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The Middle East in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries





INTRODUCTION


Ibn Taymiyya of Damascus was a famous Sunni Muslim activist, jurist, and theologian. He is well-known as one of the most learned and controversial religious scholars of medieval Islam. He promoted jihad against the Mongol invaders of Syria in the early 1300s, and he challenged the dominant religious beliefs and practices of his day. Ibn Taymiyya believed that weakness in the religious life of the Mamluk Empire of Egypt and Syria had made Muslims vulnerable to invasion by the Mongol hordes from the east. Both the Mongols on the outside and religious decay on the inside had to be fought. The Mamluk elites gladly made use of Ibn Taymiyya’s services to the Empire against the Mongols, but they were not always happy to tolerate his interventions in religious affairs. He endured a number of trials and imprisonments and eventually died in a Damascus prison in 1328.


Today, Ibn Taymiyya is both influential and fiercely contested. Advocates of violent jihad from the late 1970s to the present quote Ibn Taymiyya more than any other medieval scholar. Muslim modernists and contemporary revivalists reject the jihadi reading of Ibn Taymiyya and draw on his writings to address the challenges of modernity and globalization. The Arabian Wahhabi and Global Salafism movements look to Ibn Taymiyya to provide the broad outlines of their theology and spirituality. Shi‘is and many Sunnis blame Ibn Taymiyya for introducing excessive intolerance and theological error into their religion. A few governments have even tried to ban his books.


Ibn Taymiyya is not always what his modern admirers and detractors make him out to be. This book aims to provide a more accurate picture of Ibn Taymiyya through a historical account of his life and thought based on recent research. The first two chapters narrate the events of Ibn Taymiyya’s life. They also date his major works and discuss several shorter writings, especially those in conjunction with the Mongol invasions. The subsequent six chapters examine Ibn Taymiyya’s thought thematically. Chapters Three and Four focus on his spirituality and his polemic against innovation in religious ritual. The end of Chapter Four considers his relationship to the Islamic spirituality of Sufism. Chapter Five investigates his methodology for deriving the divine law. Chapter Six expounds Ibn Taymiyya’s social and political ethics, and the end of the chapter discusses his view of jihad. Chapters Seven and Eight treat his theology. I pause intermittently throughout the book to note how later generations have used and interpreted Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas, and I also consider the reception of his thought in a brief epilogue.


Several themes recur in Ibn Taymiyya’s life and writings. These include his struggle against innovation in religious practice and theology, his reform-minded appeal to the foundational sources of Islam, his Sunni sectarianism over against Shi‘ism and Christianity, and his apologetic conviction that Islamic revelation corresponds to reason. I have sought especially to bring out the utilitarianism that pervades Ibn Taymiyya’s actions, ethics, and theology. Overarching all of these themes, however, is his practical concern that God alone be worshipped and that God be worshipped according to the divine law. Worship as obedience lies at the core of Ibn Taymiyya’s mission. Ibn Taymiyya is historically significant because with intellectual power he injected a highly ethicized vision of worship into medieval Islam. His vision had only modest impact in his own time, but it has borne much fruit in later centuries, especially in modernity.


This is the first book-length academic introduction to Ibn Taymiyya in English. The pace of research on Ibn Taymiyya has quickened over the last few decades, and the time is ripe for a synthesis. The main studies used in the writing of this book are listed in the second part of the bibliography. I also had frequent recourse to the Arabic sources to fill in gaps in the research and clarify ambiguities. References for direct quotations and collections of Ibn Taymiyya’s works are given in abbreviated form in the text. The key to the abbreviations is to be found in the first section of the bibliography.


