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Preface

The research that led to the writing of this volume began in 1999. It
grew out of interest in the Arabic Islamic tradition, its past and its
present. But before the work was completed, events on the world
stage led many others to take an interest in anything related to Islam.
This, in some respects, has had positive consequences for Islamic
studies, in that more financial resources have since been invested in
the discipline. On the other hand, some of the interest has been gener-
ated for the wrong reasons — as if Islam is a cause of a malady and
its understanding will help us find a cure. More so than many other
topics of investigation, then, Islam has now been reduced to a
commodity; or to change the metaphor, it has become an industry.
In consequence, anyone undertaking a study of Islam is, directly or
indirectly, associated with and perhaps benefiting from this industry.
I would like to think that my study is an exception to this tendency,
but I am realistic enough to concede that it is not. Ideologies abound
and ideas seem to take a backseat. In such an overheated intellectual
environment, my ambition is that this book might cause people to
hesitate before they ascribe to Islam wholesale attributes, be they
negative or unfounded politically correct ones.

This book is a study of political thought in Islam from the stand-
point of the history of ideas and the relevance of these ideas to
contemporary Arabic political discourse. In some respects, this study
trespasses on the territories of the religious and the philosophical in
the Islamic tradition en route to a critical understanding of it, as it
pertains to the political sphere. While drawing on studies in philology,
the approach is not driven by source criticism and similar philo-
logical considerations. Nevertheless, due attention is given to the
contents of the works examined as well as their historical contexts.

It draws mainly on Arabic sources and focuses on writings and
thinkers belonging to the Arab world. The Islamic tradition, of course,
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extends far beyond the Arab world and finds expression in many
languages and cultures other than Arabic. In this respect, this study
is limited in its scope. However, it is also true that the influence of
Arabic thought extends to the Islamic world in general, and in this
sense, many of the ideas and debates that I address in the book have
echoes in other parts of the Islamic world.

Essentially, my approach is to examine the use of the religious and
philosophical components in the classical Islamic tradition (turath)
by three dominant Arabic political discourses, those of the Islamists,
the Apologists and the Intellectuals. I analyse the assumptions these
discourses advance in relation to their different understandings of the
turath and the way each intends to apply or restore it in the present.
I then explore related aspects of the furath and consider whether they
lend themselves to the views and claims made of them or for them
in these discourses. I argue that the authenticity (asala) that is claimed
by each of these groups is by no means self-defining or self-evident.
If anything, the realities that the furath subsumes are characterised
more by tensions, ambiguities and dynamics of change than is
commonly recognised and appreciated. Ultimately, the claims that
are advanced about the furath are less about its substance and more
about the political motives and agenda of those who are claiming to
defend it.
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Introduction

Forgive, forgive
You must forgive

For if you do not
Empty will your paradise be'

Challenging God in this way, which the tribes of Bani Lam in Iraq
are reputed to have done, is seldom mentioned as an element in
the Islamic tradition (turath). The Islamic tradition is commonly
described as being fixed in its intellectual make-up, essentially limited
to a corpus consisting of the two foundation texts, the divinely
revealed Quran, and the utterances and deeds of His Messenger
Muhammad contained in the Hadith. Moreover, islam, which in
Arabic means submission to God, is often applied to the description
of the entire Islamic tradition, to suggest that submission is its
defining feature. Is the Islamic tradition truly fixed and monolithic in
its substance and expressions? Are there no currents within it that
vary and add to the complexities of such a monolithic image?

Reductionist interpretations of what the Islamic tradition repre-
sents abound. One of the most influential and frequently cited scholars,
Samuel Huntington, is unambiguous in his appraisal of Islam: the West
has a ‘problem’, he writes, and it ‘is not Islamic fundamentalism. It
is Islam’.? Huntington’s view is not isolated; it is representative of a
common discourse among generalist academics and policy-makers in
the West. But reductionist interpretations of the Islamic tradition are
not limited to the discourses of certain journalists and academics in
the West; they are also advanced by some Arab and Muslim thinkers,
whose discourses are the focus of this book.

This book explores three contemporary Arabic discourses, those of
the Islamists, the Apologists and the Intellectuals, all three competing
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to advance their own interpretations of the Islamic tradition. By
discourse, I mean a process that deploys ideas to instil certain inclin-
ations in people’s minds that would make them favourable to a
political objective and dispose them to viewing those ideas as truth.
The argument I advance in this study is that these groups’ discourses,
while driven in the first instance to respond to political circumstances
in their societies, are nevertheless generating problems of an intel-
lectual order. By this I am referring to a tendency by these groups to
deploy arbitrarily, each in its way, the turath for contemporary polit-
ical ends and agendas. These three currents are highly public and
politicised currents. They do not represent all of the thinkers writing
in the Arab world on subjects pertaining to the Islamic tradition. The
critique I present in this study is therefore limited to these currents,
and it is not to be generalised to the ‘Arab mind’ — or the ‘Muslim
mind’ for that matter.?

The classification of thinkers into discrete and specific categories
is inevitably arbitrary to some degree. I am adapting and modifying
here the classification and definition used by Ghassan Finianos in his
survey of contemporary Arabic intellectual currents, in which he
distinguishes between ‘Islamists, Apologists, and free thinkers’.*
Further, in assigning thinkers to one or other of these categories, |
recognise that each encompasses individuals who may be in disagree-
ment with one another on certain matters. Islamists, for example, can
differ on views® and objectives, as well as modes of activism, and
so do the Apologists and the Intellectuals. In adopting this classifi-
catory scheme, I am therefore concerned with the central issues that
I understand them to have in common.

Islamism is the term currently used to identify a complex of polit-
ical currents that understand Islam as a political ideology, an Islamist
being an adherent of currents. A common characteristic of such;
Islamism is a selective and literal approach to the foundation texts,
Quran and Hadith, that is, selecting Qurlanic verses and Hadith
reports without due sensitivity to context or alternative traditional
interpretations, but whose literal sense is conducive to their political
objectives. Also common among Islamists is the objective to bring
about an Islamic state, which has the shari‘a as its constitution.

The Apologists are representative of a current which emphasises
that human reasoning is sanctioned in Islam, and that it may be freely
applied to the corpus of revelation. They are commonly referred to
as Liberal Muslims in European languages, which, to my mind, does
not fairly describe these thinkers. I use the term Apologists because
I find it more in tune with their intellectual endeavour. For while they
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seek to adapt Islam to the challenges of contemporary societies,
they are also concerned to frame their discourse through what is
essentially an intellectual defence of their religion.

The discourse of both these currents is based on the foundation
texts of Islam. Unlike the Islamists, the Apologists do not seek to
bring about an Islamic system of governance. Rather, their primary
goal is to adapt Islam to modernity, and they seek to influence polit-
ical trends and developments to facilitate this. With this objective in
mind, they approach the foundation texts on the basis of a context-
ual hermeneutical theory rather than a literal reading of them.
Whereas the Islamists generally advocate an exclusivist interpretation
of Islam relying on selected Quranic verses which they understand
in a literal sense, and seek to apply their imperatives accordingly, the
Apologists — albeit in an equally selective manner — rely on verses
that are inclusive in character, and promote tolerance. A more detailed
discussion of the approaches of the Islamists and the Apologists is
presented in Chapter 1.

‘Intellectuals’ form the third current.® In a general sense, an intel-
lectual is anyone who engages the intellect in the exercise of under-
standing the human condition. With such a broad definition, many
in the Arab world and beyond qualify as intellectuals, including
both Islamists and Apologists. However, | deliberately use the term
‘Intellectual’ in a restricted sense to refer only to those Arab thinkers:
(1) whose exploration of the turath is not exclusively through the
lenses of the religious foundation texts; (ii) whose starting point of
exploration is conditioned by contemporary concerns; and (iii) who
designate themselves as Intellectuals (muthaqqafiin) by virtue of their
exploration of these concerns. These Intellectuals are often, but not
always, academics in university posts, for the most part working in
the field of philosophy. The approach of the Intellectuals is discussed
in detail in Chapter 2.

This definition of Intellectuals needs further qualification. There is
another group of Arab academics who are also concerned with the
study of the past. They study the past primarily as a field of know-
ledge through the disciplines of philology, history and philosophy.
No doubt they have an influence on contemporary understandings of
the turath among the other groups, but because their focus is on the
past for its own sake, they are not concerned in seeing their works
as having an interventionist role in the shaping of contemporary
society. Accordingly, they are less prone than the Intellectuals to
regard themselves as competing with the discourses of the Islamists
and the Apologists. Therefore, their works are not integral to this
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study, but I draw on some of their writings as a means of presenting
a critique of the three discourses.

At the heart of the disagreement between the discourses of the
Islamists, the Apologists and the Intellectuals are their understand-
ings of what the medieval Arab-Islamic furath stands for; which of
its components (religious and philosophical) are to be accorded rele-
vance in contemporary socio-political life and discourse; and how
this relevance is to be achieved. All three deploy their interpretations
of the turath in a sense that has political ramifications, and in so
doing, they represent it in a way suited to their own agendas.

The Islamists advocate compliance with the teachings of the pious
predecessors (al-salaf al-salih). This compliance is meant to be
demonstrated through emulating the period during which they believe
the Islamic community was fully observant of all that religion
prescribed in the spiritual and public spheres and at the same time
enjoyed economic, military and political eminence. In support of this,
they quote verses from the Qur’an to justify political measures they
deem conducive to their programmes. The Apologists, on the other
hand, draw on other verses from the Qur’an to argue that their inclu-
sive understanding of Islam is the correct and authentic reading of
their religion. The Intellectuals are distinguished from both by their
emphasis on the philosophical current in Islam. This they believe to
hold the key to the generation of liberalism and democracy in the
contemporary Arab-Islamic world.

Between the Islamists and the Apologists, one may observe a battle
fought with the religious verses that each current relies on to support
its claim for authenticity. As for the Intellectuals, one may observe
in their writings, too, a process of selective emphasis on philosoph-
ical texts from the classical period of Islamic thought. They draw
selectively on these texts to derive conclusions suited to their ‘cultural
programmes’, which, it will be argued, these texts do not justify.

It is not unusual for different and differing currents to arise within
a single tradition. It is also common that cultural or religious tradi-
tions are largely identified with certain mainstream customs and the
dominant personalities within it. This is the case in the development
of almost every tradition. It is perhaps unavoidable that conflicting
dynamics ensue between the dominant current of a tradition on one
hand and the minor ones, holding different or dissenting values and
interpretations, on the other. This can also lead to latent or open
hostilities between the dominant and minor currents within a tradi-
tion, with each current appropriating a distinct sense of righteousness,
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and asserting the authenticity of the tradition to the values and
interpretations it holds.

Complications arise, however, when such tensions within a society
move from a situation of intense debate to a situation of argument
by elimination, that is, when conflicts between currents change from
being a source of intellectual challenge to one of mutual intolerance,
when one current perceives the other as a threat to its distinctive
values, and considers its elimination as an intrinsic step towards the
realisation of its own values.

Such dynamics characterise contemporary prevalent Arabic dis-
courses on the turath, how it should be understood and the relevance
to be accorded to it in the present. The Arabic word turath — for
which an approximate English equivalent is ‘tradition’, which also
has the sense of ‘heritage’, ‘legacy’ and ‘culture’ — carries complex
ideological connotations. The turath does not only imply the history
of a tradition that extends to the present; it also conveys the active
sense of seeking to shape a political present by interpreting its iden-
tity in terms of a particular image of its past.” This latter sense runs
through the approaches of the currents I explore. Each current gives
authority and a priority of claim (ahaqqiyya) to its stance by basing
its identity on those aspects it selects from the turath which are
conducive to its programme.

A reflection of these ideological connotations is that the turath is
often spoken of in intellectual Arabic parlance not as a study (bahth)
but as a problématique (ishkaliyya). In other words, it is an issue that
is intrinsically problem-generating, as opposed to problem-solving.
And these problems are not limited to theoretical debates. Their mani-
festations are disturbing: there is a long list of Arab thinkers assassi-
nated, imprisoned or forced into exile because they were deemed to
be advancing non-conformist interpretations of the furath.? Disturbing
manifestations of this kind are not limited to the fate of thinkers. Many
Muslims (and non-Muslims) are now hostages to the radical Islamists’
interpretation of the Islamic furath and attempts to impose it on them.
Being authentically Islamic and faithful to the tfurath so that its
glories can be achieved again in the present is what sits at the centre
of the political rhetoric and activism of radical Islamists.

In his seminal three-volume study, al-Thabit wa al-Mutahawwil
(The Constant and the Changing), the scholar and poet Adonis (nom
de plume of “Ali Ahmad Sa‘id) concludes that:

Culture (thagafa) is not [a process of] recovering [from the past],
but [a process of] producing [something new]. When we read or
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write, we must be fully conscious that far from being static and
established, culture is something dynamic and productive. It is
not to be reduced to a collection of remnants from the past, of
values, standards and accomplished achievements. Rather, it is a
movement that is [always] on its way to producing something
new, unique in its progress in the direction of the future. ..
Culture is not that which we have produced, but that which we
are producing.’

This is indeed an eloquent summation of what Adonis considers to be
the dynamics of change in the development of cultures and traditions.
However, his view that cultural change always follows a forward
motion is somewhat poetic. The direction of the movement of cultures
and traditions, Islamic or otherwise, and whether they are imagined,
constructed or real is not always as future-driven as Adonis suggests.'
From a historical perspective, tradition moves by a process of inhaling
and exhaling the past. At times, it is a process that acts as a construc-
tive tool and as a source of innovation. At other times, it is a process
that can withhold the present and the future as hostages of emulation
of the past.

The relevance of the furath in contemporary Islamic political
thought is so acute that it is only a critical exploration of it that can
provide a key to a clearer view of the forces at work in the present,
and perhaps to be continued in the future as it unfolds. But should
the exploration of the furath always seek — as most contemporary
Arabic intellectual currents do — to find answers in the past to contem-
porary socio-political problems? Is it possible that this exploration
assesses, appraises and interrogates the past in so far as this is
possible, but in such a way that the turath remains in the past, so
that it is remembered, not called back to life, acknowledged, not
sanctified, inherited but not commanded to serve the present?

The problem is not the past per se, but that the dominant
perception of that past in the present is marred by an obfuscation to
do with the understanding of what it stands for. It is as Daryush
Shayegan puts it, as if a ‘cultural schizophrenia’ has occurred.
Muhammad Benis writes that, unlike many other cultures, Arab cul-
ture (al-thaqafa al-arabiyya) is hedged about by silence. He observes
that:

the world has come to know us only through our recent/modern
civilisation, and this is something that in the Arab world we hardly
acknowledge, and most often we ignore . . . For this reason, the
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other knows us more than we know ourselves [emphasis added],
or perhaps more than we are prepared to know ourselves.'!

Benis is here touching on a key aspect in the dominant Arabic polit-
ical discourses on the furath. It is the extent to which the Islamists,
Apologists and Intellectuals are prepared not only to be enchanted
but also disappointed as a result of getting to know the past. Such a
movement then should not be concerned to entangle further the
present with the past, but rather to disentangle the present from some
of the apparent or real yokes of the past in so far as it is possible and
desirable. It should be a movement that seeks to come to terms with
not just the triumphs and civilising contributions of the tfurath, but
also one that has a spirit of humility ready to recognise and confront
the failures and even some of the destructive elements of that turath.

There is little doubt that the emphasis on furath that is currently
impeding constructive and inclusive political discourses is the result
of an amalgam of causes other than shortcomings in intellectual
approaches. Over the past three centuries, the Arab world has under-
gone complex political transformations. These include a process
(during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries) that saw it change
from being an imperial and a colonising entity to becoming colonised
entities. During this period, it experienced a contracted renaissance
(nahda); this was exacerbated by the rise of Arab nationalism, which
neither fulfilled its dream of pan-Arabism nor led to the success of
the diverse nationalist movements that sprang up under its umbrella.
This was accompanied by the development of authoritarian institu-
tions of government, often aided by outside powers, e.g. the US,
Britain, France, the former Soviet Union, etc., each with its own
agenda and a varying degree of impact. These diverse political factors
have made it convenient for political actors to deploy rhetoric about
the turath as a tool for various purposes, whether for the promotion
of modernisation, Westernisation, Arabisation or, more recently,
Islamisation.

Political considerations aside, the furath is increasingly losing its
normative and intellectual substance. Instead, for the Islamists,
Apologists and Intellectuals, it is conceived of as a tangible, know-
able and unambiguous reservoir of data, from which one can pick
and choose aspects relevant to contemporary concerns. In short, it is
not only that the present seems stuck in the past and is thus losing
its contemporaneity; it is also that the past is losing its historical
substance by being ‘forcefully’ imported to a present that is largely
alien to its normative context.
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In this study, my general approach is to question the central assump-
tions which Islamists, Apologists and Intellectuals make about the
Islamic tradition. My approach in part draws on some aspects of
Adonis’s study of the Islamic tradition in which he identifies two cur-
rents: the Constant (al-thabit) and the Changing (al-mutahawwil),
hence the title of his study al-Thabit wa al-Mutahawwil. The Constant,
according to Adonis, is a current based on revelation, i.e. the religion
of Islam, and provides the foundation of Arabic civilisation/culture
(thagatfa). It also ascribes to itself a priority of claim (ahaqqiyya) to
authority based on its own interpretation of the past, and rejects every
other reading that does not conform to it. The Changing, on the other
hand, is a current that refuses to accept the ahaqqiyya of the Constant,
and relies on its own differing interpretation of that same past. In this,
the processes that characterise the Changing are those particular to a
current that operates outside the ‘Islamic’ establishment.!?

Adonis believes that this dynamic has been at work throughout
Islamic history. However, a combination of factors, including the
political theology, tribal affiliations and political circumstances in
which the Constant has been enmeshed, have resulted in it having a
position of dominance. One of the characteristics of the Constant is
a theology that plays on the ontological status of revelation. He
explains this status as one that transcends time and the categories
within which time is subsumed, i.e. past, present and future.
Revelation is simultaneously the past in so far as it sees itself as the
beginning, the present in so far as it is a continuum and the future in
so far as it is the eschatological endpoint.!® Time, then, is subservient
to revelation. Accordingly, what pertains to religion comes to be
above time and consequently above history:'

Time, here then, is prophetic time. And in prophetic time, the
future is transformed into the past, for the prophet does not pro-
ceed towards the future, he remembers the future. . . . Prophetic
time takes the individual back to the past, by placing the past in the
future. As such, the future becomes one of the forms of the past.'

A society that finds its basis and ultimate justification in revelation,
Adonis argues, develops a bond with what it regards as the ‘Constant’,
and that in religious terms is ‘the face of God’. Anything other than
this is imperfect. It is from this perspective that the concept of the
‘Changing’ has a negative connotation, for this would be a deviation
from the ‘Constant’, i.e. the perfect.'®
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Because it is founded on revelation, Adonis contends, Arabic civil-
isation is disposed towards conformity (ittiba‘iyya); accordingly, it
is inclined to reject and even condemn originality (ibda°) and intel-
lectual progress (fagaddum)."” Adonis is arguing here that a construc-
tive intellectual approach is one that goes outside the dominant current
of the turath. In other words, it is Change, not Constancy that should
characterise both the way in which the furath is understood and appre-
ciated, and the way in which new and modern challenges are faced.
This should be so even if the changes that result are not consistent
with the precedents established in the turath.

There is much that is convincing and suggestive in Adonis’s study
of the turath and of his analysis of revelation as the dominant current
in the Islamic tradition. Yet, there is room for further nuances in his
analysis. My preference is not to speak of the Constant and the
Changing in the Islamic tradition as two fixed elements. Rather, I
wish to highlight the processes of Change within the Constant, and
the processes of the Constant within what is considered as Change.
For if it so wishes, the Constant is capable of appropriating to its
sphere the Changing by devoting adequate ‘exegetical’ energy.
Similarly, the Changing is capable of presenting itself as a Constant,
and of developing dynamics that are of the Constant variety. To put
my approach in Adonisian parlance, it is to speak of al-mutahawwil
ST al-thabit and al-thabit f1 al-mutahawwil.

At a very basic and central level, the Islamic tradition is marked
by Changing characteristics. Students of Islam struggle through the
many intricacies that they must acquaint themselves with in order to
get even a minimum understanding of Islam. Even among the matters
that are universally accepted by observing Muslims, there exist
varieties of points of views. Take for example the complexities asso-
ciated with the main sources of authority in the Islamic tradition,
Qur’an and Hadith.

The Qur’an for Muslims is the words of God revealed to Muhammad
by the Angel Gabriel. It is the very basis of the Islamic religion and its
most authoritative source. Its chapters (Sira), 114 in total, are divided
into Makkan and Madinan, the former referring to those revelations
that Muhammad received before his emigration (kijra) in CE 622, the
latter referring to the ones received after the Aijra. Despite them all
being the words of God, some Muslim commentators give precedence
to the Madinan ones, especially as a guide to administering communal
affairs.

Further, one is faced with the task of understanding the content of
the Quran, which, without adequate training in Arabic and exegesis,
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is not always self-explanatory or accessible.'® Some verses do not
make obvious sense, if read outside their specific historical contexts.
Early Muslim scholars addressed this by pointing to the importance
of asbab al-nuziil (occasions of revelations), that is, the existential
circumstances around which certain verses were revealed. These
verses and the existential circumstances surrounding their revelations
were identified based on reports by the companions of the Prophet
designed to that effect, which have come to be a branch of learning
in Quranic studies in their own right. Moreover, trained scholars are
not always in full agreement about the meanings of Qur’anic verses.
The tradition of Qur'an commentaries known as tafsir dates back to
the early period of Islam, and not only do some commentators differ
on interpretations, some of them advance multiple interpretations for
a single verse. The Quranic commentary al-Tafsir al-Kabir (The
Great Commentary) by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi is typical of that genre.

The corpus of Hadith is not unequivocal. It comprises what are
believed to be the sayings and deeds of Muhammad and what it is
considered he approved of, even implicitly. It thus serves as the sec-
ond most authoritative source in Islam. But not all Hadith reports are
considered authoritative or sahth, ‘sound’. In order to be so, a report
must have its authenticity validated by an isndd, a chain of transmis-
sion that links it directly to Muhammad. The collections having spe-
cial authority and considered to be sahih are those based on the
collections of Sahih al-Bukhart and that of Muslim, referred to in the
dual as al-sahthan. In addition to these two, four other authoritative
Hadith follow, the Sunan of al-Nasa’i, Aba Dawid, al-Tirmidhi and
Ibn Maja. These six are referred to as the Six Collections, but there
are other collections also considered to be reliable, particularly Ibn
Malik’s Muwatta and Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s Musnad. Other Hadith
outside these collections are generally considered da7f, ‘weak’, and
are thus less authoritative.

Despite being considered a defined corpus, the Quran and Hadith
therefore encompass many heterogeneous elements, and cannot
simply be considered as a fixed corpus. Moreover, early Muslim
scholars discerned that these two sources are not sufficient in them-
selves to address the challenges facing the Islamic community,
and so they devised other tools that would allow them to cater for
newly emerging issues. Thus some resorted to giyds, analogy or
deductive reasoning based on the Quran and Hadith; when giyas
proved insufficient, they resorted to ijma’, consensus of the com-
munity led by learned scholars, and some resorted to ijtihad,
individual reasoning by learned scholars.
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But differences of views were still not all accommodated, and
alongside the above developments, different madhahib (s.: madhhab)
or schools of law emerged.!” Though using the Hadith as a basis for
enacting laws, each took on its own distinct characteristics with
different principles of procedures. The four main Sunni schools are
those named after their founders, the Hanafi madhhab named after
Abt Hanifa (CE 698-767), the Maliki madhhab named after Malik
Ibn Anas (CE 718-95), the Shafi’i madhhab named after al-Shafi‘l
(CE 767-820) and the Hanbali madhhab named after Ibn Hanbal
(ce 780-855). These were all complex developments in the early
centuries of Islam. To use Fazlur Rahaman’s words, they were organic
in that they developed and changed, but they were also ‘elusive’.?’
In other words the development of the Islamic tradition was far from
being static.

This heterogeneous description applies mainly to the Sunni wing
in Islam. Other sects exist in Islam: one of the more prominent ones
is Shi‘ism,?! whose development goes back to the early period of
Islam. Its adherents were the followers of ‘Al Ibn Abi Talib (shiat
‘AlT), cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad and who, they believed,
because of his kinship to Muhammad, should have been the first
Caliph to assume the leadership of the Muslim community. The polit-
ical theology of the Shi‘a thus followed a different direction from that
of the Sunni. As opposed to the Sunni emphasis on consensus, the
Shi‘a believed that the leader of the Muslim community should be
decided by God, and this they believed to be vested in the figure of
the Imam ‘Al until his occultation, then in his descendants. They
continued to allow a special status for the Prophet as the recipient of
revelation, so the Imam does not have a claim to receive revelation,
but is endowed with lutf, ‘illumination’, that gives him a unique
capacity to interpret the revelation to the Prophet. There are numerous
branches of Shi‘ism emphasising in varying degrees divine rights and
messianic traits. The Twelver Shi‘a (ithna ‘ashariyya), for example,
believe that the twelfth Imam, a direct descendant from Muhammad
and ‘Al and who died in the ninth century is still alive and will
reappear on Judgement Day.

Even the generally accepted sources of authority and divisions in
the Islamic tradition, then, are characterised by Change. The philo-
sophical corpus is equally heterogeneous and dynamic in its influences
and development. It is, then, within the flux of the Changing and the
Constant that I intend to explore the assumptions upon which the
discourses of the Islamists, Apologists and Intellectuals rest.
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In this book, I investigate a number of aspects of the turath to
assess whether any of these supports the claims based on it. This is
not to suggest that it is possible to identify in a positive or apodeic-
tic way the core of the turath, against which to judge the various
interpretations of it as right or wrong. Rather, my goal is to identify
and explore the heterogeneous elements and currents within the
turath. In turn, I shall consider whether any of them lends itself to
support a particular view or position in these discourses; and whether
others either reveal fresh emphases or even fly in the face of
positions that are taken for granted by one or other of these discourses.



1 The Islamists and the
Apologists

An idea isn’t responsible for the people who believe in it
Don Marquis

Of the several currents of thought in contemporary Islam, the Islamist
current undoubtedly enjoys greater ‘authenticity’ among the general
public. It is essentially a political current that uses its particular inter-
pretation of the Islamic tradition as its ideological platform. Islamists
emphasise their faithful adherence to the Islamic foundation texts,
Quran and Hadith, which they, in turn, use selectively as a tool to
justify their political programmes. The radical among them draw on
these texts even to legitimate their call to violence. This current has
assumed the right to adjudicate what is authentic, ethical and moral
in the spheres of politics and social behaviour in the Islamic
community. This seemingly faithful adherence to the teachings of the
foundation texts has enabled it virtually to monopolise Islamic
‘authenticity’ in the minds of many Muslims and non-Muslims. As
a consequence, there exists now a broad perception of Islam that iden-
tifies it with Islamism. This perception is not false in so far as
Islamism represents an intellectually active political stream of Islam.
But it is incomplete in so far as Islamism does not represent all of
the intellectual currents within Islam.

The Apologist current advances an alternative interpretation of
Islam. It is made up of Muslim thinkers, often academics, who,
conscious of Islam being a powerful political tool in the hands of
Islamists, are seeking to deploy Islam for different purposes. Essen-
tially, they are using Islam as a tool to promote political trends that
can be adapted to the now globally dominant political values
in the West such as democracy and liberalism. They represent a
current that is on the rise in popularity among academics and policy-
makers in the Western world.! It is commonly referred to as ‘Liberal
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Islam’, and the thinkers whose views form this current are referred
to as ‘Liberal Muslims’.

This neologism is recent or has at least become increasingly used
over the past decade.? It is, however, a category that does not
adequately describe these individuals. To my knowledge, they do not
use the Arabic equivalent of liberals, ahrar, to describe themselves.
Moreover, the political circumstances of the Arab-Islamic world are
so dire as far as good governance, human rights, democracy and so
on are concerned that the very notion of ‘liberal’ in a transparent
sense of the term requires an exercise of the imagination. One can
certainly speak of liberal-minded Muslims or of liberal traits in the
Islamic tradition, but it would be misleading to speak of contempor-
ary ‘liberal Islam’ in the absence of the foundation of a minimum
political theory of liberty (outside the patriotic poetry and songs) that
is also translated into liberal institutions and political practices.

In this study, I use the term Apologists not without unease, for I
recognise the problems with typologies as well as the fact that Apolo-
gist is a term that is loaded in meanings. As I note in the Introduction,
I use this term because I consider these thinkers to have an agenda,
which is to adapt Islam to what they deem as necessary modern chal-
lenges and, further, because they frame their interpretations through
what is essentially a defence of their religion.

The Islamist approach and its intellectual roots

Writing in his F7 Zilal al-Quran (In the Shadows of the Qur’an),
Sayyid Qutb, still the most influential Islamist ideologue, expresses
an approach to the Islamic tradition that is common among Islamists.
It takes the form of a reification of Islam, and promotes this reifica-
tion as an exact emulation of the teachings and practices of the early
Muslim community, as if it is a ‘return’ to an idealised past:

And we are taken in at times by deceptive appearances pertaining
to the division of cosmic norms (sunan kawniyya). When we
observe [for example] that [it is accepted that] the adherence to
the laws of nature would lead to success, even if the religious
values were contravened. The results of this division are not
immediately apparent, but they will certainly be evident in the
end. ...and that is what has befallen the Muslim community
itself. The line of its ascent began in a period during which the
laws of nature coincided with the religious values. The line of its
descent began when the two came to be [perceived as] separate.
It continued to decline gradually as the separation between the
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two grew wider until it reached its nadir when the Muslim
community completely disregarded the natural norms and the
religious values altogether.?

Here, Qutb is alluding to the periods during which he believes true
Islam was fully realised. By far the truest Islam for Qutb was that
experienced during the rule of Muhammad at Madina in CE 622-32.%
This was a foundational period that saw a virtually miraculous devel-
opment of the Muslim community; it represents a fusion between the
religious and the political spheres, which coincided with power
and prosperity. Qutb laments that ‘“the existence” of the Islamic
community (umma) is considered to have been interrupted for many
centuries’.’

Qutb’s views are symptomatic of the Islamists’ discourse in
general. It takes the form of a search for a cure for the ailment of
political instability and perceived moral decadence. It sees the cause
of this ailment as a divergence between the observance of Islam and
the conduct of social and political affairs. The main thrust of this
discourse is that the apogee of humanity in its ethical, political and
social spheres was reached during the time of the founder of Islam,
the Prophet Muhammad. The ideal, then, has already been reached
beyond which no further progress is possible. Given that the death
of the Prophet was followed by a sharp decline in human ideals, so
runs the argument, moral and political progress may be achieved only
through emulating a past when the Muslim community is believed to
have scrupulously observed the teachings of the Quran.

The twentieth century saw a rapid rise of groups of Muslims who use
Islam as an ideological weapon for their political ends. This is the cur-
rent commonly referred to in scholarly and media writings as Islamism
and its proponents are designated as ‘Islamists’, not Muslims, in
order to stress that they are attributing an ideological dimension to
Islam.® In Western languages one also finds related terms, such as
‘post-Islamism’, ‘fundamentalism’, ‘neo-fundamentalism’, the French
language adding ‘intégrisme’ to the list.” In Arabic, one finds in the
relevant literature other descriptions to this current, such as ‘political
Islam’ (al-islam al-siyast), ‘Islamic expansion’ (al-madd al-islamt)
or, as the Islamists themselves describe it, the ‘Islamic awakening’
(al-sahwa al-islamiyya).

There are many Islamist groups, but as might be expected the use
of scriptural language is a common characteristic of their rhetoric.
For example, they all use scriptural references as an immutable source
of authority in the social, ethical and political spheres. While they do
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not always share the same strategies and goals, they nevertheless
resort to the same sources of authority and deploy similar terms of
references.® For example, they highlight the central role that Islam
occupies in their political activities, stressing that they are not simply
Islamic political parties engaged in politics but they are political
parties founded on Islam as an ideological platform.® Further, they
seem to agree upon three main precepts: madawiyya (a return to the
Islamic principles of the past), shumiiliyya (a comprehensive appli-
cation of Islam in all spheres of life) and al-da'wa al-nidaliyya (a call
for struggle to bring about the Islamisation of the state and society).'”

From the perspective of the late twentieth and beginning of twenty-
first centuries, the intellectual roots and developments of Islamism can
be traced back, in part, to earlier thinkers and movements, in particu-
lar to the salafiyya movement. It is a movement that emerged in the
latter part of the nineteenth century, and whose leading figures advo-
cated a return to the teachings of the pious forefathers (al-salaf al-
salih — hence the name salafiyya).!! Of the many meanings of salaf
that the Arabic lexicon Lisan al-Arab lists, the most fitting is ‘we have
made them the predecessors so that others are guided by them’. It is
an ambiguous term, one that can be deployed rhetorically to imply
positive connotations without necessarily giving a precise meaning.
Other definitions of salaf exist which seem to suggest that the salaf
are pious Sunni predecessors, excluding those revered by the Shi‘ites,
like ‘Al Ibn Abi Talib.!> The general meaning of salaf though is the
one most emphasised.

The context in which the salafiyya emerged was related in part to
the political conditions of the Ottoman Empire. Its decline, eventual
fall and the subsequent colonisation by Western powers of territories
previously parts of a strong Islamic conglomerate led to a new intel-
lectual movement in the Arab world. It was characterised by a renewal
(tajdid) of Islam, as a response to the emerging socio-political and
technological changes. This tajdid served as an intellectual platform
for the salafiyya, and it developed primarily under the influence, in
chronological order, of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897), Muhammad
‘Abduh (d. 1905) and Rashid Rida (d. 1935).

