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There has arisen in this time a shining planet from the concealment of being’s closure, and there has appeared an enlightening full moon from the sky of witnessed disclosure, and there has broken forth an illuminating sun from the presence of the Praised Station.

Al-Baytamani, al-Mashrab al-Hani, 4.



PREFACE

Before the wholesale adoption of the European Enlightenment ideas by nineteenth-century Arab and Ottoman intellectuals, Muslim scholars of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had their own intellectual program that dictated their exchanges with the West. It influenced the choices they had made and enabled them to deal confidently with the new emerging ideas. In a sense, it can be said that they had their own enlightenment. ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (1641–1731) of Damascus, a contemporary of many major thinkers, scientists, poets, and philosophers of the European Enlightenment, was one of the key figures of the Islamic enlightenment. His life and work enable us to trace points of crossing with, and difference from, the European experience. As a leading religious scholar of the time, ‘Abd al-Ghani exerted his influence mainly in the domain of religious sciences, to which he made significant contributions.

The European Enlightenment marks an important phase in world intellectual history, one that is recognized for laying the foundations for, and shaping the rational sensibility of, the modern world. One of the key characteristics of the Enlightenment was the changing attitude toward religion, reflected in clashes between faith and reason, religion and science. The growing reverence for science and human reason, as a result of the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century, was associated with increasing irreverence toward religion and the authority of the church. New contrasting trends emerged: along with secularism and growing anti-religious sentiment, fresh religious ideas introduced new understandings of the relationship between God, man, and the world. The period also saw the emergence of new ways of understanding otherness, shifting the vantage point from religion to anthropology. The faith and unbelief polarity was replaced by that of knowledge and ignorance.

In the Islamic world, Islam did not encounter the same level of hostility from rationalists as Christianity did in Europe. Nor was its religious worldview shaken to the core in the same way the Christian worldview was by new scientific findings. But most importantly, otherness continued to be viewed in terms of religion rather than anthropology. This was related, among other things, to the state of science in seventeenth and eighteenth-century Islam. Notwithstanding the keen attempts to keep up with the latest scientific developments, the intensity of the scientific enterprise of the Muslims never matched that of the Europeans, and reverence for science never reached the heights it did in Europe. Yet, rational trends of thought emerged, finding expression in some secular and scientific writings, in religious reform and anti-mystical sentiment, in an increased sophistication of religious thinking, and in some changes to the modes of production and communication of knowledge.

The multifaceted personality and teachings of ‘Abd al-Ghani reflect several aspects of these rational trends. Through his personality, he presented a new individualistic model of a self-made Sufi master, one who relied on texts rather than masters for spiritual attainment, and one who saw no conflict between worldly pleasure and spiritual fulfilment. Through his teachings, he attempted to expand the scope of rationality of religious thinking. He articulated a philosophy of religion that supported an ecumenical and egalitarian understanding of Islam and enhanced its scope of tolerance, and introduced a philosophy of being as a viable alternative to the natural theology that was emerging in Europe. Through his public readings of highly controversial mystical texts, he also strove to create a new social space for mysticism, one that promoted public participation rather than privacy, secrecy, and elitism. His attempt to exploit the power of the public to counter the rising anti-mystical sentiment was unprecedented in Damascus, generating at once much interest and unease.

‘Abd al-Ghani’s conspicuous affiliation with Sufism is behind his current monochromatic image as a Sufi saint. A Sufi saint though he was, his thought and teachings had much more to them than Sufism. Through a fresh reading of his unpublished biographical sources and large body of mostly unpublished works, this study attempts to construct a more complex and colourful image of ‘Abd al-Ghani, one that sheds new light on his hitherto unexplored contributions to the intellectual history of Islam.
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GLOSSARY

Ash‘ari: A follower of al-Ash‘ariyya, the theological school founded by Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d.935–6) in response to the rational theology advocated by a group known as Mu‘tazila. It has since been the predominant theological school among orthodox Muslims.