I would like to thank Khaled El-Rouayheb for inviting me to write this book and the British Academy for the mid-career fellowship that provided the time to do it. I also extend my deepest gratitude to Emrah Kaya, Jabir Sani-Maihula, Seerwan Ahmed, and Zeynep Yucedogru for their insights on Ibn Taymiyya; to Ali-reza Bhojani, Azhar Majothi, Bill Janzen, Caterina Bori, Hugh Goddard, Jacqueline Hoover, Janice Hoover, Livnat Holtzman, Mohammed Al Dhfar, Mustafa Monjur, Penny Wallace, Yossef Rapoport, and anonymous readers, for commenting on draft material and helping to improve the accuracy and accessibility of the text; and to the editorial team at Oneworld Publications for their expert and professional assistance. Errors that remain are my own.
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EARLY CAREER AND THE MONGOL INVASIONS


In 1258 the Mongol general Hulagu conquered Baghdad, the longstanding seat of the Sunni caliphate, and extended the Ilkhanid Mongol Empire throughout the traditional Sunni heartlands of Persia and Iraq. Hulagu was probably a shamanist. His wife was a Christian. The Mongol policy of treating religious communities even-handedly demoted Sunnis from their position of dominance and improved the lot of Christians and Shi‘is. The Mongols also pushed west into Syria and Anatolia, and it fell to the Mamluk Empire of Egypt and Syria to halt their advance. In 1260 the Mamluks turned the Mongols back at the battle of ‘Ayn Jalut in Palestine. Nonetheless, the Mongols continued to threaten the Mamluks for decades to come. It was into this world of Mongol ascendancy that Ibn Taymiyya was born.


THE FORMATIVE YEARS


Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya was born in Harran on January 22, 1263 (Rabi‘al-awwal 10, 661 in the Islamic calendar). The family name “Ibn Taymiyya” means “Son of Taymiyya” in Arabic. “Taymiyya” is a woman’s name. Ibn Taymiyya’s disciple and primary biographer Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi offers two different explanations for the name. One is that an ancestor named his daughter Taymiyya after returning from travel in the Tayma’ region of northwestern Arabia. The other is that an ancestor’s mother was a preacher named Taymiyya. Harran is today in southeastern Turkey, just north of the border with Syria. At the time of Ibn Taymiyya’s birth, the city was under the control of the Mamluk Empire, but that did not last for long. The Ilkhanid Mongols were close at hand. In 1269, when Ibn Taymiyya was six years old, a Mongol incursion forced his family to flee Harran for Damascus. According to Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi, the family escaped by night with their books in a cart.


Ibn Taymiyya came from a family of religious scholars affiliated with the Hanbali law school. The Hanbalis were the smallest of the four Sunni law schools within the Mamluk Empire. The Shafi‘is were the largest, followed by the Hanafis and the Malikis. Religious learning was the chief route to prestige and social power in Damascus apart from the military, and Ibn Taymiyya’s family was well prepared to compete in this environment. Once in Damascus, the family took up residence in the Sukkariyya madrasa, a Hanbali religious school, and Ibn Taymiyya’s father became the headmaster.


Ibn Taymiyya was educated in the religious sciences, with the majority of his teachers Hanbalis. He was a precocious student well-known for his intelligence and superb memory, and he is said to have started issuing legal opinions (fatwas) by the age of 19. When his father died in 1284, Ibn Taymiyya took over the headship of the Sukkariyya madrasa, and he taught his inaugural lesson in the presence of several leading scholars. A month later, he began teaching Qur’an interpretation on Fridays at the great Umayyad mosque in the center of Damascus. Ibn Taymiyya’s fame spread widely and he rose in public stature. In 1296 he attained a teaching post at the prestigious Hanbaliyya madrasa in Damascus.


APPEARANCE, CHARACTER, AND PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS


The mature Ibn Taymiyya was a formidable figure. His prominent contemporary and erstwhile colleague Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi depicts him as follows:




He is loved by scholars and persons of piety, soldiers and emirs, merchants and people in authority. The rest of the common people love him because he stands up for their benefit, day and night, in his words and his writings. As for his courage, proverbial tales are told of it, and in some of them he resembles the greatest heroes… Vehemence possessed him when he worked as if he were a fighting lion… He was frequently tactless and argumentative, may God forgive him. He was poor, having no money, and his clothing – like any other jurist – was a wide robe, a long coat, a turban worth thirty dirhams, and cheap shoes. He had short hair. His figure was daunting. His gray hair was sparse. His beard was round. His complexion was between fair and the color of grain. He was of medium height, and it was as if his eyes were two eloquent tongues above his shoulders. He led people in the longest of prayers, bowing and prostrating. Sometimes he would get up to greet a person who had arrived from a journey, and sometimes he would turn away from him. When he arrived somewhere people sometimes rose to greet him, but for him it was all the same because he was unconcerned with formalities. He never bowed to anybody, restricting himself to greeting, shaking hands and smiling. He might honor his companion on one occasion and then offend him repeatedly in dispute on other occasions. (Nubdha 334–335, translation adapted from 343–344)