This line of the salafiyya emerged in the late nineteenth century,
and its members advocated reform (is/lah) from within the tradition
of Islam.!* Their aim was to adapt Islam to modernity and, through
it, to thwart the influence of the West, which was rapidly impinging
on the Muslim world.'* They based their call for islah in Scripture,
citing, for example, the many verses in the Quran that praise those
who practise islah,'® and a hadith in which Muhammad had said that
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a reformer (mujaddid) would appear at the beginning of every
century.'® Their reforms called for the modernisation but not secu-
larisation of the Islamic world. Rashid Rida, for instance, advocated
the modernisation of shari‘a in such a way that separation of religion,
state and civil society could be achieved.'”

The salafiyya generated various responses in the Arab world and
beyond. Werner Ende notes that the emergence in the years 1927-8
of the Muslim Brotherhood (Al-Ikhwan Al-Muslimiin), the move-
ment that continues to form the ideological basis of most Islamist
movements in the Islamic world today, marked a change in the devel-
opment of the salafiyya. The founder of the Muslim Brotherhood,
Hasan al-Banna, was inspired by the writings of Rashid Rida, Banna
developing the intellectual stimulus that started with the salafiyya
towards religious conservatism. He also sought to spread religious
teachings widely, and thus focused on education for the masses.!® In
this sense, therefore, the salafiyya movement is considered by some
as the precursor of Islamism. The emergence of an outwardly secular
Arab nationalism, and the banning of the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt in 1954, saw a decline of the salafiyya as a reform movement,
but its ideas and ideals were to re-surface in Islamist, Apologist and
other forms.

While the influence of the salafiyya may be identified in the
programmes of some Islamists, it is also the case that many of the
proposals made by the early reformists have been criticised and
dismissed by influential Islamists as the movement took shape. For
instance, the Moroccan Islamist ideologue, Abd Assalam Yassin, does
not believe that Islam stands in any need of modernisation. Quite the
contrary, he believes the goal should be ‘to islamicize modernity not
to modernize Islam’."

Some scholars have also made some links between the Wahhabi
movement and Islamism, the former being a puritanical movement
that arose in central Arabia in the eighteenth century.?’ The Wahhabi
link is a complex one. The thinkers of the salafiyya movement made
little impact in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, as far as the intellectual
development of Islamism, Egypt stands as the intellectual heartland
of the current, producing Hasan al-Banna, the founder of the Muslim
Brotherhood and Sayyid Qutb.?!' It is only since the late 1970s, and
particularly since the success of the Iranian revolution, that Wahhabist
teachings began to spread in an intensive way, perhaps even in a cal-
culated way, as Michel Feher suggests. This has been mainly through
the funding of religious schools (madrasa) beyond the borders of
Saudi Arabia and of the Arab world.??
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It is increasingly difficult to pinpoint with confidence the intellec-
tual parameters of different Islamist groups or individuals. It is no
doubt convenient for observers to work with taxonomies and thus use
labels and categories, but this does not necessarily reflect the intel-
lectual character of Islamists. One needs only to refer to the many
websites that cater for Islamist teachings to find the extent to which
there is a ‘mix and match’ in Islamist textbooks, combining at times
sufi, salafi, Wahhabi and Qutbian texts. Among the reasons for this
sort of laissez-faire cafeteria style is, as Michael Cook observes about
modern Islamic developments in general, the fact that sects and
schools no longer define the divisions in Islamic thought as they used
to. Except for the Shi‘ites and the rest of the Muslims, there is little
that remains by way of intellectual superstructure of what once
divided, for instance, the Hanafis from the Shafi‘ites or traditionalists
and Ash‘arites.?

Notwithstanding the various sources from which Islamists may
have drawn their inspiration, a broad bifurcation may be identified as
part of the evolution of their discourse. Muhammad Jamal Barut and
Ibrahim A‘rab have identified two different tendencies, a ‘moderate’
(mu'tadil), one associated with a brotherhood discourse (al-khitab al-
ikhwant), and an ‘extremist’ (mutatarrif), associated with a struggle
discourse (al-khitab al-jihadt), as they label them.?*

The ‘moderate’ tendency is most apparent, for example, in the writ-
ings of Banna, who stressed that religious teaching and education
(tarbiya) should serve as the pillar of a true renaissance (nahda).”
Banna, for example, drew on and revived the notion of dawa (‘call’
or ‘summons’), which in some Qur’anic verses carries the meaning
of an ‘invitation’ to follow Muhammad in his righteous path.?
Traditionally, the role of dawa has implied an active promotion of
the virtues of Islamic piety and practices. Banna thus encouraged
members of the Muslim Brotherhood to engage in public discussion
in mosques and schools as well as in print media about the wider role
of Islam in social and political life, as a way of countering the
increasing secular discourse that was emerging in Egypt.”’ The
‘extremist’ jihadist tendency, on the other hand, is discerned in
the writings of Sayyid Qutb.?® He was a member of the Muslim
Brotherhood and a strong supporter of Banna’s teachings. Qutb,
however, took the Islamist discourse to a higher level of ideological
activism, stressing the importance of, and calling for, jihad and kifah
(active struggle) in the pursuit of social justice.?

Islam, Qutb argues, ‘is a whole (ku//) that cannot be divided, it is
either to be taken in its totality (jumlatan) or to be abandoned in its
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totality’.3" Islam is to be adopted as an all encompassing creed, such
that one cannot lightly and selectively apply it, e.g., as an occasional
Islamic legal opinion (istifta) to solve particular problems, when
Islam is not applied in its totality.?' Qutb went further: he mounted
an attack on all of the Islamic states of his day, accusing them of
being in a state of jahiliyya. He stated this explicitly in his Mdaalim
f1 al-Tarig (Signposts) where he enumerated those societies which in
his view were to be considered as a jahili society (al-mujtama’ al-
jahili). A jahili society is every society other than the Islamic society,
it is a society which is not wholly dedicated to the worship of God
alone.* Under this category, he identifies those he describes as
Marxist societies, pagan/idol worshipping societies (e.g. India, Japan,
The Philippines and Africa), Christian and Jewish societies, and
‘those societies that claim to be “Islamic”’.33 Quoting the Qur’an, he
adds ‘God said of the rulers: “whoso judge not according to what
God hath revealed, they are transgressors” (Q. 5: 44)’.34 The Egyptian
authorities feared the popularity of Qutb’s writings, and he was
hanged in 1966 by Nasser’s regime, allegedly for inciting the latter’s
overthrow.?* Qutb’s role and ideas of what an Islamic state stands for
are discussed further in Chapter 3.

Applying the mutadil and jihadt categories of Barut and Arab to
post-Qutb ideologues, Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi would be repre-
sentative of the moderate current while Usama bin Laden and his
al-Qa‘ida movement would fall under the jihadr current. Qaradawi
was born in Egypt, studied at al-Azhar University, and brings ‘techno-
Islam’ to Islamism. In addition to writing prolifically, he has his own
show on al-Jazira television network based in Qatar and broadcast all
over the world (through free to air or paid TV), and he has his own
website. He is able, therefore, to extend his influence to a large inter-
national audience. In his book, al-Islam wa al-Almaniyya Wajhan
li-Wajh (Islam and Secularism Face to Face), he defends the Islamist
current against the criticisms of secularist thinkers:

The [Islamist] awakening (al-sahwa) is the only logical and
natural development in our Arab-Islamic region. It is the only
pure current that is expressive of the conscious of the umma, its
identity, hopes and ambitions; that is capable of surviving, with-
standing and triumphing in the face of challenges because it
represents the truth . . 3¢

Some of his writings echo those of Qutb, though without the jihadist
element. In the book where he outlines his vision for an Islamic state,
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Malamih al-Mujtama® al-Muslim alladht Nanshuduhu (The Outlines
of the Islamic Society to Which We Aspire), the shari‘a features as
the core constitution of the state. Anything short of its application in
its entirety, as set out by Quranic and Hadith teachings, would be
un-Islamic.’” Also like Qutb, he emphasises the historical role of
Islam and its teleological future: ‘We, the Muslims in general, and
the Arabs in particular, must respond to God’s command . ..and
unite.” Secularism is not the answer. ‘Muslims must live and die by
the Islamic creed.”®® Unlike Qutb, he is at pains to emphasise the
intrinsic tolerance of Islam, writing extensively on the rights of non-
Muslims in an Islamic state.’® Instead of emphasising activism as a
means of achieving the Islamic state, Qaradawi chooses to stress
Islamic education and adapting Islamic teachings through ijtihad to
modern challenges.

As for the jihadi current, Qutb’s writings continue to serve as the
basic textbooks of this current. After Qutb, however, the jihadi cur-
rent has been lacking in intellectual substance, even though the polit-
ical reach of the jihadist al-Qa‘ida has expanded. The al-Qa‘ida
movement, led by Usama bin Laden, has been very shallow at the
level of political theory. There is not a body of writings that outlines
the ideological commitment it is meant to represent. The writings of
the Palestinian born Abd Allah al-‘Azzam, the supposed ideologue of
al-Qa‘ida, are best described as lacking in substance, coherence and
even a spiritual dimension. His book, Joining the Caravan, is dull. It
consists of disconnected thoughts focused on enjoining jihad. In it, he
relies on sayings by traditional Muslim scholars on jikad, also draw-
ing on writings by Qutb, but without attempting to give jihad a coher-
ent political or spiritual objective. In short, if the al-Qa‘ida movement
sees itself as an independent current, it has not yet provided itself with
an intellectual basis that would qualify it as an intellectual current.*’

By contrast, there is an internal coherence to the discourse of the
older generation of Islamists like Banna and Qutb. Despite its rigid
formulation, in a paradoxical way, it allows for an open-ended and
flexible discourse. At a basic and central level, it is a discourse that
supplies divine solutions for worldly problems. Ahmad Shboul notes
that for many the Islamist discourse ‘does not seem to need any
new interpretations. Nor does it appear to require precision or logical
clarity, since it is enveloped in oratory, evocation and scriptural
references that could mean different things in different contexts.’*!

What the Islamists’ rhetoric is offering, then, goes beyond a prac-
tical programme as a solution for the problems of society as they
perceive them. Before it is put to practice, their proposed solution
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has to undergo an internal historical metamorphosis, in the form of
emulating a period of religious observance in the distant past, such
that if the divine solutions attempted do not bring a solution, the
Islamist rhetoric is capable of resorting to blame, to any extent, the
way in which the divine instructions have been applied in this world.
This effectively imposes an intellectual stalemate on anything outside
it. Put differently, the clearly defined goal to which the Islamists
aspire is conditioned by the process of their internal reasoning. This
provides them with an ‘Islamic’ project of an open-ended discourse
that can only be deployed to interact with and respond to their own
set of claims and instructions, given that the latter are based on
nothing less than a divinely ordained programme. It is not that there
is a lack of sophistication in the Islamist discourse; rather, it is that
the more it develops in intellectual sophistication, the narrower its
scope for openness to anything outside it becomes.

The Islamists’ discourse, then, is comprehensive in its ambition
and is often found persuasive and appealing in its articulations. The
authenticity it claims for itself, however, is based on a reified under-
standing of Islam that omits important aspects of Islamic terms and
ways of reasoning. In other words, it is not willing to admit the
heterogeneous and legitimate non-conformist elements that have their
place in it. Even with the Quran and Hadith to which the Islamists
claim to adhere, ‘these two do not exhaust the nuances, subtleties and
varieties of the religion as it was lived and realized even during the
time of the prophet’.*?

Moreover the Islamist discourse fails to admit and accept the inher-
ent ambiguity of Scripture, an ambiguity that, in Islamist parlance,
should itself qualify as ‘Islamic’. The Qur’an itself describes its mes-
sage as containing esoteric (batin) meanings in addition to its exoteric
(zahir) message. It indicates explicitly that it contains ‘verses [the
meaning of which is] clearly established (muhkamat), they are the
mother of the Book. There are other verses that are ambiguous/
problematic (mutashabihat)’.** This distinction made in the Quran
itself establishes the legitimacy of disagreement (ikhtilaf’) with regard
to the interpretations of Scripture and hence to the development of
various schools of thought within Islam.

In this sense, the Islamic space that Islamists aspire to occupy lacks
theological harmony, the characteristics of which are well embedded
in the exegetic tradition. As Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd observes, the
Quran, for the Islamists, assumes the role of an ‘object’ and the
ideology assumes the role of a ‘subject’. In other words, they encode
their ideology in the language of Scripture, and as such the ideology
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assumes the role of religion itself.** This is not to suggest that the
current is likely to be a short-lived episode in the history of Islam.
As James Piscatori notes, it is very possible that ‘the very ambiguity
of Islamist thought . . . allows space for the flexible development of
talismanic ideas such as the “Islamic state”’, and accordingly
‘Islamism is capable of adaptation and growth’.*

The Apologists

The most significant understanding of Islam competing with that of
the Islamists and gaining momentum is that of the Apologists. They
emphasise in their discourse that independent reasoning is a source
of knowledge sanctioned by Islam. Wael Hallaq refers to the propo-
nents of this current as ‘liberals’, given their flexible stance vis-a-vis
Scripture.*® In his Liberal Islam: A Source Book, Charles Kurzman
traces the roots of this current to the eighteenth century, specifically
to the revivalist movement that was begun in India by Shah Wali-
Allah (1703-62) and was taken up by other Muslim thinkers in
various regions of the Islamic world.*” Kurzman’s book is a collec-
tion of essays by those whom he considers to be Liberal Muslims.
These essays highlight the Islamic roots of issues that are considered
to be part of Western political values, such as democracy, rights of
women and non-Muslims. Kurzman is keen to stress that:

[the] similarity of liberal Islam and Western liberalism does not
imply that liberal Muslims are stale and reassuring imitators of
Western philosophy. Many of their writings are firmly rooted in
Qur’anic exegesis, in the lives of the Prophet Muhammad and the
early Muslims, and in traditional Islamic forms of debate.*®

As noted earlier, the terms ‘liberals’ and ‘Liberal Islam’ are European
expressions, part of a web of semantics often used by policy-makers
and scholars (Muslims and non-Muslims) writing in the Western
world.* These thinkers describe themselves and their works in differ-
ent terms. Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, for instance, considers himself as a
scholar and his work to be in line with ‘scientific explanations of the
religious texts’ (al-tafstr al-ilmi li al-nusits al-diniyya).>® Similarly,
Muhammad Shahrour speaks of his work as a ‘contemporary reading’
(gir@a muasira) of religious texts.>!

As Kurzman notes, the discourse of these thinkers is generally based
on traditional Islamic sources, and in this sense, these sources form the
apparent intellectual roots of the Apologist current. One can also say
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that, as was the case with the Islamists, the salafiyya movement has in
some respects influenced the Apologists, given the emphasis on reform
the thinkers of the salafiyya advocated. But what clearly gives the intel-
lectual edge of the Apologists is their response to the attempted appro-
priation of Islamic authenticity by the Islamists, whom they perceive
to be dangerously dogmatic. Their perception is not entirely unjusti-
fied, for many thinkers in the Arab-Islamic world, including the
Apologists, have suffered, simply because their intellectual views were
not pleasing to the Islamists. Among many, the novelist Nawal al-
Sa‘dawi was imprisoned in Egypt because her writings addressed
issues pertaining to individual freedom and feminism. In her own
words: ‘I have committed every crime. ...l have written stories,
novels and poems. I have published scientific and literary studies, and
essays that call for freedom. And I have philosophical leanings.’>>

In 2001, a court case was brought against her by an Islamist lawyer
seeking to divorce her from her husband because she expressed views
that were deemed un-Islamic. She was considered a threat to public
morality and thus it was unlawful for her to be married to a Muslim.

In many respects, then, the Apologist current is conditioned by the
Islamist current and is in essence a reaction to it. There is even a
kind of symmetry between the discourse of the Islamists and that of
the Apologists, in that the former tends to exacerbate the response
of the latter. This is manifest in the Apologists’ religious terminology
that is essentially intended to take away Islam from the hands of the
Islamists and also win confidence and trust for their own discourse.
Unlike the Islamists, they do not seek to bring about an Islamic polit-
ical system; however they do seek to change the direction of Islamic
politics, with their primary goal being to adapt Islam to modernity.
In doing so, no less than the Islamists they take Scripture as a point
of departure, but they approach it with a contextual hermencutical
theory rather than a literal one. Moreover, in general, they attempt to
emphasise the authority of the Quran and minimise that of Hadith.
Their common argument is that the former is divinely revealed, hence
has a binding status in so far as they interpret it; whereas the latter
is the work of humans, hence not immune from imperfection. The
Apologists’ discourse, however, is not internally coherent. In their
attempt to take Islamic authenticity away from the Islamists, they
themselves engage in Islamist-like selectivity. In what follows, I illus-
trate this selectivity by drawing on the approaches of two Apologists,
Muhammad Sa‘id ‘Ashmawi and Muhammad Shahrour.

Muhammad Sa‘id ‘Ashmawi’s book al-Islam al-Siyast (Political
Islam), published in 1987, is one of the early works expressing the
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Apologist spirit. “Ashmawi wants to be faithful to Islamic teachings
and at the same time cleanse Islam from politics. In doing so, he
emphasises the divine dimension of Islam — so divine, he claims, that
it is difficult to transfer it to worldly affairs without it being corrupted
by the (imperfect) interests of people:

God willed it that Islam be a religion, people willed it to be polit-
ical. Religion is inclusive (‘@mm), humanistic and comprehensive;
whereas politics is restricted, limited, tribal, local and ephemeral
... Religion brings out the highest [qualities] in a person and the
most noble of what he can achieve, whereas politics elicits in
him the lowest of what he can degenerate into.>

‘Ashmawi uses his distinction between the realm of God as opposed
to the wordly one to justify removing Islam from political affairs,
that is, to differentiate between the Qur’an, as a divine revelation, and
the rest of the traditional Islamic corpus, for example, Hadith and its
jurisprudential development, figh. The latter he describes as no more
than the work of humans; it does not have a divine status nor should
it, therefore, have a binding practical status. In this sense, figh is to
be understood as a body of work based on revelation but applied to
the historical circumstances to which the jurists (fugahd@) were
responding.

‘Ashmawi then argues that the Quran does not contain anything
that can lend itself to the principles upon which a constitution is to
be founded. In this, ‘Ashmawi seeks to import or apply the Qur’an to
modern political notions and practices. Accordingly, he holds that
nothing can be found in it that can instruct on how to organise the
leadership of the Muslims — method of election, people’s participa-
tion in the political process, oversight mechanisms, etc. >* As far as
‘Ashmawi is concerned, when ‘it is said that the Qur’an is a consti-
tution, it is being said by way of a metaphor’ or else it amounts to
no more than empty rhetorical slogans.

The central theme that defines an Islamic state is justice, ‘Ashmawi
argues. ‘Every government that seeks to realise political, social and
judicial justice is an Islamic government’, he asserts. To apply
reductio ad absurdum to his assertion, one might ask whether if a
pagan government sought to realise justice, could it be considered an
Islamic government? ‘Ashmawi, though, is more interested in the
rhetorical effect that his discourse might have rather than its internal
coherence. To add an ‘Islamic’ weight to his rhetoric, ‘Ashmawi cites
a hadith report, ‘political rule may prevail over idolatry, but it won’t
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prevail over injustice’.>® This is somewhat ironic, given that he
minimised the authority of Hadith; he is happy to draw on it to his
own convenience.

Muhammad Shahrour is another example of an Apologist with a
selective approach. Like ‘Ashmawi, he wants to minimise the binding
authority of the Hadith in matters pertaining to politics. His selective
approach is tied to an elaborate and complex approach that he devises
to the understanding of the Qur'an. Shahrour notes that given that the
Hadith is the collection of the reports of the sayings and deeds of the
Prophet and distinct from the revealed Qurianic sayings, its authority
has been established not by God but by humankind and thus cannot
be said to be binding.>® Based on this assumption, Shahrour dismisses,
for example, any binding authority of a hadith in which the Prophet
said: ‘A people who entrust their affairs (i.e. rule) to a woman will
not prosper.”’ Yet ironically, in support of Muslim women’s partici-
pation in the 1995 Beijing World Conference on Women, Shahrour
resorts to a hadith by the Prophet said to be in favour of open
dialogue:

This positive outcome (i.e. expressing opinion publicly in the
Beijing conference) is not in any way alien to our beliefs as
Muslims. We will never forget the slogan — political, intellectual
and social — with which the Prophet Muhammad confronted the
polytheists: ‘Don’t block the way between me and my people.’®

Shahrour’s selective approach is not limited to the Hadith; he extends
it to the Qur'an.>® For him, not all of the Qur’an is binding in political
affairs. Muhammad, he notes, occupies three roles: the human, the
Prophetic and the specific role as Messenger, in which obedience is
required. Obedience, Shahrour argues, is binding only in Muhammad’s
capacity as a Messenger. He observes that all the verses in the Quran
that command obedience (fa'a) are not those in which Muhammad is
designated as a human or as a Prophet but only in those in which he
is designated as a Messenger (rasil). As a human, Muhammad was an
Arab, lived with his people and was of good character, but nothing of
this should serve as a basis upon which one should legislate. As a
Prophet, the Quran was the expression of his prophecy, and:

The foundation of the book (umm al-kitab) is his message (i.e.,
the laws). [Further] the Prophet did not explain his prophecy
to anybody, because his prophecy consists of the ambiguous/
problematic (al-mutashabihat) verses, those that are open to
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allegorical interpretation (tawil) according to time and historical
development. They represent the articles of the [Islamic] creed,
and no law may be legislated on their basis.®

And so, Shahrour continues, those verses that begin by invoking
Muhammad as a Prophet (va ayyuha al-nabiyy) are to be understood
as providing directions or instructions (talimat), but not command-
ments.%! The verses that command obedience are of two kinds. The
first kind is obedience to the Prophet when the verses are connected
to obedience to God. Examples of this kind of obedience are apparent
in such verses like ‘obey God and His Messenger’. These verses
pertain to laws about worship (ibadat), e.g. prayers and almsgiving;
they do not undergo change, but should not be confused with rules
pertaining to political affairs. What the learned men (‘ulama’) did,
Shahrour argues, was to legislate laws about prayers and almsgiving
following the model of the Prophet, then wrongly continued to deduce
from his sayings and deeds other matters that were not meant to be
modelled on those of the Prophet.

The second kind is the obedience that is not connected to God and is
to be found in verses such as (Q. 4: 59) ‘obey God, obey His Messenger
and those who have authority over you’. This verse, Shahrour believes,
indicates a separation in kind between the obedience to God and that
to the Prophet. It does not pertain to the “ibadat category but to human
relations (mu‘amalat) including the political sphere. But such verses
command obedience to the prophet only during his lifetime. Shahrour
believes that one observes an amalgamation between the Prophet and
‘those with authority over you’ (ilt al-amr ‘alaykum) for the command
to obey, but a separation in kind for the obedience to God. He con-
cludes that a confusion between ibadat and mu'amalat by the ‘ulama
has led to the wrong application or imposition of laws derived from the
foundation texts on the conduct of political affairs.

In relation to minimising the authority of the Hadith, the argument
of “Ashmawi and Shahrour that Muhammad is a human and that one
therefore cannot legislate eternal laws following his model might
initially seem plausible. But if this is so evident, even from a reli-
gious standpoint, why were the sayings of Muhammad often invoked
by the early community of Muslims (i.e. those who were close in
time to Muhammad and, one assumes, knew better) to disagree in or
resolve matters pertaining to political affairs? Indeed, it was a saying
of Muhammad that was used to resolve the very first political
disagreement in Islam pertaining to the succession of the Prophet.
When Muhammad died, his close followers (al-ansar) were about
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to appoint as successor Sa‘d Ibn ‘Ubada, a strong supporter and
campaigner for Muhammad. Abt Bakr and “‘Umar objected, quoting
the Prophet that the Imamate should belong to the Quraysh tribe.%?
Moreover, following ‘Ashmawi’s and Shahrour’s line of reasoning,
what should be made of Quranic verses that delegate the legislation
of law through Muhammad? (e.g. Q. 8: 24; 59: 5)

As for Shahrour’s case for separating politics from the Quran, it
can be considered as an internally coherent argument only within a
selective approach that disposes of two-thirds of what Muhammad
stands for, and leaves one-third that meets Shahrour’s objective. Even
within this selective approach, Shahrour is also arbitrary in deciding
which verses are open to allegorical interpretation, even though the
Qur’an does not explicitly indicate which verses are mutashabihat and
which are to be understood literally (muhkamat).

If promoting democracy and liberal values is what should decide
the merit of a discourse, then it is appealing to support the Apologists’
claims. Accordingly, it would be convenient to cleanse religions from
any off-putting characteristics, especially those to do with war, and
look at religious edicts as always commensurate with peace and
harmony. But to accept uncritically the Apologists’ claims amounts
to favouritism based not on the substance of their discourse but on
the political agenda to be obtained through it. Even if one were to
go along with the political objective, the discourse of the Apologists
is weak and does not withstand scrutiny. For it is just as selective as
that of the Islamists, and thus does not provide an internally coherent
intellectual basis to support their claims.

Some scholars of Islamic studies from outside the Muslim
community tend to identify Islam with this discourse. Shahrour, for
example, has been hailed by Dale Eickelman as a great modern
Muslim reformer, and potentially the Muslim equivalent of Martin
Luther.%® Eickelman pursues yet another selective line with regard to
his preferred view of Islam. In discussing what he calls the ‘Islamic
Reformation’, he quotes the following (Q. 5: 48):

To each among you, We have prescribed a law and a way for
acting. If God had so willed, he might have made you a single
community, but [he has not done so] that he may test you in what
he has given you; so compete in goodness.

This verse, Eickelman contends, ‘appears to give a final answer to
the role of the Muslim community in a multi-community world’.%*
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Eickelman and others generally stress the significance of the verses
they choose in almost the same way the Islamists stress theirs, and
in this sense, they are simply on a par with the Islamists in the cred-
ibility of their discourse. Between the Islamists and the Apologists a
battle of verses is at play. In some respects, the way the debate is
conducted fits a pre-Islamic dictum that says that the liar of one’s
own tribe is better than the one who tells the truth from another rival
tribe.®

Critique

It is not difficult to discern that the Apologists’ concern to modernise
Islam, which sits at the centre of their discourse, is sometimes about
Westernising and secularising Islam under the banner of Scripture. To
borrow Fazlur Rahman’s words ‘[m]any of them are secularists at
heart but have not made their viewpoints explicit to any appreciable
degree’.% This is not to suggest that Muslim thinkers should avoid
taking on board and even assimilating non-Islamic habits and ideas.
But there is a significant difference between making Westernisation
and secularism part of the intellectual consciousness of and the elab-
oration of an Islamic discourse, as opposed to making them the tacit
objectives of that discourse.

There is nothing wrong or unusual about thinkers being selective
in their choice of sources in order to advance their points of views.
But for this selectivity to be convincing, it cannot be followed by
assertive claims. It needs to leave room for disagreement. Most of
the Islamists and Apologists, however, are not prepared to concede
that alternative views might exist, and their views therefore do not
allow a space for disagreement with the opposing side. They have a
reified idea of Islam, which each current claims as its own. Common
among the proponents of these two currents but especially strong
among the Islamists, is to brand their views as ‘Islamic’ and move
on to claim authenticity (asala) and seek to monopolise the debate
for their side.

Turki al-Hamad and ‘Ali Harb view the tendency to resort fre-
quently to ‘Islamic’ as a label as a phenomenon peculiar to contem-
porary discourses. Hamad, for instance, compares the titles of political
treatises by prominent classical Muslim thinkers with contemporary
ones. He remarks that the term ‘Islamic’ is often absent in classical
titles (e.g. by Mawardi, Ibn Taymiyya, etc.) but is prevalent in con-
temporary ones (e.g. Qutb, Mawdudi, etc.).” In a similar vein, ‘Ali
Harb notes that unlike the classical writers who generally approached
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their subjects from a theoretical perspective, going beyond their socio-
cultural and religious surroundings, contemporary Arab thinkers tend
to exercise their intellectual activities through the limited angle of
cultural, national or religious affiliation.®

While many contemporary discourses are, then, eager to ground their
views in the medieval tradition to give their claims an aura of authen-
ticity (asala), they seem less eager to borrow a spirit that was charac-
teristic of medieval debates. In classical treatises, statements such as
‘God knows best’ (allahu alam) or ‘there are at least two ways of think-
ing about it’, etc. are often used to conclude an argument by different
sides. The contemporary stance, however, is one that is assertive of its
claims to truth. In other words, the intellectual circumspection of many
past figures is now replaced by assertive assumptions.

The variety of schools of thought in the Islamic tradition, medieval
and modern, revolves around and finds legitimacy by means of ikhtilaf
(disagreement), be it a conscious or an unconscious accommodation.
In the introduction to his treatise on the differences among Muslims
(Magalat al-Islamiyyin wa-Ikhtilaf al-Musallin), Ash‘ari writes:

After the death of their Prophet, the [Muslim] people differed in
many matters, in which some of them deceived each other, while
others disavowed [association] from one another and they turned
into dissimilar groups and dispersed parties, however Islam unites
and contains them all.®

The term ikhtilaf means adopting a position different from others
either in views or actions, and the history of the Islamic tradition is
marked by many such differences (ikhtilafar). ”® Some have become
institutionalised, as in the case of the four schools of law; others have
largely disappeared, as in the case of the Khawarij, yet have still left
their intellectual imprint, even on what is considered mainstream
Islamic thought.”! Ann Elizabeth Mayer observes that tolerance of
major differences of opinion is a striking feature of pre-modern Islam.
She notes that ‘Law cases would produce quite different results
depending on which school’s doctrine was being used’, adding that
major differences were also accepted and accommodated even within
the same school of law.”> The fourteenth-century historian Ibn
Khaldin tells of the diversity of views in Islamic jurisprudence and
of the ways they were managed:

It should be known that the jurisprudence described, which is
based upon religious evidence, involves many differences of
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opinion among scholars of independent judgment. Differences of
opinion result from the different sources they use and their
different outlooks, and are unavoidable, as we have stated before.
(These differences) occupied a very large space in Islam.”?

At times, Muslims were interested in converting non-Muslims through
what may be considered as intellectual proselytising. For example, the
Mu'tazilite theologian Abi al-Hudhayl (c. CE 751-849) is said to have
debated with Zoroastrians and Manichaens and, through debating with
them, converted around 3,000 men to Islam.”

This is not to romanticise the history of the Islamic tradition by
suggesting that civilised ikhtilaf is its sole characteristic. Ikhtilaf was
the cause of bloody episodes as well as intellectual polemics. Muslims
fought each other because of differences whether in ideology or the
pursuit of power and, at times, they accused each other of disbelief
(kufr) for differences of opinion. But as Taha Jabir al-"Alawani noted,
‘if differences of opinion operate in a healthy framework they could
enrich the Muslim mind and stimulate intellectual development’.”
And as the Egyptian poet Ahmad Shawqi nicely puts it, ‘Differences
of opinion need amity not spoil.””® Ibn Khaldiin described the dispu-
tations in jurisprudence as having ‘clarified the sources of the
authorities as well as the motives of their differences’.”” Considering
its encompassing and inclusive potential, ikhtilaf is a concept that
may be developed to the advantage of all groups, including the non-
religious camp. One illustration of healthy acknowledgement of
ikhtilaf is Fazlur Rahman’s prefatory note to his book Islam and
Modernity. In it, Rahman notes the passing of two Pakistani intel-
lectuals, Abu al-A‘la Mawdudi and Ishtiaq Husayn Qureshi, with
whom he had stark intellectual disagreement. Nevertheless, he writes,
‘their departure is a loss to Islam, despite my severe, and I believe

perfectly justified, criticism of them’.”®

Conclusion

The Islamists’ and the Apologists’ currents are competing as to which
of them stands for a true or authentic Islam. This chapter has outlined
the main claims and assumptions these two currents advance in their
interpretations of the Islamic tradition, by canvassing the ideas of a
number of thinkers representative of both currents. It has shown that
while both currents claim to be faithful to the true teachings of Islam,
they are both selective in their approaches to Scriptures, and are thus
tightly circumscribed in their considerations of political issues. In
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Islam, one might say that God reveals himself through words, a sign
of a healthy intellectual ‘revelation’ that offers a fertile soil to intel-
lectual disagreement (ikhtilaf’). Having argued that resorting to
selective quotations from religious sources does not make one’s case
any more credible or legitimate than that of one’s opponent, perhaps
one might still cite, in a constructive and inclusive spirit, a hadith by
the Prophet to that effect: ‘Disagreements within my community are
a divine mercy.’



2 The Intellectuals and
the tradition

Perhaps the main reason for the contemporary reactionary attitude
(radda) [in the Arab-Islamic world] has to do with the fact that the
revolution against the absolute ruler (sultan) preceded the revolution
against the strict adherence to the tradition (taglid) . . . This deadlock
over ftaqlid protected the tyranny of rulers . . . and obstructed innova-
tion (fajdid). Taqlid is the ‘hero’ of the [Arab] nation, it alone has not
experienced defeat for longer than five decades. . . .

The Arabs failed to fathom (iktinah) modernity in the same way
they failed in their pursuit of freedom. They have for long associated
modernity with the external enemy, and so it became difficult for them
to seek the remedy from those whom they considered to be the source
of the illness. That’s how the Arabs and Muslims lost both freedom
and modernity.

‘Isam Na‘man'

The Intellectuals make up the third Arabic current in the contest over
what the turath stands for. They too are battling for a share in the
turath, which they are seeking to import to the contemporary scene.
In this chapter, I survey a sample of views and arguments of a number
of Intellectuals, focusing in particular on the works of Taha “Abd al-
Rahman and Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri. I argue that there is a strong
tendency in the Intellectuals’ discourse to subordinate the history of
and methods in philosophy to advance what they deem as solutions
to contemporary political problems.