Fada’il: Plural of fadila, “virtue,” “merit,” or “excellence.” It designates a genre of historical writing concerned with the virtues of certain towns, times, texts, and individuals based on the Qur’an and prophetic sayings. The most common are texts concerned with the virtues of cities and places that present a form of Islamic sacred history of geography and human settlements.

Fatwa: A “legal opinion” according to the Islamic law normally issued by a jurisconsult, a jurist, or a cleric well-versed in Islamic law.

Fiqh: Literally, “understanding” or “knowing.” It is the technical term for “jurisprudence” in the Islamic sciences of religious law. Faqih (pl. fuqaha‘), “jurist,” is one who professes or practices the science of Islamic law.

Hadith: Literally, “speech,” “saying,” and “talk.” In Islamic religious sciences, it refers to the reported sayings of the Prophet Muhammad. ‘Ilm al-hadith is the “science of prophetic traditions” that deals with the authentication of the reported accounts of what the Prophet said or did.

Hanafi: One of the four schools of Islamic law; the other three being the Shafi‘i, the Maliki, and the Hanbali. It also refers to a follower of this school. It was the official school of the Ottomans.

Haqiqa: Literally, “truth” or “reality,” from haqq, the “Real,” one of God’s ninety-nine most beautiful names identified in the Qur’an. It is commonly used in mystical writing in contrast to shari‘a, “divine law.”

Mufti: “Jurisconsult,” one who is officially appointed to give legal advice and issue legal opinions according to the Islamic law.

Murid: A novice “seeker” on the mystical path;from the Arabic roots arada, “to will,” and irada, “will.” It designates the “seeker” as one with will and determination to reach one’s spiritual goals.

Qibla:The direction Muslims face in their daily pray. First, it was the direction of Jerusalem but was then changed to Mecca.

Shafi‘i: One of the four schools of Islamic law; the other three being the Hanafi, the Maliki, and the Hanbali. It also refers to a follower of this school.

Shari‘a: Literally, “law;” in the Islamic context, “divine law.” It is the system of rules, injunctions, and prohibitions that is derived from the Qur’an and the Prophetic traditions.

Shi‘i: A follower of the shi‘a sect that emerged in the formative period of Islam after a political dispute involving ‘Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law. The shi‘a is the dominant sect in Iran.

Sunni: A follower of the sunna, the Prophet’s way of life that came to represent orthodox Islam. The sunnis, the orthodox Muslims, are the dominant sect in Islam.

Sufi: “Mystic,” a follower of the mystical path. Historically, Sufis have had an uneasy relationship with mainstream Islam.

Tariqa: Literally, “way” or “technique;” in mystical literature, the “pathway” of spirituality, a corollary of haqiqa, “truth,” the destination of the spiritual journey.

Ulama: Literally, “those who know.” It is used to identify both religious authorities and scientists, since the root ‘ilm in Arabic means “science” and “knowledge.” In premodern Islam it referred specifically to the “jurists,” a powerful group of clerics that represented religious authority.



ABBREVIATIONS

For ease of identifying the primary Arabic sources cited in the study the following abbreviations of titles are used. MS identifies unpublished texts.



	Ajwiba

	Al-Ajwiba ‘ala Wahid wa Sittun Su’al (al-Nabulusi)




	‘Aqa’id

	Risala fi al-‘Aqa’id al-Islamiyya (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Bawatin

	Bawatin al-Qur’an wa Mawatin al-Furqan (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Bayan

	Kashf al-Bayan ‘an Asrar al-Adyan (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Burhan

	Burhan al-Thubut fi Tabri’at Harut wa Marut (al-Nabulusi,
MS)




	Dhakha’ir

	Dhakha’ir al-Mawarith fi al-Dalala ‘ala Mawadi‘ al-Ahadith (al-Nabulusi)




	Diwan

	Diwan al-Haqa’iq wa Majmu‘ al-Raqa’iq (al-Nabulusi)




	EI2

	Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition.




