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Letter from
the Editor

OVAMIR ANJUM

October 6, 2025

s Lintroduce the inaugural issue of Hashiya, a journal

threading Islamic thought with action and academic inquiry

with visionary world-making, I am haunted by a question
that barely needs to be uttered to be heard.

How can we sharpen our pens while swords fall on the necks of helpless
Muslims around the world, speak of history when the present screams
for action, and study poetry in the midst of a genocide—a genocide
we, the two billion Muslims of the world, should never have allowed?
As we approach the two-year anniversary of the resistance and genocide
in Gaza, what place is there for beauty of expression, precision of
thought, subtleties of language, fine points of theology, or the details
of Qur’anic recitations? For an answer, I turn to Gaza.

A teacher of Qur’an and Arabic in Gaza City, Hamza Abii Tuha offers
the reason why. Of the endless haunting images from Gaza, this one
social media post arrested my attention and will not let go. Arabic
calligraphy unfurls like a flag on the walls of his tent. He inscribes
his lesson on its fabric and recites aloud the ten Qur'anic recitations.
His social media post, the only window to the world outside, reads:

This is my home: a tent that is almost like a blazing furnace.

I struggle to breathe or to move properly, and the ocean of sweat
scarcely leaves me. The only relief I find is in that eager student
to whom I teach the ten readings of the Qur'an. What lifts me
from the hardship of life are those grammatical, morphological,
rhetorical, and linguistic explanations for every variation among
the reciters. In those moments, it is as if I were in Paradise, or in
a world other than this one. I long for life, and I long for what
befits every human being!*

The tent is adorned, among other notes, with verses from the Hanging
Odes, masterpieces of pre-Islamic poetry that remain invaluable to

. This is the translation of a Facebook post

by lag gl ks s+ Hamza AbiiTitha, a
lecturer at the Islamic University of Gaza,
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/
1IYwyngmZZR/ (Accessed 30 Sep 2025).


https://www.facebook.com/share/p/
1YwyngmZZR/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/
1YwyngmZZR/

Islamic scholarship. With raw intensity they preserve a vanished 2. heeps://www.facebook.com/share/p/
way of life—its passions and disappointments, heroic exploits, and tovmAkbxuj/ (Accessed 30 Sep 2025).
confessions of transience—Ilike traces at an abandoned campsite.

This yearning for permanence was raised by revelation to new heights:

the Qur’an arrived not to erase beauty but to reorient it, making

language a vessel of divine mercy and a horizon of moral imagination

and resistance. Words gave life. Another post that appeared shortly

thereafter drives home even further the link between the precarious-

ness of life and the consolation of sacred knowledge:

[ am preparing myself to depart from this tent as well. Perhaps

I have migrated as many times as the number of the ten authors
of the Mu‘allagat, or as often as the twelve sciences of the Arabic
language, or even as often as the sixteen meters of Arabic poetry.
In this tent, I brought with me, as God willed, the great scholars
of language, literature, and Qur’anic recitations. I keep them
company and study with them. I never forget my questions to
Sibawayh, nor to Abit ‘Amr, nor to Ibn Malik. Ab@i Hayyan was
always with me, sharp in temperament and ever changeable.

I am delighted by the vast knowledge of al-Suyuiti, who gathered
together matters of learning, from the lowest to the highest,
leaving out neither the small nor the great, but recording them all.>

To watch a Gazan scholar review rules of Qur'anic grammar, or a
reciter blend precision with pathos, is to witness resistance and hope
embodied. Beauty refuses to submit to brute force; grammar and
rhetoric become ethical armor; the eloquence of ancient poetry and
piercing prose becomes a reservoir of courage and defiance. They
teach not only how to read a text, but how to reconstruct a world.

The colonial and settler-colonial projects of the last centuries have been,
at their worst, campaigns against this very capacity: to amputate our
vocabulary, to empty their memory, to silence their stories. Against that
logic stands the organic solidarity of the dispossessed. The fierce, quoti-
dian humanity of women and children, of fathers and teachers in tents
is held together by the sounds of eloquent invocations and Qur’anic
recitation. Their nobility outshines the cruelty of the enemy and the
hypocrisy and venality of those who could have acted and did not.

The remarkable power of Abt Titha’s words lies not only in what they
say, but also in what they refuse to say. They do not dwell on the
obvious: the mourning of Gaza, the omnipresent loss and death, the
cruelty, the betrayals. Instead, they turn our gaze toward a vaster
horizon: the universe of divine words, the experience of an entire


https://www.facebook.com/share/p/
19vmAkbxuj/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/
19vmAkbxuj/

civilization stored in the Arabic language, in its scholarship, literature
and poetry. To do our duty to the truth, to the Palestinians, the Uyghurs,
the Rohingya, the Kashmiris, and so many others, we must act with
urgency but without letting the urgent eclipse what matters most. We
must mobilize now, yet prepare to rebuild a civilization; analyze our
helplessness now, yet reflect on the thousand-mile journey ahead.

The task for Muslim scholars and thinkers today is to be able to speak
of such contrasts, of monstrous power and saintly courage, with
precision and perspective, and articulate the chasm between the
brutality of power and the radiance of character, between the silence
of complicity and the eloquence of sacrifice. The task feels almost
paralyzing, yet it summons a sacred duty. Some eight centuries ago,
the Mongols unleashed similarly unspeakable horrors upon the
Muslim world, cleaving the lands of Islam in two. Yet within half a
century, it was the depth of Islamic scholarship and the spirit it had
preserved that made possible the revival of Muslim strength, melting
the Mongol blade and remolding it into one of the swords of Islam.

Hashiya is a response to this call—a journal dedicated to suturing
Islamic thought with the lived experience of Muslims today. It is a
commitment to ensuring that the pain, the heroism, and the truths
of this moment are not forgotten but woven into the fabric of our
collective memory, shaping classrooms, homes, and hearts for genera-
tions. It seeks to draw on deep Islamic roots but also to expand the
horizons of Muslim discourse, all the while building bridges between
various silos of gifted thinkers and inspired leaders. This includes
challenging aspects of the current neocolonial order, those that too
often hinder Muslim flourishing, enable settler colonialism, ethnic
cleansing, and genocides against Muslims. Hashiya aspires to confront
such challenges by empowering scholarship that will inquire, clarify,
inspire, deconstruct, and reconstruct. The power of our faith, rooted
in the wellspring of the Truth Almighty—one of the magnificent
divine names—is ultimately invincible, and its resources humanity’s
greatest need. In the face of the great tragedy we witness today, we
should not forget that as members of a global Ummabh, our scholars,
thinkers, artists, scientists, entrepreneurs, and visionaries are, by
divine grace, increasingly numerous and resourceful. Hashiya seeks
to bring the best of our ideas into the widest circulation of the global
Muslim Ummabh, thereby inspiring and reinvigorating us all.

At its core, Hashiya is about the power of language, of knowledge, of
tradition—the language of the Qur’an, of the Prophet, of an Ummah
seeking its course. In Gaza, a teacher’s devotion to Arabic grammar



and Qur’anic recitation is an act of defiance, a refusal to let bombs,
betrayal, or despair define the next generation. This language, with
its roots in divine revelation, is the rope that tethers the Ummah to
its purpose. Gaza, like a tugboat, pulls at the vast vessel of a wayward
Ummah, redirecting it home.

Hashiya is an invitation to make the lessons of today’s heroes available
to the Ummabh. To let their courage seed a thousand struggles yet to
come, to inspire classrooms and books, dinner table conversations,
nightly supplications, and daily solidarities, so that learning itself
becomes part of the work of redress.

This inaugural collection of essays speaks to precisely these imperatives.

In a pioneering, genre-defining essay, Ahmed Elbenni offers both a
history and a theology of science fiction, surveying the literature while
also opening the horizon for Islamofuturism—a genre he distinguishes
from mere Islamic futurology or Islamic sci-fi. First in a two-part
series, this piece is at once history, critique, and a meditation on the
truly Islamic imagination of the future.

Three contributions speak to the heart of Islamic tradition. In Much Ado
about a Footnote, Muntasir Zaman captures the irony and centrality of
the hashiya in the Islamic tradition, daring to suggest that the entire
edifice of fourteen centuries of scholarship might be read as a gloss
upon the two foundational sources, the Qur'an and Sunnah. Meanwhile,
in her erudite legal history of darar (harm) in Islamic law, with special
focus on the Maliki tradition, Tesneem Alkiek demonstrates the depth
and vitality of Islamic jurisprudence, showing how, in her words, “this
legacy of principled deliberation and contextual sensitivity enables
Islamic law to be firmly anchored in revelation while remaining respon-
sive to the ethical challenges of the present.” In parallel, Jonathan
Brown’s translation of and introduction to Aba ‘Is2 al-Tirmidh’s Kitab
al-Tlm al-Saghir, the last chapter in his canonical hadith collection
known as Jami“ al-Tirmidhi, presents the intellectual legacy of one of
the most influential figures in Sunni hadith tradition. This text was

a milestone in hadith criticism, the first book to define the technical
terms by which authenticity was evaluated—sahih, hasan, gharib—

and thus a foundation for the science itself.

Alex Thurston’s Islamic Thought in West Africa from the Colonial Era to
the Present takes us on a journey through the richness of Islam and
Islamic scholarship in West Africa. He shows how the resistance and
action of our ancestors fractured colonial ambitions and instead
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Dreaming
the Ummabh:

Science Fiction and the
Possibility of Islamofuturism

AHMED ELBENNI

Introduction

ara Hussein had just stepped off her flight, fresh from

a London conference, when she was arrested. She had

committed no crime, as far as she knew; she had neither
the opportunity nor the interest, as a museum archivist working in
Los Angeles. By the time she is shipped off to the detention facility
euphemistically called Safe-X, Sara understands—she had been
flagged by a federal agency and detained for a crime she is predicted
to commit, based on the algorithmic analysis of her dreams." This
is the premise of Laila Lalami’s novel The Dream Hotel (2023), set
in a future in which the panopticon of technological surveillance
encompasses even our dreams. It is a premise which, with discon-
certing precision, captures the close proximity of dreams and politics.
The dreams we dream, or are allowed to dream, are no trivial matter.
Dream-management is one of the constitutive responsibilities of any
serious political order, for dreamscapes are where a people decide,
through the selective claiming and disclaiming of terrain, their
location in history. The oneiric and the political, each at the root of
the other, come together most formidably in the literary genre which
takes the future as its object, the genre to which The Dream Hotel
belongs: science fiction.

The Dream Hotel is easily read as not just a science fiction novel about
the empire’s fear of science fiction, but a science fiction novel about the
empire’s fear of Islamic science fiction. It is about the institutionalized
suppression of Islamic dreamscapes and the hegemonic (Western)
techno-authoritarian apparatus mobilized for exactly that purpose.
This techno-authoritarian apparatus is not without a cultural arm—
art, literature, film, television, or, in a word, propaganda. The critical
Muslim theorist Salman Sayyid argues that the science fiction that has

11

. This premise bears similarities to Isaac

Asimov’s classic 1956 novel The Minority
Report (adapted to a 2002 film by Steven
Spielberg) and the Japanese anime series
Psycho Pass.



long emanated from what is called “the West” has repeatedly revealed
that “we’ [the West] are resolutely unwilling to live in the dreamscapes
of ‘others,” while continuing to expect that ‘others’ will only find well-
being in playing extras in ‘our’ dreams.”

It is the figure of the Mahdi, drawn from a
non-Western lexicon of power, that makes
it possible “not only to think of Islam as
part of a history of the future, but more
importantly, to think of it as History
itself —that is, to think of Islam as a, or
even the, force that drives world history.

For Sayyid, the paradigmatic example is Frank Herbert’s Dune, as
canonical a text of Western science fiction as there has ever been. He
observes that the “quasi-Muslims” at its heart are “still in the past of
the future.”” That is, despite their existence twenty millennia after our
present, they remain backward, primitive, stuck in the past. We find
them stranded on the inhospitable planet of Arrakis, tribal barbarians
at the edge of empire: there is the West, and far below it, in the desert
dunes, the Rest. Dune seems to repeat the gesture at the foundation
of Western science fiction: the colonization of time itself, such that
the story of the future can only ever be that of colonial modernity writ
cosmic, ad infinitum. From Star Trek to Star Wars, we are taught the
same Fukuyaman lesson: history did, in fact, end sometime in the 20th
century, and with it, politics—all conflict from that point forward was
familial, the squabble of siblings, the digressions of destiny.

What distinguishes Dune from its brethren is the return of the Mahd.i.
Even bearing the name of Paul Atreides, he interrupts the teleology
of secular modernity. It is the figure of the Mahdi, drawn from a non-
Western lexicon of power, that makes it possible “not only to think of
Islam as part of a history of the future, but more importantly, to think
of it as History itself”— that is, to think of Islam as a, or even the, force
that drives world history.? In its willingness to imagine and inhabit

a Muslim future, Dune is an oasis. Surrounding it on all sides are
forecasts of an intergalactic expansion of humanity in which Islam
is not merely subjugated or subverted, but simply submerged in the
deeps of time. Dune, to its credit, does not expect Islam to fade as a
historical force, nor does it mind attributing to Muslims the capacity
for world-making agency, even twenty millennia hence.

12

. Salman Sayyid, Recalling the Caliphate:

Decolonisation and World Order (Hurst,
2014), 90.

. Ibid, 93.



Yet this existential transgression cannot ultimately stand. Dune’s
Fremen, those distant descendants of today’s Muslims, are again
tribal nomads in the desert, condemned to rehearsing their wars
against greater political powers, whether Roman or Italian, imperial
or colonial. They do defeat their European-coded oppressors—but
once they break out of their sand cage, they swarm the cosmos, an
interstellar cloud of locusts blotting out the stars and devouring the
space in between. In the long durée, they just replace one empire with
another, their weapons soaked in the blood of galaxies, fanatical
hordes led and manipulated by a prince of the old imperial order
chasing his own agenda. There’s an ambivalence to Dune when it
comes to the Islamicate, a genuine admiration laced with fascination
and fear. Dune, finally, does not celebrate the return of history; it
warns against it.

I think that literary projections like those of Dune are more accurately
labeled “Islamic futurology” or “Islamic science fiction” than “Islamo-
futurism,” and that this is a distinction worth making. In the context of
science fiction, I use the modifier “Islamic” not in a moral or normative
sense, but simply to indicate the presence of Islam—as a practiced
religion and living culture—in any given text’s futurological imaginary.
Put more simply, a work of Islamic science fiction is one which
projects Islam into the future, whatever form that projection might
take. “Islamic science fiction” is thus a purely descriptive term. It

does not denote a text authored by a Muslim or a text that affirms

an “Islamic worldview”; it marks, simply, a text that either imagines
a future in which Muslims prominently feature, or a text which draws
heavily on Islamic tradition, history, culture, and aesthetics in
envisioning the future of humanity (rarely does a text do the latter
without including the former). If “Islamic science fiction” is a
descriptive term, then “Islamofuturism” is a normative one. Islamic
science fiction merely finds Muslims in the future; Islamofuturism
tries to imagine a future which, in its social, political, and moral
arrangement, is normatively “Islamic.”*

There’s an ambivalence to Dune when

it comes to the Islamicate, a genuine
admiration laced with fascination and
fear. Dune, finally, does not celebrate the
return of history; it warns against it.

13

4. Areader may ask, quite fairly, why I
do not trade “Islamic” science fiction
for “Islamicate,” given that Marshall
Hodgson’s influential coinage would
seem to achieve my goal of conveying
Islam as a social and civilizational
phenomenon, rather than a doctrinal
or legal one. One reason is that I share
Shahab Ahmed’s critique of “Islamicate”
as reinscribing a Protestant-like
“fundamentalism of piety” that reduces
Islam proper to scripture and casts its
cultural and civilizational emanations
as somehow less “Islamic,” or at best
“Islam-ish.” The other obvious alternative,
which is “Muslim,” runs into the same
conceptual hurdles. “Muslim” sci-fi
would seem to indicate a text that is
either authored by a Muslim or features
explicitly Muslim characters, neither of
which is a relevant distinction for my
purposes. Likewise, to speak of “Muslim
futurism” would too literally shift the
focus to what Muslims do and think,
in an anthropological sense, rather than
the reinterpretation of “Islam” itself,
even by non-Muslims, as an aesthetic
and political project of the future—its
translation into a narrative frame,
politico-technological imaginary, and
societal order. To be fair, one can also
read “Muslim” as “Muslimness,” a term
which has been used to describe the
presence of Muslim ideas in art which
otherwise neither centers Islam nor
comes from Muslim minds. Haris
Durrani, for instance, has quite
convincingly argued for the profound
“Muslimness” of Dune, owing to its
“serious engagement” with Muslim ideas,
histories, and practices on the level of
plotting, theming, and worldbuilding;
indeed, “it is through, and not apart
from, the engagement with Islam and
Muslims that the Dune novels explore their
central themes about the relationship
between religion, ecology, technology,
capitalism, and anti/colonialism.” I agree
with Durrani, but I do not perceive a signi-
ficant difference between “Muslimness”
and “Islamicate”— both are deliberately
“squishy” terms that perform the same
function of abstracting Islam as an
aesthetic or culture from Islam as a
bounded scriptural tradition of dogmas,
laws, and rituals. It is the same move made
by art historians who distinguish between
art by Muslims (Muslim art) and explicitly
devotional art (Islamic art), for instance.
I want to cut against the grain by insisting
on the hard-edged and ever-so-scary
“Islamic,” without the cushioning of addi-
tional suffixes. My deliberate repetition
of “Islamic” in two opposing senses—
one descriptive and anthropological,



For my purposes, then, the meanings indicated by the phrase “Islamic
science fiction” are synonymous with those indicated by “Islamicate
literature” or “Muslimness.” To say that Dune is a work of Islamic
science fiction is to say that it is deeply inspired by and engages with
Islam in its construction of the future—it is to say, in other words, that
Dune is a work of Islamicate futurology marked by a thoroughgoing
Muslimness.® This, however, remains distinct from saying that Dune
is Islamofuturist. Much of this article will aim to show why even a
sci-fi work as sophisticated and generous as Dune in its treatment of
Islam is not necessarily Islamofuturist.

My insistence on the distinction between Islamic science fiction and
Islamofuturism recognizes that so many works we might recognize as
belonging to the former category—insofar as they, like Dune, discover
Muslims in the future—in fact write Islam out of the history of the
future and thereby depoliticize it. As Sayyid observes, “writing the
history of the future is not only the province of science fiction but...
one of the possibilities of the political.”® An Islam without history is
an Islam that can neither dream nor be dreamed. Historians tend
towards prophecy; to announce the patterns of yesterday is to claim
the precognition of tomorrow.’ This is the shared terrain of history
and science fiction. Insofar as the discipline of history makes implicit
prognostications by claiming to uncover the social, economic, demo-
graphic, geographic, and even psychological determinants of human
development, it is the flipside of futurology: a science of divination. No
less than Ibn Khaldun belongs to that class of historians who believe
themselves to have discovered the central principle of all temporal
movement (‘asabiyya, Geist, etc.). Ibn Khaldun was thus an Islamic
futurologist long before anyone could conceive him as such; what he
was not, if read as an unremitting pessimist, is an Islamofuturist.

Islamic futurology (or Islamic science fiction) is the study of potential
Muslim futures; Islamofuturism is the Muslim embrace of the future.
Islamic futurology feigns academic indifference; Islamofuturism is
always already political. Islamic futurology predicts; Islamofuturism
dreams. It is the difference between imagining a Muslim future, and
a future that is Muslim. Thus, Islamofuturism as I define it belongs to
the literary genre of Utopia. If we follow Darko Suvin in classifying
Utopia as the “socio-economic sub-genre” of science fiction, by analogy,
we could consider Islamofuturism a subgenre of Islamic science
fiction. Put differently, all Islamofuturism is Islamic science fiction
(a projection of Islam into the future), but not all Islamic science
fiction is Islamofuturist. Islamofuturism is definitionally optimistic
about the place of Islam in the future, and is confident that Islam has

14

the other normative and prescriptive—
introduces a certain conceptual insta-
bility, a perpetual risk of slippage, that
I find useful. The “Islamic” is above all
defined by its undefinability, and our
attempted stabilizations of the term
are never final. My use of “Islamic” in
contradictory registers makes this
instability conspicuous. It partially
defamiliarizes the term and so, much
like science fiction itself, helps us see

it more clearly. Faced with the impossi-
bility of resolving the ambiguities of
the “Islamic,” I prefer to use it in a way
that has a definite meaning in the context
of my argument and simultaneously
signals its own fluidity.

. Haris Durrani, “The Muslimness of

Dune: A Close Reading of ‘Appendix II:
The Religion of Dune,” Reactor, February
26, 2024, https://reactormag.com/
the-muslimness-of-dune-a-close-reading-
of-appendix-ii-the-religion-of-dune/.

. Sayyid, Recalling the Caliphate, 83.

. 'The final form of history as a discipline is

psychohistory, the science-turned-oracle-
turned-religion of Isaac Asimov’s science
fiction series Foundation.
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resources for building a better world than that which currently exists. 8. Ahmed Elbenni, “Paradise Is Monotonous,”
Islamic science fiction, on the other hand, need not be optimistic Yale Daily News, May 20, 2019, https://

) . . . . yaledailynews.com/blog/2019/05/19/
about Islam, and indeed can adopt a highly critical attitude towards it. paradise-is-monotonous/.

By now it should be clear that I speak of the “future” in a secular rather
than eschatological sense. Islamofuturism takes as its object not the
End Times or Judgment Day, but historical and geological time. This
is not to say that history has nothing to do with eschatology—in fact,
precisely because of its aforementioned prophetic character, historical
thinking is often eschatological. Herbert himself recognized this by
making the Mahdi central to his story of politics and revolution. In
Dune, the promise of the Mahdi is what restores the possibility of

the Islamic future, just as it did for Muslims in the real-world past.
However, for many Muslims today, the future signified by the Mahdi
is in fact the post-future. The Mahdi represents not the return of
History but its resolution. Within such a frame, the “Islamic future”
can only ever be apocalyptic. This anti-historical futurism—or more
simply, this anti-futurism—amounts to an illegitimate bifurcation of
time into dunya now and akhira later, when they are necessarily con-
current and intertwined. There is no salvation later without salvation
now. The yet-to-be utopias of Islamofuturism are not paradise on
Earth, for there can be no such thing; they are, at best, approximations
of the rawda, gardens cultivated in anticipation of the Garden, to
which they are the gateway.®

The central argument of this two-part article is that the genre of
literature and art that I am calling Islamofuturism does not yet exist,
but it should. The difficult task of this first installment is to clear
conceptual ground for the theorization of Islamofuturism that will be
proffered in the second. I will do this by first establishing a definition,
history, and canon of Islamic science fiction, via a survey of the Muslim
futures envisioned by both Western and non-Western literary works
across more than a century. This survey will illustrate, quite clearly,
the difference between science fiction that merely projects Islam into
the future and science fiction that places Islam at the center of future
possibility. It will thus show why the Islamic science fiction that
currently exists should not, for the most part, be considered Islamo-
futurist. This will raise the question as to whether Islamofuturism as
such is possible, even theoretically—that is, whether there is something
about Islam itself which stymies futurism as a politico-cultural
project. Some scholars have posited precisely this thesis. I will show
that such a notion is without foundation, and that in fact our present
historical moment has birthed an unprecedented appetite for Islamo-
futurism and the first attempts to systematically will it into existence.

15


https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2019/05/19/paradise-is-monotonous/
https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2019/05/19/paradise-is-monotonous/
https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2019/05/19/paradise-is-monotonous/

Given the return of utopian thinking in recent years, for better orill,
the need to consciously theorize an Islamofuturism for the twenty-
first century is more urgent than ever.

Estranging Islam

Darko Suvin famously theorized science fiction as first and foremost

a literature of “cognitive estrangement.” It is a genre which, uniquely,
enables the reader to critically reassess the present by defamiliarizing
it—that is, by estranging the reader from it, such that they are able to
see the familiar as new, and thus truly see it. This estrangement is
achieved by the “novum,” a disruptive scientific innovation—from time
travel to artificial intelligence—which differentiates any given sci-fi
world from our own. This world is typically in our future, though not
always. For the purposes of this article, however, I consider as science
fiction only those works which take place in the future. I therefore
firmly distinguish science fiction from “speculative fiction,” which is
sometimes used interchangeably with science fiction but which in fact
encompasses everything from superhero adventures to supernatural
horror. Similarly, I maintain a firm distinction between science fiction
and fantasy, despite their oft-discussed generic permeability. As such,
great Islamic speculative fiction, blending sci-fi and fantasy in contem-
poraneous settings, is beyond my purview. The omission of works like
G. Willow Wilson’s Alif the Unseen (2012) or Harris Durrani’s Technologies
of the Self (2016) is not any judgment of their quality.

Matt Ruft’s The Mirage (2012) is a recent (and unusually obvious)
example of what estrangement looks like when it is applied to—

or rather, through—Islam. The “alternative history” explored by the
novel is built around a simple series of inversions: in the year 2009,
the United Arab States is dealing with terrorist threats from the
World Christian Alliance. On November 9, 2001, the WCA hijacked
two planes and crashed them into the Tigris and Euphrates World
Trade Center Towers in Baghdad. Halal, a UAS agency, is on the
trail of the Christian terrorists. The target of estrangement here is
obviously the Islamophobic Westerner. By flipping the familiar roles
of empire and terrorist, the text invites said Westerner to reexamine
their web of assumptions and associations.

This defining feature of science fiction—its technique of cognitive
estrangement via the novum—has circumscribed the genre’s represen-
tation of the Islamic future, insofar as Islam itself has often been
used as or assimilated into the novum. Frequently, it has been the
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foreignness of Islam, its strangeness and literal otherworldiness, which
Western sci-fi writers have regarded as its most salient and useful
aspect. The Mirage’s inverted approach is nothing new. Islam—that
distant, exotic, ever-unknowable thing—has been used to achieve
such an estranging effect from its earliest appearances in Anglo-
American science fiction. As far back as 1889, just as science fiction
was emerging in the West, John Ames Mitchell’s The Last American
told the story of a Persian expedition of Muslim archeologists which
crosses the Atlantic in 2951 to study the ancient “Mehrikan nation,”
extinct since 1990.° The expedition explores the ruins of Nhu-Yok
and gathers items to display in the museum of the Imperial College
in Isfahan. At some point, while wandering through the rubble of
Washington D.C., the expedition encounters the last living American,
a primitive savage who is accidentally killed during a scuffle. The
novella is a critique of contemporary American society’s liberal and
industrial excesses, and it underlines the horror of its projected
future by placing the Oriental Musulman in the position of imperial
and epistemic power currently occupied by the Westerner. How
terrifying would it be, Mitchell asks, if it were Muslims who were
scavenging the remains of our defunct civilization, instead of the
other way around? Is that not reason enough to change course?

Recall, again, that I define “Islamic science fiction” as including any
work that centers Islam or Muslims in its projection of the future.
Under this definition, both The Mirage and The Last American are works
of Islamic sci-fi. However, the paradigmatic text of Islamic sci-fi in
the West, even sixty years after its publication, remains Dune. This is
not to deny Dune’s many non-Islamic, non-Arab influences—besides
the nineteenth-century Caucasian Muslim resistance to Russian
imperialism in Central Asia,’® Herbert drew on Indigenous cultures
worldwide, including the Navajo in the American Southwest, the
Arawak in Brazil, and the Kalahari in southern Africa, not to mention
his interest in Zen Buddhism." Still, as noted above, Islam remains
the primary prism through which Dune refracts its world and themes.
Frank Herbert’s masterpiece combines the two primary representa-
tions of the Muslim future in Anglo-American sci-fi—what I'm going
to call “Islam as memory” (ancient, Arab, abandoned) and “Islam as
nightmare” (dominant, dark, despotic); Islam as future backwater,
and Islam as hegemonic caliphate.

After Herbert, it is the Hugo Award-winning author Dan Simmons
whose work most visibly incorporates both registers. His novels mark
a departure from the post-Dune cultural norm, in which Islam as
an Orientalized aesthetic features prominently in Anglo-American
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futures, most notably in Star Wars, but Muslims themselves are
absent."”” Simmons’ remarkable Hyperion Cantos (1988-1992) is set
about 800 years in the future, long after the destruction of the
Earth in 2038 and “the Hegira” (to use the novel’s term) of its former
inhabitants to about 300 planets. Most of these planets have joined an
intergalactic formation known as the Hegemony, which is essentially
the post-World War II liberal international order, but in space.
Palestinians are still a diaspora, but so are the Jews: Israel and the
Third Temple (yes, third) have been destroyed, and the closest
replacement is a desert planet named Hebron."

One of the novels’ protagonists is a heroic and perfectly secular Palestinian
soldier named Fedmahn Kassad, and one of his key achievements is
putting down a Shi‘i rebellion on the planet of Qom-Riyadh, in which a
“New Prophet” leads 30 million “New Order Shi’ites” in a campaign of
mass slaughter against two continents of Sunnis.** Kassad condemns
the revolution on religious grounds and issues an ultimatum. The New
Prophet declares him an infidel. He and his “revolutionary mullahs,”
though they rail against “the Great Satan of Hegemony Science,” connect
their “personal comlogs” to “the global data net” and thereby render
themselves vulnerable to remote detonation. The revolution concludes
with the New Prophet literally exploding in the middle of a televised
address, in a denouement about as subtle as the overall allegory.”

Though Hyperion is set nearly a millennium in our future, its Muslims
are, like those of Dune, once again stuck in the past of the future. Qom-
Riyadh is a “technically primitive world” by location and by choice.
Itis also a desert planet. The only other Muslim-majority planet is New
Mecca. Both are backwaters left behind by history and irrelevant to
the political machinations of the Hegemony; neither appear to have
representation at the All-Thing, the interplanetary Senate (though,
interestingly, Hebron does). When the Hegemony eventually falls due
to a complex succession of events involving the outbreak of war against
Al, New Mecca lurches “into spasms of martyrdom.”*® What rises from
the ashes of the Hegemony is a revived Catholic Church and new
Christian hegemony (Simmons makes clear that this is very bad)."”

With Simmons, we observe what would become the default in
Western science fiction: a bipolar view of Islam as either irrelevant
or too relevant, a fetishization of sectarianism as at once arbitrary
and absolute, and the fixing of Islam in and outside of history (it’s
a remixed caricature of postrevolutionary Iran and Wahhabi Saudi
Arabia, forever). Such is the Martian Emirate of Donald Moffitt’s
duopoly The Mechanical Sky (1989/90), published just a year after
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aesthetics of the original Star Wars
trilogy (1977-1983), from the Tusken
Raiders to Jabba the Hutt, see Sophia
Rose Arjana, Muslims in the Western
Imagination (Oxford University Press,
2015), 245-247. Beyond Star Wars, the
American science-fiction television
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Hebron is an autonomous political
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We are told that “firing squads had been
busy day and night settling ancient theo-
logical disputes and it was estimated that
atleast a quarter of a million Sunnis had
been slaughtered in the first two days of
the New Prophet’s occupation.”

Dan Simmons, Hyperion (New York:
Doubleday, 1989), 136-137.
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(London: Doubleday, 1990), 481-483.
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Hyperion. The register is firmly Islam as nightmare. It’s 3030, and
Muslims rule the cosmos. The Emir of Mars and the Sultan of Alpha
Centauri are preparing for the Caliphate Congress, where each hopes
to be elected. The Martian Emirate is space Saudi Arabia—we learn
that the “Islamic Nahda” began a thousand years ago, in the 20th
century, when the Arabs discovered oil just as the Western world fell
into decline. The resulting economic strength, paired with zealous
faith, eventually translated to soft power, and then political power.
The Arabs proceeded to monopolize space travel.

No real religious, social, or cultural change has transpired in the inter-
vening millennium. Technological advancements only entrench the
status quo—for instance, the corrupt and infantile Emir has indefinitely
extended his rule by growing new bodies from his cells, to which he
stitches his head (this becomes a political problem when he realizes, as
the Caliphate Congress approaches, that legally speaking only his head
has made the Hajj, and so he must repeat the pilgrimage to legitimate
his candidacy before the elections). Advances in genetic engineering
have had generally grim consequences for the Emir’s Martian subjects—
since, for example, body parts can be regrown, the hudiid punishments
are applied much more liberally. Religious police wander the streets,
media is heavily censored, and women are veiled and cloistered in

the home. The Emirate’s enemies include the Bedouins roaming the
Martian deserts, the Christian Jihad, and the Israeli Liberation Force
(there’s that Mirage-style estrangement again).™

By now we might wonder why, exactly, the space Muslims of the far
future always seem to live in the desert. Maybe they simply have a
natural affinity for it? This is the answer suggested by Kim Stanley
Robinson in his canonical Mars Trilogy (1992-1996), which follows the
terraforming of Mars from 2026 to 2212. Arab Muslims play a major
role in shaping the new Martian culture, supposedly because the Red
Planet is reminiscent of their native homes: the desert. As one of the
first Martian colonists observes early in the novel, “Arabic words were
slipping quickly into English, because Arabic had a larger vocabulary
for this landscape: akaba for the steep final slopes around volcanoes,
badia for the great world dunes, nefuds for deep sand, seyl for the
billion-year-old dry river beds...people were saying they might as
well switch over to Arabic and have done with it.”*

Clearly, then, the securitized post-9/11 imaginaries of the War on
Terror, so unable to imagine future Muslim existence beyond desert
fundamentalisms, are but an extension of a centuries-long poverty
of imagination in the Anglosphere.?® Even before the towers fell,
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We also learn that Terran diplomats and
sheikhs from the Islamic Confederation
of Quebec, Kingdom of Iowa, and Texas
Dependency maintain friendly relations
with the Martian Emirate.

Kim Stanley Robinson, Red Mars (Bentam
Spectra, 1992). Mars is at one point
described as “the pan-Arab dream come
alive,” given the contribution of financial
and human capital by “all the Arab nations,”
including “Syrians and Iraqis, Egyptians
and Saudis, Gulf Staters and Palestinians,
Libyans and Bedouins.” Regardless of
national or class background, “here among
the foreigners they were all cousins.” This
solidarity is reinforced by the suspicion
that the colonists’ Western leaders, while
preaching the formation of “an indigenous
Martian culture,” in fact only intend to pro-
mote some “Terran cultures” at the expense
of others, in “a form of Ataturkism.”

.Somewhat surprisingly, the main inno-

vation of post-9/11 sci-fi is the expansion of
the Muslim future beyond the Arab world,
arguably for the first time since Persian
Muslims visited Nhu York. Pitch Black / The
Chronicles of Riddick (2000 / 2004) gives us
Black Muslims five hundred years in the
future, when New Mecca is the capital of
the planet Helion Prime. Orson Scott Card’s
Shadow Puppets and Shadow of the Giant
(2002/2.005) moves Muslims further east,
asyears after Ender’'s Game, Ender’s friend
Alai is elected caliph of the “Muslim nations”
and successfully takes India, Tibet,
Xinjiang, and Mongolia back from China.
However, external and internal challenges
to his rule eventually force Alai to flee Earth.
Kim Stanley Robinson, too, revisited the
Muslim future, in a manner of speaking,
almost immediately after 9/11, with The
Years of Rice and Salt (2002). What would
have happened if the Black Death had not
killed a third of Europe’s population in the
fourteenth century, but all of it, effectively
eliminating Christianity from the world
stage? A Muslim repopulation of Europe,
according to Robinson. By 1915, the eve of
the “Long War,” the world has split into four
blocs: the Chinese Empire, the Tranvancori
League (southern India and southern
Africa), and the Hodenosaunee League
(most of North America). Dar al-Islam now
includes the American East Coast, most of
South America, most of Africa, Arabia, all
of Europe, central Asia, and Russia (in this
timeline, neither Malaysia nor Indonesia
are Muslim). The Muslim world unites in a
war against the other three blocs. After 67
years of fighting, the Muslim bloc loses the
war. This leads to the founding of the
League of All Nations and the end of the
imperial age. Going into the 21st century,



Sarah Zettel’s Fool’s War (1997) followed a niqabi starship captain
and engineer from Dubai named Katmer Al Shei as she faces bigotry
stemming from a nuclear holocaust of Earth by Muslim extremists.
Yet even Zettel’s effort proves radically more imaginative than most
of her peers, given the seriousness with which Al Shei treats her
religious faith.”* So rarely is the protagonist, our point-of-view
character, a Muslim; if she is, she isn’t a very practicing one, and is
accordingly alienated from her society.”* This common narrative
choice assumes a non-Muslim reader in need of a protagonist with
which to identify. The non-Muslim hero in a Muslim world inhabits
the liminal space of the anthropologist—at once insider and outsider,
and thus a relatable guide to an alien world and alien people.”® Jasmine
“Jazz” Bashara, from Andy Weir’s Artemis (2017), is a typical case: she
is a Saudi Arabian woman from the late 2080s residing in humanity’s
first-ever lunar colony, Artemis. Jasmine is not a practicing Muslim,
though her father is, and at one point she directly addresses the
reader: “You can stop pretending you know what a niqab is.” The
Muslim reader is unimagined and unimaginable.

Frequently, it has been the foreignness of
Islam, its strangeness and literal other-
worldiness, which Western sci-f1 writers
have regarded as its most salient and
useful aspect.

By far the most interesting Anglo-American work of Islamic sci-fi
produced since 9/11 is Kameron Hurley’s Bel Dame Apocrypha trilogy
(2010-2012).>* Thousands of years in our future but thousands of years
in the novel’s past, Muslim refugees “from different moons” settled
the planet they named Umayma, “united in their belief of God and the
Prophet.” For a millennium peace prevailed between the Nasheen and
Chenja,* before politico-theological differences vaguely reminiscent
of the Second Fitna precipitated a forever war.*® We observe, imme-
diately, the default location of Islam in a desolate, war-torn wasteland,
no matter the time or place. We observe, also, the usual fascination
with sectarian conflict. What Hurley does differently is try and
explore this sectarianism from the inside.””

Where she strays into more familiar territory is with the alien diplomats
from a planet called New Kinaan, who visit Nasheen as fellow “people
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the main geopolitical tensions in the world
continue to be between Dar al-Islam and
China, with a split between more liberal-
Sufi and conservative Muslim nations.

. Her cousin Resit is the starship’s lawyer

and a devout Muslim as well, except that
she does not veil her face. The two pray
their five daily prayers together.

One noteworthy exception to this norm

is the protagonist of Ted Chiang’s classic
novelette, The Merchant and the Alchemist’s
Gate (2007), which follows a fabric merchant
in Baghdad named Fuwaad ibn Abbas. He is
essentially a Muslim everyman, and the
narrative takes his faith for granted. The
novelette itselfis a time-travel tale set in the
medieval past and narrated as a frame story
evocative of The Thousand and One Nights.

.Recall that the protagonist of The Mechanical

Sky, Abdul-Hamid Jones, is a mawla, a
half-Arab, estranged from the purely
Arab Martians, and only when the Emir’s
Grand Vizier, Rubenstein, introduces
Jones to the pleasures of Beethoven does
he remember his lost Western “heritage.”

Its three installments are God’s War,
Infidel, and Rapture.

25.Though it no longer does, Umayma also

used to accept alien refugees so long as
they were from among the “People of
the Book.” This accounts for minority
communities with their own marginal
religious beliefs and practices: “The
Mbhorians had been the last allowed
refuge on Umayma, nearly a thousand
years before. They had brought with them
dangerous idols and belief in a foreign
prophet, but they claimed to be people of
the Book, and custom required that they
be given sanctuary.”

26.As Hurley writes, “Words, even the
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words of the prayer language, were
open to interpretation, and when
Nasheen had disbanded the Caliphate
and instituted a monarchy, existing
divisions in those interpretations had
reached a violent head... Chenjans would
submit only to God, not His Prophet, let
alone any monarch who wanted to sever
God and government. That final insult
had resulted in an explosion of all the rest,
and the world had splitin two.” See God’s
War (Night Shade Publishing, 2011), 78.

. Hurley’s narrative follows dual prota-

gonists typifying the sensibilities of their
societies. Rhys, the Chenjan, is a pious
man, always reading “the Kitab,” reciting



of the Book.””® One of these diplomats, it turns out, is a Christian
extremist intent on weaponizing the genetic mutations of Umayma
to breed an army, and to that end, aims to prolong the war between
Nasheen and Chenja until they wipe each other out. We’re back with The
Mirage, critiquing post-9/11 discourse by casting Christians as terrorists
and suggesting that it is Western intervention, not Muslim dysfunction,
which is responsible for the war-torn misery of the Middle East.

Whether operating in the register of
Islam as memory or nightmare, Western
sci-f1largely does not believe in the Muslim
future, because it does not believe in the
Muslim past either.

If Hurley’s contemporary political critique is superficial, her commit-
ment to inhabiting the subjectivity of Muslims in conflict with other
Muslims on a Muslim-majority planet at least yields a Muslim future far
more textured and alive than is usually mustered by Western specu-
lative fiction. Hurley only partially breaks with the Anglo-American
tradition of the native informant, the barely-Muslim in a Muslim world,
given that her main protagonist is the hardboiled atheist Nyx. It is the

“balancing” of Nyx with the devout Rhys, in whose mind we spend large
stretches of the trilogy, which is comparatively unusual.

Even more subversive than Hurley’s religious protagonist is her histori-
cization of Islam. Whether operating in the register of Islam as memory
or nightmare, Western sci-fi largely does not believe in the Muslim
future, because it does not believe in the Muslim past either. Islam
simply does not enter history; its beliefs, practices, and divisions are
static, frozen, even after the passage of millennia. Hurley joins Herbert
in speculating about how Muslim religious practice and self-under-
standing might change with dramatic temporal and spatial shifts—
or, in the case of Arrakis and Umayma, with isolation and syncretism.
For instance, Chenjan Muslims practice an unorthodox interpretation
of “the Kitab,” such as a sixth daily prayer at midnight.*

Still, even Herbert and Hurley, the most creative and generous of
our sci-fi authors, color within narrow lines. Certain tropes persist.
Muslim political rule is inevitably despotic. Muslims are always
fighting wars, against others or against themselves. Muslims always
return to the desert, no matter how much time passes or how far
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the ninety-nine names of God, objecting
to mixed-gender prayer, and refusing
drinking or premarital sex.# Nyx, the
Nasheenian, is about as liberal as her
people, but unlike most, she is an atheist,
a hardboiled assassin who believes in
nothing beyond self-interest. Much of
what’s interesting about The Bel Dame
Apocrypha comes from its delight in
pairing dissonant cultural and political
signifiers, delinking them from their
conventional associations and keeping
the reader from too easily mapping the
Chenja-Nasheen allegory onto the
Sunni-Shi’i split, or any other intra-
Muslim divide. Nasheen is a matriarchal
society (all men are sent to the warfront)
ruled by “God’s Imam,” Queen Zaynab,
who also happens to be a despot who
holds sham elections. Unlike Chenja,
Nasheen does not forbid images, and
many public spaces display mosaics of
the Nasheenian female rulers meeting
and receiving guidance from the Prophet
(his face is kept veiled).

.Itis they who reveal the survival of

Muslims on other planets.

29. Another example of Hurley’s historicist

approach is her treatment of Arabic. The
language of Chenja’s public life is not the
vernacular but the “prayer language”i.e.
Arabic—never once referenced by name,
as its original name has been forgotten.
Most Chenjans (and some Nasheenians)
can read the script of the prayer language,
but very few outside the mullahs know how
to speak it (for this reason, it’s restricted
to ritual and liturgical purposes). This all
makes for an interesting contrast with
Zettel’s approach in Fool’s War, where no
indication is given of Arabic changing

as alanguage centuries into a space-
faring future.



away from Earth they travel. The caliphate, when it exists, operates
as a homogenous political entity, with little internal differentiation.
The implicit question ventured is whether there can exist in the future
a domesticated Islam—Iliberal, secular, democratic, defanged. Kim
Stanley Robinson and Doris Lessing locate this more palatable Islam
in some variety of “Sufism”; the rest locate it nowhere.>° The questions
asked and the answers given always follow from the axiom that the
Islam of the future can only be a memory, or a nightmare.

The figure of Rubenstein, from Moffitt’s The Mechanical Sky, articulates
this omnipresent anxiety best. He is a highly educated man who left
Israel for the Martian Emirate, given the limited rights the former
afforded its Jewish minority, and whom for all his formidable intelli-
gence can aspire to no higher and thankless a station than the Martian
Emir’s vizier. Abdul Hamid Jones comes to a similar realization. When
he first visits Alpha Centauri, it seems to him a paradise compared to
the Martian Emirate: a cosmopolitan and liberal empire ruled by a
benevolent sultan, a refuge for the many religious minorities of space,
and so apparently a testament to the possibility of a humane Islamic
order. Yet, Jones soon learns that the Sultan intends to overcome the
main hurdle to his caliphal aspirations—the ten-year round-trip to
Mecca, even at light-speed travel—by marshalling black hole physics
to literally shrink the distance between the stars. This would enable an
actual, rather than merely symbolic, unification of the various Muslim
moons and planets, otherwise too far apart to govern effectively. In
other words, the Sultan aims to irrevocably rend the very fabric of
reality to bring about a true interstellar caliphate. However pleasant
and tolerant life may be for the religious minorities of Alpha Centauri,
Jones realizes, it will never be truly free—and so he resolves to find
them and himself an escape from the growing shadow of the Sultan’s
interstellar hand.

Never is the possibility of a multipolar or networked galactic order
considered. This is Islam as the photo negative of the imperial imaginary.
It is a zero-sum game. Either the West wins, or they do. So long as
this is the formal premise of Western sci-fi, it will not and cannot
permit of an Islamofuturism.*
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of Sufi scientists less interested in pan-
Arabism than their Muslim brethren.
One of the major European characters,
Frank, registers the Sufis’ singular hospi-
tality and ecumenical open-mindedness,
as compared to the other Arabs. Robinson
returns to Sufism again in The Years of Salt
and Rice, where it is suggested as a more
moderate and tolerant strain of Islam
compared to its more extremist wing.

Doris Lessing, too, finds ethical and
spiritual comfort in Sufism. It features
most prominently in her Canopus in Argos
series as the “Substance-Of-We-Feeling”
(SOWF), a primordial life energy. For

a scholarly study of the Sufi themes in
Lessing’s work, see Shadia S. Fahim,
Doris Lessing and the Sufi Equilibrium:

The Evolving Form of the Novel (Palgrave
Macmillan, 1994).