Relevance of examining the Intellectuals’
discourse

Arab Intellectuals present themselves as being critically engaged in
the study of the Arabic-Islamic tradition. While they do not always
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agree on all issues pertaining to the study and interpretation of the
tradition, they do commonly agree about the need to mount a chal-
lenge to the Islamists’ interpretation of the tradition. The increasing
dominance of the Islamists’ discourse, which is tied to an emphasis
on the religious current of the turath, at the exclusion of other cur-
rents, has led the Intellectuals to advocate a stronger focus on the
philosophical component of the tradition (al-turath al-falsafi).> A
modern philosophical method that sheds light on Islamic philosophy,
so runs the argument, will counter-balance the seemingly rigid under-
standing of the furath that is reflected in the emphasis on its religious
aspects. This kind of approach, the argument continues, will allow the
turath to be contemporaneous with the present, in such a way that its
positive aspects may be put to use for the purposes of contemporary
aspirations.?

The debate on this subject is vigorous in Arabic writings. There is
also a growing interest outside the Arab intellectual scene — especially
among scholars interested in the study of the role of Islam in politics
— in favour of how Intellectuals are analysing and interpreting the
Arabic-Islamic tradition. Underlying this praise is an approval of the
Intellectuals’ critique of the quasi-monopoly over the interpretation
of Islam by the Islamists. There is also an implicit approval that these
Intellectuals are bringing more emphasis not on the religious current
of the tradition but on its philosophical current. And, given that these
Intellectuals are generally teaching scholars at universities, their
discourse is seen to radiate an aura of credibility.

Arab Intellectuals and politics

Any critique of the discourse of Arab Intellectuals must take into
account the political conditions within which these individuals and
other Arab thinkers operate. That is, they cannot simply be perceived
and judged in the same way ‘public intellectuals’ are judged in the
West, for Arab thinkers do not operate within the same ‘public’ space
that intellectuals in the West generally enjoy. The public space within
which Arab thinkers operate is confined, or at least conditioned, by
domestic and foreign factors, both of which are seen by them to be
tied to political/ideological settings that feed off each other.

The domestic political culture of the Arab world is characterised
by the ‘forbidden’ (mamnir’). That is, all thinkers must bear in mind
the implications of their discourse on their (de facto) relationship
with the state. It is not an exaggeration to say that for those who live
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in the Arab world, the word is a luxury the price of which is at times
paid for in blood currency. Arab thinkers have written extensively on
the relationship between the Intellectual and the state (al-muthagqaf
wa al-sulta). Khalid al-Kirki, Professor of Arabic Literature in Jordan
and a former politician, rightly observes that Arab thinkers must at
all times bear in mind the implications of their works for their rela-
tionship with the state. In many instances, they find that first and
foremost it is ‘expected of them to recognise the legitimacy of the
state and to defend it’, and that it is forbidden for them to criticise
or reject its values.* Indeed, al-Kirki is not playing with words when
he states that the intellectual horizon of Arab thinkers provides them
with four options:

To be guided by the dream option, with all its wideness, beauty,
freedom and towering [features]; to be guided by the authority
of the state (al-sulta) with its objects of suspicion: its wooden or
golden bridges [concealing] the reality of its whips and prisons;
the option [to be guided by the spirit of] the people with their
aspirations and anxieties, their patience, hunger and perplexity;
or to be guided by God, the Great and Exalted, by His certainty,
sufism/mysticism, trust and auspiciousness. Here falls the anxiety
in the souls of innovators, because the freedom of movement in
Arab societies is confined, and the loaf of bread and dignity are
dependent on all of these options.’

Perhaps al-Kirki even underestimates how dangerous it is for thinkers
to consider God as simple an option as he suggests. Shortly before
the Iraq war (2003), the Lebanese-based newspaper al-Nahar
published a piece by ‘Aql al-“Awit, a Lebanese writer, entitled ‘A
Letter to God’. ‘Awit’s letter is an emotional and desperate appeal to
God pleading Him to intervene and save the oppressed people of the
world, including the Iragis who were facing a critical point in their
history. ‘Awit’s appeal to God was not in the form of a submissive
believer’s prayer to an omnipotent Being. Instead of a prayer, ‘Awit
wrote God a ‘letter’ challenging His very existence in view of the
injustice which the author believes to be the norm in the world. The
following excerpt reflects the overall tone of the letter:

If you are truly a God, act appropriately to what your divine status
commands, and ask not for anything in return.



The Intellectuals and the tradition 35

Why, O God — whether we believe in you or not — do you
forfeit your divinity? Why have you become weak, cowardly and
helpless?¢

Following its publication, the office of a Sunni religious authority
(Dar al-Fatwa) in Tripoli, Lebanon, issued a statement accusing the
author of disbelief (kufi), and demanding that the Lebanese govern-
ment should refer ‘Awit and the newspaper to the court of justice for
having committed a crime against the constitution. On the basis of
the statement, the Prosecutor-General submitted the case to court. The
editors of al-Nahar had to carry out intense negotiations and mount
a challenge to the case in order to resolve the issue. This incident is
by no means atypical of the kind of domestic pressure Arab thinkers
regularly face; in fact, in this case the pressure was not that heavy,
since “Awit is still writing for the same newspaper.

The other major sources of confinement for Intellectuals, after
domestic factors, are foreign factors. The Intellectuals consider that
the Western dominant power imposes a uniform/universal philosophy
by virtue of its global political success. The political malaise of the
Arab world is seen as part of, and as a result of, this Western project.
In addition, there is also an attitude that Western writings on the
subject of the Arabic-Islamic tradition should not be dissociated from
the Western imperial agenda.

The restrictive domestic space plays a role in how these external
political factors are perceived. Hasan Nafaa (Professor of Political
Science at Cairo University) emphasises that the domestic constraints
facing Arab thinkers feed off external ones. For they are conscious
of the fact that they are not simply coerced into being servants to
their Arab leaders, but that their leaders are themselves subservient
to external powers, which Nafaa calls the ‘American master’.” Nafaa
is not suggesting that Arab leaders are actually the victims of an
external conspiracy. He wants to highlight that Arab thinkers do not
simply acquire intellectual freedom by joining forces with the West
where less constraint is imposed on freedom. In other words, Nafaa’s
view is that the freedom preached in the West does not necessarily
entail a universal freedom; rather, it comes at the expense of the
freedom of others. While I do not wish to ignore the political factors
constraining the free expression of Arab Intellectuals, such factors
are not enough to excuse the unwarranted directions that some polit-
ical considerations assume, at times, in the Intellectuals’ discourse on
their readings of the turath.
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Signposts for a new philosophy: Taha “Abd
al-Rahman

The discourse of Taha ‘Abd al-Rahman, Professor of Logic and
Philosophy of Language at the University of Rabat-Morocco, is an
example of an Intellectual who is engaged not in philosophy, as he
wants his readers to believe, but in the politicisation of philosophy.
Rahman starts by considering what he deems to be the appropriate
modern and new approach for a philosopher. The new approach,
he believes, is one that ought to be characterised by posing the
‘responsible question’ (al-su'al al-mas’iil).® This form of question, he
explains, should be understood to differ both from the ‘Socratic ques-
tion’, whereby the examination of the subject matter is sought by
means of posing the question, and from the ‘Kantian question’,
whereby the question carries within itself a critique of the subject
matter. Rahman’s ‘responsible question’ is a ‘question that asks about
its [ontological] status as a question in as much as it asks about its
subject matter’: in Socratic parlance, it is a question that ‘examines
its status in the same way it examines its subject matter’; in Kantian
parlance, it is a ‘question that critiques its status in the same way it
critiques its subject matter’.?

Rahman explains, more specifically, that this new approach requires
that the philosopher be conscious of his ethical role, and in that, he
is a philosopher by being ‘responsible’ before being a ‘questioner’.
This also entails taking into consideration the following: ‘“Why does
one ask? About what does one ask? Whom does one ask? Why is
it necessary to answer? About what is it necessary to answer? To
whom is it necessary to answer?’ In other words, by virtue of this
‘responsibility’ the ‘question’ gains a necessary ethical dimension.'?

With these considerations in mind, Rahman argues that the role of
the Arab philosopher is not to imitate others by engaging in the same
question that they engage in. Instead, he should pose only that ques-
tion that out of responsibility he should pose and out of responsibility
he should answer. And this should only happen in order ‘to liberate
the Arabic philosophical discourse and open the horizons for inno-
vation in it’. In doing so, Arab philosophers must problematise two
notions: (a) the notion that the philosopher’s mission is to direct his
intellectual energy towards the goal of achieving ‘universal thought’
(al-fikr al-wahid) and (b) the notion that the philosopher should accept
the political circumstances of his cultural surrounding as a premise,
a fait accompli (al-amr al-wagi*)'":
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(a) Universal thought. whereas it has been customary for the philoso-
pher to seek to bring together various forms of knowledge dis-
persed among various cultures, nowadays, Rahman argues, the
philosopher’s mission should be the opposite. His mission is not
to resist differences in knowledge, but to resist the equalisation of
knowledge (al-taswiya al-thagafiyya). The latter, he claims, is
nothing but an imposition by power of one form of knowledge,
namely the knowledge of the most powerful (thagafat al-agwa) on
all the other cultures that differ from it.!> The premise of ‘univer-
sal thought’, Rahman opines, goes against the principle of respon-
sibility in philosophy that gives the philosopher the mission to
liberate the process of thinking. It also goes against the very
process of philosophising, in that it ultimately moves towards an
intellectual environment characterised by a consensus of ideas,
whereas philosophising should be characterised by disagreement.'3

(b) Fait accompli: while ‘universal thought’ is a form of cultural hege-
mony, fait accompli is a political notion by which a political
hegemony is imposed. Rahman argues that these two notions are
tied together. This is so because even though philosophy can be
confined by the limits of a single culture, it nevertheless remains
a cultural expression, and even though philosophy is never a polit-
ical expression, it deals with various matters pertaining to politics.
This natural link between the two means that the politics of the
most powerful can transpose its own categories and conditions
on the philosophy of the less powerful, thus subjugating the latter
to its own political directions and agenda, and ultimately leading
it to an inevitable death. In other words, whereas in philosophy
there is no compulsion in anything, the notion of fait accompli
carries within it a compulsion to accept the reality imposed by
the most powerful.'*

The ‘universal’ philosophical tradition

Rahman’s concern over the Arab cultural expression leads him to
examine what is regarded as the ‘universal’ philosophical tradition and
how it relates to or threatens Arabic philosophy. He sees ‘universal
philosophy’ as nothing more than a national philosophy based on the
Judaic tradition that is being exploited for political purposes.!® Judaic
influence, he holds, having made its mark on ‘universal philosophy’
long ago by way of Greek philosophy,'¢ then made its way into
European — especially German — philosophy, ultimately leading to the
judaisation (tahwid) of ‘universal philosophy’.!” It was Heidegger
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who, with his ontological philosophy, sought to return to the pre-
Platonic philosophers to rectify this inappropriate Judaeo-Christian
heritage of what is meant to be ‘universal philosophy’. Heidegger soon
came under severe criticism and did not see his project fulfilled. What
we have then, so Rahman argues, is nothing but a Judaic heritage that
is exploited for political purposes.'®* When the Arab philosopher takes
part in this universal philosophy, he is being unconsciously led to
think in a manner in which his ‘enemy’ wants him to think, and which
will eventually lead him to his death, at least culturally and intellec-
tually.!” The need for a distinct Arabic philosophy is therefore not an
intellectual luxury but a means for survival. Based on my readings,
this kind of analysis is not common to Arab Intellectuals, and the
book in which Rahman advances these views, The Arabic Right to
Disagreement in Philosophy, is a recent publication (2002) that I am
yet to find reactions to.

Rahman’s approach stems from a reaction to existing studies that
examine the tradition from what he regards as a fragmentary perspec-
tive. In his other writings, he states that his aim is to offer a
perspective that examines the tradition as a whole, using tools that
are indigenous (ma’sila) to the tradition and ultimately leading to
establishing what is authentic (al-mdarif al-asliyya) as distinct from
what is transmitted knowledge (a/-maarif al-mangiila) in the tradi-
tion.?? But his method is one-sided and narrow and does not allow
for the notion of knowledge acculturation. Leibnitz (CE 1646—1716),
Rahman notes, was heavily influenced by the Jewish philosopher
Maimonides (CE 1135-1204). Yet Rahman completely fails to note
what is inescapably evident in Maimonides’ writings, which is the
heavy influence of the teachings of Muslim philosophers and theolo-
gians. In a similar vein, it has been argued by Taha Hussein that there
exist many similarities between the teachings of the Mu'tazilites, the
early Muslim theologians, and Leibnitz.?!

Whereas other Intellectuals go around the religious component of
the tradition and comment on it as if they are outside it, Rahman
develops his argument using a (universal) philosophical method,
void of any religious connotations. But to him, it goes without saying
that this method is not alien to the religious tradition, because he
considers this to be a nationalist mission, and therefore is of the
characteristics that make up Arab (national and cultural) philosophy.
As such, his discourse — to use his own way of thinking — culminates
by natural philosophical progression in upholding the national
(religious) tradition.
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It is not difficult to present a critique of Rahman’s arguments and
reject them using the very premises he uses. Suffice to say that
Rahman gives a priority of claim to the (local) political concerns over
the (universal) pursuits in the study of philosophy, and in this he him-
self corners philosophy into being a fait accompli of a political order.
The point here is not to engage in polemics, but to bring to the
fore the political element that runs through this discourse. In high-
lighting the political underpinnings external and internal to this
discourse, I am not suggesting that Rahman or other Intellectuals are
concealing the cultural political agenda attached to their works or that
they are not conscious of it. Rahman, for example, grounds the Arabic
philosophy he aspires to establish in the Israeli-Palestinian context.
In so doing, he reduces philosophy from the universal to the local
(political), yet at the same time he ends up universalising a contem-
porary political problem. For instance, he does not use terms indicat-
ing particularity, such as Zionist (sahyiniyya); instead he resorts to
terms that are closer to the universal than they are to the particular,
like ‘Judaisation’. The outcome of Rahman’s method is not a distinct
Arabic philosophy, but more of a conspiracy—philosophy theory that
is meant to appeal to popular political lines. In Rahman’s parlance,
his discourse qualifies as an ‘irresponsible’ answer to a problem.

On the problématique of the tradition: Muhammad
‘Abid al-Jabiri

Jabiri, a Professor of Philosophy at the University of Rabat-Morocco,
presents himself as an Intellectual with a project to interpret critically
(mashrit naqdi) the Islamic tradition and with the mission to
accomplish an intellectual project (mashrii fikr1).?> He has written
extensively (though repetitively) on the subject of the turath, his
books have generated numerous responses from other Arab thinkers,?
and he is perhaps one of the Intellectuals most frequently cited outside
the Arab world.?*

Jabiri is of the view that the current state of Arab intellectual aware-
ness of the tradition is characterised by irrationality (alla‘aqlaniyya).?
This necessitates that a new interpretation of the furath be developed,
one that uses a method that deconstructs its texts, allowing them to be
given a modern reading.?® Some aspects of Jabiri’s work provide an
important contribution to the way the turath is epistemologically con-
ceived in contemporary discourses. He points out the ideological
underpinnings that are latent in the epistemological structure that
makes up the history of the Arabic-Islamic tradition. He remarks that
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the term furath has never had more currency in Arabic thought than
in the twentieth century (onward). He also notes that its early histor-
ical usage carried the meaning of inheritance,?” and its contemporary
usage adds an ideological and cultural meaning to the term. Whereas
the older usage meaning ‘inheritance’ implied ‘the disappearance of
the father and the advent of his son in his place’, the contemporary
meaning implies ‘the presence of the father in the son, the presence
of the predecessor in the successor, the presence of the past in the pre-
sent’.?8 It simultaneously encompasses the cognitive and the ideolog-
ical, so that the term turath now carries the meaning of a cultural,
intellectual, religious, literary and artistic legacy enveloped in some
sort of an ideological empathy.?’

The reason for this cognitive and ideological amalgam in the
meaning of turath, Jabiri holds, relates to the fact that this usage is
a product of the modern Arab renaissance (nahda) discourse (late
nineteenth to early twentieth century). Like the discourse of other
reform movements, he explains, Arab renaissance discourse used the
turdath as a support mechanism to bring about genuine reform. By
calling for a ‘return’ to the teachings and principles of the turath,
they had hoped this would in turn allow them to critique both the
present and the past, and move in a progressive manner thereafter to
the future. But this ‘return’ to tradition was at the same time used as
a defence mechanism against the challenges and threats posed by the
external Western world against the existence of the Arab ‘nation’.
The coinciding of an Arab renaissance with the challenges posed by
the West saw the reformers’ intellectual energy focused on a ‘return’
to the tradition. This resulted in a strict adherence to the past to give
strength to the present, instead of it being used as a means by which
that discourse can move to the future.’

Jabiri makes other insightful observations that have consequences
for the epistemological structure of Arabic thought. He notes that there
exists a restrictive terminology in Islamic intellectual discourse, which
is manifest in the attribution of a quasi-feudal character to Islamic his-
tory and Arabic thought. Arabic history, poetry and literature, for
example, are understood and analysed according to a chronology of
the rule of family dynasties (e.g. Umayyads, Abbasids). For Jabiri,
this closed terminology and its limiting connotations reflects not so
much an inconsistency in ideological choices but an indication of
the absence of epistemological stability, a stability that is crucial to
intellectual progress.

As an extension to this restricted terminology, Jabiri highlights the
absence of an epoch of ‘ancient’ civilisation in the structure of the
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intellectual history of Arabic thought. That is to say, one talks of
Arabic civilisation only with reference to the medieval and contem-
porary eras, even though there is an ancient epoch that gives sense
to the term ‘middle’ in the Middle Ages.’! This point is of crucial
significance. Not only does this omission rob the Islamic tradition of
perhaps the chief and most important intellectual influence of
its formative and middle periods but it also places it outside and
alien to the European and currently dominant intellectual tradition.
Generally, for example, the European tradition links its high points
to its classical Greco-Roman epoch, and downgrades its standard
of intellectual achievements in reference to its medieval epoch.
The Islamic tradition, on the other hand, experienced its high points
in medieval times, during which it was influenced also by the
Greek tradition, an aspect that is now overlooked or not given due
consideration, especially in ‘clash of civilisation’ discourses.

Solutions to problems

Jabiri conceives of three systems of knowledge that form the basis
of what he terms the Arabic intellect:

1 A system based on the art of rhetoric (al-nizam al-bayani), a
branch of knowledge that encompasses the linguistic and reli-
gious sciences. In Jabirian parlance this qualifies as the Arabic-
religious intelligible (al-maqil al-dint al-arabi), a system that
is typically indigenous to the Arabic intellect;

2 A system of cognition (nizam al-irfan), a branch of knowledge
foreign (dakhil) to Arabic intellect of neo-Platonic imprint devel-
oped mainly by the various Sht'ite sects (e.g. the Isma‘ilis, Ikhwan
al-Safa, etc). It is characterised by an esoteric and non-rational
approach to knowledge and preoccupied by a concern for the
after-life instead of worldly affairs and, for Jabiri, it qualifies as
the non-intelligible intellect (alla-ma'qil al-aqli);*

3 A system of demonstration (al-nizam al-burhani), a branch of
knowledge based on Greek thought and qualifying as the intelli-
gible intellect (al-ma'qil al-aqlt).>*

According to Jabiri, at some historical point in the Islamic tradition,
just before Averroes (d. CE 1198), who stands at the pinnacle of Arabic
rationalism as inspired and influenced by Greek thought (3), systems
(1) and (2) became assimilated. Therefore, the foreign system of cog-
nition with its reliance on dreams and its non-rational epistemological
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foundation came to acquire an ideological clout and a progressive
stance in Islamic societies. As a result, it replaced the need for the third
system of knowledge, demonstrative knowledge, and it is this attitude
that led to the decline (inhitar) in the Arabic intellect.’

From the perspective of today’s world, Jabiri calls for a contempor-
aneous (hadathi) understanding of the furath to replace the prevailing
‘traditional understanding of the tradition’ (al-fahm al-turatht li al-
turath).*® He identifies three approaches that qualify as traditional in
the sense that they give excessive weight to the intellectual assets of
the teachings of the ancestors (al-salaf’) and permeate most
approaches to the turath. They fall under the following headings:

1 Traditional salafiyya: this approach is characteristic of the reli-
gious approach. Its understanding of knowledge (ma'rifa) about
the turath is characterised by transcription (istinsakh) and partici-
pation in (inkhirat) the problematics of what is being read
(magrit’) of the sacred texts and surrendering to it.>” As such, this
approach places the present in a position of being encompassed
by the past, instead of the other way around.

2 Orientalist salafiyya: there are two sides to this approach. The
first is linked to imperialism, the roots of which go back to the
medieval conflicts between Islam and Christianity. It labels
Arabic Islamic thought as the ‘Semitic mind’, and implies that
the Islamic religion is sterile when it comes to science and phil-
osophy, and accordingly restricts the scope for rational thinking.
The second is linked to the period of the Enlightenment, during
which the study of the Orient or oriental studies became an
important pursuit. This, he notes, was driven by two goals: (a)
an interest in the re-writing of intellectual European thought in a
manner that would allow it a sense of unity and continuity (wahda
wa-istimrariyya); and (b) making the history of European thought
into a general and universal history. These goals, Jabiri argues,
formed the framework within which all Orientalists, including
Arab academics who follow this approach, were approaching the
turath. The Orientalist salafiyya shares the characteristic of the
first approach in so far as conformity or subordination (tabaiyya)
is concerned.8

3 Marxist salafiyya: this approach is explicit about its borrowed
model, i.e. being the Marxist tradition, and conscious of its sub-
ordination/conformity (tabaiyya) to it. What, in Jabiri’s view,
this approach is not conscious of, however, is that its histor-
ical materialism (al-maddiyya al-tarikhiyya) also operates tacitly
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within the Orientalist approach, in that it is part of the same Euro-
centric endeavour that seeks to universalise European thought.
Another problem with this approach is that it does not want to
live its present, it just wants to transcend it.>°

In order for the turath to play a constructive role in the present,
Jabiri proposes an epistemological rupture (gatia) from this emphasis
on the predecessors (al-salaf’). The alternative intellectual approach
he advocates involves:

1 a structural analysis (tahlil bunyawi) that approaches any
thinker’s work as a whole;

2 an historical analysis (tahlil tarikhi) that relates the traditional
texts to their historical contexts;

3 an ideological analysis that takes into account the professional
stance the thinker in question assigned to himself in the intel-
lectual domain of his time, and the purpose for which he deployed
his knowledge. This aspect, according to Jabiri, should help
uncover the ideological component of the traditional texts and
serve as the principal means of understanding the turath in a
manner contemporary with itself.*’

(Mis)representation of the tradition?

Jabiri’s discourse is underpinned by a strong commitment to Arab
nationalism, but some of his analyses provide a critical and plausible
insight into the dynamics behind the excessive preoccupation with
tradition and the stalling of reforms in the Arab world. From this
point of departure, however, he proceeds to provide an un-critical
reading of the turath, which, according to his own classification,
would qualify under the ‘Orientalist’ approach. In other words, his
analysis of the content of the tradition does not conform to the
methodology he himself sets out.

According to Jabiri, Islam in its early history was an ideology that
‘secured secular dominance’ by managing to quell rival factions
and sublimate them. But with the advent of the Abbasid dynasty
(CE 750-1258), in its early years, it had to confront the hostile elements
by the Persian aristocracy (Persia was conquered in CE 637). This
hostility took the form of an ‘ideological offensive’ (i.e. the second
system of thought, non-rational and foreign) that made use of the
Persian religious—cultural heritage inspired by Zoroastrianism,
Manicheism and Mazdaism and was designed to discredit the religion
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of the Arabs and undermine the state they ruled. In response, the
Abbasids encouraged the rationalist Mu'tazilite line of theology, which
placed emphasis on the intellect, and, despite the opposition of the
jurists, they officially adopted, as part of the ideology of the state, the
Mu'tazilite doctrine that the Qur'an was created (i.e. strengthening of
the first system of knowledge, the ‘Arabic-religious intelligible’).
Jabiri argues that it is as a response to this political context and in order
to strengthen Arab rationalism that the Caliph al-Ma'miin (CE 813-33)
commissioned the translation of Greek texts into Arabic (i.e. introduc-
ing the third system of knowledge, the ‘intelligible intellect’).!

The tension between the Arab and Persian cultures, Jabiri holds,
gave rise to two intellectual currents, the gnostic or illuminationist
current of the Persians that hides behind Shi'ite movements (e.g.
Isma‘ilism and Ikhwan al-Safa), and the rationalist current of the
Mu'tazilites. The former joined forces with the literalist jurists, led
by Ibn Hanbal, and staged some kind of an intellectual coup against
the Mu'tazilites, leading the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (CE 847-61) to
change the religious policy and show more favour towards the jurists.
But the political philosopher Abii Nasr al-Farabi (CE 870-950) took
on the cause of rationalism the Mu'tazilites had initiated.

Jabiri holds that the intellectual problématique (al-ishkaliyya al-
fikriyya) that Arab Intellectuals are facing in relation to the turath is
an extension of the problématique that Farabi faced in his time, when
he tried to bring together religion and philosophy.*?> In Farabi’s time,
Greek philosophy was making its impact on the Islamic milieu, but
was facing resistance from religious people. Thus in his Kitab al-
Hurif (Book of Letters), according to Jabiri, Farabi sought to show
the permeation of Greek culture and its transfer into other cultures,
including the Islamic. In this way, Farabi would read, at times, Greek
culture through Islamic culture, and vice versa at other times. Jabiri
believes that Farabi purposely adopted an ambiguous writing style,*
especially in his Kitab al-Milla (Book of Religion), ‘reflecting the
fears of the social forces that Farabi’s philosophy expressed, [but
also] its weakness to pursue the revolutionary impetuousness towards
their aspirations’.** What Farabi wanted to tell his co-religionists,
Jabiri holds, was that philosophy and religion both share the same
truth, the Muslim philosophers had realised that and therefore would
not challenge religion. But the religious people did not realise this,
and so they opposed the philosophers.*® Farabi thus developed an
ideological allegorism (tawil ‘idiyalijt), enabling him to theorise
about a dream project of the “““virtuous city”, a city of reason, order,
fraternity and justice, a dream with which he invested the various
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sciences of his era, especially the rational sciences’. He had a
‘combative rationalist discourse’ that in Jabiri’s view qualifies Farabi
as the medieval ‘Rousseau of the Arabs’.

The next big name who might have been expected to develop
Farabi’s dream project is the philosopher Ibn Sina or Avicenna
(CE 980-1037). Alas, Ibn Sina lived in the heartland of Persian cul-
ture and the influence of Farabi’s writings on him was not developed
into a political project. Instead, he used Farabi’s thought to develop
his gnostic intellectual development. Ibn Sina’s so-called ‘Eastern
philosophy’, then, proved to be ‘a national Persian project’. The impli-
cation of this was far reaching. Islamic thought, which had reached
its apogee with al-Farabi following from the open rationalism of t
he Mu'tazilites and al-Kindi, turned to ‘an opressively lethal non-
rationalism’. It was to be propagated by the influential theologian
Ghazali (CE 1058-1111), eventually leading to an impasse for
rationalism in the Muslim East.%’

It was only in the Muslim West, al-Maghrib (Jabiri’s country) and
al-Andalus, that Farab1’s rationalism was recovered, first by Ibn Bajja,
then developed by Jabiri’s hero, the philosopher Ibn Rushd or
Averroes (CE 1126-98).#8 With Ibn Rushd, Jabiri observes a rupture
with ‘Eastern philosophy’, exemplified in his severe critique of Ibn
Sina’s writings.*’ He re-introduced into Muslim thinking a rational and
critical discourse which gave religion and philosophy each an inde-
pendent identity but a common mission, that of the pursuit of truth.>

Ibn Rushd was inspired by Aristotle’s principle of demonstrative
knowledge, and in his commentary on Aristotle’s works, Ibn Rushd,
Jabiri opines, made his own unique intellectual mark on it:>' ‘there
is really a specific and authentic Averroist philosophy in his commen-
taries on Aristotle, a philosophy that is worthy of that [Averroist]
name, and Islamic truly worthy of this description’.>? This leads Jabiri
to argue that there is a specifically Maghrebian and Andalusian school
of philosophy that was rationalist in its approach and which reached
its apogee with Ibn Rushd.?® Contemporary intellectual energy, he
believes, should be spent to ‘regain and reinvest the rationalist and
the “liberal” gains’ from the Islamic tradition in the same way Ibn
Rushd did.>* To do so, he envisages an ‘Averroist’ future, arguing
that the ‘survival of our philosophical tradition, i.e. what is likely to
contribute to our time, can only be Averroist’.>®

Jabiri certainly gets the major names and chronology of Islamic
history right, but the same cannot be said about every aspect of his
analysis of the events. We need to bear in mind here that Jabiri
considers himself as the author of a ‘cultural project’. He is explicit
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that he is exploring the past to help him resolve the problems of the
present. In his views, these problems are best remedied by Arab unity
and the strengthening of Arab rationalism. In ‘de-constructing’ the
texts — the method he chose for analysing the turath — he ends up
‘constructing’ a history of a past that is conducive to the aspirations
and needs he deems appropriate to the present. He therefore paints
pictures of a past and a futuristic vision of the turath featuring the
rise and fall and future rise of Arab rationalism.

There are many factors omitted from Jabiri’s historical survey: he
disregards the Shrites’ influence on the Mu'tazilites; his reading of
the Mu‘tazilites is selective — they were also the cause of an
Inquisition (mihna) instituted by the Caliph al-Ma'miin, a period
during which Muslims were coerced to acknowledge that the Quran
was created and not eternal, and were imprisoned if they refused, as
in the case of Ibn Hanbal.>® Jabiri further ignores that from a contem-
porary perspective, philosophy in Farabi’s ‘virtuous city’ assumes a
quasi-dogmatic status in the state; and that Ibn Rushd’s ideas have
very little, if anything, to offer modern aspirations of democracy and
liberalism. Neither Farabi nor Ibn Rushd can be said to have been
fans of democracy; they discussed it briefly, and they both classified
it under what they thought of as ‘ignorant regimes’.>’

Ali Harb (who presents himself as someone working in the field
of philosophy) is very discerning of this aspect in Jabiri’s discourse
and questions the value of Islamic philosophy if all it stands for is
an ideological discourse:

Is it (i.e. Islamic philosophy) [there] so that we may seek inspir-
ation from it via a kind of intuition through which we read our
desires and hopes and bring about our dreams and future projects?
Otherwise how are we to explain Jabiri’s call to consider Farabi
as the Rousseau of the Arabs except for the fact that we lack
today a Rousseau-like [figure], and that we lack liberalism, ration-
alism and democracy . . . and by that (i.e. Farabi’s) virtuous city
becomes a model for/image of ‘the socialist, democratic and liber-
ated city of the Arabs’ which is the city that Jabiri dreams about,
and perhaps we all dream about?8

Noting the weak theoretical and scholarly bases of Jabiri’s discourse,
Abdou Filali-Ansary asks whether one ‘has the right to reproach him
when we know that the problem is essentially political’.>® But even
if we decide to drop scholarly criteria in assessing Jabiri’s work, and
judge it on the basis of political aspirations, his approach is not even
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inclusive. It does not cater for contemporary challenges facing all
Arabs (Muslims and non-Muslims) of the Arab world, let alone those
Muslims living outside the borders of the Arab world. The Shi‘ites
who make up a sizeable proportion of the Arab population would not
find a dignified place in Jabiri’s account of the furath nor in his hoped-
for age of Arab rationalism.

Examining Jabiri’s analysis of the tradition in light of his own
critique of existing discourses, one cannot help but ask what exempts
his discourse from being ‘Orientalist’, if Orientalism, as he under-
stands it, is a strictly ideological discourse. In other words, what
makes his characterisation of Arab intellectual awareness as one of
irrationality (alla‘aglaniyya) different from the ‘Semitic mind” which
the Orientalists theorised about?®°

Analysis

It is indeed true that Arab reformers of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, such as Afghani and “Abduh, were entrapped by the
tradition. They intended to pursue a modernist/reformist agenda. But
they opted for the promotion of a renewal of the furath as a political
response to the rapidly modernising Europe that had an expansionist
agenda into the territories of the Ottoman Empire from the late nine-
teenth century onward. In their minds, modernising came to mean
being like, and at the same time submitting to, Europe. Those such
as Taha Hussein (1889-1973), who thought that following the
European model of industrialisation, education and political reform
was an essential step towards modernisation, were not heeded.

Is it useful to explain the problématique of the tradition, as Jabiri
does, by speaking of an epistemic structure specific to the Arabic
intellect? Is it even helpful to analyse it by drawing a divide in the
Arabic intellect, a gnostic and irrational Muslim East and a rational
Muslim West, in the hope that this rationalism, which reached its
apogee in the work of Ibn Rushd, will somehow come to the rescue
of the whole of the Arab world? Such a discourse, based on a selec-
tive reading of the turath, offers nothing more than imaginary
solutions. Ultimately, it replaces one dogma with another.

Yet, why do so many of these Intellectuals remain entrapped in this
emphasis on the past in their forward-looking aspirations? Are the
reasons political or intellectual, or both? One might say that there are
two layers to this issue. The problem is political in so far as the polit-
ical, with all its socio-economic malaise, is what dominates the
intellectual sphere; it is intellectual in so far as the Intellectuals are
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political agents in (intellectual) denial. There is then a political
problem that is generating an intellectual one, and the latter, in turn,
is perpetuating the former, and at the same time generating another
political problem of an intellectual order. What the Intellectuals do
not seem to be conscious of, or at least do not take into account, is
the epistemic effect that their politically oriented project might have
on their interpretation of the tradition. This is an important consider-
ation because they themselves make the same (legitimate) criticism of
the Islamist discourse, by pointing out that the latter subordinate the
epistemic dimension of the religious tradition to their ideological
agenda. The Intellectuals are oblivious to the fact that the same prin-
ciple applies, even if one’s interpretation of the turath is intended for
what they deem as a noble or politically correct cause.

