qur’an, as the revealed word of God, or of Prophetic tradition to argue that this assumption is fundamentally misleading. We may begin, rather, with a reminder of the initially oral character of the revelation itself, and of the continued primacy of the direct apprehension of the Qur’an in the form of oral recitation (rather than in the form of written words), and then recall the persistence of the oral venue for the transmission of Hadith (whether in the original chains of transmission or in much later contexts of instruction and memorization); we may point out, further, the fundamentally oral character of the central soteriological act in Islam, that is, the profession of faith; and we may also take note of the obvious importance of oral communication and modes of solemnification for the expression of religious knowledge and duties in non-literate contexts, outside the framework of the learned elites of Muslim societies. We might also point out the circularity of textual bases of authority, in which the written texts, and the knowers of written texts, legitimize each other.

But we must also eventually come to terms with a more fundamental distinction that is of relevance for understanding the foundations of religious authority in the Islamic world – not merely written versus oral, but verbal versus non-verbal, or discursive versus non-discursive. We must come to terms, that is, with aspects of religious life and authority that are accessible to (though not exclusive to) the inarticulate (whether they are inarticulate by nature or status or choice): how can we understand, and discuss, the transmission, communication, or valorization of religious “meaning” in non-verbal terms? In short, how are religious meaning, and religious authority, conveyed without words, in non-discursive venues?2

In large measure, addressing this question entails recognizing that words and discursive formulations far from exhaust religious expression, and hence modes of religious authority; we must acknowledge, specifically, that Islam, and signs of religious authority, have been “written” in non-verbal venues as often as in the scriptural contexts so often privileged today by both Muslims and outsiders. Naturally, Islam is written on the bodies, and the bodily movements, of Muslims; it is written on the “handiwork” of Muslims (whether what we regard as art or mundane artifacts, whether structures or clothing or amulets or hygienic utensils, produced in furtherance of religious duties or sensibilities); it is written in landscapes shaped by Muslim obligations and aspirations (through modes of agriculture, travel, or commerce); it is written in institutions, whether the madrasa or the shrine; and, according to some, it is inscribed in venues of human consciousness that are both “above” and “below” the discursive capacities in which not only written language, but verbal expression in general, reside.3

All these non-verbal venues can be talked about, and have been; but fundamental to them is the assumption that religious authority, and religious “power” (in the form of baraka or divine grace), inhere in them without need for verbal expression, simply through their status as, ultimately, God’s creation. And it should not be lost on us that it is above all these non-verbal modes or signs of religious authority that are scorned today by proponents of the tyranny of the written word.

In general terms, authority is central in religious systems in so far as it is crucial to religious meaning: whether discursive or not, religious meaning is made meaningful by its authoritative character. Yet authority is hierarchical, in that there are ultimate sources, and subsidiary sources of authority; the former tell one, in principle, where to look or whom to ask, while the latter speak to interpretation and extrapolation. It is the second type that is inevitably controversial, within a tradition, since the ultimate sources are unassailable (except from outside a tradition), while the subsidiary sources stand between those unassailable sources and the communal or individual actors who, presumably, require authoritative sanction for what should be thought or done. Authority cannot be understood wholly on the basis of its sources, however; recognizing and transmitting authority depends also upon methods. Establishing authority is essentially a process of reference; it is the set of footnotes, in effect, to religious life, and while we can imagine some minimalist frameworks in which a religious life would be referenced by only one footnote (“See: God”), a referential apparatus of that sort would be neither informative nor interesting, certainly for the historian, but probably for those who live religious lives as well.

In more specific terms, the foundations of religious authority in Islam – in particular, aspects of authority linked with the interpretation of the sacred law, the shari‘a – are well-worn ground, both within the tradition itself and in scholarship upon it. It is common to outline a sort of flow-chart of authority, from the Qur’an through the Prophet’s hadiths and sunna, and on to further interpretive principles; it is largely the latter “sources” or principles of religious authority (to which we will return) that have prompted the most debate historically, but it should go without saying that the Qur’an, and the mass of information created about what the Prophet said and did, are themselves fodder for interpretive battles. It is important to stress that the Qur’an, as the revelation of God’s word, and the Prophet Muhammad, as its conveyor to humanity and as the exemplifier, for the Muslim community, of its message and demands, are of course the ultimate authorities in Islam; but here as well the pedagogical minimum may conceal, in its choices, much of importance.