. From the preceding survey of Anglo-

American Islamic science-fiction, I have
omitted at least one major work: British
author Garry Kilworth’s The Night of Kadar
(1978). This is an obscure but significant
text, and it will receive a detailed treat-
ment in the second part of this article as
astriking dramatization of the challenges
facing any Islamofuturist project.



The Impossible Futurism?

Until very recently, science fiction was an almost entirely Anglo-
American affair.* Now, no doubt facilitated by American cultural
hegemony, it has taken root in Muslim-majority societies, most notably
Iraq, Turkey, Malaysia, and Egypt (the Egyptian Society for Egyptian
Science Fiction was established in 2012 and speculative authors like
Ahmed Khalid Tawfik have achieved international renown).? So, the
“Muslim world” has science fiction, some of it even Islamic. The question
is whether it has, or even can have, Islamofuturism.

Let’s take Arabic science fiction, known as al-khayal al-'ilmi, as a case
study. Ian Campbell argues that since colonialism and social Darwinism
are baked into the inception of Western sci-fi as a genre, informing the
evolutionary and anthropological theories that undergird its under-
standing of time and humanity, the Arabo-Muslim world has histo-
rically had a complicated relationship with it. Arabic sci-fi is defined
by an ambivalence—attraction and revulsion in equal measure—
towards science and technology, as is typical of postcolonial literature.
As compared to Western sci-fi, Campbell argues, Arabic sci-fi is more
likely to authenticate itself by reference to religious and literary
tradition—the Thousand and One Nights, travelogues, mirabilia, philo-
sophical treatises,** and so forth—and therefore observes “less
separation between the cognitive and the mystical.”**

This contention, we must challenge. Campbell is certainly correct that
Arabic sci-fi tends to less “hard,” technically rigorous world-building
than its Western counterpart—there is no Arabic Greg Egan or Adrian
Tchaikovsky—and is less concerned than even technically un-rigorous
Western sci-fi (which is to say most of it) to mimic the appearance of
scientific plausibility. Thematically and conceptually, however, science
fiction is the most metaphysical of all literary genres, whether in its
Western or Arabic varieties. How could a literary form premised on
the technological transformation of humanity not find itself asking
the biggest and most basic questions about life, morality, being, and
destiny? The cosmic scope of science fiction directs it towards the
ontological and eschatological concerns historically claimed by the
realm we've roughly termed “religion.” We should not think it a
coincidence that so many of the genre’s pioneers—Olaf Stapledon,
Robert Heinlein, Arthur C. Clarke, Frank Herbert, Phillip K. Dick,
Ursula K. Le Guin, Vernor Vinge—were some species of mystic or
another, even and especially when avowedly secular.* This is to say
nothing of the profoundly gnostic vein that has run through science
fiction for its entire history, manifest in its problematization of the
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also come from beyond the Anglosphere—
Stanislaw Lem was Polish, while Arkady
and Boris Strugatsky were Russian (and
just two authors in a rich Russian and
Soviet tradition of science fiction).

See Jorg Matthias Determann, Islam,
Science Fiction and Extraterrestrial Life:
The Culture of Astrobiology in the Muslim
World (1.B. Tauris, 2021), as well as Hosam
A. Ibrahim Elzembely and Emad El-Din
Aysha, Arab and Muslim Science Fiction:
Critical Essays (McFarland & Company,
2022). The latter is an edited volume

of interviews and critical essays which
provides a useful overview of the genre’s
growth in various Muslim countries,
including Algeria, Syria, Morocco,
Kuwait, Yemen, India, Uzbekistan,
Afghanistan, Nigeria, Senegal, Sudan,
Bosnia, and Indonesia.

.Al-Farabi’s al-Madina al-Fadila is the

paradigmatic example.

Ian Campbell, Arabic Science Fiction
(Palgrave Macmillan Cham, 2018), 8.

Just as it is no coincidence that the most
ardent believers in the science fictions

of our day, from UFOs to AGI to the
Singularity, tend to be atheist or agnostic.



human body but deification of the human soul in narratives of disem-
bodied transcendence so central to classics like 2001: A Space Odyssey.>”
“Luminous beings are we, not this crude matter,” pronounces Yoda

in the most popular film of the most popular science fiction franchise
of all time.?®

Some degree of mysticism in science fiction is probably a formal
inevitability. Insofar as science fiction takes as its object the
unknown and the unknowable, it is above all else a literature of
wonder.*” The audacious act of imagining the unimaginable Other,
whether an alien species in a faraway galaxy or humanity itself in
a faraway century, is simply a dress rehearsal for imagining the
Absolute Other, the Final Different i.e., God. The representation
of the unrepresentable (God) is the secret telos of science fiction and
the root of its numinous structure of feeling. The final success of
science fiction’s elaborate cognitive apparatus is the supersession
of cognition; its scientific reason culminates in a surrender to

the unreasonable, the ungraspable, the sublime. Science fiction,
emotionally and intellectually, attends the same congregation as
religion. It just prays a little differently.*°

Science fiction, emotionally and intellec-
tually, attends the same congregation as
religion. It just prays a little differently.

This aesthetic of wonder suggests science fiction as a literary

form singularly at home in the Arabo-Islamic tradition. Classical
Arabo-Islamic literary critics theorized the production of wonder
as the central purpose of poetics. Wonder was understood as an
emotional experience produced by the cognitive discovery of the
strange and unusual. As Lara Harb observes, “the aesthetics of
wonder with the layers of deduction it entails fits well with the kind
of cognitive rapture that mystical poetry seeks to achieve.”* The
premium placed on wonder in classical Arabo-Islamic poetics reflects
a broader civilizational interest in the Other and otherworldly. The
genre of ‘aja’ib al-makhliqat (marvels of creation) “blossom[ed] into a
field of inquiry across Islamicate societies,” and often took the form
of comprehensive cosmographical encyclopedias aiming to “cultivate
a sense of astonishment and awe in the face of uncanny reality.”+
Citing Qur'an 50:6, Zakariyya al-Qazwini (d. 682/1283) casts his
genre-defining ‘Aja’ib al-makhluqat wa-ghara’ib al-mawjudat as an
epistemological procedure, through which one develops higher, inner
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Fiction of Science: Collected Essays on
Storytelling and the Gnostic Imagination
(McFarland & Company, 2009).
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(1980).

. Or, in the affectionate parody of genre
fans, that sensawunda.

40.Ahmed Elbenni, “Christopher Nolan’s

Haunted Humanism,” Marginalia Review
of Books, Dec. 17, 2021, https://www.
marginaliareviewofbooks.com/post/
christopher-nolan-s-haunted-humanism.

. Lara Harb, Arabic Poetics: Aesthetic

Experience in Classical Arabic Literature
(Cambridge University Press, 2020), 262..

42.Al-Qazwini cites Q50:6 as part of his

formulation of nazar (looking) as a specu-
lative act. His definition of ‘ajab draws on
Aristotelian epistemology and is part of
a broader Islamic philosophical (falsafa)
and theological (kalam) tradition of
following Aristotle in identifying wonder
(as a state of astonished ignorance) with the
beginning of philosophy. “This tradition of
linking ‘ajab and ta‘ajjub with the search
for the reason behind a given phenomenon
continues well past al-Qazwini with such
later writers as al-Jurjani (d. 816/ 1413) and
al-Suyuti (d. 911/1505).” See Travis Zadeh,
“The Wiles of Creation: Philosophy, Fiction,
and the ‘Aj2’ib Tradition.” Middle Eastern
Literatures 13, no. 1 (2010): 21—48.
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sight through the rational contemplation of wonders. It is not too
farfetched to suggest, then, that the aesthetic of wonder at the heart
of science fiction was, if not the aesthetic of the premodern Islamicate,
at the very least one of its core sensibilities.* The wonder-producing
process of cognitive defamiliarization at the center of Arabo-Islamic
poetics anticipates that of the twentieth-century Russian Formalists,
the techniques of which inspired Suvin’s theorization of cognitive
estrangement. Framed in this way, Islamic science fiction is not just
possible, but in fact a necessary revival of a rich literary heritage.

Campbell’s more provocative contention, even though he doesn’t
say it in so many words, is that there can be no Islamofuturism.
Campbell argues that Arabic science fiction locates utopia in the
past, and specifically the religious past (the Prophet’s community

in Medina), rather than in the future. This past-oriented utopianism
dovetails with the discourse of decline in the Arab world, itself tied
to the trauma of Western colonialism. Campbell’s thesis seems
corroborated by Michael Cooperson’s observation that in Arabic
time-travel fiction (a subgenre of Arabic sci-fi), characters don’t travel
to the future; rather, figures from the past travel to the present.**
Campbell proposes that Islam’s association of Time with the Divine
ultimately makes the former blasphemous to master or exceed,
especially given the location of the “divinely inspired model community”
in the past. In the “Muslim world,” then, there can be no imagining of
an open-ended future.

It is not too farfetched to suggest, then,
that the aesthetic of wonder at the heart
of science fiction was, if not the aesthetic
of the premodern Islamicate, at the very
least one of its core sensibilities.

Campbell’s contention is unconvincing. First, the “divinely inspired
model community” of Medina does not and cannot provide a detailed
sociopolitical blueprint for all subsequent Muslim societies and
arguably never has; it stands as the ultimate ethico-political bench-
mark, not as the literal goal of any modern project of societal reform.
Second, the seal of prophethood has historically not stopped Muslims
from envisioning post-Prophetic moral and sociopolitical order. The
death of the Medinan moment is a million births; like every utopian
paideia, the “imagined instant of unified meaning” that is the Prophet’s
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44.Michael Cooperson, “Remembering the
Future: Arabic Time-Travel Literature,”
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Medina—where Islam knew no divisions and Muslims stood as one— 45. Robert Cover, “The Supreme Court, 1982
is never more than a memory. This memory, however, is “the template Ieér;nhti“;)’/ﬂi’?g /}1221;21?279/;13757(1983)
for a thousand real integrations of corpus, discourse, and commitment.”

The memory of Medina is the “genetic code” that births, organizes, and

reproduces what we call “tradition.” Every mutation in this genetic code

rearranges creed and ritual in fresh constellations of meaning built

around “the primordial, imaginary, true unity that occurred in a

vanished instant of long ago.”* In other words, the utopian moment of

the past is never actually past—it sits outside history and thereby causes

history, which is another way of saying that it echoes forward from the

past and backwards from the future. The same is true of religion and its

secular translations (Marxism, etc), which always remember a promised

land, worldly or otherwise, at the end of time.

If there is a tension between the memory of Medina and the promised
land of the eschaton, it is the tension between past and future that is
constitutive of any intellectual tradition. It is the tension constitutive
of Utopia, which always attempts to build the unimaginable future
with the tools of the quite imaginable present. Our visions of the
future inevitably look a bit like our experienced past, and they must if
we are to find them legible. This is a generative and necessary tension,
not a debilitating or avoidable one. It is the tension with which Ahmad
R2’if grappled when, in the 1960s, he scribbled Al-bu‘d al-khamis (The
Fifth Dimension) on cigarette packs in an Egyptian prison, relating the
story of an expedition of capitalists and communists that discovers

a Medina on Mars. An elected monarch, bound by oath to obey “the
laws of God,” rules an egalitarian society where piety and technology
facilitate one another. The expedition eventually converts to Martian
Islam. Comparing themselves to the occupants of Noah’s ark, they
return to an Earth decimated by nuclear warfare to start humanity
anew. As we always must, R2’if looked back to look ahead, imagining
a Martian Medina enabling and enabled by the ethical application of
future technology.

The utopian moment of the past is never
actually past—it sits outside history and
thereby causes history, which is another
way of saying that it echoes forward from
the past and backwards from the future.
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In principle, then, there need not be a contradiction between Islam
and Islamofuturism. As a prescriptive statement, Campbell’s argument
against Islamofuturism is hardly decisive. As a description of the
current state of the literary scene, however, his thesis is admittedly
difficult to contest. Egypt’s first sci-fi television series, El-Nehaya (2020),
depicts the Arab world of the twenty-second century as a Muslim but
bleak dystopia,* while even hopeful science fiction anthologies like
Iraq+100, set a century after the Iraq invasion of 2003, write Islam as
nightmare. Few titles in the small pool of Islamicate science fiction
seem interested in contemplating specifically Islamic futures.*” Hosam
Elzembely, the founder of the Egyptian Society for Egyptian Science
Fiction (ESESF), is representative—while Islam features in his own
futures, it is not on the official agenda of the ESESF.*®

Islamic science fiction has not fared much better beyond the Arab world.
Malaysia has produced Muslim-themed sci-fi for decades, without
breaking into the global mainstream. Its novels often seem derivative of
Hollywood—not inherently a problem, but rather less compelling when
they read as simple revenge fantasies. For example, Mohd Faizal Musa’s
1511 Hijri, set in the late twenty-first century, follows a war between the
Muslim world and America-Israel.* An attempted American invasion of
Mecca is pushed back by an army of cyborgs, biobots, and robots led by
the pious general Syarifah Nusaybah, and the Muslim army eventually
takes the White House. A more compelling approach is found in the
Turkish novelist Ali Nar’s Space Farmers (1988). Set fifty years in the
future, the astronaut Hasan II is selected for a mission by the Aleppo-based
Space Commission of the Islamic Union. The Islamic Union reigns
supreme, and Islamic republics stretch from Azerbaijan to the Philippines.
The space program, created by the religious scholar and scientist
Miisebbih, aims to explore other planets for their agricultural potential.
Hasan Il is joined by twenty-four other Muslim “space farmers” from
Afghanistan, Malaysia, Nigeria, Turkey and beyond. Their official
language of communication is Arabic, with simultaneous translations
into others, and they wear watches that track their prayer times.*° The
mission itself is explicitly compared to the mi raj of the Prophet—a
modern-day ascent to heaven. Space Farmers is a fascinating experiment,
recasting space exploration in the idiom of traditional Sufi concepts and
vice versa, but it is not representative of the Turkish sci-fi scene. There,
the reflexive association of secularism with science fiction remains alive
and well, as it does in most Muslim-majority countries.

Given that science fiction has been predominantly an Anglo-American

form (emphasis on American, then on British),” there have been
attempts by Muslims to cultivate a specifically Islamic variant in the
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Anglosphere. Muhammad Aurangzeb Ahmad, editor of the website
Islam and Science Fiction and co-editor of A Mosque Among the Stars and
Islamicates Volume I: Anthology of Science Fiction Short Stories Inspired
from Muslim Cultures, launched the quarterly magazine Takwin in 2018
with a call for “original works of Sci-Fi in English with great characters,
inspired by Islamic history, Islamic theology and Islamic cultures.”
Ahmad’s efforts have met with only modest success. The two sci-fi
anthologies he has edited are available online; their quality is uneven,
which highlights the extent to which the problem is one of supply.
The stories of the second anthology, for instance, were selected from a
submission pool of just seventy-eight. Perhaps the only other notable
example of Muslim-authored Islamic sci-fi in the Anglosphere comes
from Ian Dallas, a Scottish convert to Islam who later became
Abdulgadir al-Sufi and founder of the Murabitun movement. His first
book and novel, The Book of Strangers (1972), is technically a sci-fi
novel, given that it is set in the near-future, and it delivers an acerbic
satire of the secular Western university that doubles as a fundamental
critique of modern knowledge. Ultimately, however, The Book of
Strangers is more a Sufi initiation manual in fictional form (and a
thinly-veiled autobiography) than a work of science fiction.

The total absence of Muslim authors from Anglo-American science
fiction contrasts rather starkly with their rapidly expanding presence
elsewhere. The vast majority, typically Arab and South Asian diaspora,
write either contemporary romance and mystery°* or fantasy,*® with
still others of a more (magical) realist bent.>* Putting aside the usual
disclaimers about the porousness of genre, the common thematic
threads tying together these otherwise disparate works are the
struggles of immigrant identity, the War on Terror, and Islamophobia.
These authors write, one way or another, about their experiences as
assimilated subjects of a dying empire (though few recognize the
dying part, or the assimilated one). Occasional literary brilliance
notwithstanding, their commitment to contemporary narrative places
the terminus point of Islamic history in the twenty-first century, if
not sooner. The many Muslim forays into historical fantasy have not

helped, given the vaguely self-Orientalizing insistence on the aesthetics

of Aladdin and the Arabian Nights.

When Muhammad Qutb wrote his preface to The Fifth Dimension in
1967, he described it not as a piece of utopian literature, but as a hulm
mujassam (a concrete dream) that asks the reader to act for a better
future. To cultivate dreams, he wrote, is one of the tasks of art. This,
too, is how Mustafa Nazim framed his Ottoman utopian work, titled
Envisioning Progress and Islamic Civilization in a Dream (1915).° These
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dreams are now a scarcer resource than they should be. Sahmad’s Tale
(2009), an obscure sci-fi serial, describes a desert tribe that slowly
loses the ability to dream. This seems a trivial plague at first, but with
time the inability to inhabit anything but the forever now triggers

a mass psychosis that culminates in a collective suicide-homicide.
Unable to leave the desert, in any sense, the tribe ends there. Only its
sole surviving member, Sahmad, would ever learn that his people had
died for nothing more than the voracious appetite of a Lovecraftian
horror that, sight unseen, fed on their dreams for sustenance.

This isn’t an especially subtle allegory. Muslims have caught the Dream
Plague, and the psychosis has gone viral. The question of Islamofuturism,
then, is this: Why have Muslims stopped dreaming, and how can—
and how should—they dream again?

Returning Utopia

If Muslims everywhere seem unable to dream the future, we must
recognize that they don’t suffer this dreamless condition alone.
Anglo-American science fiction still floods the market today and

is more mainstream than ever, but its golden age is well past. The
occasional cultural juggernaut or bestseller aside,*® the most influential
sci-fi is now either adapted from the giants of yesteryear (see Alien,
Dune, Blade Runner, Star Trek, even Star Wars),”” imported from
Japanese animanga,® or translated from the genre’s new capital:
China. Few science fiction titles of recent vintage match the originality
or impact of Liu Cixin’s Remembrance of Earth’s Past trilogy, which
received an English-language Netflix adaptation last year, never mind
the work of lesser-known authors like Chen Qiufan, Xia Jia, and Hao
Jinfang. The largest science fiction magazine in the world, measured
by sheer readership, is China’s Science Fiction World.

We can identify many reasons for the apparent decline of Anglo-
American sci-fi, but the key one is probably loss of faith in the modern
project. Science fiction initially emerged as the literary form of futurism,
articulating a utopian optimism in technological salvation. Science
fiction was, in other words, the literature of the religion of technology.”
Its futures were extensions of the Industrial Revolution—skyscrapers,
spaceships, space stations, robots. The secular religion of technology,
after the horrors of the Second World War and the anxieties of the
Atomic Age, itself secularized. Science fiction followed suit. Futurist
fiction proceeded to lose its spiritual potency and social capital in
much the same way as Christian literature before it. What replaced
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it was a secularized science fiction better suited to a post-futurist
age: cyberpunk.

The collapse of futurism into cyberpunk over the course of the
twentieth century indexes a profound historical transition from indus-
trial Fordism to postindustrial, post-Fordist neoliberal globalization.
This shift corresponds to a shift from analog to virtual reality, modernity
to postmodernity, and techno-optimism to technopessimism.*°
Cyberpunk, formally inaugurated as a genre by William Gibson’s
Neuromancer in 1984, reckons with the “electronic redefinitions of time
and space, genetic transformations of life and death,” as already
observed by Hal Foster in 1987; it is the science fiction of cybernetics
and finance capitalism, defined by “the interface of biotechnologically
enhanced human bodies [and] interactive information technology.”®
Think RoboCop (1987), Akira (1988), or Snow Crash (1992). Cyberpunk is
the aesthetic articulation of the postmodern condition, where history
has ended, corporations have won, and everything has dissolved into
flows of information and iterations of image—and that’s before
considering the Anthropocene.

Though only one subgenre of science fiction, cyberpunk has in the
past half-century nearly swallowed the genre whole. By the turn of
the millennium, Anglo-American science fiction had already thrice
considered even cyberpunk Muslim futures: George Alec Effinger’s
The Budayeen Cycle (1986-1991),°> John Courtenay Grimwood’s The
Arabesk Trilogy (2001-2003),” and, to a lesser extent, Richard K.
Morgan’s Altered Carbon (2002).%* In the last of these, for example,
mention is made of a predominantly Muslim planet called Sharya,
where a fundamentalist group leads a jihad against the United States
Interstellar Protectorate by using genetically enhanced bodies they
call the “The Hand of God.” In this future, Muslims (unlike Catholics)
do not object to genetic engineering or virtual reality, although they do
recode their “cortical stacks” (biologically transportable receptacles of
consciousness) so as to prohibit religiously impermissible procedures,
such as revival after death.

Fredric Jameson once suggested that cyberpunk be understood as
science fiction’s doomed counteroffensive against fantasy.® The latter
has come to dominate genre fiction precisely because it preserves the
premodern integrity of nature and organism, dreaming an escape from
the real horror of the cyborg and posthuman, the organic computer
and the mechanical man, the abolition of man and nature as such.
Retro-futuristic sci-fi in the style of Dune and Star Wars—the former
premised on a “Butlerian Jihad” that eliminates Al, the latter a galactic
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order of cleanly delineated robots and humans, pristine landscapes
and industrial machinery—are as fantastic as the worlds of G.R.R
Martin and Brandon Sanderson, and offer the same metaphysical
comforts. It is small wonder that the only science fictions in which we
still believe are either far future fantasies (as opposed to fantasies
of the far future) or near-future dystopias.®® The Matrix confirms our
incarceration in a simulacrum of infinity; Black Mirror assures us that
our technology will kill us, or worse; 2012 invites us to enjoy the
spectacle of our collective annihilation.

It’s not just that we’ve apostatized from the religion of technology
that initially birthed the futurological imaginary, such that we now
see birth itself an unconscionable evil in a futureless world; we also
struggle to represent to ourselves a hyperreal world that has become
nothing but representation.’ If Chinese science fiction is currently
more vital than its Western counterpart, it may be because China
has bypassed postmodernity and its dead-end imaginary. Perhaps
Chinese science fiction is simply the literature of Sinofuturism—an
index of the geopolitical and industrial ascent of China,®® one whose
rapidity and intensity is re-igniting the space race that died with the
fall of the Berlin Wall.® For the rest of us temporal stragglers, though,
the techno-pessimism and imaginative stagnation of postmodernity
remain. The Muslim inability to dream is not an isolated phenomenon,
but a symptom of this broader malaise, this loss of dreamscape as life
itself becomes surreal and dreamlike, a hallucination of the digital.

The good news for Islamofuturism is that after decades of withdrawal,
withered by the comfortable venom of irony and apathy endemic to
postmodern empire, the desire called Utopia is returning to the West.”
More and more we hear of metamodernism, of solarpunk and hopepunk,
and the New Sincerity.” It is this resuscitated appetite for utopian
imagination which explains the rise of Islamic futurism as an explicit
object of theorization this decade, in blogs and pet projects and
academic journals,”” a trend of which this very article is a part.” The
capitalist realism of Mark Fisher, which in despair worshipped late
capitalism as a god empowered by any and all resistance, loses more
believers by the day, and with them the collective sense of “reflexive
impotence” which secured the future of the neoliberal status quo
grows ever less collective.” The bad news for Islamofuturism is that
utopia cannot outrun its shadow. Wherever is utopia, so there is
dystopia; they appear inseparably. Many dangerous men will mistake
their dystopias for utopias.” In a world of dreamers, some will
inevitably have nightmares.
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The bad news for Islamofuturism is
that utopia cannot outrun its shadow.
Wherever is utopia, so there is dystopia;
they appear inseparably.

Kim Stanley Robinson is correct: “Science fiction is the realism of
our time.””® So-called realist fiction, with its fetish for psychological
interiority and the domestic everyday, has never been more unrealistic.”
It is unable to remotely reflect the reality of life in a world of human-
chatbot romances and AI-powered genocide.”® We already live in the
“future,” and the war of our time is between the science fictions of our
tech overlords—between the transhuman gnosticism of Sam Altman,”
the Nietzschean accelerationism of Marc Andreesen,®® the spacefaring
fascism of Peter Thiel and Elon Musk,* and so on. So tight has become
the feedback loop between reality and science fiction that they are
scarcely differentiable. Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backwards (1888)
inspired early twentieth-century progressivism; the American libertarian
movement sprung from the pages of Robert Heinlein and Ayn Rand;*
Jeff Bezos first saw Amazon Alexa in Star Trek;®* Elon Musk models
himself on the works of Ian M. Banks;* and Mark Zuckerberg’s meta-
verse was born in the mind of Neal Stephenson (also the original
location of Google Earth).* This is the memetic phenomenon that the
cyberphilosopher-turned-reactionary Nick Land named “hyperstition,”
in which the mere dissemination of an idea brings about its existence.®
Science fiction has always been hyperstitional, especially its utopian
wing, and the simple reality is that the war of science fictions between
Silicon Valley religionists will decide our collective destiny.?” Islamo-
futurism is simply the insistence that Muslims join the fight.

Towards Islamofuturism

For all the limitations of Anglo-American science fiction, it has for
nearly a half-century been more willing to imagine the Islam of the
future than Muslims themselves. Dune is the best and most famous
example of sci-fi that takes Islam seriously as an evolving historical
phenomenon and intellectual tradition, but it is not the only one.
Artemis, for instance, is intrigued by the problem of Muslim prayer
beyond Earth. Yasmine’s devout father is an accomplished engineer,
and unlike the other Muslim residents of Artemis, who simply face
west when praying, he devises a contraption that allows him to more
precisely approximate the gibla. The spatial and temporal demands
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of prayer are typically how the problem of extraterrestrial Islamic
practice is framed in Anglo-American literary futures. Where is

the gibla on the moon? How would Muslims deep in space make the
pilgrimage to Mecca? How would a caliph rule an interstellar caliphate,
given the astronomical distances and relativistic temporalities of
space travel? These are the questions which power the entire plot of
The Mechanical Sky.®®

Still, these works typically treat the problem of off-world Islamic
worship as more a world-building puzzle than a gateway to a history
of the Muslim future. They limit the challenges to Islam—and the
challenges in which Muslims themselves would be interested—to
ones of morality and ritual. A truly Islamofuturist work would not
only contemplate the future trajectory of Islam, but the trajectory of
the future given the presence of Islam. The ambition of Islamofuturism
should be the dreaming of worlds charismatic to Muslims and
non-Muslims alike, that is, to humanity.

To do this, the Islamofuturist must have a deep understanding of
how the modern world works. Properly utopian writing is not the
flight of fantasy; it is immanent and contextual, grounded in a granular
social, cultural, political, and economic understanding of the present
historical situation. Only with insight into, say, the dynamics of demo-
graphic change or the ecologies of energy management—that is, only
with an understanding of how complex systems emerge, evolve, and
endure—can the Islamofuturist architect a fiction that at once reflects
the present (by allegory) and transcends it. Elsewhere, I have described
science fiction as working by a quantum temporality—a superposition
in which it is at once shaped to the present and the not-yet-future,
without ever collapsing the two.% Put in more precisely Islamic terms,
it is the temporality of the barzakh: a liminal space between here and
there, now and then, apart from and a part of both.

A truly Islamofuturist work would not
only contemplate the future trajectory of
Islam, but the trajectory of the future
given the presence of Islam. The ambition
of Islamofuturism should be the dreaming
of worlds charismatic to Muslims and
non-Muslims alike, that is, to humanity.
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Frank Herbert wrote of the ‘@lam al-mithal. Like so much else in Dune,
this is a concept reworked from the Islamic intellectual tradition,
where it is sometimes called ‘alam al-khayal. Elaborated by Muslim
mystics from Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) to Shah Wali Allah (d. 1762), this
“imaginal realm” is not imaginary, but rather is a bridge—a barzakh—
between the material world of bodies and the immaterial world of
spirits. It is this intermediate realm which translates intangible
truths from the higher spiritual and Divine planes into the dreams
and visions received by the human soul (and indeed, the likes of Wali
Allah held that prophecy begins as a dream). One need not believe

in the literal existence of ‘alam al-khayal to recognize it is where
al-khayal al-‘ilmi operates. The dreams of science fiction originate

in the barzakh, trickling down from on high and bubbling up from
below. They emerge from the nexus of otherworldly directive and
empirical experience.

The futures imagined by Islamofuturism, then, are both sober and
radical. Sober, because they are futures rooted in an appreciation

for the constraints of history; radical, because they insist on the
vertigo of historical rupture. Forget the false difference of so much
Anglo-American sci-fi, which simply populates the postwar liberal
order with aliens and calls it the future. An inversion of the present,
such that there is simply a Muslim rather than European Union or

an Islamic rather than American empire, would not be nearly strange
enough.”® A future in which Muslims are simply “free” to “be them-
selves,” in which social relations are simply more “moral,” would not
be strange enough either. What is needed is an imaginative leap that
is as difficult for us today as conceiving of subatomic physics would
have been for the Vikings. To believe that such an imaginative leap is
not only possible, but plannable—this is the sober radicalism of the
Islamofuturist. It is optimism, but not one powered by delusional
hope or misplaced certainty. It is an optimism that stems, rather,
from the confidence that one has honestly reckoned with the world.
The best planners are those who expect failure, just as the most certain
observers are those most comfortable with uncertainty. The Islamo-
futurist is nothing if not uncertain.” The camel is tied, and the path set.”

Optimism endangers less than its inverse. Dan Simmons, whom we’ve
already met, is a case in point. The fate he enjoined upon the Muslims
of the future in Hyperion was grim, but even it proved much kinder
than those he would go on to conjure in his post-9/11 fiction, when his
register shifted decisively from Islam as memory to Islam as nightmare.
In Flashback (2011), set in 2032, the New Global Islamic Caliphate builds
a mosque at Ground Zero, turns September 11 into a holiday, and drops
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11 nuclear bombs on Israel in a “Second Holocaust.” The survivors hide
in a defunct Six Flags in Texas, awaiting their imminent extermination.
The U.S. government is unwilling to protect them from fear of the
Caliphate. It’s all very Houellebecq, before Houellebecq (Submission was
published in 2015).” Even before Flashback, though, in Olympos (2005),
we learn that in the far future, a millennium from now, a global Islamic
Caliphate lets loose an army of Jew-killing robots on Jerusalem. Simmons
believes his recurrent fantasies of Jewish genocide are simple historical
realism: “What eternal human verity—other than sex or intrigue—will
survive the erosive winds of a full millenium?...The one constant thread
between today and a thousand years from now will be that someone,
somewhere, will be planning to kill the Jews.””* Simmons is not alone in
raising antisemitism to an ontology, a fact, a restless bloodlust seeded
in the DNA of humanity. Shaul Magid has appropriately described this
faith in antisemitic posterity as “Judeopessimism.”®> Pessimism is
always another word for victimhood, and no one is at once more mawkish
and more monstrous than the ontological victim, the forever victim,
the only-victim. The future wrought by this victim is Gaza, again

and always.

Islamofuturism is not merely utopian;

it is anti-anti-utopian. ... Anti-anti-utopia
is the direct rebuke of anti-future politics;
it is the insistence on the value, even
necessity, of dreaming tomorrows.

There must be no Islamopessimism. It is anti-Islamofuturism by another
name. There isn’t much Islamofuturism today, but anti-Islamofuturism
there is aplenty. Recall The Dream Hotel. Is there a better depiction of the
anti-Islamofuturism of our moment? Are we not all Sara, preemptively
censoring our dreams lest we be accused of thoughtcrime and arrested,
tried, imprisoned, executed, genocided for the threat of our futures?
Are we not Sara, professional archivists afraid to risk a glance beyond
the glass boxes of our civilizational museums? Is this not why we seek
refuge in various impossibles? The idea of the impossible, in all its
varieties—this is anti-Islamofuturism. The anti-Islamofuturists refuse
to plant the sapling in the face of apocalypse, when the face of apoca-
lypse is why they must.”® Utopia is returning, but it is only returning
against the inertia of institutionalized anti-utopianism. Islamofuturism
is necessarily opposed to anti-Islamofuturism.
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all female, which inhabit floating orbital
rings in Earth’s skies). All old-style
humans are descended from Jews. The
rare gene that protected their Jewish
ancestors from “rubicon,” the virus that
devastated humanity, also rendered them
sterile. In other words, the old-style
humans are the last Jews ever, already
without a future even before the story’s
final twist. “What was the name of the
Jews’ enemy?” one character asks at one
point. “Their enemies were legion,”
replies another, but Arabs and Nazis are
singled out for special mention. “Ninth
of Av” concludes in Jerusalem (where the
Dome of the Rock and Masjid al-Agsa
have long been rubble), with the implied
slaughter of all the old-style humans: “The
sound, when it came, was not an actual
noise—certainly not speech or sound as
Pinchas or Petra had ever encountered
it—but more a modulated rumble that
moved through their bodies and echoed
in their skulls via some terrible bone con-
duction...the noise struck Petra and Pinchas
to their knees, their hands covering their
ears in a useless attempt to block out
the roaring words, on their knees and



In other words, Islamofuturism is not merely utopian; it is anti-anti-
utopian. Per Jameson, the opposite of utopia is not dystopia, which
simply considers futures gone wrong; the opposite of utopia is anti-
utopia, which argues that any attempt to make things better will make
things worse. George Orwell’s 1984 is dystopia; Aldous Huxley’s Brave
New World is anti-utopia.’” Anti-anti-utopia is the direct rebuke of
anti-future politics; it is the insistence on the value, even necessity, of
dreaming tomorrows. It is this anti-anti-utopianism that is the basis
of Islamofuturism as an ethical practice—a means of expanding and
sustaining the moral and social imagination. Paradoxically, anti-anti-
utopianism is by necessity sometimes anti-utopian, as can only be the
case when faced with the nightmares dreamed by an Altman or Thiel.

Optimism, then, but not of the facile kind. Unearned optimism is cruel
and deadly, but so is unearned pessimism. Dystopia as an aesthetic
mode is invalidated only by its hegemony. The first half of Strat al-Asr
is the dystopian prerequisite for the utopian second half, and it models
the ideal relationship between the two. Islamofuturism has room for
both. Nor, again, should utopia itself be a post-historical non-place,
total and complete, without mud or hurt or danger. Indeed, the utopian
qualities of a utopia are clearest in the kind of problems that beset it
and the kind of solutions it is able to deliver in response. Utopia may
be a city or a planet or an island, or it may be a set of relations and
conditions. Utopia is not paradise; it is a radical other, with better
problems and better solutions.

The value of science fiction lies not in

the future it envisions, but in the act of
envisioning the future. It keeps us from
forgetting how to dream, which means it
keeps us from depoliticizing ourselves.

Islamofuturism is the ideal ideational laboratory, a safe place for
troubleshooting problems and experimenting with solutions. After
enough iterations, this laboratory might synthesize something
genuinely new. When Malaysia sent its first astronaut to space in
2007, it assembled a council of 150 legal scholars and scientists to
address the challenges of offworld Islamic practice. The resulting
fatwa, designed to anticipate the needs of future Muslim astronauts,
is arguably a work of Islamofuturism.?® It was an inherently opti-
mistic endeavor—expectant of a spacefaring Islam in need of a
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screaming in pain.... ‘Itbah al-Yahud!”
(This is supposed to be Arabic for “Kill
the Jews!”). Itis a quintessential work of
Judeopessimism. The duopoly of Ilium/
Olympos grew out of this short story.

Shaul Magid, “Judeopessimism: Anti-
semitism, History, and Critical Race
Theory,” Harvard Theological Review 117, no.
2 (2024):368-90. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0017816024000130.

.Iam referencing a well-known Prophetic

hadith with a special resonance in the
era of the Anthropocene: “Even if the
Resurrection were established upon one
of you while he has in his hand a sapling,
let him plant it.” See Musnad Ahmad,

1n0. 12902.

. How challenging, no, that the latter has

proven more prescient than the former?
We today inhabit the era of what Eric
Davis calls the “pharmacological self.”
The dominant metaphor of online life,
which is to say life, is the pill. We're
Neo in The Matrix, except that we're not
simply choosing between the white and
red pill; the pharmacological buffet
grows by the day, such that we now have
our choice of blue pills, red pills, black
pills, white pills, and whatever other
versions of soma are still to make their
debut in the marketplace of ideologies.

.From this angle, we can also identify

‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi’s Umm
al-Qura (1900), a fictionalized proposal
for an annual ummatic convention in
Mecca, as a very early work of Islamic
science fiction.
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spacefaring figh, and in its consideration of hypotheticals and counter- 99. Campbell, Arabic Science Fiction, 86-87.
factuals, almost a work of fiction. This is but a starting point, for a 100, Gragson Clary, “Why Are There so

fully-realized Islamofuturism would go well beyond the realm of Many Catholics in Science Fiction?,”

the jurisprudential. The Atlantic, November.lo, 2015,
https://www.theatlantic.com/

technology/archive/2015/11/why-are-
there-so-many-catholics-in-science-

Per Ian Campbell, the Arab critic ‘Isam Baha once contended that e
ction/414990/.

“science fiction engages in nubu’a [divination] which not only has a
mystical dimension but is also pronounced almost exactly like nubuwa, 101. Ahmed Elbenni, “Who Believes in Gulf
A . . . . Futurism?” E-International Relations,
ivine prophethood—and the time for this sort of prophecy is long in April 29, 2025, https://www.e-ir.
d prophethood d the time for th t of prophecy is | 1 h
the past.” Such a view confuses projection with prediction. Science info/2025/04/25/who-believes-in-
; . ) . o gulf-futurism/.
fiction does not claim to predict the future—indeed, no artistic
enterprise ages worse precisely because its futures are so historically
and culturally situated. The past is a graveyard of defunct futures. No,
the value of science fiction lies not in the future it envisions, but in the
act of envisioning the future. It keeps us from forgetting how to dream,
which means it keeps us from depoliticizing ourselves. The dreaming
subject is the liminal medium by which other worlds are translated to
this one. The dreaming subject alone maintains humanity’s link with
‘alam al-mithal, and thereby ensures the renewal of revelation. The end
of prophethood is not the end of the prophetic, any more than it was
the end of the oneiric.

This essay has made the case for Islamofuturism as a more specific
kind of Islamic science fiction. If, again, Utopia is the subversively
political wing of science fiction, then Islamofuturism is the subver
sively political wing of Islamic science fiction. What this essay has
not done is more rigorously theorize what Islamofuturism would
or should look like. What does it mean, precisely, to place Islam at
“the center of future possibility”? Is Islamofuturism an aesthetic,

a poetics, a genre, an orientation, a social movement, or a political
project? (It’s all of the above). I have spoken of Islamofuturism
primarily in terms of the novel and, to a lesser extent, the film—
but does it take other forms, beyond the literary and cinematic?
Can Islamofuturism be articulated via the so-called classical arts of
Islamic civilization (poetry, music, epics, calligraphy, architecture,
fashion, ceramics, rugs, miniature paintings, etc), or the more
contemporary artforms birthed by the postmodern and digital age?
What relationship, if any, does Islamofuturism have with other
futurisms, from Italian Futurism to Afrofuturism? Does there exist,
say, a Christian futurism upon (or even against) which Islamofuturism
could be modeled, from the Space Trilogy of C.S. Lewis to the sci-fi
subgenre of “Jesuits in Space”?'°° Does an already-existing pheno-
menon in the Muslim world—like Gulf futurism—offer any lessons
or warnings for Islamofuturism?'** Perhaps one can even critique as
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reductively materialistic my conception of Islamofuturism as a species
of science fiction rather than speculative fiction, insofar as the latter
arguably offers more resources for imagining alternative modernities
and representing metaphysical realities than the austere “realism”
of the former (as suggested, for example, by the experiments of
Anglophone Pakistani speculative fiction).'”> Where are the generic
boundaries of Islamofuturism, really? Can a book of poetry like
Muhammad Igbal’s Javid Nama, a mystical ascent of the soul recast
in terms of the modern cosmological imaginary and addressed to
future generations, be considered a work of Islamofuturism?

All of this, and we haven't yet begun contemplating the interminable
challenges that attend any intersection of art and politics. How
would an Islamofuturist project manage the tension between what
sings and what works—between poetry and program? What would
an Islamofuturist movement, rather than an Islamofuturist work,
look like? Is there one Islamofuturism, or many—per “country,” per
“culture,” per person? How would its expression negotiate local
cultures, histories, and sensibilities, on one hand, and the ideal of a
unified global umma on the other? What role would Islamic ways of
knowing, from figh to tafsir to tassawuf, play in such a project, and
how would their differences and disagreements be navigated?

These questions, and still others, will be the toil of a future essay.
Here, in this first installment, I have simply sought to present Islamo-
futurism as a necessary mood—whimsical, empirical, prophetic—
and, of course, as a dream. To dream a world order radically like and
unlike our own: this is the political meaning of the Alien, the Other,
the ‘ajib, the gharib, towards which science fiction as a form is always
tending. Islamofuturism is the utopian realization of science fiction
as a literature of estrangement, that is, a literature of istighrab. Islamo-
futurism is the art of the ghuraba’, for whom this world is always a
strange and unfamiliar becoming, and who to this world are always
strange and unfamiliar becomings.'*
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Much Ado About
a Footnote?

The Development and Function
of the Hashiya in the
Islamic Intellectual Tradition

MUNTASIR ZAMAN

Introduction

in the eyes of modern reformers like Muhammad ‘Abduh

(d. 1905) more than the hashiya. For them, the shelves of
al-Azhar groaned not under the weight of knowledge, but beneath the
dead hand of the hashiya, which they viewed as a scholastic labyrinth
that turned critical thinking into memorization and “crippled the
academic capacity of students.”* But what exactly is a hashiya, and
how seriously should we take these grave indictments against it? In
what follows, we will examine the history and function of this literary
form, shedding light on a practice that was once a defining feature of
the Islamic intellectual tradition.

i : ew things captured the perceived decay of Islamic learning

From novels to textbooks and everything in between, books today
conjure a rather uniform image in the mind of the modern reader:

a self-contained monograph, authored by a single individual, neatly
confined to a specific genre or discipline. Premodern manuscripts,
however, operated under an entirely different set of expectations.

A particularly illustrative example lies in what scholars now term a
manuscript’s paratext, that is, all the content external to the main text
but nonetheless integrally bound to it. These elements were essential
components of the manuscript’s identity: they included reading
attestations (sama at), scribal colophons, ownership marks (tamalluk),
and endowment seals (waqfiyyat). Taken together, these features
provide invaluable insight not only into a manuscript’s provenance
but also into the scholarly and social environments through which

it circulated.” Of particular interest for us is one such paratextual
form: the hashiya, or marginal gloss.
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Known by various terms (hamish, ta'liqa, turra), the hashiya (pl.
hawashi) linguistically refers to that which is on the margins.> Arabic
lexicons describe the hashiya of a garment as its outer hem and the
hashiya of a royal entourage as those who stand on the periphery.*
Even in hadith literature, we encounter this usage: the Prophet (upon
him peace) is reported to have prayed by the hashiyat al-magqam,

i.e., the side of the magqam Ibrahim.> From the various methods of
glossing a text, a hashiya was written along the margins and was
often secondary to the base text, whereas a sharh was an independent
and detailed line-by-line commentary beneath the base text.® As its
name suggests, a hashiya may appear as little more than marginalia:
peripheral both literally and intellectually. But in the Islamic scholarly
tradition, the hashiya was often anything but marginal.

A hashiya could take a number of forms. Sometimes it appeared
as scattered glosses or interlinear comments in between the text
(bayna al-sutir). Other times, it developed into a relatively lengthy
commentary, each instance varying in terms of the authorial
voice asserted by the glossator.” Some offered mere citations or
clarifications; others exercised independent reasoning, turning the
margin into a discursive space in its own right. Indeed, the value of a
hashiya could grow to such an extent that it eclipsed the primary text
altogether. In certain cases, these glosses became the true focus of
scholarly attention, giving rise to the phenomenon of super-glosses
(hashiya ‘ala al-hashiya) in which entire commentarial traditions
would orbit around what was once peripheral notes (see Figure 1).
If a first-order hashiya constitutes a gloss, and a second-order hashiya
serves as a super-gloss upon the first, then what are we to make of
third- or fourth-order commentarial layers? English, with its lexical
economy in this domain, offers no elegant equivalents. As Robert
Wisnovsky wryly observed, terms such as “superdoopergloss” or
“superdooperpoopergloss” are unlikely to achieve scholarly traction.®

A hashiya may appear as little more than
marginalia: peripheral both literally and

intellectually. But in the Islamic scholarly
tradition, the hashiya was often anything

but marginal.
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Figure1: T e hashiya of Jalal al-Din al-Dawwani on Tajrid al-‘aqa’id. T e marginal and interlinear hashiyas were so
copious that a card (juzaza) was added to complete them. Fayd Allah Effendi, no. 1110, folios 7-8.

Figure 2: An example of a fourth-degree or “superdooperpooper” gloss: Afdal Zadah's gloss on his own gloss on
al-JurjanT’s gloss on al-Tji’s gloss on Ibn al-Hajib’s legal primer. Fayd Allah EffendT, no. 597, folios 42—43.




To illustrate the layered architecture of the hashiya tradition, consider
the following excerpt from the legal primer of the seventh-century
Kurdish jurist Ibn al-Hajib, along with a series of glosses that
developed around it (see Figure 2):

Author (Ibn al-H3jib; d. 646 AH): And it is confined to preliminaries
(mabadi’), scriptural proofs, prioritization, and ijtihad.

Glossator (al-Iji; d. 756 AH): “It is confined to,” i.e., this primer or
the science of legal theory is confined to four areas.

Super-Glossator (al-Jurjani; d. 816 AH): “This primer or the science
of legal theory is confined to,” i.e., the antecedent in the words “it is
confined” can refer to the present primer, which was alluded to in his
earlier words “that I summarized...” or it refers to the science of legal
theory...If the antecedent refers to the primer, which is a preferred
reading, there is no need to offer an alternative explanation.

Third-Degree Glossator (Afdal Zadah; d. 908 AH): “there is no need
to offer an alternative explanation” because all three antecedents
in the phrase “la yasudd al-labib ‘an ta‘allumihi sadd wa-la yaruddu...”
refer to the primer itself.