Ali Harb offers an insightful explanation to this entrapment with
the turath, an explanation based on political reasons rather than ‘civil-
isational’ differences. He notes that Arabic intellectual discourse has
seen a shift from one that is founded on universal knowledge and intel-
lect to one that is driven by ideology and struggle. This transformation
has prevented it from experiencing intellectual change and innova-
tion.! Harb remarks that the obsession over the need for political
struggle in the Arab world has had a severe impact on intellectual
innovation because, as he sees it, the central concern of a combatant
is not to engage in analyses but in self-defence. Karl Marx, in Harb’s
view, was misleading when he famously said that philosophers were
preoccupied with explaining and understanding the world and that it
is now upon us to change it, for Marx himself did not change the
world as a fighter but as a philosopher.®

It seems that Arab Intellectuals are yet again entrapped. On the one
hand, their interpretations of the tfurath can be seen as a response to
those advanced by the Islamists, which are rapidly gaining momen-
tum. In this sense and to use Adonis’s categories of the Constant and
the Changing, they no doubt regard themselves as part of the current
of Change. The way they are going about it, however, is not headed
towards achieving a perpetual order of the Changing; instead, they are
seeking to institutionalise the Changing in a Constant-like manner. On
the other hand, it is natural for them to be conditioned by intellectual
developments in the West. But while the Arab world is still struggling
with coming to terms with modernity, modernity itself is more or
less passé in the West, at least for some Western ‘post-modern’
thinkers. Arab Intellectuals, then, are in many respects taking part in
a post-colonial discourse that appeals to them because it allows them
to be flexible vis-a-vis their interpretation of the furath. That is, they
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can draw on criticism by Western post-modernists about the margin-
alisation of indigenous cultures in the history of the imperial West,
which they regard as the cause of their malaise. The fundamental
weakness of this discourse is that it is in serious denial of the fact that
the Arabic-Islamic turath is itself of imperial heritage! Their discourse
claims to be critical but in effect it is adding yet another layer to the
existing epistemological obfuscation that they are seeking to remedy.
If it is to be critical and credible, then, to paraphrase the words of
the Iranian scholar Daryush Shayegan, a sharp blade of a fundamen-
tal, merciless scrutiny should be brought to bear on even the most
exclusive truths, be they religious or philosophical.®

Conclusion

The fact that these Intellectuals’ discourse serves to break the
monopoly of the Islamists’ discourse over what constitutes the Islamic
tradition is a constructive contribution to political debates. But it
would be misleading to suggest that they are actually critical in their
approach to and interpretation of the turath. Moreover, the sugges-
tion that re-awakening the philosophical current will lead to the
emergence and implementation of democratic and liberal values,
as they argue, does not actually follow from the content of the
philosophic current of the tradition nor should it be expected to.

Yet, the philosophical component is awkwardly, sometimes
forcibly, imported to the contemporary scene by many Intellectuals.
What one finds in such a discourse is a yearning for an intellectual
mood that permitted the growth of a ‘rational theology’ (Mu‘tazilite
Kalam) and later of an Arabic-Islamic philosophy. This mood, and
not the actual substance of classical philosophy, is often confused and
convoluted with liberal values that are meant to act as remedies for
a modern political problem. In this respect, this discourse suffers from
a lack of serious scholarly credibility. In the last two chapters of this
book, I examine in more detail some of the philosophers’ writings,
particularly those of Farabi and Ibn Rushd and show why their views
are not commensurate with the promotion of liberalism. I show that
notwithstanding the originality and impressive intellectual range these
philosophers display in their writings, one can also point to dogmatic
elements in their political philosophies, of a similar nature to those
deriving from the religious current.



3 Are Islamic politics Islamic
or Islamist?

The [Islamist] program is intellectual, in principle, epistemic in
substance, political in its purpose and significance. It does not stand
outside of Islam, or [even] outside of secularism, from which many of
its representatives disclaim any association with it. The time has come
to discuss secularism and Islam together, with all the freedom neces-
sary to produce a scientific epistemic thought capable both of
comprehension and deliberation: deliberating the [classical] texts and
history, the past and the present, the worldly and the sacred.

Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd!

Following the events of 11 September 2001, in a speech to the Islamic
Center of Washington, DC, the President of the United States, George
W. Bush, said: ‘[t]hese acts of violence against innocents violate the
fundamental tenets of the Islamic faith’, and ‘[t]he face of terror is
not the true faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about. Islam
is peace.” Bush then read a rendition of a verse of the Qurian: ‘[i]n
the long run, evil in the extreme will be the end of those who do evil.
For that they rejected the signs of Allah and held them up to ridicule.’
In his remarks, Bush, who does not know Arabic, not only defined
Islam in a way pleasing to the ears, but even managed to please
Arabists, adding that ‘[t]he English translation is not as eloquent as
the original Arabic’.> One would, accordingly be led to think that
Islam stands for the same principles as those preached by the US,
and that the concept of ‘evil’ that Bush often invokes in his rhetoric
is consistent with that presented in the Qur’an, as the verse he read
out testifies.

The terms ‘Islam’ and ‘Islamic politics’ have now entered the polit-
ical vocabulary, and are used as if they are self-explanatory concepts.
One encounters time and again terms and phrases such as ‘true to the
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Islamic teachings’, ‘authentic Islam’, “‘un-Islamic’ and so on. When
such terms are used in this way, it follows that their meanings are
unambiguous, and one is consequently invited to infer or construct
the existence and meaning of this ‘Islamic’ simply by contrasting it
with one that is ‘un-Islamic’. Are there consistent normative bases
in the Islamic tradition that lend themselves to such essentialist
categories at the exclusion of any other forms?

In Chapter 1, I discussed the Islamist current’s understanding of the
Islamic tradition. In this chapter, I address in more specific terms what
is understood in Islamist discourse as Islamic politics and the way
Islamic politics are directed to the realisation of an Islamic polity. I
examine the work of Abu al-A‘la al-Mawdudi and Sayyid Qutb, rep-
resentative of the core of Islamist political theology, and present a cri-
tique of their ideas against the background of other views from within
the Islamic tradition. Abu al-A‘la al-Mawdudi (1903-79), the founder
of the Islamic movement in India then in Pakistan, and Sayyid Qutb
(1903-66), from Egypt, have largely articulated the contemporary
intellectual basis for the idea of an Islamic state governed according
to Islamic ways and principles. Though Mawdudi stands outside what
may be considered as an Arabic discourse, it is necessary to discuss
his views, because of their significant influence on Qutb.

The questions driving this chapter are whether the Islamists’ claim
for authenticity in upholding Islamic teachings, as articulated by
Mawdudi and Qutb, are exclusively true to the teachings of Scriptures.
And how do they stand against the background of other visions from
within the Islamic tradition? In attempting to answer these questions,
I turn to the early period of Islam and draw on competing claims of
Islamic authenticity. In doing so, I attempt to discern between the
‘political’ and the ‘Islamic’, showing how the ‘political’ has at times
assumed the status of ‘Islamic’, while the ‘Islamic’ has, at other times,
assumed the status of ‘un-Islamic’.

Islamic politics

In his The Process of Islamic Revolution, Mawdudi outlines his
manifesto for the realisation of an Islamic state (dawla islamiyya).
Such a state is to be based on a divinely ordained system of govern-
ment, a Caliphate. It will thus have an intellectual Islamic foundation
and, as such, be void of any divisive tendencies.? It is to be founded
on a belief in God’s sovereignty (hakimiyyat Allah). This hakimiyya
is realised when Muslims totally accept that the earth and the manage-
ment of its affairs belong to God alone, and He is solely responsible
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for order, rule and legislation therein.* Such a Caliphate, Mawdudi
argues, can only come about either by virtue of a person who is the
Messenger of God or by way of a man, a Caliph, who follows the
Prophet Muhammad in everything he brought forth in law and
legislation based on God’s revelation.’

An Islamic state is to be realised through an ‘Islamic transformation’
of the institutions of the society. Mawdudi explains that such a trans-
formation entails the development of an intellectual movement that
instils Islamic values among all members of society, by educating and
ultimately graduating men in the various vocational and scholarly
domains with an Islamic intellectual imprint.® The clearest and most
reliable model available for this Islamic transformation is the Prophet
Muhammad himself. Over a period of thirteen years (sic), he and his
companions overcame numerous obstacles because they were dedi-
cated to the path of God and the pursuit of truth, and thus, after the
hijra, were able to establish an Islamic state in Madina.” Muhammad
lived and managed the affairs of Madina for ten years, and during this
period, Islamic thinking matured and moved from the realm of ideas
and religious observance to the comprehensive organisation of a polity.
This, Mawdudi believes, encompassed the development of various
institutions of governance. They included models for the management
of administrative, intellectual, judicial, economic, financial and social
affairs, as well as models for managing foreign policies, devising
appropriate plans for times of peace as well as war.?

There is of course a theological foundation for all this political
application of religious doctrine. Mawdudi develops it out of Qur'anic
terminology in his Four Basic Quranic Terms, linking four Qur'anic
terms, namely ilah (God), rabb (Lord), din (religion) and Tbada
(worship). An understanding of the meanings of these terms is, he
believes, essential to the understanding of the Qur’an’s real essence,
tawhid, belief in the One-ness of God.? God, he stresses, is God and
Lord at the same time. This needs to be clearly understood lest one
sets any creature alongside the One God and so falls into polytheism,
shirk, the association of anything with God. Thus ‘men should give
their ‘ibadah to Him and Him alone; and one’s deen should be
exclusively for Him with no share of it for any other’.!0

The political dimension of hakimiyya encountered above is linked
to the theological notion of Divinity (ulithiyya), for this ‘categorically
asserts that there is only One Being in the heavens and the earth Who
possesses and exercises all the powers and all the authority’.!" If
hakimiyya characterises the nature of the constitution of the polity,
‘ibada characterises the manner and conduct of the citizenry. The
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way in which it is understood lies in the root from which it derives
‘abd, a slave/servant, and it means to acknowledge ‘someone other
than oneself as holding supremacy or enjoying overlordship and of
abdicating one’s freedom and independence in his favour. .. and
of surrendering oneself totally to his authority’.'?

In 1954, a copy of Mawdudi’s Four Basic Quranic Terms made
its way into the Egyptian prison where Sayyid Qutb was imprisoned.'?
He was deeply influenced by Mawdudi, and as his ideas developed,
he became an authoritative source of influence to many Islamist
movements.'* The concept of ubiidiyya is as important in the polit-
ical theology of Qutb as it was in that of Mawdudi. It is the foundation
of the Islamic creed, it is held to make Islam unique among all the
other faiths and it expresses the true meaning of the first sentence of
the profession of the faith, ‘there is no God but God’." In line with
Mawdudi, Qutb proceeds to advocate the establishment of an Islamic
state, viewing Islam as a totality (ku//) and to devise plans for the
building of an Islamic society (mujtama’ islamt).'® Echoing Mawdudi,
he draws on Muhammad’s leadership as a model for the conduct of
leadership in Islamic politics. Qutb’s ideas, however, are more proac-
tive than those of Mawdudi. He links the intellectual foundation of
an Islamic state to political activism. In this sense, there are two
connected components to Qutb’s understanding of Islam: the first is
related to the ethical foundations it provides for the community of
believers as set out in the Quran and manifested in the conduct and
teachings of Muhammad; and the second is related to the socio-
political duties that derive from this ethical foundation.

These components serve to explain the concept of ‘Islamic’ in
Qutb’s political vision, and both take shape in theory and practice as
they respond to the ‘un-Islamic’ society (tajammu’ jahilt). The intel-
lectual foundation that stands as a criterion for what is Islamic is
belief in the divinity of God alone (ulihiyyat Allah wahdah), his lord-
ship (rubiibiyya), guardianship (giwama), sovereignty (hakimiyya),
dominion (sultan) and his revealed law (shari‘a).!” Progress towards
this islamisation entails that those who testify that God is one and
Muhammad is His Messenger renounce completely any prior commit-
ment to the ‘un-Islamic’ society they come from, and devote their
loyalty to the new organic and dynamic Islamic movement and its
leadership that is to be brought into being.'®

This new Islamic grouping is not meant to co-exist alongside non-
Islamic groupings, according to Qutb. It should endeavour to organ-
ise itself in a manner that enables it to struggle against (mukafaha),
resist (mugawama) and ultimately eliminate (izala) any ‘un-Islamic’
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groupings.’® Such, Qutb believes, was the way Muhammad went
about his Islamic convocation/call (da'wa), and the same should serve
as a guide for a truly Islamic society to come into existence once
again.?’

Despite Qutb’s use of Islamic vocabulary, there is a Platonist or neo-
Platonist dimension to his discourse and vision. To borrow Anthony
Johns’ words, Islam, for Qutb:

discovers a law of life for the whole of existence, and not simply
human life. .. Behind this cosmic existence is a will that
conceived it, a decree (gadar) that moves it, and an order (namiis)
which governs existence as a whole.?!

There is, then, a tripartite scheme that links the individual to his/her
community and to the cosmos. The individual is subject to the same
laws that govern the cosmos, and the laws of the shari'a that guide
the individual and provide legislation for the community are but a
part of the cosmic divine law that manages the cosmos.?? ‘There is
good in realizing an absolute harmony between the life of the people
and the cosmic law,” he writes. From this results another harmonious
arrangement that ties people with their general activities whereby they
all pursue one model that forms part of the general cosmic law.?* This
line is strong in Qutb’s thought, and he conveys it not as a meta-
physical reflection on reality but in a literal and real sense. Though
this aspect of his thought provides an interesting theological founda-
tion for his political platform, it weakens the case for his historicism.
As noted in Chapter 1, Qutb believes that the Muslim community
has for long experienced decline and deterioration in its religious
observance. For his cosmological argument to be internally coherent,
he would need to support it with a parallel account of the physical
deterioration of the cosmos.

Some scholars have noted the influence of the medieval jurist Ibn
Taymiyya (d. CE 1328) on modern Islamist discourse.>* Aspects of his
political theology are taken up by Mawdudi and Qutb, and the religio-
political concerns to which Ibn Taymiyya responded, to some extent,
resonate with some of the contemporary challenges to the Islamic
world to which the Islamists are attempting to respond. He was born
in Syria in CE 1263, at a time when the Islamic world was both going
through internal religious discord and threatened by external forces.
The Mongols, nominal converts to Islam, had attacked Baghdad in
CE 1258 bringing an end to the Abbasid Caliphate. In Egypt, the
Mamluks, mercenaries of the Ayyubid dynasty, had revolted against
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their rulers and assumed power in CE 1259, with Syria under their con-
trol. During Ibn Taymiyya’s time, the Mamluks had to repel several
attacks by the Mongols. An adherent of the Hanbalite madhhab, con-
cerned to uphold Islamic teachings against the Mongols, Ibn Taymiyya
was at the forefront of political activism.

He was perhaps the first Sunni jurist to justify, on religious grounds,
Muslims fighting other Muslims if they did not act in accordance with
Islamic teachings.? He also had a different approach to the traditional
Sunni view of the loyalty owed to rulers. On one level, Ibn Taymiyya
maintained the Sunni tenet that it is incumbent religiously for
Muslims to have a ruler. In support of this, he cited among other
hadiths: ‘Sixty years of [putting up with an] unjust Imam are better
than a single night without a ruler.” Like other leading Sunni theo-
rist before him, he acknowledged that Muslims in a position of
leadership were susceptible to becoming corrupt by power. Thus, he
emphasised that it is the duty of a ruler to endeavour to rule according
to religion.?

On another level, though, he stressed that a ruler could not simply
command the loyalty of his people by virtue of his office. He had to
earn this loyalty by ruling according to the shari‘a. ‘Assuming polit-
ical authority (imara) is a religious duty and a pious act (qurba) by
which [a ruler] draws closer to God’, it is the most excellent of all
pious acts.?” It is not personal interest that should drive the conduct
of a ruler. Rather, he should struggle to achieve obedience to God
and implementation of His Law. It is in this sense that it is enjoined
upon any Muslim, especially the leader, to struggle (jahada) in the
cause of God,?® until there is no opposition to the message of God
and until ‘religion be wholly God’s’.%’

Ibn Taymiyya also used ubiidiyya as a political concept to define
the position of the citizenry vis-a-vis God. For him, %bdda encom-
passes everything in religion. In this, too, Ibn Taymiyya’s emphasis
is on the way the religious law shapes and governs the affairs of the
state, perhaps indirectly circumventing the possible corruption of a
ruler. Thus, ubiidiyya consists of ‘not worshipping anyone other than
God, but rather worshipping [God alone, in carrying out] that which
He commanded and legislated’.’® ‘A created being’s perfection is in
his realisation of his ubiidiyya to God’, and the more he grows in his
realisation of ubidiyya, the higher becomes his level of perfection.’!

Can such a vision of Islamic politics be said to have a unique
authenticity, and is it exclusively true to the teachings of Scriptures?
How does it stand in comparison with other visions from within the
Islamic tradition of how scriptural imperatives may be realised? To
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address these questions, it is helpful to draw on some distinctions by
George Hourani concerning assumptions generally made about the
meaning of ‘Islamic’. These pertain to his studies on the origins of
Islamic theology and philosophy, but are nevertheless relevant in the
context of this chapter. He rightly draws attention to the difficulties
associated with qualifying as ‘Islamic’ anything that comes down to
us through what he terms an ‘Islamic filter’.3? In other words, how
does one approach an adjectival category such as ‘Islamic’ and what
is to be made of it when it is used to describe such an encompassing
domain as politics? Does it signify any identifiable criteria that
provide the ‘authentic’ in the ‘Islamic’? If not and if there is room
for ambiguity in these criteria, on what basis does the claim to
authenticity rest?

Hourani’s point highlights two different issues for our enquiry. It
serves as a reminder that ideas are rarely novel, that they can be
borrowed, assimilated and appropriated, leading sometimes to the
dissipation of their earlier origin(s).>* It also underlines the relevance
of investigating at first hand the source of a given claim, especially
when the legitimacy and authenticity of that claim is based on a
clearly defined and available source. When Islamists therefore
advance the claim of upholding Islamic authenticity and act on the
basis of this claim, the investigation of a category such as ‘Islamic’
becomes relevant.

The politics of Islamic politics

In al-Islam wa Usil al-Hukm (Islam and the Principles of Political
Authority), “Ali “Abd al-Raziq argues that religion and society have
no need for the Caliphate political structure (khildfa), also referred
to as Imamate — imama.>* Such a structure, he argued, has no basis
in the principal authoritative sources of Islamic law relied upon in
Islam, i.e. Qur'an, Hadith, analogy (giyas) and consensus (ijma’).>
Raziq goes so far as to argue that the horrific events that mark the
history of the Caliphate, even during the reigns of the Rightly Guided
Caliphs (i.e. Abu Bakr, “‘Umar b. al-Khattab, ‘Uthman Ibn “Affan and
‘Al Ibn Abi Talib) testify as to how extrinsic to the spirit of Islam
the institution is:

Were it not for fear that we may digress from the topic, we would
have presented the reader the history of the Caliphate up to our
time so that he may be aware of (/i-yara) the marks of coercion
(gahr) and domination (ghalaba) in every episode of its sequence
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and so that he be mindful (li-yatabayyana) that that which is
called a Throne does not get raised except over the heads of
[ordinary] people (bashar) and does not rest except on the back
of their necks. [So that he may also be mindful] that that which
is called Crown does not have a life of its own except that which
it takes from the life of [ordinary] people; that it has no power
except that which it seizes from their power; and that it has no
majesty and no honour except those which it snatches from their
majesty and honour.3

Accordingly, he concludes, such a system is alien to the spirit of
Islam. By denying that the Caliphate is intrinsically Islamic, Raziq is
rejecting a system that assigns itself primacy and legitimacy over
other systems by claiming to be in a special and unique sense
Islamic.3” Yet he speaks as if his position is based on an authentic
Islamic spirit.

Raziq’s book was published in 1925, just one year after Mustafa
Kamal Ataturk abolished the Ottoman Caliphate, thereby putting an
end to the institution in the Islamic world, an act that was virtually a
direct cause for the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood. The book caused
an intellectual and a political uproar, especially in view of the political
circumstances that surrounded the timing of its publication.’® Raziq,
who was a religious scholar of al-Azhar University, was put on trial
by a committee consisting of al-Azhar scholars, who unanimously
decreed, among other things, that he be dismissed from al-Azhar and
declared ineligible to hold any public office.*®

But Raziq is certainly not the first Muslim (nor was he the last) to
condemn a Caliphate system of government.*’ Historically, there has
often existed a tension between matters to do with justice and what
is meant to be ‘Islamic’ political rule. As early as the first century of
Islam, ‘Abd Allah Ibn Mas‘d, a companion of Muhammad, articu-
lates this tension succinctly: ‘If the Imam is just, unto him is reward
[in the after life] and unto you (i.e. people) [to show] gratitude. If he
is unjust, sin is his burden, patience is yours.’*! Obedience to the ruler
came to be enshrined in authoritative Sunni sources, with successive
influential figures exhorting a somewhat blind obedience to the rulers.
The jurist Mawardi, for example, argues that ‘the imamate is in place,
as a substitute for prophecy in guarding the faith and worldly
affairs’,* because it is enjoined by religious law (shar”). Nevertheless,
it did not escape him that the Imamate does not ipso facto amount
to a just political system.*> As Hanna Mikhail notes, the combination
of theories of justice and shari’a has never been successful in Islam,
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to the extent that ‘important religious works of later medieval times
could state that a ruler might follow the shari‘a and still be unjust’.*

It is perhaps due to this tension that intellectual and political forms
of dissent are part of the fabric of the Islamic tradition, of which the
Islamists are but one of many heirs. Dissent goes back to the forma-
tive period of Islam itself when it became the religion of a community
(umma). Not long after the death of Muhammad, Muslims began to
question the conduct of Muslim leaders and the Caliph himself,
notably ‘Uthman and ‘Ali. Some Kharijite groups even denied the
need for an Islamic state, a political attitude some scholars have
qualified as tantamount to a belief in anarchy.®

It is not insignificant how pious Muslims came to believe that it
was possible to dispense with an Islamic state while at the same time
maintain their profession and practice of the Islamic faith. The histor-
ical and hermeneutical context surrounding and leading to the rise of
these groups is important for the understanding and appreciation of
their political views. It also reflects the inevitable and mutual tension
between Islamic principles and political practice.

The events that followed the murder of the third Caliph ‘Uthman
(CE 656) had a politico-theological impact from which the Islamic
community found it difficult to recover completely. “Ali, cousin and
son-in-law of Muhammad, whose supporters believed should have
been the immediate successor of Muhammad principally on the
grounds of kinship, was recognised as Caliph in CE 656.4 “Ali’s
apparent reluctance to punish those responsible for insurgencies, and
even ‘Uthman’s murder, resulted in rebellion and insubordination by
many among the community of Muslims. Most notable among them
was Mu‘awiya, kinsman of ‘Uthman and, at the time, the governor
of Syria. He was a son of Abu Sufyan, the leader of the Umayyad
wing who, before accepting Islam, had led the Meccans against
Muhammad.*’

Mu‘awiya refused to pledge allegiance to ‘Ali. The differences
between the two led to military confrontations that culminated in the
battle of Siffin (CE 657). It was during this battle that ‘Al succumbed
to accepting Mu‘awiya’s proposal for arbitration (tahkim). The details
of this arbitration are complex and vary according to different
accounts and sources. What is evident, though, is that the Quran was
used as a justification by both sides to further their respective causes.
Those who were on the side of Mu‘awiya as well as those on the side
of ‘Al agreed that they would allow the Qurian to judge between
them. Each side was to send a representative to argue its case, in
accordance with the Quran, with the other side’s representative.
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Some of °Ali’s supporters, who later became the Kharijites,
disagreed with him on who was to be their representative. ‘Ali wanted
to send ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Abbas, whereas they wanted to send Abu
Miisa al-Ash‘ar1. “Alr did not agree with their choice and at the end
chose to send Ibrahim Ibn al-Ashtar instead. When al-Ashtar
concluded negotiations, conceding to Mu‘awiya’s side, the Kharijites,
who wanted to persist with fighting instead, accused “Al1 of favouring
human judgement over God’s.*® They seceded from “Ali’s camp and,
not long after, they assassinated him. Their central doctrine, born out
of this episode, was that God alone should be the judge in all matters
(la hukma illa lillah).* Al they believed, permitted human judge-
ment to settle the conflict instead of following God’s commandment
in the Qur'an. They cited a verse decreeing that if a party of believers
deviates from God’s way by oppressing other believers then one
should fight that party until it returns to the straight path and submits
to God (Q. 49: 9).%°

This battle between Muawiya and ‘Ali, fought by each side osten-
sibly in the name of best Islamic practice, was very much a contest
for power. One may even argue that there was nothing uniquely
Islamic in this contest. This is clear from the events leading up to it.
There had been secret negotiations between Mu‘awiya and “Ali prior
to the arbitration. Jarir Ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Bajali (‘Uthman’s governor
of Hamadan who pledged allegiance to °“Ali upon the latter’s
request),’! the messenger entrusted to give ‘All a warning in a written
message from Muawiya to hand over the murderers of “‘Uthman, was
also entrusted to convey a secret verbal compromise to “Ali.>? In the
written letter, Muawiya resorts to a framework that would resonate
with Islamic values in order to set out his demands and justify his
refusal to pledge allegiance (mubdya’a) to him. He invokes the impor-
tance of the previous three Caliphs, the necessity to resort to ‘shira
among the Muslims’, and notes ‘Ali’s ‘nobility in Islam and [his]
close kinship with the Messenger of God’.» His secret verbal
message, on the other hand, is no more than a pragmatic/political
plan. Mu‘awiya tells Jarir to convey to “Ali that he would be prepared
to recognise him as Caliph on the condition that ‘Ali concedes Syria
and Egypt and their revenues to him in Damascus and further agrees
that Mu‘awiya would not be bound to pledge allegiance to “Ali’s
successor.>*

This offer was never made public and “Al1 in any case refused it.
There is no point in speculating about the possible course of Islamic
history had it been made public and if “Ali accepted it. Suffice to say
that this episode, the impact of which had a central significance on
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the course of Islamic theology and political history, is a clear instance
of political and expedient motives being argued in ‘Islamic’ terms.
What requires less speculation is that the new political regime that
was born with Mu‘awiya, the first Umayyad Caliph, is marked by a
change in the conduct of political rule in Islam.>> With Mu‘awiya,
there was less emphasis on following in the footsteps of the Caliphs,
and a shift of emphasis on political power. Thus Mu‘awiya is reported
to have said, ‘I am the first of the Kings’; other reports have it that
he said, ‘I am the first of Kings and the last Caliph.’>¢

This is not to suggest that political power was absent prior to
Mu‘awiya but, as Muhammad Jabiri notes, during the reigns of the
Rightly Guided Caliphs, religion was regarded as the foundation of
political activity, a perception that kept politics in a subordinate posi-
tion to Islam.’” Mu‘awiya’s discourse, on the other hand, while not
denouncing the ancien régime, signals new guidelines for the political
approach he intends to pursue. He writes to his deputy Ziyad:

We ought not govern (nasiisu) the people through a uniform pol-
icy (siyasa wahida). [That is] we should neither [govern them
through] a soft policy so that they would [be constantly] rejoicing,
nor should [we govern them through] a harsh policy so that we
would make them do [things that lead to] dangerous situations.
Instead, you will be there to [apply] harshness, crudeness (fazaza)
and roughness (ghilza), and I shall be here to [apply] softness, har-
mony (ulfa) and mercy, so that when somebody fears something,
he will find a door through which he could enter.®

The shrewdness of Muawiya in politics, however, did not satisfy
the concerns of all Muslims, some of whom continued to believe that
only a leader of the family of the Prophet (i.e. from ahl al-bayt) could
bring about universal justice. This feeling was particularly exacer-
bated during the reign of Mu‘awiya’s successor, his son Yazid
(CE 680-3). Yazid’s reign was marked by rebellions, prominent
among them those that were led by the grandson of the Prophet,
Husayn, who refused to pledge allegiance to him. This ended with
the battle of Karbala, when Husayn and his followers were killed by
Yazid’s army. Political unrest continued during the Umayyad dynasty
and eventually culminated in its overthrow in CE 750, when it was
replaced by the line of Muhammad’s paternal uncle ‘Abbas, hence
the name Abbasids.

With the Abbasids, a version of Islamic authenticity was again
invoked for political ends. They drew on the support of dissenting
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voices coming from the side of the “Alids, i.e. those who wanted
the ruler to be a descendant from ahl al-bayt through the line of “Ali.
The first Abbasid Caliph, Abal al-"Abbas al-Saffah, however, was the
great-great grandson of ‘Abbas, thus not of the line of “All Ibn Abi
Talib. Thus this righteous ‘Islamic’ claim to legitimacy had to
undergo some amendments. Having denied the legitimacy of the
Umayyads, accusing them of being usurpers of power, the Abbasids,
in their turn, expanded their definition of ahl al-bayt by arguing
that a descendant of ‘All had agreed to transfer the Imamate to a
descendant of al-"Abbas.*

The application of what is considered as mainstream Islamic polit-
ics has therefore included properties other than ‘Islamic’. From another
standpoint, the Kharijites’ political theology, considered to be outside
mainstream Islam or ‘un-Islamic’, includes properties of the ‘Islamic’
genre. “All, it seems, even before they turned against him, feared their
fanatic appropriation of the Quran. Of some of them he said: ‘[when]
they read the Quran, they take it to be on their side, when it is [in
fact] against them’; ‘they appeal to the Qur'an, even though they have
nothing to do with it[s spirit], whoever fights them is worthier of God’s
[blessing] than they are’.®

Al-Shahrastani defines a Kharijite as ‘anyone who revolted against/
disobeyed (kharaja ‘ala) the righteous leader agreed upon by the
community [of Muslims]’.®' The Mutazilite theologian al-Asamm
may have been the leading anarchist theorist. His name is mentioned
by heresiographers as well as authoritative writers on the subject of
Imamate, like the jurist al-Mawardi.®> The Kharijites’ ‘withdrawal/
secession’ that their name conveys highlights the anarchist disposi-
tion that some of them developed.®* Such an anarchist disposition was
also common among the early Mu'tazilite theologians (often charac-
terised as the ‘rationalists’) but it was not common to all Kharijites.5*
For Muslims, the period during which Muhammad was the leader of
the Islamic community in Madina (CE 622-32) in addition to the
period covering the rule of the four Rightly Guided Caliphs, i.e. up
to CE 661, represents the ideal form of governance. The khawarij
consider the period of ideal rule to include only the years of the first
two,% that is up to the death of “Umar, after which serious divisions
began to take place in the community.%

As Patricia Crone notes, the Islamic equivalent of Western anar-
chism’s ‘state of nature’ premise is its opposite. The Western position
is based on the assumption that an ideal age existed in the remote
past during which society functioned without a state. The Islamic
position, on the other hand, is based on the premise that there was
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once a clearly defined historical period marked by a fusion of society
and good/perfect governance.®’” Crone describes these Muslim anar-
chists as ‘regretful anarchists’,%® in the sense that they were not
anti-state per se. They came to believe, however, that the institution
of the Imamate had turned into an institution of tyranny headed by
kings/tyrants. By virtue of their religious posts and under the pretext
of exercising a religious trust (amana), they were able to get away
with their malpractice. Since it seemed to the anarchists that this situ-
ation was bound to continue, it was best, they deduced, not to have
an Imamate or appoint an Imam at all.®® The most notable and explicit
group among the anarchists to advocate such a view is the Najadat.
Their position is reported to be:

People have no need at all for an Imam. [As a first recourse],
they must cooperate with one another. Should they happen to
decide that cooperation cannot be reached without an Imam
to bring it about, they may appoint one.”

By grounding the Imamate in the sphere of social and human devel-
opment, though the very basis of their claim is a religious one, the
anarchists are not being entirely faithful to the words of Scripture. 7!
According to the jurist Ibn Hanbal, a person who disobeys the leader
is not to be counted as a Muslim. Basing his ruling on a hadith
reported by Abli Hurayra, he says:

Whoever disobeys an Imam from amongst the Muslim Imams —
whose [nomination] for successorship (khildfa) had been agreed
upon and consented to [by Muslims] either by way of accepting
[voluntarily his khilafa] or by way of having been conquered [by
him], then [the action of] this unruly (kharij) person [amounts
to] renouncing his allegiance to [his fellow] Muslims, and to
violating the traditions of the Messenger of God. When he dies,
he shall die a jahiliyya death.”

For it is incumbent upon Muslims to ‘hear and obey (al-sama® wa al-
td'a) the Imams and the leader of believers, the upright of them and
the debauched’.”

The appropriation of ideas from the past can sometimes lead to
unexpected twists. Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas, as noted earlier, had an
influence on Islamist political theology. Even though he was a
Hanbalite jurist, by emphasising the commitment to obey God’s law
above anything else, including the obedience to a ruler for the sake
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of having one, he somewhat departed from Ibn Hanbal’s teachings.
Instead, as Fritz Zimmermann remarks, when Ibn Taymiyya tried to
extricate the Sunni community from its ‘irksome commitment to the
caliphate/imamate, he fell back on Kharijite tradition’, it either did
not ‘occur to him or [he] could not bring himself to give credit to
Asamm’, the anarchist theorist.”

An equally bizarre twist is that the past ‘seceders’ from mainstream
Islam share similarities with today’s claimants to authentic Islam.
Despite the Kharijites’ ‘Islamic’ premise that God is the judge of all
matters (la hukma illa lillah), they have been considered as outside
mainstream Islam, and for some, they are to be regarded as ‘un-
Islamic’. The Islamists, on the other hand, despite echoing the very
same premise, i.e. the governorship of God (hakimiyyat Allah), and
despite their disobedience to rulers, are appropriating ‘Islamic authen-
ticity’. As in the case of the Kharijites, the Islamist case is nothing
short of a challenge for the applicability and sustainability of Islamic
political rule from an ‘Islamic’ point of view.