Al-Dhahabi presents a mixed picture. On the one hand, Ibn Taymiyya is popular, courageous, devoted to religious practice, and modest in attire. Laudatory biographers such as Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi underline the valiant and devout side of Ibn Taymiyya, and they portray him as faithful to a Hanbali ideal of moderate asceticism and piety. He did not clothe himself in rags like extreme Sufis who wished to accentuate their poverty, nor did he wear luxurious clothes that would draw attention to himself. He was generous and little concerned for food or money. He was dedicated to performing his prayers and supplications to God. On the other hand, al-Dhahabi describes Ibn Taymiyya as sometimes irritable, contentious, and rude. Other contemporary biographers depict these aspects of Ibn Taymiyya’s character in a heroic light or gloss over them.


Ibn Taymiyya never married. Islamic law and the Hanbali ascetic ideal prescribe marriage, but the biographers neither criticize nor explain this lapse in Ibn Taymiyya’s devotion. Celibacy was not unheard of in medieval Islam, and Ibn Taymiyya may have sacrificed marriage for the benefit of his scholarly vocation. Still, Ibn Taymiyya did not go without human companionship. He was close to his mother and his brothers Sharaf al-Din and Zayn al-Din. His brothers were also part of his intimate circle of students and fellow scholars. This group was never very large – perhaps ten or so in number – and its membership fluctuated. Al-Dhahabi had been part of the circle until losing patience with Ibn Taymiyya’s embarrassing behavior and eccentric views. The Sufi ‘Imad al-Din al-Wasiti functioned as a spiritual guide within the group until his death in 1311. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Ibn Taymiyya’s foremost disciple, joined the circle from 1313 onward. By and large, members of the circle shared Ibn Taymiyya’s intellectual outlook and joined in with his public activism against vice and religious innovations.


EARLY ENGAGEMENTS WITH RELIGIOUS LAW


Ibn Taymiyya devoted much energy in his late twenties and early thirties to religious law. His treatise on the rites of pilgrimage (MF 26:98–159) likely dates to 1292 when, at the age of 29, he performed the pilgrimage to Mecca. This treatise expresses imperatives that will dominate his thinking throughout his career: perform the prescribed religious rituals according to the pattern of the earliest Muslim generations (known as the Salaf), avoid innovated and unauthorized practices (bid‘a), and worship God alone.


Ibn Taymiyya’s Commentary on The Support (Sharh al-‘umda) probably dates to the mid-1290s, and it illustrates Ibn Taymiyya’s early conformity to Hanbali law. This bulky work annotates the sections on religious ritual in The Support (al-‘Umda), a survey of mainstream Hanbali legal positions by the eminent scholar Muwaffaq al-Din Ibn Qudama (d. 1223). Throughout the Commentary, Ibn Taymiyya faithfully conforms to the rulings of the Hanbali school, as was expected of jurists in their respective law schools at the time.


In his later years, however, Ibn Taymiyya sometimes departs from Hanbali views. Al-Dhahabi writes, “For some years now he has not issued legal opinions according to a specific school, but rather according to the proof that supports his position” (Nubdha 333). To take one example, Ibn Taymiyya in his Commentary follows the Hanbalis in making the lesser pilgrimage to Mecca (‘umra) obligatory. Later on, he states that it is optional, a view that happens to agree with the Malikis and the Hanafis (MF 26:5–9). Ibn Taymiyya argues this case directly from the Qur’an. He does not take the Hanbali view, nor the view of any other school, to be binding. Ibn Taymiyya is here exercising what is called “independent reasoning” (ijtihad), a practice that broke with the protocol of the Sunni law school system of his day. We will encounter further implications of Ibn Taymiyya’s independent reasoning at different points in this book, and especially in Chapter Five.