Fourth-Degree Glossator (Afdal Zadah): Someone who studied
this book with me posited that one of the two phrases (viz., “there
is no need to offer an alternative explanation” and “there is no
objection”) is redundant because each of them convey the same
meaning. I said: There is no contention here if we assume the
antecedent in “confined to” refers to the primer...

How many hashiyas were ever written? The short answer is: we will
never truly know. Several factors preclude a definitive accounting.
By their very nature, hashiyas were often composed in an ad hoc
fashion: scribbled in the margins of manuscripts, appended informally
to existing texts, or transmitted within localized scholarly circles. As
a result, countless marginal glosses remain scattered, uncatalogued,
or even lost. To offer some indication of the scale involved, one may
consult al-Habsh1’s catalog of glosses and commentaries. Even in its
limited scope, the catalog enumerates approximately 4,500 works
explicitly titled hashiya.® This figure, however, represents only a
fragment of the broader tradition and is almost certainly dwarfed
by the true number of marginal glosses.
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History

Perusing the vast corpus of manuscripts at our disposal, one quickly
observes that a significant proportion of them are adorned with
hashiyas. A notable exception, however, lies in Qur'anic manuscripts.
While many modern masahif, such as the 19th-century edition
produced by Ahmad ‘Ali Saharanptiri in India, contain extensive
marginalia detailing the principles of Qur’anic orthography (rasm)
and variant readings (gira at), this is the exception rather than the
rule.” A cursory glance at the earliest extant Qur'anic codices reveals
an almost total absence of marginal notes."” Some early Qur’anic
manuscripts were written so densely that no space was left in the
margins, making the presence of hashiyas inconceivable altogether.
This is perhaps unsurprising. Some scholars actively discouraged the
inclusion of extra-textual material in the mushaf as the sanctity of the
Qur’an necessitated, in their view, a manuscript free from the textual
interjections that characterized other genres.”

The margins transform into vibrant
arenas of scholarly exchange. The hashiya
is not merely a footnote to the tradition—
it is often its beating heart.

Outside of the Qur’an, however, the landscape is entirely different.
Manuscripts across virtually all branches of the Islamic sciences
are replete with hashiyas. Even in disciplines typically regarded

as marginal or eccentric (e.g., romance literature and the occult
sciences), one finds marginal notes scattered across the folios.**
Arabic lexicographers, too, frequently reference the hashiya of earlier
grammarians, treating these glosses as legitimate sources of linguistic
insight.” But it is when we turn to the central fields of Islamic
knowledge, viz. ‘aqida, tafsir, figh, and hadith, that the true intellectual
heft of the hashiya becomes fully manifest. Here, the margins
transform into vibrant arenas of scholarly exchange. The hashiya is not
merely a footnote to the tradition—it is often its beating heart.

In the realm of Qur’anic exegesis, the significance of the hashiya genre
becomes particularly evident when we consider its development
around seminal tafsir works such as al-Kashshaf by al-Zamakhshari
(d. 538 AH) and Anwar al-tanzil by al-Baydawi (d. 719 AH); the latter
alone has over a staggering three-hundred glosses written on it,

let alone super-glosses.’ After the seventh century AH, the genre
of the hashiya began to reshape the very trajectory of tafsir literature.
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The act of writing a hashiya on a canonized tafsir became, within
the madrasa networks, a means for scholars to articulate their own
perspectives, engage critically with authoritative interpretations,
and establish their academic credentials. When we think about
prominent tafsirs, some may imagine Tafsir Ibn Kathir or Tafsir
al-Tabari. Notwithstanding the merits of those works, it is essential
to recognize that for over six centuries during the post-classical
period spanning the 13th to 19th centuries, the tafsir tradition was
overwhelmingly channeled through the hashiya genre. In terms
of both volume and intellectual engagement, hashiya writing,
particularly on al-Kashshaf and Anwar al-tanzil, came to dominate
exegetical discourse across the major centers of Islamic intellectual
life: the Ottoman, Mughal, and Safavid empires. It was only with
the advent of modernity and the rise of tafsir works like Mahmud
al-Alust’s Rih al-ma‘ani (completed in 1854) that we begin to see a
shift away from the hashiya-centered model of exegesis.”

A comparable trend can be observed in the field of hadith. While

monumental commentaries, such as Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani’s (d. 852 AH)
Fath al-bari, dominate the scholarly spotlight, the hashiya tradition has
played a quieter yet no less vital role. Al-SuyttT's (d. 911 AH) hashiya on
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Figure 3: On the right is a hashiya on
aplague invocation, instructing the
reader to inscribe specifc letters on
the cover of his copy to miraculously
enhance his knowledge—based on the
occult science of letterism. On the left
isamarginal note providing a date for
apassage on dream interpretation.
Ahmad Pasha, no. 350, folios 64—65.
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in Practices of Commentary: Medieval
Traditions and Transmissions, ed. Amanda
Goodman and Suzanne Conklin Akbari
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Sahih al-Bukhari is an illustrative example of scholarly minimalism, an
exercise in precision where less is more.” By the 18th and 19th centuries,
the production of hashiyas on the six canonical hadith collections had
become prolific, with figures like Abti al-Hasan al-Sindi (d. 1138 AH) and
Ahmad ‘Al Saharanptri (d. 1880) emerging as key contributors. These
glosses served not merely as footnotes but as points of critical engagement,
clarification, and pedagogical mediation within the hadith sciences.”

In the domain of Islamic law (figh), the centrality of the hashiya
becomes even more pronounced. Within the Shafi‘i school, for
instance, legal authority was effectively channeled through the works
of a small number of authoritative jurists, most notably al-Nawaw1
(d. 676 AH) and al-Ramli (d. 1004 AH). As a result, subsequent scholars
were compelled to situate their contributions in relation to these
canonical texts. Through glosses and super-glosses, jurists carved
out space to express legal nuance while remaining within the orbit
of established precedent.?® The Hanaf1 school, particularly in its later
centuries, displayed a somewhat similar pattern. Here, scholarly
creativity often emerged through treatises (rasa’il), standalone
discussions on specific legal questions or themes. Yet, much of this
intellectual output found its way into the sprawling hashiya tradition
as well, especially in the works of the doyen of Hanaf1 scholarship,
Ibn ‘Abidin (d. 1836), whose gloss on al-Durr al-mukhtar synthesized vast
swathes of legal commentary and debate. His hashiya, Radd al-muhtar,
became the definitive legal reference for subsequent Hanafis.*

Turning to the rational sciences (ma'qilat), we find the hashiya genre
no less vibrant. A striking case in point is the remarkable afterlife

of Muhib Allah al-Bihari’s (d. 1707) logical primer Sullam al-‘ulum.
Despite being a concise tract on Aristotelian logic (or rather “of”
because of its brevity), the Sullam became, paradoxically, a site of
expansive scholarly activity. Its very conciseness invited elaboration;
dozens of hashiyas, spanning Arabic, Persian, and even Urdu, were
written upon it in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These
marginal glosses often served multiple purposes: some functioned as
pedagogical tools clarifying dense points of logic for students in the
madrasa system; others ventured into philosophical ruminations far
beyond the limits of the base text. The hashiya, then, was not simply
an interpretive aid; it became a performance of scholarly erudition
and intellectual participation in an ongoing tradition. The cumulative
result is a kind of superstructure of thought—a layered intellectual
edifice where the margins reshape and redirect its meanings.?*
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Function

The most immediate function of a hashiya is, of course, exegetical: to
elucidate the meanings of the base text. Thus, when an obscure term
appears, such as an unusual usage in a legal manual or a philosophical
treatise, it is in the margins that we often find its interpretation
clarified. But the role of the hashiya extends far beyond simple
commentary. These marginalia stand as markers of intellectual
development, instances of peer review, and repositories of scholarly
curiosities that defy neat categorization.

In pushing back against the common narrative of post-classical
Islamic intellectual stagnation, Khaled El-Rouayheb highlights the
glosses of al-Dawwani (d. 918 AH) and al-Isfarayini (d. 945 AH) on
theological, philosophical, and other texts. These glosses are not mere
echoes of tradition but dynamic sites of tahqiq (rigorous verification
and critical engagement) as opposed to taqlid, rote imitation. In

this view, the hashiya emerges as a vibrant forum of intra-scholarly
discourse, where inherited knowledge is continually tested and
refined.” Thus, we find al-Isfarayini in his hashiya critically engage
the commentator Mulla Jami (d. 898 AH) on most issues (akthar
al-mawadi’).>* The methodology of the glossators of critically engaging
the base text is noteworthy: their verification “straddles tradition and
scholarly factionalism, on the one hand, and independent reasoning
and verification, one the other, in a complex fashion.”*

The canon is not read uncritically; it is

scrutinized, questioned, and rearticulated

in the very margins that surround it.

Indeed, the hashiya functions as a mechanism of checks and balances.
While such critical interventions could theoretically be performed
through full-length commentaries or independent treatises, the
marginal note offers a unique proximity to the text. It allows the
scholar to engage with the primary material in real time, at the point
of reading. Unlike ecclesiastical traditions such as Catholicism, Sunni
Islam lacks a central magisterium; claims to knowledge stand or fall
by their evidence and their reception within a community of learned
discourse. The hashiya, in this context, becomes the space where
consensus is built or challenged. In every intellectual discipline, we
find no shortage of revered texts. But reverence does not preclude
critique. The canon is not read uncritically; it is scrutinized,
questioned, and rearticulated in the very margins that surround it.*
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Even in the modern period, the tradition of the hashiya continues to
assert its vitality of peer-review. Consider, for instance, the extensive
hashiya of Anwar Shah al-Kashmiri (d. 1933) on Athar al-sunan, a short
work on the hadith evidence of the HanafT school.”” Al-Kashmiri’s gloss
constitutes a sophisticated legal and hadith-critical intervention that
engages with the original text. The same can be said of Muhammad
Zahid al-Kawthart’s (d. 1952) personal hashiyas scattered across the
pages of Fihris al-faharis.*® What’s striking in both cases is that the
glossator and the base text author are contemporaries or near-con-
temporaries, indicating that the hashiya was not limited to classical
authors commenting on medieval canon, but continued to operate
as a living form of scholarly dialogue. Even though these works were
not formally printed or disseminated, they exemplify the enduring
relevance of marginalia as a space for critical engagement and
interpretive creativity.
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Figure 4: Anwar Shah al-Kashm1rt's
copious marginal and interlinear gloss
on Athar al-sunan. Author’s personal
facsimile of the unpublished notes,
reproduced by al-Majlis al- llm1with the
title al-Ithafli-madhhab al-Ahnaf in 1933.

27. Muhammad Dhishan, “Hazrat ‘Allama
Anwar Shah Kashmiri awr hashiya
Athar al-Sunan,” Mah Namah-yi Dar
al-'Ulim 101 no. 10 (2017), 2-10.

28.Muhammad Al Rashid reproduced
al-KawtharT’s scattered marginal glosses
on Fihris al-faharis (roughly ten glosses
in total) in al-Imam Zahid al-Kawthari
wa-ishamatuhu fi ‘ilm al-riwaya wa-Il-
isnad (Dar al-Fath, 2009), 74-84.



A particularly vivid example of the hashiya serving as a mechanism for
peer review is found in the case of Shihab al-Din al-BasirT’s (d. 840 AH)
Ithaf al-khiyara al-mahara, a hadith compendium on the unique
narrations across ten Musnad collections. In the colophon of his work,
al-Basir invites his readers “to verify (yuhaqqiq) and amend any errors,
so as to partake in the divine reward.” This invitation did not go
unanswered. His younger contemporary, the towering hadith scholar
Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani accepted the offer—literally, on the margins.
Throughout a surviving manuscript copy of Ithaf, one finds hashiyas
penned by Ibn Hajar, in which he corrects and challenges al-Busiri’s
claims. What makes this case especially intriguing is the visibility of
an actual dialogue unfolding on the folios. In multiple places, one can
see Ibn Hajar’s marginal note asserting that a given hadith should not
be included, only to find that al-Basiri later scratched it out, evidently
reconsidering its validity based on Ibn Hajar’s comment (see Figure 5).
In this interaction, we witness not just a correction of textual error,
but a rare glimpse into the living tradition of peer review as it played
out in real time—a premodern version of “tracked changes.” In one
marginal note, Ibn Hajar writes with some frustration: “Brother, this
quote is verbatim my words from Tahdhib al-Tahdhib; you took my very
own words and then used them to refute me!™° Yet, even in his own
rejoinders to Ibn Hajar, al-Busiri remains respectful, referring to him
as “our teacher, the hadith expert” (shaykhuna al-hafiz).
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Figure5: On the right, Ibn Hajar’s
hashiya noting that the hadith should
not be included in the book. Note
that the hadith in question was then
scratched out by al-Basirt. Jar Allah
Effendi, no. 252, fol. 52v.



Far from being a static object,a premodern
text remained alive through continual
glossing and super-glossing, its meaning
shaped not only by its author but by
generations of scholars who engaged
with it line by line.

Beyond intellectual development and peer review, hashiyas serve
other important functions. From a reader’s perspective, they often
contain unique curiosities and rare views not found elsewhere in
the glossator’s broader corpus. The curator of the Egyptian National
Library, Salih al-Azharfi, collected numerous such tidbits from the
institution’s rare manuscript holdings as well as other libraries.”
There are also cases where hashiyas functioned as instruments

of reform. For example, Abt al-Hasan al-Sind1’s hashiyas on the
canonical hadith collections go beyond simple clarification; they
form part of his hadith-based “internal critique” of the Hanaf1
school. Likewise, the hadith glosses of nineteenth century scholars
in India offer several examples of attempts to institute reforms
grounded in hadith, reflecting what they deemed to be crucial
corrective measures in the region.*” In addition to its interpretive
value, the hashiya also played a crucial role in textual preservation.
In an era when books were laboriously copied by hand and access
to complete works was limited, the hashiya often became a vessel
for safeguarding otherwise inaccessible material. Snippets from
once-lost books survived only because they were embedded in
marginal glosses. A case in point is Shihab al-Din al-ShilbT’s (d.1021 AH)
hashiya on Tabyin al-haqa’iq, a major Hanafi legal commentary, which
preserves numerous quotations from the once inaccessible writings
of Amir Katib al-Itqani (d. 758 AH).** In such cases, the margins
became a kind of textual archive, sustaining voices and ideas that
might have otherwise disappeared.

The hashiya offers a compelling example of how the afterlife of a book
was once embedded within the very structure of its transmission. Far
from being a static object, a premodern text remained alive through
continual glossing and super-glossing, its meaning shaped not only
by its author but by generations of scholars who engaged with it line
by line. Unlike modern academic practice—where an author might
receive comments from peer reviewers, incorporate suggestions, and
publish a finalized version—premodern works often carried with
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them the traces of ongoing critique in the margins themselves.>* The
hashiya thus functioned as both commentary and review, preserving
the full scope of the glossator’s engagement rather than filtering it
through an editorial process. In contemporary scholarship, the closest
parallel might be the book review. Recent initiatives represent notable,
if still limited, efforts to reintroduce elements of reader-response
into contemporary academic discourse. In the life sciences, PubPeer
offers a platform for post-publication peer review, allowing scholars
to publicly critique and comment on published work.* Academia.edu
has experimented with social features such as paper annotations
and threaded discussions. In many ways, these contemporary efforts
recall the practice of writing hashiyas.

As noted in the opening, the scholasticism associated with the hashiya
tradition was not without its critics. Detractors raised concerns that
such commentary often emphasized performance over substance,
privileging rhetorical display and intricate linguistic hairsplitting

at the expense of broader conceptual engagement. Others pointed
to its tendency to reinforce parochial modes of discourse, establish
rigid hierarchies of authority, and draw intellectual attention away
from earlier, often more foundational, works. For them, glossators
appeared mired in the gravitational pull of the base text, and then the
super-gloss, circling endlessly around minor points that could feel
pedantic or even diversionary.’* While each of these critiques contains
a measure of truth; as is often the case, even the most laudable
practices, taken to excess, can produce unintended consequences
and provoke frustration that swings toward overcorrection. At its
core, however, the hashiya was simply that: a space in the margins. Its
value lay not in the format itself, but in the hands of the one who filled
it. In some cases, it offered little more than repetition or digression;
more often, it opened new lines of thought and preserved insights
that might otherwise have been lost. Its significance, therefore, was
contingent, not inherent.

Conclusion

In Islamic intellectual history, hashiyas were anything but marginal.
They served as vibrant sites of scholarly contribution, critique, and
creativity. Far from being passive footnotes, hashiyas offered a
dynamic medium through which generations of scholars engaged
the tradition, often in real time, as seen in the exchange between
al-Busiri and Ibn Hajar. Whether in the rational sciences through
glosses on works like Sullam al-‘uliim, in law through the super-glosses
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on juristic primers, or in hadith through reform-oriented marginalia,
the hashiya genre became a cornerstone of scholarly practice. Hashiyas
acted as tools for clarification, verification (tahqig), peer review, and
even subtle reform. They were a means for scholars to assert their
intellectual voice, correct canonical texts, and respond critically while
remaining within the framework of tradition. This form of writing,
whether concise, expansive, critical, or deferential, allowed for
continuity and contestation in equal measure. Thus, to label hashiyas
as marginal is a misnomer; they were, and remain, central to the
unfolding of the Islamic intellectual tradition.

The practice of annotation, glossing, and scholia was by no means
unique to the Islamic intellectual tradition. The Latin West, for
instance, developed its own scholastic glossing practices on
authors such as Martianus Capella, Prudentius, and Virgil.*” That
said, the hashiya emerged as a uniquely expansive and enduring
genre. In terms of its temporal longevity, geographical spread, and
multilingual application across Arabic, Persian, Ottoman Turkish,
and beyond, the hashiya tradition developed with a scale and
formalization that finds few true parallels elsewhere. While there
are valid concerns about the pedantic hairsplitting and excessive
scholasticism found in the hashiya genre, such critiques speak more
to the contexts in which hashiyas were employed to serve particular
objectives. Ultimately, a hashiya is only as innovative (or conversely,
as derivative) as its glossator.

In a broader sense, one might even conceptualize the entirety of
fourteen centuries of Islamic intellectual production as a hashiya
on the two foundational sources: the Qur’an and the Sunna. Each
generation, as it grappled with new social, political, and economic
circumstances, produced not only fresh interpretations but also
meta-commentaries on the intellectual legacy it inherited. The Muslim
umma, in this framing, becomes a transhistorical community of
glossators: constantly annotating, amending, and expanding upon the
divine and prophetic core. Just as hashiyas in premodern manuscripts
framed and interacted with canonical texts, so too does the modern
scholarly enterprise engage in what might be seen as a super-hashiya:
a gloss upon the tradition of glossing itself. This recursive process
evidences the dynamism of Islamic thought: rooted in scripture,
but ever responsive to context.
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Marital Harm
through the Ages:

Perspectives from Islamic
Scholarship and Practice

TESNEEM ALKIEK

Introduction

he year is 1117 C.E. A young woman gets married. Her
marriage gradually deteriorates and her husband begins
to harass and abuse her. She takes her case to court and

the judge rules in her favor: she is divorced and awarded monetary
damages. Fast forward to the year 1876. Another woman is married.

Her husband beats her so badly that she is left with permanent injuries.

She attempts to take her case to court but is turned away. She is told
that she cannot sue her husband, let alone have him punished.

The woman in our first case is Raqi bint Yuinus, who lived near the now
thriving port city of Lisbon in modern-day Portugal.' She was married,
not so happily, to a man named ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Muhammad al-Azdi.
Over time, their marriage took a turn for the worse and ‘Ubayd Allah
began to abuse Raqi. It was no secret. A large number of witnesses
testified that he would constantly harm and harass his wife. At some
point, even ‘Ubayd Allah realized he had no interest in remaining
married to Raqi. But ‘Ubayd Allah knew that if he divorced Ragi, she
would, according to Islamic law, be able to keep everything he already
gave or promised her (i.e., mahr) for their marriage. In their case, that
meant swaths of land and enviable properties. But ‘Ubayd Allah also
knew that if Raqi was the one who asked for a divorce (khul), he would
be able to negotiate with her to keep what he gave her. So, ‘Ubayd Allah
devised a plan where he would make Raqr’s life so miserable that she
would beg for a divorce. She did exactly that. In December 1118 C.E.,
Raqi came to an agreement with ‘Ubayd Allah and forfeited anything
she received in their marriage in exchange for a divorce.

Little did ‘Ubayd Allah realize, Raqi also knew her rights under the
law. In fact, when she was still married, she had prepared a legal
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document (‘aqd istir'a’) that collected witness testimony of her abuse.
She took her case to court and presented her evidence. The great
Maliki scholar Ibn Rushd al-Jadd (d. 52.0/112.6) oversaw her case. He
listened carefully and examined the evidence. He ruled the following:
unless ‘Ubayd Allah could rebut the overwhelming evidence testifying
to his abuse, he had to return everything he took from Ragi. Why?
Because if a husband harms his wife, she has the right to divorce and
the right to keep her dower.

Jump forward almost eight centuries to 1876. Sarah Phillips attempts
to present a similar case in an English court. She has evidence that her
ex-husband beat her during their marriage and left her with permanent
injuries.” But unlike Raqi, Sarah’s case would not even make it to trial.
Up until about the mid-20th century, in both England and the United
States, a woman could not take civil action against her husband for
bodily harm.? Anglo-American law imagined a husband and wife as one
legal entity (“the unity of spouses”), so if a wife sued her husband, it
would be as though she was suing herself.* As a matter of fact, a woman
lost any legal capacity the moment she got married. If she wanted to
file a lawsuit, she would have to do so in her husband’s name. This
impairment was justified in the name of coverture—the doctrine that
a woman became a feme covert, a “concealed woman,” upon marriage,
functioning under her husband’s guise.® She tacitly signed away her
property rights to her husband, who not only took full control of her
assets but also reaped the benefits of her profits. To add salt to these
wounds, any debts he incurred when managing her property became
her liability if he passed away. Taken together, the unity of spouses
and coverture erected an unspoken principle: a husband was legally
immune from any harm he inflicted on his wife’s body or property.

A husband’s impunity was not surprising given Anglo-American
conceptions of marriage. A husband was the rightful head of house
(pater familias), while the wife was sub virga viri, “ander the rod of her
husband.”® Since a husband was liable for his wife’s actions, he was
entitled to correct her in the same way that he could correct his
servants or children. And if her misdemeanor was “severe,” he could
“beat his wife severely with whips and sticks.”” While a series of
reforms beginning with women’s property rights were launched in
the mid-1800s, the judicial system constantly made exceptions for
bodily harm.® When a woman by the name of Mrs. Thompson
attempted to sue her husband for battery and assault in 1910, the U.S.
Supreme Court Justices overturned her case because a woman’s newly
established right to take her harm case to court was not meant to be
used against her husband. Doing so would threaten public welfare and
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domestic harmony.® It was not until the United Kingdom passed the
‘Law Reform Husband and Wife Act’ in 1962 that a husband and wife
could hold each other legally liable “as if they were not married.”*
And it was not until 1970 that interspousal immunity in the United
States became a minority rule.”

Framing the Challenge

The notion that a husband bears responsibility for his family and
may exercise disciplinary authority has been a characteristic of many
cultures and civilizations throughout history.” Islam also assumes
this basic familial structure, yet transforms the concept of marriage.
Husband and wife do not unite in flesh (as in Genesis 2:24), nor does
either forfeit their legal status as an individual. The Quranic term
zawj (spouse) underscores this point, denoting one of a pair and
thereby implicitly affirming the independent identity and agency
of each party. While marriage is described as a solemn covenant
(mithaq ghaliz) in the Qur’an, unlike other canonical laws, it is a
contract between two individuals at its core. It thus entails mutual
rights and responsibilities, and when either spouse transgresses
those bounds, legal recourse remains available.

One might also recount the sayings and examples of the Prophet
Muhammad #, who set a precedent for never harming any woman
and urged his followers to live by his example,” or cite verses in the
Qur’an that call for marriages to be filled with love, peace, and
tranquility.” Some may dismiss domestic violence within Muslim
households as a transhistorical phenomenon divorced from religion.”
Yet, a Qur'anic verse that sets parameters for marriage continues to
prompt moral and interpretive questions. God states:

Men are the caretakers of women, as men have been provisioned
by Allah over women and tasked with supporting them finan-
cially. Righteous women are devoutly obedient and, when alone,
protective of what Allah has entrusted them with. And if you
sense ill-conduct from your women, advise them [first]; [if they
persist] do not share their beds, [but if they still persist] then
discipline them [gently]. But if they change their ways, do not

be unjust to them. Surely Allah is Most High, All-Great.™

This verse suggests that men are responsible for women and must

take care of them financially. That responsibility entails a degree of
oversight: when a wife engages in ill-conduct (nushiiz), her husband is
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tasked with resolving the problem. If need be, that resolution can 16. Qur'an 4:34, trans. The Clear Quran.
culminate in physical discipline. These implications pose major 17, See the story of Khawla bint Thalaba in
conceptual hurdles for many of us today. Could such a relationship Sunan Ibn Majah, no. 2063. The story of
even be described as a marriage? How can we begin to comprehend Habiba bint Sahlis found in Sunan A

. o e Dawiid, no. 2227 and Sunan al-Nasa 1,
this verse in light of the prohibition of harm? no. 3462.

Marriage entails mutual rights and
responsibilities, and when either spouse
transgresses those bounds, legal recourse
remains available.

This paper explores a difficult and often unsettling topic: the legal
permissibility of physical reprimand. Examining more broadly how
premodern Muslim scholars conceptualized harm within marriage,
we ask: Did they set boundaries for physical harm? Were they
concerned about other forms of injury, like emotional harm? What
limits, if any, did they place on the husband? And what happened
when a husband stepped out of bounds?

Marriage and Divorce
in the Islamic Tradition

Unlike courts in the Anglo-American world, Muslim judges have always
allowed women to seek legal recourse for their marital problems. As
early as the time of revelation, female Companions such as Khawla bint
Tha'laba and Habiba bint Sahl approached the Messenger of God with
complaints about their husbands.” The Prophet %, in turn, deliberated
on their rights and responsibilities as wives before issuing his binding
opinion in their favor. Muslim scholars adopted this prophetic
precedent and envisaged marriage as a legal contract.

Although the idea that marriage boiled down to a formal set of dos
and don’ts might seem awkwardly transactional, it was—in many
ways—Tliberating because it presupposed the protection and enforce-
ment of each stakeholder’s rights. Muslim jurists never debated
whether a wife could pursue her claim of harm—of course she could.
Instead, they asked: 1) what is harm and 2) how do they punish a
husband if he harms his wife? While jurists disagreed over what
exactly counts as harm, they generally agreed that it occurs anytime
a spouse’s right is violated. The challenge is that they did not always
agree on what a husband’s and wife’s rights were. Their respective
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legal methodologies (usil) guided them to interpret the Qur'an and
Sunnah differently and hence arrive at different conclusions. So,
in order to understand what jurists labeled harmful, we have to first
understand what rights they granted to each spouse.

Every Muslim jurist would agree that a marriage contract includes one
clear set of rights: a wife has a right to a dower (mahr) and financial
maintenance (nafaqa), and a husband has a right to sexual intimacy.
The husband maintains this right so long as he continues to take care
of his wife’s financial needs. I refer to the rights a husband and wife
can demand from one another as positive rights. While positive rights
are the bare bones of the marital skeleton, jurists fleshed out these
expectations by discussing, what I call, negative rights: things a
spouse can expect to be free from during their marriage. A wife, for
example, can expect to be free from her husband’s ill-treatment.™®
Her right to “good treatment” (al-mu‘ashara bi-l-ma’rif) is based on the
Qur’anic verse that commands men to treat their wives according to
“al-ma‘raf,” or “what is known to be good according to custom (urf).”

Muslim jurists never debated whether a
wife could pursue her claim of harm—
of course she could. Instead, they asked:

what is harm and how do they punish a
husband if he harms his wife?

Some scholars held that good treatment meant simply fulfilling the
necessary requirements of a marriage, such as payment of the dower,
while others extended this meaning to include fulfilling a woman’s
requests that were culturally normative.” Take for example the case
brought before the Maliki judge Muhammad ibn Marztq (d. 901/1496).>°
A man complained that his newly-wedded wife would not move in
with him. She had stipulated prior to marriage that she be given a
year’s time to prepare since his home was far away. This condition
prevented him from consummating their marriage, which was his
immediate right upon paying the dower. So the husband turned
to legal recourse, hoping to hear that her condition was invalid.
Ibn Marziq, however, affirmed the woman’s right to delay the
consummation—whether she had explicitly stipulated it or not—
because doing so was culturally the norm in her society.
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Scholars hence recognized that a marriage did not amount to a mere
contract.” Some differentiated between sales contracts and marital
contracts by reiterating that a sale is based on stringency (mushaha)
and a marriage is based on generosity (mukarama).** In other words,
while the marital contract set explicit requirements, its boundaries
were dynamic and could accommodate cultural peculiarities. Women
could therefore enter their marriages with a range of rights, whether
shaped by cultural norms or explicit agreements. And each additional
right a wife entered her marriage with created greater opportunities
to hold her husband accountable if he violated those rights.

But not all rights were “legally” enforceable. Jurists often distinguished
between rights that had moral (diyanatan) consequences and those
that had judicial (qada’an) consequences. Take for example a wife’s
right to sexual intercourse. All law schools agree that a wife has the
right to consummatory sex—meaning at least one time. While the
Malikis and Hanbalis are willing to take legal action if a woman
complains of a lack of sex, the Shafi‘is and Hanafis will not hold a
husband legally liable.”® This does not mean they disregard a woman’s
sexual needs; rather, they find a husband morally at fault. ‘Al3’ al-Din
al-Kasani (d. 587/1189) warns on behalf of the Hanafis that a husband
will be held accountable before God for not satisfying his wife’s sexual
needs, and the widely-revered Shafi‘1 polymath Abtt Hamid al-Ghazali
(d. 505/1111) obligated men to indulge their wives as much as necessary
to preserve their chastity.** For one accustomed to Western legal
standards, this may sound like a free pass for the husband. We often
laud judicial law as the supreme form of justice, while perceiving
moral admonishment as negligible and inconsequential. Yet, this
difference in accountability should not detract from its severity, as the
Shariah itself is premised on accountability in this life and the next.

What is important to recognize here is that each law school formulated
a set of marital rights. Whenever any of these rights were violated,

a spouse was considered to have been harmed. Setting aside the
inter-school debates over the exact list of these rights, all jurists
recognized the Qur'anic command that men must treat their wives
according to what is customarily good (ma rif). This meant that a
spouse’s rights and the definition of harm could fluctuate according
to the norms of each society. We are thus left with a variety of ways
scholars understood harm, with its definition and manifestation
shifting across time and space.
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What is Spousal Harm?

The discussion of harm is best suited in terms of the broader scholarly
understanding of the word, rather than being narrowly confined to
the oft-cited issue of a husband’s right to physically reprimand his
wife. The Qur'an and Sunnah establish inalienable rights for women in
marriage, expressed in broad and timeless principles. Scholars across
different eras worked to interpret these principles within the context
of their specific cultures, times, and circumstances, striving to protect
these rights in practical ways. Notably, harm in marriage was never
understood to be limited to physical abuse by a husband; rather, it
encompassed a wide range of behaviors and conditions.

In our day and age, the idea that the definition of harm fluctuates is
largely undisputed. Consider the range of scenarios that might be
labeled as harmful: being shoved so forcefully that one falls and
breaks a bone; hearing a passing comment that carries the sting of a
microaggression; feeling pressured by someone in authority who uses
scripture to manipulate one’s behavior; or being touched inappropriately
without giving consent. Harm can take many forms—physical or
emotional, intentional or accidental, self-inflicted or external, severe
or subtle. Perceptions of harm are shaped by all these variables, and
one’s understanding of what counts as harm often mirrors the
prevailing norms and values of their society.

The Qur'an and Sunnah establish
inalienable rights for women in marriage,
expressed in broad and timeless principles.
Scholars across different eras worked to
interpret these principles within the
context of their specific cultures, times,
and circumstances, striving to protect
these rights in practical ways.

As a case in point, less than a century ago in the United States, the
word “trauma” was used only to refer to physical brain injuries. It was
not until 1980 that “trauma” was extended to psychological harm—
specifically, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) caused by war,
torture, and rape.” Other situations that triggered pain or distress,
like confronting the sudden loss of a loved one, did not medically

58

25.Nick Haslam, “Concept Creep:
Psychology’s Expanding Concepts of
Harm and Pathology,” Psychological Inquiry
27, n0. 1(2016): 1-17; Greg Lukianoff and
Jonathan Haidt, The Coddling of the
American Mind (Penguin Press, 2018), 25.



constitute PTSD. Yet, by the 2000s, mental professionals and clients
alike began to use the word trauma to describe any physically or
emotionally harmful experience with long-term effects on a person’s
“mental, physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being.”*® More
recently, a person experiencing chronic adverse effects can describe
their feelings as “trauma.” The definition for trauma has thus
transformed to include more cases and milder circumstances.

The meaning of the word “violence” has also changed. For years,
violence against women (when even acknowledged) was limited to
specific forms of physical harm, like rape and murder. Eventually,
in 1993, the UN General Assembly issued the Declaration of the
Elimination of Violence Against Women.*” New social standards
pushed the UN to redraw the boundaries for the word “violence” to
encompass a broader range of meanings. Violence against women,
once legally relegated to physical abuse, evolved to include non-
physical forms of injury.?® In highlighting how words like trauma
and violence have developed to encompass a greater number of
meanings, we not only recognize how words and the concepts they
refer to evolve but also the futility of imposing a universal definition
of harm on the kaleidoscopic realities on the ground. Shifts in social
realities directly impact the meanings and usage of words and we
sometimes see similar fluctuations within the Islamic tradition.

The Maliki law school paved the way for the most expansive definition
of harm among the four Sunni schools by declaring that a wife
subjected to harm has a right to divorce.” Depending on the severity
of harm, a judge could also admonish or imprison the husband. The
illustrious Andalusian judge Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148) included among
a wife’s rights financial maintenance, clothing, sexual intercourse,
and good treatment. Interestingly, he adds a twist: a wife also has the
right to a pleasant (i.e., “smiling”) husband. Ibn al-‘Arabi concludes by
declaring that a husband harms his wife when he does not fulfill any
of these rights and she is thus entitled to divorce.>®

If we explore other prominent juristic elaborations on a wife’s rights in
marriage across time and space, we will encounter similar yet distinct
understandings of what harm entails. Take, for instance, the legal
digest, Mukhtasar Khalil, authored by Khalil ibnIshaq (d. 767/1366).
This text became one of the most authoritative references in the Maliki
school, along with several well-known commentaries on it. In one
such commentary, Ahmad al-Dardir (d. 1201/1787), elaborating on
Khalil’s words that a woman has a right to a judicial divorce on the
grounds of harm, explains harm as “abandoning her [hajr] for no
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al-Wansharisi and al-Wazzani, a judge was asked about a husband
who exposed his wife to immoral people, threatening her religious
welfare.> Muhammad ibnAbi al-Qasim al-Sijilmasi (d. 1214/1800),
commenting on this case, belabors the gravity of the situation,
stressing the wife’s right to a judicial divorce to alleviate the harm
she may have experienced from exposure to indecency. While the
other law schools may not have enforced a marital separation upon
a husband who emotionally harmed his wife, such conduct was
acknowledged and recognized as carrying grave moral consequences.
The 12th-century Hanaf1 exegete al-Zamakhshari described a
husband’s ill-conduct (nushiiz) in immaterial terms, noting that it
included depriving his wife of love and subjecting her to verbal abuse,
while the 13th-century Shafi‘T exegete Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210)
categorized a husband frowning in his wife’s face, neglecting her, and
treating her badly as ill-conduct.>*

The Malikis were truly unprecedented in
their descriptions of harm because they
did what the Western world could scarcely
do for at least another thousand years:
they enforced legal consequences for
emotional harm.
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Along with the Malikis, the Hanbalis emphasize a prohibition of
sexual harm. That could mean a number of things, including a lack of
sexual intimacy. If a woman lodged a complaint of harm because she
was not being sexually fulfilled, a judge could admonish her husband
and set a minimum number of times he would have to please his wife
or face judicial divorce. While some scholars set that number at once
every four months, Ibn Taymiyya argued that a judge should demand
a husband be intimate with his wife as often as was normal in their
society.” Similarly, if a husband went missing or was imprisoned and
his wife complained of sexual harm, Maliki and Hanbali judges would
grant the wife a judicial divorce after giving the husband some leeway
(6 months to 4 years) to reappear.36

Sexual harm could also refer to physical injury a wife may have
experienced during intercourse. If a woman, for example, fears vaginal
distension (ifda’) from her husband’s large penis (‘izamih), then she can
prevent him from having intercourse.’” A husband loses his right to sex
whenever it physically harms his wife.*® That includes times when the
wife is sick and unable to be intimate. The prominent Hanbali scholar
Mansir ibn Yanus al-Buhati (d. 1051/1641) justified this limiting of a
husband’s sexual access by explaining that a husband who harms his
wife during intercourse fails to treat his wife according to what is
good (ma'ruf).>

The Hanafis focused on financial harm. A man was responsible for
taking care of his wife financially, and any misstep could lead to legal
consequences. It was not enough to merely cover the costs; if he was
stingy, he could be reprimanded because he is required to spend on
his wife what is customarily (bi-I-marif) the norm.*° A husband was
also responsible for making sure that his wife had sufficient funds
when he traveled, or even when he went missing. The moment that her
funds ran out, a wife could complain to a judge who would then allow
her to take out a loan in her husband’s name.* While the Shafi‘is,
Malikis, and Hanbalis granted women experiencing financial harm a
judicial divorce, the Hanafis were much more hesitant to enforce a
divorce (tatliq) without the husband’s consent.** Instead they came up
with two solutions: either the Hanafi judge could imprison the husband
or he could appoint a non-Hanafi judge to separate the couple.®

There were several other ways the Shariah recognized harm to a
woman in marriage. This included situations where a woman
unknowingly married someone with a disease like leprosy, mental
illness, or sexual defects.** For most law schools, these red flags were
grounds for marital dissolution (faskh). Harm could also manifest
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when a husband intentionally tried to coerce his wife into asking for
a bilateral divorce (khul’); that is to say, when he pressured her to end
the marriage and forfeit her dower.* In such instances, she had the
right to demand her dower back and he was guilty of oppression (ithm
al-zulm).*® These examples illustrate just how differently judges
understood a wife’s rights in light of the Qur’an and Sunnah. Each
law school delineated a unique set of rights, and when a husband
violated them, he was deemed to have subjected his wife to harm.

Contextualizing Physical Harm

When we have a broader understanding of harm, we are in a better
position to comprehend discussions about physical discipline.
Whether between the state and its subjects, husbands and wives,
parents and their children, or elders and the youth, corporal
punishment was a widely-used method of discipline across cultures.
Most traditional societies did not function under the prying eye of
governing authorities, unlike today. There had to be measures in
place for individuals to hold one another accountable. A man was
responsible for maintaining order within his family, and in turn
the community—sometimes through state institutions—was
responsible for regulating its men.

The practice most commonly known as
dar amin, or a safehouse, protected women
from alleged harm. For hundreds of
years, Muslim judges protected women
through the equivalent of the “modern”
concept of women’s shelters.

So deeply embedded were these assumptions in social practice that
community members were often involved in resolving cases of marital
harm. In line with the Qur'anic command, a husband and wife
experiencing marital problems would seek arbitration from members
of each family.*” If their situation was too complex to be resolved by
arbitration, the judge or community leader presiding over the case
would collect evidence to determine who was more likely to be telling
the truth. He would do so by asking the couple’s neighbors to testify to
what they saw and heard and by questioning community members
about the husband’s character.* It was also common practice to ask a
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trustworthy individual to temporarily live with or near the couple

to observe and counsel them.* Alternatively, the wife herself would
move out and live with a trustworthy woman.*° This practice, known
most commonly as dar amin, or a safehouse, protected women from
alleged harm.” In fact, for hundreds of years, Muslim judges
protected women through the equivalent of the “modern” concept
of women’s shelters. The Granadan scholar Muhammad ibn Yasuf
al-Mawwaq (d. 897/1492) insisted that even if a couple experiencing
marital problems did not request outside help, the community leader
(sultan) was not permitted to leave them alone—he had to get
involved.** These measures ultimately show us that, when a husband
was out of line, both families and community members were
summoned to help assess and resolve the situation.

When used within bounds, hitting was intended to be an effective
means of discipline. A number of scholars understood a husband’s
license to hit as a symbolic gesture whereby he could rebuke his wife
only with something as light as a toothbrush (miswak) or handkerchief.>®
‘At2’ ibn Abi Rabah (d. 115/733), a Successor (tabi 7) and mufti of Mecca,
went as far as to say that a husband should not hit his wife at all—

he should merely express his anger with her.>* This is because he, and
countless other jurists, knew that the Prophet #: openly expressed
his disdain for hitting and prioritized his precedent. Unless he was
on the battlefield, the Prophet never struck anything with his hand—
not a woman nor a slave.” He reiterated that the best of people would
never hit their wives, and questioned those who did: “How could any
of you strike his wife like striking a stallion camel and then hope to
embrace her?”%

Nonetheless, most jurists allowed for physical discipline—with several
caveats. The Qur’anic exegete Muhammad al-Tabari, for instance,
referenced eighteen different reports that stipulated conditions to
minimize harm.”” A husband could never target his wife’s face, be
severe, break any bones, cause a disfigurement, or leave a mark.*®
He could not deliver more than ten strikes, in keeping with the
Prophetic stipulation (except in cases of hudid).” Most importantly,
hitting had to be the very last resort. A husband must have enacted

a series of other disciplinary measures, such as verbal admonishment
and withdrawing from the marital bed over a series of days, before
considering physical discipline. And even then, to proceed, the
husband had to be strongly convinced (ghalabat al-zann) that physical
reprimand would be effective in bringing about marital harmony.

If he was not, he could not hit.°
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Many jurists argued that, when physical discipline is futile, the license
to hit becomes categorically prohibited. Maliki scholars as early as
Jamal al-Din ibn al-H3jib (d. 646/1249) reiterated this principle: if
hitting is not going to benefit the situation, it is prohibited. The late
scholar Fathi al-Durayni (d. 2013), explaining the Maliki position,
states that if there is no benefit in doing so, then a husband is merely
disciplining his wife excessively or harming her. Since this contradicts
the intent of the Lawgiver in allowing for discipline in the first place,
it is prohibited.®* One can argue that hitting has the reverse effect on
many women today—it aggravates the situation and is thus doubly
detrimental. A contemporary of al-Durayni, ‘Abd al-Halim Abu
Shuqqga (d. 1995), noted that depending on the spousal relationship,

a husband’s disciplinary measures could be effective. But he admits
thereafter, for a prudent wife, hitting would not be a good idea.®
Muhammad al-Tahir ibn ‘Ashar (d. 1973), an exegete and judge,
declared that allowing men to hit their wives “is a dangerous matter”
and that judges “should announce to men that whoever hits his wife
will be punished.”*4

For many women today, any degree of hitting is ineffective and
harmful. Yet, just like “trauma” and “domestic violence,” what is
considered harmful to women has fluctuated along with societal
standards. When women in North Africa in the 10th century brought
their case before a judge, they would complain that their husband’s
harm was more than what they were used to (al-za'id ‘ala al-mu'tad),
and in turn, the judge would deem whether or not that harm was
“appropriate for a free woman like her.”® These women openly
acknowledged that they tolerated a certain degree of harm in their
marriage, and the judges too recognized that a woman’s status
affected the amount of harm that she should accept. A woman who
spends her days grinding wheat and tending cattle might sustain
injuries in the course of her work. While her bruises might be
overlooked, the same injuries on a woman of high standing would be
cause for concern. Meanwhile, in 17th-century Surat, India, women
routinely added four conditions to their marriage contract: a husband
could not marry a second wife, take a concubine, leave for more than
a stipulated amount of time, and “beat his wife with sticks so severely
as to leave bruises on her body.”* These four conditions became so
ubiquitous that they often were not explicitly written out but merely
referenced as the “four conditions.”

These examples are not buried in the books of history. A World Values

Survey conducted across 64 countries between 2017 and 2022 found
that in nearly half of them (29 to be precise—only a third of which are
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majority-Muslim), at least one in four women believe that it is
sometimes justifiable for a man to beat his wife.” Such beliefs may be
interpreted as forms of cognitive dissonance or adaptive preference, in
which women have been socially conditioned to tolerate and normalize
their abuse. Yet the question remains: to what extent do these attitudes
point to the broader reality that understandings of harm have varied
considerably throughout history and across cultural context?

It was in recognition of this cultural diversity that Ibn ‘Ashar (d. 1973)
stated that a husband’s license to hit was not a blanket invitation for
men to physically reprimand their wives, but was rather an exception
to accommodate different customs. Men and women in many tribal
and Bedouin communities, he elaborated, did not find hitting to be
“an act of aggression” and thus used physical reprimand as an effective
means of discipline.®® Unsurprisingly, scholars typically reflected their
own social norms when determining the boundaries of harm. For
those who inhabited cultures where severe physical chastisement
was the norm, there were few boundaries to harm. Abt al-Qasim
al-Burzuli (d. ca 841/1438), in response to a case of a woman bruised
by her husband’s strikes, stated, “If the kind of hitting that results in
bruising was the kind that allowed for divorce, there would be few
married women left!”® Al-Mutayti bluntly admitted that hitting is not
something husbands hold back from (la yakad yuslim minhu al-azwaj),”
but added that excessive (mutafahish) strikes that left ugly marks
inappropriate for a woman “like her” was grounds for divorce.”
Similarly, Ibrahim al-Thaghri argued that a husband is allowed to

hit his wife to the extent that is customary in his society.”