Scriptures and authority

If one were to take Hourani’s discussions of what constitute ‘Islamic’
or an ‘Islamic filter’ to their logical conclusion, one would have to
go back to the Qur’an. To do so from a scholarly perspective, in view
of the link between Scripture and political authority in Islamist
discourse, one would have to recognise the canonisation of Scripture
as a relevant point of departure. This is a contested topic among
scholars in the field, and it is beyond the scope of this chapter to
address the primary sources that would do justice to it. In what
follows, I rely on secondary sources that address this topic, attempting
to use these debates for the purpose of highlighting weaknesses in
the claims of various parties, in particular the Islamists, to possess
‘authentic Islam’.

John Wansbrough’s research on the canonisation of the Quran has
been a subject of contention. In short, he argues that the Qurlan is
the result of the work of more than one generation,”® and it contains
‘separate logia collections which had for some time prior to their
final redaction been in liturgical and homiletic (of the sermon variety)
use in one or several related communities’.”® Leaving his methodol-
ogy and argument aside, I shall borrow his theoretical view on
how monotheist traditions developed their religious legitimacy. As
Wansbrough observes, one may identify three bodies of data common
to them, and upon which they base their legitimacy: (1) ‘a historical
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theophany”’ (i.e. a divine manifestation in history); (2) ‘an existential
task’; and (3) ‘an agent as recipient for (1) and executor for (2)’.”

In the case of Islam, the historical theophany is God’s revelation to
Muhammad through the angel Gabriel. This revelation, in turn, gives
Muhammad, the Messenger or Agent of God, an existential task to
carry out. All of this is documented in Scripture. The primary source
of authority is the Qur'an, which functions as God’s revelations, and
the secondary source of authority is the Hadith, which comprises the
collected sayings of Muhammad, documenting his encounter with his
existential task. Wansbrough observes that in the works of Muslims
as well as those of Orientalists, authority in Islam is often equated
with Scripture,’® and whenever such an equation is made, little is said
regarding the canonisation of the text of the Quran, even though
historically this was not entirely an unchallenged process.

For Muslims, the Quran is a pristine Book (kitab), one in which
‘there is no doubt’ (la rayba fihi).”® 1t is the Word of God, hence
claims for its authenticity are seemingly unassailable.’’ They are
based on the inimitability (i%jaz) of its language, the immutability of
its authority, and the eternal relevance of the message it carries.
Contemporary scholars, however, note that early sources reveal that
questions pertaining to the content of the Quran were on the minds
of early Muslim scholars who were involved in the canonisation and
codification process of Scripture.®! Taking such early concerns into
account in this discussion is not designed to advance arguments or
claims to do with ‘un-authenticity’ of the Book. Instead, it is to explore
a question posed earlier in this chapter: what happens to ‘Islamic
authenticity’ if one finds that there is an ambiguity, of an equally
‘authentic’ status, in the criteria that are assigned to it? To put it dif-
ferently, the purpose is to highlight the fragility of assumed links and
formulae such as Scripture = Islamic = authority = authenticity.

One may highlight two points of relevance to this discussion: (a)
the process by which the verbal revelations became the written text
of the mushaf, i.e. the Qurian; and (b) the degree to which one can
assert that the final recension of the Qur’an includes the totality of
the fragments on which the verbal revelations were written by those
who held them in their memories (huffaz).%* In relation to (a), the
process of putting into writing the verbal revelations, Muhammad is
said to have received from God — via the angel Gabriel over a period
of twenty-two years — verbal revelations, which he recited to his
companions. They, in turn, wrote them down or memorised them.
Some were possibly not committed to writing until the death of
Muhammad.®® This aspect, as Thomas Michel notes, naturally raises
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a question as to whether the memory of the huffaz is inerrant. It
follows that the authenticity of the fragments and their contents are
dependent on the possible fallibility of human memory. This possible
fallibility is similar to the one Muslims point to in relation to other
Scriptures.® For Muslims generally hold that whereas the Quran is
revealed from God, the Judaeo-Christian Scriptures, in their current
forms, are written by prophets or disciples. It follows that due to the
human involvement in and so interference (i.e. imperfection and
corruption) with them, the Judaeo-Christian Scriptures are not faithful
to the word of God in the same way as the Quran, the latter being
directly revealed (munzal) from God.%

As for (b) the canonisation of the mushaf, the text of the Quran
as it exists today is that compiled and codified during the reign of
‘Uthman, the third Caliph. But early sources suggest that the collec-
tion of ‘Uthman was disputed by some. An earlier collection had
existed, based on the fragments assembled by Zayd Ibn Thabit
following the command of Abu Bakr, the first Caliph.®® On the death
of Abt Bakr, Thabit’s collection was passed on to his successor ‘Umar
‘who then bequeathed them on his death to his daughter Hafsa’, one
of Muhammad’s wives.®” When “‘Uthman established his collection,
it was some time before it was universally accepted. Among the
reasons for this reluctance by the community of believers were ques-
tions raised concerning the fragments used in the collection and the
extent to which these fragments were faithful to the Abii Bakr-"Umar
collection. Other reasons for this reluctance may be attributed to the
fact that ‘Uthman’s reign was marked by corruption, nepotism and
political discord,®® a matter that may have played a part in some
Muslims’ minds.

There is a different order of complexity. While the Qur’an is now
regarded as the first source of authority followed by those Hadith
reports that codify the Sunna, early sources are not as assertive.
Slogans such as ‘the Sunna is the judge of the Qur'an’ or ‘the Qur’an
has greater need of the Sunna for its elucidation than the Sunna has
of the Quran’ are a further indication of the complexities surrounding
the canonisation of the text. They also indicate the extent to which
the influence of Sunna reports (i.e. human reports) had in the early
period of Islam.%

But there is yet another order of complexity in connection with the
Sunna. The soundness (sikhat) of the Hadith(s) has itself been opened
to question. Not all Hadith reports are considered as ‘sound’ (sahih).
To qualify as such, they need to be traced directly to Muhammad via
a chain of transmission known as isndd. It was not until the reign
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of “Umar II (CE 717-20) that the process of isndd became an important
criterion in adjudicating the ‘sound’ sayings of Muhammad as dis-
tinct from the ‘unsound’. Consequently, not just the reports about
Muhammad’s sayings and deeds were included under ‘sound’ Hadith,
but some of the opinions of Muhammad’s companions were also
‘raised to the level’ of prophetic tradition.”®

On this point, Joseph Schacht, whose work has raised some contro-
versy among scholars, questions the reliability of isnad. He holds that
‘the evidence of legal traditions carries us back to about the year 100
AH only’ ! not far enough in time for them to be directly founded
on the sayings of Muhammad. He thus concludes that ‘the traditions
from the Prophet do not form, together with the Koran, the original
basis of Muhammadan law, but an innovation began at a time when
some of its foundations already existed’.”? In short, even the estab-
lishment of the Hadith as a source of Law followed an indirect
searching path involving shifting choices and emphases.

Such questions pertaining to the canonisation of the Qur’an and the
codification of the Sunna have been contested by various scholars
from within and without the Islamic tradition, and it is unlikely that
a conclusive answer can be reached on academic grounds alone. The
purpose here is not to solve the difficulties or mystery surrounding
these foundation texts. Rather, it is to review the particular kind of
authority assigned to Scripture by the Islamists in light of such histor-
ical questions about it. The relevant points to which this probing is
directed are well summed up by Thomas Michel:

That this [contested] material was reported without embarrass-
ment by earlier generations of Muslim scholars is an indication
of the fact [that] for the first centuries of Islam, the authentic
Qur'an was that preserved in hAuman memory rather than on the
pages of a book.”

Analysis

In their study Muslim Politics, Dale F. Eickelman and James Piscatori
observe that ‘Muslim politics involves the competition and contest
over both the interpretation of symbols and control of the institu-
tions’.”* They note that invoking symbols is a particularly important
constituting element in politics that can be used ‘as an instrument of
persuasion as well as coercion’.”> The relationship between doctrine
and practice, they add, is problematic in that it carries an aura of
fixity and universality of doctrines that, if implemented, should lead
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to a particular desired outcome. Such a formula does not take
into account the principle that ‘Islamic principles must be constantly
reinterpreted’ over time and space to meet social circumstances,
giving rise to various interpretations of a given doctrine, as has been
the case over the centuries.”

This line of critique applies to Qutb’s discourse about his ‘islam-
isation enterprise’. For instance, while he uses Muhammad’s convo-
cation in Madina as a clear model to follow for his ideals, he either
fails to account for the fact that Muhammad did allow for compro-
mises in the course of his Islamic convocation (da'wa). In other words,
it is not that the doctrine is fixed, but rather the flexibility of the
doctrine is such that it is deployed in the service of what is conceived
of as something fixed.

As an extension of the contest over symbols, the kind of authority
exerted by religion is relevant. Like other religious traditions, Islam
does not seek to legitimate its authority on the basis of reasoning or
verifiable experiences. This is not to suggest that outwardly secular
traditions do 0.’ In the case of religious traditions, however, the
notion of authority is legitimated on assumed spiritual grounds of
a higher order than worldly ones, but with implications that per-
meate the worldly setting. That is to say that the religious/theological
ground is not limited to the spiritual sphere. Instead, it forms a
body of explanatory knowledge, believed to originate from a divine
source, and hence carries authoritative instructions in various worldly
spheres.

Religious authority, as John Hunwick notes, is ‘an assumed author-
ity’ by those who claim to have ‘special access to “divine” authority
and to be acting as agents for it’.® The agents, in turn, can assume a
considerable capacity to provide directives and guidance, and order
people to act in various spheres of life according to the scriptures of
their respective religious traditions or their interpretations of them.

The dynamics governing theological principles are not unequiv-
ocal. It can be argued that the descending pattern that the theological
claims for itself, i.e. descending from a divine origin down to an exis-
tential setting, is but a fagade for an ascending pattern. In other words,
the theological finds its formulation based on earthly rather than heav-
enly considerations, is transmitted via earthly mediums and is
expressed by mortals. Abdul Hamid el-Zein, for example, proposes
to approach terms such as ‘Islam’, ‘religion’ or ‘history’ not as ‘enti-
ties with meaning inherent in them, but rather as articulations of
structural relations’.?” The latter in this case provides the parameters
within which the former can legitimate its authority and where
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‘[r]eligion becomes an arbitrary category which as a unified and
bounded form has no necessary existence’.!® This ascending pattern
can be discerned in the early history of Islam when structural rela-
tions were developing an idea of ‘Islam’, and particularly in the
process of canonisation of the Qur’an.

Conclusion

Muhammad ‘Amara observes that the nature of political authority has
always been, continues to be and will always remain, the most
dangerous and contested issue in Islamic political thought.!! Indeed,
in the Islamic tradition, political rule has not been limited to a deter-
mined set of criteria nor for that matter have rulers conformed to a
specific and unified code of conduct said to be Islamic. Moreover,
different and differing theories about its application have been
advanced over the centuries by various thinkers. It is therefore impos-
sible to claim that a reified model of Islamic politics exists. Yet,
despite the historical evidence that shows diverse positions on the
subject of politics in Islam, the Islamists insist that what they are
presenting is an ‘authentic’ vision of Islamic politics.

Islamic politics has assumed a level of ‘orthodoxy’ amounting to
unquestionable truth. It carries the sense that there is an Islamic way
of going about applying Islam to political affairs, and that this way
is morally and politically superior to other forms of rule because it
is a divinely designed system. This chapter has questioned the claimed
authenticity and absence of ambiguity in such claims. It has shown
that a closer scrutiny reveals that there is more to the term ‘Islamic’
than these properties claimed by the proponents of this idea. To para-
phrase an argument that Ghazali used in his attack against the
philosophers, if the meaning and application of Islamic politics is
axiomatic, why is it that not all Muslims agree on one definition?
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The Qur’an is but lines of writing between two covers. It does not
speak, it is spoken through humans

Imam °“Ali"

Attention has already been drawn to the fact that the Islamist discourse
seeks legitimacy and priority of claim to authority (ahaqqiyya) by
drawing on Scripture and by explaining it in a way that suits the polit-
ical ends it desires. Beheld through the Islamists’ lenses, the Qur'an
presents itself as having the right to adjudicate the merit and even
legitimacy of specific ideas and values. If approached, however,
without a political agenda, the Qur’an itself provides those who address
it with an escape from such a seeming total authority over all aspects
of life. It describes its message as containing exoteric (zahir) as well
as esoteric (batin) meanings, and even offers the device of tawil as a
means of exploring them. It indicates explicitly that its message
contains verses ‘[the meaning of which] is clearly established, they
are the mother of the Book. There are other verses that are ambiguous/
problematic.”? Coupled with the subtleties of the Arabic language, this
distinction has provided a modality for thinkers, be they jurists, theolo-
gians or philosophers, who wished to explore and defend ideas beyond
those explicitly sanctioned by a literal reading of Scripture.
Following on from the previous chapter, the purpose of this chapter
is to highlight the way in which factors other than those explicitly
stated in Scripture may assume a scripture-like authority. It attempts
to show how religious discourse, in Islam, is capable of moving in
and out of the religious sphere, while at the same time claiming
always to be within the parameters of what constitutes ‘true’ Islam.
To do so, this chapter explores the interplay between the literal sense
of the Quran and the various allegorical interpretations (tawil) of
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many of its verses as illustrated in the writings of a number of influ-
ential thinkers. It draws on examples from the use of fa'wil by the
Mu‘tazilite theologians, the Ash‘arite theologian Ghazali, the philoso-
pher Ibn Rushd, the Islamist Sayyid Qutb, and the Intellectual/
Apologist Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd.

This chapter argues that in the history of Islam fa'wil has often been
used as a device deployed to generate or support different and
differing truths or ‘orthodoxies’. It has served, when deemed inap-
propriate, to veil the restrictions that certain verses of the Qur’an, if
understood literally or without due consideration to context, might
impose on their teachings. It has also served as a convenient intel-
lectual tool that justifies differences between the various rival schools
of thought and even the inconsistencies within a single school.

Language and allegory

‘Allegory’ broadly refers to two inter-linked and sometimes comple-
mentary literary procedures. One is the act of writing allegorically, that
is, to write in such a way that the apparent meaning does not directly
address or express the ideas that the author wishes to communicate. A
classic work of this kind in the Arabic tradition is that by Ibn Tufayl,
Hayy Ibn Yagdhan.? The other is allegoresis, the act of interpreting a
given text allegorically, a process of discovering and setting out the
hidden message of an allegorical work.* Allegoresis need not be lim-
ited to works specifically written to be interpreted allegorically; it may
include works intended to be understood literally. It may be done for
a number of reasons, such as to enhance, add further dimensions to or
even manipulate the meaning of a particular text to suit a particular
agenda. In other words, works of allegoresis may be as much about
constructing or inventing a new meaning derived from a given text
as construing the meaning its author intended. To use Solomon
Simonson’s words in the context of interpretation in Hebrew thought
and scriptures, what one reader may consider ‘as an “interpretation,”
another will denounce as a “construction”; what one may regard as a
“construction,” another will disdain as a mere “interpretation”.”

With respect to Islamic religious discourse, the dynamics between
the literal and interpretive layers are often at play, in particular in the
course of interpreting Scriptures. This is especially so because the
Qur’an, given its unique authority, itself lays the foundation for such
ambiguous and distinctive layers (Q. 3: 7). This results in far reaching
implications for the linguistic as well as religio-political traditions
derived from it.
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Any discussion pertaining to Islamic thought, then, should empha-
sise the role of the Arabic language in this field, along with the role
of the Qur'an in shaping its development. It is pertinent that, in
commenting on the rich metaphors of the Arabic language, the philol-
ogist Ibn Qutayba, of non-Arab origin,® should express passionately
his admiration of the Arabic language.” The Qur'an, he held, could
not be translated to any other language ‘because the non-Arab
[languages] are not as rich in metaphor (majaz) as [that] of the
Arabs’.® In a similar vein, the noted Arabic grammarian and literary
historian Jirji Zaydan (1861-1914) stresses that ‘the Quran has had
an influence over the literatures of the Arabic language that no other
religious text has in other languages.”’

Many scholars have written appreciatively of the Quran’s literary
style. Anthony H. Johns remarks that the Qur’an is a ‘mosaic of diverse
styles” which serve to create the impact the rhetoric of the book can
have on its listeners.!” The Book ‘is open to infinity’, Johns observes,
this being most vividly expressed in ‘Siirat al-Rahman: Every day He
is in a new activity (kulla yawmin huwa fT shanin, Q. 55: 29). Which
then of your Lord’s blessings can you deny! (Q. 55: 30)’.!! For Muslim
scholars, the miracle of the Qur’an lies in the text itself, its ijaz, or the
inimitability of its language.'? This ijaz, Richard Frank observes, has
a significance equivalent, at least, to the reported miracles of Moses
and the magic of Jesus.!? Hence, the Arabic lexicon al-Qamiis al-Muhit
cites an unnamed scholar who, writing in a poetic style, expresses in
religious terms the importance of mastering the Arabic language:

Our duty to learn languages

Is like that of memorising prayers
For no religion is understood
Except by the study of languages'*

The Qur’an was revealed to Muhammad in Arabic as being the artic-
ulate discourse of God (kalam Allah)."> The sublime authority of this
claim meant that the followers of the religion had an obligation to
learn the Arabic language to read and understand the Qurian. It was
the first Arabic book to be read and most of the intellectual discip-
lines in Arabic that appeared after the emergence of Islam, as Zaydan
remarks, ‘either sprang from the Qur’an or originated as ancillaries
(khidma) to it.”'® Hence, the statement (of Abi “Amr Ibn al-"Ala’) that
‘the knowledge of the Arabic language is the religion itself” reflects
the complex dynamics linking Islam, Arabic-Islamic thought and the
Arabic language.!’
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At a basic level, tawil simply means to explain what the literal
meaning is. But, at another level, it is a device to probe the deeper
meaning of texts, and to search for meanings that the literal sense of
the words may conceal, and even contradict. Further, there are two
broad functions of ta’wil. One has to do with ideas and the way their
meanings are expressed in words (tawil al-ma’na). The other has to
do with the rules of grammar governing the relations between words
(al-tawil al-nahaw?). As far as its function to designate meaning
(tawil al-ma'na), tawil refers to a usage based on its root (a.w.l.),
meaning a return to the first/origin; and another usage that defines it
as a tool of interpretation, commentary and exposition. Al-tawil al-
nahawi, however, mainly reserved to the practice of grammarians,
emphasises the role of grammar over the meanings of words. That
is, when some Quranic verses did not conform to what they consid-
ered to be the rules that govern Arabic grammar, they subordinated
tawil al-mana to serve al-tawil al-nahawi.'®

Viewed from the broad parameters of allegoresis procedures, the
Arabic language has many literary forms and devices that one can use
to uncover allegorical meanings. These include sharh and tafsir (expo-
sition, commentary), and the analysis of rhetorical features such as
istiara (metaphor), tashbih (simile), ramz (symbolism), majaz (figura-
tive/metaphor), ishara (intimation/allusion) and balagha (eloquence).
All of these devices and more can feed into fawil when considered
appropriate. They do not just serve to enrich the language but also feed
nuances and subtleties of meanings into it.

Tawil: an overview

Q. 3: 7 is a verse of critical importance for the understanding of ta'wil.
It both lays the foundation for the interpretative tradition and gives
legitimacy to reading subtleties and nuances of meanings that go
beyond the literal sense of the words:

It is He who revealed to you the Book. There are verses of it [the
meaning of which is] clearly established, they are the mother of
the Book. There are other verses that are ambiguous/problematic.
Those [individuals] in whose hearts is deviancy, they pursue what
is problematic [in them], seeking mischief in their interpretations
of them. None know their meanings (fa'wil) other than God.
Those deeply rooted in knowledge say, ‘We believe in it! All [i.e.
the clearly established in meaning and the problematic verses]
are from our Lord’. Yet none are mindful [of this] other than those
endowed with understanding.'’
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The meaning of this verse is challenging. It raises numerous questions
that are difficult to answer and that lead on to an almost infinite number
of other intriguing questions. Among them, which verses are the
muhkamat and which are the mutashabihat? Is it only God who knows
the interpretation (fawil) of the mutashabihat? Or can those deeply
rooted in knowledge (al-rasikhin fT al-ilm) work out the meanings
behind the mutashabihat? 1f it is possible for them to do so through
tawil, can they actually resolve the meanings in a final and decisive
manner, and what if they differ in their interpretations? Are the
mutashabihdt verses meant to have an uncontested meaning? If so,
what was the divine wisdom in uttering them in the first place? Or
are they intended to be infinitely mutashabihat and contested? One
commentator wanting to dismiss claims about the ambiguities in the
Quran raised the point that Q. 11: 1 suggests that all of the Quran is
revealed in explicit verses muhkamat, whereas Q. 39: 23 suggests that
all of the Qur’an is revealed in parabolical verses mutashabihat.>® Yet,
the fact that there is a qualitative difference between them is a powerful
illustration of the complexities and layers of meanings that lie within
the Quran.

These questions, and others, have often concerned many Muslim
and non-Muslim scholars interested in the different dimensions of the
Islamic tradition.?! The numerous commentaries on the Qur'an show
that the Book, far from being regarded as a text with fixed meanings,
is a source of open-ended interpretations and reflections. Ibn Qutayba
thus puts it, ‘if all of the Quran were exoteric (zahir) and unveiled,
such that both the learned and the ignorant could equally compre-
hend [its message], [intellectual] challenge (fafadul) would be
obsolete, toil would cease, and ideas would perish’. That the Quran
does not consist in its entirety of exoteric verses is pure common
sense for Ibn Qutayba, for it is ‘in response to necessity that ideas
and stratagems are born (taga® al-fikra wa al-hila), and as a result of
sufficiency (kifaya) that incapacity and complacency arise’. 2> The
commentator Zamakhshar has a similar view:

Were the question put ‘Why is not the Qur'an in its entirety
muhkam (clearly established)? I would reply, ‘Were the Qur'an
in its entirety muhkam, people would be attracted to what is easy
to grasp in it. They would not be concerned with what they need
from it. [They would not be stimulated] to enquiry, reflection,
study and the use of reason. Were they to do that, they would
neglect the one and only path to the knowledge of God and the
divine unity.?
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Such a spirit is common among other scholars who resorted to tawil
to discover meanings in Scripture additional to those that may seem
self-evident.

Some philologists and commentators looked upon fa’wil as a craft
possessed by those endowed with superior knowledge and as a tool
that can decipher hidden meanings in Scripture. To that effect, Ibn
Qutayba cites a saying by the Prophet Muhammad in reference to his
close companion Ibn “Abbas (d. CE 687) asking his son-in-law ‘Al
to ‘teach him fawil and instruct him [in matters of] religion’.* When
the Kharijites used the Qur’an as their justification against ‘Al1’s arbi-
tration with Mu‘awiya’s army, ‘Ali (reported by Ibn ‘Abbas) told his
emissary to the Kharijites: ‘Go to them, and debate with them, but
do not argue with them with the Qur'an, for it has many aspects;
rather debate with them with the Sunna.’? “Ali is also reported to
have cited a scholar saying that ‘““Every verse has 60,000 interpreta-
tions”. And this indicates that in understanding the meanings of the
Quran there is ample scope, and a vast range.’®

The mention of Ibn ‘Abbas draws attention to another way of under-
standing the Qur’an. In addition to being Muhammad’s close compan-
ion, Ibn ‘Abbas is known for being well versed in the Quran, having
memorised the revelations as Muhammad received them. Ibn ‘Abbas’
approach is taken up by an early Sufi, Sahl al-Tustari (d. CE 896) who
quotes him as saying in reference to the mutashabihat verses:

God sent down (anzala) the Quran according to four ‘lectiones’
(ahruf’): 1. what is lawful (halal) and what is unlawful (haram), of
which nobody is excused by his ignorance (jahala); 2. an explan-
ation (tafsir) set forth by the Arabs; 3. an explanation set forth by
those possessed of knowledge (ulama); and 4. a metaphorical part
(mutashabih) which only God knows, and whoever claims to have
knowledge of it save God is a liar (kadhib).?’

Al-Tustari develops Ibn “Abbas’ approach and takes it to another level:

Each verse (aya) of the Qur'an has four senses (maanin), a literal
(zahir) and a hidden sense (batin), a limit (hadd) and a point of
transcendency (matla’). The literal sense is the recitation (tilawa),
the hidden sense the understanding ( fahm, of the verse). The limit
(defines what is declared) lawful (halal) and unlawful (haram) by
(the verse) and the point of transcendency is the command of the
heart (ishraf al-qalb) over the meaning intended (murad) by it as
understood from (the vantage point) of God (fighan min Allah).?®
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This distinctive mystical approach to ta'wil is taken up and developed
further in the Sufi tradition. Ibn ‘Arabi (d. CE 1240) uses ta'wil in his
own way. He quotes with approval a hadith of the ‘illiterate and truth-
ful Prophet’ that there is not ‘a single revealed verse of the Qur’an that
does not have a literal (zahr) outer and inner (batn) [meanings], and for
every letter (harf’) is a limit, and for every limit a point of transcen-
dency (matla’)’, and the ‘inner [meaning] is [discovered by] tawil’.
Ta'wil, then, adds another dimension to the understanding of Scripture:

it varies according to the moods of the listener, to his [different]
moments and the levels of his mystical experiences, and his
different degrees of [mystical] attainment. As he rises [in mystical
learning] above his rank, a new door opens up to him, through
which he gains a [new] insight into a refined solemn meaning.?’

From such a perspective not only are the meanings of the Quran
open-ended, but ta’wil itself is an open-ended journey.

The Sufi tradition is largely based on the believer’s spiritual orien-
tation as he or she is individually inspired by the Quran, or, as the
Sufis say, as God gives them to understand it. But it is also true that
Sufi teachings have filtered through, one way or another, into the
broad landscape of the Islamic tradition, be that in philosophy,
theology or jurisprudence.

Tawil and theology

The political divisions pertaining to the leadership of the Muslim
community that arose after the death of Muhammad generated discus-
sions and debates about who was to be regarded as a believer and
who was not. ** On one extreme, the Kharijites took the view that
whoever commits a grave sin ceases to be a Muslim. This had serious
political and theological implications, because a ruler had the respon-
sibility of leading the community in prayer, and it was impossible to
pray behind a non-Muslim. They thus tended to revolt against any
established authority or ruler they deemed guilty of grave sin.
Eventually, in CE 661, one of them assassinated the fourth Caliph,
‘All, paternal cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet. The anarchy that
resulted as a consequence of their views led to the emergence of
another theological school whose views were consistent with stable
government. They were the Murji’ites who took the view that judge-
ment as to who was or was not a believer, and so a member of the
community, was to be deferred (irja@’) to God.!
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This dispute led in part to the emergence of another group, the
Mu‘tazila. Their founder Wasil Ibn ‘Ata (CE 699-749) had been a
student of the ascetic Hasan al-Basr1 (d. CE 728). Their origin had
political roots: they were those who separated from ‘Ali and took a
neutral position, refusing to fight either for him or against him. On
the issue of who is to be deemed a member of the community, the
Mu'tazilites adopted the view that there is an intermediate position
(al-manzila bayna al-manzilatayn) that a sinner may fall under.

Tawil served the theology of the Mu'tazilites in ways without which
they could not have developed their doctrines. Their belief in the
unity of God was so tightly defined that they denied the subsistence
in God of the divine attributes as distinct qualities, fearing that this
might appear as a contamination from the concept of hypostases in
the Christian doctrine of the trinity. The same concern led them to
assert the createdness of the Qurian, also fearing that an argument for
its eternity might impart anthropomorphism on God in the form of
associating an attribute to Him. Their belief in divine justice (adl)
led them to posit that God aims what is good for his creation, and
has nothing to do with man’s evil deeds. They thus held the doctrine
of free will, stipulating that humans were responsible for their own
actions.*? The influence of their ideas grew with the ascent of the
Abbasids to power. It reached its apogee during the reign of al-
Ma’'miin (CE 813-33), when the doctrine of the creation of the Qur'an
was imposed through an Inquisition (mihna), a Caliphal decree
requiring the learned people to accede to the doctrine.

The Mu‘tazilites made abundant use of ta’wil. They stipulated that
it is obligatory to apply it to the anthropomorphic verses, arguing that
monotheism required this. They called it tawhid, the unity of God,
and ranked it as the first doctrine of their teachings.>® Their teach-
ings, however, did not win the support of the majority of the Muslim
community. They came to be regarded as those who deviated from
the true teachings of the salaf, for modifying the teachings of the
traditionalists, ahl al-salaf or ahl al-Sunna. Eventually, they lost their
position of influence, largely because of the jurist Ahmad ibn Hanbal
(d. Ce 855) who despite imprisonment maintained his belief in the
uncreatedness of the Qur'an and the integrity of its literal sense. In
so doing, he was in effect leading the “ulama in a struggle for power
over whether the right to define religious doctrines lay with the Caliph
or with the ‘ulama.’* The mihna came to an end in CE 847 following
the succession of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil, who declared that Sunna
and ijma’ are the doctrines of the Abbasid Caliphate and invited Ibn
Hanbal to his court.*
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The Mu'tazilites and their use of fawil had further set back when
Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. around CE 935) abandoned their teach-
ings and established another school of theology that came to be called
after his name, Ash‘arism. This was perhaps as a result of a spiritual
awakening; some say he had a recurring epiphany calling him to
defend the teachings of the Sunna. Al-Ash‘ari refuted many of their
teachings. He affirmed the reality of God’s attributes by calling
against anthropomorphism but without denying God his attributes
(bila tashbth wala ta'til), they were to be accepted without questioning
or qualifications (bila kayf').® He also affirmed that the Quran, as
the speech of God, was uncreated. In his al-Ibana ‘an Usiil al-Diyana
(An Exposition of the Principles of the Religion), al-Ashari disap-
proves of tawil, regarding it as a device tainted by the Mu'tazilites,
and the cause of their deviation from the true teachings of Islam:

Those deviating from the Truth from among the Mu'tazilites
sought arbitrarily (‘ala araihim) to interpret the Quran allegor-
ically in such a way that God has not made lawful or clarified
through proof. They did not transmit [their tawil based on reports]
from the Messenger of God or on those made by the righteous
predecessors (al-salaf al-mutagaddimiin).’’

Instead of fawil, al-Ashart invoked the phrase bila kayf so that the
teachings of ahl al-Sunna would be safeguarded from subjection to
the criteria of human reason. Accordingly Muslims were not to
reject the attributes that the Quran predicates of God, nor should they
question the anthropomorphic verses, even those that stipulate that
God has hands, eyes, sits on a throne and so on. They should accept
the mysteries of the divine bila kayf. Tawil, however, is too important
an exegetical tool for Ash‘arism to do without. And when Ghazali
launched his attack on the philosophers in defence of Ash‘arism, he
constructed his own guidelines for the use of it.

Tawil in the Ghazali-Ibn Rushd debate

By the time Ghazali came on the scene in the eleventh century, while
the Ash‘arite school had grown in influence superseding that of the
Mu'tazilites, falsafa (philosophy) had made its mark in the Islamic
intellectual life. It was clear that its followers aspired to carve a place
for it in the intellectual arena, independent of theology.’® As early
as the tenth century, the philosopher Abii Nasr al-Farabi (d. CE 950)
had criticised the approaches of the jurists and theologians, without
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discriminating between the different schools of jurisprudence and
theology, describing the theologians’ tawil as a form of falsification
(tazyif).*® Tensions between philosophers and theologians grew,
reaching a climax when the Asharite theologian Ghazali wrote
Tahdfut al-Falasifa (The Incoherence of the Philosophers) and
Faysal al-Tafriga bayna al-Islam wa al-Zandaqa (The Clear Criterion
for Distinguishing between Islam and Godlessness), henceforth
abbreviated as TF and Faysal, respectively.*’

In the TF, Ghazali attacks the philosophers and their misconcep-
tions about the validity of their intellectual pursuits and defends the
sharTa, presenting it as having a higher authority than any intellec-
tual alternative devised by the human mind. In Faysal, he develops
a number of juridical classifications on the basis of which he
condemns the philosophers as infidels. The fame his books enjoyed
posed a problem for philosophers. Almost a century later, and in
response to Ghazali, the Andalusian philosopher Ibn Rushd was to
write Tahafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence) and
Kitab Fasl al-Magal (Decisive Treatise), henceforth abbreviated as
TT and Fasl respectively.*' Ta'wil was used by both, Ghazali limiting
its application in order to protect his version of ‘orthodoxy’, while
Ibn Rushd stretched its application in order to be able to draw
resources from outside the religious sphere but still claim to be
operating within it.

Ghazali saw the Muslim community divided, and sought to reunite
Muslims through redressing (istislah) and directing them towards the
righteous path. His concerns were with the intellectual divides in
the Muslim community due to the philosophers’ deviations from the
teachings of Scripture. Even so, as for social life, he shared the socio-
political views of many of the philosophers, accepting an élitist
hierarchical division of society.*> Accordingly, his positioning of the
political sphere vis-a-vis Scripture is a way of demarcating the intel-
lectual sphere, i.e. the esoteric of the élites, from the common popular
sphere, i.e. the exoteric of the masses.