If the authority of the Qur’an is incontrovertible, and if indeed acceptance of its authority is arguably the definitive marker of being a Muslim, understandings of the nature of the Qur’an are more diverse than is immediately obvious, and herein lies potential for exploration, beyond textual criticism, that has not been extensively undertaken. In the case of the Qur’an, it is explained as the sacred book, in a sacred language, regarded as the embodiment of divine speech; it is thus assimilated to other “sacred books,” and even if care is taken to note its oral recitation or calligraphic rendering, its importance and its authority are usually understood to lie in its contents, its “message,” its positive statements, its concrete injunctions. Even brief reflection, however, reminds us of the remarkable range of the Qur’anic text, in terms of multiple modalities of discourse and varieties of language (mythic, narrative, ethical, aesthetic, etc.). If we think of the Qur’an and its authority merely in terms of its directive, or even exhortative, language, we miss much of its substance and content and rhetorical power; indeed, considering the frequency of passages cast in the form of questions – questions with an expected answer (“Am I not your Lord?” and so forth), to be sure, but rhetorically interrogative nonetheless – we may find the Qur’an to be much more of an “interactive” text than commonly thought, with its authority resting in part on the affirmative engagement of believers. This, of course, is not how its authority is framed in Muslim discourse; the Qur’an is God’s speech, pure and simple, and the notion that the hearer’s, or reader’s, response could add to it or detract from it is patently blasphemous. The point is, however, that even in its positive, discursive content, the Qur’an conveys religious authority in both direct and indirect ways that belie the simple literalism of textual interpretation.

Yet we must also move beyond the content and “message” of the Qur’an in order to understand fully its authority; in this regard we are even less accustomed to considering those non-discursive aspects of the Qur’an alluded to above. That is, we seldom consider the Qur’an as talisman, charged with sacrality in its physical presence or vocal recitation; we are still less accustomed to thinking of the Qur’an as an aural experience beyond the positive meaning of its words and phrases, or the Qur’an as a visual experience beyond the import of its letters and signs, or the Qur’an as a thing to be touched or even “tasted” (as when the ink with which a Qur’anic passage was recorded was dissolved and drunk for its curative effects); and we are even less accustomed to appreciating the Qur’an from the standpoint of its pauses, its silences, its blank places, or, by the same token, its prolongated sounds, its tones, its ligatures, its enigmatic letter combinations, and so on. All these modes of experiencing the Qur’an are known to Muslim tradition; their neglect by scholars and students is matched by their neglect among the vocal modernists who insist on the Qur’an as text, on text as words, and on words as univalent signifiers. More to the point, even if other modes of apprehending the Qur’an are acknowledged, they are usually not counted among the ways in which authority is conveyed; the authority of the Qur’an is typically reduced to its explicit content, its words and their meaning. But to understand its authority with such a constraint is to miss much of the way the Qur’an “works” as a source – the source – of religious authority.

As a source of authority, the Qur’an is subject to an ongoing tension between understandings of its historical context and assumptions of its timelessness and essentiality; the Qur’an is at once the historically contextualized final revelation and a revelatory prototype outside history. In the first regard, the Qur’an is apprehended in terms of explicit readings of its text, and the contextualization of each aya according to the time of its revelation. In the second regard, the Qur’an that is available to believers is understood as a particular externalization of a heavenly “prototype,” complete with the reductionist assertion that the entire Qur’an was revealed synthetically at a single time, on the “Night of Power;” the latter assertion conditions, and hence reduces, the multiple Prophetic expressions of particular ayas to a single Prophetic reception of the entire, essential, but timeless Qur’an.

In the case of the Prophet Muhammad, he is both a conveyor of the revelation and, through his special status as the exemplar of a life lived in perfect submission to God’s will, a source of authority in his own right. As in the case of the Qur’an, his person is subject to similar tensions between his historical context and claims of the extra-historical and essential character of his prophethood. In historical terms, he is lauded as the most perfect Messenger and the external details of his life and his conduct are central to the construction of Muslim juridical, ethical, and behavioral norms. On the other hand, he is celebrated as the metahistorical embodiment of prophethood, inhabiting a spiritual world that regularly intersects with this world but transcends it; notions of this spiritual being, and of the “Muhammadan light” and its creation even prior to Adam, ensure that the essential reality of the Prophet may be accessible outside the historical context in which he served as the model for human conduct.

It is also relevant to the authority of the Prophet that, notions of his extra-historical reality notwithstanding, a doctrinal “bright line” was normally maintained between divinity and human nature, with the Prophet identified as exclusively human, however exalted, without any kind of participation in or partnership with God; this line is key to understanding Muhammad’s religious role, utterly different from divine prerogatives. Yet the boundary between the Prophet and the ordinary human is more problematical: on the one hand, he is a pre-eminently imitable figure precisely because of his humanity, and because of his engagement with the full range of human life, including its limitations; on the other hand, his prophethood is endowed with extraordinary cosmic and historical significance in terms of the messenger’s role in the community (not to mention those mystical elaborations of the Prophet’s essential reality or of his primacy in creation), and the specific “historical” claim that Muhammad was the final Prophet obviously entails stark discouragement, or stronger, against claiming the status or quality of prophethood.