How Scholars Protected
Women from Harm

As the above examples demonstrate, some scholars throughout history
expressed views that, in theory, condoned what many people today
consider to be domestic violence. Yet for all the jurists that tolerated
violent hitting in manuals of law, we find examples aplenty of how
Muslim judges, when actually applying the law, prioritized the
protection of women from abuse. As we saw in the case of Raqi bint
Yanus, women who sought amends for domestic violence in the court
system did not walk away empty-handed. The Palestinian mufti Khayr
al-Din al-Ramli (d. 1081/1671) charged a husband who knocked out
three of his wife’s teeth with monetary damages.” Not long after, in
Aleppo, Syria in 1687, Fatima bint H3jj ‘Al sought legal action when
her husband hit her with a stick and caused her to bleed. She brought
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along multiple witnesses to testify to her husband’s incessant abuse. 74.The Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic
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As early as the 9th century, women in Egypt and Syria normalized

embedding conditions in marriage contracts that guaranteed them an

immediate divorce if their husbands married again or subjected them

to abuse.”® By the 13th century in Andalusia, women set even firmer

conditions, including prohibiting their husbands from taking additional

wives or concubines, abandoning them for over six months, forcing

them to relocate, isolating them from their families, or mistreating

them physically or financially.”” Any violation resulted in an automatic

divorce. The Maliki judge, Ibn Salmin al-Kinani (d. 767/1365), drafted

a notarized document (wathiqa) that provided wives with the precise

language to claim harm and win their case in court.”® Hundreds of

years later, in the 18th and 19th centuries, when Muslim women in

India were desperate enough to apostatize to dissolve their marriages

(as there were no other outlets available in Hanafi law under colonial

rule), the famous HanafT jurist Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi (d. 1943) recognized

the gravity of the situation and penned his famous treatise al-Hila

al-najiza, offering women a legal pathway to secure their right to

divorce (tafwid al-talaq).”
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Ultimately, many prominent scholars expressed their discomfort
with physical discipline altogether. The famous hadith scholar Imam
al-Bukhari (d. 256/870) gathered the prophetic narrations on hitting
in a chapter titled, “what is disliked of hitting.” Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani
(d. 852/1449), the great hadith commentator, said that a husband
should use hitting as a very last resort—and even then, only minimally
to avoid spousal acrimony.®® Imam al-Shafi‘1 (d. 204/820) reiterated
the prophetic words, “the best of you will not strike,”®" and stressed to
men that the Qur’anic license to hit was not an encouragement to do
$0.%2 The Shafi‘T exegete al-Razi echoed this sentiment and declared
that husbands should refrain from physical discipline.® Maliki
scholars, like al-Dustqi and Ibn ‘Ashar, sought to limit a husband’s
authority, and the potential escalation of any given situation, by
recommending that husbands turn to legal authorities for support.
Al-Dusitiqi advised that a husband who has not yet admonished his
wife should take his case to the local leader (imam), who could then
admonish her on the husband’s behalf.®* For the Hanbali scholar
al-Buhati, it was better to preserve spousal love and not strike at all.®

Far removed from the bustling streets of 10th-century Baghdad and
the stone-paved neighborhoods of 16th-century Anatolia, the social
fabric that once tolerated forms of corporal discipline has shifted,
and with it, our collective moral sensibilities. By engaging the works
of past scholars, we see how their interpretations of the Qur'an and
Sunnah were shaped by their social realities. The jurists of those eras
confined a husband’s disciplinary authority to what was culturally
acceptable. Today, as understandings of harm continue to evolve,
the classical commitment to repelling harm remains as vital as ever.
It is this legacy of principled deliberation and contextual sensitivity
that enables Islamic law to be firmly anchored in revelation, while
remaining responsive to the ethical challenges of the present.
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Introduction
to al-Tirmidhi

and his Kitab al-Tlal al-saghir

JONATHAN A.C. BROWN

ba ‘Tsa Muhammad b. ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi is one of the most
@ influential figures in the Sunni hadith tradition. Born in

about 210/825 near the city of Tirmidh on the northern bank
of the Oxus River in modern-day Uzbekistan, he traveled widely
in northeastern Iran, Iraq, and the Hejaz to study with the most
sought-after scholars and transmitters of hadiths in his day. These
included scholars who had themselves travelled widely in the quest
to hear hadiths, such as Qutayba b. Sa‘id of Balkh (d. 240/854), as
well as scholars who would become famed for their mastery of both
hadith and law, such as al-Darimi of Samarqand (d. 255/869) and Abau
Dawud (author of the famous Sunan, d. 275/889). They also comprised
the most respected masters of hadith criticism, including Muslim
b. Hajjaj of Nishapur (author of the Sahih, d. 260/875) and Abt Zur‘a
al-Razi of Rayy (d. 264/878). But his most famous and influential
teacher was none other than al-Bukhari (author of the Sahih, d. 256/870).
At some point al-Tirmidhi returned to his hometown, where he died
in 279/892 at around seventy years of age. Today his grave can be
visited just north of Tirmidh in Uzbekistan, enclosed in an idyllic
brick mausoleum built in the old Samanid style and frequented by
local pilgrims.

Al-Tirmidhi’s legal and theological leanings are clear in his works.
Though he predated the solidification of the four schools of law, he
identified with the general legal and theological tradition that he
refers to as the ‘People of hadith’ (ahl al-hadith). Notably, he also refers
to this group as the ‘People of the Sunna and the Community’ (ahl al-
sunna wa’l-jama‘'a)—perhaps the earliest recorded instance of a scholar
identifying himself with this designation.' Al-Tirmidhi describes this
group as looking to exemplars like Malik (d. 179/796), Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna
(d. 196/811), ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak (d. 181/797), and Ishaq b. Rahawayh
(d. 238/853). But the most influential figure in al-Tirmidhi’s theological
universe was al-Bukhari’s teacher and the pivot of the Ahl al-Sunna
in Baghdad, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855). Al-TirmidhT’s legal views
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were mainly shaped by Ibn Hanbal and even more so by his most
famous teacher, Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafi‘T (d. 204/820).

In matters of theology, al-Tirmidhi explains that the main position of
Ahl al-Sunna is that they take Qur’anic verses and hadiths about God’s
attributes and the unseen “as they come,” without offering figurative
interpretations. This does not mean that al-Tirmidhi and his fellow
early Sunnis interpreted verses referring to God’s hand or His move-
ment literally. For example, after presenting a hadith in which the
Prophet ¢ tells his Companions that they need not shout loudly in
their glorification of God while riding because their Lord “is not
deaf or absent” but is “between you and the fronts of your saddles,”
al-Tirmidhi explains that what is present there is not God Himself but
God’s knowledge and power. This does not contradict what al-Tirmidhi
listed as the Sunnis’ main principle in theology. Sunni disagreement
was not with figurative or metaphorical interpretation per se—it was
with figurative or metaphorical interpretation that did not originate
in revealed guidance. Early Sunnis like al-Tirmidhi had no problem
with the figurative interpretation of a Qur’anic verse or hadiths
provided that this interpretation came from the Prophet # or a
member of the early Muslim community, who would have learned

it from the Prophet.”

Al-Tirmidhi’s greatest achievement was his legal and doctrinal hadith
reference, the Jami‘ (‘The Compendium,’ finished in 270/884), containing
approximately 4,300 hadiths from the Prophet. We know that the
book was already being transmitted and copied widely by the early
900s CE, since the famous Hanaf1 hadith scholar and jurist of Egypt,
al-Tahawi (d. 321/932), had a copy.? By the mid-fifth/eleventh century
Sunni masters like al-Bayhadqi (d. 458/1066) and al-Khatib al-Baghdadi
(d. 463/1071) considered the Jami' to be an “authentic (sahih) book,”
meaning that it contained many invaluable and reliable reports. In
the 1100s CE it was included in the Six-Books hadith canon that had
formed as the foundation for Sunni hadith study and reference.*
Others, like the famous Hanbali sufi of Khurasan, Khwaje ‘Abdallah
al-Ansari (d. 481/1089), appreciated the Jami" for its accessible format
and clear style, since it both provided ratings for the reliability of every
hadith it contained and often explained their legal or theological
interpretation. In fact, al-Tirmidh1’s Jami‘ is, in effect, an early book
in the genre that lists the various positions of different schools of law
(ikhtilaf al-fuqaha’). On each legal issue, al-Tirmidhi provides the
relevant hadith, evaluates their authenticity, and then often tells the
reader which legal scholars took which positions.
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More importantly, the Jami® is a milestone in the development

of hadith criticism. It is the first book known to provide a section
defining critical terms for rating hadith authenticity, such as hasan
(good) and gharib (limited or unusual in its transmission). This is
contained in a chapter called al-‘Ilal at the end of the book, which is
the text translated below. Al-Tirmidhi employs these terms to subtly
evaluate not only the strength of every hadith’s chain of transmission,
but also the extent to which jurists acted on it. In addition, he provides
invaluable information on the identities and reliability of transmitters,
often citing al-Bukhari.

Sunni disagreement was not with
figurative or metaphorical interpretation
per se—it was with figurative or meta-
phorical interpretation that did not
originate in revealed guidance.

On the whole, al-Tirmidh’s Jami' is generally considered less reliable
than the hadith collections of al-Bukhari, Muslim, Abti Dawid, or
al-Nasa‘q, in part because it was not a book of hadiths that its collector
considered reliable or representative of the Sunna. Rather, it was a
book of hadiths that were in circulation in legal and theological dis-
course during the author’s time, regardless of what he thought of them.
Al-Tirmidhi included many hadiths that scholars had used in deriving
law even though he knew they were not rigorously authenticated.
Nonetheless, later Sunni scholars frequently relied on al-Tirmidhr’s
declaration that a hadith was hasan and sahih to establish its reliability,
although influential critics like al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348) declared that
al-Tirmidhi was too lax in his criteria and that his judgment should
not be relied upon in these issues.’

Kitab al-Tlal is a fascinating text for many reasons. First and foremost,

it represents a very early stage in the effort of Sunni hadith scholars to
elaborate their methods of transmission criticism. Forgery of hadiths
had emerged as a serious problem as early as the time of the Companions,
and Muslim scholars were presented with the challenge of figuring out
how to distinguish forged attributions from true Prophetic reports. One
method advocated by the broad school of Muslim rationalist theologians,
which emerged in the mid 700s CE and became known as the Mu'tazila,
was to compare any supposed hadith to 1) the Qur’an, 2) the established
Sunna of the Prophet, and 3) reason. Anything that contradicted any of
these criteria could not be the actual words of the Prophet.
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The Jami' is a milestone in the develop-
ment of hadith criticism. It is the first
book known to provide a section defining
critical terms for rating hadith authen-
ticity, such as hasan (good) and gharib
(limited or unusual in its transmission).

The Ahl al-Sunna disagreed strongly with this approach, and with
good reason. First of all, it is very difficult to distinguish between
contradiction and explanation. All scholars acknowledged that the
hadiths of the Prophet provided crucial explanation for the Qur’an’s
intended meaning. For example, accepted hadiths describe the
Prophet # approving of his Companions eating meat from a dead
whale beached on the coast. But the Qur’an states that God prohibits
Muslims from eating carrion (Q. 5:3). However, this was not a contra-
diction. It was part of an explanation that the Qur’anic prohibition on
carrion is directed at land animals. The same challenge applied to the
relationship between hadiths. Was a hadith whose meaning differed
with another hadith a contradiction or an explanation? Second, ‘reason’
was in no way an objective or consistently agreed upon criterion for
evaluating truth and falsehood. As al-Tirmidh1’s contemporary Ibn
Qutayba (d. 276/889) pointed out, Mu‘tazila scholars—all citing the
proof of ‘reason'—disagreed with each other on what ‘reason’ entailed
just as much as they disagreed with their Sunni opponents.° Finally,
Muslim rationalists were willing to interpret Qur’anic verses that
described God in anthropomorphic terms, such as the verse describing
God and the angels on the Day of Judgment as “coming rank on rank,”
figuratively. The Qur'an was clearly true, they believed, but the literal
meaning of such verses could not be taken because it contradicted
prevalent senses of reason. So why not interpret potential hadiths
figuratively too, instead of rejecting them outright as forgeries because
they clashed with ‘reason’?

The emerging tradition of Sunni Islam tried to avoid these problems
by focusing not on the contents of hadiths but on their transmission.
The method described by al-Tirmidhi seeks to assess whether a report
is corroborated or not and, by examining all the reports a transmitter
passes on for corroboration, to decide on the reliability of specific
hadith transmitters. As I have demonstrated elsewhere, early Sunni
hadith critics like al-Bukhari, Muslim, and al-Tirmidhi did reject alleged
hadiths at times because of problematic meanings. Muslim, for example,
rejected a report claiming that there were five suras of the Qur'an
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Al-Tirmidhi states that the hadith of
killing the four-time drinker was
abrogated (mansiikh), which al-Nawawi
later confirms was agreed on by the
consensus of scholars. Others have
disagreed, primarily Imam al-Suyatl.
He argues that 1) there are roughly ten
sahih narrations of this hadith, and that
no similarly strong evidence exists
against this position; 2) that a reported
instance of the Prophet not doing this is
an act that might well be isolated and
therefore cannot stand as evidence
against a command given by the Prophet
in this hadith; 3) that the Companions
found drinking were exempted from
harsh punishment due to their piety and
service; and 4) that those people who are
addicted to alcohol and perennially
deviant in their conduct should be killed.
Al-Albani also held that this hadith meant
ajudge could execute someone who
committed the offense four times if there
was maslaha in this. As for the hadith of
combining prayers without the excuses of
rain or danger, Ahmad al-Ghumari
demonstrated that this was an accepted
position amongst early scholars and in
the Maliki school; one could combine
prayers for other reasons, provided it did
not become habitual. In his comments on
this hadith, Nir al-Din ‘Itr notes that it
implies that there are other excuses for
combining prayers, but that there is
consensus rejecting combining them for
no reason (as shown in another hadith in
al-Tirmidh1’s collection, which suffers
from a weak transmitter: man jama‘a bayn
al-salatayn min ghayr ‘udhr fa-qad ja'a
baban min abwab al-kaba'ir). Ibn Rajab
adds that there is another hadith that
al-Tirmidhi included in his work with a
note that no one acted on it, namely the
hadith from Jabir b. ‘Abdallah that
during the time of the Prophet < the
male Companions would call out the
talbiya for the women. Al-Tirmidhi says
that this was a gharib narration and that
“the scholars had come to consensus that
the talbiya is not done on behalf of
women.” See Jami " al-Tirmidhi: kitab
al-salat, bab maja'a fi al-jam" bayn
al-salatayn fial-hadar; kitab al-hajj, bab



that, if you recited them, equaled one fourth of the Quran’s value. This
resulted in five fourths.” After 1000 CE, Sunni scholarship agreed that
any report that contradicted the Qur’an, the established Sunna, the
consensus of the community, or alleged events or teachings that, had
they happened or been propounded, would have been transmitted by
vastly more reports, could not really be the words of the Prophet .° But
the Sunni tradition has always been conservative in applying these tests.
Only if a report clearly fails one of these criteria would it be discarded
because of its meaning. Otherwise, Sunni scholarship has relied on the
methods of transmission criticism formalized by three generations
prior to al-Tirmidhi and articulated in early texts like Kitab al-‘Tlal.

The Book of Defects by al-Tirmidhi

[ToPic: THE JAMI AS LEGAL REFERENCE ¢ THE 2 HADITHS NOT ACTED
ON IN Law]

Abi ‘Isa [al-Tirmidhi] said: All the hadiths in this book are acted on in
law, taken as proof by at least some of the People of Knowledge, with
the exception of two hadiths.’ The first is the hadith of Ibn ‘Abbas that
the Prophet ¢ joined his Noon and Afternoon prayers, and his Evening
and Night prayers while in Medina without [the excuses] of danger,
being in a state of travel, or rain. The second is the hadith of the
Prophet # that he said, “If someone drinks wine, whip him, and if he
does it four times then kill him.” We have pointed out the flaws in both
these two hadiths in this book.™

[ToPic: AL-TIRMIDHT’S SOURCES FOR THE LEGAL OPINIONS IN HIS JAMI]

As for the opinions of the jurists cited in this book, [their sources are
as follows:] for the opinions of Sufyan al-Thawri, most of that material
was narrated to us by Muhammad b. ‘Uthman al-Kaf1, narrated to
him by ‘Ubaydallah b. Miisa, from Sufyan. Some of that material was
narrated to me by Abii al-Fadl Maktiim b. al-‘Abbas al-Tirmidhi,
narrated to him by Muhammad b. Yusuf al-Firyabi, from Sufyan.

As for the opinions in this book from Malik b. Anas, most of it was
reported to us by Ishaq b. Maisa al-Ansari, reported to him by Ma‘n b.
‘Isa al-Qazzaz, from Malik b. Anas. Some material from the chapters
on fasting was reported to us by Abit Mus‘ab al-Madani, from Malik b.
Anas. Some was reported to us by Maisa b. Hizam, reported to him by
‘Abdallah b. Maslama al-Qa‘nabi, from Malik b. Anas.
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10.

kitab al-hudud, bab ma ja’a man shariba
al-khamr...; Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, Sharh

‘Ilal al-Tirmidhi, ed. Nar al-Din ‘Itr (n.p.:

n.p., 1398/1978), 1:6; Ahmad b. al-Siddiq
al-Ghumari, Izalat al-khatar ‘amman
jama'a bayn al-salatayn fi al-hadar bidian
khawfwa la matar, ed. ‘Alawib. Hamid
(Dar al-Kitab al-ThaqafT, 2006); Muhyi
al-Din al-Nawawi, Sharh Sahih Muslim
(Dar al-Qalam, n.d.), 11/12: 228; al-Suyti,
Qut al-mughtadhi sharh Jami* al-Tirmidhi,
apud Jami' al-Tirmidhi al-muhashsha
(Qadimi Kutubkhane, n.d.), 335; Nasir
al-Din al-Albani, Fatawa al-Shaykh
al-Albani, ed. ‘Ukasha ‘Abd al-Mannan
al-Tayyibi (Maktabat al-Turath al-Islami,
1994), 394.

As noted by Ibn al-Salah, this statement
suggests that al-Tirmidhi considers
abrogation to be an obscure defect (‘illa)
in a hadith. In general, a hadith being
abrogated would not be considered as
falling within the scope of criticizing its
isnad. It would be a matter of how a
hadith that might well be totally reliable
falls into the larger body of evidence on
anissue. See Ibn Rajab, Sharh, 1:8.



As for the opinions of ‘Abdallah Ibn al-Mubarak in this book, that is
what was reported to us by Ahmad b. ‘Abda al-Amuli* from the
disciples of Ibn al-Mubarak, from him. Some were reported from Abu
Wahb [Muhammad b. Muzahim], from Ibn al-Mubarak. Some were
reported from ‘Ali b. al-Hasan, from ‘Abdallah [Ibn al-Mubarak].
Some were reported from ‘Abdan, from Sufyan b. ‘Abd al-Malik, from
Ibn al-Mubarak. Some were reported from Hibban b. Miisa, from Ibn
al-Mubarak, and some were reported from Wahb b. Zam‘a, from
Fadala al-Nasawi, from ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak. And there are other
transmitters identified from Ibn al-Mubarak** other than those whom
we have mentioned here.

As for the opinions in the book from al-Shafi‘l, most of it was reported
to us by al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-Za‘farani, from al-Shafi‘t. And
the material from al-Shafi‘i on the issues of ablution and prayer was
reported to us by Abit al-Walid al-Makki, from al-Shafi‘l. And some
material was reported to us by Abat Isma‘il al-Tirmidhi, reported to
him by Yasuf b. Yahya al-Qurashi al-Buwayti, from al-Shafi‘T. And he
also mentioned some things from al-Rabi‘, from al-Shafi‘1. Al-Rabi*
gave us permission to [use] this material in a letter to us.”

As for the opinions in this book from Ahmad Ibn Hanbal and Ishaq b.
Ibrahim [Ibn Rahawayh], it was reported to us by Ishaq b. Mansur,
from Ahmad [Ibn Hanbal] and Ishaq [Ibn Rahawayh], except for what
is in the chapters on the pilgrimage, compensation payments (al-diyat),
and corporal/capital punishment (al-hudud), for I did not hear those
from Ishag b. Manstr. Rather, it was reported to me by Muhammad b.
Misa al-Asamm, from Ishaq b. Mansir, from Ahmad [Ibn Hanbal]
and Ishaq [Ibn Rahawayh]. Some of the statements of Ishaq b. Ibrahim
[Ibn Rahawayh] were reported to us by Muhammad b. Aflah, from
Ishaq, and we have made that clear in a book on narrations not
attributed to the Prophet (mawquf).

[ToPic: AL-TIRMIDHTI’S SOURCES FOR ILAL COMMENTARY]

As for instances in which there is mention of flaws in the hadiths, the
transmitters, or dates, this is what I derived from the books of history
(tarikh). And most of this information I discussed with Muhammad b.
Isma‘il [al-Bukhari],* and some of it I discussed with ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd
al-Rahman [al-Darimi]® and Abai Zur<a [al-Raz1].** Most of that material
is from Muhammad [al-Bukhari], with the least of it being from
‘Abdallah [al-Darimi] and Aba Zur<a [al-Razi], for I have not seen anyone
in Iraq or Khurasan approaching Muhammad b. Isma‘il [al-Bukhari] in
the understanding of flaws [in hadiths], dates, and knowledge of isnads.
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11. Some editions have his name as Ahmad b.

‘Abd al-A1a.

12. This may also be al-Amuli being referred

to instead of Ibn al-Mubarak.

13. This procedure is called mukataba, or

giving written permission to transmit
material. From the ninth to the eleventh
century, this was used by scholars who
had acquired reliable copies of a scholar’s
book or hadith collection and who
wanted to be able to transmit them
directly from that scholar. Sometimes
the scholar making the request had
already heard this material from an
intermediary, but the scholar wanted

a shorter, more direct chain.

14. Aba ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Isma‘il

al-Bukhari (d. 256/870), the famous
author of the Sahih and one of al-
Tirmidh?’s main teachers.

15. Abtt Muhammad ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd

al-Rahman al-Darimi (d. 255/869) of
Samarqand, author of a famous Sunan,
aleading hadith scholar and transmitter
of al-Shafi‘T’s teachings in Transoxiana.
He was a colleague of al-Bukhariand a
teacher of al-Tirmidhi and Aba Dawad.

16. Abi Zur‘a ‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Abd al-Karim

al-Razi (d. 264/878), one of the two great
hadith critics of Rayy (now a neighborhood
in modern-day Tehran) in his day, along
with his friend Abt Hatim al-Razi

(d. 277/890).



[ToPic: AL-TIRMIDHI’S REASON FOR WRITING THE JAMI ¢ THE
ACCEPTABILITY OF CRITICIZING HADITH TRANSMITTERS]

Abu ‘Tsa [al-Tirmidhi] said: What led us to elucidate the opinions

of jurists and the flaws in hadiths in this book is that we were asked
to do it but then did not take up the task for some time. Then finally
we undertook the task hoping that it would provide some benefit to
the people, for we found more than one of the imams burdening
themselves with writing the likes of which had not been composed
before, like Hisham b. Hassan, ‘Abd al-Malik b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn
Jurayj, Sa‘id b. Abi ‘Araiba, Malik b. Anas, Hammad b. Salama,
‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak, Yahya b. Zakariyya b. Abi Za'ida, Waki* b.
al-Jarrah, and ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdi. They and others from the
People of Knowledge and Virtue had composed books, and in that
God allowed them to benefit the people greatly. So we hope that they
will be amply rewarded for that by God for what He allowed them to
provide the Muslims in terms of benefit. So they are the examples to be
followed in their compositions. But some who have no understanding
have criticized the People of Hadith (ahl al-hadith) for criticizing
transmitters. But we have found that a number of the imams from
the Successors spoke critically about transmitters, such as al-Hasan
al-Basri and Tawis, who criticized Ma‘bad al-Juhani. Sa‘id b. al-Jubayr
criticized Talq b. Habib. Ibrahim al-Nakha‘T and ‘Amir al-Sha‘b1
criticized al-Harith al-A‘war. And in this manner it had been reported
that Ayyab al-Sakhtiyani, ‘Abdallah b. ‘Awn, Sulayman al-Taymi,
Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj, Sufyan al-Thawri, Malik b. Anas, al-Awza‘q,
‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak, Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan, Waki‘ b. al-Jarrah,
‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdji, and others from among the People of
Knowledge all criticized transmitters and declared some to be weak.

But what led them to this, in our opinion (and God knows best), was
their sincere best wishes (nasiha) for Muslims. It should not be thought
that they wanted to impugn or slander people. Rather, they wanted to
point out the weakness of those transmitters so that they could be
known, for some of those people criticized as weak transmitters were
guilty of heretical innovation and some were accused of [forging]
hadiths. Some were heedless and committed many errors in hadith
transmission, so those imams wanted to clarify their condition out of
concern for the religion and out of caution. For indeed, testimony on
matters of religion is worthier of being established as stronger than
testimony in court over people’s rights or property.

Abt ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Isma‘il
[al-Bukhari] who said: it was reported to us by Muhammad b. Yahya b.
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Sa‘id al-Qattan, who said: my father told me: “I asked Sufyan al-Thawri,
Shu‘ba, Malik b. Anas and Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna about a transmitter, if he

were accused of some flaw or weakness, should I be silent about that or
point it out? They said, ‘Point it out.”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Rafi* al-Naysabuiri, who said:
it was reported to us by Yahya b. Adam, who said: “It was said to Abx
Bakr b. ‘Ayyash that some people sit [to teach] and their sessions are
attended, but they are not worthy of it.” Abt Bakr b. ‘Ayyash said,
“Anyone who sits to teach, some people will attend. A proponent of the
Sunna (sahib al-sunna),” when he dies, God will revive his memory.
A heretic is not remembered.”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. al-Hasan b. Shaqiq,
saying: it was reported to us by al-Nadr b. ‘Abdallah al-Asamm saying:
it was reported to us by™ Isma‘il b. Zakariyya, from ‘Asim, from Ibn
Sirin, who said, “In the early period no one would ask about the isnad.
But when the Strife” began, they would ask about isnads so they could
accept the hadiths of the Ahl al-Sunna and leave the hadiths of the
People of Heresy (ahl al-bid ‘a).”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. al-Hasan, who said:

I heard ‘Abdan say that ‘Abdallah Ibn al-Mubarak said, “For me, the
isnad is part of the religion. If not for the isnad, whoever wanted
would say whatever they wanted. But if you say to them, ‘Who told
you [that]?’, they cannot respond.”

“In the early period no one would ask
about the isnad. But when the Strife
began, they would ask about isnads so
they could accept the hadiths of the
Ahl al-Sunna and leave the hadiths of
the People of Heresy (ahl al-bid a).”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. ‘Ali, who said: it was reported
to us by Hibban b. Miaisa, who said: A hadith was mentioned to Ibn
al-Mubarak and he said, “For that you'd require pillars made of brick.”
Abt ‘Tsa [al-Tirmidhi] said: meaning that he declared its isnad to be weak.

It was reported to us by Ahmad b. ‘Abda, who said: “It was reported to us
by Wahb b. Zam‘a, from ‘Abdallah Ibn al-Mubarak that he abandoned
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17. As John Nawas has shown in his statis-

tical study, those known as sahib sunna
were “the good guys” in the Sunni
struggle against Muslim rationalists like
the Mu'‘tazila. They predominately lived
in Iraq between circa 150/750-350/950
and played a disproportionally large role
in the transmission of hadiths as recorded
in the Six Books. See John Nawas, “The
Apellation Sahib Sunna in Classical Islam:
How Sunni Islam Came to Be,” Islamic
Law and Society 23 (2016): 18-19.

18. This is also the isnad through which

Muslim narrates this report in his Sahih.
It continues from Isma‘il b. Zakariyya
Abt Ja‘far Muhammad b. al-Sabbah
Muslim. In fact, all versions that I have
found of this report ultimately stem from
Isma‘ilb. Zakariyya. See also Ibrahim b.
Ya‘qab al-Jawzajani, Ahwal al-rijal, ed.
Subhi al-Samarra’1 (Mwassasat al-Risala,
1985), 35-6.



the hadiths of al-Hasan b. ‘Umara, al-Hasan b. Dinar, Ibrahim b.
Muhammad al-Aslami, Muqatil b. Sulayman, ‘Uthman al-Burri, Rawh
b. Musafir, Aba Shayba al-Wasiti, ‘Amr b. Thabit, Ayyub b. Khit,
Ayytb b. Suwayd, Nasr b. Tarif—namely Abai Juz’, al-Hakam, and
Hubayyib b. Hujr. And with al-Hakam, Ibn al-Mubarak narrated one
hadith in the Book of Refined Behavior (Kitab al-Rigaq) but then
abandoned him, saying ‘Hubayyib I do not know.”

Ahmadb. ‘Abda heard ‘Abdan say, “Abdallah Ibn al-Mubarak had read
the hadiths of Bakr b. Hubaysh, but later when he would come across
them he would turn away from them and not mention him.”

Ahmad said that it was reported to him by Abtt Wahb that a man who
had been impugned in hadith was mentioned to ‘Abdallah Ibn
al-Mubarak, who said, “I would rather become a highway robber than
narrate hadiths from him.”

And it was reported to us by Maisa b. Hizam, who said: I heard Yazid b.
Hariin say, “It is not permitted for anyone to narrate [hadiths] from
Sulayman b. ‘Amr al-Nakha1 al-Kafi.”

{It was reported to us by Mahmud b. Ghaylan: it was reported to us by
Abt Yahya al-Himmani, who said: I heard Abii Hanifa say, “I have not
seen a bigger liar than Jabir al-Ju‘fT nor anyone more virtuous than
‘At2’ b. Abi Rabah.”

Abu ‘Tsa al-Tirmidhi says: I heard al-Jarad say that he heard Waki

[b. al-Jarrah] say, “If it were not for Jabir al-Ju‘f1*° then the people of Kufa
would be without hadiths. And if not for Hammad [b. Abi Sulayman]*
the people of Kufa would be without legal knowledge (figh).”}**

Abu ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: I heard Ahmad b. al-Hasan say: “We were
with Ahmad b. Hanbal and the topic of who is required to pray the
Congregational Friday prayer was mentioned. Some people mentioned
reports from scholars from among the Successors and others, and I said,
“There is also a hadith from the Prophet €. Ibn Hanbal said, ‘From the
Prophet 2, and I said, ‘Yes, it was reported to us by Hajjaj b. Nusayr,
who said: it was reported to us by al-Mu‘arik b. ‘Abbad, from ‘Abdallah
b. Sa‘id al-Magburi, from his father, from Abtt Hurayra & that the
Prophet said, “The Friday congregational prayer is incumbent upon
anyone who the night brings safely back to his family.”** Ibn Hanbal
grew angry and said, ‘Seek forgiveness from your Lord’, twice.”**
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19. This Strife (fitna) was the Second Civil

2

2

22

2.

o

—

W

War (680-692 CE), between the followers
of ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr, those of the
Umayyads, and the Shia.

Jabir al-Ju‘fi (d. 128/745-6) had extremist

Shiite beliefs, so much so that even later
Shiites kept their distance from him. See
Hussein Modaressi, Tradition and Survival:
A Bibliographical Survey of Early Shi‘ite
Literature Vol. 1 (Oneworld, 2003), 92..

.Hammad b. Abi Sulayman (d. 120/738)

was a leading scholar of Kufa and the
main teacher of Abi Hanifa.

.Ibn Rajab states that this statement

between braces {} is not found in some
recensions of al-Tirmidhi’s Jami', but

he admits that al-Tirmidhi includes it
elsewhere in his book (see Jami " al-
Tirmidhi: kitab al-salat, bab ma ja'a i fadl
al-adhan). He mainly objects to its content,
saying 1) that Jabir al-Ju‘fi had extremist
Shiite beliefs, and 2) that the statement
about Jabir al-Ju‘fT’s essentialness to
Kufan hadith transmission is factually
false. It ignores a slew of major hadith
transmitters, such as al-A‘mash and Aba
Ishaq al-Sabi‘T; Ibn Rajab, Sharh, 1:69-70.
Abt Dawad says in his Sunan that he only
includes one hadith from Jabir al-Ju'fi;
Sunan Abi Dawid: kitab al-salat, bab man
nasiya an yatashahhad wa huwa jalis.

.I.e., one who can travel from his home to

the mosque where Friday prayer is held
and return home before nightfall.

24.Al-Tirmidhi also mentions this hadith

in the body of his book; Jami" al-Tirmidhi:
kitab al-salat, bab ma ja'a fT kam tu’ta
al-jum‘a. In his time, some scholars acted
on this opinion. For the Shafi‘T school,
itis required for those who can hear the
adhan; for the Hanbalis and Malikis, it is
only required for those in the city where
the mosque is located.



Abt ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: Ahmad Ibn Hanbal did that because he 25. Abii ‘Awana’s concern is that Aban

did not believe that that report was from the Prophet € due to the would just confirm uncritically
o . . . anything anyone had attributed

weakness of its isnad. For he did not know of it being reported from to al-Hasan.

the Prophet . Hajjaj b. Nusayr is criticized as weak in hadith, and

‘Abdallah b. Sa‘id al-Magburi was very much criticized as weak in

hadith by Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan.
[Topic: DIFFERENT LEVELS OF CRITICISM]

Abu Isa al-Tirmidhi said: So anyone from whom a hadith is narrated
who is accused [of poor performance in hadith] or is criticized as weak
in hadith for his lack of carefulness and numerous mistakes, if that
hadith is only known through that report, it cannot be used as proof.
And more than one of the imams have narrated [reports] from weak
transmitters and made clear their status to the people.

It was reported to us by Ibrahim b. ‘Abdallah b. al-Mundhir al-Bahili:
it was reported to us by Ya'la b. ‘Ubayd: it was said to us by Sufyan
al-Thawri, “Be wary of [Muhammad b. al-S3’ib] al-Kalbi.” It was said
to Sufyan, “But you narrate [hadiths] from him?!”, and he replied,

“I know the true ones from the false.”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Isma‘il [al-Bukhari]: it was
reported to us by Yahya b. Ma‘in: it was reported to us by ‘Affan, from
Abit ‘Awana, who said, “When al-Hasan al-Basr1 died, I longed to know his
opinions on issues, so I began seeking them out from his students, which
brought me to Aban b. Abi ‘Ayyash. He read to me all of it, from al-Hasan.
So I do not consider it allowable to narrate any of that from [Aban].”*

Abu ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: But more than one of the imams have
narrated from Aban b. Abi ‘Ayyash despite the weakness and
carelessness in hadith that AbG ‘Awana and others have described in
him. So do not be deceived by the fact that reliable narrators (thiqat)
narrate from people, because it is reported from Ibn Sirin that he said,
“Indeed a man might narrate hadiths to me without me accusing him
of any flaw, but I could find some flaw in the person who is above him
[in the isnad].” And more than one person has reported from Ibrahim
al-Nakha‘, from ‘Abdallah Ibn Mas‘@d that the Prophet used to
perform the qunit invocation in his Witr prayer before he bowed, and
Aban b. Abi ‘Ayyash reported from Ibrahim al-Nakhai, from ‘Algama,
from ‘Abdallah Ibn Mas‘iid that the Prophet < used to perform his
qunit in his Witr prayer before bowing. That is how Sufyan al-Thawri
narrated the report from Aban b. Abi ‘Ayyash. And others narrated
from Aban b. Abi ‘Ayyash the same thing by that isnad but added that
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‘Abdallah Ibn Mas‘td said that his mother reported to him that she
had slept at the Prophet’s house and seen him perform the qunut
invocation in the Witr prayer before bowing.*®

Abu Tsa al-Tirmidhi said: And Aban b. Abi ‘Ayyash, even if he was
known for his piety and effort, this is his condition as pertains to
hadith. And that group [of hadith scholars], they were people of
retention (hifz), so how many men were there who were righteous but
who were not up to the standards of testimony (shahada) and did not
memorize it correctly? So anyone who was accused of lying/passing
on forged material in hadith, or was careless, making many mistakes,
most of the People of Hadith from among the imams are of the
opinion that one should not concern oneself with narrations from him.
Do you not see that ‘Aballah b. al-Mubarak narrated hadiths from
people from among the scholars, but when it became clear to him that
this was their situation, he put narrating from them aside?

{It was reported to us by Maisa b. Hizam, who said that he heard
Salih b. ‘Abdallah say, “We were with Abt Mugqatil al-Samarqandj,
and he started to narrate lengthy hadiths from ‘Awn b. Abi Shaddad
concerning the advice of Lugman [the Wise], the killing of Sa‘id b.
al-Jubayr*” and things of that nature. So his nephew said, ‘O uncle,
don’t say that ‘Awn reported that to you, for indeed you did not hear
these things from him. Abt Muqatil said, ‘O my child, that is good
speech (kalam hasan).”®

Anyone who was accused of lying/
passing on forged material in hadith,

or was careless, making many mistakes,
most of the People of Hadith from
among the imams are of the opinion
that one should not concern oneself
with narrations from him.

And I heard al-Jartad say: We were at the home of Aba Mu‘awiya, and a
hadith of Abti Mugatil was mentioned to him, from Sufyan al-Thawri,

from al-A‘mash, from Aba Zabyan, who said: “‘Ali (may God be pleased

with him) was asked about wasp nests (kur al-zanabir). He replied:
‘There is nothing wrong with it, it is like something caught from the
sea’. So Abii Mu‘awiya said: ‘I am not saying that your friend is a liar,
but that hadith is false (kadhib).”}
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26.Al-Tirmidhi is drawing attention to the

fact that only Aban b. Abi ‘Ayyash added
in ‘Alqama to the isnad, and that he
recorded this addition about Ibn Mas‘ad’s
mother in the text of the hadith from Ibn
Mas‘ad. That only Aban relates this makes
his testimony uncorroborated, which
reflects badly on his reliability as a hadith
transmitter. Whether or not the qunit was
recited before or after bowing was the
subject of much debate, with various
narrations even from one Companion
(Anas b. Malik) differing on this, perhaps
due to the Prophet  performing it
differently at different times. See Sahih
al-Bukhari: kitab al-witr, bab al-qunit qabla
al-ruku’ wa ba'dahu.

27.8a‘1d b. Jubayr (d. 94/712) was a prominent

scholar of the Successors who lived in
Mecca and later in Kufa. He participated
in the revolt against the tyrannous
Umayyad governor al-Hajjaj and was
eventually executed for this.

28.{} does not appear in many published

editions of al-Tirmidh1’s Jami‘.



[Al-Tirmidhi said:] Indeed some of the People of Hadith have criticized
respected members of the People of Knowledge and deemed them
weak in hadith due to poor retention of what they transmit (hifz),
while others from among the imams have declared them reliable due
to their great status and truthfulness, even if they did err in some
things they narrated. [For example,] Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan
criticized Muhammad b. ‘Amr and then narrated from him.

It was reported to us by Abit Bakr ‘Abd al-Quddis b. Muhammad
al-‘Attar al-Basri: it was reported to us by ‘Ali b. al-Madini, who said.:
“I asked Yahya b. Sa‘id [al-Qattan] about Muhammad b. ‘Amr b.
‘Algama, and he said, ‘Do you want to be easy or severe?’, and I said,
‘No, severe.’ He said, ‘He is not one of those that you want [to narrate
from. He used to say:] “Our teachers Aba Salama, Yahya b. ‘Abd
al-Rahman b. Hatib used to say..””” Yahya said, ‘I asked Malik b. Anas
about Muhammad b. ‘Amr and he said the same thing I did about
him. Al [b. al-Madini] said: ‘Yahya [al-Qattan] said, “Muhammad b.
‘Amr is better than Suhayl b. Ab1 Salih, and he is better than ‘Abd
al-Rahman b. Harmala.” And ‘Ali said: ‘And I asked Yahya [al-Qattan],
“Then what do you think about ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Harmala?”, and he
said, “If 'd wanted to prompt him to say whatever I wanted I could
have.”?° I asked, ‘So he used to be prompted by people in his
narrations?’, and Yahya al-Qattan said, ‘Yes.” Ali b. al-Madini added,
‘And Yahya [al-Qattan] would not narrate hadiths from Sharik, Aba
Bakr b. Abi ‘Ayyash, Rabi‘ b. Sabih or al-Mubarak b. Fadala.”

Abu Tsa al-Tirmidhi said: Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan stopped narrating
from those people, but what made him do so was not that he thought
they were liars, but rather it was because of the condition of their
retention of their material (hifz). It was reported that Yahya b. Sa‘id, if
he saw a person narrating from his memory one time like this and one
time like that, with no one established narration, he would abandon
him. But others like ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak, Waki* b. al-Jarrah and
‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdi and other imams all narrated from people
that Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan rejected.

Abu Isa [al-Tirmidhi] added: In this way, some of the People of Hadith
criticized Suhayl b. Abi Salih, Muhammad b. Ishaq, Hammad b. Salama

and Muhammad b. ‘Ajlan, and others like them from among the imams.

These were criticized for their retention of their material (hifz) in some
of the things they narrated, and other imams narrated from them.
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29.1n other words, anytime Muhammad b.
‘Amr was asked about where he had heard
a hadith, he would always automatically
cite these same teachers.

30.This means he did not really have a
command of the material he was trans-
mitting because if someone suggested
he had made a mistake or provide an
alternative, he would just agree.



It was reported to us by al-Hasan b. ‘Ali al-Hulwani, who said: it
was reported to us by ‘Ali b. al-Madini that Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna said,
“We considered Suhayl b. Abi1 Salih firm (thabit) in hadith.”

It was reported to us by Ibn Ab1 ‘Umar that Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna said,
“Mubhammad b. ‘Ajlan was reliable (thiqa) and trustworthy in hadith.”
Abu Tsa al-Tirmidhi said: “But Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan criticized with
us the transmissions of Muhammad b. ‘Ajlan from Sa‘id al-Magburi.”

It was reported to us by Abat Bakr, from ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah [b. al-Madini],
that Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan said that Muhammad b. ‘Ajlan said, “The
hadiths [I have] from Sa‘id al-Magburi, some of them are from Sa‘id
from Abti Hurayra, and some are Sa‘id, from some person, from Aba
Hurayra, and I got them mixed up so I made them all ‘from Sa‘id,
from Abtt Hurayra.” [Al-Tirmidhi said] so Yahya b. Sa‘id criticized Ibn
‘Ajlan for that, but Yahya [still] narrated a lot from Ibn ‘Ajlan.

Abt ‘Isa [al-Tirmidhi] said: And in that manner, those who have
criticized Ibn Abi Layla have done so for his retention (hifz). Ali

[b. al-Madini] said that Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan said that Shu‘ba
narrated from Ibn Abi Layla, from his brother ‘Isa, from ‘Abd
al-Rahman b. Abi Layla, from Abt Ayyab, from the Prophet < about
sneezing (al-‘utas). Yahya said, “Then I met Ibn Abi Layla and he
narrated [it] to us from his brother, ‘Isa, from ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
AbI Layla, from ‘Ali, from the Prophet €. Abt ‘Isa [al-Tirmidhi] said:
More than one thing has been narrated about/from Ibn Abi Layla like
that. He would say something one way once and another way another,
meaning the isnad, and that concerned his retention (hifz).

And most of those past People of Knowledge would not write down
[their hadiths], and those who did write them down would do so after
hearing them [orally].

I heard Ahmad b. al-Hasan say that he heard Ahmad b. Hanbal say,
“Ibn Abi Layla is not to be used as proof.” And such it is with those who
have criticized Mujalid b. Sa‘id, ‘Abdallah b. Lahi‘a and others—they
were criticized for their poor retention (hifz) and their great number
of errors. But more than one of the imams have narrated from them.

[Topic: ACCEPTABILITY OF USING CRITICIZED TRANSMITTERS]
But if one of those [criticized transmitters] narrated something alone

and that hadith was not corroborated, he is not used as proof, just as
Ahmad b. Hanbal said about Ibn Abi Layla—he meant if he narrated
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something alone. And this is even more serious when the narrator
has not preserved the isnad correctly, and added someone or left
someone out, or changed the isnad, or transmitted something that
changes the meaning of the hadith. But as for those who got the isnad
correct and preserved it but changed the wording [of the hadith],
there is more flexibility there among the People of Knowledge if he
did not alter the meaning.

[Topic: IMPRECISE NARRATION OF HADITHS/NARRATION OF THE
MEANING OF HADITHS]

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Bashshar, saying: it was
reported to us by ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdji, saying: it was reported to
us by Mu‘awiya b. Salih, from al-Al2’ b. al-Harith, from Makhal, from
Wathila b. al-Asqga‘, who said, “When we tell you a hadith with just its
meaning, that should suffice you (hasbukum).”

It was reported to us by Yahya b. Miisa, saying: it was reported to us

by ‘Abd al-Razzaq [al-San‘ani], saying: it was reported to us by Ma‘mar,
from Ayytb, from Muhammad b. Sirin, who said, “I would hear a hadith
from ten people, the wordings different but the meaning the same.”

It was reported to us by Ahmad b. Mani‘ saying: it was reported to us by
Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah al-Ansari, from Ibn ‘Awn, who said, “Ibrahim
al-Nakha, al-Hasan [al-Basri] and al-Sha‘bi narrate hadiths by their
meaning. And al-Qasim b. Muhammad [b. Abt Bakr], Muhammad b.
Sirin and Raja’ b. Haywa recite hadiths back word for word.”

If it were not permitted to narrate hadiths
by their meaning (bi’l-mana), the people
would have perished.

It was reported to us by ‘Ali b. Khashram, saying: it was reported to
us by Hafs b. Ghiyath, from ‘Asim al-Ahwal, who said, “I said to Ab
‘Uthman al-Nahdi, ‘Indeed you tell us a hadith and then tell us it again
in a different way.’ He replied, ‘Stick with the first hearing.”

It was reported to us by al-Jarad, saying: it was reported to us by

Waki’, from al-Rabi‘ b. Sabih, from al-Hasan [al-Basri], who said,
“If you conveyed the meaning, it counts for you (ajza aka).”
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It was reported to us by ‘Ali b. Hujr, saying: it was reported to us by
‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak, from Sayfb. Sulayman, who said: I heard
Mujahid say, “Shorten a hadith if you want, but do not add to it.”

It was reported to us by Abit ‘Ammar al-Husayn b. Hurayth, saying: it
was reported to us by Zayd b. Hubab, from someone who said: Sufyan
al-Thawr1 came to us one day and said, “If I tell you that I am going to
report to you all hadiths as I heard them, do not believe me, it is all
by the gist (bi'l-ma'na).”

It was reported to us by al-Husayn b. Hurayth, who heard Waki*
say, “If it were not permitted to narrate hadiths by their meaning
(bi’l-ma‘'na), the people would have perished.”

[Topic: LEVELS OF MASTERY, EXACT NARRATION OF HADITHS,
WRITING DOWN HADITHS]

Abu Isa al-Tirmidhi said: The People of Knowledge differed from
one another in memory, mastery, and firmness in hearing hadith,
although not very many at all of the imams, regardless of their
mastery (hifz), were free of errors.