Ghazali believed that the errors made by the philosophers (falasifa),
leading to heresy, derived from their exaggerated notions of the
validity and status of the knowledge achieved by Greek philosophers.
For example, they assumed that individuals such as Socrates,
Hippocrates, Plato and Aristotle had excelled in the various sciences
and had discovered what would otherwise have remained unknown.
They further assumed that Greek philosophers had denied the truth
of religions (nihal) and the validity of religious laws (shard@i’),
branding them as ploys (hiyal) and concoctions (nawamis muallafa).*?
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As a result of accepting these assumptions, the Muslim philosophers,
in his view, deserted the religion of their ancestors, Islam. In effect,
they turned from emulating truth (taqlid al-haqq) to emulating false-
hood (taqlid al-batil).** Ghazali, therefore, decided to write 7F in
order to show the incoherence of the teachings of the Greek philoso-
phers,* how they became confused about their beliefs in God and his
messengers, and how this confusion led them astray, and caused
others, including the Muslim philosophers, to go astray.*

Ghazali, then, regarded Greek philosophy, in the form espoused by
the falasifa, as a rival to Scripture, and falsafa (Arabic philosophy)
as presenting a serious threat to kalam (theology). As George Hourani
puts it, the philosophers claimed to speak of demonstrative truth as
something achievable by the intellectual disciplines based on Greek
sciences. This, on its own, did not threaten the mutakallimiin (theolo-
gians). But when the falasifa spoke of demonstrative truth in relation
to matters dealing with God and the world using Platonic and
Aristotelian concepts at the expense of, or even as a substitute for,
religious formulations, the religious camp felt that religion itself was
threatened. The theologians therefore took it upon themselves to take
a leading role in the defence of religion, which was after all their
raison d’étre.r’

Ghazali on tawil

As noted earlier, despite the Quran’s emphasis on God’s uniqueness
and transcendence, it includes anthropomorphic references. A literal
understanding of Scripture, therefore, poses serious theological
problems, even with the phrase bila kayf (without asking how) to fall
back on. The need to apply tawil is wittily summed up by the
Asharite theologian and Qur’anic commentator Fakhr al-Din al-Razi
(d. ce 1210).*® The Qur’an, he noted, presents God with many eyes
and hands, one leg, one side and so forth, such that ‘were a creature
so described to be a slave, nobody would want to buy him’.#
Ghazali’s premise was that Islamic revelation is not contradictory
to reason: ‘Regarding that which reason judges to be impossible, then
it is incumbent to translate allegorically what the revelation states
about it. It is inconceivable that revelation contains a decisive text that
is contradictory to reason.’”®® To set this matter in a broader theo-
logical perspective, the Qur'an, for Muslims, being the discourse of
God, linguistically is inimitable. This inimitability extends to other
domains that the Qur’an encompasses. In the context of human actions,
for instance, the Ash‘arites hold that Scripture is the sole source of
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ethics, and that the concepts ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are to be defined accord-
ing to God’s commands or prohibitions.’! It is then virtually impos-
sible to escape from the need for recourse to tawil when the Qur'an
is the source that provides guidelines for human actions.

Ghazali devises his own principles to govern the use of ta’wil in
order to prevent the abuse of Scripture by giving it unjustifiable mean-
ings. He sets out five levels of interpretation by the use of ta'wil, these
levels corresponding to his analysis of the levels of existence (wujiid).
They are:

(1) al-wujid al-dhatt (essential existence), based on the obvious, that
needs no recourse to sensation (kiss) and intellect (al-aql) for it
to be grasped, and for which no interpretation is required, e.g. the
existence of animals and plants;>

(2) al-wujiid al-hisst (sensible existence), based solely on the faculty
of vision as experienced by the person who is engaged in the act
of seeing. This may be visually experienced both in dreams as
well as in a state of wakefulness;>?

(3) al-wujid al-khayali (imaginative existence), based on images of
sensible objects which arise in one’s imagination when the
sensible objects are no longer present;>*

(4) al-wujid al-aqlt (mental existence), based on the grasp of only
the abstract meaning of a thing comprising a ‘spirit’ (rith), a reality
(hagiga) and a meaning (mana);>

(5) al-wujiid al-shabaht (analogical existence), when something exists
only as a property of something else, such as anger or pleasure.>

Ta'wil, if its use is valid, should be at one or another of these levels,
and should be applied at the highest level possible,>’ stressing that
the masses should always follow the literal meaning of Scripture.®

Despite this sophisticated paradigm, Ghazali is aware of the elas-
ticity of tawil, and that its application can validly be extended beyond
his own guidelines. While contending that all currents agree on the
division of the five levels of existence by which he governs the appli-
cation of ta'wil, he qualifies them. He concedes, for example, that it
is possible that they may differ on the definition of what constitutes
apodeictic proof. In other words, he moderates his paradigm to
accommodate his co-religionists who differ with him on issues of
apodeictic proof, so that they are not taxed with disbelief.>® Thus, he
included among the believers even Ibn Kisan, who denied the neces-
sity to have an Imamate. He does not extend this tolerance, however,
to ‘most of the philosophers’ and the Mu‘tazilite theologians.®
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In effect, Ghazali uses ta'wil to limit the circle of believers by
excluding those who might threaten his version of ‘orthodoxy’. In his
Jawahir al-Quran (Jewels of the Qur'an), a book in which he empha-
sises the importance of understanding the inner meanings of the
Qur’an, he alludes to the philosophers as those who rejected the literal
meanings of the exoteric verses. Since they did not observe the correct
principles of the application of tawil in interpreting the Quran, they
failed to gain the insight into the spiritual world that is open to the
elect (khawass). Their intelligence, he says, ruined them, and ‘ignor-
ance is closer to salvation than a curtailed discernment and imperfect

intelligence’.%!

Ibn Rushd on tawil

Jean Michot notes that, in general, most philosophers did not doubt
the credibility of the Prophet in the revelations he communicated,
even when they encountered in Scripture what in their minds were
absurdities, such as the resurrection of the body, if understood liter-
ally. Instead, they argued that the essence of the Quranic message
extends beyond the written word and is in agreement with the truth
of philosophy. This being so, it would be wrong to reduce the meaning
of revelation to its exoteric and literal sense, and such verses should
accordingly be understood as symbols and images of philosophical
truth.®> For them, Michot holds, ‘revelation meets reality by its
esoteric (batin) meaning’, whereas to follow the exoteric meaning of
Scripture only is to resile from taking a step beyond the corporal
world, a step they consider as the first condition towards perfection.®®

It was in response to Ghazali’s attack on the philosophers that Ibn
Rushd wrote 7T and Fasl. Of these texts, the more important for the
discussion of fawil is Fagsl. It was written in Andalusia during the
period of the Almohades (based on the Arabic al-muwahhidiin, those
proclaiming divine unity). It was a religious movement founded by
Mohammad ibn Tumart, a Muslim reformer of Berber origin. The
Almohades had inherited from the kingdom of Almoravides, which
they had conquered in CE 1146, a Malikite system of Islamic law
which was strictly applied. So strict was its application by the
Almoravides that Ash®arite theology was banned, and even Ghazali’s
works were burnt.%

The central concern of Fas! is to prove that the Law (shar®) compels
the study of philosophy and the sciences of logic.%> Thus, in the
opening paragraphs of Fasl, Ibn Rushd asserts that if philosophy is
defined as nothing more than speculation (nazar) using intellectual
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reasoning (bi al-aql) about beings in so far as they are proofs of the
Creator (Sani‘),* then, according to the Law (shar’), such a study is
either obligatory or recommended.®” To support this, he cites verses
from the Qur’an that urge speculation, e.g., ‘Reflect (itabiri), those
of you with vision’ (Q. 59: 2). Such verses, he argues, can only mean
that God compels the use of rational reasoning (al-giyas al-aqlt).%®
Syllogistically, this is translated as follows: (a) the Law compels spec-
ulation, i.e. the use of intellectual reasoning, on existent beings
(al-mawjidat), and reflection on (i?ibar) them; (b) and since the latter
consists of nothing other than inferring (istinbar) the unknown from
the known, burhan (demonstrative method used in philosophy) is the
best way of achieving this form of knowledge; (¢) it follows then that
the Law compels the study of burhan.®®

In seeking to ascertain a place for burhan in his argument, Ibn
Rushd is thinking here of the Aristotelian divisions of knowledge,
which Aristotle elaborated by the use of various forms of syllogisms.
The most perfect syllogism is the one that proceeds from true
premises and leads to true conclusions as set out in his Posterior
Analytics.”® Ton Rushd’s point of departure, then, is based on (and
biased towards) philosophical premises. Further, the eight attestations
of the term burhan in the Quran refer to proofs deriving from God’s
revelations and not through human speculation.”! In other words, in
setting out to prove that the Law enjoins the study of burhan, Ibn
Rushd, by omitting the Qur'anic meaning of burhan, i.e. a proof given
by God, as his middle term, does not offer a demonstrative syllo-
gism, but a rhetorical one. That is, he cites the Qur’an for the purpose
of persuasion, an inferior cognitive end pertaining to rhetoric
according to the forms of knowledge set out in Aristotle’s Organon,
and not for the purpose of truth as the cognitive end of burhan as
understood by the philosophers.

In order to give further weight to his argument, Ibn Rushd resorts
to tawil. Scripture, he argues, requires the application of ta'wil to
anything that it contains that does not conform to demonstration.”
Thus, he deploys it as a discourse that will further the case for phil-
osophy and, naturally, the philosophers. Ibn Rushd’s way of arguing
that Scripture enjoins the study of philosophy not only defends phil-
osophy but presents it as superior to the religious disciplines, on the
grounds that only philosophy opens the way to the discovery of
truth through demonstration. He further endeavours to ensure that the
status of the philosophers is recognised well above that of other prac-
titioners of intellectual disciplines, such as jurists and theologians.
For while the study of demonstration (giyas burhant) is assigned to
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the philosophers, Ibn Rushd argues, the study of doxic syllogism
(givas zanni) is assigned to the jurists.”> Further, since the Law
(shar’) and philosophy are both about truth, he writes, and given that
‘truth does not oppose truth,” then it follows that ‘it (i.e. shar’) is in
accordance with and testifies to it (i.e. philosophy)’.”

In order to adapt ta’wil for the purposes of philosophy, he draws
on the subtleties of the Arabic language. The meaning of fawil, he

writes, is:

[the] extension of the significance of an expression from real to
metaphorical significance, without forsaking therein the standard
metaphorical practices of Arabic, such as calling a thing by the
name of something resembling it or a cause or consequence or
accompaniment of it, or other things such as are enumerated in
accounts of the kinds of metaphorical speech.”

As noted earlier, the literary devices subsumed under what may be
considered as a metaphor in Arabic are many. It is convenient, then,
for Ibn Rushd to say that when the exoteric sense of Scripture does
not accord with philosophy, it is only fitting that one should apply
tawil to Scripture.”® In other words, the conclusions of philosophy
need not depend on nor conform to the exoteric sense of Scripture.
In addition to serving as an argument in favour of the indepen-
dence of philosophy, the malleability of tawil gives Ibn Rushd added
ammunition to defend the study of Greek philosophy, as well as the
views of the Muslim philosophers against Ghazali’s charges of dis-
belief. With regard to Greek philosophy, he argues that one should
pursue knowledge of demonstrative reasoning using all the available
tools (alat). If such tools happen to have been developed before Islam,
then one should use them to the advantage of Islam.”” With regard
to Ghazali’s taxing the Muslim philosophers with disbelief, Ibn Rushd
points out that Ghazali as well as other theologians and jurists them-
selves differ on the rules concerning the circumstances on which tawil
may be applied. The Asharites and the Hanbalites, he notes, disagree
with regard to the meaning of certain verses in the Qur'an.”® Ghazali
himself concedes, Ibn Rushd remarks, that there is no unanimity about
the use of ta’wil in so far as it is dependent on apodeictic proofs.
It follows then, according to Ibn Rushd, that Ghazali’s charges of
disbelief against Ibn Sina and Farabi cannot be regarded as decisive.”
In short, the elasticity of tawil has served both Ghazali and Ibn
Rushd to make different, even opposing, cases. But, by using it, both
were able to claim that they were operating within the teachings of
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Scripture, even when at times they crossed its literal boundaries.
Hence, despite their apparent differences, Ghazali and Ibn Rushd both
believe that Scripture cannot but be in accordance with reason, and,
when it appears not to be so, then one must seek other significances
that for some valid reason Scripture does not convey exoterically.
This is where they both accord ta’wil a distinct status. Ghazali is well
aware that it is a flexible tool, open for use to the advantage of many,
himself included. He attempts to control it, hoping not only to
maximise his stake but also to minimise, if not neutralise what other
camps can gain from it. Ibn Rushd elevates fawil to a higher status,
higher even than the giyas of the jurists,®” and no doubt the ally of
burhan. Through tawil Ghazalt might have limited his version of
‘orthodoxy’, but, as Ibn Rushd’s defence also through tawil shows,
he was not able to limit Islam.

Sayyid Qutb on tawil

In the same way that ta’wil proved its elasticity to suit the different
purposes of Ghazali and Ibn Rushd, it is being used in contemporary
debates to further different agendas and points of views. It is not
surprising that Islamists should not look upon ta’wil favourably, given
that their strategy is to draw on select Qurlanic verses or Hadith
reports whose literal meanings serve their agenda. But do they, in
fact, escape the use of tawil or even its tacit use? In this section, I
consider Sayyid Qutb’s negative attitude towards fawil through his
interpretation of Q. 3: 7 in his F7 Zilal al-Quran.

It is worth noting that before Qutb became engaged politically, he
had a different attitude to fawil. He saw it as an aesthetic tool to
enrich one’s spiritual learning. In that spirit, he wrote a journal article
in 1939, which dealt, as its title suggests, with the aesthetic repre-
sentation in the Quran. He later developed it into a book under the
same title, al-Taswir al-Fanni fT al-Quran. Politics is only a marginal
concern in this work. Its central theme is to highlight aspects of the
Quran that are meant to be understood through our representative
faculty, as if they are paintings. It is a spiritual aspect that allows the
reader to experience the hypnotic power of the Quran’s literary
dimension. Such was its hypnotic power, he holds, that the Arabs
who were contemporaneous with the gradual revelation of the Qur’an
were captivated by it, as if they were bewitched. This was the case
for both believers and unbelievers: whereas the believers were
bewitched by it and believed, the unbelievers were bewitched by
it and fled away. The reaction of the second Caliph, ‘Umar Ibn
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al-Khattab, testifies to this: ‘when I heard the Quran, my heart was
softened for it (ragqa lahu qalb?), 1 wept and Islam became part of
me (dakhalant)’ 8!

Qutb’s ‘exercise’, as he calls it, is an aesthetic representation that
has implicitly all the hallmarks of fawil, that is, to understand the
text in a way that extends beyond the literal word. Representation
(taswir), he holds, is the most outstanding feature of Qur’anic style.
It expresses intellectual concepts, psychological states, experienced
events, sights beheld, and human programmes by means of imagined
but palpable images.®? Qutb does not use the term tawil explicitly;
he reserves it to describe the entire book in his dedication to his late
mother on the first page. In it, he tells how she had sent him to school
to memorise the Qur'an and learn to recite it melodically so that he
could chant (tartil) it to her, then she directed him to more in-depth
study of it:

[This is] to you, mother. It is the fruit of your long [dedicated]
guidance to your small child, [who is now a] young man. If the
beauty of fartil has passed him by, yet perhaps the beauty of its
meaning (ta'wil) has not escaped him.%3

By the time Qutb began to write F1 Zilal al-Quran, politics came
to be the defining purpose of his writings. Ta'wil seems to have lost
the ‘beauty’ with which it once preoccupied Qutb and assumes an
attribute associated with the enemies of the faith. The spiritual aspects
of the Qur'an are now to be converted into vivid political dynamics,
a source from which the Islamic call (al-dawa) is to draw its
strength:

The Quran is the Book of this call to Islam (al-dawa). It is its
spirit and its incentive (ba@ith); its support and its structure;
its guardian and its shepherd; its explanation (bayanuha) and its
interpreter (farjamanuhad); its constitution (dustir) and its pro-
gram (minhaj).%*

The term tawil of Sira 3 (chapter 3), al Imran, is to be read in a
political context. This is a Madinian Siira, and Qutb sets the revela-
tion of it in the context of the first Muslim community under the
leadership of Muhammad. This, he deems, should serve not just as a
background against which its meaning is to be understood, but also
as a model for contemporary Muslim society to follow:
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We must live [as if we are] with this first community (al-jamaa
al-iula) [of Muslims], and become assimilated into its genuine
humanity, in its actual life and [as it confronts its] human prob-
lems. We [must] reflect on the leadership the Qur'an gave to this
community, a direct leadership, as much in its everyday concerns
as in all its long term goals . . . we must then feel that we too are
being addressed by the Quran just as the first jamaa was
addressed by it. And [feel] that our own humanity (bashariyya),
as we perceive it, recognise it, and experience it in all its particu-
larities, responds [to the call] of the Quran, and profits from its
leadership in the same way the first community did.®

By the time this Sira was revealed, Qutb continues, the Muslim
community was established in Madina, and the battle of Badr had
just been won. But not all the people of Madina were true Muslims.
Some took up Islam out of convenience, and there were also
hypocrites, waiting to see how things turned out and ready to create
sedition if they could gain by it. There were also Jews, who were
well connected and established economically, and whose commercial
activities had been set back by the victory of the Muslims at Badr.%¢
The Siira is also set against the background of disputes with Christians
and their erroneous beliefs, especially regarding the status of Jesus,
and it calls to the true monotheism brought by the Qur'an.?’

The verse Q. 3: 7 and the Siira as a whole are in response to and
address disputes with ahl al-Kitab (the People of the Book, i.e.
Christians and Jews). It is akhl al-Kitab who use tawil; they are those
‘in whose hearts is deviancy, they pursue what is problematic in [these
verses], seeking mischief in their interpretations of them’.®8 This verse,
in Qutb’s views, sets apart the true Muslims from the rest. ‘For those
in whose hearts aberration (zaygh), deviation (inhiraf’), and error
(dalaly’ exist neglect the true and clear principles upon which the faith
is founded. Instead, they use tawil and follow ‘the mutashabih whose
evidence (fasdig) deviates from believing in the truthfulness of its
source, and submitting that it is He (i.e. God) who knows the “Truth”
in its entirety’.®

True Muslims, those deeply rooted in knowledge, do not concern
themselves with tawil — they say with confidence: ‘we believe it! All
[the clearly established in meaning and the problematic verses] are
from our Lord.” What leads them to this, in Qutb’s view, is the trust
in the truthfulness of the message because it comes from God, and
because they know that it is rational, that the intellect should not
embark on that of which it has no knowledge because of its human
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limitations. In a sense, their discourse is Socratic; they know that they
don’t know. By virtue of their acceptance of Islam, they are aware
that human intelligence is limited, the sincerity of their instinctive
inspiration (ilham mubdshar) is joined to the truth and is given
assurance that they are on the right path by it.%

The political situation of the contemporary Islamic world is what
drives Qutb’s discourse, and through the lenses of the political the
different ta'wilat, political and mystical, allegorical and literal, unfold.
Despite his condemnation of fa'wil, Qutb’s discourse has it all, even
in F1 Zilal al-Quran. It moves in and out of these different categories,
including fawil, and it is the political goal that lends his discourse
internal coherence. Once his discourse is removed from this political
context, however, and viewed against the background of the diverse
Islamic tradition, it stands as one among a number of other discourses,
all of which can claim ‘Islamic’ legitimacy, but none can be said to
be the sole heir of authentic Islam.

Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd on tawil

If the Islamists should rhetorically condemn the use of fawil, it is
normal that the Apologists and Intellectuals should use it in order to
advance their own interpretations of the traditional texts and the
Islamic tradition as a whole. Taking Ibn Rushd and the Mu'tazilites
in particular as their model, they are able to use tawil to argue that
rationalism is a legitimate heir of the Islamic tradition. One of the
prominent contemporary thinkers who has used fa'wil in this manner
is Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd. He is one of many thinkers who suffered
persecution for voicing his ideas. Members of the Muslim Brother-
hood have accused him of apostasy. Using al-hisba law that allows a
Muslim to bring a lawsuit against another Muslim if he/she is deemed
as a threat to Islamic values, they sought a court order to divorce him
from his wife (without consulting her). He left Egypt with his wife
and is now based in Holland.”!

He stands between the Apologists and the Intellectuals. He is an
Apologist because his discourse is primarily grounded in the foun-
dation texts. He is at the same time an Intellectual, because he
approaches these texts as historical texts void of any sacred attrib-
utes, and applies non-traditional methodologies in reading the texts.
Drawing on discussions of hermeneutics by Western scholars, Abu
Zayd takes an open-ended approach to the interpretation of texts,
including traditional Islamic ones. There is no such thing as an ‘objec-
tive understanding’ of the text nor is there an ‘innocent reading’ of
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it, he believes, following Hans-Georg Gadamer and Louis Althusser
respectively.”?

For Abu Zayd, tawil is inherent in the epistemological make-up of
the Islamic tradition:

The Qur’an is a linguistic text that one may describe as repre-
senting a pivotal text (nass mihwar?) in the Arabic culture. It
would not be simplistic then if one were to describe Arabic-
Islamic civilisation as the civilisation of the nass. ... If this
civilisation revolves around the nass itself . . . there is no doubt
that tawil — which is the other side of the nass — represents one
of its important instruments in the production of knowledge.”

Given that it derives from the Quran, it follows that the furath is also
a tradition of ta’wil. In its essence, the call to Islam (da'wat al-Islam),
he argues, was intended to establish reason (‘ag/) in the intellectual
sphere and justice in the social sphere. These two continued to be the
basis of the early Islamic discourse, ensuring that revelation does not
contradict reason.”* Further, once they formed part of the reality of
the society by virtue of being texts, the traditional texts, including
the Quran, became automatically subject to the historical and
linguistic laws, including subjective interpretations, that govern any
other text. They became:

Subject to the dialectic of the constant (al-thabit) and the chang-
ing (al-taghyir). For [while] texts are constant in the way they are
uttered [in the same way] (mantiiq), they are lively (mutaharrika)
and changing in the way they are understood (/7 al-mafhiim).%

The reading of any of these texts, then, is subject to the linguistic
norms that include concealing (ikAf@’) the meaning or uncovering it
(kashf’). This is particularly the case, and even more complicated, in
relation to the Hadith. Whereas the Quran has the character of the
constant in the way it is uttered (thabat al-mantiq), the Hadith only
acquired this characteristic through a process of reasoning, which is
itself subject to an additional dialectical process of ikhfa and kashf.*®

In an article on the role of tawil in contemporary Islamist discourse,
he argues that ‘the allegorical interpretation (fa’wil) of religious texts
— Qur'an and Hadith, is considered as one of the more important tools
of the religious discourse, if not its most important’.”’” He points out
that religious discourse often overlooks and even purposely ignores
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the historical context of the religious texts in question and the
rules of grammar that should be applied to their understanding. This
is because such a discourse seeks to discover in these texts a pre-
determined and ideologically biased meaning, thereby transforming
revelation (fanzil) into ideology.”® This is so whether tawil is in the
form of reading the texts allegorically or literally against a context
that can provide additional meanings to what the literal text suggests.
Even when Islamists claim to be invoking the principle ‘no reasoning
[is needed] in relation to that which there is a Qurianic text [to explain
it]” (la ijtihad fima fthi nass), they are in effect engaged in a form
of reasoning and tawil of a kind that relies on ikhfa’.%’

On the whole, Abu Zayd’s discourse is informative and has a unique
approach to the traditional texts. His critique of the Islamist discourse
is often sharp and well considered. The extent to which his discourse
is shaped by his response to the Islamists, at times pushes his approach
into unwarranted directions, especially in those writings he composed
following his forced exile from Egypt. While he is correct in noting
that the Islamists’ tawil(at) is a very important tool that allows them
to turn Scripture into an ideology, he also seems to suggest that there
is a scientific way of reading religious texts or al-tawil al-haqiqt, that
can lead to the true meaning of the texts (dalalat al-nusiis).'®

Thus, his intention too has a political agenda, being a response to
the Islamist discourse. Despite being discerning of the hermeneutical
layers involved in reading the texts and of the difficulties in deter-
mining the meanings behind them,!°! he nevertheless speaks of ‘true’
tawil as if there is an exclusive one. ‘True’ tawil, for him, is tied to
a political agenda; it is a necessary step, he says, towards breaking
the monopoly of Islamist discourse over the texts, and giving a scien-
tific understanding of them.!®? The flexibility of tawil, however, is
such that it is impossible to confine it to one specific and clear inter-
pretation, whether this interpretation is deemed politically progressive
or otherwise. If there is one generalisation that can be made about
tawil, it is that it works to the advantage of those who refuse to limit
the flexibility of its application. A refusal to recognise this essential
elasticity is bound to weaken the case of those who seek to impose
on it arbitrary limits determined by their own agenda.

Conclusion

The Quran then, far from presenting a single inflexible message, is
a complex guide to life, and its guidance lends itself to different inter-
pretations. Ta’wil is a device that enables the reader to move between
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its exoteric and esoteric significances. It has been used whenever
certain aspects of the Qur’an have proved incommensurable with the
ideas of the philosophers and the mystics, and even with ideas the
theologians and the jurists wished to justify or defend. Challenging
the truth or the merit of Scripture is not a light option, for it would
amount to a direct challenge to the word of God. Thus tawil has
served to veil, unveil and extend certain aspects of Scripture in accor-
dance with the beliefs of various schools of thought, the Mu'tazilites,
Asharites, philosophers, Islamists, Apologists and Intellectuals.
Tawil has not come at the expense of the integrity of Scripture. At
a certain level, it has imparted a certain mystique and depth to the
scriptural message. At another level, it has served to resolve perceived
inconsistencies and contradictions that the defenders of Scripture
might otherwise have found indefensible or unacceptable. If there is
only one significance to make in the light of emphases by various
groups on ‘authentic Islam’, it would be to say that such a claim
is but another mode of ta'wil, adding yet another element to a long
tradition of this diverse nomenclature.



S Farabi: on religion and
philosophy

The Sciences (of philosophy, astrology, and alchemy) occur in civi-
lization. They are much cultivated in the cities. The harm they (can)
do to religion is great.

Ibn Khaldan!

In Chapter 2, I noted that against the background of a dominant Islamist
rhetoric, a number of Arab Intellectuals are developing a discourse that
seeks to place weight on the philosophical tradition in Islam. They are
critical of the central role medieval religious figures and their ideas
enjoy in the understanding of the Islamic tradition at the expense of
medieval philosophers. There is indeed a tendency in contemporary
discourse, particularly Islamist discourse, to privilege the ideas and
teachings of religious figures from the past above those of the philoso-
phers. As Khalid al-‘Abud puts it, Muslims today find themselves cling-
ing faithfully to the works of religious figures like ShafiT (d. CE 820),
Ghazali (d. ce 1111) and Ibn Taymiyya (d. CE 1328) at the expense of
philosophical works by Ibn Rushd (d. CE 1198), Farabi (d. cg 950) and
other philosophers.

Unlike the religious sciences of jurisprudence and theology,
medieval Arabic philosophy privileged the studies of Greek philo-
sophical texts above Scripture. This openness to and acceptance of
Greek philosophy is often associated with ‘liberal’ and ‘rational’
trends in the writings of Arab Intellectuals. The philosophers, it is
true, generally emphasised the role of the intellect and scientific
demonstration (burhan), but their approaches cannot be said to have
translated into open and liberal intellectual trends in the way today’s
Intellectuals present them.

This chapter and the following one probe these so-called ‘liberal’
trends in the rurath attributed to the philosophers by exploring the
political philosophies of Abii Nasr al-Farabi (d. CE 950) and Ibn Rushd
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(d. Cce 1198), through a critical reading of their relevant texts. In so
doing, I shall show that some aspects of Arabic-Islamic philosophy,
while not tied to Scripture, nevertheless exhibit dogmatic trends. My
goal is not to make a judgement of Muslim philosophers through the
lenses of and in accordance with values based on contemporary per-
spectives. Rather, it is to highlight the endemic problems in a selective
appropriation of ideas from the past to address contemporary issues
and problems.

In Chapter 2, in the writings of Intellectuals, we encountered
Farabi as the philosopher who developed the rationalist current the
Mu'tazilites had initiated. Eventually, he achieved a harmonisation of
Greek philosophy with the teachings of Islam. He presented this intel-
lectual blend in his al-Madina al-Fadila (Virtuous/Excellent City), a
work which qualifies him, in Muhammad “Abid al-Jabiri’s eyes, as
the Jean-Jacques Rousseau of the Arabs. In this chapter, I review
these assumptions and present a different analysis of the relationship
between religion and philosophy in Farabi’s political philosophy.

Farabi uses the term milla at times to imply religion in the broad
sense as a system of beliefs, and also as a polity governed by the
laws of a given religion. The dynamics between milla as a religious
polity and philosophy (falsafa) are such that it is only through the
imitation (muhakat) of philosophic teachings that a religion can
achieve excellence (milla fadila). Within this scheme, the cognitive
ends that Farabi associates with the people of both entities (akhl al-
falsafa and ahl al-milla) are qualitatively different. He was convinced,
at least in theory, that a religious belief system is not necessary for
the emergence of virtuous politics. Philosophy, on the other hand, is
crucial for any form of virtuous politics, whether it is at a theoretical
or practical level. I argue that in his scheme Farabi does not provide
the religious polity (milla) with an internally coherent political system
that allows it to be unequivocally virtuous. Moreover, based on the
tension between milla and falsafa 1 identify in his writings, and in
addition to other textual references, I speculate whether Farabi
accords to the city (madina) political attributes, which he does not
extend to the milla.

Background

The relationship between religion and philosophy in Farabi’s polit-
ical thought is a contested issue among scholars of Islamic
philosophy. The following is a brief sketch of some views advanced
with respect to this subject. Erwin 1. J. Rosenthal holds that Farabi
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does not give reason ‘supremacy over revelation’; instead ‘philosophy
shows the metaphysician the way to faith’.? Richard Walzer and to
a lesser extent Fauzi Najjar believe that Farabi’s political philosophy
reflects his Shi‘ite leaning and is informed by the political aspect
of the Sunni-Shi‘a schism.? ‘Uthman Amin argues that Farabi is a
Muslim philosopher, combining two virtues, a loyalty to philosophy
and faith in religion.* Miriam Galston believes that Farabi ‘perceived
a significant although partial congruence between some Islamic
virtues and the morality that facilitates the cultivation of reason.’ Hans
Daiber contends that ‘philosophy and religion are depending on each
other’.¢ Muhsin Mahdi argues that Farabi was the first philosopher
who ‘sought to confront, to relate, and as far as possible to harmonize
classical political philosophy with Islam’.”

It is useful to set what I take to represent Farabi’s political philoso-
phy within the broader framework of intellectual currents in Islam dur-
ing his time. These currents encompass figh (jurisprudence), kalam
(theology)® and an emerging philosophy. Jurisprudence relies primar-
ily on the foundation texts of Islam, Qur’an and Hadith. When these do
not provide resources sufficient for a decision on a point of law, one
may resort to analogy (giyas) drawn on the basis of the foundation texts
or to the consensus (ijma’) of the community.

The discipline of theology (kalam) is, at times, difficult to classify
as well as to differentiate from philosophy. This is mainly because the
theologians in general considered Islamic beliefs to be accessible
to and in congruence with rational argumentation. They expressed
this view by developing methodologies displaying the influence of
Greek thought for argumentative purposes, which were not limited to
the foundation texts. Richard Frank notes that for the theologians
(mutakallimin), kalam was understood and used in their literature as
a ‘speculative science’; they saw themselves as rational thinkers in the
same way philosophers did. They did not, however, call themselves
philosophers because the Arabic term for philosophy, falsafa, implied
a received tradition, a ‘neoplatonised Aristotelianism (including its
core of physical, psychological, cosmological and metaphysical
teachings)’.’

The mutakallimiin’s intention, then, was to devise a reason-based
system of thought. They saw this as a way of fulfilling an obligation
to know God,!” and in this sense, the premises on which they based
their formulations were not free of scriptural assumptions. In the
outline of the central beliefs of the Mu'tazilites set out in Ash‘ari’s
Magalat al-Islamiyyin wa-Ikhtilaf al-Musallin, for example, it is clear
that the Mu‘tazilites are at pains to attempt to elaborate a theology
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that is not in contradiction to the Quran. While apophatic elements
are discernible in such statements as ‘[God] is neither a body, nor
a ghost, nor a corporeity, nor an image’,'! it remains clear that the
overall doctrinal emphasis is intended to be in harmony with Scripture.
Binyamin Abrahamov notes that the use of reason as the only way of
reaching the truth does not exist among Muslim theologians. And so
when one refers to rationalist theologians, he explains, one is refer-
ring to those who claim that ‘much, but not all, religious knowledge
can be known through reason’.!> Nonetheless, as Michel Allard and
Georges Vajda note, it is the high level of sophistication that the
theologians deployed in their methodologies that paved the way for
the emergence of an Islamic philosophy that can be somewhat
independent of Islamic teachings in its methods and ends.'?

As for Arabic-Islamic philosophy, while philosophers generally
engaged in reconciling their teachings with those of Islam, the foun-
dation texts were not the primary and authoritative source upon which
they based them. What is important to note with regard to Farabi is
that the intellectual environment in which he lived did not yet have
a place for philosophy as a thriving independent discipline. It is there-
fore alongside the established disciplines of figh and kalam that Farabi
wanted to find a place for falsafa. In view of his attitude towards
these two disciplines as of a mediocre intellectual status, it is safe to
argue, as I do below, that he wanted a place for falsafa above that
of figh and kalam.