	Fath

	Al-Fath al-Rabbani wa al-Fayd al-Rahmani (al-Nabulusi)




	Fusus

	Fusus al-Hikam (Ibn ‘Arabi)




	Hadiqa

	Al-Hadiqa al-Nadiyya Sharh al-Tariqa al-Muhammadiyya (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Hadra

	Al-Hadra al-Unsiyya fi al-Rihla al-Qudsiyya (al-Nabulusi)




	Han

	Khamrat al-Han wa Rannat al-Alhan (al-Nabulusi)




	Haqiqa

	Al-Haqiqa wa al-Majaz fi Rihalt Bilad al-Sham wa Misr wa al-Hijaz (al-Nabulusi)




	Hayakil

	Hayakil al-Nur (al-Suhrawardi)




	Insan

	Risala fi Haqiqat al-Insan (Kemal Pashazade, MS)




	Jahil

	Radd al-Jahil ila al-Sawab fi Jawaz Idafat al-Ta’thir ila al-Asbab (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Jawab

	al-Jawab ‘ala Su’al Warad min Taraf al-Nasara (al-Nabulusi,
MS)




	Jawahir

	Jawahir al-Nusus fi Hall Kalimat al-Fusus (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Kashf

	Kashf al-Zunun ‘an Asami al-Kutub wa al-Funun (Hajji Khalifa)




	Kawakib

	Al-Kawakib al-Sa’ira bi-A‘yan al-Ma’a al-‘Ashira (al-Ghazzi)




	Kawkab

	Al-Kawkab al-Mutalali fi Sharh Qasidat al-Ghazali (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Khamrat

	Khamrat Babel wa Shaduw al-Balabel (al-Nabulusi)




	Khulasat

	Khulasat al-Athar fi A‘yan al-Qarn al-Hadi ‘Ashar (al-Muhibbi)




	Lu‘lu‘

	Al-Lu‘lu‘ al-Maknun fi Hukm al-Ikhbar ‘amma Sayakun (al-Nabulusi)




	Ma‘iyya

	Miftah al-Ma‘iyya fi Tariq al-Naqshbandiyya (al-Nabulusi,
MS)




	Mashrab

	Al-Mashrab al-Hani fi Tarjamat al-‘Arif Sidi ‘Abd al-Ghani (al-Baytamani, MS)




	Matin

	Al-Radd al-Matin ‘ala Muntaqis al-‘Arif Muhyi al-Din (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Mawakib

	Al-Mawakib Al-Islamiyya fi al-Mamalik wa al-Mahasin al-Shamiyya (Ibn Kinnan al-Salihi)




	Miftah

	Miftah al-Futuh fi Mishkat al-Jism wa Zujajat al-Nafs wa Misbah al-Ruh (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Milal

	Al-Milal wa al-Nihal (al-Shahrastani)




	Muftari

	Radd al-Muftari ‘an al-Ta‘n bi al-Shushtari (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Munajat

	Munajat al-Hakim wa Munaghat al-Qadim (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Mustasfa

	Al-Mustasfa min ‘Ilm al-Usul (al-Ghazali)




	Nafahat

	Nafahat al-‘Azhar ‘ala Nasamat al-Ashar (al-Nabulusi)




	Qala’id

	Al-Qala’id al-Jawhariyya fi Tarikh al-Salihiyya (Ibn Tulun)




	Radd

	Al-Radd ‘ala man Takallam fi Ibn al-‘Arabi (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Shajara

	Al-Shajara al-Nu‘maniyya al-Kubra fi al-Dawla al-‘Uthmaniyya wa ma Yata‘allaq bi-Muddatiha min al-Hawadith al-Kawniyya (Ibn ‘Arabi, MS)




	Shawakil

	Shawakil al-Hur fi Sharh Hayakil al-Nur (al-Dawani)




	Ta‘nif

	Radd al-Ta‘nif ‘ala al-Mu‘annif wa Ithbat Jahl haza al-Musannif (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Tahrik

	Tahrik Silsilat al-Widad fi Mas‘alat Khalq Af‘al al-‘Ibad (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Takmil

	Takmil al-Nu‘ut fi Luzum al-Buyut (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Tari

	Al-Fath al-Tari al-Jani fi ba‘d Ma’athir ‘Abd al-Ghani (al-Siddiqi, MS)