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Humayd al-Razi, saying: it
was reported to us by Jarir, from ‘Umara b. Qa‘qa’, who said: Ibrahim
al-Nakha said to me, “If you tell me hadiths then tell me them from
Abti Zura b. ‘Amr b. Jarir, for indeed he once told me a hadith and then
I asked him about it years later and he did not get a single word wrong.”

It was reported to us by Abit Hafs ‘Amr b. ‘Ali, saying: it was reported
to us by Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan, from Sufyan, from Mansir who
said: “I said to Ibrahim [al-Nakha‘1]: ‘What is it that makes Salim b.
Abi al-Ja'd more complete in hadith than you?” He said, ‘Because he
would write down [his hadiths].”

It was reported to us by ‘Abd al-Jabbar b. al-‘Al3’ b. ‘Abd al-Jabbar, saying:
it was reported to us by Sufyan, who said that ‘Abd al-Malik b. ‘Umayr
said, “Indeed, I tell you hadiths and I do not omit one single letter.”

It was reported to us by al-Husayn b. Mahdi al-Basri saying: it was
reported by ‘Abd al-Razzaq, saying: it was reported to us by Ma‘'mar,
who said that Qatada [b. Di‘ama] said, “My ears never heard anything
that my heart did not capture (wa‘ahu).”
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It was reported to us by Sa‘id b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Makhzami, saying:
it was reported to us by Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna, from ‘Amr b. Dinar, who
said, “I saw no one more precise (anass) in hadith than al-Zuhri.”

It was reported to us by Ibrahim b. Sa‘id al-Jawhari, saying: Sufyan b.
‘Uyayna narrated to us, saying: Ayyab al-Sakhtiyani said: “I did not
know anyone more knowledgeable about the hadiths of the people
of Medina after al-Zuhri than Yahya b. Abi Kathir.”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Isma‘il [al-Bukhari], saying: it
was reported to me by Sulayman b. Harb, saying: it was reported to us
by Hammad b. Zayd, who said, “Ibn ‘Awn would narrate hadiths, and
if I told him hadiths from Ayyub [al-Sakhtiyani] that contradicted [the
hadiths he was narrating], he would abandon his hadiths. I told him:
‘But you heard these?” And he said, ‘Indeed Ayyub was the most
knowledgeable of all of us on the hadiths of Muhammad b. Sirin.”

It was reported to us by Abt Bakr, from ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah [b. al-Madini],
who asked Yahya b. Sa‘id [al-Qattan]: “Who is more accurate, Hisham
al-Dastaw2’1 or Mis‘ar?” He replied, “I have not seen the likes of Mis‘ar;
he was one of the most accurate of people.”

It was reported to us by Abt Bakr ‘Abd al-Quddiis b. Muhammad,
saying: it was reported to us by Abt al-Walid, who heard Hammad b.
Zayd say, “Shu‘ba never disagreed with me on anything except that I
abandoned what Shu‘ba had disagreed with.”

It was reported to me by Abt Bakr, saying: it was reported to me by
Abti al-Walid that Hammad b. Salama said to him, “If you want
hadiths, then stick with Shu‘ba (‘alayka bi-Shuba).”

It was reported to us by ‘Abd b. Humayd, saying: it was reported to us
by Abii Dawiid [al-Tayalisi] that Shu‘ba had said, “I never transmitted
a single hadith from anyone without going to him more than once [to
hear hadiths]. And those people from whom I narrated ten hadiths, I
went to them more than ten times. And those from whom I narrated
fifty hadiths, I went to them more than fifty times. And those from
whom I narrated one hundred hadiths, I went to them more than one
hundred times, except Hayyan al-Kiif1 al-Barigi, for I heard these
hadiths from him and then went back but found that he had died.”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Isma‘il, saying: it was reported
to us by ‘Abdallah b. Abi al-Aswad, saying: it was reported to us by
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[‘Abd al-Rahman] b. Mahdi, who heard Sufyan say, “Shu‘ba is the
Commander of the Faithful (amir al-mu’'minin) in hadith.”

It was reported to us by Aba Bakr, from ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah [b. al-Madini],
who heard Yahya b. Sa‘id [al-Qattan] say, “No one is more beloved to me
than Shu‘ba, and no one equals him in my eyes, but if Sufyan differs
with him then I take the opinion of Sufyan.” Ali [b. al-Madini] said to
Yahya: “Which of the two is better in memory/preservation of long
hadiths, Sufyan or Shuba? Shuba was more at ease with them (amarra
fiha).” Yahya said, “Sufyan was strong in them, and Shu‘ba was more
knowledgeable about transmitters like so-and-so from so-and-so;

but Sufyan had organized material topically (kana sahib abwab).”

It was reported to us by ‘Amr b. ‘Ali, who heard ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Mahdi say, “The imams of hadith are four: Sufyan al-Thawri, Malik b.
Anas, al-Awza‘T and Hammad b. Zayd.”

It was reported to us by Abit ‘Ammar al-Husayn b. Hurayth, saying: I
heard Waki‘ say that Shu‘ba said, “Sufyan has better retention than
me. He never reported a hadith to me from a transmitter that I asked
him about except that I found that it was as he said.” I [al-Tirmidhi]
heard Ishaq b. Masa al-Ansari, [who heard Ma‘n b. ‘Isa al-Qazzaz say,
“Malik b. Anas would be very strict with hadiths of the Messenger of
God # in dotting his i’s and crossing his t's.”*

It was reported to us by Abit Miisa, who said: it was reported to me by
Ibrahim b. ‘Abdallah b. Quraym al-Ansari, the judge of Medina, that
Malik b. Anas came upon Abut Hazim seated and passed by him. It was
said to Malik, “Why did you not sit down?” He replied, “I did not find a
place to sit down and did not want to receive the hadiths of the
Messenger of God # while standing.”

It was reported to us by Abti Bakr, from ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah [b. al-Madini]
that Yahya b. Sa‘id [al-Qattan] said, “Malik, from Sa‘id b. al-Musayyab
is dearer to me than Sufyan al-Thawri, from Ibrahim al-Nakha‘1. There
is no one with more authentic hadiths than Malik b. Anas; he was an
imam in hadith.”**

[ heard Ahmad b. al-Husayn say that he heard Ahmad b. Hanbal say,
“My eyes never saw the likes of Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan.” Ahmad b.
al-Husayn said, “And Ibn Hanbal was asked about Waki‘ and ‘Abd
al-Rahman b. Mahdi, and he said, ‘Waki‘ has greater knowledge/piety
(akbar f1 al-qalb), but ‘Abd al-Rahman is an imam.”
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31. In other words, he was very careful about
the smallest details of the hadiths.

32. Note that here we see the use of “an/from’
in a way that does not indicate direct
transmission, but merely ‘from’ without
the two people ever having met.



[ heard Muhammad b. ‘Amr b. Nabhan b. Safwan al-Thaqafi al-Basri
say that he heard ‘Ali b. al-Madini say, “If I were to swear something
between the corner [of the Ka‘ba] and the Prayer Place [of Abraham],
it would be that I had never seen anyone more knowledgeable than
‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdi.”

Abit ‘Tsa al-Tirmidhi said: this type of description and narrations are
common from the People of Knowledge, so we only showed some of
it here to prove the stations of the People of Knowledge and their
preferring one over the other in different ways concerning memory,
retention, and who was criticized from among the People of Know-
ledge and for what reason.

[Topic: READING HADITHS TO A SCHOLAR VS. HEARING THE SCHOLAR
READ His HADITHS/ ARD VS. SAMA']

Abu ‘Tsa al-Tirmidhi said: reading [hadiths] to a scholar—if he has
memorized what is read to him or is looking at his original notebook
(asl) of what is being read to him but he has not memorized it—is
sound practice among the People of Hadith, just like audition (sama-).

It was reported to us by Husayn b. Mahdi al-Bagri: it was reported to
us by ‘Abd al-Razzaq: it was reported to us by Ibn Jurayj, who said, “I
read [hadiths] to ‘At2’ b. Abi Rabah and asked him, ‘How do I phrase
this?” and he said, ‘Say: “He narrated it to us (haddathanahu).””

It was reported to us by Suwayd b. Nasr: it was reported to us by ‘Ali
b. al-Husayn b. Waqid, from Abt ‘Isma, from Yazid al-Nahwi, from
‘Tkrima that a group of people from T2’if went to Ibn ‘Abbas with a
number of his books, and he started to read them to the people. But
he started moving things around, forward and back, and then said,
“Indeed I've fallen victim to this stupid issue, so read [these books] to
me, and my affirmation of what you read is like me reading to you.”

It was reported to us by Suwayd b. Nasr: it was reported to us by ‘Ali
b. al-Husayn b. Waqid, from his father, from Mansur b. al-Mu‘tamir,
who said, “If a man gives his book to another and says, ‘Narrate this
from me’, then he can narrate it.”

I heard Muhammad b. Isma‘il [al-Bukhari] say, “I asked Abti ‘Asim
al-Nabil about a hadith and he said, ‘Read it to me’, but I really wanted
him to read it to me, so he said, ‘Do you not allow reading (al-qira’a)
when Sufyan al-Thawri and Malik b. Anas allowed it?!"”
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It was reported to us by Ahmad b. al-Husayn: it was reported to us by
Yahya b. Sulayman al-Ju‘f1 al-Misr1, who said that ‘Abdallah b. Wahb said,
“When I say ‘he narrated to us (haddathana), then that is what I heard in a
group of people, and when I say ‘he narrated to me (haddathani), then
that is what I heard by myself. And when I said, ‘akhbarana’, then it is
what was read to the scholar while I was watching, and ‘akhbarani’
means what was read to the scholar while I was with him alone.”

I heard Abit Misa Muhammad b. Muthanna say that he heard Yahya b.
Sa‘id al-Qattan say that ‘haddathani’ and ‘akhbarani’ mean the same thing.

Abt ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: We were with Ab@t Mus‘ab al-Madini, and
some of his hadiths were read to him. So I said to him, “What do we
say [to phrase this]?” He said, “Say Abii Mus‘ab al-Madini narrated to
us (haddathana).” Abu ‘Isa said: “And some of the people of knowledge
have allowed the Permission in Narration (ijaza), so when a scholar
gives permission to someone to narrate some hadiths from him, then
he can narrate them.”

It was reported to us by Mahmud b. Ghaylan: it was reported to us by
Waki', from ‘Imran b. Hudayr, from Abit Mijlaz, from Bashir b. Nahik,
who said, “I copied a book of hadiths from Abat Hurayra and asked
him, ‘Can I narrate it from you?’ and he said, ‘Yes.”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Isma‘il al-Wasitl: it was reported
to us by Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Wasiti, from ‘Awf al-A‘rabi, who
said that a man had said to al-Hasan [al-Basri], “I have some of your
hadiths, can I narrate them from you?” and he replied, “Yes.”

Abti ‘Tsa al-Tirmidhi said: And Muhammad b. al-Hasan is known as
Mahbub b. al-Hasan, and more than one of the imams has narrated
hadiths from him.

It was reported to us by al-Jartid b. Mu‘adh: it was reported to us by
Anasb. ‘Iyad, from ‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Umar, who said, “I went to al-Zuhri
with a book [of hadith] and said to him, ‘These are your hadiths, can I
narrate them from you?’ and he said, ‘Yes.” It was reported to us by
Abt Bakr, from ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah [b. al-Madini], from Yahya b. Sa‘id,
who said, “Ibn Jurayj came to Hisham b. ‘Urwa with a book [of hadiths]
and said, ‘These are your hadiths, can I narrate them from you?’ and he
said, ‘Yes.” Yahya said, “In my soul, I do not know which of the two
[people] was more amazing.” Ali b. al-Madini added, “I asked Yahya b.
Sa‘id about the hadith of Ibn Jurayj, from ‘Ata’ al-Khurasani, and he
said it was weak. I objected that [Ibn Jurayj] had said ‘he reported to me
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(akhbarant),’ but Yahya said, ‘It’s nothing, rather it was a book that
[‘Ata’] gave to him.”

[Topic: MURSAL HADITHS]>

Abu ‘Isa added: “And the hadith, if it is mursal (i.e., it has a break in
the isnad), then it is not authentic in the eyes of most of the People of
hadith; more than one has declared such a hadith to be weak.”

It was reported to us by ‘Ali b. Hujr; it was reported to us by Baqiyya b.
al-Walid, from ‘Utba b. Abi Hakim, who said that al-Zuhri heard Ishaq
b. ‘Abdallah b. Abi Farwa say, “The Messenger of God 4 said...”, so
al-Zuhri said, “May God oppose you, O Ibn Abi Farwa, you come to us
with hadiths with no halter or bridle!”**

It was reported to us by Aba Bakr, from ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah [b. al-Madini],
who said that Yahya b. Sa‘id [al-Qattan] said, “The mursal hadiths of
Mujahid are much dearer to me than those of ‘Ata’ b. Abi Rabah. Ata’
used to take hadiths from any type of person.” ‘Ali then said that
Yahya said, “The mursal hadiths of Sa‘id b. Jubayr are dearer to me
than those of ‘At3".” ‘Ali said that he asked Yahya, “Are the mursal
hadiths of Mujahid better than those of Tawiais?” He replied, “They are
very close to one another.” ‘Al said that he heard Yahya b. Sa‘id say,
“The mursal hadiths of Abti Ishaq for me are close to nothing, [as are]
the mursal hadiths of al-A‘mash, al-Taymi and Yahya b. Abi Kathir.
And the mursal hadiths of Ibn ‘Uyayna are like the wind.” Then he said,
“By God, also those of Sufyan b. Sa‘id [al-Thawr].” ‘Ali said that he
asked Yahya, “And the mursals of Malik?” He replied, “They are dearer
to me,” adding, “There is no one among the people more accurate in
hadith than Malik.”

Abt ‘Isa [al-Tirmidhi] said: And those
who have considered mursal hadiths to
be weak, they have done so because the
imams would narrate from reliable
transmitters and unreliable ones, so if
they cited the hadith without a complete
isnad (arsalithu), it may be that they had
taken it from an unreliable person.
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33. After the sth/11th century, mursal came to

indicate hadiths that were attributed to
the Prophet by a Successor who had never
met him;in other words, the isnad lacks a
Companion. In the early period, and in
the writings of al-Khatib al-Baghdadi

(d. 463/1071), however, mursal meant any
hadith that has a break in the isnad,
typically occurring in the first three or
four levels in the isnad. The verb ‘arsala’
literally meant ‘to cast’ a hadithtoa
source that one had not actually met.

34.1.e., without isnads to verify them.



It was reported to us by Sawwar b. ‘Abdallah al-‘Anbari, who heard
Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan say, “Whatever al-Hasan [al-Basri] said with
‘The Messenger of God # said..., we have found some basis for it [in
hadiths with full isnads], except one or two hadiths.”

Abi Isa [al-Tirmidhi] said: And those who have considered mursal
hadiths to be weak, they have done so because the imams would
narrate from reliable transmitters and unreliable ones, so if they cited
the hadith without a complete isnad (arsalihu), it may be that they had
taken it from an unreliable person. [For example,] al-Hasan al-Basri
criticized Ma‘bad al-Juhani but then narrated hadiths from him.

It was reported to us by Bishr b. Mu‘adh al-Basr1: it was reported to
us by Marhim b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-‘Attar: it was reported to me by my

father and his brother, that they heard al-Hasan al-Basri say, “Be wary

of Ma‘bad al-Juhani, for indeed he is astray and leads others astray.”

Abu ‘Isa [al-Tirmidhi] said: And it is narrated from al-Sha'bi [who said,]

“al-Harith al-A'war narrated hadiths to us, but he was a liar.” But
[al-Sha‘bi] narrated hadiths from him, and most of the material that
he had concerning inheritance law (fara’id) that al-Sha‘bi narrated
from ‘Ali b. Abi Talib and others were via al-Harith. And al-Sha‘bi had
said, “al-Harith al-A‘war taught me inheritance law, and he was one
of the best people at that.” [Al-Tirmidhi continued,] “And I heard
Muhammad b. Bashshar say that he heard ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdi
say, “Do you not marvel at Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna! I left aside over a
thousand hadiths from Jabir al-Ju‘fi because of what Ibn ‘Uyayna said
about him, and then he narrates hadith from him!” Muhammad b.
Bashshar added, “And ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mahdi abandoned the
hadiths of Jabir al-Ju‘f1.” But some of the People of Knowledge have
used mursal hadiths as proof.

It was reported to us by Abit ‘Ubayda b. Abi al-Safar al-Kafi: it was
reported to us by Sa‘id b. ‘Amir, from Shu‘ba, from Sulayman
al-A‘mash, who said, “I said to Ibrahim al-Nakha‘i, ‘Give me [hadiths
with] isnads through ‘Abdallah Ibn Mas‘@id.’ Ibrahim said, ‘If I narrate
hadiths to you from a person from Ibn Mas‘iid then he is whoever I
name him as, but if I say that ‘Abdallah [Ibn Mas‘@d] said something

then [I've left out the intermediary between me and him because] the

report is from more than one source from ‘Abdallah [b. Mas‘ad].”*
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35. Many Muslim scholars in the first three

generations would narrate from the
Prophet % or from a Companion
without citing their immediate source,
as there was not yet the obsessive care
with always citing one’s full isnads that
would come to characterize the Sunni
hadith tradition in subsequent gene-
rations. This is often pointed out by
scholars of the HanafT school to explain
why early figures in Kufan scholarship,
such as Ibrahim al-Nakha‘Tand Aba
Hanifa’s teachers, did not provide full
isnads when citing hadiths.



[Topic: STATUS OF TRADITIONS BASED ON NUMBER/QUALITY OF
NARRATIONS ¢ DEFINITION OF HASAN AND GHARIB ¢ RULES ON
ADDITION (Z1YADA)]

Abi ‘Tsa [al-Tirmidhi] said: the People of Knowledge have disagreed
on declaring transmitters weak just as they have disagreed on other
issues of knowledge. It has been mentioned that Shu‘ba considered
Abt al-Zubayr al-Makki, ‘Abd al-Malik b. Abi Sulayman, and Hakim b.
Jubayr to be weak and refused to narrate hadiths from them. But then
Shu‘ba narrated hadiths from others who were lesser than them in
memory/mastery and uprightness (‘adala): he narrated from Jabir
al-Ju‘fi, Ibrahim b. Muslim al-Hajari, Muhammad b. ‘Ubaydallah
al-‘Arzami and others who are declared weak in hadith.

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. ‘Amr b. Nabhan b. Safwan
al-Basri: it was reported to us by Umayya b. Khalid, who said to
Shu'ba, “You leave ‘Abd al-Malik b. Abi Sulayman, and you narrate
hadiths from Muhammad b. ‘Ubaydallah al-‘Arzam1?” Shu‘ba said,
“Yes.” Abu ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: Shuba had narrated from ‘Abd
al-Malik b. Abi Sulayman, then he stopped doing so due to ‘Abd
al-Malik narrating an uncorroborated hadith from ‘Ata’ b. Abi Rabah,
from Jabir b. ‘Abdallah, from the Prophet £, that “A person is most
entitled to land adjoining rhis land], and he should be waited for
[before selling to others] even if he is absent, if the road [to the two
pieces of land] is the same.” And more than one of the imams has
affirmed and narrated from Abti al-Zubayr, ‘Abd al-Malik b. Ab1
Sulayman, and Hakim b. Jubayr.

It was reported to us by Ahmad b. Mani*: it was reported to us by
Hushaym: it was reported to us by Hajjaj and Ibn Abi Layla, from
‘At2’ b. Abi Rabah, who said, “We used to, when we’d leave Jabir b.
‘Abdallah, repeat his hadiths to one another, and Abt al-Zubayr was
the most accurate in preserving his hadiths.”

It was reported to us by Muhammad b. Yahya b. Abi ‘Umar al-Makki: it
was reported to us by Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna, who said that Aba al-Zubayr
said, “Ata’ used to move me to the front [of the group] to hear Jabir b.

‘Abdallah so that I could memorize hadiths for them.”

It was reported to us by Ibn Abi ‘Umar: it was reported to us by Sufyan,
who heard Ayyub al-Sakhtiyani say, “It was reported to me by Abt
al-Zubayr, and Abu al-Zubayr is Abt al-Zubayr,” and Sufyan showed by
clenching his fist how firm Aba al-Zubayr was. Abt ‘Isa [al-Tirmidhi]
says: He means by that his mastery and memorization. And it is
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reported from ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak that Sufyan al-Thawri said,
“Abd al-Malik b. Abi Sulayman was the scale of knowledge.”

It was reported to us by Aba Bakr, from ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah [b. al-Madini],
who said, “I asked Yahya b. Sa‘id [al-Qattan] about Hakim b. Jubayr,
and he said that Shu‘ba rejected him because of the hadith that he
narrated about charitable giving (sadaqa), namely the hadith of
‘Abdallah b. Mas‘@d, from the Prophet «:: whoever asks the people [for
charity] and he has what suffices him, on the Day of Judgment, his
face will be scarred. It was said to the Messenger of God %, ‘And what
suffices?” The Prophet said, ‘5o dirhams or the equivalent value in gold.’
‘Ali [b. al-Madini] said: Yahya said that Sufyan al-Thawri and Z2’ida
had narrated from Hakim b. Jubayr. ‘Al had said: “And Yahya did not
see any problem with Hakim’s hadith.”

It was reported to us by Mahmud b. Ghaylan: the hadith of charitable
giving (sadaqa) was reported to us by Yahya b. Adam, from Sufyan
al-Thawri, from Hakim b. Jubayr. Yahya b. Adam said that ‘Abdallah b.
‘Uthman, the student of Shu‘ba, asked Sufyan al-Thawri, “Would that
someone other than Hakim narrated this hadith,” and Sufyan said,
“What is the matter with Hakim? Shu‘ba does not narrate from him?”
Abdallah b. ‘Uthman said, “Yes.” So Sufyan al-Thawri said, “I heard
Zubayd relate that hadith from Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Yazid.”

Abt ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: And what we’ve mentioned in this book as
a ‘hasan (fair)*® hadith, we mean the ‘good quality (husn) of its isnad
in our opinion. Every hadith that is narrated and does not have in its
isnad someone who is accused of lying/forging, and the hadith is not
‘anomalous (shadhdh)®’, and is narrated via more than one chain of
transmission (wajh), for us it is a hasan’ hadith.*®

And as for what we have mentioned in this book as a gharib (rare,
unusual) hadith, indeed the Scholars of Hadith consider a hadith
gharib for several reasons. [For example,] how many hadiths are gharib,
not narrated except by one sole chain of transmission (wajh), like the
hadith that Hammad b. Salama narrated, from Abta al-‘Ushara’, from
his father, who said, “O Messenger of God, is sacrificing an animal
(dhakat) not only by the throat (halq) or lower neck (labba) valid?” The
Prophet said, “Even if you cut its thigh it is allowed.” This hadith was
narrated only by Hammad b. Salama, from Aba al-‘Ushara’, and no
other hadith is known from Abti al-“Ushara’ from his father. And
although this hadith is well-known among the People of Knowledge,
it is only known through Hammad b. Salama and his hadith. But how
many imams have narrated a hadith, and that hadith is known only
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36. Classical manuals on the technical terms
of the hadith sciences (mustalahat) usually
state that al-Tirmidhi coined the term

‘hasan. Some modern Muslim scholars,
like ‘Abd al-Fattah Abit Ghudda (d. 1997)
and Muhammad ‘Awwama, point to
usages of the term by al-Tirmidh’s teacher
al-Bukhari and his teacher ‘Alib. al-Madini
(d. 234/849). 1 think it is debatable whether
these usages qualify as technical, however,
and al-Tirmidhi certainly was the first to
provide a technical definition for the term;

‘Abd al-Fattah Abt Ghudda, al-Fawa’id
al-mustamadda fi ‘ulim mustalah al-hadith,
ed. M3jid al-Darwish (Dar al-Bash’ir
al-Islamiyya, 1426/2005), 139-51; cf. ‘Alib.
al-Madini, al-Tlal, ed. Hassam Muhammad
Abu Qurays (Gharas, 1423/2002), 237.

Al-Tirmidh?’s definition did not ultimately
prevail. What became the definitive
definition came from the Shafi‘i scholar
of Bost, Abii Sulayman Hamd al-Khattabi
(d. 388/998), namely “a hadith whose point
of origins has been identified and whose
narrators are well known, and this is the
basis for most hadiths (ma ‘urifa makhrajuhu
wa ishtahara rijaluhuwa ‘alayhi madaru
akthar al-hadith)”; Al-Khattabi, Ma alim
al-sunan, 1:6.

. Shadhdh was defined by al-Shafi‘Tas
what contradicted what was transmitted
by more reliable sources. The definition
given by al-Hakim al-Naysabuari (d. 405/
1014) was what was transmitted by one,
uncorroborated chain of transmission.
I have favored translating the term
according to al-Shafi‘T’s definition
(which became standard) because al-
Tirmidhi was heavily influenced by
al-Shafi‘Tand because al-Hakim’s
definition would be redun-dant given
the following clause in al-TirmidhT’s
text; Ibn ‘Adi, al-Kamil fi du'afa’ al-rijal,
7vols. (Dar al-Fikr, 1984), 1:124; al-Hakim,
Ma'rifat ‘ulim al-hadith, 148.

~

38. Several prominent hadith scholars,

including Ibn Dihya (d. 633/1235),
al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348), Muhammad
Zahid al-Kawthari (d. 1952), and Ahmad
al-Ghumari (d. 1960) have concluded
that al-Tirmidhi was very lax in rating
hadiths as hasan and that many of those
he so described are actually unreliable.
See ‘Umar b. Hasan Ibn Dihya, Ada’ ma
wajab min bayan wad ' al-waddain fi rajab
(al-Maktab al-Islami, 1998), 137-38; Jamal
al-Din al-Zayla‘1, Nasb al-raya, 4 vols.
(Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1407/1987),
2:217-18; al-Dhahabi, Mizan al-i tidal,
4:416; al-Kawthari, Magqalat, 236; Ahmad
b. al-Siddiq al-Ghumari, al-Mudawt
li-‘ilal al-Jami' al-saghir wa sharhayy



from them, and then it becomes well-known due to the great number
of people who narrate from him. Like what ‘Abdallah b. Dinar narrated
from Ibn ‘Umar, that the Messenger of God #: forbade selling the right
to a slave estate portion (wald’) or granting it for free, and we only know
that hadith from ‘Abdallah b. Dinar; it was narrated from him by
‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Umar, Shu‘ba, Sufyan al-Thawri, Malik b. Anas, Ibn
‘Uyayna, and other imams. And Yahya b. Sulaym narrated that hadith
from ‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Umar, from Nafi, from Ibn ‘Umar, but Yahya b.
Sulaym erred in that hadith. The correct version is ‘Ubaydallah b.
‘Umar, from ‘Abdallah b. Dinar, from Ibn ‘Umar. That is how ‘Abd
al-Wahhab al-Thaqafi and ‘Abdallah b. Numayr narrated it from
‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Umar, from ‘Abdallah b. Dinar, from Ibn ‘Umar. And
al-Mwammal narrated that hadith from Shu‘ba, and Shu‘ba said,
“Indeed I wished that ‘Abdallah b. Dinar gave me permission to stand
and kiss his head.”

And how many hadiths are there that
are narrated from multiple chains of
transmission but are declared gharib
due to the condition of the isnad.

Abu ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said: And how many hadiths there are that are
considered gharib because of an addition in the hadith, but this is
correct as long as the addition is from someone whose memory/
mastery (hifz) can be relied upon. Like what Malik b. Anas narrated
from Nafi, from Ibn ‘Umar that the Messenger of God #* made the
tithe of the End of Ramadan (zakat al-fitr) obligatory for every free
person and slave, man or woman from among the Muslims, one sa*
(@bout 3 liters) of dates or barley. And Malik[’s narration of] of this
hadith added the phrase “from among the Muslims.” But Ayyub
al-Sakhtiyani, ‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Umar, and more than one other from
among the imams have narrated this hadith from Nafi, from Ibn
‘Umar without mentioning “from among the Muslims.” And some of
those who have narrated from Nafi‘ like what Malik narrated, their
memories/master cannot be relied upon. And more than one of the
imams have taken Malik’s hadith and used it as proof, like al-Shafi‘1
and Ahmad b. Hanbal. They said, “If a man has non-Muslim slaves
then he does not render the End of Ramadan tithe on their behalf,”
and used the hadith of Malik as proof. So if a hadith master (hafiz)
whose memory/mastery can be relied upon, what he adds [in his
narrations of a hadith] is accepted.
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al-Munawi, 6 vols. (Dar al-Kutub,
1996), 1:10.

Discussions of what al-Tirmidhi meant
when he described a hadith with com-
pound and sometimes seemingly contra-
dictory terms, such as hasan sahih or hasan
gharib, have also been legion and mostly
far-fetched. In my opinion, the most
plausible explanations are, for hasan sahih:
1) Ibn Rajab offers the explanation, then,
that a hadith that al-Tirmidhi rates as
hasan sahih has been narrated by an isnad
of all reliable (thigat), upstanding (‘udil)
narrators, is not shadhdh, and is narrated
by more than one chain. A sahih hadith
would be one that fulfills these conditions
but does not necessarily have to be
narrated by more than one chain. But it
cannot be shadhdh, adds Ibn Rajab, since
a sahih hadith could not be allowed to
contradict more reliable material; 2) Along
similar lines, Ibn Hajar and al-Suyit
suggest that hasan sahih means that the
hadith has at least one sahih isnad and
multiple other isnads, or perhaps that
al-Tirmidhi means ‘hasan or sahih, i.e.,
that some critics consider it hasan and
others sahih; 3) Muhammad ‘Abd
al-Razzaq (an Egyptian scholar who
served as the khatib in the Haram Mosque
in Mecca, d. 1972) contended that hasan
meant that a hadith was acted on, while
sahih addressed the reliability of the isnad.
The compound ratings of hasan sahih
gharib or hasan gharib have long puzzled
scholars, since gharib seems to contradict
the multiple narrations required for a
hasan rating. Al-Kawthar argues that
sahih/hasan gharib means that the
narration of a hadith starts out with only
one chain but then branches out into
several. ‘Abdallah al-Ghumari thinks that
hasan sahih gharib applies to a sound
hadith but one that only has one isnad.
Nr al-Din ‘Itr suggests that hasan gharib
and hasan sahih gharib indicate a hadith
that has several narrations but which
al-Tirmidhi is citing by a narration not
well known. See Ibn Kathir and Ahmad
Shakir, al-Ba'ith al-hathith sharh Ikhtisar
‘ulim al-hadith (Maktabat Dar al-Turath,
1423/2003), 37; Ibn Rajab, Sharh, 1:388;
al-Suyuti, Tadrib al-rawi fi sharh Taqrib
al-Nawawi, ed. Muhammad ‘Awwama,
6vols. (Dar al-Yusr and Dar al-Minh3j,
2016), 3:26-33; al-Kawthari, Magalat, 235;
‘Abdallah al-Ghumari, Afdal maqal fi
managqib afdal rasil (Maktabat al-Qahira,
1426/2005), 10; Nir al-Din ‘Itr, Manhaj
naqd al-muhaddithin (Dar al-Fikr, 2008),
272; Khaldan al-Ahdab, Asbab ikhtilaf
al-muhaddithin, 2. vols. (Dar Kuniiz al-
‘Ilm, 142.2/2001), 2:695-6; James Robson,
“Varieties of the Hasan Tradition,” Journal
of Semitic Studies 6, no. 1 (1961): 47-61.



And how many hadiths are there that are narrated from multiple
chains of transmission but are declared gharib due to the condition
of the isnad.

It was reported to us by Aba Kurayb, Aba Hisham al-Rifa‘1, Abat
al-Sib, and al-Husayn b. al-Aswad, they said: it was reported to us
by Abti Usama, from Burayd b. ‘Abdallah b. Abi Burda, from his
grandfather Abti Burda, from Abt Mis3, from the Prophet <, who
said, “The unbeliever eats with seven stomachs, and the believer
eats with only one.” Abal ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi says: This is a hadith that s
gharib from this chain of transmission, and it has been narrated via
more than one chain of transmission from the Prophet 4, but it is
considered gharib from the hadith of Abtt Miisa. I asked Mahmiid b.
Ghaylan about this hadith, and he said, “This is the hadith of Aba
Kurayb, from Abti Usama.” And I asked Muhammad b. Isma‘il
[al-Bukhari] about this hadith and he said, “This hadith of Aba Kurayb,
from Abti Usama, we do not know of it except via Abii Kurayb, from

Abt Usama.” So I said to him, “More than one person has narrated
it to us from Abtt Usama,” and he was bewildered by that and said,

“I hadn’t known that anyone had narrated this hadith except Abau
Kurayb.” Muhammad said, “We used to think that Ab@t Kurayb had
taken that hadith from Abti Usama while they were discussing hadiths
informally (mudhakara)” (i.e. not during a formal transmission session).

[EXAMPLES OF GHARIB HADITHS THAT ARE ESTABLISHED VIA
OTHER ISNADS]

It was narrated to us by Abdallah b. Abi Ziyad and more than one
other person: they said: it was reported to us by Shababa b. Sawwar:

it was reported to us by Shu‘ba, from Bukayr b. ‘At2’, from ‘Abd
al-Rahman b. Ya‘mar that the Prophet « prohibited [using] gourds or
a pitch-smeared pot (al-dubba’ wa al-muzaffat) [for fermenting drinks].
This hadith of Shababa is considered gharib from the perspective of its
isnad. We know of no one who narrated it from Shu‘ba except Shababa.
And it was transmitted from the Prophet < via many paths that he
prohibited fermenting drinks in gourds or pitch-smeared pots. So
Shababa’s hadith was deemed gharib because he alone narrated it from
Shu‘ba. And Shu‘ba and Sufyan al-Thawri narrated by that isnad from
Bukayr b. ‘At2, from ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Ya‘mar, from the Prophet
that he said that the Pilgrimage is [standing on the day] of ‘Arafa. This
hadith is well-known by the People of Hadith by that isnad.

It was narrated to us by Muhammad b. Bashshar: it was reported to
us by Mu‘adh b. Hisham: it was reported to me by my father, from
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Yahya b. Abi Kathir: it was reported to me by Abt Muzahim that

he heard Abt Hurayra & say that the Messenger of God : said,
“Whoever follows a funeral procession and prays for the dead person,
to him is a carat [of reward in the Afterlife], and whoever follows it
until it is finished, to him is two carats.” They said, “O Messenger of
God, what are the two carats?” He replied, “The smaller one is the size
of [the mountain of] Uhud.”

It was reported to us by ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Rahman [al-Darimi]:

it was reported to us by Marwan b. Muhammad, from Mu‘awiya b.
Sallam: it was reported to me by Yahya b. Abi Kathir: it was reported
to us by Abit Muzahim, who heard Abt Hurayra, from the Prophet <,
who said, “Whoever follows a funeral procession, to him will be a
carat..” and he mentioned a meaning similar to the previous hadith.
Abdallah said: it was reported to us by Marwan, from Mu‘awiya b.
Sallam: Yahya said, and it was reported to us by Abai Sa‘id the client of
al-Mahri; from Hamza b. Safina, from al-S3’ib, who heard ‘A’isha &,
from the Prophet # say something along the same lines. I asked Aba
Muhammad ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Rahman [al-Darimi], “What did they
consider gharib from your hadiths in Iraq?” He replied, “The hadith
of al-Sa’ib, from ‘A’isha, from the Prophet %” and he mentioned the
hadith. And I heard Muhammad b. Isma‘il [al-Bukhari] narrate that
hadith from ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Rahman. Abi ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi said:
But this hadith has been narrated by more than one chain of trans-
mission (wajh) from ‘A’isha, from the Prophet €. And this hadith was
only deemed gharib due to its isnad due to al-S2'ib’s narration from
‘A’isha, from the Prophet .

It was reported to us by Abt Hafs ‘Amr b. ‘Ali: it was narrated to us
by Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Qattan: it was reported to us by al-Mughira b. Abt
Qurra al-Sadiisi, who said that he heard Anas b. Malik & say, “A man
said, ‘O Messenger of God, should I tie up [the camel] and trust in God
or leave it free and trust in God.’ The Prophet said, ‘Tie it up and trust
in God.” Amr b. ‘Ali said that Yahya b. Sa‘id [al-Qattan] said, “In my
opinion this hadith is munkar (not acceptable).” Aba ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi
said: This is a hadith that is gharib from this chain of transmission
(wajh), we do not know of it from Anas b. Malik except through this
chain of transmission (wajh). But its likes has been narrated from
‘Amr b. Umayya al-Damri, from the Prophet .

We have put forth this book in an abbreviated manner in what we
hope will provide some benefit to the people. We ask God to grant
benefit through what is in the book and to make it evidence for us by
His mercy and not against us as punishment. Ameen.

93



Islamic Thought
in West Africa

From the Colonial Era to Present Day

ALEXANDER THURSTON

he African continent holds more than a quarter of the total

Muslim population,’ as well as four of the ten countries

with the largest Muslim populations.” North Africa has an
overwhelmingly Muslim majority, of course, but Saharan and sub-
Saharan Africa are also home to hundreds of millions of Muslims,
particularly above the equator. There are also significant Muslim
minorities in parts of southern Africa, including South Africa.?

Despite the huge population of Muslims and the rich history of
Islamic civilizations on the continent, Islam in sub-Saharan Africa has
been treated as a secondary topic in accounts of global Islamic history.
Meanwhile, in media and policy circles—and even in some academic
works—Islam in Africa is often caricatured as a syncretistic “African
Islam,” a supposed veneer over an underlying animist worldview.
With the rise of violent movements claiming to speak in the name
of Islam, such as Boko Haram, journalists and policy analysts often
depict militants as “strict,” while implying that other Muslims in
Africa are “unorthodox.” These portrayals echo and inherit colonial
discourses that framed Muslims in Africa as either “fanatical” or
barely Muslim.?

Academia has produced several serious correctives to the superficial
and misleading portrayals of Islam in Africa. For example, the Arabic
Literature in Africa series, published by Brill, is documenting—in vast
detail—the continent’s wealth of Arabic writings, most of which are
Islamic in orientation. There are also growing efforts to study and
document the continent’s rich heritage of Islamic works in other
languages, such as Wolof, Hausa, Fulfulde, and Somali, including
works written in ‘ajami (Arabic script for non-Arabic languages).®
Meanwhile, major publications such as Roman Loimeier’s Muslim
Societies in Africa and Ousmane Kane’s Beyond Timbuktu have offered
wide-ranging histories,” while specialized studies have delved into
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. Estimating the global Muslim population

is an exercise in approximation, but there
are likely around 1.9 billion to 2 billion
Muslims worldwide. The combined
Muslim populations of North and sub-
Saharan Africa exceed 500 million—
Nigeria alone likely has at least 95 million
Muslims and Egypt 85 million or more.

. Namely, Nigeria, Egypt, Algeria,

and Sudan.

. See, for example, Abdelkader Tayob,

Islam in South Africa: Mosques, Imams,

and Sermons (University Press of Florida,
1999); and Brannon Ingram, Revival from
Below: The Deoband Movement and Global
Islam (University of California Press, 2018).

. For one example of such framings, see

Yaroslav Trofimov, “Jihad Comes to Africa,”
Wall Street Journal, 5 February 2016,
https://www.wsj.com/articles/jihad-
comes-to-africa-1454693025.

. For one example of these colonial

discourses, see Frederick Lugard, The
Dual Mandate in Tropical Africa, Third
Edition (William Blackwood and Sons
Ltd., 1926), especially 77 and 210.

. See Fallou Ngom, Muslims beyond the

Arab World: The Odyssey of ‘Ajami and the
Muridiyya (Oxford University Press, 2016).

. Roman Loimeier, Muslim Societies in

Africa: A Historical Anthropology (Indiana
University Press, 2013); Ousmane Kane,
Beyond Timbuktu: An Intellectual History
of Muslim West Africa (Harvard University
Press, 2016).
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topics ranging from African Muslim women’s experiences to Islamic
education and Sharia implementation in postcolonial African states.®

When positive images of Islam in Africa do break into the mainstream,
they often draw on images of the past. The manuscripts of Timbuktu—
located in present-day Mali—have become particularly famous,and
for good reason, given the wealth of materials preserved there and

in other storied centers of learning such as Chinguetti (Shingit) and
Walata in Mauritania. Yet the continent’s Islamic present deserves
attention too.

To this end, this paper aims to shed light on the intellectual contri-
butions of Muslim thinkers in Africa in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries. Rather than attempting to cover the entire continent, the
paper narrows in on West Africa to trace its intellectual landscape.
The paper sketches the biographies of key scholars and discusses their
central works, showing how the traditions of tafsir, figh, Sufism (and
anti-Sufism), and what might be called “Islamic social science,” have
taken shape over time.

A History of Islam in Africa

Muslims migrated to Africa, specifically Abyssinia (present-day
Ethiopia), during the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad . Some
of the most famous Companions, may Allah be pleased with them,
who made the journey to Abyssinia include Ruqgayya, daughter of the
Prophet ¢ and her husband and future caliph, ‘Uthman bin Affan.
The Prophet ¢ himself was aware of developments in Abyssinia and
prayed for the Abyssinian king, Najashi, when he died.’

During the early centuries of Islam, Muslim rule expanded outward
from the Hijaz under the Rashidun Caliphate and later the Umayyad
Caliphate, reaching as far as North Africa. The Muslim conquest of
North Africa set the stage for the introduction of Islam to Saharan
and sub-Saharan Africa. Historians debate exactly how this process
unfolded, but there is broad agreement that Muslim traders and
scholars initially established minority enclaves, gradually won
conversions among rulers in what is sometimes called “court Islam,”
and subsequently influenced wider societies through broad-scale
processes of conversion and, in some cases, movements claiming to
bring tajdid, or revitalization." Such processes could take centuries;
in what is now Mali, for example, many peoples in the southern part
of the country did not embrace Islam until the twentieth century.
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Ironically, colonial rule sometimes spurred

on conversions to Islam, which was not

the intention of the colonizers; colonialism

triggered forms of social upheaval and
movement through conscription, forced
labor, emancipation of slaves, and the
expansion of the market economy;, all of
which became forces that contributed to
mass conversions in some places.

The present-day landscape of Islam in Africa, as with most of the
rest of the Muslim world, has been marked by colonialism. British,
French, Spanish, Italian, German, and Portuguese colonizers redrew
the map of Africa. Colonial rulers did not merely topple empires,
they also introduced social engineering projects that sought to shape
and contain Islam, notably through education, law, and the control
of movement. Europeans did not always seek to convert Muslims
to Christianity—in some places, such as colonial Northern Nigeria,

“Indirect Rule” was partly premised on keeping missionaries out of
Muslim territories in order to secure the goodwill of Muslim rulers.
Yet European colonizers had their own ideas about what Islam should
be, promoting European ideals of the “modern” Muslim. In law,
colonial authorities severely restricted the scope of the Sharia’s
application and sought to “reform” the law.™

Colonial authorities also intervened in internal Muslim political
affairs, deposing unfriendly rulers and branding particular sects and
Sufi orders as troublemakers (to make matters even more complicated,
the very same order might be considered a threat in one colony
and an ally in another). Colonial authorities also curtailed contacts
between non-Arab Muslims in Africa and the Arab world, especially
Al-Azhar University, which the British viewed as a hub of dangerous

“propaganda.” Colonial rulers rewarded those Muslims who endorsed
the colonial project or at least tolerated it, offering access to Hajj,
prominent positions in the colonial administration, or financial
support. Meanwhile, colonialism restricted but did not kill the
intellectual freedom of more independent-minded Muslims, many
of whom produced scholarship even under the shadow of colonial rule.
Some Muslims even voted with their feet, making a kind of hijra to
the Hijaz or elsewhere in an effort to escape colonial domination.
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for Muslims to express themselves in politics and society. Today, the

continent is home to a remarkable diversity of perspectives on what

it means to be Muslim." With this brief background in mind, we

can now turn to some of the foremost West African Muslim thinkers

from the past century.

Meanwhile, colonialism restricted but did
not kill the intellectual freedom of more
independent-minded Muslims, many of
whom produced scholarship even under
the shadow of colonial rule.

Tafsir

Tafsir has long been a part of the “core curriculum” studied and
taught by Muslim scholars in northwest Africa,” with the tafsir of
the “Jalalayn”—]Jalal al-Din al-Mahalli and Jalal al-Din al-Suytti—
having been particularly influential in this region. As in other parts
of the Muslim world, past and present, much tafsir in West Africa
has proceeded orally, but there have also been written exegeses.

The two best-known tafsirs written by West Africans in the
post-colonial period are Diya’ al-nayyirayn al-jami’ bayn ‘ulum
al-ta’ifatayn (The Light of the Sun and Moon, Combining the
Sciences of the Two Factions) by Ahmad Déme (d. 1973) of Senegal
and Adwa’ al-bayan fi iydah al-Qur an bi-l-Qur'an (The Lights of
Explanation in Clarifying the Qur'an Using the Qur'an) by Muhammad
al-Amin al-Shingiti (d. 1973) of Mauritania and then of Saudi Arabia.
Déme, the son of a trader, was born around 1890 and received a
traditional education in the Sine Saloum and Futa Tooro regions
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of present-day Senegal. He went on Hajj in 1922-1923 and had a
long scholarly career, writing numerous works. He worked on
Diya’ al-nayyirayn for nearly twenty years, completing it in 1959—
although it was not published in print form until 2006. The “two
factions” referred to in the title are scholars of the zahir and the
batin, meaning the outer and the inner dimensions of religiosity.

Al-Shingiti, meanwhile, was born in French colonial Mauritania in
1905 and received a traditional education there, eventually becoming
ajudge. In 1948, he set off for Hajj, and was based in Saudi Arabia for
the rest of his life—his account of his travel offers a rich view of the
shaykh’s learning, with much of the book comprising his answers to
various theological, legal, and other questions that people posed to
him on the road.” Once in Saudi Arabia, the scholars and royals there
took note of his learning, and he taught at major institutions such as
the Islamic University of Medina. Indeed, he was one of a series of
West African scholars to influence and contribute to the development
of the contemporary Salafi movement in Saudi Arabia and beyond.”
He was also a founding member of the Muslim World League. His
tafsir is, as the title indicates, in the genre of using different parts
and aspects of the Qur’an to help explain the Qur'an; his tafsir is also
strongly anchored in the use of hadith reports. Shaykh al-Shinqiti
completed approximately 7/9 of the explanations of the Qur’an, and
his student ‘Atiyya bin Muhammad Salim (d. 1999) finished the rest.