A third early work on law dicusses punishment for insulting the Prophet Muhammad. The occasion of this treatise was Ibn Taymiyya’s first major intervention in public affairs. The story begins in mid-1294 when he was 31 years old. People from a village just outside Damascus complained directly to the governor of the city that a Christian scribe had insulted the Prophet. Insulting the Prophet was a capital offense. The governor ignored the complaint out of deference to the Christian’s employer, an emir named ‘Assaf. This displeased Ibn Taymiyya and the Shafi‘i jurist Zayn al-Din al-Fariqi. They led a crowd from the Umayyad mosque in the center of Damascus to visit the governor. The governor assured them that the Christian would be treated according to the religious law. At the same time, a crowd pelted the emir ‘Assaf with stones at one of the city gates. ‘Assaf escaped. The governor learned of the uproar and had Ibn Taymiyya and other agitators beaten and confined.


Then the governor looked for a way out of his legal predicament. The next day he sent representatives to the village. They tried to invalidate the complaint by showing that some prior enmity had divided the complainants and the Christian. This failed. The Christian then converted to Islam in a bid to avoid death. Conversion annulled the death penalty in mainstream Shafi‘i legal doctrine. A week later, the governor summoned the Shafi‘i chief judge of Damascus and other Shafi‘i jurists. He asked whether the Christian’s conversion to Islam could spare his life. All of the Shafi‘is said yes. The governor almost certainly knew that Shafi‘i legal doctrine would give him the judgement he desired. The agitator al-Fariqi was questioned as well, and he concurred with his Shafi‘i colleagues. Ibn Taymiyya was released without being asked about his view – the governor probably knew that he would differ.


The following week the governor called the chief judges of the four Sunni legal schools together to discuss the case. It was Mamluk practice that a chief judge from each of the four schools sat on the governor’s court. The governor was probably trying to get all of them to recognize the Shafi‘i ruling so that the Christian convert to Islam could be freed. According to the protocols of the day, the non-Shafi‘is did not need to agree with the Shafi‘is. They only needed to concede the governor’s prerogative to choose the judgement of the law school that best suited his purposes. This time, however, no agreement was reached. The Hanafi chief judge wrote a poem claiming that the law schools had in fact come to consensus on the opposite view: someone who insults the Prophet cannot escape the death penalty by converting to Islam. The religious law was not flexible enough to give the governor what he wanted. Nonetheless, he still found a way to achieve his ends: about four months later, the convert was released under the cover of night.


Writing not as a judge but as a legal scholar, Ibn Taymiyya composed his book The Sword Unsheathed (al-Sarim al-maslul) to affirm that repentance and conversion do not avert the death penalty for insulting the Prophet. This work is the most comprehensive discussion of the topic in the Islamic tradition. Ibn Taymiyya’s intervention in the case of the Christian scribe who insulted the Prophet established his reputation as a force to be reckoned with on the Damascene scholarly and political scene.


EARLY ENGAGEMENTS WITH THEOLOGY


The 1290s also saw the beginnings of the theological controversies that would eventually land Ibn Taymiyya in a Cairo prison in 1306. In 1291 opponents tried to stop him from teaching in the Umayyad mosque on Fridays because of some comments he had made on God’s attributes. The affair ended quickly when the Shafi‘i chief judge and another scholar defended him.


Seven years later, Ibn Taymiyya wrote two short theological pieces that drew much attention in his own time and are today core doctrinal texts in Wahhabi and Salafi circles. Sometime in late 1298 or in 1299, a Shafi‘i judge from Wasit in Iraq asked Ibn Taymiyya to produce a creed for the Muslims in Iraq to counter a decline in Sunni religious knowledge suffered under the Mongols. Ibn Taymiyya composed a systematic account of basic theological doctrine known as the Wasitiyya (MF 3:129–159). According to Ibn Taymiyya’s own report, the Wasitiyya quickly gained wide circulation in Iraq, Egypt, and beyond.


In December 1298, Ibn Taymiyya also wrote a refutation of the prevailing Ash‘ari view of God’s attributes for the people of the Syrian city Hama. This second treatise is known as the Hamawiyya (MF 5:5–120). Theologians of Ash‘ari orientation were found in all Sunni law schools within the Mamluk Empire except that of the Hanbalis. Ash‘aris insisted that God should not be described with bodily attributes and human affections, and some said that scriptural texts ascribing such characteristics to God should be reinterpreted to mean something else. For example, a text ascribing a hand to God should be reinterpreted to mean that God is powerful. Ibn Taymiyya rejected such reinterpretation as distorting the plain sense of the revealed text.