It is no surprise, however, that Muslim tradition developed various ways of flirting with this boundary, and of maintaining the possibility of contact, either with the Prophet himself or with the prophetic vocation. Some of these ways of maintaining access to Prophetic authority – or to a reasonable facsimile thereof – were domesticated, as in the notion of the mujaddid, merely a renewer of religion and the community. Some were apocalyptic, as in the role of the future mahdi. Some were mystical, as in the role of walaya (sainthood), and the long debates over the relationship between sainthood and prophethood. Some in effect endowed the Muslim community with prophetic qualities, as in the ideas of Ibn al-‘Arabi regarding the retention of prophet-hood in the Islamic community through the faithful transmission of the Qur’an and the Prophet’s hadiths. And others crossed the line, whether the deviations, recounted by early heresiographies (some of them straw men, perhaps, but some no doubt real), that imputed divine status (as “incarnations”) to ‘Ali and his descendants or to others, or the claims of revelatory experience that placed the claimants beyond the pale (in doctrinal terms, at least, though their historical roots in the Muslim community must be acknowledged), whether self-avowedly (as with the Baha’is) or not (as with the Ahmadis).4

Yet even outside such claims (whether extraordinary or domesticated), and without invoking notions of the Prophet’s extra-historical existence, the very historicity and concrete humanity of the Prophet already mark a retreat, of sorts, from rigorous scripturalism. On the one hand, to be sure, the Prophet is himself made a fount of scripture-like statements; but at the same time, the Prophet’s authority is implicitly independent of what he said, insofar as it is rooted in what he was. The Prophet’s authority rests on his selection by God, on his status as the final messenger and bearer of the Qur’an, and on his exemplification of the life of the Muslim (to the point of sinless-ness); all these undergird the assumption that his entire being was and is infused with spiritual “grace,” or baraka, and the desire to gain or remain in contact with the Prophet’s baraka – or merely the fact of sustained contact with it – is taken as so natural and inevitable that it becomes itself infused with authority.

Perhaps the most obvious mode of contact with the Prophet that becomes a source of authority in and of itself is natural descent from him; it is thus somewhat surprising that such descent does not count for more, in terms of actual authority, than it does. Certainly for Shi‘i Muslims, some descendants of the Prophet became, in principle, supreme arbiters of the content and tone of religious life; for the Shi‘a, a host of religious matters, including the interpretation, and in practical if not theoretical terms the substance, of the law, remains open through the inherited lineage of the Prophet. For Sunnis, the obligation to honor and respect Muhammad’s descendants does not automatically accord them religious authority, as such; this is true at least juridically, and even in popular venues, where descendants of the Prophet have taken on a wider range of prerogatives that in practical terms amount to special religious authority, it is arguable that other markers of sacrality are more central to their social, political, or religious prerogatives.

Other means of maintaining contact with the Prophet – and with the baraka inherent in his being, and with the authority inherent in his baraka – include his grave as well as relics and objects handled or worn by him. In the case of relics and objects, they confer a kind of authority on their possessor, through the assumption that they would not be allowed to fall into impious or otherwise improper hands (or merely through the assumption that their survival alone attests to the appropriate sort of reverence and piety on the part of previous possessors); the same holds true of another kind of link with the Prophet that combines a physical connection with a chain of transmission, namely the transmission of a handshake from the Prophet (such lineages of transmission were highly prized and recorded in various accounts). The Prophet may also lend his authority through dreams and visions; stories of receiving, in a vision of the Prophet, some tangible legacy that crosses the visionary boundary into crude physicality reminds us of the inevitable blurring of the distinction between the Prophet’s historical life and his living reality. That blurring is also evident in the much more widespread assumption, linking popular and learned environments, of the Prophet’s soteriological role, as intercessor for his community on the Day of Judgment.