Al-Shingiti explained in his introduction that he wrote the tafsir
because, in his view, many Muslims were turning away from the
Qur’an; he bemoaned “their lack of hope in His promise, and their
lack of fear for His threat.”*° He had two main goals in completing
the tafsir. First, as his title indicated, he wanted to pursue the
method of explaining the Qur’an by means of the Qur’an, “for no
one is more knowledgeable about the meaning of the speech of
Allah, the Exalted and the Most High, than Allah.” Second, he wrote,
he wanted to explain the legal implications of the Qur'an’s verses:
“We explain the rulings they contain, and their evidences from the
Sunna, and the statements of the scholars regarding that, and we
give weight to what appears to us to be the best supported by the
evidence, without partisanship for a specific school.””* Al-Shinqiti’s
Adwa’ al-bayan quickly became one of the most famous and respected
tafsir works of the late twentieth century.

Alongside works of tafsir in Arabic, West African Muslims have also

published translations of the Qur’an into regional and local languages.
Oral translations unfolded for centuries, but written translations
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were uncommon. In the twentieth century, Nigerian scholars
produced two major translations into Hausa, namely the 1979
translation by Abubakar Gumi (d. 1992) and the 1988 translation by
Nasiru Kabara (d. 1996). Gumi, chief judge of the Northern Region
of Nigeria in the 1960s, became a pioneer of the Salafi movement
in the country, whereas Kabara was a major shaykh within the
Qadiriyya Sufi order. In a compelling analysis, the scholar Andrea
Brigaglia points to how the two texts became a field of debate over
the legitimacy of Sufism, as well as over the proper theological and
exegetical framework for interpreting the Quran.*

Figh and Usil al-Figh

In terms of figh, West Africa has long been a primarily Maliki zone,
with core Maliki texts such as the Risala of ‘Abd Allah bin Abi Zayd
al-Qayrawani (d. 996) and the Mukhtasar of Khalil bin Ishaq (d. 1374)
enjoying wide influence. From precolonial times, some of the

most famous West African jurists include Ahmad Baba (d. 1627) of
Timbuktu, Sidi ‘Abd Allah bin al-Hajj Ibrahim al-‘Alaw1 (d. 1818) of
what is now Mauritania, and Muhammad Yahya al-Walati (d. 1912),
also of present-day Mauritania. The latter two are particularly well
known for their contributions to usil al-figh. Al-‘Alaw1 authored the
1,000-line poem Maragqi al-su'id (Ladders of Good Fortune) and also
wrote a prose commentary on it called Nashr al-buniid (Unrolling the
Clauses). Al-Walati wrote various works, including a commentary on
Maraqi al-su'ud, as well as a widely used teaching text on usil al-figh
titled Iysal al-salik fi usul al-imam Malik (Leading the Seeker to the
Methods of Imam Malik).

One authoritative work of figh written by a West African in the
twentieth century was Ashal al-madarik (The Easiest of the Faculties)
by Abu Bakr al-Katsinaw1 (d. 1977) of Nigeria and then of Saudi Arabia.
Al-Katsinawi grew up as a student of knowledge in Nigeria, then left
for the Haramayn in 1922-1923 and studied with some of the most
prominent Maliki shaykhs there, such as ‘Abbas bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
al-Hasani (d. ca. 1934) and his son ‘Alawi (d. ca. 1971). Al-Katsinawi’s
Ashal al-madarik is a commentary upon Irshad al-Salik (Guiding the
Seeker) by ‘Abd al-Rahman bin Muhammad bin ‘Askar al-Baghdadi
(d. 1332). Ibn ‘Askar’s text is a terse manual in the genre of the
mukhtasar (abridgment), giving the perspective of the Iraqi Malikis,
who differed from the majority opinions of the school on various
points. Al-Katsinawi’s commentary opens up the original text in a
sprawling, three-volume treatment that not only explains Ibn ‘Askar’s
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meanings but also brings numerous quotations and both comple-
mentary and contrasting points of view from other Maliki texts,
ranging from the earliest authorities to later scholars.

Another, similarly accomplished text from the contemporary period
is the versification of the Mukhtasar of Khalil by the Mauritanian
scholar Muhammad Salim Wuld ‘Addad (d. 2009). Wuld ‘Addad
hailed from a famous scholarly family in Mauritania. His father
was also a prominent shaykh, Muhammad ‘Ali bin ‘Abd al-Wadad
(d. 1982), and his nephew is the world famous Shaykh Muhammad
al-Hasan Wuld al-Dedew (b. 1963). Wuld ‘Addad, at a time when
few Mauritanians had opportunity for formal studies, and even
fewer to study outside the country, was part of a delegation of young
judges sent to study in Tunisia in 1961. Rising through the hierarchy
of judges back home in Mauritania in the 1960s and 1970s, he pushed
for greater implementation of what he saw as the dictates of the Sharia.
He lamented in a letter to Mauritania’s then-president, Mukhtar Ould
Daddah (d. 2003, r. 1960-1978), that the country’s law codes sometimes
put judges in the position of ruling in ways that clearly contradicted
“a clear ruling based on obvious evidence from the speech of Allah Most
High, or the Sunna of the Messenger, peace and blessings upon him
and his people, or the consensus of the pious predecessors.” Wuld
‘Addiid continued that he feared such contradictions “have entered us—
and refuge is in Allah—under the punishment of the verses from Strat
al-M2’ida,”* namely verses 44, 45, and 47 concerning “those who do not
judge based on what Allah has revealed.”

Ultimately, some elements of the Sharia were introduced under the
military regime of Mohamed Khouna Ould Haidallah (r. 1980-1984),
although the exact place of the Sharia in Mauritania and the meaning
of the country’s official status as an “Islamic Republic” both remain
objects of considerable debate and reflection. Meanwhile, Wuld
‘Addud went on to serve in high roles under the military regime

of Maaouya Sid’Ahmed Ould Taya (r. 1984—2005), including as head
of the Supreme Court (1984-1987), as well as Minister of Culture and
Islamic Guidance (1987-1992) and head of the High Islamic Council
(1992-1997). Wuld ‘Addud’s versification of the Mukhtasar, entitled
al-Tashil wa-I-takmil (Facilitating and Completing), was accompanied
by his own commentary, al-Tadhlil wa-I-tadhyil (Surmounting and
Supplementing). The finished project is a staggering, six-volume set
of over 4,000 pages. He completed the work during the last decades
of his life, even amid substantial responsibilities connected to his
high positions in the state.
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Sufism

Sufism has been a major religious, social, and political force in West
Africa. Far from the caricature of the African Sufi “marabout” as an
ignorant charlatan,** major studies have shown that Sufi leaders—
such as Ahmadou Bamba (d. 1927) and Ibrahim Niasse (d. 1975)—
were immersed in the wider Sunni scholarly tradition.* Bamba,
who founded the Muridiyya Sufi order in what is now Senegal, left a
substantial literary legacy, as did Niasse, who led an important branch
of the Tijaniyya Sufi order and won followers from Senegal to Sudan
and beyond. Both Bamba’s and Niasse’s works include praise poems
about the Prophet <, as well as poems and manuals focusing on
spiritual discipline and the Sufi path. Both Bamba and Niasse wrote
in other genres as well. In poems such as Masalik al-jinan (Paths of
Paradise), Bamba hearkened back to great Sufi masters of the past,
connecting himself to Abt Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), Ahmad bin
Muhammad bin ‘Ata Allah (d. 1310) of the Shadhiliyya Sufi order,
Muhammad al-Daymani (d. 1752) of the Shadhiliyya, and Sidi
al-Mukhtar al-Kunti (d. 1811) of the Qadiriyya Sufi order; Masalik
al-jinan versified and expanded upon al-Daymani’s Khatimat
al-tasawwuf (The Seal of Sufism).

In one notable section of the poem, Bamba cautioned the reader
against racism, saying his being “of the blacks” should not deter

the reader from heeding his words: “For the noblest of servants
according to Allah/Is the most pious among them, without a doubt
(bi-la i‘'shtibah)/And the blackness of the body does not entail/The
idiocy of the person or poor understanding.” The poetry of Bamba,
_ Niasse, and other West African Sufis has been
= translated and analyzed extensively. For

B example, South Africa’s Shaykh Fakhruddin
Owaisi maintains a blog with numerous
translations of Niasse’s poems, supplications,
and other statements,?® and a 2018 collection
by three major scholars included analyses and
translations of various Sufi works from West
Africa.’” Indeed, literary production in terms
of editing, disseminating, and commenting
upon the works of Bamba, Niasse, and other
major shaykhs constitutes a whole genre in
and of itself. Meanwhile, both the Muridiyya
and the Tijaniyya have tremendous followings
within the West African diaspora, including
in the United States.?®

Ibrahim Niasse (d. 1975)
Marabate, CC BY-SA 4.0,
via Wikimedia Commons.
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During the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the dominance

of Sufi orders in West Africa has been challenged by other Muslims.
Anti-Sufi writings accused Sufis of introducing blameworthy
innovations (bida', singular bid ‘a) into the religion, making unsup-
portable theological claims, and exploiting followers for personal
gain. Wherever one stands on Sufism, anti-Sufis have become
significant voices in the region and thus must be taken into account
when examining contemporary Islamic thought there. Key anti-Sufis
of the twentieth century include Nigeria’s Abubakar Gumi, notably
in his work al-Aqida al-sahiha bi-muwafaqat al-shari‘a (The Correct
Creed in Accordance with the Shari‘a). Gumi held a number of
influential roles in his lifetime, from senior Islamic judge of the
Northern Region of Nigeria (1962-1966) to the spiritual mentor of
the anti-Sufi mass movement Jama‘at Izalat al-Bid‘a wa-Igamat
al-Sunna (The Society for Removing [Blameworthy] Innovation and
Establishing the Prophetic Model—a loaded name, to be sure).”” His
autobiography Where I Stand, published during the year of his death
in 1992, offers a fascinating look at how colonial education, social
change, independence-era politics, and the influence of Saudi Arabia
all combined to shape his anti-Sufism.>° The Tijaniyya in particular
has attracted intensive criticism due to the intensity of some of the
order’s spiritual claims, and those criticisms have in turn generated
intensive efforts to defend and justify the order’s teachings.

Islamic Social Science

Starting in the mid-twentieth century, various West African authors
became interested in applying tools drawn from Western social
science—particularly history but also anthropology and literary
studies—in order to chronicle and analyze their region’s Islamic
intellectual heritage. Such writers were not only Muslims by back-
ground but wrote as Muslims, giving their works a different valence
and orientation than those of non-Muslim Western academic writers
who were covering the same broad topics.

There are several important works in this genre from Nigeria. In British
colonial Northern Nigeria, where the British made an awkward pact
with local Muslim emirs to allow a version of the Shari’a to be enforced,
elite colonial schools sought to train future shari’a judges. Some of the
graduates of such schools became formidable intellectuals, going on
to study in the Arab world and ultimately taking advantage of their
hybrid educations to produce major works of history. Key works from
Northern Nigeria include Al-Islam fi Nayjiriya wa-I-shaykh ‘Uthman
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bin Fudi al-Fulani (Islam in Nigeria and Shaykh ‘Uthman dan Fodio
the Fulani, 1950) by Adam al-Ilori (d. 1992), al-Thaqafa al-‘arabiyya
fi Nayjiriya (Arabic Culture in Nigeria, 1972) by ‘Ali Aba Bakr, and
of the Arabic Language and Its Literatures in Nigeria, 1977) by Shehu
Galadanci (b. 1933). In addition to the Nigerian scholars, other West
Africans have also produced works in this genre such as al-Thaqafa
al-‘arabiyya al-islamiyya fi gharb Ifriqiya (Arabic Islamic Culture in
West Africa, 2015) by ‘Umar Muhammad Salih al-Fulani.

In British colonial Northern Nigeria, where
the British made an awkward pact with
local Muslim emirs to allow a version of the
Shari’a to be enforced, elite colonial schools
sought to train future shari’a judges. Some
of the graduates of such schools became
formidable intellectuals, going on to study
in the Arab world and ultimately taking
advantage of their hybrid educations to
produce major works of history.

To take ‘Ali Abti Bakr’s book as an example, the author chronicled key
developments in Islamic thought in what is now Nigeria from 1750 to
1960, the year of Nigeria’s independence. Based on the author’s Ph.D.
dissertation completed at the University of Cairo in 1967, al-Thaqafa
al-‘avabiyya fi Nayjiriya comprises six main chapters, notably the early
history of Islamic northwest Africa, the career of ‘Uthman dan Fodio
(the reformer and jihad leader who established the Sokoto Caliphate)
and some of his successors, models of Arabic and Islamic instruction
in Nigeria, literary production in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, poetry and prose in the same period, and the influence of
Arabic upon local languages. As a kind of insider-outsider researcher
and the son of a major shaykh himself, Aba Bakr brought both a
critical and a religious sensibility to his work, which is striking in its
blend of Western academic methods, Islamically oriented fieldwork,
and wide consultation of unpublished manuscripts. Abt Bakr also
interspersed his own reflections, deeply influenced by Islamic
modernism, on the state of Islamic learning in Nigeria in his own
time—the pivotal period around independence.
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Conclusion

The outlook for Islamic intellectual production in West Africa is,

in sha” Allah, quite bright. The region has a still somewhat neglected
Arabic and ‘ajaml literary heritage, but more of that heritage is
coming to light now amid efforts to catalogue, digitize, and publish
manuscripts. Meanwhile, there is a slow but steady integration of
West African Muslim thought into global Muslim consciousness,

as the internet, diasporic movements, Arabic-language publishing, and
Western academia bring greater awareness to the region’s contributions.
At the same time, considerable challenges remain for this region as
elsewhere, including armed conflict in Nigeria and the Sahel as well as
tight restrictions on political activity and religious expression in some
West African countries. As Allah says in Sairat al-Sharh, “Surely with
hardship comes ease” (Q. 94:6). Crises may yet produce more great
works of scholarship, with the permission of Allah. West Africa,

a key zone of the umma, has a tremendous amount to offer.
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A Case for
Thinking and
Living Theologically:

Faith, Imagination, and Malcolm X

MARTIN NGUYEN

re our lives as we wish them to be? Are our lives as they ought

to be? I pose these questions, of course, with a life of faith in

mind. Were tomorrow to mark the end of our time on this
earth, could we name the days that had come before as having been
lived in the fullness of faith, or, at the very least, lived in earnest seeking
of it? Our answer, naturally depends on what a life of faith means and
therefore entails. I pen these words in hopes that we might listen and
consider thinking over these questions theologically."' Put another way,
this is an essay that proposes that thinking and living theologically is
how we seek to live in close accord with the will of God and in intimate
imitation of the prophets who came before us. This is an essay that
places theology at the heart of a life of faith. It is also an essay that will
argue that faith and righteousness are inseparably joined—not just for
each of us individually, but for us collectively as a community.

Theology

What precisely, then, do I mean by theology? What exactly does theology
do? Why does it matter? For most Muslims living in the English-
speaking world, the word “theology” points to the stuff of faith—it is
what we confess, it concerns what we believe. Thus, theology is often
understood to be an enumeration of our beliefs: that we believe in God,
in angels, in scriptures, in prophets and messengers, in the Last Day,
and that God decrees all things, both the good as well as the bad.* It is
a belief that our time on this earth is brief and that all that we do on it
is not lost before God. It is a belief that at the end of all things we shall
be held to account—that we shall stand before the Almighty to be
judged. It is a belief that either Heaven or Hell awaits us in the time
after, al-Akhira.

106

1.

2.

The main arguments of this essay arise
from an earlier book, Modern Muslim
Theology. This essay invites the reader
to engage with that work, where the
ideas shared here are explored in
greater depth.

This is drawn from the definition of
iman provided in the hadith of Jibril.
Al-Nawawi, Al-Arba‘in al-Nawawiyya:
The Forty Hadiths of Imam Nawawi, trans.
Khalid Williams (Thya Publishing, 2022),
27-28; al-Nawaw1, Al-Nawaw1’s Forty
Hadith, trans. Ezzedin Ibrahim & Denys
Johnson-Davies (Dar al-Ilm, n.d.), 30-31.



And so, when it comes to theology we often turn to creed ( ‘aqida) that
attempts to profess for us the most fundamental aspects of faith to
which we are bound (invoking that root meaning of “binding,” -¢-d).
Or we might think of philosophical theology (so much “talk”), “ilm
al-kalam, which so often consists of apologetics and polemics, or, in
other words, the drive to declare our beliefs correct (apologetics) and
to argue how those of others are incorrect (polemics). Of course, these
fields of learning are a part of the Islamic tradition and have proved
important at different times for preserving our community’s fidelity
and integrity. This is why such care and consideration continues to
be exerted in translating ‘aqida and kalam texts into our everyday
vernaculars. These words continue to speak to us. They remain useful,
if not critical, for refining our philosophical capacity and acumen.

Yet theology, I contend, is more than this. It also entails the felt and
embodied conviction that God loves,? that God forgives (Q. 4:110,

Q. 39:53), that God’s mercy outweighs God’s wrath,* that God’s mercy
encompasses all things (Q. 7:156), that God desires our faith and our
righteousness together (Q. 4:124, Q. 5:93, Q. 10:9, Q. 16:97, Q. 18:30
passim), that God is closer to us than our jugular vein (Q. 50:16), that
whithersoever we turn, there is the face of God (Q. 2:115), and that
when we approach God by a handbreadth, God approaches us by an
arm’s length, when we approach by an arm’s length, God approaches
by a fathom, and that when we come walking, God comes running.’
These are dimensions of our faith that we are blessed to experience
throughout the course of our lives, within and beyond the realm of
reason. Muslim theology, then, is also our belief that the Divine is not
a power distant and disinterested in our lives, but a God of revelation
and response, a God of palpable proximity, a God who hears all, sees
all, and speaks to each and every one of us. Theology is our living
before the overwhelming presence of the Merciful.

As I hope I am making clear, theology is more than an enumeration
of articles of belief. It is far more intimate, existential, and direct.
It steals into the interstices of our being. I am proposing that we
understand theology from a deeply relational perspective, specifically
that theology is, first and foremost, how we human servants respond to
God, in both the most fundamental and fullest of ways. It is what Muslims
often capture through words such as din and iman.® Throughout
human history God has continually disclosed Himself to us through
revelation, through prophets and messengers, through the testaments
of scripture, through signs in creation, and through signs latent
within our human selves (Q. 41:53). God speaks to us always and
everywhere, and in this sense, His speech is eternal and ongoing.
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Indeed, God speaks like no other. The revelation of the divine
possesses a multivocality and multivalency that is unmatched.
During the time of its initial revelation upon the earth, the Qur'an
was addressing those in that immediate moment: our Prophet and
Messenger &, his faithful followers, his enemies, the hypocrites,
and all those near and far, all at once. And yet, in all the moments
afore and after, the Qur’an still addresses each and every one of
us as we traverse the span of this life and this world that we are
afforded. In the Qur'an and through it, God speaks directly to each
of us. This is no address locked in the past, but one that still speaks.
It speaks to us now. What, then, is our response?

Theology is how we choose to live
in response to revelation. Not just
convictions or beliefs, theology is
all that we do: every devotion, every
deed, and every act great and small.

It is within this reality—where the weight of God’s revelation
continuously addresses us, invites us, and confronts us—that
theology arises. We are called to respond. What will we “say” back?
Theology encompasses the many ways that we creatures struggle to
respond to our Creator. Derived from theos (“the divine”) and logos
(“speech, word”), it is, in one sense, “speech about God” or our
“account of divinity.” That, however, is too limiting. Theology is more
directly what we are saying back to God. It is more existentially the
very account of our lives lived before the Divine. In other words,
theology is how we choose to live in response to revelation. Not just
convictions or beliefs, theology is all that we do: every devotion,
every deed, and every act great and small. It encompasses the
ethical, the relational, and the jurisprudential (or matters of figh)
within our lives. It includes the care we extend to (or withhold from)
others and the works of good we seek to do or fail to fulfill because
we are never outside of revelation’s address. We are ever within it.
Think not of theology, then, as just the bedrock of what it means to
be human. It is, at the same time, something more immediate.
Theology is what we are doing now and in every moment—all of
us—whether we are conscious of it or not.
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Living in the World

With respect to our lives of faith we must also take into account our
place in this life and this world. God does not address us in a void—
we abide in the particularities of the dunya. And the dunya, for its part,
is far from a still and quiet place. It is thick with noise. It is turbulent.
And We will indeed test you with a touch of fear and famine, and loss of
wealth, lives, and fruits (Q. 2:155). We try you with evil and good, as a trial,
then unto Us shall you be returned (Q. 21:35). Our time in this dunya is

a time of vicissitudes. The Almighty is ever testing us as long as we
dwell here. Disparities and difficulties abound. Ceaselessly and
cyclically, we are beset with war, violence, loss, and harm. Disease,
disaster, and deprivation assume varied forms. Even the wrongs we
commit against one another have their distinctive traits, shapes,
and genealogies—wrongs wrapped in hubristic ideas like nation,
race, and individuality. The houses of Pharaoh are many and we
abide within them. Consider too the more personal tragedies that
beset us periodically: fortunes foiled, lives lost, and trusts broken.
The very face of our tribulations is ever changing, uniquely attuned
to the circumstances of our lives. What we face now are catastrophes
particular to our moment and our place in this life at this time.

This world has presented us with a ceaseless stream of tribulations,
has it not? The earth groans under our weight as we teeter on the brink
of climate collapse. War and genocide are very much alive around us.
The plight of Palestine stands as an enduring and poignant reminder.
Widespread destruction, death, and ruination are not hidden from
view but rolled into our daily scroll. To pursue the life of faith, then, is
to respond to the world as well. It too cries out. It too has its demands
and challenges for us. We respond to creation and the Creator at once.

Faced with a multitude of worldly injustices and iniquities, arguably
from a frame and on a scale fundamentally different than in times
past, we are ever engaged with navigating and negotiating the trials
that seek to overtake us. Yet, we are not addressed alone. God has
placed us within so many circles of community. We are to one another,
children, parents, and partners, neighbors and strangers, providers,
caretakers, and recipients in kind to an array of other souls. We are
part of a community of faith. Our response to God and the world, then,
must account for these relationships and the responsibilities and
duties that they oblige.

This is all to say, there are as many theologies possible as there are
ways of living that nurture our connection to the Divine and maintain
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unstinting in their devotion to the Divine and unwavering in their

observance of worship, each offers a different example of how to enact

and embody righteousness in the world. Likewise, no theology formed

in line with the prophetic paradigm stands categorically above the rest.

The nature and form of how we respond to God, our theology, is

shaped by the circumstances and challenges of our time, place, and

person. Our responses to God will differ—they must—if we each are

to be attentive to our particular place and purpose in this life. We

must ask ourselves: what challenges confront us most pointedly? Then,

how ought our lives unfold accordingly? What will be the form of our

faithfulness? How will we work righteously through the troubles and

trials of this world?

To pursue the life of faith, then, is to
respond to the world as well. It too
cries out. It too has its demands and
challenges for us. We respond to
creation and the Creator at once.

Imagination

To answer these questions, I would have us consider another key
element. To respond well—to live one’s theology faithfully—requires
a faculty that we often overlook: vision. By vision, though, I am not
referring to that ocular faculty that grants us sight so often referred to
in the Quran (Q. 16:78, Q. 23:78) and so carefully studied and observed
by our physicians and philosophers.” Rather, I am referring to our
ability to imagine, to envision within our minds that which is not
immediately before us. I believe the imagination, with all its energy
and capaciousness, is needed now more than ever.

Historically, reason and rationality have commanded greater attention
when it comes to theology. Reason, of course, has its place. It will
always be important. The thinkers of our past gravitated to reason as
that faculty which set human beings apart from other creatures, the
beasts of the land, sky, and sea. But the world today is a dramatically
different place. Algorithms and machines of human design possess a
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greater fidelity to reason than our own. Computers and automation
dominate our everyday existence. Our lives are hyper rationalized.
Reason is so pervasive it no longer serves as it once did as a point

of human distinction. Do the banks of servers we build really serve
us or have we become their servants as we cede to them space and
resources? Out of convenience and complacency, we seem to be
submitting ourselves more and more to digital determinations,
rather than to the One to whom we ought to surrender. Human
reason alone is not enough.

Resurfacing in significance are our other faculties—the imagination,

I contend, in particular. We use this subtle faculty all the time in order
to anticipate things to come or help determine a course to follow. The
imagination is the engine behind our ability to envision possibilities.
From it, springs both creativity and insight. The imagination illumines
untried avenues and overlooked connections. It shapes our sense of
beauty and propels us towards dreams. Indeed, its function is
foundational for faith itself.

Our community of faith has never been without it; the imagination
has been with us since the beginning. While often unnamed, it hides
in plain sight. It underlies that well-known counsel of the Prophet
Muhammad ¢ related in the hadith of Jibril: “Worship God as if you
see Him, for though you do not see Him, He sees you.”® The Prophet
offers these words in response to a query about the nature of ihsan or
spiritual excellence. For our purposes, his response is telling because
the imagination is here, just beneath the surface of this prophetic
utterance. Although the word “imagine” does not appear here or
elsewhere in the account, the Messenger of God 4 is inviting us

to do just this: “Worship God as if you see Him....” We are asked

to imagine that we can see God—that we can envision Allah—as if
the Divine could be visibly manifest, even though the Almighty is
unseen. We are being instructed that the imagination is precisely
the means for pursuing spiritual excellence, ihsan, in our lives. This
is what the imagination does, it summons into our consciousness
that which is not immediately present. This faculty, endowed by the
Divine, is our access to the realities of the Unseen. And in this life,
foremost of the Unseen is the transcendent Creator, our Lord and
Sustainer. In this way, we are directed to “Worship God as if you see
Him...” We are directed to imagine this. Imagination, then, is not
incidental to theology. It can animate the entire enterprise. For
through the imagination, we are able to envision those relationships
to which God is ever calling us. Our imaginations light the way.
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Malcolm’s Theology

Until now I have dealt primarily with ideas—theology, revelation,
imagination, and our response. To put it plainly, I have been speaking
of theology in theory. What I hope will be more compelling is to
behold theology in practice—to imagine it—unfolding in the lives of
those around us. We need only look to the past to find so many
examples. With that in mind, allow me to describe a theology lived
not too far distant from our present lives. Consider with me the
theology lived by El Hajj Malik El Shabazz, our brother, Malcolm X.
Having left us sixty years ago, we have reached what would have been
his one hundredth year, had God allowed more time. Although many
decades have passed since his death, the faith and works of Malcolm
continue to resonate with us.

Without question, Malcolm’s presence continues to loom large on
our horizon. We invoke his words regularly. We continue to share his
critiques. His image, striking and uncompromising, has become a
symbol of challenge and an icon for struggle. Malcolm endures, in
part, because the injustices that he confronted during his lifetime
have yet to be undone. They continue to beleaguer us. How Malcolm
lived and died—his theology—speaks as much to us now as it did to
those who lived alongside him. What of his wisdom, words, and works
can we draw from in the formation of our own faith right now? While
there are many lessons we might learn from Malcolm’s life, I would
have us consider one aspect in particular. But to appreciate it, we must
first concern ourselves with how his life is commonly shared.

How Malcolm lived and died—his
theology—speaks as much to us now as
it did to those who lived alongside him.

Malcolm is, of course, far from an unknown. The general contours
of his life have been conveyed through so many popular accounts
and portrayals. Media coverage abounds. In the main, the narrative
unfolds in three acts. Act One: While still a child, Malcolm Little
loses his parents. His father, Earl, dies in unclear circumstances,
either as the result of an accident or escalating hostilities from white
supremacists. Then, his mother, Louise, is institutionalized through
state antagonism. The children, Malcolm included, are separated
from one another and forced into foster care. Unfortunately, for the
young, searching, and impressionable Malcolm, waywardness takes
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hold. Soon enough, he strays. Reckless and spiraling, Malcolm lands
in jail, as much a result of his race as the life of vice that he pursued.
Yet it is there, at the bottom, that he begins his climb.

Act Two: Malcolm, now a young man, finds discipline and liberation
during his imprisonment through the teachings of the Honorable
Elijah Muhammad. Upon his release, he joins the Nation of Islam

as a true believer, quickly becoming an earnest minister. It is at this
time that Malcolm X replaces Malcolm Little. Recruiting, organizing,
and inspiring, Minister Malcolm rises through the ranks, eventually
elevated by Elijah himself to National Minister. At the same time the
country is embroiled in a period of roiling racial turmoil (did it ever
end?), during which Malcolm erupts on the American stage. He is
outspoken. He is unrelenting. In body and voice Malcolm is an incisive
critique of white America: Race disfigures you. He calls them to
righteous account. At the same time, he calls his own Black com-
munity together towards unapologetic uplift.

Act Three: Then, comes scandal—not from without but from within.
Discoveries of immoral behavior set Malcolm at odds with his former
mentor. His faith in the Nation is shaken. He is cast out. He cuts
himself free. Unmoored, Malcolm turns to the broader swath of the
Muslim umma—that global community of faith—and journeys abroad.
A humbling visit to the holy city of Mecca catalyzes another cascade of
changes. Attracted by the gravitational force of the Qur'an and Ka‘ba,
Malcolm is drawn into a new orbit. His transformation continues.
He turns increasingly to the promise of the wider Third World
struggle and the potential of an imagined Muslim International. He
sets the name El Hajj Malik El Shabazz alongside Malcolm X. But then,
before another year passes, Malcolm X is assassinated on February 2.1,
1965. In full view of his community and family, he is slain on the stage
of the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem. God calls him back and we now
live in the wake of Malcolm’s passing from this life to the next.

As Malcolm himself describes, “My life has always been one of
changes.” The currents of those changes can be felt in between the
lines of the preceding narrative. Certainty of those currents can sweep
us away. Indeed, the Malcolm X that often captures our imagination
is the Malcolm of Mecca. Words so often shared are those that
Malcolm pens after his hajj pilgrimage:

Never have I witnessed such sincere hospitality and the over-

whelming spirit of true brotherhood as is practiced by people of
all colors and races here in this Ancient Holy Land, the home of

113

9. Malcolm X & Alex Haley, The Autobiography
of Malcolm X (Grove Press, 1965), 408.



Abraham, Muhammad, and all the other prophets of the Holy
Scriptures... During the past eleven days here in the Muslim world,
I have eaten from the same plate, drunk from the same glass, and
slept in the same bed (or on the same rug)—while praying to the
same God—with fellow Muslims, whose eyes were the bluest of blue,
whose hair was the blondest of blond, and whose skin was the
whitest of white... We were truly all the same (brothers)—because
their belief in one God had removed the ‘white’ from their minds,
the ‘white’ from their behavior, and the ‘white’ from their attitude.*

These are powerful words—enamoring. They ring, almost, with a note
of triumphalism. Malcolm’s experience of religious brotherhood,
seemingly unsullied by race, is what proves so pivotal for the changing
shape of his faith. This, we might think, is our doing—we Muslims,
exemplary in conduct, untainted, an inspiration.

Yet, a closer look reveals more of Malcolm’s thinking. Other truths
were becoming apparent to him during his time with the wider umma.
Elsewhere he writes, “They say ‘Insha Allah’ and then wait; and as
they are waiting the world passes them by.” These are not words
composed for his autobiography nor shared in any speech. They were
confided in the sanctum of his diary, a travelogue that Malcolm kept
during the last year of his life. They were written on April 24, 1964,
two days after the Hajj, out of the same experience that inspired
those other words: “Never have I witnessed...” Although more spare,
this line about “They say ‘Insha Allah...” cuts incisively because it
represents an indictment—or an admonishment—of us. As moved
as Malcolm was by the pilgrimage, his fellow Muslims had also given
him cause for consternation, captured in that oft-uttered phrase in
sha’ Allah, “if God wills.”

What troubles Malcolm, however, is not the phrase itself, but the
manner of its invocation—an invocation that many of us have
encountered and perhaps been guilty of deploying ourselves. It is
an in sha’ Allah given as ambivalent response. It is a lackadaisical,
non-committal affirmation that is, in truth, no affirmation at all.
Will you join us? Will you take action? Will you commit? In sha’ Allah...
uttered only to mask emptiness. Malcolm received—he felt—this
response all too frequently during his time with Muslims abroad.

While a single line, the diary entry reconfigures the narrative of
Malcolm’s life, the shape of his theology. It shines a light on an often
overlooked aspect of Malcolm’s later life; when Malcolm journeyed
overseas, he was not only looking to recenter his faith, he was also
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earnestly searching for support for the cause of his Black community
back home. He was seeking justice. Driven by righteousness and hope,
he crisscrossed continents for the sake of this cause. Yet time and
again his efforts were met with equivocation. The Muslims were no
different. They were willing to pray with Malcolm, but were they
willing to stand, work, and struggle alongside him as well? All too
often the response was this exhausting in sha’ Allah of inaction—a
response intended to distance and delay, a response that let the weight
of this world continue to press and oppress. Imagine if our response to
God was issued with such ambivalence. Imagine if our reply to the call
of the Divine were so muted and empty! Yet when Malcolm sought to
rouse his newfound community to righteousness, the answers were
hollow, rather than holy.

Malcolm’s vision of the faith worked differently. In a different letter
written in the wake of Hajj, Malcolm spells this out:

The Muslim world is forced to concern itself, from the moral point
of view in its own religious concepts, with the fact that our plight
clearly involves the violation of our human rights. The Koran
compels the Muslim world to take a stand on the side of those
victims whose human rights are being violated, no matter what
the religious persuasion of the victim is. Islam is a religion that
concerns itself with the human rights of all mankind, despite
race, color, or creed.'

Here, Malcolm is not describing the Muslim world as it is, but how it
ought to be. If Muslims hope to keep true to the faith’s “own religious
concepts,” then they must also concern themselves with the work of
justice. For Malcolm, the life of faith is inconceivable without righteous-
ness. Rather, it requires it. This, at least, is what Malcolm hears from
revelation: “The Koran compels....” It is a vision where faith and the
practice of righteousness are inseparable.

Malcolm is not wrong. In verse after verse, the Almighty calls us to
be among those who have faith and do righteous deeds—alladhina amani
wa-‘amili al-salihat (Q. 2:25, passim). The faithful servants of God are
asked to hold faith and righteous works together in all that they do.
The two are intimately connected. Faith seeks expression in the world
as much as it does within ourselves. It possesses a luminousness that
we are not meant to dim or contain. We are meant, instead, to kindle
it to brilliance. Likewise, righteousness stutters and fails if not
sufficiently fueled. Faith is that animating energy. Through it our
works in the world are sustained. How else are we to enjoin the right
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and forbid the wrong so often repeated in the Qur’an? Perform prayer,
enjoin the right and forbid the wrong, and patiently persevere over whatever
befalls you (Q. 31:17).

Malcolm’s critique, then, is ultimately a call for us to be prophetic—
that is, to be like the prophets who came before us, may God’s peace
be upon them all. Just as the prophets of the past joined faith and
righteousness—the prophet Moses against the house of Pharaoh, the
prophet Salih against the excesses of Thamiid, the prophet Hud against
the self-aggrandizement of ‘Ad, the prophet Shu‘ayb against the ava-
rice of Madyan, the Prophet Muhammad # against the animus of the
Quraysh—so too are we summoned to follow in kind. This too is the
sunna of the prophets. We are not only asked to worship and pray like
the prophets, but to commit to the work of righteousness as they did.

Malcolm’s critique is ultimately a call
for us to be prophetic—that is, to be
like the prophets who came before us,
may God’s peace be upon them all.

Revelation has always called us to set righteousness alongside faith, to
twin and intertwine the two. Malcolm understood this well after the
Hajj. The insha’ Allah of ambivalence leaves off this labor of conjoining
for some unknown other time. Yet the only time we have, the only
time of which we are assured, is the present. This is what lies at the
heart of the Quranic injunction: “And do not say of anything ‘I will do it
tomorrow’ except [that you add] if God wills (in sha’ Allah).” (Q. 18:23-24).
That is an insha’ Allah of a different register—the right register. It is an
insha’ Allah of faithful commitment. It is an expression of conviction
made in deference to the Divine. It is a resolution to act as long as the
Almighty affords us a tomorrow to come. It is a response to God that
acknowledges the Merciful as the ultimate determiner of all our affairs.

As a Black man in the United States, Malcolm knew this truth

existentially, even if he used different words to describe it, “It has

always been my belief that I, too, will die by violence. I have done all

that I can to be prepared.” He had no patience for empty insha’ Allahs.

Rather, those divine words were intended as a means for preparation,

a faith-informed readiness. God alone knows our ajal, our appointed

time. We can only proceed for as long as Allah decrees with faith 13, Malcolm X & Alex Haley, The
and righteousness at the ready for a troubled world in need of both. Autobiography of Malcolm X, 2.
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This is what Malcolm heard from revelation. It is what revelation
continues to say to us now, individually and collectively.

We may each be called to be a servant of God, but we are also called as
a faithful and righteous community, an umma. Let there be from among
you a community calling to goodness, enjoining the right and forbidding the
wrong. It is they who are the successful (Q. 3:104). It is not that some must
hold forth, while others hide behind empty insha’ Allahs. We are called
altogether to be that enjoining and forbidding community of God. Just
as Malcolm sought support against the wickedness of the world in his
time, so too must we do in ours. And just as his commitment to faith
and righteousness was never imagined as a solitary endeavor, so too
are we called to find one another in faith and the work of righteousness.
God speaks to us as ever. In our response, we must bring together
faith and righteous works, enjoin the right and forbid the wrong, and
do so as a committed community of faith, insha’ Allah, laboring in
solidarity with those in most need of such work. This is a theology
imagined for today, one inspired by a theology that Malcolm etched
out across the 39 years of life that the Merciful granted him.

In the end, this is an invitation to participate more deliberately and
thoughtfully in our pursuit of a life of faith. It is an invitation to
imagine how we are each responding to God’s call for faith and
righteousness in our individual circumstances but also as a prophetic
community. It is a proposal for the community of faith to undertake
the practice of theology with greater care, courage, and imagination.
In our times, it is not enough to simply strive to live piously. We must
take the time to discern our place in the world and the purpose
behind the lives we choose to live. We must reflect deeply on what
it means to serve God in the here and now. Ultimately, this is an
invitation to the faithful and the faith-seeking to imagine theology
for ourselves and with one another as an invigorating and meaningful
mode of life. This latter part is, perhaps, the hardest task of all, for to
be part of a community of faith is to live with so many measures of
difference. It is one thing to live in accord with our personal vision of
faith and righteousness before God, it is another to do so as a shared
vision. Yet it is well within imagining. It has been so in the past, it

is what Malcolm so fervently worked towards, and it is what God
continues to call us to with the time that we are given. Such a life
and such a community are—God willing—attainable.
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Rediscovering
Faith:

How New Testament
Criticism Led an
Englishman to Islam

PAUL WILLIAMS

The grandfather of British Islam, Gai Eaton, himself a convert to
Islam, wrote,

One who enters the community of Islam by choice, rather than
by birth, sinks roots into the ground of the religion, the Quran
and the traditions of the Prophet; but the habits and customs

of the Muslim peoples are not his. He lacks their strengths and
is immune from their weaknesses; immune, above all, from the
psychological ‘complexes’ which are the result of their recent
history. He does not become a mimic Arab, since he knows that
Islam, as a world religion, owes both its endurance and its rich
fabric to the entry, century after century, of outlanders: Persians,
Berbers, Mongols, Turks, Indians, Malays, Africans. These out-
landers often broke the mold cherished by the Arabs, but they
vivified the religion, and with it the culture and society that are
stamped with its mark. Islam has created an immediately recog-
nisable design for human living, but the way in which this design
has been filled out and coloured has differed widely from one
region of the Dar-ul-Islam (the ‘House of Islam’) to another; the
peacock’s tail has been spread over the world.

ome years ago, while in London, I came across these words
@ in a book whose mellifluous prose immediately captivated
me. Its author—an Englishman of uncommon eloquence
and intellectual depth—Ileft a lasting impression. At the time, I was
a committed Christian, not by cultural inheritance but by conviction.
Yet as I progressed through the chapters, something within me
began to shift. A quiet but profound transformation took place and . Gai Eaton, Islam and The Destiny of Man
a deep, almost imperceptible resonance with Islam began to form. (The Islamic Texts Society, 1994), 2.
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By the end of the book, the theological structures of Christianity
had begun to fragment, displaced by an encounter with Islam that
I experienced as both intellectually compelling and spiritually
inevitable. I had accepted Islam in all but name.

To begin here, however, is to start at the conclusion of a much earlier
spiritual trajectory. That journey began, in earnest, one Sunday
morning during my early twenties. I recall cycling home from

an all-night gathering, emblematic of the hedonistic and secular
lifestyle that typified much of my generation. As I passed through
the quiet streets of the city, I noticed a striking Baroque church. On
impulse, I dismounted and entered. Such churches are a familiar
feature of London’s religious landscape, many of them designed by
Sir Christopher Wren, one of the most acclaimed and influential
architects in England’s history. His synthesis of classical proportion
and Baroque grandeur left a mark not only on the city’s skyline but
also, as I would later realize, on my own emerging sense of the sacred.

To articulate what occurred next is, in many respects, an impossible
task. I was overtaken by a powerful and unmistakably external
presence—was it love that impressed itself upon me with an intensity
both exhilarating and deeply unsettling? The experience was neither
visual nor auditory; there were no visions, no voices. Yet it was
palpably real, as though some transcendent force had entered the
space and fixed itself upon my soul. I knew with sudden clarity that
had I remained in the church, I would have lost composure entirely.
And so, overwhelmed, I fled.

This unanticipated and wholly uninvited encounter marked the
inception of a spiritual journey that would, within a year, culminate
in my becoming a born-again Christian at my local Baptist church.
My entry into a form of Christianity that could be described as
decidedly fundamentalist was, in retrospect, akin to crossing a
threshold into an entirely new moral universe. The world was now
ordered by absolute categories of right and wrong, undergirded by
the radiant presence of a sovereign and glorious God. The ordinary
was transfigured; even a walk in the park became a profoundly
spiritual experience. Colors seemed richer, sounds more resonant,
and the natural world pulsed with a newly discovered vitality. The
Bible, too, came alive with striking immediacy. I read it with fervor,
especially the Gospels and the epistles of Paul, which I consumed
with a newly found devotional intensity.
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Yet this auspicious beginning would, in time, prove to be less stable
than it first appeared. My passion for reading, now directed toward
a close and sustained engagement with the Bible, brought with it
unexpected tensions. I had been taught that Scripture was inerrant—
an infallible repository of divine truth, containing all that was
necessary for knowledge of God, of Christ, of history, and for salvation
itself. But the pages of Scripture threw up perplexing problems I had
not expected to see.

One particularly arresting moment came during my reading of the
Gospel of Matthew, Chapter 24. The passage appeared to suggest that
Jesus had been mistaken about a matter of eschatological significance:
the timing of the End. The text recounts Jesus’ prophecy of the
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple—fulfilled, as we know, in 70
AD—and follows this with the assertion that “immediately after the
distress of those days” the Son of Man would return. Most striking
of all was his emphatic declaration, “Truly I tell you, this generation
will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened.”
The implication seemed unambiguous, and deeply troubling: the
anticipated Parousia (second coming of Jesus) had not occurred within
the timeframe Jesus himself had set.

This unsettling discovery—an apparent failed prophecy at the heart
of the New Testament—propelled me to seek answers beyond the
devotional framework I had inherited. Thus began my engagement
with critical New Testament scholarship, following a trail blazed by
scholars such as Julius Wellhausen, who pioneered source criticism
in the Hebrew Bible, and Hermann Gunkel, who developed form
criticism to better understand the oral traditions behind scriptural
texts.” As a new, and perhaps theologically naive, Christian, I initially
feared that my doubts might be the result of diabolical temptation—
whisperings designed to undermine faith. But as I began to explore
the academic literature, I was startled to find that the issue of
New Testament eschatology had long occupied a central place in
scholarly discourse.

To my dismay, numerous scholars—including Bart D. Ehrman, E. P.
Sanders, and Dale C. Allison Jr.—concluded that Jesus, along with
the early Christian community (including the apostle Paul in his
earliest letters), shared a vivid expectation that the End of the age was
imminent. What I had initially perceived as a personal crisis of faith
was, in fact, a recognized tension within the academic study of the
New Testament. My exploration of Christian apologetic responses to
this issue only deepened my unease. Many of the arguments claiming

120

WhatI had

initially perceived
as a personal crisis
of faith was, in

fact, a recognized
tension within the
academic study of
the New Testament.

2. Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the
History of Israel (Kessinger Publishing
Co, 2004); Hermann Gunkel, Genesis
(Cornell University Library, 2009).



a “realized eschatology”—that the Kingdom of God was already
present in Jesus’ ministry, not just future’—or for an existential
rather than literal interpretation,* struck me as intellectually strained,
involving complex hermeneutical maneuvers that seemed more like
damage control than genuine interpretation.

Markedly, this was not the only difficulty I encountered in my study
of the New Testament. As I continued reading, I came across Geza
Vermes, who insisted on interpreting Jesus within his original Jewish
context. For Vermes, Jesus was not a divine figure, but a first-century
charismatic teacher and healer—one firmly situated in the prophetic
tradition, not outside or above it.’ This approach resonated deeply with
my own reading of the Synoptic Gospels, especially Mark. In the earliest
Gospel—commonly identified by scholars as that of Mark—Jesus
appears to distance himself from the divine identity that later Christian
tradition so emphatically affirms. Rather than presenting himself as
God incarnate, he consistently refers to himself as subordinate to the
one he calls “the Father.” The portrayal aligns more naturally with the
image of a prophet or a messianic figure, chosen by God, rather than
with a divine being who shares in the very essence of the Godhead.

Increasingly focused on fundamental theological tenets, I considered
intently what kind of person Jesus was. The standard answer offered
by classical or conservative Christianity was unequivocal: Jesus is God.
He is the eternal Son of God, supernatural in essence, who entered the
world through miraculous incarnation. While it is acknowledged that
Jesus is also fully human, this aspect often appears subordinate—more
a concession than a theological emphasis. The accent, both in liturgy
and catechesis, falls decisively on his divinity: Jesus is God, full stop.