This led opponents in Damascus to accuse Ibn Taymiyya of saying that God had a body (tajsim). The Hanafi chief judge required him to appear for a hearing. Ibn Taymiyya claimed that the Mamluk sultan had not appointed the judge to interfere in such matters, and he did not appear. The Hanafi judge responded by sending a crier to denounce Ibn Taymiyya’s doctrine throughout the city. The governor of Damascus was displeased and stepped in before the crier could complete the job. Ibn Taymiyya then met with the Shafi‘i chief judge to discuss his Hamawiyya. The Shafi‘i supported Ibn Taymiyya and declared that anyone who speaks against him should be censured. The question of God’s corporeality would return to haunt Ibn Taymiyya later, but not before the Mongols again invaded Syria.



THE MONGOL INVASION OF 1299–1300


The new Mongol threat was led by the Ilkhanid ruler Ghazan Khan. The Ilkhanid Empire had been ruled by non-Muslims for more than 35 years, but Ghazan quickly turned the tables. He converted to Sunni Islam, ascended the throne in 1295, and styled himself the Guardian of Islam. He denigrated the Mamluks and called on them to submit to his authority. The Mamluks refused, and Ghazan invaded Syria three times between 1299 and 1303. Ibn Taymiyya was skeptical of Ghazan’s new-found faith, and he was eager to serve the Mamluk resistance as propagandist, diplomat, and soldier on the grounds that the Mongol invaders posed a grave danger to the integrity of Sunni Islam. The Mongol invasions also gave Ibn Taymiyya an opportunity to demonstrate his patriotism and valor while deflecting attention from his unwelcome theological views.


In July 1298, five months before the controversy over his Hamawiyya, Ibn Taymiyya preached jihad in the Umayyad mosque to rouse support for a Mamluk expedition to Little Armenia. Little Armenia was a Christian ally of the Mongols just to the northwest of Syria. The expedition came to nothing. A year later, in June 1299, Mamluk soldiers raided Mardin, a city in northern Mesopotamia under Mongol control. Ghazan accused the Mamluk raiders of desecrating the mosques of the city and violating its Muslim women in sexual orgies. Taking these Mamluk abominations as his pretext, Ghazan invaded Syria for the first time. He was joined by Armenian and Georgian Christian allies and Mamluk prisoners forced to fight on the Mongol side.


Ibn Taymiyya called for jihad against the Mongol invasion. Part of his argument appealed to religious patriotism. In remarks likely referring to this invasion, Ibn Taymiyya recounts how he extolled the virtues of Syria to stir the Mamluks to its defense. Syria was a divinely blessed region. It must be secured against the Mongol invaders because it is the land of the Farthest Mosque in Jerusalem and the Prophet Muhammad’s Night Journey from Jerusalem into the heavens. It is also the place to which everyone will be gathered at the end of time (MF 27:505–511). In other texts Ibn Taymiyya ties the virtues of a place to the moral virtues of its inhabitants, not to characteristics of the place itself. Here Ibn Taymiyya makes an exception for the obviously pragmatic purpose of spurring the Mamluk army to fight.


Ibn Taymiyya provides further arguments for jihad in three anti-Mongol fatwas made famous by modern jihadis. The earliest of these fatwas likely dates to this first Mongol invasion (MF 28:544–553). The second fatwa dates to the second invasion of 1300–1301 or the third invasion of 1303 (MF 28:501–508). The third fatwa is the longest (MF 28:509–543); it dates to a later Mongol invasion in 1312–1313 and will be discussed in the next chapter.