Tension between philosophy and religion

Farabi’s understanding of philosophy echoes that of Aristotle, and
finds that philosophy ‘in itself and its essence, is the science of beings
qua being’.'* Tt is a universal science that entails mastery in a variety
of fields."> Farabi is not the only Arabic-Islamic thinker whose work
and vocabulary (or jargon) reflects a strong neoplatonist and Aristo-
telian influence. Thinkers before and after him, such as al-Kindi and
Ibn Rushd, among others, engaged in the study of philosophy, drawing
extensively on Greek texts which led them, especially al-Kindi and
his school, to introduce neologisms as technical terms in the Arabic
language that correspond to Greek philosophical terms. Never-
theless, they made the effort to show that though their studies were
not based on the foundation texts of Islam, they were working within
the parameters of Islamic doctrine. Al-Kindi, for instance, makes use
of Plotinus’ book Theology (which was mistakenly attributed to
Aristotle at that time) in order to convey a monotheist interpretation
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of neoplatonic cosmic division, and ultimately coming up with ‘a
philosophic paradigm of the Muslim tawhid’.!® Tbn Rushd devotes a
book, Fasl al-Magqal, referred to in the previous chapter, in which he
asserts that Scripture commands the study of philosophy.

Farabi, on the other hand, not only exalts philosophy as an all-
encompassing science but is explicit in making it strictly a Greek
(Plato and Aristotle) phenomenon/blessing that owes nothing to any
other source:

These two sages are the creators (mubdian) of philosophy,
founders of its beginnings and its principles, perfecters (mutam-
miman) of its final ends and its branches. Dependent on them are
its minor and major issues, and to them [pertains] the authority
of its small and significant matters.!”

As for religion, one would expect that if Farabi were trying to
reconcile the teachings of Islam with Greek thought, he would do so
in writings dealing with religion or politics or a combination of both.
What one finds instead is a theoretical exposition of religion with no
explicit references to Islam. Indeed, as far as Farabi is concerned,
there can exist virtuous cities that do not share the same religion.'®

The claim that Farabi’s political philosophy reflects his Sht'ite
leaning is not well substantiated. Najjar and especially Walzer place
too much weight on Farabi’s usage of the term imam in his writings
instead of khalifa, ‘successor’,' and they go on to associate imam
with Plato’s philosopher—ruler. In the context of Farabi’s political
philosophy, the term imam does not have such a central role. For
Farabi, the components of political philosophy are of a static nature.
The means, however, by which these components come to be imple-
mented are variable and are subject to the broader dichotomy of
virtuous (fadil) and ‘ignorant’ (jahilr).

Moreover, a virtuous city requires that specific actions and modes
of conduct be instilled among the individuals of that city. This may
be done through a particular leadership, which itself comes about by
virtue of a craft, and ‘politics is the enactment of this craft’.?’ The
craft he refers to is of a static and primary nature, whereas the form
in which this craft is embodied (i.e. leadership) is of a variable nature
and it can be ‘virtuous’ or ‘ignorant’. Farabi is also explicit about the
range of terms one may apply to leadership, for he thinks that ‘this
craft is the kingly craft and kingship, or whatever one may come to
name it’*' The term imam is, therefore, merely one of the terms that
may be used to describe such a leadership and is not necessarily
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impregnated with shtite connotations. Another difference between
Farabi’s imam and Plato’s philosopher—ruler is that Plato does not
associate negative qualifications with his philosopher in the same way
Farabi associates dalal, ‘errant’, with some of his aimma (e.g. aimmat
al-dalal, ‘errant imams’).??

Farabi uses the term milla at times to imply religion in the broad
sense as a system of beliefs, and also as a polity governed by the
laws of a given religion. It is with the latter sense that Farabi begins
his Kitab al-Milla (Book on Religion):

The milla is determined opinions and deeds, tied to conditions
which have been drawn up for a group by their first leader, and
through which he seeks to obtain a goal which he has in them or
which is limited to them. The group may be a clan, a city or a
region, and it may be a great nation, or it may be many nations.

For a polity to be virtuous, every member ‘needs to know the ulti-
mate principles of beings and their ranks, happiness, and the First
leadership of the virtuous city and its ruling ranks’.?* In addition,
every member needs to know and perform the specific acts proper to
him that bring about happiness.?* After laying down these strict
requirements, Farabi explains that one can come to grasp these things
either by conceiving (yatasawwaraha) and intellecting them
(vd'gilaha) or by imagining them (yatakhayyalaha)*® Very few
people, he holds, are endowed with the capacity to conceive and to
intellect, and most people resort to imagination. For these, ‘one ought
to have these things . . . produced for them via an imaginative impres-
sion (tukhayyal) by things which imitate them’.?6 It is this task of
imitation that the system of beliefs of the milla encompasses:

It is the outline (rusim) of these things [i.e. the principles of
beings, their ranks and happiness] or the outline of their images
(khayalat) in the soul. For the general public, when it became
difficult for them to comprehend these things in themselves and
as they really are vis-a-vis existence, it was necessary to teach
them by different ways, and these are the ways of imitation
(muhakat). And these things are imitated for every group and
every nation by way of the things which are best known to that
group. And it may happen that what is best known to each one
of them may differ from what is best known to the other. Most
people, who seek happiness, seek it by having had it made
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imaginatively present (mutakhayyala) and not by having had it
conceived (mutasawwara).”’

But the differences in the modes of comprehension that Farabi attrib-
utes to the people of milla and to those of falsafa are not so trivial
that ultimately they are one and the same: ‘Those who seek happiness
and receive the principles of beings conceived, are the philosophers
(al-hukama). And those for whom these things exist imagined in their
souls, and they receive and seek them as such are the believers
(al-muminiin).”*® Further, in everything that philosophy produces by
ways of intellection and conception, the milla produces by way of
imagination, and in everything that philosophy demonstrates, the milla
persuades.?’

To put these differences in a clearer perspective, the modes of
comprehension Farabi is associating with the milla need to be under-
stood in the context of his broader division of knowledge that follows
that of Aristotle. Following a late Greek taxonomy, Farabi appends
Rhetoric and Poetics to Aristotle’s Organon which comprises:
Categories (Kitab al-Magilat), Peri Hermeneias (or: De Interpreta-
tione, Kitab al-1bara), Prior Analytics (Kitab al-Qiyas), Posterior
Analytics (Kitab al-Burhan — Demonstration), Topics (Kitab al-
Mawadi’ al-Jadaliyya — Dialectics), Sophistical Refutations (meaning
al-Hikma al-Mumawwaha), Rhetoric (Kitab al-Khataba) and Poetics
(Kitab al-Shir).>° The fourth part, i.e. the book on Demonstration, ‘is
the most anterior in honour and leadership’.! In other words, it is
the most important of them all, and it is the demonstrative faculty,
Farabi argues, which gives certainty to philosophy.*?

Demonstration is unique among the other syllogistic crafts in that
it ‘proceeds from true premises through valid syllogisms to true
conclusions’.?* The other parts work only in a subordinate way to it.
The first three are there as an introduction (madkhal) to it, the last
four serve to provide it some sort of support (irfad), some being more
useful than others.’* The latter can also serve as a means to demar-
cate these different crafts in order to make known and differentiate
between the different laws that govern each one of them.® Farabi
notes that a clear awareness of the differences between these crafts
is crucial if one is to attain the correct desired goal one strives for.
That is, one should not strive for the truth by using methods other
than demonstration. Were such a mistake in methodology to occur,
the outcome would be a deviation from the truth, resulting in what
may be considered as strong opinions (zuniin gawiyya).>®
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As for rhetoric and poetics which have persuasion (igna’) and
producing imaginative impressions (takhyil) respectively as their
cognitive ends, they are way down the list as far as their claims to
truth. In Kitab al-Hurif, he writes:

Rhetoric is the excellence to persuade the general public in the
things that they practice in accordance with the knowledge that
they have. [It does so] by means of introductions that, in the first
instance, make strong impressions on them, using expressions
(alfaz) that are, in the first instance, in agreement with the condi-
tions that they are used to using. The craft of poetics produces
an imaginative impression (fukhayyilu) by discoursing these
things in themselves.?’

In Kitab al-Khataba, he explains that rhetoric operates independent
of and indifferent to truth—value. That is, just as it serves to persuade
in philosophical matters, it can equally persuade in false matters. For
although it is a syllogistic art and therefore crucial to persuading the
general public to accept what has been verified, persuasion per se and
not truth is its ultimate goal.*8

As for poetics, in his Kitab al-Shi'r, Farabi explains what he con-
siders to be the similarities and differences between poetry and poetic
discourse. The differences are not merely about a metrical discourse
divided into parts that are uttered in an equal time period.** The sub-
sistence (giwam) of poetry and its essence (jawhar) is about two fac-
tors: it should be written to imiftate something, and it should be divided
into parts, which are uttered in an equal time period. The first aspect
is more important than the second. A discourse is said to be poetic
when its content imitates something, and it is poetry when, in addition
to the imitation aspect, the discourse is metrical (mawziin).*’

An effective poetic discourse lies in the ability of its author to
produce an imaginative impression of the imitated thing either in itself
or into something else.*' The complications arising from such a
discourse, Farabi contends, are that just as these impressions can
represent imitations of things in themselves, they can also represent
imitations of things already imitated. In other words they can be imita-
tions of images removed by many degrees from reality and ultimately
from the truth.*? Unlike the imitative discourse of the people of the
milla, the people of philosophy engage in demonstrative discourse,
one that ranks highest in the syllogistic crafts and is most reliable of
them all, for it leads to certainty (yagin).*
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The differences between falsafa (Demonstration — yagin) and milla
(Poetics—imitation) are paralleled by other tensions between the crafts
associated with them, namely political science on one hand and figh
and kalam on the other hand. In his chapter, ‘F1 al-Ilm al-Madan1
wa-Tlm al-Figh wa-Tlm al-Kalam’ (On Political Science, Science of
Jurisprudence and Science of Kalam), Farabi presents what may be
regarded as a manual of political science. Broadly speaking, according
to Farabi, politics is a craft through which virtuous leaderships and
virtuous cities can come about. In more specific terms, this craft or
the science of politics shows that virtuous cities and nations come
about when individuals carry out the right modes of conduct, which
are based on certain dispositions and moral characteristics. These
various traits enable these individuals to attain real happiness, this
being the ultimate goal of the realisation of a virtuous city. It further
shows that such modes of conduct can only come about through a
virtuous leadership, which instills the right and positive characteris-
tics in the people. Importantly, politics differentiates between a
virtuous (fadila) leadership and an ‘ignorant’ (jahiliyya) one, so that
the modes of conduct which get instilled in the people bring about
the desired final end, that is real happiness.**

To understand the implications for the milla of what Farabi takes
as proper politics, his ‘manual’ needs to be analysed in the broader
textual context of which it forms part. The text makes up one section
of his book, Ihsa ‘al--Ulim (Enumeration of the Sciences).* The book
is intended, as he sets out in its introduction, to enumerate the vari-
ous sciences with their various divisions. It is also intended to serve
not just as a comprehensive guide for those students intending to gain
knowledge in any of these sciences but also that they may ‘understand
which science is better (afdal), which is more useful, which is more
perfect (atqan), more solid (awthaq) and stronger (agwa), and which
is more feeble (awhan), more untenable (awha) and weaker (ad‘af’)’.*6
In other words not all the sciences he enumerates can qualify as vir-
tuous or excellent, noting here that, for Farabi, the term science can
apply to many disciplines but, for a science to qualify as excellent, it
has to lead to certainty (yaqin).*’ The sciences he enumerates are:
Linguistics (7lm al-Lisan), Logic (1lm al-Mantig), Mathematics (1/m
al-Ta'alim), Physics and Metaphysics (al-Tlm al-TabtT wa al-Tlm al-
llaht), and Political Science, science of Jurisprudence and science of
Kalam (al-1lm al-Madant, Figh and Kalam).
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Whereas political science is tied to philosophy and comes to be
political philosophy (al-falsafa al-madaniyya), figh and kalam are tied
to the milla and their sciences are concerned with its defence. Farabi’s
views of these two sciences are not flattering. He believes that they
neglect to verify many important issues, assuming them to be true
because they have been revealed from God and therefore must not
be questioned:*®

Jurisprudence is the craft by which a man is able to derive the
determination of one thing after another, things which the founder
of sharTa, was not explicit in defining relative to the things which
he was explicit about, precisely and determinately. [By jurispru-
dence], one is able to investigate the proper reason of the case
according to the aim of the lawgiver for the religion, which he
founded in the nation for which he legislated it.*

The craft of kalam, in its turn, does not go too far beyond that of
jurisprudence in that the ‘mutakallim defends the things which the
jurist uses as principles, without deriving anything else from them’.>

As noted earlier, while the mutakallimiin saw themselves as rational
thinkers in defending Qur’anic teachings, Farabi saw it differently. In
his book On Intellect, he remarks that the mutakallimin confuse ‘agl

(intellect), with ta‘aqqul (prudence), pointing out:

As for the intellect, which the mutakallimiin are always invoking
when they say about something to be necessitated, rejected or
accepted or not accepted by the intellect, they mean that which
is generally accepted by the first impression of the people. For
they name intellect that which is the first common impression by
people or by most of them.>!

For most people or the jumhiir they take ‘Ggil, a term that means a
wise/intelligent person and shares the same derivation of the term to
understand (‘agila), to mean ‘he who needs religion, and, for them,
religion they believe to represent virtue’.>?

What we seem to have, then, are two distinct systems giving rise
to two entities: philosophy and political science (in a city, madina?)
on one hand, and figh and kalam (in a milla?), on the other hand. In
Ihsa@ al-Uliam, one observes that only madina is mentioned in the
section on al-ilm al-madant. Only in the sections dealing with kalam
and figh that Farabi introduces milla, thereby removing it from the
domain of political science, and associating it with figh and kalam.
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Another difference to note is that Farabi is keen to draw parallels
between the functioning of the human body and his idea of a virtuous
madina, a metaphor that he does not extend to the virtuous milla.>
In The Philosophy of Plato, the establishment of a madina represents
the apogee of political philosophy. In his search for justice the
philosopher realises that:

another city (madina) ought to be founded . . . This will be a city
that will not lack anything that leads its citizens to happiness . . .
it is indispensable for its inhabitants that the princely craft in it be
true philosophy [i.e. not imitation of philosophy].>*

Analysis

Fritz Zimmermann has pointed out that there is a strong case to argue
that the relationship between logic and grammar may provide for
Farabi a paradigm for the relationship between philosophy and reli-
gion. This paradigm follows Farabi’s explanation that while the
science of grammar supplies the laws that govern one particular
language, the science of logic supplies the laws that govern all
languages. Zimmermann’s paradigm is convincing, especially when
read in the context of Farabi’s Kitab al-Hurif (Book of Letters), a
book he devotes to the study of the development of languages and
the way languages relate to philosophy and to the development of a
polity.¢

For Farabi, the craft of logic occupies a prominent position, for it
‘gives, in summa, the laws whose nature is to ascend to the intellect
and to direct Man to the right path and to the Truth’.5’ The subjects
encompassed by logic are the things for which logic supplies the
laws/rules, and these consist of ‘the intelligibles in so far as they are
designated by the expressions, and the expressions in so far as they
are a designation of the intelligibles’.>® This definition suggests that
there is a link between linguistic expressions and rational conclusions
and the overall aim of the science of logic. This is not to say that
logic and grammar are the same and, on this point, Farabi is explicit
in giving more weight to logic than to grammar. This also needs to
be understood in the context of the various disagreements between
the grammarians and the logicians in the days of Farabi. The gram-
marians’ views of logic, as voiced by Abiu Sa‘id al-Siraf1 in his debate
with Abi Bishr Matta (who is said to have been Farabi’s teacher)
was that logic is merely Greek grammar in disguise, and therefore
they denied the science of logic its intellectual utility.>
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Going by Zimmermann’s paradigm, it follows from Farabi’s grant-
ing primacy to logic over grammar that philosophy has a primacy over
the milla. Following on from this same paradigm, one may further
argue that political science would have a primacy over figh and
kalam.®® As he enumerates the various sciences, Farabi discerns two
forms of politico-communal activities: the science of politics (al-ilm
al-madant), which one may interpret to fall under the umbrella of logic,
given its strong alliance with philosophy; and the sciences of figh and
kalam, which one may interpret to fall under the umbrella of grammar,
given their limited application to the affairs of the milla. Farabi then
is not denying the legitimacy of figh and kalam. He is, however, mak-
ing a distinction between, or rather indicating the preference of, the
politics of philosophy over the ‘politics’ of the milla. The fact that
figh and kalam figure under politics, and not the other way around,
implies that politics is a crucial science and of a superior nature than
the sciences normally associated with the study of Scripture. This
latter point is more potent when Farabi emphasises the universal nature
of the science of politics, which he qualifies as virtuous. Virtuous pol-
itics, he writes, shares nothing with the other genres of ‘ignorant’/errant
politics.®! The predecessors (al-mutaqaddimiin) had codified and
learned from the various genres of ‘ignorant’ politics enough to work
out the universal laws through which politics as a science (ilm) is
genuinely implemented.®?

Farabi extends the distinction he makes between the politics of phil-
osophy and the ‘politics’ of the milla to the polities that each is asso-
ciated with. On a broad level, he designates three forms of social
groupings (ijtima‘at) that vary in size but may be said to be complete
(kamila) in themselves: the biggest is one made up of many nations
(umam) and extends to the entire world (mamiira); the middle is made
up of one nation; and the smallest is the city, which is a social group-
ing that forms part of a nation.®® The city, Farabi believes, is the most
perfect of all of the perfect social groupings.®* While madina is not
always virtuous and thus not always linked to philosophy, milla is
never tied directly to philosophy. At its best, that is, when it is virtu-
ous, a milla is a ‘simulacrum (shabiha) to philosophy’.®> Further,
whereas philosophers belong intellectually to virtuous cities and they
should endeavour to move to such cities when they become available,%
the same does not entirely apply to the milla, for it is a place for ‘those
who do not have the station to understand the philosophic discourse.
This is either because of nature or because they are distracted from it.”¢’

Farabi also indirectly displays an unfavourable and dismissive atti-
tude towards what may be considered as religious practices. In a
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chapter on piety (khushii’), for example, he criticises the bases upon
which the notion of piety is legitimated and practised. Piety, he writes,
is nothing but ploys (kiyal) and schemes (makayid) devised by those
who are unable to gain the goods (khayrat) of this world through
strife (mughalaba) or struggle (mujahada). 1t is therefore preached
or claimed that a god manages the world, and spiritual figures act as
managers over all the various acts that take place. Under such a
scheme, one is urged to abandon worldly goods, and instead apply
oneself assiduously to the glorification and extolment of God. Those
who devise such ploys do so through malicious premeditation and by
scaring and repressing people, so that the latter may give up the goods
of this world in order to gain better ones in the afterlife. Should they
choose to enjoy the goods of this world, they risk punishment in the
afterlife, so the spiritual figures claim.%

Farabi, no doubt, was well aware that many of these traits he
describes also apply to the description of piety one finds in the Islamic
system of beliefs and to the manner in which this form of piety is
exhorted in Islam and other religions. In contrast, Farabi has a very
high opinion of virtuous politics and its practitioner (al-s@is):
“Virtuous politics is that through which the practitioner attains a kind
of virtue which he cannot attain otherwise, and it is the highest of
what one can attain from [all] the virtues.’®

Farabi’s views of the milla as having an inferior status need to be
understood as generalised statements that apply to other religious pol-
ities, and need not be limited to Islam. One may discern in his writ-
ings similar views with allusions to Christianity. In his book Against
John the Grammarian (widely known as Philoponus), for example,
Farabi criticises Philoponus’ refutation of Aristotle, with regard to
the subject of the eternity of the world as being grounded on reli-
gious opinions. Such opinions, he writes, are ‘far removed . . . from
the nature of things’.”’ The point here is that Philoponus was a
Christian and the religious opinions Farabi is criticising would obvi-
ously extend to the religion of Philoponus.”!

The source of Farabi’s madina — speculation

It is unlikely that Farabi had the Prophet Muhammad’s madina in
mind. More likely his madina stems largely from Aristotle’s preferred
social grouping. This interpretation, of course, depends on whether
Farabt had access to Aristotle’s Politics or a summary of it. The view
on this issue is not resolved, with Shlomo Pines arguing that Farabi
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may have had access to at least Book One and possibly Book Two
of Politics,” and Rémi Brague arguing otherwise.”

Farabi often invokes Aristotle’s Politics as if to indicate that he
had knowledge of its content. Assuming that Pines is correct, Farabi
shares with Aristotle the view that the city is the preferred social
grouping. The city for Aristotle is the most complete form of social
groupings or associations, which ‘has reached the limit of every self-
sufficiency, . . . was formed for the sake of living, but exists for the
sake of living well’.”* Further, if Farabi does not extend the same
political attributes to the milla that he does to madina, then it is
possible to trace this position back to Aristotle’s views of those
regimes, which derive their authority from divine laws.

In seeking to develop a theoretical basis for defining the best
regime, Aristotle presents a critique of existing laws, including those
that are said to derive their authority from a traditional, i.e., divine
source. Robert Barlett suggests that in the discussion of the island of
Crete, Aristotle is expressing a critical position towards ‘divine laws’,
Crete being the prototype of a divine city. The lawgiver of Crete is
Minos, the son of Zeus,”” and despite their divine source, some of
Crete’s laws are defective. The Overseers and Elders in Crete who
are elected from certain families,’® Aristotle notes, have a virtual
monopoly over the affairs of the state, while the citizens’ role is
merely to vote on whatever has been decided by the Overseers and
Elders.”” Taking Barlett’s argument further, Aristotle notes that the
system of Crete ‘is not political’,’® and it cannot be said to be a
government.” The point advanced here is that Politics I and II, if
they were available to Farabi, include a critique of divine law that
may have influenced Farabi’s disposition towards the milla.

This is not to assert that Farabi did not see himself as a Muslim
or that his attitude towards religion warrants considering him as a
heretic. Based on his writings, it is difficult to ascertain his commit-
ment to the Islamic faith. Ian Netton cites Farabi’s Du@ ‘Azim
(Magnificient Invocation) as a testimony to Farabi’s religiosity. This
is the only text I am aware of in which Farabi displays explicit spir-
itual commitment with references to the Qurlan. It is not well
established whether the text is Farabi’s. Muhsin Mahdi notes that it
is not listed as part of traditional Farabian corpus but does not exclude
the possibility that Farabi is the author. It is possible that, like other
thinkers, Farabi thought that one adopts the religion one is born into
and that’s that.®’ But, in so far as the political organisation of a polity
is concerned, one can discern that Farabi conceived that religion is
not a necessary component for the emergence of virtuous politics.



Farabr: on religion and philosophy 105

Philosophy, on the other hand, is prior to the milla,®' and he deemed
it to be crucial for any form of virtuous politics, be it theoretical or
practical.

Another view of how to read Farabi has been advanced by Dimitri
Gutas. Gutas holds that one should not attribute a political philosophy
dimension to Farabi’s writings. Basing his view on Ibn Khaldin,
Gutas suggests that Farabi’s writings are nothing but ‘emanationist
metaphysics’. ‘The truth of the matter’, he writes, ‘is that there is
no political philosophy as such in Arabic. .. before Ibn Khaldin
[1332-1406].” Arabic philosophy, he adds, did not comprise a field
of study that ‘investigates political agents, constituencies, and insti-
tutions’ as a body of constituting elements in the functioning of
societies.®?

Farabi is not an empiricist in today’s understanding of what consti-
tutes political science. But, as already noted, the thrust of his political
philosophy is driven by a concern to develop theoretical norms in the
sphere of communal affairs. In doing so, he engages extensively in
discussions dealing with political agents from both ends (the ruler
and those to be ruled/citizenry) and the normative values that should
drive the functioning of societies.

This is not to deny, however, that there is a noetic dimension to
Farabr’s thought or an emanationist metaphysics, as Ibn Khaldin
suggests. This is most evident in Farabi’s description of the imagina-
tive faculty (al-quwwa al-mutakhayyila) as it relates to philosophy and
prophecy. He identifies three tasks with the imaginative faculty: the
task of retaining the outlines of the sensibles (mahsiisat), the task of
connecting and disconnecting the sensibles, and the task of imitation.
Based on its task of imitation, it is capable of imitating the sensibles
and the intelligibles (al-maqilar).?’ By intelligibles is meant the
essences of things that get detached from their matter (mddda) and
become the forms (suwar) of these matters.3* In imitating the intelli-
gibles, the imaginative faculty imitates the intelligibles in the rational
faculty (al-quwwa al-natiga) even those which are most perfected,
such as the First Cause and the things which are separate from matter.®

Further, the imaginative faculty figures in the interaction between
the Active Intellect and the rational faculty. In philosophical jargon,
the Active Intellect occupies a prominent place in the broader ranking
of the principles of Beings. It is ranked third after the First Cause
(associated with God or in Aristotelian terms the ‘Prime Mover’) and
the Second Causes (associated with the Celestial Bodies and the
Spiritual Beings). The Active Intellect is also the last of the principles
of Beings which is separate from matter.
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The Active Intellect is the cause by which the intelligibles and the
intellect move from existing in potentiality (bi al-quwwa) to existing
in actuality (bi al-fi'l).% Further, the Actual Intellect typically makes
up the rational faculty, and the imaginative faculty is the connective
(muwasila) between the theoretical and the practical parts that make
up the rational faculty. When the Active Intellect overflows on to
the rational faculty, it is possible that the overflow (fayd) extends
to the imaginative faculty through the Acquired Intellect (al-aqgl al-
mustafad) first, then the Passive Intellect (al-aql al-munfdil), in
which case the Active Intellect has a direct act in the imaginative
faculty.?” In this case, the imaginative faculty serves to process the
intelligibles, which should arise in the theoretical part of the rational
faculty, by imitating them with sensibles which it connects together.
It also serves to process the sensibles, which should arise in the
practical part of the rational faculty, either by imagining them as they
are or by imitating them with other sensibles.®

The imaginative faculty is also associated with prophecy. For
Farabi, prophecy is a combination of the following elements: the
imaginative faculty of a person, in a state of wakefulness, sees and
receives from the Active Intellect both present and future particulars
(juliyyat) or their imitations from the sensibles, and the imitations of
the intelligibles and the other noble existents. And if, in addition to
this, it happens that this person also imitates the most perfected
sensibles, then this person’s imaginative faculty reaches the ultimate
perfection it can attain, that of prophecy.’® Once the imaginative
faculty is perfected, the Passive Intellect comes to be perfected
through intellecting the intelligibles, at which point the Acquired
Intellect arises, the latter being further removed from matter and closer
to the Active Intellect. A person is a philosopher when the overflow
from God, via the Active Intellect, reaches his Passive Intellect, and
he is a prophet when the overflow reaches his imaginative faculty.”®

To return to the quotation from Ibn Khaldiin that Gutas cites, it is
worth dwelling upon it in the context of Farabi’s position on religion
and philosophy. In his Mugaddima and in discussing the need for polit-
ical leadership, Ibn Khaldiin, referring indirectly to Farabi, writes that:

By ‘government of the city’ (al-siyasa al-madaniyya), the
philosophers mean simply the disposition of soul and character
which each member of a social organization must have if]
eventually, people are completely to have no need of rulers. They
call the social organization that fulfills these requirements the
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‘virtuous city’ (al-madina al-fadila). The norms observed in this
connection are called ‘government of the city’. They do not mean
the kind of government that the members of a social organiza-
tion are led to adopt through laws for the common interest. That
is something different. The ‘virtuous city’ of the philosophers is
something whose realization (wugii’) is rare and remote. They
discuss it only as a hypothesis.”!

One may note two points to Ibn Khaldtin’s observation. The first has
to do with the distinction Farabi made between madina and milla, as
I noted earlier, and Ibn Khaldiin seems to suggest that the terms
madina and siydsa have a particular meaning tied to philosophy. He
is not, however, necessarily correct about philosophers seeking to
‘dispense with rulers’ especially considering the emphasis Farabi
places on virtuous leadership, not to mention the fact that many
philosophers were closely connected to rulers. In fact, Farabi enumer-
ates a number of social groupings that stand in opposition to the
virtuous city, and he regards the democratic city (al-madina al-
Jjamd‘iyya) as an ignorant city (al-madina al-jahiliyya).* The second
point to note is that if the philosophers’ ‘ideal city’ is a hypothesis,
then Farabi is not really in a dialogue with the Islamic umma. If he
were, it should be assumed that the Islamic umma realised an ‘ideal
city’ at least during the time of the Prophet Muhammad. But there is
no reason why a hypothetical ‘ideal city’ cannot be a city in potentia
for a political philosopher.

Farab1’s political philosophy and the
contemporary scene

One need not just read contemporary works in critical theory in order
to criticise many of the claims Farabi makes about philosophy being
viewed as a means of bringing about virtuous leadership and ulti-
mately virtuous politics. In his Risalat Dhamm Ladhdhat al-Dunya
(On Rebuking Worldly Pleasures),” Fakhr al-Din al-Razi presents a
neat critique of power derived from political status. He identifies three
kinds of worldly pleasures (ladhdhat), in which he ranks the sensible
pleasures (al-ladhdhat al-hissiyya) as the lowest, above them the
imaginative pleasures (al-ladhdhat al-khayaliyya) and the highest
level the intellectual pleasures (al-ladhdhat al-aqliyya).

The middle one Razi identifies with those pleasures arising from
superiority (istila’) and leadership (riasa). He notes that there are
two ways of approaching the abominations (gaba’ik) of this kind of
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pleasure. The first, he says, is to point out the numerous and great
efforts one has to endure in the pursuit of leadership. The second is
to prove that these efforts themselves are not of high honourable
pursuits (matalib sharifa ‘aliya), but are infamous and vain (matalib
khasisa wahiya). The pursuit of leadership, he explains, is based on
the fact that it is an expression of one having the capacity (qudra) to
exercise his power over others. Razi’s discussion as to why people
strive to become leaders is more extensive than this, and is not in
any way complimentary to aspirant leaders. In many respects, his
critical treatment of leadership ‘throws out of the window’ the notion
of virtue or excellence that Farabi hopes for in or through the exer-
cise of the craft of politics. Unlike Razi, Farabi did not give much
thought to the (im)possibility of combining power and knowledge
and maintaining the integrity of both. Therefore, the concept of
virtuous leadership — the central tenet of his political philosophy — is
not solid enough to withstand the difficult (and un-virtuous) realities
of political life.

In the light of his treatment of religion vis-d-vis philosophy,
Farabi’s political philosophy is not a complete success. It is not so
much that religion loses out, but more that philosophy does not seem
to be capable of winning. Philosophers, he suggests, have vested inter-
ests in the success of the project of imitation (recall that imitation is
associated with the milla). Farabl seems to stress that it is very
important for philosophers to give instructions correctly and in a way
that their teachings to the general public make clear their imitative
and analogical nature. If it happens, he says, that the people of the
milla believe that they are following philosophy and not its analo-
gies, then if real philosophy is transposed to them, it is likely that
they will oppose it and oppose the philosophers (akl al-falsafa). In
such a case, neither philosophy nor the philosophers are able to exert
any influence on the milla. Further, it is likely that the people of the
milla inflict harm on philosophy and philosophers. For this reason,
to ensure their own protection, the philosophers may be forced to
resist the people of the milla.**

Accordingly, one may argue, philosophy is not without its limita-
tions, not that Farabi would admit it. For, as far as philosophy is
complemented by the development of a polity,”® and according to
Farabi most people do not have the capacity to conceive and to intel-
lect, then philosophy is dependent on being accessible to being
imitated just as much as the milla’s excellence depends on imitating
philosophy. If this is a plausible line of argument, it may be worth
wondering whether there needs to be a reverse process of imitation
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and imagination on the part of philosophy and philosophers in order
for them to be accommodated by the milla. Plato’s Republic (Book
VII) is perhaps an example: after the philosopher escapes the shadows
and darkness of the cave and attains the light where he is in a posi-
tion to see things as they really are, on his return to the cave he needs
once again to get used to the shadows.

In some respects, I am coming to a similar conclusion to that of
Daiber. Whereas Daiber follows a paradigm whereby he interprets
Farabi to be replacing logic with religion, I am following a paradigm
(Zimmermann’s) in which Farabi is replacing grammar with religion.
Thus, Daiber argues that the interrelations between falsafa and milla
are central to Farabi’s political philosophy judging him as ‘a very
original thinker’.?® I am arguing that this dependency emerges not by
design but as a result of a shortcoming in Farabi’s political theory.

Conclusion

Farabt’s contribution to Islamic philosophy and his role as a bridge
between Greek and Arabic thoughts are not contested. But it is quite
unfair to appropriate his political philosophy to address the concerns
of contemporary Arab societies, and make him the ‘Jean-Jacques
Rousseau of the Arabs’ as Jabiri does. How can one plausibly
compare Rousseau’s eighteenth-century (just before the French
Revolution) Social Contract in which citizens are equal and born free
with Farabi’s tenth-century ‘citizens’ of the virtuous city who exer-
cise their ‘citizenship’ by accepting their ranks in the city as assigned
to them by the ruler? Another further blow for contemporary concerns
is that Farabi was no fan of democracy. He probably conceived of
democracy only through the works and views of Plato and Aristotle,
and so he regarded it as an ‘imperfect regime’!’



6 On Ibn Rushd’s liberalism

Ideas have wings, no one can stop them
Ibn Rushd via Yusuf Chahine

If the presentation of Abli Nasr al-Farabi in the discourse of Arab
Intellectuals is selective and awkwardly imported to the contempor-
ary Arab intellectual scene, the same equally holds true of Ibn Rushd
(Averroes), if not more so. In contemporary Arabic political discourse,
there are some Intellectuals who consider him as epitomising the
liberal current of the Islamic tradition: a man of religion, an eminent
jurist and at the same time a philosopher and a prominent commen-
tator on Greek philosophy. They further argue that for the furath to
have a contemporary relevance, an ‘Averroist spirit’ needs to be re-
introduced in the intellectual make-up of Arabic thought and culture;
and for Arab-Islamic societies to experience progress, they argue that
the future of the Islamic tradition has to be ‘Averroist’.