We may return, finally, to what may be regarded as simply another means of maintaining contact with the Prophet: his sayings (hadith) and his conduct (sunna). It may appear, at first glance, that hadiths offer a mode of contact with the Prophet’s authority that is more amenable to explicit determination and fixation in verbal form; examining hadiths thus seems to offer a concrete and authoritative means of determining the Prophet’s views and eliminating doubts and uncertainty. It must be stressed, however, that in all likelihood the appeal of transmitting hadiths did not rest in their susceptibility to being fixed and their usefulness, thereby, for limiting possibilities, but precisely the contrary. The historical growth of Hadith scholarship in itself attests not simply to a positive aspiration to determine what the Prophet said, but to a negative concern about a kind of dilution of Prophetic authority through the indiscriminate creation and circulation of hadiths; at the same time, it is quite clear that outside the framework of Hadith scholarship, other Muslim constituencies saw in the acceptance of a wider corpus of hadiths than the Prophet could have uttered in his lifetime not a dilution, but an expansion, of the Prophet’s authority, befitting his historical and universal significance.

It is also worth considering the implications of a fundamental difference between the hadiths and the sunna of the Prophet, again in terms of their authority: the verbal character of speech versus the physicality of action. Reports of what the Prophet said and reports of what he did are both reports, and are thus once removed (at the very least) from the Prophet himself, but in the case of actions, the possibility of another medium of transmission comes into play. That is, his speech is reported in the medium of speech, and must always be explicit; his actions, too, may be explicitly described in speech, but his actions may also simply be imitated, without explicit comment. The physical example of the Prophet’s conduct may thus be transmitted, in theory, from imitating body to imitating body, without becoming the subject of explicit speech (at least for several generations). Many aspects of external ritual performance, and the specifics of adab, are modeled on (in principle) specific actions of the Prophet, some of which are explicitly described, but some of which are not; Muslims performing them do so in the conviction that they are repeating actions archetypally performed by the Prophet, and the imitation of the Prophet in this regard is seldom based upon a consciousness of an explicit verbal (oral or written) description of his exemplifying action. Muslims may thus be shown how to perform certain actions, without reference to an explicit description of the Prophetic prototype; but the conviction that a direct lineage of wordlessly “showing how” goes back to the Prophetic prototype is central to the authority of the demonstration.

In the development of Muslim juridical thought, matters of both ritual acts of worship (‘ibadat) and acts of interpersonal relations (mu‘amalat) were initially developed organically on the basis of the example of those who knew the Prophet’s example directly; the time at which verbal descriptions intervened is difficult to pinpoint, even when apparently reliable chains of transmission are offered, but it seems clear that an emphasis upon explicit hadiths as the foundation for conduct was secondary, in historical terms, to the organic, “living traditions” that developed in various local contexts, and were intimately connected with the generations of the companions and the followers. Those generations served not only as transmitters of the Prophet’s sayings, but as preservers of a sort of “muscle memory” of the Prophet’s actions; and in the consciousness of later Muslims, even if less often in developed juridical theory, imitation of the Prophet’s conduct is indeed precisely that, and is not dependent on verbal descriptions.

Muslims regard themselves, that is, as modeling their behavior on the Prophet’s behavior, not upon words about the Prophet’s behavior. This is in part why the sunna represents a much more powerful, pervasive, and definitive concept (and, perhaps, one more flexible as well) than the Hadith, even with the enormous potential for invention and innovation in connection with words ascribed to the Prophet. Repeating actions performed by the Prophet, as the Prophet performed them, is not merely a required or preferred way of fulfilling a duty; it provides, rather, a means of contact with the body of the Prophet, and it involves mirroring his substance, as well as his spirit, in one’s own substance. Insofar as the Prophet’s body is a source of baraka, imitation of the Prophet’s bodily movements conveys divine grace in its sheer physicality; and while this may be talked about (and is), it need not be. The sunna (and the individual and collective aspiration to follow it) is thus more than a means of observing a religious obligation; its authority lies as much in the Prophet’s bodily example as in his words, or the words of others about him.

The issue of hadiths, and of reports about the Prophet’s sunna, brings us back to the issue of transmission; while the historicity of particular reports is questionable (both within and outside the tradition), the historical consciousness that pervades discussion about the reports is undeniable, and significant. That historical consciousness manifests itself not only in modes of investigating the plausibility of chains of transmission, but in considerations of the moral character and piety of particular transmitters as well; yet it does not necessarily follow that the historical verification (or verifiability) of such reports should be decisive in terms of authority. Those who adopt a restrictive attitude toward Hadith, for instance, and who limit those acknowledged as authoritative to those verified to their satisfaction, make the dubious historical assumption that principles of transmission were in place and in operation at the earliest stages of the Muslim community, and make the dubious religious assumption that they, today, can better judge the authority of a particular hadith than those intervening generations of transmitters, scholars, and ordinary Muslims who preserved a wider range of reports, including those clearly solid, and those less solid, in their earliest links. The rhetoric of “sound” and “unsound” hadiths, that is, has always been more important to scholars and jurists than to ordinary Muslims who made do with the cumulative authority of communal tradition.
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