However, my close reading of the Synoptic Gospels—especially Mark—
began to disclose a portrait of Jesus that diverged sharply from this
dogmatic assertion. One striking example is found in the Gospel

of Mark (10:17-18), in the well-known encounter between Jesus and

a man seeking guidance for eternal life: “As he was setting out on a
journey, a man van up and knelt before him and asked, ‘Good Teacher, what
must I do to inherit eternal life?’ Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me
good? No one is good but God alone.”

The logic of this exchange seems self-evident: Jesus rebukes the
attribution of ‘goodness’ to himself, reserving that predicate for God
alone. These are not the words of one claiming co-equality with God,
but rather the humility of a prophet, and the statement only makes
theological sense if Jesus is not, in fact, identifying himself as God.
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Far from confirming his divinity, this episode appears to underline his In the GOSpel Of
distance from it. Moreover, in Mark 12:29, Jesus affirms the Shema— M 1 b l

the core declaration of Jewish monotheism: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our ark, ] esus rebukes
God, the Lord is one.” When asked to identify the greatest commandment, the attrlbutlon

Jesus does not introduce any Trinitarian formula, nor does he hint at a ¢ ’

triune conception of God. Instead, he reaffirms the uncompromising Of gOOdneSS to

monotheism of the Hebrew scriptures. For me, this was not a minor hlmself, I'eseI'Ving
theological curiosity but a major doctrinal puzzle. If ever there were an th at pr e di cate for

appropriate moment for Jesus to reveal the doctrine of the Trinity—a
doctrine later declared essential for salvation—it was here. But what GOd alone .
I encountered was a declaration far more consistent with tawhid than

with Nicene orthodoxy. Indeed, the doctrine of tawhid—the absolute

oneness and uniqueness of God—is stated with exceptional clarity in

the Qur’an, most notably in Surat al-Ikhlas (Chapter 112):

Say: He is Allah, the One;

Allah, the Eternal Refuge.

He neither begets nor is born,

Nor is there to Him any equivalent.

In light of such textual comparisons, I found myself increasingly
drawn to the Islamic conception of God—utterly transcendent,
indivisible, and free from the complexities of trinitarian speculation.
It became harder and harder to reconcile the Jesus of the Synoptic
Gospels with the dogmatic formulations of later Christian councils.

For a considerable period, I lived with a deep and painful cognitive
dissonance. On the one hand, I remained a professing Christian,
committed to the core tenets of the faith. On the other, I had
developed a growing appreciation for the insights produced by
the Historical Critical Method—a mode of biblical interpretation
that often challenged the assumptions I had previously held as
unquestionable. Bruce Metzger and Bart Ehrman, in their critical
analysis of the transmission and textual variants of the New
Testament, further dismantled the notion that the Scriptures had
been perfectly preserved.® Ehrman, in particular, helped me to
understand that the New Testament is a composite literary tradition,
shaped by theological tensions, doctrinal debates, and editorial
layers added over generations.” The Historical Critical Method,
then, became both a guide and a provocation. It illuminated the

humanity of scripture—its embeddedness in time, culture, and 6. Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New

perspective—but it also eroded the theological scaffolding upon Testament (Oxford University Press, 1995).
which I had once placed my certamty. I found myself in theological . Bart D, Ehrman, Misguoting Jesus
freefall: no longer able to accept Christian dogma at face value, (Harperone, 2005).
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yet unwilling to surrender belief in God or in the sincerity of Jesus’
prophetic mission. The tension between these two poles—critical
inquiry and faith—became an enduring feature of my inner life.

It was during this intellectually unsettled period that I turned, almost
incidentally, toward Islam. My prior engagement with Christianity had
already exposed the extent to which religion is often misrepresented
in popular discourse, where portrayals are frequently superficial,
reductionist, and grossly distorted. I began to wonder whether Islam,
too, had been subject to similar mischaracterization in the public
imagination. Motivated by this question, I undertook a personal
investigation. One day, without announcement or preparation, I visited
the Regent’s Park Mosque in central London and committed myself to
a three-month period of study and engagement with the Islamic faith.

Over the course of this inquiry, I engaged in numerous conversations
with Muslims—often discussing the figure of Jesus and defending
Christianity as I then understood it. Yet gradually, and somewhat
unexpectedly, I began to perceive in Islam a spiritual and intellectual
tradition of striking richness and sophistication. Far from the crude
or simplistic faith so often portrayed in media caricatures, Islam
emerged as a parallel theological universe—complete with its own
lineage of theologians, mystics, and saints, whose thought and
devotion rivaled those of the finest figures in the Christian tradition.

Christianity venerates St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, Thomas a
Kempis, St. John of the Cross, St. Teresa of Avila, among others. But
Islam, I discovered, had its own luminaries of comparable spiritual
and intellectual stature: Jalal al-Din Rimi, al-Ghazali, Ibn ‘Arabi,
and Shah Wali Allah al-Dihlawi, among others. At a profound level,
these figures appeared to be speaking about the Divine in ways that
echoed the themes and insights of their Christian counterparts. Their
writings stirred the same spiritual sensibilities, challenged the same
illusions, and opened up the same vistas of contemplative awareness.

In addition to my conversations at the mosque, I undertook a personal
reading of the Qur'an in English—cover to cover. I was struck by

the distinctive character of the text; the Divine Voice speaks with an
authority and majesty that is at once awe-inspiring and yet deeply
compassionate. It addressed humanity not with cold detachment but
with a moral and spiritual urgency, as if calling each reader into personal
accountability before the Creator. My investigation of the Qur'an
revealed a text that stood apart—not simply in content, but in structure
and self-understanding. Where the Bible bore signs of human authorship
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and editorial layering, the Qur’an spoke with a unified, unwavering
divine voice. The difference was not merely textual but ontological.

Indeed, whereas the Bible’s layered composition invites fragmen-
tation—where one may accept the ethics of Jesus while rejecting
the historicity of miracles—the Qur’an presents itself as whole and
indivisible, its claims hinging not on doctrinal assent to mystery,
but on the clarity of tawhid, the ethical summons of justice, and the
prophetic continuity with earlier revelations.

During this period, I also read Martin Lings’ Muhammad: His Life
Based on the Earliest Sources, a beautifully crafted and profoundly
moving biography of the Prophet Muhammad . I found myself
captivated. Here was an extraordinary human being—a figure whose
spiritual depth, moral clarity, and historical impact placed him firmly
within the lineage of the great Hebrew prophets. Indeed, it seemed
difficult to deny that Muhammad stood in the prophetic tradition of
Moses, yet with a universal mission that extended to all of humanity.

It was at this point that I found myself standing at a crossroads.
The path ahead was no longer merely an intellectual or spiritual
consideration. To accept Muhammad as a true prophet of God was,
implicitly, to accept the divine origin of the Qur’an and the finality
of its message. Yet such a step carried weight beyond personal belief.
It involved crossing an often-invisible civilizational threshold. I would
be moving from a culturally dominant, White, Western Christian
context into identification with a frequently marginalized and mis-
understood religious minority—Muslims. For months I hesitated.
The implications of my conversion were substantial. I was being asked
to reimagine my sense of identity, belonging, and moral orientation
at the most fundamental level.

By the grace of Allah, I embraced Islam. It was a moment of both
immense spiritual clarity and profound humility—an act not of
abandonment, but of fulfillment, as though the scattered fragments

of belief had finally found coherence in the singularity of divine truth.

The cumulative impact of my readings was not to destroy my faith,
but to purify it—to strip it of assumptions that were historically

and theologically untenable. The Jesus I had once worshiped as a
divine figure became, in my eyes, more compelling as a man of God:
sincere, righteous, misunderstood—yet precisely for that reason,
deeply meaningful. And so, while many of the Biblical scholars I had
encountered would not themselves affirm Islam, their work helped
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pave the path that led me to it. They cleared the overgrowth of centuries
of theological speculation, enabling a clearer view of the radical
monotheism Jesus himself preached. That view found its most coherent
expression not in the tangled Christologies of the early Church, but in
the simple, unambiguous declaration of tawhid found in the Qur’an.

I end where I began—with a quotation from the grandfather of British
Islam, Gai Eaton, whose words encapsulate with rare eloquence the
heart of the matter: the reason for my transition from Christianity
to Islam, and the truth about Jesus, peace be upon him. His insight
penetrates to the core of both traditions and articulates, with clarity
and compassion, why the final step of my spiritual journey was not a
rejection but a homecoming—a return to the pure monotheism that
Jesus himself preached and lived.

As Muslims see it, Christians have been so possessed and over-
whelmed by the splendour of their prophet, Jesus, as to compromise
the divine transcendence; and in their cultivation of personal piety,
they have allowed human society to slip away from righteousness,
leaving the conduct of worldly affairs to secular forces indifferent
to the priority of the eternal norms. It had become necessary to
redeem the situation, not because there were shortcomings in the
message brought by Jesus (or in the message brought by Moses),
but because of what men had made of these revelations in the
course of time and the manner in which the balance characteristic
of every divine message had been disturbed. A final and unambig-
uous statement of the truth was therefore added to what had gone
before, delivered by a messenger of God who would interpret it
and live it with undeviating precision. Moreover, the community
shaped by this divine intervention was to preserve the message
with scrupulous care and to carry it to the ends of the earth, with-
out any possibility of error or distortion. It is for this reason that
Muslims have so profound a horror of anything that savours of
bid’ah, ‘innovation, including what modern Christians would
regard as necessary adaptations of religion to the changing times.
Man’s function in the scheme of things, his destiny and his duties,
have been declared with unprecedented clarity; since all that
needed saying has been said, there can never again be any need
for a ‘reminder’ to mankind. If men and women fall once more
into forgetfulness, or if they again distort the God-given truth,
then there can be no hope for them.®
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Falsafa, Tajdid,
and the Primacy
of the Ethical:

A Reflective Tour of Taha
Abderrahmane’s Life and Thought

Part 1

UTHMAN BADAR

This annotated essay presents a reconstruction of a recent long-form inter-
view with Moroccan philosopher Taha Abderrahmane, originally conducted
in Arabic by al-Sharq Podcast.* I have translated and edited the interview,
restructuring it into an essay format that maintains the natural flow of
Taha Abderrahmane’s reflections, in the first person, while omitting
interviewer prompts, filler expressions, and other redundancies. Minor
linguistic adjustments have been made to enhance clarity without altering
the substantive content. Clarificatory and critical annotations appear as
footnotes throughout. The aim of this edition is to of fer Anglophone readers
an accessible and reflective presentation of the original conversation, which
deftly weaves together Taha Abderrahmane’s personal and philosophical
journeys into a rich and engaging narrative.”> The essay will be published in
two parts, with the second in a forthcoming issue of Hashiya.

Childhood, Early Education,
and French Colonial Rule

was born in 1944 in the city of El Jadida, Morocco, during the

period of French occupation. Although my upbringing was

not marked by extraordinary events, it was richly instructive.
In the early stages of my education, I struggled with memorizing the
letters of the Arabic alphabet, causing my father considerable concern
that I might not learn at all. He would take me to accompany him to
the gatherings of the awliya” and the righteous, requesting their prayers
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for me. Deep down, I remained confident that I would one day succeed,
and, in time, I did. I studied at my father’s kuttab, where I memorized
nearly two-thirds of the Qur'an before proceeding to formal schooling.?

My initial years of schooling took place in French institutions. From
an early age, I was deeply zealous (ghayir) regarding my religion, and
while I did not harbor hatred, I nurtured a strong resentment toward
the French occupiers. One incident remains etched in my memory: the
day after a general strike called for by the local resistance, our French
teacher directed us to construct sentences in French. I wrote, “I saw
people instructing the shopkeepers to close their stores.” Enraged,
the teacher struck me with such force that I fell to the ground. I was
barely twelve years old. That moment engraved itself upon my soul
and had a lasting impact on me; I swore to myself that when I grew up,
I would exact retribution.

I completed part of my secondary education in El Jadida, then moved
to Casablanca for the remaining part. There were many events here
that also shaped me, like the aforementioned incident, just as there
were in my university years. Generally, I prefer not to speak about my
personal life, for reasons I have mentioned to close friends, except
when I recall some incidents in the course of discussing other matters,
which serve as examples or bear lessons worthy of mention.

The 1967 Defeat and
Intellectual Awakenings

After completing my studies in Morocco, I travelled to France to
pursue further education. I arrived during the period of the 1968
student revolution, carrying with me two principal concerns. The first
was the question of how the Muslims and Arabs might overcome the
devastating defeat of 1967. I sought to understand how we could
attain the scientific capabilities—as I thought at the time—necessary
to surmount their enemies. The defeat of 1967 left a profound impact
on me and shaped my direction.* The false narratives that accompanied
it—triumphal claims of victory where there was only humiliation—
left an indelible mark.

Around the time I completed my first degree in Morocco, I attended a

conference for students from countries around the Mediterranean Sea.

I was sent to represent Morocco. To my surprise, an Israeli student
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was among the attendees. Though she exhibited no hostility, her mere
presence sharpened my conviction: the adversary had now intruded
even into our intellectual and academic spaces.

The second concern that preoccupied me was epistemological: to
understand the nature of the intellect and its tools, so as to utilize
them properly and effectively against my adversaries and those of the
Muslim Umma. My motivations were deeply rooted in the iman that
my father had implanted within me from an early age. That faith
continued to propel me throughout my life. I have always maintained
that the seed of faith is crucial for a child. If a child loses faith, he is
truly lost—unless Allah wills otherwise.

I decided I must develop tools that would
allow me to construct a philosophy truly
rooted in Islamic principles—not just
sourced from Islamic texts, but embodying
Islamic values.

In France, I studied philosophy extensively—from Western sources of
course—and I noticed something peculiar: the philosophies differed
from one language to another. Reading English texts gave me one
impression and set of ideas, while French texts delivered another,
and German yet another. Where, then, I asked myself, was Islamic
philosophy? When I turned to the traditional Muslim philosophers,
I found that many of them simply reproduced Greek thought, trans-
lating Greek categories into Arabic. There was no original Islamic
philosophy here. In turn, I decided I must develop tools that would
allow me to construct a philosophy truly rooted in Islamic principles—
not just sourced from Islamic texts, but embodying Islamic values.

I had begun studying philosophy in 1963 and continued through to 1966
in Morocco, completing degrees in both Arabic and French. I pursued
further degrees in France, including the third cycle doctorate in
1972 and the Doctorat d’Etat in 1985.° My aim in choosing philosophy
was twofold: to help establish a genuinely Islamic philosophy and
to master logical tools that could empower me and others to engage
intellectually with our adversaries.
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Philosophical Training
and Critique of Traditional
Islamic Philosophy

My first doctoral thesis was on the influence of language on
philosophy. I showed that many philosophies are not universal, as
we often assume, but tied to specific cultural and linguistic contexts—
German, English, French. Similarly, I demonstrated that what was
labeled “Islamic philosophy” was largely derivative, drawing too
heavily on Greek sources. The medieval Muslim philosophers did
not develop a philosophy whose concepts and values were rooted in
Islamic culture and language. Instead, they sought to reconcile
Islamic creed with Greek categories—a futile task given that the two
derive from different cultural and linguistic contexts. It is critical

to distinguish between traditional “Islamic philosophy,” which is in
essence Greek philosophy, and the Islamic philosophy that I advocate
for—a philosophy derived directly from Islamic culture, its concepts,
themes, and methods of reasonings.®

This is what led me to adopt a critical stance toward Ibn Rushd

(d. 595/1198). Although many have lauded him as the philosopher who
inspired modern Western thought, I contend that he accomplished
this by stripping Islamic philosophy of its distinctly Islamic elements.
He “purified” the philosophical legacy he inherited from al-Farabi
(d. 339/950), Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037), and others, removing its Islamic
elements and restoring it to its original Greek form. In doing so,

he rendered it suitable for the Western Renaissance. Ibn Rushd
succeeded in reintroducing to Europe a purified Aristotelianism—
one that goes back to Aristotle himself—along with valuable commen-
taries. Nevertheless, I discovered in his writings significant misunder-
standings of Aristotle. Through direct comparison with the original
Greek texts, I was able to verify that many longstanding assumptions
regarding Ibn Rushd’s grasp and understanding of Aristotle were,

in fact, unfounded. Although the history of philosophy was not my
primary field of specialization, these investigations became integral
to the broader trajectory of my intellectual project.

As for al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), readers often assume that I am a
follower of his school. In truth, however, I only turned to his writings
later in life, after undergoing a personal spiritual transformation.
Upon engaging with his work, I found that we shared much in
common: both of us studied logic and advocated for its adoption

in usil al-figh, both undertook critiques of philosophical fallacies,
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and both traversed a spiritual transformation. In Turkey, some have
even referred to me as a commentator on al-Ghazali, though in reality,
my intellectual trajectory only came to resemble his at a later stage.

In reading al-Ghazali, I found much that was of benefit. Nevertheless,
one element particularly surprised me, namely, his uncritical adoption
of Aristotelian logic. He regarded it as universal, applicable to all
rational beings—even to those in other possible worlds. I strongly
reject this view and have refuted it thoroughly in my works.
Aristotelian logic has clear limitations; even within the confines of
our actual world, let alone other worlds, there are domains in which
it offers no benefit. Modern developments in formal logic have long
surpassed its framework.” Al-Ghazalr’s deep attachment to Aristotle,
however, prevented him from recognizing alternative structures
and modes of reasoning already latent within the Islamic tradition.

Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), in contrast, did better in this respect.

He tried to develop forms of reasoning grounded in the Qur’an and
Islamic culture—like a fortiori analogy (giyas al-awla) and analogical
reasoning (qiyas al-tamthil). He critiqued Aristotle soundly, in ways
that align with modern theorization in logic. Sadly, many of his
admirers today don’t have the technical training to fully grasp his
logical innovations.

Al-Ghazali, in contrast, adopted Aristotelian logic and then searched
the Qur’an for verses that could be seen as aligning with its methods
of reasoning. He called these “balances” (mawazin), which he presents
in al-Sirat al-mustaqim. In reality, these “balances” are none other than
Aristotle’s logical syllogisms. On the whole, then, al-Ghazali was not
able, as others have noted, to move beyond the philosophical paradigms
of his time (lam yakhruj min batn al-falsafa), which were dominated by
Greek thought.® His critique of philosophy is a rejection of some of

its particulars: he critiques the position of Ibn Sina and others on the
eternality of the world, on divine knowledge of particulars, and on
bodily resurrection. He is correct to do so—albeit I disagree with

his takfir here—but he remains within the dominant philosophical
paradigm of the time.® His more innovative thinking is in his work
on akhlaq and tasawwuf.

Ethics is another area in which the impact of Greek thought was
detrimental. There is a near absence of a fully developed ethical
philosophy in both traditional Islamic philosophy and the broader
Islamic intellectual tradition. This is a mysterious fact that few have
noticed, the main obstacle to which was the uncritical adoption of
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7. On the history and critique of Aristotelian
logic in Islamic thought, see Khaled
El-Rouayheb, Relational Syllogisms and the
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“Al-Ghazali’s Views on Logic,” (Ph.D. diss.,
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Ibn Taymiyya is the only classical source
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(Majma‘ Malik Fahd, 1425/2004), 13:238.
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Moosa, Ghazali and the Poetics of
Imagination (University of North Carolina
Press, 2005). Moosa argues that
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logic uncritically but strategically
reappropriated it within an Islamic
epistemological framework.
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Aristotelian ethics. When Aristotle’s ethics were translated into Arabic,
they were widely adopted and deeply shaped our intellectual discourse—
including the work of jurists, theologians, and philosophers alike.

The result was a distortion. Take the four cardinal virtues—courage,
temperance, wisdom, and justice—Greek virtues codified by Plato
and refined by Aristotle. These became central in the ethical writings
of Muslim thinkers such as Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), al-Ghazali, Ibn
Rushd, and even Ibn Taymiyya.'® But these are not the foundational
virtues of Islam. They are branch virtues. In Islam, the root virtues,
the foundational values, are taqwa (Allah-consciousness), amana
(trustworthiness), and sidq (truthfulness). By adopting the Greek
structure, Muslim scholars reversed the ethical order; the foundations
became branches and the branches became foundations.

There is a near absence of a fully developed
ethical philosophy in both traditional
Islamic philosophy and the broader
Islamic intellectual tradition.

When jurists speak about chastity or courage, they often treat these as
independent virtues. But these are merely branches of the core ethical
values Islam upholds. Even iman is often not listed as a virtue in such
frameworks, though it is the supreme virtue (fadila) and value (qima).
What we inherited, then, was an alien ethical framework that obscured
the inner structure of Islamic moral thought. Al-Ghazali, despite his
immense contributions, was also shaped by this framework. Even in
Ihya' ‘ulim al-din, he reproduces these Greek virtues and treats them
as foundational. Yet Ihya’ is one of the richest texts of Islamic ethics, if
read correctly. It does not construct an ethical theory as the philosophers
do, but it contains the material from which one can develop a compre-
hensive ethical philosophy—something we are in dire need of.

In this regard, I often reflect on the period following the fall of the
Berlin Wall. At that time, Eastern Europe was in dire need of religion
and a new ethical framework. Had Muslims possessed coherent ethical
theories and a well-developed religious philosophy, the peoples of
Eastern Europe—severed from their religious roots under communist
regimes—would likely have been receptive to them. Yet the tragic
reality was that Muslims and Arabs were engrossed in their own
concerns, detached from the broader transformations unfolding in
the world around them.
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10. The four cardinal virtues—wisdom,
courage, temperance, and justice—
originate in the works of Plato (especially
The Republic) and Aristotle (Nicomachean
Ethics) and are later integrated into
Islamic ethical discourse by Miskawayh,
al-Ghazali, and Ibn Rushd. For back-
ground on the transmission and
adaptation of Greek ethics in Islamic
thought, see Part Three (“Philosophical
Ethics”) of Majid Fakhry, Ethical Theories
in Islam (Brill, 1991).



Tajdid, Language, and
the Cultural Embeddedness
of Philosophical Concepts

When I went to the Sorbonne [in 1967], I immersed myself fully in
study as my singular pursuit. I registered in multiple departments,
earned certificates in the history of science and the history of art, and
studied various languages, including Greek and German, in order
to read philosophical texts in their original tongues. I would sit for
14 hours at my desk, studying, for days on end. These were four years
of severe dedication to knowledge alone. Despite living in the Latin
Quarter of Paris, I hardly visited its famous landmarks. I walked
along the Seine only to clear my head and return to study. My room
had a sign on the door, “Do not disturb.”

From France, I returned to Morocco, because I had a clear and specific
mission. I did not go to study abroad to excel in or enjoy life—I went
to gain the intellectual means to serve the Arab and Muslim Umma.
After returning to Morocco, I took up a professorship in Rabat and
dedicated myself to teaching and research. By the 1980s, I had
become deeply concerned with the need for renewal (tajdid), a concept
I consider original and fundamental to the Islamic tradition, as
evidenced by the hadith, “Renew (jaddidu) your faith.”" The word
tajdid is thus more appropriate than ibda’ (creative origination), even
if the intent of tajdid is ibda'.

The point of my investigation here, more importantly, was to extract
whatever remained useful in our intellectual tradition, especially
for confronting the current crises facing the Umma. In my work
on ‘ilm al-kalam, for instance, I paid no attention to the doctrinal
disputes.” Instead, I focused on the methodologies that our theolo-
gians used—how they reasoned, how they structured their thought,
and so forth. These methods still offer value for our efforts to
reconnect past and present.

During my studies, I learned six languages with the aim of reading
and understanding: Arabic, French, English, German, Greek, and
some Latin. I selected these as philosophical languages. My purpose
was to extract what I needed from philosophical texts to evidence
my claims. Each language has its unique elements. German, for
example, more than any language I know, is suited for philosophy,
for conceptual analysis, precise argumentation, and philosophical
invention. German philosophy in turn is impressive. But this does not
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narration is: “Renew your faith.” It was
asked, “O Messenger of Allah, how do we
renew our faith?” He replied, “Increase
your saying: La ilaha illa Allah.”
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mean I blindly adopted German philosophical styles. Rather, I
absorbed how German thinkers constructed concepts and arguments,
then reconstituted that methodology within our own intellectual
structures. The same is true of the other languages.

The point to note is that philosophical concepts are culturally
embedded; one must pay attention to their particularities.” Take,
for instance, the seemingly universal notion of “existence” (wujid).
Western languages, such as French, render it as existence—derived
from existere—which implies a standing forth or rising up. Western
philosophers then define “being” in terms of a thing’s self-standing
presence (al-giyam bil-dhat), which leads naturally to the Greek notion
of ousia, or substance, translated by Muslim philosophers in Arabic as
jawhar. Yet jawhar in Arabic does not signify self-standing presence at
all. It’s a word of Persian origin that connotes the core or essence of a
thing (lubb al-shay’). Likewise, the word used in the Islamic texts, wujiid,
does not imply standing forth or self-subsistence at all. It derives from
wajada, meaning to find, to encounter, to attain. Therefore, to speak
meaningfully about wujiid in Arabic, one must recover the notion of
attainment or discovery. Thus, whereas the concept of “existence” in
Western philosophy attaches to notions of self-standing, in Islamic
thought it attaches to notions of attainment and discovery. The
assumption of universality occludes these crucial nuances.

The point to note is that philosophical
concepts are culturally embedded; one
must pay attention to their particularities.

A deeper problem, evident in both medieval and modern currents
of Islamic philosophy, is that when writing in Arabic and addressing
the notion of wyjiid, philosophers often define it in accordance with
its counterparts in Western languages. This practice generates
confusion and internal contradictions between the Arab’s native
cultural background and the foreign intellectual frameworks he has
adopted. Consequently, creative originality is severed, rendering
him incapable of producing genuinely new philosophical thought.
Communication between the two cultural horizons becomes
untenable, resulting in an intellectual stagnation characterized by
the proliferation of endless commentaries—glosses upon glosses—
without substantive innovation. Philosophy, as it has thus been
transmitted to us, has induced a rupture, effectively arresting the
intellect’s connection to its own cultural authenticity. What is
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needed, rather, is the generation of new conceptual frameworks
rooted in Islamic culture itself, enabling an authentic mode of
philosophizing and the renewal of our intellectual creativity.

Consider Descartes’s cogito—*I think, therefore I am”—as another
example. When rendering this into Arabic, it has commonly been
done with no regard for this linguistic and conceptual disjunction.
In Figh al-tarjama, I devoted over a hundred pages to demonstrating
how even foundational phrases like the cogito have no meaningful
resonance in Arabic without deep semantic reconstruction.* Standard
translations like “ana ufakkir idha ana mawjid,” cannot be considered
Arabic constructions. They are meaningless in the Arabic semantic
world. I translated the cogito as “Look and you shall find,” (unzur tajid)
not merely as a poetic alternative, but because it integrates the Arabic
semantic fields of nazar (looking, contemplation) and wujid (discovery,
finding). Nazar in Arabic also carries a dual valence: perceptual
and intellectual. Thus, in my rendition, we recover the unity of
perception, thought, and spiritual encounter—elements fractured
in the Cartesian tradition.

The point, in short, is that we cannot simply copy Western onto-
logical frameworks into Arabic without critically re-evaluating the
semantic, epistemological, and moral assumptions that accompany
those frameworks.

Philosophy, Spiritual
Practice, and Ethics

As we noted above, there is a near absence of a fully developed and
original ethical philosophy within the Islamic intellectual tradition.
A key part of my philosophical project was to contribute to this project,
to recover the Islamic moral imaginary through rooting values in

practice and the prophetic example, rather than through abstraction.

The Sufis, though they didn’t produce a formal ethical theory, did
give us a rich corpus of lived ethics, spiritual refinement, and inner
transformation. My task was to extract from that corpus the principles
that could support a philosophical ethics truly grounded in Islamic
belief and practice.

This required, of course, that I first undergo the transformation

myself. Philosophy had shown me the limits of reason. Logic, for all
its value, revealed its own boundaries. To go beyond, I had to act—
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not just act in the general sense, but perform righteous action, for
only through practice can reason expand beyond itself. This is what
led me to tasawwuf. After studying logic and philosophy in depth,

I discovered that action—not theoretical speculation—opens new
horizons for thought. Reason alone cannot transcend itself. Only
by acting with sincerity can one reach the realities that reason falls
short of grasping. But not every action qualifies. It must be ‘amal
salih (righteous action) guided by prophetic example.

Here, we would do well to reflect on the very conception of philosophy—
what is philosophy? I would contend that it is best understood, in
simple terms, as hikma (wisdom)—not in the sense later employed
by the Islamic philosophers, but rather in the more primordial sense
preserved within Islam itself. Historically, the term sophia (wisdom)
predates Greek usage, originating in the ancient cultures of the Middle
East, particularly the region between the two rivers (Mesopotamia),
from where it passed into the Hellenic world. In its earliest usage,
hikma denoted not mere speculative knowledge, but practiced
knowledge (al-ma'rifa al-ma‘mil bi-ha)—knowledge that was acted
upon and safeguarded by priests and scholars.

Philosophy had shown me the limits of
reason. Logic, for all its value, revealed its
own boundaries. To go beyond, I had to
act—not just act in the general sense, but
perform righteous action, for only through
practice can reason expand beyond itself.

Thus, wisdom in these earlier traditions was inseparable from ethical
action and religious devotion, a conception also affirmed in the Qur'an
(2:269): “He grants wisdom to whom He wills, and whoever has been
given wisdom has indeed been given much good.” This understanding
of hikma subsequently permeated the cultural matrix of the Torah and
persisted within it.

In the pre-Socratic Greek context, wisdom likewise referred to practiced
knowledge—a form of knowing that entailed living in accordance
with truth.” After Socrates, however, a shift occurred. Philosophy
came to signify not wisdom itself, but the love of wisdom. Socrates
famously disavowed the title of sage (hakim), insisting instead that he
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was merely a lover and seeker of wisdom. This transformation
reflected a profound reverence for wisdom, which was now viewed
as an unattainable ideal that could only be approached through ethical
striving. Consequently, Socratic philosophy assumed a distinctly
ethical character, seeking to merit wisdom through a mode of life
rather than claiming it by mere possession of knowledge.

Thus, one who engages in tasawwuf is in
fact returning to the primordial practice
of philosophy: the lived embodiment

of wisdom.

This historical evolution brings us to the question of tasawwuf and
its relation to philosophy. Though it may seem surprising to some,
the truth is that philosophy, in its origins, stems from what would
later be termed tasawwuf. Before the philosophical rupture initiated
by Socrates, the cultivation of wisdom was inextricably linked to
religion and religious practice. Knowledge and action were united;
religious devotion was understood as the enactment of true knowledge.
The Arabic term tasawwuf was coined to describe this original union,
drawing upon the ancient meaning of sophia prior to its philosophical
transformation. In contrast, philosophy eventually severed wisdom
from practice, retaining only theoretical contemplation and aban-
doning practiced knowledge. In this sense, philosophy betrayed its
roots, confining itself to speculation divorced from praxis.

Thus, one who engages in tasawwuf is in fact returning to the primordial
practice of philosophy: the lived embodiment of wisdom. Sufism
preserves the original spirit of philosophy, while philosophy, in its later
development, represents a betrayal of its own foundational ethos. My
turn to tasawwufis thus a return to the earlier model of philosophy—
the integration of knowledge and practice.

Thus, this was the path that led me to seek out ‘amal (action). Just as I
had previously pursued nazar (intellectual reflection) and reached the
recognition of its inherent limits, I turned to action in search of what
intellectual reflection could not deliver. For me, action finds its fullest
realization in the spiritual experience, in the Sufi path, provided that
one undertakes it with the proper conditions and prerequisites.
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Stated differently, if intellectual reflection establishes a relationship
with things that is merely ideal—that is, theoretical—then action
establishes a relationship based on igtida’ (emulation). Emulation
fundamentally differs from a theoretical relationship with reality; it
necessitates concrete imitation and practical guidance. One cannot
simply approach action independently; as when encountering a
strange machine, one requires an instructor to explain its workings
and demonstrate its correct usage. In the same way, a human being
cannot access the realm of true action alone; rather, it is necessary
to have a teacher who guides one to its realities.

Thus, just as I had apprenticed myself to masters of intellectual
reflection in my philosophical pursuits, so too did I apprentice myself
to guides in the domain of action. From the 1980s onwards, tasawwuf
has represented—for me—the practical and spiritual realization of
philosophy that had been lost.

Part 2 of this essay picks up from this point, moving on to Taha Abderrahmane’s
critique of modernity, his construction of an original Islamic philosophy in
the form of his trusteeship paradigm and some of its applications to contem-
porary issues, before discussing his emphasis on the primacy of the ethical,
some recent political thought, and finally his reflection on his legacies and
personal struggles.
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Wicked Beauty:

A Hashiya on Secular Desire

OVAMIR ANJUM

Have you seen he who has taken his own desire (hawahu) as his god?
— Qur’an, 45:23

Indeed, in the heart there is a scattering that nothing can gather
but turning to God; and in it is a loneliness that nothing can
remove but intimacy with God; and in it is sadness that nothing
can soothe but the joy of knowing Him and sincerity in dealing
with Him; and in it is anxiety that nothing can calm but focusing
one’s entire being on Him and fleeing to Him...

— Ibn al-Qayyim, al-Fawa’id

It is disgraceful for a philosopher to say: the good and the beautiful
are one; if he adds ‘also the true’, one ought to beat him. Truth is
ugly. We possess art lest we perish of the truth.

— Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (1901)

The Orphaning of Desire

eneath the epidemic of modern despair and mental health

crisis lies something deeper: the unmistakable portent of
a civilization adrift. That these afflictions not only persist but pro-
liferate in an age saturated with therapeutic discourse and psycho-
logical services raises a haunting question: could it be that the fault
lies not simply with the theories or profession of therapy but with
modern “official knowledge” and how it understands the human
being?’ Has scientific knowledge become the handmaiden of the very
system that produces the sickness? While this conclusion might seem
too sweeping, it is hard to deny that when it comes to the maladies of
human desire—desire which lies at the heart of the modern quest—
modern psychological explanations and solutions disappoint the
philosophically curious and remain utterly closed to the theologically
alive. Classical Muslim literature on the “diseases of the heart” is
profound and pertinent. Yet, as a long-time student and translator
of these texts, I increasingly sense the difficulty modern readers
face in penetrating them—there is a need for a new generation of
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by Roman Catholic author and New York
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hashiyas: commentaries that engage our present condition, with its
large-scale, long-distance, and abstract institutions; its revolution-
izing technologies of the self; its mind-shattering distractions; and
its proliferating powers. The official models of modern self-under-
standing tend to flatten human experience into bio-chemical impulses
or evolutionary relics: desire becomes a surge of dopamine, addiction
a malfunction in neural circuitry, and love an echo of our hunter-
gatherer instincts. At best, these accounts describe mechanisms; at
worst, they indulge speculative fictions about prehistoric brains with
little evidence and even less insight.

What they fail to grasp is not the hardware of desire but its meaning.
They fail to explain why desire matters: why we are drawn to what
undoes us, why modern luxury makes us feel impoverished, why we
lust after what leaves us less content and tranquil, why transgression
seems so attractive, why what we seem to desire most at times is pain
and thrill? And yet, how some of us are capable of resisting what we
crave, clinging to what causes pain and discomfort, acting selflessly
and altruistically.

More than a failure of treatment, we are witnessing a failure of vision.
At the heart of this crisis is the neglect of the enduring human quest
for divine truth, a yearning deeply rooted in our nature. Despite the
influence of modern anti-religious movements and secular elites, it
remains resilient.> Secularism, far from being a neutral or inevitable
outcome of modernity, is a deliberate political and cultural project—
advanced by intellectuals, policymakers, and media institutions—
often at odds with the lived religiosity of ordinary people across the
globe.? This reveals a deep gulf between humanity’s innate orientation
toward the divine and the “iron cage” of modern, elite-driven language,
frameworks, and institutions that seek to contain or redefine it.

This conflict is no longer between tradition and progress or East and
West, but between elite-imposed paradigms and the lived experience
of most people worldwide. While many today critique elite power
structures in economics (e.g., neoliberalism) and politics (e.g., liberal
interventionism), fewer recognize how secularism operates similarly
in psychology, philosophy, and theology. We readily identify, for
instance, the hypocrisy of Western liberal states decrying human
rights abuses while enabling the genocide in Gaza—yet fail to see how
certain progressive movements (e.g., commodified LGBT activism,
therapeutic self-help culture, and reductive “wokeness”) reflect elite-
driven distortions of deeper human yearnings for justice, belonging,
and transcendence.
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one conclusion: the human inclination
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The Religious Crisis of the 1960s (2007),
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(e.g., U.S. Supreme Court rulings on
education, abortion) marginalized
religious authority; Winnifred F. Sullivan,
The Impossibility of Religious Freedom (2005),
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ways, privileging elite secular norms.



Too often, we unconsciously adopt the psychologized, secularized
jargon sanctioned by secular-capitalist elites—from Hollywood’s
pseudo-spirituality to the Oprah-fied “gospel of self-actualization.”
These frameworks promise liberation but often co-opt and corrupt
the very existential and communal longings they claim to address.
Psychology has been deformed by a culture that isolates the individual,
severs the soul from transcendence, ignores the fundamental reality
of sin, and reduces healing to chemical adjustment or cognitive
reframing.* In doing so, it often pathologizes suffering that might
instead be cries of spiritual disorientation, existential alienation, or
moral injury. Worse still, the tools of psychological insight have been
weaponized by marketing industries and digital platforms—
repurposed not to heal, but to hook. The science of behavior has
become the science of manipulation. Far from diagnosing the illness
of late modernity, psychology is often enlisted to reinforce it—to
optimize productivity, enhance consumption, and numb discontent
just enough to prevent rebellion.

Psychology has been deformed by a
culture that isolates the individual, severs
the soul from transcendence, ignores the
fundamental reality of sin, and reduces
healing to chemical adjustment or
cognitive reframing.

Secular modernity, this essay argues, has ruptured the moral
grammar of the soul. Once severed from the divine horizon,
desire—previously a terrain of discipline, a space of moral drama,
and even a means of ascent toward God—has become a false god.
Desire is no longer judged; it is the judge. Modern moral
consciousness, accordingly, is marked by a curious and persistent
admiration for transgression. The adulterer, the rebel, the outlaw,
the sexual libertine—figures long condemned by the moral
traditions of the world—have become the protagonists of modern
literature, film, and popular philosophy. It is not merely that we
tolerate them. We admire them, desire to be like them, or see in
their transgressions a kind of salvific authenticity. But this cultural
turn demands reflection. What has changed in our metaphysical
and moral landscape such that betrayal, rebellion, and even
lawlessness might appear beautiful, even redemptive?
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The consequences of such a turn are not negligible, neither in this
world, nor for eternal life. For all its promises of liberation and
progress, modernity has unleashed a quiet apocalypse across the
most intimate and collective dimensions of human life. Inwardly, it
has hollowed the soul, rendering desire unmoored and insatiable—
now mass-manufactured and commodified in forms like pornography
and consumerism. Socially, it has frayed the bonds of kinship,
community, and meaning, leaving behind isolated individuals
tethered to algorithmic pleasures. Politically, it has given rise to
regimes of surveillance, inequality, and war, culminating in
genocides that unfold in real-time before a global audience dulled
by spectacle. The human condition has been disenchanted, desire
deified, and the world transformed into a stage where every sacred
thing is consumed, repackaged, and destroyed.

What we urgently need are surgical and
introspective critiques of modernity—not
broad-brush, reductive condemnations,
which are all too common.

Before embarking on an analysis of desire in the modern world, a few
points of caution and self-reflection are in order.

First, while critiques of modernity often emphasize its costs, we must
also acknowledge its staggering achievements—scientific breakthroughs,
material abundance, and unprecedented control over nature. These
are the fruits of desire unbound: restless, seeking, insatiable. Yet, we
cannot shake the feeling that it is precisely this triumph that reveals
our disorientation. By unshackling desire, we may have lost sight of
limits, ends, and the soul’s hunger for meaning. Modernity’s victories
dazzle, but they also consume. For Muslims, they evoke unease, in
part because we were seldom their beneficiaries and often their
victims. The machinery of progress was built in part from our lands
and histories—leaving us with consequences, not confidence. Still,
like all trials (ibtila’), those that came with modernity can serve as a
divine wake-up call. That Muslims have arrived late to modernity may
itself be a mercy: while its technologies and scientific advances cannot
be wholly rejected, those who choose God now have the chance to
enter this era more deliberately, with clarity and faith—less dazzled,
more discerning. Did the Prophet # not say that all affairs of a
believer are good—if he endures hardship with patience and meets
felicity with gratitude?®
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Second, what we urgently need are surgical and introspective critiques
of modernity—not broad-brush, reductive condemnations, which are
all too common. Currents foreign to Islam—Arab tribalism, Persian
courtly customs, Hellenistic philosophy, Mongol political tradition,

to name a few—have long coursed through the Islamic tradition, at
times enriching it, at others distorting it, and often doing both at
once. To assume that the West is wholly alien to Islam, or that Islam
stands between a halcyonic past in opposition to a dystopian present,
is simplistic. It is often noted that modern Western thought draws
from two principal wells: Abrahamic revelation and Athenian reason.
Anyone familiar with the Islamic falsafa, akhlaq, and kalam traditions
will recognize their deep indebtedness to both these traditions.
Modernity, then, is not a wholly external imposition; it is interwoven
with intellectual currents historically shared by both Islamic and
Western civilizations. Without reckoning with this shared inheritance,
critiques risk becoming superficial. Truthful engagement requires
that we neither romanticize the past nor hastily reject the modern.
Our critique, therefore, must be focused, not totalizing. Similarly,
we should move beyond the crude dichotomy between modernity
and postmodernity, if only because many of postmodernity’s core
contentions were already latent within modernity’s own discourses.

No amount of political or cultural resistance
can exempt us from confronting the deeper
shift at modernity’s core: the redefinition—
and near deification—of desire.

Third, Muslims have not been merely passive recipients of the colonial
onslaught. From anti-colonial resistance to intellectual responses and

reform, we have often contested and reshaped modern trajectories.

As a result, and sometimes against its grain, modernization has often

strengthened Islamic identity and Ummatic solidarity.®

Still, no amount of political or cultural resistance can exempt us from
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Take, for instance, hawa and shahwa—two chief Qur’anic terms for 7. Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘arab, 15 vols.
desire. They are neither to be worshipped nor denied or extinguished, (Dar $adir, 1993), 15:371, httpsi//shamela.

ws/book/1687/7980#p1.
but trained and channeled.
8. Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-Arab, 14:445,
https://shamela.ws/book/1687/7569.
Originally, hawa means to fall, but classically refers to carnal desire,

caprice, or passion—especially when it leads one away from truth, 9. §alih Muslim, no. 2822.

reason, or divine guidance.” The Qur’an mentions this term in at least 10. The isndd of this report is generally
three distinct but interrelated senses. First, hawa is an inclination deemed weak, but the meaning is
. . . . . confirmed in the Qur’anic verse 4:65:

of the soul to injustice, especially in matters of leadership and law. “But no, by your Lord, they will not believe
Addressing Prophet Dawtid, God commands: So judge between people until they make you, [0 Muhammad),

) ~ . judge concerning that over which they
with truth and do not follow hawa, lest it lead you astray from the path of dispute among themselves and then find
Allah (Q. 38:26). A similar directive is addressed to the believers: So do within themselves no discomfort from

. L . what you have judged and submit with
not follow hawa, lest you swerve from justice (Q. 4:135). Second, hawa is full submission.”

identified with the soul’s inclination toward evil, resisting which is the
definition of moral success: As for the one who feared standing before his
Lord and restrained the soul from hawa, Paradise will be his home (Q. 79:40).
Finally, hawa is presented as personal opinion or impulse, in contrast
to divinely revealed truth. Speaking of the Prophet Muhammad

the Almighty says: Nor does he speak from hawa (Q. 53:3)—his speech is
not directed by his self (nafs), but revelation.

A term for bodily or sensual desire, shahwa (pl. shahawat) appears with
two principal connotations.® First, it is presented as a natural human
attraction to worldly pleasures such as women, wealth, children, and
food, which are framed as tests: “Beautified for people is the love of
shahawat—of women and sons, hoarded treasures of gold and silver...”

(Q. 3:14). Second, unnatural desire, which is sharply condemned when
pursued, as with the people of Lot: Indeed, you approach men with desire
(shahwa), instead of women... (Q. 7:81; see also Q. 27:55). Elsewhere, it
describes those who abandon prayer and follow shahawat, thereby
incurring divine wrath (Q. 19:59; cf. Q. 4:27). A hadith underscores this
moral topology by stating: Paradise is surrounded by hardships (makarih),
and Hellfire is surrounded by temptations (shahawat).’

Shahwa, therefore, is a natural instinct or appetite, which may be
lawful or ruinous depending on its orientation and regulation,
whereas hawa is the internalization of desire as judgment, idea,

or principle that elevates the self’s whims over divine truth. It is
epistemically and morally corrupting. Ruin sets in when either

hawa or shahwa is enthroned as criterion—when desire ceases to be
governed by revelation and becomes the standard of truth or value
itself. An adage attributed to the Prophet <, albeit with weak
authority, suggests that even hawa is to be transformed, “One has no
faith until his hawa becomes harmonious with what I have brought.”*
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Desire is natural, even necessary; its discipline and redirection are 11. Sahih al-Bukhari, no. 5063; Sahih Muslim
the point. It is both a test and a sign. fo- 1401

12. See Peter Brown, The Body and Society:
Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in

The Quran explicitly rejects rahbaniyya (monasticism)—a way of life Farly Christianity (Columbia University

marked by excessive self-denial and mortification of natural human Press), 1988.
desires—as an mnova‘tlon .not prescribed by God (Q. '57:27). The . 13, Bradley B. Bowman, Christian Monastic
Prophet Muhammad likewise forbade such forms of piety, affirming Life in Early Islam (Edinburgh University

a path that embraces the world while remaining anchored in devotion. Press, 2023).