The first fatwa confronts religious scruples against fighting the Mongols. Some Mamluk soldiers refused to fight because the Mongols were fellow Muslims. Ibn Taymiyya allows that the Mongols confess Islam, and he does not call them unbelievers or apostates. Nonetheless, he insists that the Mongols must be fought because they do not fully adhere to Islam. They refuse to uphold some of Islam’s clear and widely accepted obligations. He roots his argument in the Qur’an: “Fight them until there is no more dissension and religion in its entirety is for God alone” (Q. 8:39) and, “O you who believe! Fear God and give up what remains of usury, if you are believers. If you do not, then be informed of war [against you] from God and His Messenger” (Q. 2:278–279). The latter Qur’an quotation, Ibn Taymiyya explains, was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad for the people of Ta’if, a town near Mecca. The people of Ta’if confessed Islam, prayed, and fasted, but they refused to abandon usury. In a similar manner, Abu Bakr, the first caliph after the Prophet died, fought Muslims who refused to pay alms. Additionally, as commanded in a statement by the Prophet Muhammad, the fourth caliph ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, fought the rebel Kharijis for the insincerity of their religion. The Mongols, Ibn Taymiyya argues, are worse than the people of Ta’if, the Kharijis, and those who withheld alms under Abu Bakr. So it follows that they should be fought. Ibn Taymiyya says little in this first fatwa about which laws the Mongols failed to keep, but he does censure them for fighting to advance their own selfish interests and not the interests of Islam. They do not join together with other Muslims to fight the unbelievers. They fight only to establish Mongol hegemony. They are so bad that they would even stoop to fighting prophets to attain their goals.


In this first anti-Mongol fatwa, Ibn Taymiyya also considers whether the Mongols may be classified as Muslim rebels. Some of his fellow jurists would probably have preferred this classification. The paradigm case of rebels in traditional Sunni jurisprudence was the Companions of the Prophet Muhammad who rebelled against the caliphs after the Prophet’s death. The Companions were those who had had contact with the Prophet during his lifetime and they enjoyed great esteem. So it was assumed that rebels among them had plausible justifications for their actions and should be regarded leniently. On that basis, later Muslim rebels with plausible justifications should be treated leniently as well.


Ibn Taymiyya will have none of this. He refuses to condone the wars between the Companions of the Prophet. Every effort should have been made to reconcile the Companions without fighting. Moreover, there is no comparison between the Mongols and rebel Companions. The Mongols are Muslims whose religion is defective. They must be fought until they purify their religion. In fact religion is the only thing worth fighting for in Ibn Taymiyya’s eyes. Wars between Muslims for other reasons are inexcusable.


Ibn Taymiyya’s arguments failed to achieve the desired result, at least on this occasion. Ghazan defeated the Mamluks in late December 1299 at the Battle of Wadi Khazindar between Homs and Hama. Many Mamluks were killed and others were sold to the European Christian Crusaders on Cyprus. The Mamluks had removed the last of the Crusaders from Syria and Palestine in 1291, apart from a remnant on the Lebanese coast. Panic struck Damascus, and the Shafi‘i and Maliki judges fled, along with other city officials. A group of Damascene notables including Ibn Taymiyya went to visit Ghazan to plead for mercy. Ghazan took Damascus nonetheless. On January 2, 1300 (Rabi‘ al-thani 8, 699) Ghazan had a guarantee of security read out in the Umayyad mosque. It condemned Mamluk oppression and declared Ghazan King of Islam.


Once it was clear that the Mongols had triumphed, Ibn Taymiyya acceded to Mongol control. He could not justify a pointless fight to the death, and he worked to reduce further bloodshed. When Arjawash, the Mamluk commander of the Damascus citadel, refused to surrender, Ibn Taymiyya told him to stop resisting. He also beseeched the Mongols to release prisoners and stop their Georgian and Armenian Christian allies from devastating the countryside around Damascus. It was at this point that Ibn Taymiyya met Ghazan for a second time. According to historical chronicles, Ibn Taymiyya was only given time to pray for Ghazan. The chronicles add that he then met Mongol officials and negotiated the release of some prisoners. However, some biographies of Ibn Taymiyya provide further details to bolster his image as a heroic figure. One says that he intervened with Ghazan to procure the release of prisoners and to ward off an offer from the king of Georgia to annihilate the residents of Damascus. Another relates an anecdote that has inspired devotees of Ibn Taymiyya from his own day down to the present. He is reported to have said forthrightly to Ghazan:




You claim to be a Muslim. You have a judge, a prayer leader, a teacher, and a prayer caller with you, according to what we have been told. Yet, you have invaded us. Your father and your grandfather Hulagu were unbelievers, and they did not do what you have done. They made a treaty and honored it, but you made a treaty and acted treacherously. You have spoken and not honored [your word]. (Masalik 320)