	Tarjuman

	Tarjuman al-Ashwaq (Ibn ‘Arabi)




	Ta‘tir

	Ta‘tir al-Anam fi Ta‘bir al-Manam (al-Nabulusi)




	Tuhfat

	Tuhfat al-Udaba’wa Salwat al-Ghuraba’ (al-Khiyari)




	‘Ulum

	Miftah al-Sa‘ada wa Misbah al-Siyada fi Maudu‘at al-‘Ulum (Tashkubrizade)




	‘Uzr

	‘Uzr al-A’imma fi Nush al-Umma (al-Nabulusi, MS)




	Wird

	Al-Wird al-Unsi wa al-Warid al-Qudsi fi Tarjamat al-Shaykh ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (al-Ghazzi, MS)




	Wujud

	Al-Wujud al-Haqq wa al-Khitab al-Sidqq (al-Nabulusi)
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INTRODUCTION

In the history of the Arab peoples, the transition into modernity is commonly known to have been prompted by the intense interactions with Europe that occurred in the nineteenth century. During this period, a host of influential Arab thinkers were exposed to European ideas while the Europeans had an expanding colonial presence in the Arab world that began with the French invasion of Egypt in 1798. At the turn of the nineteenth century, most of the Arabic-speaking world was under the waning control of the Turks, who were well aware of the ailing state of their empire. Despite their aversion toward the rising power of Europe, both Arab and Turkish intellectuals were fascinated by the intellectual developments and scientific achievements of the Europeans. In their attempts to remedy the state of decline they found themselves in, they espoused the ideas that emerged in Europe in the eighteenth century, the period commonly known as the Enlightenment, and embarked upon a wide-scale program of reform. The main aim of the program was to catch up with the advances of the Europeans that resulted in the new, progressive, and liberal modes of living and thinking that were then perceived as “modern.” Influenced by the intellectual orientations of the European Enlightenment, so named to celebrate the shining light of human reason and triumph of science over religion, nineteenth-century Arab intellectuals saw the preceding period, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as one of unenlightenment and held it responsible for their state of backwardness. In the manner of the Enlightenment thinkers, they upheld their program of reform as one of awakening, and like the enlightened Europeans, the awakened Arabs sharply distinguished their vanguard, rational efforts from the ignorance and oblivion of the preceding generations, emphasizing the intellectual discontinuity with their ideas. Their views prevailed among the Arabs, who have since had a dismissive attitude toward the closing chapter of their pre-modernity.

This study of ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi’s life and works shifts the focus back onto this disowned chapter in the intellectual history of the Arabs in the Middle East. It uses ‘Abd al-Ghani as a lens to view the intellectual developments in the pre-awakening period that were concurrent with the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment in Europe. It focuses on the relationship between science and religion and the early expressions of rationalism among Arab and Turkish scholars. The confrontation between science and religion in Europe was one of the most important developments of this period, resulting in the divergence of the scientific and religious worldviews, in the spread of secularism, and the rise of anti-religious sentiment. This is used as a background against which the intellectual scenes in the Middle East are constructed and within which ‘Abd al-Ghani’s contributions are located and discussed. The intent is not to trace the circulation of ideas and threads of influences across both the Islamic and Christian worlds, but rather to detect moments of resonance and to identify points of crossing and difference in the European and Islamic experiences. This enables the presentation and discussion of ‘Abd al-Ghani’s thought in a comparative perspective and allows the appreciation of his contributions in a broader intellectual context.

Before the awakening, the study argues, Muslim scholars (Arabs and Turks) were, to some extent, familiar with the changes that were taking place in Europe. They showed interest in the scientific developments, translated several works on astronomy and geography, and attempted to widen the rational scope of the Islamic faith. Their exchanges with Europe, however, were dictated by the orientation of their intellectual program that rendered them more guarded and selective than their modernist successors. Viewing the Enlightenment broadly as representing a particular way of reasoning about God, man, and the world, contemporary Muslim scholars can be said to have their own distinct way of reasoning. In their search for enlightenment, the Europeans celebrated the light of human reason and the merit of scientific rationalism. By contrast, contemporary Muslim scholars sought enlightenment through tradition. It is in this sense that they are presented here as having their own enlightenment and not in the sense of sharing the European approach. While thinking in both the Christian and Islamic contexts became more rational and methodical during this period, Muslim thinkers never shared the enlightened Christians’ irreverence toward religion and their contempt for tradition. Thus Islamic rationalism and secularism, upon which Islamic modernity was to be based, maintained their own peculiarities that rendered them distinct from the European examples.