When a group of men sought to surpass his example and imitate
Christian monasticism by depriving themselves of food, sleep, and
marriage, he said, “By Allah, I fear Allah more than you do and am
more mindful of Him, but I fast and break my fast, I pray and I sleep,
and I marry women, and whoever turns away from my Sunnah is not
of me.”" Paradise is described as being filled with pleasures of the soul
as well as the body, and hellfire is similarly a torture in both domains.
Thus, the experience of natural desires serves not only to motivate
action but also to prompt moral discipline and orient the soul toward
eternal life. It is as if God created these desires to awaken urgency in
our pursuit of the divine.

In contrast, Christian theological polemics—particularly those rooted
in late antiquity, when Christianity became deeply intertwined with
Greek philosophical dualism—strongly affirmed this separation."
This worldview found its clearest expression in the rise of monastic
asceticism and the writings of figures like Origen (who allegorized
bodily resurrection) and Augustine (who, drawing on Neoplatonism,
depicted salvation as an escape from the “prison” of the flesh). This
also had a sustained influence on many Islamic ascetic traditions.*
The challenge, then, is not merely to critique modernity but to
disentangle Islamic thought from borrowed epistemic structures,
modern or premodern, that may distort its own relational ontology—
one in which the body, soul, and world are interdependent realms of
divine ayat (signs), not warring opposites.

Nietzsche: The Death of Meaning

If Christianity spiritualized the body, modernity has evacuated the
spirit. Few voices captured this reversal with more force than the
German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (d. 1900).

With rare clarity, Nietzsche recognized the civilizational stakes of his

era’s accelerating loss of belief in God. European modernity brought
about a seismic shift in moral and aesthetic sensibility. As secularism
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moved from the fringes of philosophical speculation to a widespread
social condition in the nineteenth century, a new ethos took hold—one
that unleashed dazzling creativity alongside a deep moral nihilism.**
In this new order, what had long been condemned as evil was not only
accepted, but celebrated as beautiful. Transgression was reimagined as
freedom—an exhilarating release from the constraints once imposed
by religion, tradition, and what came to be dismissed as superstition.

But what happens when the truth of God is hidden—not just from

a few, but from most? Truth ceases to be beautiful, comforting, or
coherent; it seems harsh, cruel, and corrosive. The philosopher who
dares to clothe truth in the garments of goodness and beauty,
Nietzsche protested, is not merely naive but contemptible. This marks
a shift in the nature of art—not as a refracted glimpse of a luminous
truth veiled by sin or confusion, but as a refuge from truth itself.
Consider how the Ansari Companion Hassan ibn Thabit links the
Prophet’s inner truth to his outwardly beauty in these couplets of
exceeding beauty:*
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My eyes have never seen anyone
more beautiful than you,

And no woman has ever given
birth to anyone more handsome.
You were created free of all flaw,
As though you were created

just as you wished.

Yet, in a world where divine meaning has vanished, truth in its
nakedness becomes unbearable, and art becomes a necessary illusion
to shield us from its bleakness.

In Beyond Good and Evil (1886), Nietzsche asks whether truth is
desirable at all. Later, in Will to Power, he writes with unnerving
clarity: “Man does not seek knowledge, only the certainty of his
pleasure. He calls this certainty ‘truth’.” The believer might nod, but
with a crucial redirection: Man does not seek knowledge, only the
certainty of His pleasure. And that certainty—rooted in submission,
not self-satisfaction—is all the knowledge that truly matters. The
Almighty has ninety-nine names, among them, al-Haqq, the Truth—
not as a proposition, but as the living Reality that grounds all
meaning and moral order. Truth, in this sense, is not what flatters

our instincts but what unmasks them before God.
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Nietzsche, like many moderns, began the path of negation—Ia ilah, 16. Frederick Nietzsche, The Gay Science,
there is no god. He saw through the idols of his time. But he stopped f;f;; ;"ez}t‘; Isle:"’;j fsdllzf;‘f;:gid
there. Revelation is what completes the journey: illa Allah—except (Vintage, 1974), 35.

Allah, the One who is the Truth behind every truth. 17, Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 151
Both the Enlightenment’s product and its nemesis, Nietzsche was

caught in a philosophical bind born of his rejection of a transcendent

grounding for truth. A century before the modern academic

philosopher would come to justify his vocation in economic or

pragmatic terms, Nietzsche had already declared that the philosopher

is no longer a seeker of truth, but a physician for the nation—

concerned not with what is true, but with what is life-enhancing.’

Having sidelined God, the Enlightenment, he saw, had failed to restore

an account of truth and beauty. Illusion was all that could sustain life

now. Precisely because Nietzsche was the arch-atheist, he was also

the most clear-eyed about what is lost when men fool themselves into

thinking that they can live without God. In Die frohliche Wissenschaft

(The Gay Science), Nietzsche’s madman presciently asks what the loss

of belief in God that was to overtake Europe entailed:

How were we able to drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to
wipe away the entire horizon? What did we do when we unchained
this earth from its sun? ... Is there still any up or down? Are we not
straying as though through an infinite nothing? ... God is dead.
God remains dead. And we have killed him."”

This Nietzschean blasphemy, violently offensive to a believer’s ear,
must be expressed in order to fully awaken our emotions to the
intellectual consequences of secular modernity. This blasphemy
was not a theological claim—it was a cultural diagnosis. What also
perished with it is the metaphysical ground of value, the unified
source of truth, beauty, and goodness. What remained was a
fractured world, where meaning must be forged, not found. In such
a thought-world, deprived of the divine anchor, the beautiful may
arise from the morally reprehensible, and the good may appear in
forms devoid of aesthetic pleasure.

Nietzsche saw the abyss—and dared to stare into it. In the absence of
God, he knew that desire must be transfigured into will to power, the
only force left to give shape to a disenchanted world. Yet perhaps he also
grasped that without a higher aim, desire curdles inward. It festers.

It sickens the soul. Nietzsche’s power lies not in his atheism, but in his
refusal to flinch. He understood the stakes. As the madman in The Gay
Science cries, “What were we doing when we unchained this earth from
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its sun?” This was no gleeful liberation but an existential scream. And
yet Nietzsche could not believe; his Ubermensch could not will himself
to faith. His own life bore the weight of this tragedy: a brilliant mind
descending into madness, ending in a long, silent death. As life became
incomprehensible, it also became unbearable. His madness becomes the
mirror in which modern man glimpses his own disorientation.

Untethered from a telos, desire in our age has become self-legitimating:
“I desire, therefore I am.” The Enlightenment’s dream of a rational subject
awakens to an order that both cages desire in technocratic regulation
or unleashes it in hyper-consumerism. The result is neither freedom

nor flourishing, but anxiety, exhaustion, and endless dissatisfaction.

But here lies the paradox. Culminating in today’s consumerist
capitalism and liberal democracy—flanked by a spectrum of rival
ideologies—modernity has crafted an account of human desire that
is both devastatingly effective and profoundly flawed. Rooted in
secularity, it rarely embraces atheism without Nietzschean honesty;
doing so would render its moral consequences too unbearable. In
contrast, more radical modern ideologies—Marxism, scientistic
utopianism—reject God and tradition outright, only to clash with
human nature and collapse beneath the weight of their own idealism.
Where these radical projects faltered through their open defiance of
transcendence, the mainstream of modernity is more cunning: it
co-opts God-talk for its own ends, even claiming to ennoble religion by
stripping it of its worldly entanglements. Western Christianity has been
especially vulnerable to this quiet domestication—but increasingly,
some forms of Islam too tread the same path.

Nietzsche’s disciple Michel Foucault famously argued that modern
regimes of power did not suppress sexuality, as the repressive
hypothesis suggests, but rather incited it through dense discourses of
surveillance, normalization, and classification. The rise of biopower, he
argues, brought sexuality under the purview of institutions—medicine,
psychiatry, education, and criminal justice—which managed desire not
through prohibition alone, but through strategic incitement, confession,
and categorization. This history is thoroughly godless: there is no
appeal to transcendence, no divine command, no teleology. Foucault’s
analysis operates within a radically secular epistemology that displaces
the divine gaze with institutional panopticism and social regulation.
It does not—and cannot—account for moral systems that conceive of
desire as both natural and sacred, regulated not by state or science but
by divine command. The terms of analysis shift dramatically when we
hear God’s messenger # declare: “In your sexual act is charity.”"®
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Unlike the Christian ascetic legacy that Foucault critiques—which
spiritualized the body through renunciation and abnormalized sexual
desire—Islamic law (shari‘a) affirms sexuality within lawful bounds
as part of the fitra, the innate human disposition. The self is not subject
to institutional surveillance but to the divine gaze: “Does he not know
that God sees?” (Q. 96:14). This theocentric moral anthropology
suggests a balance between body and spirit, law and desire, that
cannot be reduced to the genealogies of power that dominate today’s
postmodernist narrative.

From colonial conquest to consumer capitalism, from ecological
devastation to sexual malaise, from the normalization of sexual
perversion to the epidemics of depression and pornography—all can
be traced back to the idolatry of desire, enthroned in the absence of
divine orientation.

And yet, paradoxically, belief in God persists—indeed, in some places
and respects, religiosity has become more visible than in previous
centuries. Perhaps, then, the modern age is best understood not as
a godless epoch, but as an era in which one particular culture—the
secular West—has achieved an unprecedented global hegemony,
reshaping knowledge, culture, and institutions in its image, and
obscuring other ways of being, knowing, and desiring.

Freud: Savagery of Desire

Sigmund Freud (d. 1939), the secular-atheist Austrian Jew, remains
one of the most formidable diagnosticians of modern desire, por-
traying Western civilization as founded on repression. Civilization,
he taught, emerges only by repressing instinct and disciplining
desire. But repression breeds discontent. We are sick because we
are civilized. While the Enlightenment imagined reason as desire’s
master, Freud exposed it as a fragile outpost besieged by unruly
drives. Rationality is not sovereign but sabotaged from within.

In this, Freud offers a sobering counter-Enlightenment: the modern
selfis neither fully rational nor free, but tormented by what it cannot
name. American sociologist Philip Rieff most aptly characterized
Freud’s view:

Freud’s map of the mind is a cityscape in which reason occupies a
beleaguered house, surrounded by the turbulent forces of passion.
The Enlightenment had imagined reason as a secure ruler; Freud
reveals it as a nervous occupant, barricaded against the mob.”
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Freud’s tripartite model of the psyche—id, ego, and superego—
revolutionized modern understandings of the self. Beneath the conscious
ego lies the id, a seething reservoir of instinctual drives, while the
superego—shaped by social norms—polices and restrains it. Human
behavior, Freud argued, is shaped less by reason than by this inner
conflict. In his vision, virtue is repression, and desire—dark, unruly,
unspeakable—is the truest self. And more often than not, it is the winner.

This reminds us of the language of Muslim sages like al-Ghazali: the
heart is the king, and the mind, its vizier, and desire (hawa) its mortal
enemy. Reason, in other words, seeks justifications and means for
what the heart wishes to accomplish.>® But the similarity has its limits.
The Islamic view of the soul is inextricably moral and oriented toward
the divine as it distinguishes between al-nafs al-ammara (the soul that
commands evil), al-nafs al-lawwama (the reproaching soul), and al-nafs
al-mutma’inna (the tranquil soul)—the three possible states of the
human self, presenting a moral journey rooted in divine origin. The
tranquil soul (al-nafs al-mutma’inna) wishes to return to the Truth
Almighty, its original source. And unlike Freud’s id, which stems

from base instincts oriented toward survival and gratification, Islam
locates evil not in the essence of the self but in waswas—the whispered
provocations of Satan. These are external intrusions, not innate
impulses. Virtue, by contrast, originates from within. For God
breathed His spirit into the human being, endowing the soul with the
capacity for goodness and transcendence (Q. 15:29). The animal self is
not evil; it simply obeys its instinct, one that is eminently corruptible
and educable. True evil arises only when the human being consciously
turns away from God. Though created “in the best of forms” (ahsan
taqwim), man—when he rejects faith—is cast to “the lowest of the low’
(asfal safilin) (Q. 95:4—5). His fall is not one of nature, but of will. In
Islam, then, righteousness is not a social imposition or a psychological
construct like the superego—it is the soul’s original nature (fifra).

Evil desire is not the authentic self, but its trial.

”

What Freud and his intellectual heirs understood as the irrational
substrate of the human soul was grasped in Islamic tradition with far
greater nuance and depth. What lies beyond reason, in the Islamic
tradition, may be sub-rational—such as animal instincts vulnerable
to Iblis’s whisperings—or supra-rational, namely the soul’s capacity to
perceive truths beyond calculative reason, through the heart (galb) and
spiritual intuition. Unlike Freud’s tripartite self, which pits instinct,
reason, and societal repression against one another, Islam sees each
component of the self as possessing a divinely oriented role, to be refined
and harmonized under divine guidance and through divine light.
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Freud and his ilk produced powerful psychological insights, but 21. Edward Bernays, Propaganda (Horace
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service of the emerging capitalist order. Bernays pioneered modern
advertising by tapping into the subconscious, manipulating primal
desires for sex, status, and security, thereby launching an unprecedented
assault on the modern self.” This marked a perversion of knowledge—
substituting the soul’s liberation with its systematic seduction and
enslavement. This was not a betrayal of Enlightenment ideals, nor
merely a corruption of Freud’s critique, but rather their logical
conclusion: once God was dislodged, morality orphaned, and the
powers of unreason within the self laid bare, it was inevitable that
desire would become the new lever of control in the service of the
powerful. In an age of emerging psychological insight and technological
power, the capitalist and political elite naturally moved to harness
those very desires—not to elevate the human being, but to maximize
profit and manipulate the public.

Weber: Modernity as Polytheism

The attempts to understand the new, disenchanted world took a more
sociological and historical form in Max Weber, who in his famous 1917
lecture, “Science as a Vocation,” reproduced Nietzsche’s challenge:
“Since Nietzsche, we realize that something can be beautiful, not only
in spite of the aspect in which it is not good, but rather in that very
aspect.” If Nietzsche was the intoxicated mystic of secular modernity
and Freud the analyst of its psychosis, Weber was its disenchanted
jurist. The first heralded postmodern philosophy and literature, the
second birthed the psychological constructs that pervade modern
consciousness, the third laid the foundations of social science and the
ethos of the modern university. Together, these three stand as seminal
diagnosticians of the modern condition, whose ideas continue to
shape not only philosophy but also the institutions of modern life—
social sciences, psychoanalysis, and the wider world of arts and letters.

Weber described modernity as disenchantment—the triumph of
technocratic rationality over sacred value. In its vulgar form, modernity
champions a myth of linear history—an unyielding march toward
progress, emancipation, and enlightenment. In its more self-aware
and sophisticated iterations, however, this trajectory culminates not
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in redemption but in a secularized fall: the death of man’s innocence
and the crucifixion of the deity, yet without any promise of salvation.
This tragic arc is best captured in Max Weber’s influential vision of
disenchantment, which continues to serve as a central pillar of the
Western social scientific and humanistic imagination.

With the loss of a unified cosmos rooted
in the authority of an omnipotent and
omniscient God, the modern world

no longer possesses a shared moral
foundation. Instead, what emerges is

a “polytheism” of values—a radical
fragmentation in which no single ethical
vision can lay claim to universal authority.

Modernity, as diagnosed by Max Weber, is marked by two tragic and,
in his view, irreversible transformations. The first is the process of
rationalization, which consists of two intertwined developments:
intellectualization—the reduction of reality to that which can be
calculated, predicted, and explained—and impersonalization—the
subordination of life to abstract rules, bureaucratic systems, and
institutional machinery. Together, these create a world increasingly
governed by vast, impersonal organizations, such as the modern state,
the military, and the corporate economy, all organized around
efficiency and control. The result is what Weber famously called the
“iron cage” of modern life: a world in which individuals are trapped
within rationalized structures that strip life of mystery, spontaneity,
and deeper meaning.

But Weber saw a second movement unfolding alongside this
rationalization—partly inspired by Nietzsche, seemingly its opposite,
yet ultimately its consequence. With the loss of a unified cosmos
rooted in the authority of an omnipotent and omniscient God, the
modern world no longer possesses a shared moral foundation. Instead,
what emerges is a “polytheism” of values—a radical fragmentation in
which no single ethical vision can lay claim to universal authority.
While the world is disenchanted by rationalization, it is simultaneously
re-enchanted in a fractured and chaotic form. Weber’s prescient
language captures the heart of what would later be called the
postmodern condition: “His vision of polytheistic reenchantment,”
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writes one historian, “is rather that of an incommensurable value-
fragmentation into a plurality of alternative metanarratives, each of
which claims to answer the same metaphysical questions that religion
and science strove to cope with in their own ways.”*

Thus, the modern world is doubly haunted: by the loss of a coherent,
sacred order and by the return of conflicting and unmoored values—
“gods and demons,” in Weber’s chilling words, who “strive to gain power

over our lives and again ... resume their eternal struggle with one
another.” The collapse of theological unity has not led to a serene secular
harmony, but to a battlefield of rival absolutes—each asserting itself,
yet none able to claim the final word.

Indeed, the historical record reveals that the secular age did not, in
fact, usher in a reign of pure rationalism. Quite the opposite. As the
structures of monotheistic religion were dismantled in Europe,

what often rushed in to fill the vacuum was not reason, but magic,
mysticism, and the occult. Recent scholarship has meticulously
documented how the very thinkers and elites who championed the
Enlightenment ideal of “disenchantment” were themselves deeply
immersed in esotericism, spiritism, and alchemy. Many of its leading
figures—including Newton, Goethe, and even Freud—remained
entangled with theological, magical, and esoteric traditions. Even
Max Weber was entangled in these undercurrents.”® The world,

then, was never truly disenchanted, and the paradox endures today.
A growing body of contemporary scholarship notes a sharp rise in
astrology, witchcraft, and New Age practices in the United States—
trends that correlate with the demographic surge of the “nones,” those
claiming no formal religious affiliation. Secularization, this shows,
does not eliminate religion but fractures and privatizes it, giving rise
to a spiritual marketplace animated by diffuse, polytheistic desires
and severed from the unifying truth of monotheism.**

The false gods have returned—but now in
the form of algorithmic idols, consumer
fetishes, and the occult market.

There were many, of course, who cheered on this moment of anthropo-
centric confidence. Yet, even at its peak, this glee was confined to the
European elite at the height of colonial and technological ascendancy,
who had mistaken material domination for moral and metaphysical
authority. This illusion was eventually shattered—not least by the
unprecedented carnage of two world wars in the following century.
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24.Contemporary sociological trends testify

to this dynamic. While the number
of Americans identifying as religious

“nones” (those who profess no religious
affiliation) has grown significantly over
the last two decades, this shift has not
led to a widespread embrace of atheism
or materialist rationalism. Instead, what
has emerged is a surge of interest in
astrology, pagan rituals, tarot, crystals,
and New Age mysticism—particularly
among younger, more progressive
demographics. See, Ross Douthat,

“The Return of Paganism,” New York Times,
Dec 12, 2018 (Accessed 25 Aug 2025); Liel
Leibovit, “The Return of Paganism,”
Commentary, May 2023, https://www.
commentary.org/articles/liel-leibovitz/
paganism-afflicts-america/ (Accessed
25 Aug 2025).
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With the accumulation of power and wealth in the hands of the modern
elite, rather than peace and prosperity for all, existential angst, spiritual
dislocations, and inhumane inequality multiplied.* Instead of peace
and enlightenment, the twentieth century witnessed quite possibly
the bloodiest period in human history.>® Ironically, modern medical
discoveries prolonged life only to make that many more people
available for mass killing.

The vacuum left by monotheistic religion has not been filled by rational
clarity but by a bricolage of mythic fragments, unexamined desires,
and new cults of selfhood. The false gods have returned—but now

in the form of algorithmic idols, consumer fetishes, and the occult
market.”” What began as the Enlightenment’s dream of reason has
culminated in a haunted labyrinth of competing truths, unmet
longings, and existential angst.

Art: The Index of Desire

Having outlined the modern malaise through its leading thinkers,

we now turn to its lived experience. If modernity’s promise of
emancipation culminated instead in civilizational collapse, psycho-
logical fragmentation, and moral incoherence, it did not do so silently.
Its crisis found voice—indeed, many voices—in art. Art became the
index of desire: at once its mirror and its altar. It is thus fitting that
thinkers like Nietzsche, Freud, and Weber, each in his own way, turned
to art not merely as a cultural artifact, but as both the crucible and
the crystal ball of the modern condition. For if religious devotion
once offered a transcendent grammar for desire, and communal
norms once disciplined it within an ordered cosmos, in the secular age,
art became its final register. When religion was dethroned and virtue
disenchanted, it was in poetry, painting, music—and above all,
literature—that the modern soul continued its search for meaning. It is
here that the trajectory of desire, gradually shedding its Christian roots
and metaphysical constraints, comes most clearly into view.

Through art, the modern self externalizes its passions, anxieties, and
longings. Schopenhauer saw art as the embodiment of the “Will,” the
blind and striving force behind all existence. Freud interpreted it as
a sublimated form of unconscious desires, transformed into socially
acceptable symbolic forms. Nietzsche viewed art as a Dionysian
eruption—an ecstatic release of suffering, chaos, and primal yearning.
In this view, art functions as the language of desire, its transformation
into aesthetically compelling form.
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Moderns came to see inner beauty not in virtue—acquired through
effort, sacrifice, and wisdom in obedience to the divine—but in
authenticity: being one’s “true self,” as if desire were the last
remaining mystery, inexplicable, yet sacred and thus worthy of
reverence. There was no shortage of moral discourse; quite the
contrary—philosophy and art obsessed over it precisely because its
foundations were collapsing. Art searched for traces of meaning amid
the ruins. Belief did not vanish overnight, but as horizons expanded
with unprecedented speed, the old, creaking, and often hypocritical
devotions—fragmented into warring sects—could no longer keep
pace with the power and knowledge unleashed by science, capitalist
accumulation, and colonial conquest. In the absence of a morally
resonant belief in God, virtue came to be seen not as nobility but as
cowardice masquerading as piety: a refusal to confront reality, a timid
compromise. To live virtuously, on this view, was not to live at all.

Weber illustrates this rupture by invoking Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs

du Mal (The Flowers of Evil), a foundational text in modernist poetry.
Published in 1857 and swiftly condemned by French authorities for
offenses against public morality, Baudelaire’s work openly engaged
themes of eroticism, blasphemy, and moral decay. Six of its poems
were banned until 1949. Yet the collection became a touchstone for
Symbolist and Decadent poets and later profoundly influenced literary
development. Baudelaire’s idea of the poet as both visionary and
cursed shaped the very soul of modernist and existential literature.
What Baudelaire showed—and Nietzsche and Weber would later
theorize—is that darkness, perversity, and even moral violation can be
a source of aesthetic intensity. Not only could beauty now coexist with
evil, but that very evil—its strangeness, its depth, its forbidden
allure—intensified its beauty.

Moderns came to see inner beauty not
in virtue—acquired through effort,
sacrifice, and wisdom in obedience to
the divine—but in authenticity: being
one’s “true self,” as if desire were the last
remaining mystery, inexplicable, yet
sacred and thus worthy of reverence.

154



By contrast, in premodern and classical theories, art was often not
the outlet for desire but its refinement—its cultivation, edification,
and disciplining according to the highest ideal. Rather than giving
free rein to emotion, art was meant to shape it. Plato, in the Republic,
famously distrusted art because of its mimetic nature and its power
to stir the irrational soul; yet even he acknowledged the possibility
of noble poetry and music that could educate and orient the soul
toward virtue. Aristotle, more sympathetic, argued in the Poetics that
tragedy produces catharsis—a purgation of pity and fear that provides
emotional release while also morally and intellectually educating
the audience. In Islamic and Christian traditions, too, art was
primarily didactic. Poetry, storytelling, and even visual forms (where
permitted) were evaluated not for their originality or emotive depth
alone, but for their capacity to cultivate hikma (wisdom) and adab
(ethical refinement).

Decadent art existed aplenty, as in the opulent centuries of the Abbasid
empire, but it recognized its place in the world of submission to God
rather than glorifying nihilism. Take, for instance, Abii Nuwas, the
infamous 2nd-3rd (8th—9th) century libertine poet, widely remembered
as the literary emblem of decadence—celebrated and condemned for
his unflinching praise of wine, eroticism, and irreverence toward
religious norms. Yet his poetry does not simply revel in immorality,
but often reflects on it with irony, conflict, and remorse. One study
examines a poem in which Abti Nuwas transitions from indulgence to
repentance, revealing a deeper moral awareness beneath the surface
of transgression.>® Others have traced a shift in his later work toward
asceticism and spiritual reflection, suggesting an evolving poetic
conscience grappling with the very norms he once defied.” Desire, in
other words, could be expressive and even profligate, but it could not
become its own judge—its own highest standard. That inversion could
be stabilized only in the absence of the divine reference.

The Qur’an’s mistrust of poets was not a rejection of poetic form but
precisely due to their being unmoored from truth and virtue and their
valorization of desire: They wander in every valley, and say what they do
not do (Q. 26:225—226). This highlights the poets’ inconsistency and
indulgence in rhetorical flourish detached from ethical commitment.
Yet it is clear that the Qur’an does not categorically condemn poetry
itself. The Prophet % employed Hassan ibn Thabit to compose poetry
in defense of Islam and praised verses that affirmed truth, such as
those of the poet Labid, who declared, “Lo, everything apart from Allah
is perishing.”*° What the Qur’an censures, then, is not the art of poetry
but the privileging of desire over truth and virtue.
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The convergence of diversion and refinement is vividly illustrated in
the Islamic literary tradition, where even the most impassioned love
stories—such as Layla and Majnun—are often read allegorically, as
metaphors for the soul’s longing for the Divine. Erotic desire is not
celebrated for its own sake but transfigured into a higher yearning,
transcending the pursuit of romantic self-fulfillment and becoming
a vehicle for spiritual ascent. To be sure, human desire and the
seduction of sin were never absent from the Muslim experience;
from folk culture to royal courts, expressions of decadence found
their place. Yet the custodians of high culture—the ‘ulama’ and other
intellectuals—upheld truth above desire, shaping a civilizational
ethos in which longing was not denied, but made sublime.

This broader difference in the purpose of art is reflected in how
storytelling itself was structured. Islamicate storytelling was often
teleological: it presumed a moral universe in which events, however
tragic, ultimately served a meaningful end. Justice may be delayed,
but it was not denied. The goal of storytelling was often explicitly
didactic—it aimed to instruct and edify, not just entertain. Texts like
Kalila wa dimna or the Shahnameh exemplify this. Furthermore, stories
were embedded in collective rituals; they served to reinforce a shared
cultural or religious worldview and transmit it across generations.

Erotic desire is not celebrated for its
own sake but transfigured into a higher
yearning, transcending the pursuit of
romantic self-fulfillment and becoming
a vehicle for spiritual ascent.

The modern novel marks a decisive break from its premodern
antecedents. It privileges psychological realism, turning inward to
portray complex, conflicted individuals whose motivations resist
easy moral judgment. The worlds these characters inhabit are often
disenchanted—justice is uncertain, and meaning is no longer assumed.
The narrative centers on the private interiority of the self, frequently in
tension with society, tradition, or God. In the wake of Romanticism,
the novel increasingly embraces aesthetic autonomy: art is pursued for
its own sake, detached from explicit moral or theological ends. Tolstoy,
for instance, begins with a strong ethical vision, yet by Anna Karenina,
he renders a world where desire, emotional tumult, and spiritual
disorientation unfold without clear resolution. The greatest artistic
achievements—such as James Joyce’s Ulysses—become labyrinths of
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memory and longing, where the journey of desire becomes the point,
and ethical conclusions, if they exist at all, remain elusive. Art, in this
context, not only mirrors the modern self but actively participates in

its formation—simultaneously reflecting and reshaping the contours
of human experience. Despite the psychological richness and formal
innovation of modern literature—and allowing for notable exceptions—
the overarching trajectory is difficult to ignore: a deepening nihilism,
a steady erosion of metaphysical coherence, and a gradual shift from
mourning this loss to celebrating it.

The erotic impulse and its seductive power are not absent from Islamic
history. Yet whenever that fire flared—whether in the verses of Layla
and Majniin or in the folklore of Yusuf and Zulaykha—the tradition
set mirrors around it, not to extinguish the flame but to reflect it
toward a higher light. Reciters who lingered on the sensual beauty of
Strat Yasuf were reminded by scholars to temper their rapture with
Sarat al-Niir, where chastity, restraint, and moral clarity frame desire
within a divine architecture. In this way, Islam did not deny passion—
it disciplined it, insisting that longing find its meaning in the worship
of al-Haqq, rather than in self-gratification.

Art and Pornography: The Trouble
with a Man-made Distinction

The phenomenon of pornography—an epidemic of the digital age—
may hold the clearest key to understanding desire in late modernity.

The allure of the liminal and the transgressive, as noted, is not unique
to secular modernity. But what distinguishes our time—and makes
pornography possible and emblematic—is the erosion of the moral
and metaphysical architecture once provided by religion, however
fractured or inconsistent. Late modernity, severed from transcendence,
finds itself increasingly unable to distinguish art from pornography—
a collapse that cultural critics such as Roger Scruton, Camille Paglia,
and Theodor Adorno have traced in their analyses of commodified
aesthetics and erotic flattening.

Moreover, it is a telling mark of the structure of our world that
modernity’s most nihilistic invention—capitalism’s most satanic
production, pornography—became a global phenomenon virtually
overnight. No civilization today seems to possess a serious defense
against it. Confucian, Hindu, and African traditional cultures—
each of which once cultivated rigorous ethical boundaries around
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sexuality and public decorum—have gradually capitulated, eroded by
consumerism, legal redefinition, and the omnipresence of globalized
media. In contrast, the Islamic world may represent the last global
moral culture where public consensus still resists the normalization
of pornography, even if access and consumption are sadly present.
This resistance is not grounded in the absence of sexual vice, but in a
religious and communal ethic that continues to frame such behaviors
as morally problematic.*

What has been lost is not merely a code of conduct, but a vision of

the sacred. Pornography desecrates the very foundation of human
relations. Resistance does persist: among pious Muslims, in Orthodox
Christian revivals across Eastern Europe, and among leftist critics
who decry the porn industry as an extension of capitalist exploitation.
But such resistance is often fragmented, reactive, or easily co-opted.

To understand the feeble moral reasoning that led us here, let us begin
with patient zero. British conservative philosopher Roger Scruton, in
Beauty (2009), famously argued that true art—even when depicting
the nude—maintains a posture of reverence: “In aesthetic experience,
the body is transfigured by the soul; in pornography, the soul is
discarded for the body.” Scruton emphasizes that pornography
“invites consumption” rather than contemplation, and thus cannot
belong to the sphere of high art. American philosopher Camille Paglia,
a dissident feminist, while defending the place of eroticism in art,
similarly drew a sharp line in Sexual Personae (1990), claiming that
pornography reduces erotic complexity to “mechanical friction,”
lacking the psychological depth and symbolic richness that elevate the
sexual in true art. Allan Bloom, in his well-known The Closing of the
American Mind (1987), lamented how the modern collapse of cultural
standards left students unable to distinguish between the “nobility of
Eros” celebrated in high art and the “banality of pornography,” which
caters solely to base appetite.

All three thinkers—Scruton, Paglia, and Bloom—thus appear
confident that a meaningful, moral, and aesthetic boundary can

be preserved between art and pornography, even if the surrounding
culture increasingly flaunts it. This confidence, however, is
ill-conceived and ill-fated. Contemporary Catholic intellectual
Mary Eberstadt suggests in Primal Screams (2019) that the cumulative
breakdown of traditional moral and familial structures has so
thoroughly reshaped the modern sensibility that even what once were
clear distinctions have become blurred: “The line between high and
low culture, between art and pornography, between heroism and
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exhibitionism, grows ever harder to discern.” Against the effort to
uphold a sharp boundary between art and pornography, several
influential cultural critics have argued that such distinctions are
historically contingent and ideologically motivated, rather than
essential. John Berger, in Ways of Seeing (1972), contends that the
traditional European nude was already pornographic in its function,
serving not aesthetic reverence but voyeuristic pleasure: “Men act
and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves
being looked at.” For Berger, what elites have celebrated as “art” is
merely a more socially prestigious form of objectification, differing
from pornography only in its coded manners of display. Critics who
dismiss moral concerns, like Thomas Laqueur, offer a complementary
historical argument. In Solitary Sex (2003), Laqueur suggests that
moral panics over sexuality, obscenity, and masturbation were not
timeless truths but products of specific bourgeois cultures seeking
to regulate private life: “What was once natural became pathological;
what was once a private act became a public anxiety.” In this view,
the shifting boundary between art and pornography does not reflect
a timeless moral distinction but rather the changing needs of social
governance. Walter Kendrick deepens this argument in The Secret
Museum (1987), tracing the very category of “pornography” to
nineteenth-century Europe, when moral entrepreneurs sought

to differentiate respectable “high culture” from vulgar “low”
productions. As Kendrick puts it, “Pornography” as a category
separate from art “was invented so that it could be suppressed,”
suggesting that the art/pornography division functions primarily
as a mechanism for class-based exclusion and cultural gatekeeping.

The contrast between these two camps perfectly captures the
modern-postmodern divide over the nature of culture and morality.
For the modernists, the distinction between art and pornography is
grounded in the possibility of elevating human experience through
aesthetic form and moral imagination; without such elevation,
civilization itself risks collapse into mere appetite. By contrast, for
postmodernists, the very notion of elevation is suspect, revealing
hidden structures of power, exclusion, and social control. What one
side views as a defense of dignity, the other sees as a rhetorical strategy
for legitimizing cultural hierarchies. At stake in this debate is not
simply the status of erotic representation but the possibility—or
impossibility—of a shared moral and aesthetic order in modernity.
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Without the authority of divine
command—an authority capable of
binding reason, will, and desire into a
coherent moral whole—the distinction
between art and pornography, like all
moral distinctions, becomes a fragile
construct, ever vulnerable to erasure
by the shifting tides of power, fashion,
and appetite.

As long as taste, dignity, and civilization are grounded merely in
human judgment, without reference to divine command, every
aesthetic or moral boundary becomes provisional and subject to
contestation by rival elites. As Alasdair MacIntyre famously argues
in After Virtue (1981), modern moral discourse has fragmented into
“emotivism,” where competing moral claims are little more than
expressions of subjective preference, presented as rational arguments.
In this context, Scruton and Bloom are not defenders of an ancient
order but mourners of its passing, trapped within the relativism they
cannot escape. Worse, they are hypocrites, as their vision of Western
supremacy is built upon a bloody history not only of colonialism and
genocide but also of the systematic annihilation of ways of life far
richer, more integrated, and spiritually profound than their own
modernized, diluted, and selective religiosity.

Yet even MaclIntyre’s proposed recovery of Aristotelian virtue ethics
reveals the depth of the problem: in a world without consensus on the
prescriptions of natural law, appeals to telos and human flourishing
cannot compel allegiance across divided moral communities. As
MaclIntyre himself concedes, we are living through “a new dark ages”
where rational agreement on first principles has become unattainable.
Without the authority of divine command—an authority capable of
binding reason, will, and desire into a coherent moral whole—the
distinction between art and pornography, like all moral distinctions,
becomes a fragile construct, ever vulnerable to erasure by the shifting
tides of power, fashion, and appetite.
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Desire Meets the Almighty

Against the post-Enlightenment West’s steady devolution into
relativism and emotivism, Islam alone offers a vision of vibrant moral
order that is neither arbitrary nor subject to the shifting tastes of
elites. Due to space limitations, we cannot fully explore how every
major world civilization—whether China, India, or Russia—has been
profoundly reshaped by secular Western ideologies, both culturally
and philosophically, even as these regions witness reactionary political
and cultural movements. Islam and its moral order, imbricated in
Muslim communities and societies worldwide, remains the last
enduring framework.

Yet this moral sovereignty comes with all the challenges of advocating
for an ideal in the face of a triumphant global order. Despite military
defeats and the co-optation of our elites and institutions, Muslim
intellectual, social, familial, and personal lives have remained
embattled frontiers of jihad against pharaonic desire. The struggle
continues not merely on political or economic terrain, but in the
deeper moral and spiritual fabric of everyday life. A God-centered,
worshipful existence; the prohibition of alcohol; the regulation of
sexuality; and the cultivation of modesty—these are not cultural
quirks or relics of premodern social engineering. They are obligations
rooted in the metaphysical reality of divine command, reminders that
even in moments of defeat, the believer’s soul remains a battlefield—
and that ultimate authority belongs to God alone. In Islamic
epistemology, moral knowledge is not invented through cultural
consensus nor subject to renegotiation through historical accident;
it is discovered through revelation (wahy) and reason (‘aql) properly
situated within the covenantal relationship between humanity and
God. Thus, where Western debates over art and pornography oscillate
endlessly between competing elites, Islamic law maintains a
principled, coherent distinction between permissible (halal) and
prohibited (haram) forms of representation and behavior. It is this
anchoring in transcendence that preserves the possibility of genuine
moral clarity—a clarity that the heirs of the Enlightenment, for all
their eloquence and nostalgia, can no longer secure. It is not that

the barbarians are not at the gate, threatening our trust in divine
knowledge, but rather that we—by both belief and experience—know
of a refuge amid the storm. Our grasp on it is not guaranteed, yet its
existence, and the presence of believing Muslims who still seek and
hold to it, is beyond doubt.

161



In Islam, human desire is a divine secret—at once a peril and a
possibility. It can become the site of our fall or the secret of our
ascension. The Qur'an warns: “Have you seen the one who takes his
own desire (hawa) as his god?” (Q. 45:23), exposing the idolatry of self.
Yet it also proclaims: “Those who believe are stronger in their love

for Allah” (Q. 2:165), reminding us that desire, when disciplined and
rightly directed, becomes the very force that lifts the soul toward God.

Here, Islam is not merely offering a list of rules, but staging a meta-
physical drama. The soul (nafs) is torn between competing loves. And
love is not neutral. What we desire shapes what we become. As Ibn
al-Qayyim writes in al-Fawa'id, “The one who loves something besides
God is punished by that very love. It turns against him.” But he also
says, concerning the journey to Allah: “Desire is the mount of the
traveler. Without it, the seeker would not move.” This duality is crucial.
The same fire that scorches also warms; the same yearning that leads
to ruin may, if purified, open the gates of paradise.

The Islamic poet-philosopher Muhammad Igbal keenly grasped the
challenge faced by modern Muslims and gave voice to the spirit of many
revivalists across the Ummah. In response to Nietzsche’s idea of the will
to power, Igbal did not reject the concept outright for Muslims. Instead,
he redirected it—arguing that the Muslim must harness the will to
power in the service of God and His creation. In doing so, he drew on
eclectic Sufi imagery, particularly from his poetic master Rumi, and
looked to the Prophet # as the ultimate exemplar. Igbal’s call was not
for self-effacement but for the elevation of the self (khudi)—not in
rebellion against God, but in devotion to Him. As he famously wrote:

Raise your selfhood so-hlgh &” L/../G’“/f ,(L’-“' ok / / § i
that before every destiny :
God Himself will ask you: < L!Lé/ d/{t{‘é{;)& & il

Tell me, what is your desire?

Igbal deploys this shocking and brazen language to rouse the Indian
Musalman—the Urdu word for Muslim—out of spiritual stupor. To
grasp the depth of this crisis, consider a chilling historical irony: in
the Nazi death camps, German guards used the word Musalman to
describe Jewish prisoners in the final stages of physical and spiritual
collapse—those so emaciated, so broken, they had surrendered utterly
to death. The term came to signify a state of lifeless submission. It is
precisely this docility—of a people with belief but no will, no defiance,
no fire—that Igbal sought to awaken us from: not a people without
God, but a people without desire for God.
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What this reveals is that desire, in Islam, is not simply to be extinguished
or idolized. It is to be disciplined, refined, and oriented toward God. Not
suppressed, but trained—Ilike a wild horse that must be broken so
its strength can be harnessed in God’s path. Desire is not the enemy.
It is the arena. And God is not merely a judge from without, but the
Beloved toward whom the heart leans, the One whom all other loves
must be measured against. “And those who believe are stronger in
love for God” (Q. 2:165).

In Madarij al-salikin, in the section on the magam (spiritual station) of
rida (contentment with God’s decree), Ibn al-Qayyim offers a profound
meditation on why God created Iblis—the Devil. Rather than apologetic,
his answer is spiritually and theologically daring. He writes that the
existence of Iblis, and by extension, the reality of sin and temptation,
is not a flaw in the divine order but a necessary element of the unfolding
of divine wisdom. Were it not for Iblis, there would be no jihad of the
soul, no struggle against temptation, no turning back in repentance
(tawba), no taste of forgiveness, and no true knowledge of the names
and attributes of God, such as al-Ghaffar (the Forgiving), al-Tawwab
(the Relenting), and al-Halim (the Forbearing).

Desire is not the enemy. It is the arena.
And God is not merely a judge from
without, but the Beloved toward whom
the heart leans, the One whom all other
loves must be measured against.

Ibn al-Qayyim suggests that the very drama of the human condition—
our fall, our yearning, our ascent—is only possible through the testing
ground created by evil. Sin, paradoxically, becomes the site of deeper
knowledge (ma'rifa), sincerity, and dependence on God. He writes:

Had it not been for Iblis and the soul’s inclinations, many of the
divine names would have remained veiled from the servant. How
could the servant know the meaning of al-Afiiw, the Pardoning,
unless he sinned and was then pardoned? How could he taste the
sweetness of al-Rahim, the Merciful, unless he had felt the sting of
guilt and received mercy?**

This theme echoes across the Islamic tradition. The Quranic story of
Adam and Iblis (Q. 2:30-39, 7:11-25, among others) is itself a profound
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narrative on divine wisdom and the purpose of moral fallibility.
Adam is not presented as a failed creature, but as the first example of
insan—the forgetful yet redeemable human. His lapse, the beginning
of moral consciousness. Iblis falls because of arrogance (takabbur);
Adam stumbles because of desire, but he also repents and is forgiven.
Thus begins the human story: not in perfection, but in error, learning,
and return.

How could the servant know the meaning
of al-Afuw, the Pardoning, unless he
sinned and was then pardoned? How could
he taste the sweetness of al-Rahim, the
Merciful, unless he had felt the sting of
guilt and received mercy?

Al-Ghazali, too, in his Ihya’ and al-Magsad al-asna, reflects on the role
of divine names that require a world of sin and suffering to be truly
known. Without the veil, there is no unveiling. Without misguidance,
there is no huda. Without the experience of distance, the sweetness of
nearness cannot be known. As he writes: “The perfection of the divine
order lies not in the elimination of evil, but in the harmonization of
opposites... through which the beauty of God’s names is manifest.”

Of course, none of these voices celebrate evil in itself. Rather, they
insist that God’s wisdom is not undone by the existence of evil; it is
displayed through it. Desire, misstep, and fall are not merely obstacles
but stages in a deeper journey. The Islamic tradition does not erase the
moral distinctions between good and evil, but it insists that even evil
must serve a higher purpose within God’s plan.

And so, yes—desire is dangerous. But it is also revelatory. It uncovers
who we are, what we long for, and how far we are willing to go for
what we love. In that revelation lies the possibility of tahawwul—
transformation. The very arc of the human story is incomprehensible
without the possibility of sin and the mercy that follows. As the Qur'an
reveals, the Adamic story on earth begins not with divine wrath for an
original sin, but a divine lesson in forgiveness for a misplaced desire
(Q. 20:122).
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Conclusion

Desire cannot thrive without the concept of sin to guard it. In a world
with no sense of guilt before the Almighty, virtue itself disintegrates.
And with the collapse of virtue, desire ceases to be stabilizing, elevating,
or even genuinely pleasurable—it becomes fragmented, compulsive,
and nihilistic. In this context, pornography offers a disturbingly
accurate window into the crisis of desire in late modernity—not just
as the most extreme commodification of longing, but as a mirror
reflecting the spiritual desolation at the heart of our age. It doesn’t
merely degrade—it reveals a civilization that no longer knows what

to do with the human soul.

In the new jahiliyya, idolatry is no longer
golden calves and stone statues; it is
worship of self, capital, and libido.

What Max Weber observed with confusion and wonder—modernity’s
fractured, disenchanted worldview—Sayyid Qutb later diagnosed
with clarity through the Qur’an: modernity is a form of epistemic
polytheism, or in Qur’anic terms, jahiliyya—a willful ignorance of
truth itself. This is not simply a decline in religiosity, but an engineered
rebellion against the soul’s deepest nature: its longing for God. In the
new jahiliyya, idolatry is no longer golden calves and stone statues;

it is worship of self, capital, and libido.

Yet, if modernity is so hollow, why does it win? The answer lies in the
paradox of truth and power, and in an honest reckoning with human
desire. Modernity does not triumph because it is true—it triumphs
because it acts. Its success lies not in a true understanding of the
human being, but in the ability of its ideas to mobilize will, devotion,
discipline, and institutional form. By contrast, the believing Muslim
holds a luminous truth, but often lacks the will to live it. The truth of
Islam is not merely intellectual; it is existential—demanding embodi-
ment in a self, khudi, ennobled through service to God.

American political scientist Samuel Huntington once remarked:
“The West won the world not by the superiority of its ideas or values or
religion (to which few members of other civilizations were converted)
but rather by its superiority in applying organized violence. Westerners
often forget this fact; non-Westerners never do.”* This, however, is only
a half truth. Their institutions of memory and knowledge having been
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destroyed, non-Westerners too often forget—confusing worldly defeat
with spiritual inferiority, and thus surrendering inward dignity and
divine purpose along with their land. It is not the absence of truth but the
atrophy of will—the mistaking of passive belief for active submission—
that has rendered us ineffective. The Qur'an reminds us that the love
of the believers for God must surpass all worldly loves (Q. 2:165); only
such love, when embodied in action, can transform the world.

But this world is not the final measure. It is a trial. What matters is
not possession of truth, but striving in its path. The Prophet < called
this jihad, and it begins in the heart. Those who strive most fiercely
will shape the world—whether their cause is true or false. And so we
must stop waiting for truth to defend itself. We must defend it—by
embodying it, desiring it more than the world desires its gods, and
living it until the world begins to remember its soul. Our task is not
merely to call to truth, but to show that it is still possible to live it.

As the Qur’an says, “Indeed, Allah does not change the condition of a
people until they change what is in themselves” (Q. 13:11). Desire is not
the enemy—it is the battleground. And we will either be destroyed by
it, or saved through it.
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