Ghazan returned home in early February 1300 and left Damascus in the hands of the Mongol army. He promised to return in the autumn to invade Egypt. After he departed, Ibn Taymiyya met the two main Mongol military leaders on separate occasions to negotiate the release of prisoners, both Muslims and non-Muslims. This gave Ibn Taymiyya an opportunity to observe the Mongols’ practices and discuss religion with them. An anecdote related by Ibn Taymiyya himself may date to one of these meetings. On a visit to the Mongol camp, he told his colleagues not to forbid wine to the Mongols and the Georgians because they would be of more benefit to the Muslims drunk than sober.


Eventually, a Mamluk army approached from Egypt. The Mongols fled, and Arjawash took Damascus back for the Mamluks. Ibn Taymiyya led a campaign against taverns to eradicate wine drinking and other vices that had sprung up under the Mongols. The Mamluk army arrived in Damascus in late April 1300. They punished Mongol collaborators and installed Aqqush al-Afram as the new governor of Damascus.


The collaborator clean-up also took Ibn Taymiyya and al-Afram to Kisrawan on Mount Lebanon. The peoples of Kisrawan – Isma‘ili Shi‘is, Nusayris (today known as ‘Alawis), Druze, and Christians – had defeated a Mamluk attempt to subdue them in 1292. Now they stood accused of helping the Mongols and the Crusaders. Ibn Taymiyya accompanied al-Afram on a raid to punish them in the summer of 1300. They surrendered to the Mamluks and agreed to pay tribute. Later, however, they revolted. The ensuing Mamluk expedition in 1305 crushed them decisively. Ibn Taymiyya supported the military action on the grounds that the peoples of Kiswaran were Shi‘i heretics and collaborators with the Crusaders and the Mongols.


THE MONGOL INVASIONS OF 1300–1301 AND 1303


Ghazan was by no means finished with Syria. He launched a second invasion in late 1300 and a Crusader army on Cyprus set out to assist him. By early January 1301 the Mongols, along with Armenians and Crusaders, were terrorizing Aleppo. Ibn Taymiyya preached jihad in the Umayyad mosque. He also incited the Damascene governor al-Afram to resist the Mongols and travelled to Cairo to ask Mamluk sultan al-Nasir Muhammad Ibn Qalawun for reinforcements. Ibn Taymiyya wrote a letter to the sultan exhorting him to jihad on the grounds that the Mongols did not uphold all of the laws of Islam. This was the same argument made in his first anti-Mongol fatwa. The historian Ibn Kathir reports that Ibn Taymiyya warned the sultan in person, “If you turn away from Syria and its protection, we will raise up a sultan for it who will care for it, protect it, and develop it in secure times” (Bidaya 15:634). This anecdote may be an embellishment; Ibn Kathir was a student of Ibn Taymiyya’s and always alert to enhancing his teacher’s reputation. If the statement is credible, it appears to be the closest Ibn Taymiyya ever came to threatening rebellion against his own ruler. In the end the sultan sent troops.


The second of Ibn Taymiyya’s anti-Mongol fatwas (MF 28:501–508) may date to this invasion or to the third invasion two years later. Again, as in the first fatwa, he argues that the Mongols must be fought because they do not adhere to the laws of Islam. He also provides fuller evidence of Mongol irreligiosity. He criticizes the large number of Christians and polytheists in the Mongol camp. Few of the Mongols pray, even if they may show a certain respect toward pious Muslims. They do not fight unbelievers, and they fail to keep numerous other obligations. Instead they impose their own statutes, some of which agree with Islam and some of which do not. Most fundamentally though, as Ibn Taymiyya argued in the first fatwa, the Mongols give priority to their own Mongol cause over the interests of Islam. Following on from this, Ibn Taymiyya makes a decidedly utilitarian argument. Not fighting the Mongols would be more detrimental to the religion of Islam than fighting them. The Mongols are so evil that even immoral sinners should be rallied to fight jihad on the Mamluk side. God uses the immoral to support His religion when it is a matter of defending Islam against those who are even worse.
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