The notion of “Islamic enlightenment” is problematic and its merits have already been debated by several scholars (Schulze, 1996; Gran, 1998; Hagen and Seidensticker, 1998; Radtke, 2000). By invoking it here, the intent is not to buy into the debate in support of the notion. The field is still much under-researched for any cogent argument, for or against such notion, to be constructed. Rather, the intent is to highlight the distinction between two modes of engagement with the ideas and precepts of the European Enlightenment, in the awakening and pre-awakening periods, thereby offering an alternative perspective on the roots of modernity in the Arab-Ottoman world.

From the second half of the seventeenth century onward, scholars, scientists, and bureaucrats, Arabs and Turks, were becoming increasingly aware of losing the edge against the advanced Europeans. They nevertheless maintained faith in their ways of reasoning and the merit of their religion-focused intellectual program. Suspicious of the ideas that were coming from the European infidels, they did not attempt to adopt their new methods of thinking, and were able to sustain their traditional curricula and teaching method well into the nineteenth century.

By contrast, the awakened intellectuals of the nineteenth century, having consciously severed their intellectual ties with the preceding generations, were left without an integral intellectual program of their own but only with a mixed bag of often incoherent thoughts and principles that could not withstand the forceful infiltration and wholesale adoption of the European ideas. Awakened though they might have been, the Muslim liberal thinkers of the nineteenth century were confused about how to deal with their tradition. The awakening experience, as inspired by the European Enlightenment, had presented them with the complex problem of tradition and modernity.

UNRESOLVED DILEMMA

The remarkable success achieved in the field of science in Europe in the seventeenth century prompted an unprecedented emphasis on the autonomy of human reason and a rejection of the habitual reliance on religious sources and the authority of tradition. Many European thinkers of the eighteenth century were explicit about their contempt for tradition. They were keen to articulate a distinctly “modern” worldview that followed the dictates of science and reason, which they distinguished from the “traditional” worldview that followed the dictates of faith and religion. They saw the “modern” as something contemporary and new, full of exciting novelties that stood in contrast to the dull and unenlightened traditions of the past. There was a shared desire among many enlightened thinkers for a decisive break with tradition and a conscious rejection of the inheritance of the past. This marked a moment of disjunction between two ways of living and thinking, whereat “tradition” ceased to be the only way of being, transformed into a worldview, and stood in opposition to the “modern.” The Europeans also constructed the idea of the “modern” as a universal worldview, the validity of which did not depend on the internal logic of any tradition but on the universality of science and rational thinking. They presented it as a medium of liberation from the constraints of tradition. Thus conceived, the concept of “modernity” earned the enmity of traditionalists, yet its ideals proved to have a universal appeal. Not only had the awakened Arabs and Turks rushed to embrace them but so had the rest of the world.

Notwithstanding the efforts of the awakened intellectuals to modernise the Arab world, such a decisive break with tradition did not occur. Having been awakened from, as it were, a recent nightmare, nineteenth-century intellectuals dismissed only the unenlightened approaches of their immediate predecessors, while romanticizing the achievements of the earlier periods of the Prophet and the golden era. Thus, their relationship to the heritage of the past remained ambivalent: only the recent past was rejected while the distant past was celebrated. Although interest in the distant past (the classical tradition) was common in eighteenth-century Europe, the science-inspired rationalists defined their position on religion and tradition in general and not with reference to a particular period. As there was no decisive discontinuity with tradition in the experience of the Arabs, the intellectual zone separating the modern from the premodern has since remained blurred.
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