That Ibn Rushd should be honoured for his contribution to the intel-
lectual achievements of his own age is no doubt highly appropriate.
The Intellectuals, however, have a rather different approach to Ibn
Rushd’s achievements. They use him to celebrate what they consider
as the glorious past of Arabic-Islamic rationalism and, more import-
antly, as a source from which to draw ‘liberal’ and ‘rational’ values
to address contemporary problems. The following questions, then,
may fairly be put. Are they reading more into Ibn Rushd than
what he actually stood for or even intended? And are they not, in
effect, transfiguring his work into a manual for an ‘orthodoxy’ of a
philosophical, as opposed to an Islamist, genre?

In light of the claims made for him, this chapter explores the extent
to which Ibn Rushd may, in fact, be used as a model to develop a
desirable contemporary ‘liberalism’. It examines those writings of his
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pertaining to religion and philosophy, the status of women in society
and his views on the rules and justification for war. It argues that any
attempt at understanding Ibn Rushd and his so-called ‘liberalism’
must rest on a contextualisation of his work and a careful investiga-
tion of the ways, if any, his ideas are congruent with contemporary
understandings of liberalism.

Romanticisation of Ibn Rushd?

The voice of Ibn Rushd can only be a voice of tolerance, even
if he did not use the term ‘tolerance’ himself. This is because it
is the voice of wisdom, philosophy and intellect. For philosophy
cannot be but a space for tolerance, ijtihad (reasoning), and
ikhtilaf (disagreement) . . . We find this tolerant spirit present in
the experience of Arabic-Islamic philosophy starting from al-
Kindt continuing to Ibn Rushd who was keen [to emphasise] the
pedagogy of tolerance in his writings. He stresses the necessity
of respecting the views and ideas of others ‘who preceded us’
(referring to the Greeks) ‘whether this other did or did not share
in our religion’ ... This contains an invitation for tolerance
through respecting the culture of the other, and an implicit accep-
tance of the differences of cultures, their varieties, and the
necessity of coexistence and dialogue amongst them.!

This quotation comes near the end of Ibrahim A‘rab’s book A/-Islam
al-Siyast wa al-Hadatha (Political Islam and Modernity), almost as
a cry for help, pleading that Ibn Rushd be summoned back from the
twelfth century to restore tolerance in contemporary Arabic political
discourse. A‘rab is joined by many other Arab Intellectuals (and
others) who wish to draw on and import Ibn Rushd’s ideas as a means
of addressing what they deem as contemporary challenges pertaining
to the understanding of the tfurath. Jabiri goes further than A‘rab:

Our era accepts the Averroist spirit (al-rith al-rushdiyya) because
it is in agreement with his spirit in more than one way, in ration-
alism, realism, axiomatic method (al-nazra al-aksyiamiyya), and
critical approach (al-ta‘amul al-naqdr).?

But this call to bring back Ibn Rushd from the past, to restore toler-
ance and rationalism in the present, itself includes in its discourse
an unwarranted and unreasonable intolerance. For Jabiri, ‘adopting
the Averroist spirit means a rupture with the “Eastern” gnostic and
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tyrannical Avicennian [i.e. Ibn Sina] spirit’.> He thus turns Ibn Rushd
into a divisive figure with which he attacks ‘oriental philosophy’
(al-falsafa al-mashrigiyya) represented by Ibn Sina. The ‘Averroist
spirit’, in his mind, is to cleanse the Arabic intellect from the
Avicennian gnostic spirit and ultimately replace this harmful teach-
ing.* It seems that Jabiri himself did not adhere to the Averroist ratio-
nal spirit he himself prescribed. When the scholar George Tarabishi
wrote a critique of his study of the Islamic tradition, Jabiri was
incensed. He accused Tarabishi of being a Christian sectarian and, in
Tarabishi’s words, as being ‘even more under-developed/immature
than the Christian Arabs who were part of the Arabic epoch of nahda
(renaissance)’ in the nineteenth century.

There is an aesthetic appeal in the use of the name Ibn Rushd as
a symbol of ‘liberalism’ and ‘rationalism’. For the Intellectuals, it is
evident that he represents a source of pride, and a proof of the intel-
lectual advancement and relative ‘freedom’ that the Islamic world
enjoyed in his time, compared to the Latin West in the twelfth century,
even though the balance has now changed. In other words, the
Intellectuals look at this from the perspective that when the world of
Islam ‘spoke’ through the writings of the Muslim philosophers, such
as Ibn Rushd, the world of the Latin West ‘censored’. In CE 1209,
for example, Arabic books were banned by the University of Paris,
and in CE 1210, a synod decreed the banning of Aristotle’s books on
natural philosophy and any commentaries on them, including that of
Ibn Rushd, which had a considerable status at the time.® The influ-
ence of his works were wide reaching, he made a discernible impact
on medieval Jewish philosophy,” and his name (and that of Ibn Sina)
even made it into the Limbo in Dante’s Divine Comedy, alongside
those of Greek philosophers from the ancient world. For the Christian
authorities, Averroism symbolised un-orthodoxy and nonconformity,
to the extent that it came to be synonymous with a charge of atheism.®

In this description, there is a degree of romanticisation of the Islamic
environment in which Ibn Rushd was writing. It is true that in Spain at
his time, philosophers were closely connected to the Almohad ruler Abi
Ya'qub Yusuf (ruling between CE 1163 and CE 1184), but this did not
amount to ‘freedom’ in an absolute sense. When the philosopher and
physician Ibn Tufayl introduced Ibn Rushd to Abu Ya'qub, Ibn Rushd
did not initially feel safe to express his philosophical views. When Aba
Ya'qub asked him whether philosophers thought the heavens were cre-
ated or eternal, Ibn Rushd was afraid to answer: ‘confusion and fear
took hold of me, and I began making excuses and denying that I had
ever concerned myself with philosophic learning’. It was only after
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Abt Ya'qub himself showed knowledge of philosophy and enumerated
some of what the philosophers had said that Ibn Rushd felt at ease to
speak his mind.’ But Ibn Rushd did not always enjoy this sort of ‘free-
dom’: Abi Ya'qub’s son and successor Ya'qub al-Manstr (ruling
between CE 1184 and CE 1199) succumbed to pressure from the jurists
who considered that Ibn Rushd’s philosophical writings deviated from
their teachings and thus from Islam. He was convicted of holding heret-
ical views, forced to leave Cordoba and live in exile in Marakesh. The
edict against him was lifted only towards the end of his life. Thus, his
philosophical writings were burnt in Islamic Spain by an order of the
ruler before the Christians forbade their reading in the Latin West.!?

Nevertheless, the fame attributed to Ibn Rushd, illustrious or other-
wise, has been transformed into a ‘spirit’ that the Intellectuals of today
consider to be lacking in their societies. The accomplishments of the
Islamic world that were achieved in the past have been replaced by
achievements by the West, which as a result possesses cultural and
political dominance. The Arab-Islamic world, on the other hand, apart
from its importance as a source for oil, lags far behind. Moreover, in
view of the restrictions imposed on thinkers in the Arab-Islamic world
of today by totalitarian governments, Ibn Rushd serves to feed the
fantasies about possible freedom of thought that might one day
replace the intellectual oppression they experience.

There is yet another reason for Intellectuals to raise the flag of Ibn
Rushd. It is what he symbolised for the old school of ‘Orientalism’
led by Ernest Renan (CE 1823-92), and which many thinkers, includ-
ing Islamists, Apologists (and Orientalists), have reacted against. The
thrust of Renan’s view, as Jabiri sums it up, is that the Islamic reli-
gion is intrinsically inclined to oppress intellectual activities. Thus
Arabic-Islamic philosophy could not be a product of that tradition; it
is merely a cheap imitation of Greek philosophy.!!

Renan was a prolific writer. Among his writings are essays in phil-
osophy, the histories of religions and of languages, etc. Of these, he
wrote on the Islamic tradition, having taken a special interest in Ibn
Rushd in his doctorate thesis, published in 1852 under the title,
Averroes et L’ Averroisme. But it is not for no reason that Intellectuals
and other thinkers should react negatively to Renan’s writings. His
supremacist attitude towards Islam, and indeed, the Semitic tradition
as a whole, could not be concealed despite his attempts to convince
his audience that his approach to his object of study is objective:

We often speak of an Arabic science or an Arabic philosophy,
and indeed for a century or two in the Middle Ages, the Arabs
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were our masters. But this was until we recognised the Greek
origin of Arabic science and philosophy. The latter were but a
petty translation of Greek science and philosophy. Once the
authentic Greece was discovered, these puny translations became
without an object, and it is for a reason that all of the philolo-
gists of the Renaissance undertook a real crusade against it.
Examined closely, this Arabic science had nothing Arab to it, the
content was purely Greek, among those who created it, none was
a real Semite, they were Spanish and Persians writing in Arabic.
The philosophic role of the Jews during the Middle Ages was
also that of mere interpreters. The Jewish philosophy of that era
was Arabic philosophy without modification. A single page by
Roger Bacon contains more of a true scientific spirit than all this
second-hand science, most certainly to be considered as a link to
the [Greek] tradition, but void of any originality.!2

Christianity also had its problems. Not denying the obscurantism
that characterised part of its history, he considers it to have cleansed
itself, to his satisfaction, from the Semitic spirit and has advanced
forward:

The victory of Christianity was not assured until it completely
broke away from its Judaic layer, when it returned to what it had
been on the highest conscience of its founder, to be a product
disengaged from the narrow hindrances of the Semitic mind."

When later, in the light of new sources on Ibn Rushd, Renan felt
the need to revise his book Averroés et I’Averroisme, he allotted Ibn
Rushd a unique place in the Islamic tradition. Renan still maintained
that the Arabs did not do more than passively adopt the Greek teach-
ings, which in the seventh and eighth centuries played an important
role among the existing cultures of the Orient. He continued to insist
that the Arabs did not accept the works of Aristotle based on any
independent theoretical reasoning or analysis. Instead, they accepted
his texts as a dogma, and made him into ‘their authorised master’.!*
Upon revising his work, Renan was willing to concede that Arabic
philosophy had shown some signs of originality during the eleventh
and twelfth centuries and that he had underestimated the intellectual
merit of Ibn Rushd. Renan’s broad take on this is that ‘[t]he intel-
lectual development represented by Arab scholars up to the end of
the twelfth century was superior to that of the Christian world’.
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But this success on the individual level did not translate unto the
institutional level, because Islamic theology represented an insur-
mountable barrier. Thus, ‘the Muslim philosopher remained an ama-
teur [in philosophy]’ and, when fanaticism threatened Muslim rulers,
‘the philosopher disappeared, manuscripts were destroyed by a royal
decree, and the Christians alone remembered that the Islamic tradition
had its scholars and thinkers’.!® In other words, for Renan the end of
the twelfth century when Ibn Rushd died (CE 1198) brought an end to
the life of Arabic-Islamic philosophy, if there had been such a thing.

Renan’s view of Arabic-Islamic philosophy as being an imitation
of Greek philosophy is grossly mistaken. A few examples should
suffice to dispel Renan’s assumptions. In his al-Fikr al-Tlmi al-Arabt
(Arabic Scientific Thought), George Saliba traces the rise of Arabic
sciences, showing the intellectual heritage the Arabs borrowed from
the Greeks but also how they developed and corrected some of their
premises on certain subjects, thus producing innovative theses. In the
case of astronomy, Saliba shows how the Arabs developed this
science in a new direction, moving away from the Greek focus on
astrology and abandoning some of the premises Ptolemy had estab-
lished in this field.'® Far from accepting Greek thought as a given,
Saliba cites and discusses a number of Arabic treatises critical of
Greek thought, e.g. Abli Bakr al-Razi (d. CE 925) writing al-Shukitk
‘ala Jalinos (Doubts about Galen); Ibn Haytham (d. CE 1040) writing
al-Shukitk ‘ala Btalmiyos (Doubts about Ptolemy); al-Istidrak ‘ala
Btalmiyos (Correcting Ptolemy) by an unknown author around the
middle of the eleventh century.!”

The study of logic is one of the other fields that Muslim philoso-
phers developed. Scholars in this field speak of an ‘Aristotelian turn’
in the history of Arabic logic. Tony Street argues that with Farabi,
model logic developed beyond the ‘Aristotelian texts themselves’.!®
Critical of the assumption that Arabic logic is no more than one of
the ‘systems of late antiquity’, Street argues that having translated
into Arabic all of the Aristotelian logical treatises by CE 900, Muslim
philosophers turned to developing and elaborating this discipline.
Aristotle, he holds, ‘ceases by the end of the twelfth century to be a
significant coordinate for logicians writing in Arabic — that place is
filled by Avicenna’.!”

The attitudes of Renan and other like-minded Orientalists to the
Islamic tradition were partly responsible for the regressive attitude the
reformers adopted in relation to the Islamic tradition. One of the ear-
liest reactions to Renan was that put by the Reformist Jamal al-Din
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al-Afghani (1838 or 1839 to 1897) in a correspondence he had with
Renan. Al-Afghani did not question Renan’s assumptions about the
incompatibility of Islam and philosophy. Instead, he defended those
features characteristic of religious belief that he believed empowered
religion, even if this empowerment came at the expense of intellec-
tual freedom. Religions, he wrote to Renan, are the means by which
‘nations have emerged from barbarism and marched toward a more
advanced civilisation’.?’ This successful egression was not empow-
ered by reason, but rather by an ‘obedience’ to a ‘supreme Being’
to whom the conditions and mysteries of life were attributed. The
belief in this Being came to be imposed by ‘educators’ who also for-
bade any questioning of this Being.?! While disagreeing with Renan
about the substance of Arabic-Islamic philosophy, noting that under
Islam Greek philosophy was ‘developed’ and ‘perfected’, Jamal al-
Din adopts the view that religion and philosophy are irreconcilable:
‘Religion imposes on man its faith and its belief, whereas philosophy
frees him of it totally or in part.”??> The differences between the two
mean that each feels threatened by, and constantly seeks to eliminate,
the other.?®

Afghani’s response to Renan is telling of the dilemma with which
the reformers of the nineteenth century were faced. As noted in
Chapters 1 and 2, the Reformist movement, of which Afghani was a
leading figure, did not go the full way in carrying out modernisation
as it had intended. Instead, it moved in a conservative direction. This
is because the reformers faced the problem of having to open up fully
to modernising trends, during a time when modernity was associated
with the West, with its imperial agenda and the cause of their deteri-
orating political situation, and where the views of Renan were com-
monplace. In their minds, modernising came to mean Westernising
and submitting to the imperial powers.

The Intellectuals of today are still operating within a similar reac-
tionary attitude. They have justifiably reacted against Renan’s views
but, instead of going beyond them, they have opted for the opposite
view of Afghani. That is, they attempt to present philosophy as the
dominant current in the Islamic tradition. They further paint a picture
of philosophy as if it is/was an intrinsically rationalist current
conducive to generating liberal intellectual trends, and Ibn Rushd, in
particular, serves as an ideal model towards accomplishing the goal
of restoring such ideals. To borrow Adonis’s terminology, they see
philosophy as a changing current through which to reform the ‘Arabic
intellect’ and ultimately the ‘establishment’.
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Inconsistencies in Ibn Rushd’s thought: religion
and philosophy

Ibn Rushd’s intellectual interests were not limited to philosophy as
such. He also wrote extensively on the religious sciences and the rela-
tion between science and religion. As George Hourani notes, the
number of treatises he wrote that were dedicated to Islamic sciences,
particularly the lengthy work on law Bidayat al-Mujtahid, can only
indicate his sincere commitment to the religion of Islam.?* Indeed, in
his Fasl al-Magal (Decisive Treatise), Ibn Rushd is at pains to demon-
strate that the truth of philosophy is the same as that of religion.?
There remains, however, the question of consistency in his views.
More precisely, was he committed to the so-called philosophical and
rational views about religion in all his writings?

Of the more cited texts of Ibn Rushd’s philosophical views of reli-
gion is Fasl al-Magqal, the context of which is discussed in Chapter 4.
In this work, Ibn Rushd argues that Islam commands the study of phil-
osophy as well as logic. One would, therefore, expect that Ibn Rushd
would emphasise this religious obligation in other works, notably his
treatises on jurisprudence (figh). In his al-Darart fi Usil al-Figh
(Essentials in the Principles of Jurisprudence), however, he deems it
inappropriate to apply logic to the study of figh. This work is intended
as a summary of Ghazali’s al-Mustasfa, which commends the use of
logic in the science of figh. In this treatise, Ibn Rushd says of figh that
it is a science that ‘gives the laws and cases by which to guide the
mind to the truth’.?® Recognising the difficulties of addressing new
issues that are not already explicitly addressed by the predecessors
(i.e. the Prophet and his companions), it became necessary to estab-
lish procedures and enact rulings to assist the minds of people when
examining or confronted with such matters. But while Ibn Rushd con-
curs with Ghazali on many of the issues he addresses in al-Mustasfa,
he disagrees with him on the application of logic to the science of figh.
‘Let us keep each [science] to its [proper] place, for anyone who tries
to learn more than one thing at a time, he fails to learn anything.’?’
Why, if religion commands the study of logic, does Ibn Rushd opine
that the religious sciences cannot avail themselves of it?

One possible answer is that al-Dariir? is the first book in which
Ibn Rushd discusses the work of al-Ghazali, that is, it was written
before Tahafut al-Tahafut and Fasl al-Magal;*® Tbn Rushd perhaps
had a change of mind on the subject. Another way of approaching
Fasl, however, is to think of it as a work similar to Machiavelli’s
Prince, that is, a book written with the intention of being used as an
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advice to the ruler. Muhsin Mahdi and Charles Butterworth have
noted that since 1859, when the manuscript of Fasl/ was discovered
by Marcus Joseph Muller, the text has by convention been the first
part of a trilogy, followed by Kashf ‘an Manahij al-Adilla ft ‘Aqd’id
al-Milla (Uncovering the Methods of Proofs with Respect to the
Beliefs of the Religious Community), and by a Damima (Appendix).
They note, however, that Damima should be considered as an Epistle
Dedicatory. Most likely, Butterworth thinks, it was addressed to the
ruler Abii Ya'qab Yasuf.? This is a persuasive argument, especially
in view of the explicitly formal dedication by which the text begins:
‘May God prolong your might, continue to bless you, and hide you
from the sources of calamities!”3’

If this is a plausible line of argument, Ibn Rushd might have
intended Fasl/ to be a manual for politics in the form of an ‘Islamic’
tool the Almohade sovereign could use to rebut the opposition to the
study of philosophy the jurists were mounting at this time. Were this
to be the case, then Ibn Rushd did not intend Fas! to present a philo-
sophical reading of Islam, but he might have wanted it to appear that
it was. As noted in Chapter 4, in Fas/, Ibn Rushd at times alternates
between the Qurlanic language and that of Aristotelian philosophy
without giving adequate context to either. He clumsily applies
Aristotelian modes of reasoning to Qur'anic terms of reference. In
particular, he conflates the Aristotelian understanding of demonstra-
tion with the Qur'anic term burhan, the former being based on human
speculation at the highest sophisticated level, while the latter is based
on the authority of God’s revealed Word.?!

Ibn Rushd’s so-called ‘liberal’ attitude in Fas/ does not withstand
close scrutiny. Combining successfully Islam and philosophy does
not rest on his ‘philosophical’ or ‘tolerant’ approach to both. The
success of combining them ultimately rests on suppressing from the
majority, or the intellectual commoners, the true meaning of certain
verses in the Qur'an. Ibn Rushd cannot be more explicit in his (‘illib-
eral’) attitude. In a Farabian-like distinction, he measures people’s
intellectual capacities on the scale of the cognitive ends of the syllo-
gistic crafts.’> He divides into three kinds people’s intellectual
capacities vis-a-vis their understandings of shari’a. The majority are
intellectually limited to the level of rhetoric, that is, they can respond
only to persuasion; others are ranked higher, but can reach no higher
than the level of dialectic; and a few have attained the level of demon-
stration (al-burhaniyyiin) and are capable of delivering certitude in
their allegorical interpretation (ahl al-tawil al-yaqini). But the people
of the last category should not make their knowledge known to others:
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This [sort of ] tawil is not meant to be made known to the people
of dialectic, let alone to the general public. For whenever any of
these allegorical interpretations is made known to people who are
not proficient in them, especially the demonstrative tawilat —
because of their remoteness from the shared cognition [common
to most people], it will result in disbelief (kufi) to both, he who
makes it known and he to whom it is made known.*

Ibn Rushd maintains this ‘illiberal” attitude consistently elsewhere
in his philosophical writings. In his commentary on Plato’s Republic,
a similar sentiment is expressed, but here the equivalent of ta'wil is
called a ‘lie’. Commenting on Book III of the Republic, the general
theme of which is the education of the guardians, Ibn Rushd,
approving of Plato’s views, notes that the chiefs and the righteous
from among the guardians:

ought to be exhorted with exceptional diligence for zeal for the
truth . . . So if some artisan or some other of them be found to
be lying, he ought to be punished. The multitude ought to be told
that when one of the multitude lies to the chiefs, there is a possi-
bility of harm resembling the harm that comes when an invalid
lies to the physician about his sickness. But the chiefs’ lying to
the multitude will be appropriate for them in the respect in which
a drug is appropriate for a disease. Just as it is only the physi-
cian who prescribes a drug, so it is the king who lies to the
multitude concerning affairs of the realm [emphasis added].*

On women

Among other ‘liberal’ traits attributed to Ibn Rushd is his progres-
sive attitude to the role of women in society.’> In his commentary on
Plato’s Republic, Ibn Rushd is indeed approving of the view articu-
lated in the Republic that women should be accorded the same
opportunities and duties as those accorded men:

women, in so far as they are of one kind with men, necessarily
share in the end of man. They will differ only in less or more;
i.e. the man in most human activities is more diligent than the
women, though it is not impossible that women should be more
diligent in some activities, such as is thought concerning the art
of practical music. . .. Similarly, too, since some women are
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formed with eminence and a praiseworthy disposition, it is not
impossible that there be philosophers and rulers among them.3¢

Further, it is only because women’s potentials are not explored that
they do not assume the same responsibilities as men:

The competence of women is unknown, however, in these cities
since they are only taken in them for procreation and hence are
placed at the service of their husbands and confined to procreation,
upbringing, and suckling. This nullifies their [other] activities.’

It is due to the lack of recognition of women’s potentials that they
are considered as ‘a burden upon the men of these cities’ and it is
this that is ‘one of the causes of the poverty of these cities’.?

Ibn Rushd seems to be tacitly approving of Plato’s views or, at
least, he does not contest them. He does feel the need, however, to
qualify or explain why it is not problematic for women to be naked
with men when they participate in gymnastic training together: ‘He
said (referring to Plato): They have no cover on them when they prac-
tice gymnastic with the men, since they will be devoid of [everything
save] virtue.”* According to his commentary on Plato’s Republic, Ibn
Rushd’s views on the role of women in society appear liberal indeed.
But to what extent can one infer that Ibn Rushd was generally
committed to these views? That is, does he consistently uphold these
views in his other work?

In his Bidayat al-Mujtahid, Ton Rushd discusses a number of issues
related to women from which one may infer different aspects in his
attitude towards the role of women in an Islamic society. The Bidaya
is a treatise belonging to the classical genre of ikhtilaf. That is, its
subject matter pertains to enumerating the substance of the main
books of figh, including points of agreement as well as disagreement
between the various schools.*’ R. Brunshvig dates the completion of
the treatise to the years CE 1167-8, by which time Ibn Rushd’s
thought had matured, and he would have been well acquainted with
Greek thought, though perhaps he would not yet have written his
commentary on Plato’s Republic.

As Brunshvig notes reluctantly, Ibn Rushd’s position on women
(as well as on minors and slaves) in Bidaya may have a hint of
liberalism to it.*! He is inclined to favour relatively moderate regu-
lations pertaining to the guardianship (wilaya) over women, especially
when it is related to a woman’s choice in marriage (nikah). But, as
Brunshvig also warns, it is best not to exaggerate Ibn Rushd’s
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liberalism on this matter. Indeed, none of the views he articulates in
his commentary on Plato’s Republic are anywhere implied in Bidaya.
The various concessions he advances in favour of giving women the
choice in marriage are to be allowed because they do not have the
right to divorce as men do (li-anna al-rajul yamluku al-talaq idha
balagha wa-la tamlukuhu al-mara).

Ibn Rushd asserts his conservatism on another point, which is his
position on the Imama of women in prayer, that is, whether it is
permitted for a woman to lead a congregation in prayer. He is aware
that other pious figures have permitted this. He cites, for example,
that ShafiT had permitted a woman to lead other women in prayer,
with Ab@i Thawr and al-Tabari even permitting her to lead both men
and women. But then he notes that the majority prohibited it. He opts
for the conservative view of the majority, noting that ‘a known prac-
tice in prayer is that women should stand behind men; therefore it is
obvious that their being at the front is not permitted’. To endorse this
view he cites a hadith ‘Keep them behind insofar as Allah has kept
them behind’.*?

There is yet another reason why one may have further doubts
regarding Ibn Rushd’s liberalism vis-a-vis women. Ibn Rushd, as
many of his writings suggest, holds a very high opinion of Aristotle’s
views. In one of his treatises on logic, he writes that ‘one of the worst
things a later scholar can do is to deviate from Aristotle’s teaching
and follow a path other than Aristotle’s’.*3 It is very probable, then,
that Ibn Rushd would not have written a commentary on Plato’s
Republic if he had access to Aristotle’s Politics. This is not an over-
stated argument, especially as he alludes to this very point early on
in his treatise:

The first part of this art (i.e. political science) is in Aristotle’s book
known as the Nicomachea, and the second in his book known as
the Governance [Politics] and also in this book of Plato’s that we
intend to explain since Aristotle’s book on governance has not yet
fallen into our hands.*

It is, then, not unreasonable to suggest that Ibn Rushd would have
adopted Aristotle’s views in Politics had it been available to him.
More precisely, as opposed to Plato’s relatively open views of the
role of women in society, Ibn Rushd would have opted for those of
Aristotle. While Aristotle allows women to be trained and educated
and to reach a certain excellence, the source of this excellence is
always subordinate to that of men in the state:
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A freeman rules a slave in one way, the male rules the female in
another . . . The slave does not have the deliberative part of the
soul at all; the woman has it, but it has no authority.*

Ibn Rushd’s contemporaneity?

It is difficult to envisage a way by which one can transfer or import
to the contemporary scene other aspects of Ibn Rushd’s political
views, particularly those views pertaining to the ethics of conduct in
times of war. In his commentary on Plato’s Republic, he does not
advance many of his own views on the subject of war. In one place,
he seems inclined, perhaps hesitantly, to go along with Plato that
there is no point in ‘coercing under a virtuous governance one who
has already come of age and grown up’.*® But where Plato holds that
laws should be enacted to limit people of the same class from commit-
ting excess cruelty against each other during times of strife, such as
destroying houses or enslaving others,*” Ibn Rushd does not advance
his view. He simply adds that ‘what Plato asserts differs from what
many Lawgivers assert’.*8

In the section he devotes to jihad in his Bidaya, however, he elab-
orates his views on the same subject, advancing opinions that are
contrary in spirit to those of Plato. Thus ‘[h]arm allowed to be
inflicted upon the enemy can be to property, life, or personal liberty,
that is enslavement and ownership’.*> The enemy is defined as ‘all
of the polytheists’ based on Q. 8: 39, ‘fight them until persecution is
no more, and religion is all for Allah’. Only the Ethiopians and the
Turks are excepted, because of a ruling based on a hadith reported
by Malik (although its authenticity is not asserted). The condition
permitting a declaration of war is linked to the invitation of non-
Muslims to Islam, and a war cannot be started until they have received
the invitation and refused it.>° Moreover, whereas Christians and Jews
(and Zoroastrians) are not generally regarded as ‘polytheists’, this
does not seem to be the case according to Ibn Rushd. Polytheists, in
his section on who the enemy is, include at least Christians. The
distinction he makes is between polytheists who are the People of the
Book, and polytheists who are not.>! He singles out monks from
among the polytheists for possible lenient treatment, holding that
whereas harm inflicted upon the enemy in war is permitted, including
harm upon women and children, there is no consensus as to whether
monks should be released if they are captured. If it is agreed to have
them released, they must pay jizya, a poll tax, in accordance with the
rules that apply to the dhimmi (People of the Book). As for women,
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if caught as captives, they are not to be slain, provided they did not
engage in the fighting.>?

No doubt these views of Ibn Rushd are typical of his period, and
one cannot judge them in today’s normative values without falling
into the misapprehensions a separation of more than 800 years of
political ideas inevitably engenders. Further, it is to be remembered
that Ibn Rushd was writing not only during a time when all cultures
had different political values to those of today but also during a time
when Islam’s position as a political power in the world was very
different to its position today. This is most evident when Ibn Rushd
discusses the theme of when it is permitted to conclude a truce (sulh)
with the enemy. Taking for granted many of the privileges a domi-
nant power has, he is very reluctant to give reasons legitimating
concessions, let alone a truce, in time of war. The main controversy
in relation to a truce is whether the verse enjoining peace in the Qur'an
(Q. 8: 61) — ‘and if they incline to peace, incline thou also to it, and
trust in Allah’ — has been abrogated by those verses enjoining war
against the unbelievers in absolute terms (Q. 9: 5; 9: 29) — ‘slay the
idolaters wherever ye find them; fight those who do not believe in
Allah nor the Last Day’ — or does it merely restrict them?33 It needs
no explaining that the language he uses does not bode well in today’s
political rhetoric. On the basis of some of his rhetoric, and if read
without due context to his own time, Ibn Rushd might be regarded
as closer in his views to the supporters of al-Qa‘ida than a model of
enlightenment.

This is not to judge and condemn Ibn Rushd’s ideas based on
contemporary political values and expectations. Rather, it is to show
that when the Intellectuals call for the adoption of the Averroist spirit
to restore liberalism, focusing on those ideas that paint a rosy and
liberal picture of him, they are being selective in their readings. Jabiri,
the strongest proponent of Ibn Rushd, is not completely oblivious to
the less appealing features of his hero’s ideas when read through the
lenses of the twentieth century. In order to ‘abrogate’ the unappealing
side of Ibn Rushd’s ideas, Jabiri stresses that it is the axiomatic
approach to his subjects of studies that is most attractive, i.e. Ibn
Rushd’s ability to approach a subject based on its internal argumen-
tation, and not on its hypothesis.>* He was able to apply this approach
both to philosophy as well as Islam, thus giving justice to each without
negating the hypothesis of one by the argumentation of the other.>

An additional example of this axiomatic approach, according to
Jabiri, is Ibn Rushd’s talent of reading and interpreting Aristotle
through Aristotle’s way of thinking and in the context of Greek
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thought. One might ask why, if this is the case, Jabiri does not read
Ibn Rushd the same way, that is, read and judge Ibn Rushd based on
his own ideas in the context of their own time, and without importing
them to the contemporary scene.

This is not to divorce politics from intellectual pursuits, but there
are more credible and scholarly ways than this of exploring the turath
as well as investigating related political dynamics. Saliba’s study,
mentioned above, is a case in point. In exploring the development of
Glm al-falak (astronomy) in the Islamic tradition, Saliba is attentive
to the dynamics whereby political power has an impact on the stan-
dard of knowledge within a given civilisation. His approach stipulates
that:

There is a dialectical relationship between science and the social
factors that allow it to emerge. For it is [in fact] the social factors
that support the rise of a science. The science itself then creates
a particular social atmosphere, endowed with [certain] charac-
teristics that will, in turn, change social relations [in a way] that
would allow certain things to happen.>®

Without attempting to import any of his findings to address contem-
porary political concerns, Saliba’s research nevertheless uncovers
ideological assumptions pertaining to the turath. The dominant
assumptions had been that Ghazali’s attack on the philosophers
brought to a halt scientific innovations in the Islamic world, signalling
thereafter the ‘age of intellectual decline’ (‘asr al-inhitat). In showing
that Glm al-falak was developed by the Muslims, that they corrected
some of the erroneous Greek premises of this science, and that this
science developed further post-Ghazali, Saliba aptly dispelled many
of the scholarly premises that were rooted in ideological assumptions
and prejudices that some Orientalists had held.

Conclusion

In his film al-Masir (Destiny), which won the 1997 Palme d’Or at
the Cannes Film Festival, the Egyptian director Yusuf Chahine takes
as his central theme the experiences of Ibn Rushd, his relationship
with the Caliph al-Mansir and the opposition of the conservative
jurists to his thought. He further uses this medieval episode in the
history of Islam as an analogy to the contemporary rise of religious
fanaticism in the Arab world and its threat to intellectual freedom.
Some critics of the film noted that Chahine’s film is not about Ibn
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Rushd’s life experiences and thought. Rather, it is more about
Chahine’s own trials and ordeals with the authorities and the Islamists
in modern-day Egypt.’” Nevertheless and regardless of the merit of
the film and its mangling of history, the generous response to it would
be to say that Chahine did not set out to write a historical study or
direct a documentary, but to direct a film. Accordingly, it is to be
judged as a work of art aided by fiction, and not on the basis of it
being a record of history. For a film director to ‘re-write history’ is
less problematic than for Intellectuals to do so by design. It is true
that like Chahine, the Intellectuals in the Arab world have gone
through terrible ordeals in their struggle for intellectual freedom. Like
Chahine, perhaps, the Intellectuals look to Ibn Rushd as a source, and
even a fantasy, from which to call for freedom. Alas even the fantasy
is stuck in the past!



Conclusion

To search is always honourable. To find is often worrying
Slimane Benaissa

History is one of the subjects that are highly prone to falsifica-
tion (tazwir) and distortion (tahrif'), because whoever is in charge
of recording it cannot be [completely] impartial, even if he
wanted to. . ..

History is not simply a recording of the facts and events that
have occurred, but it is, in the first instance, the memory of the
future. Whoever records it does so consciously and for a partic-
ular purpose, and this is how history becomes a craft (sina‘a).
Even those who are defeated, while writing their history, relate
to the past with the aim of exporting the possibilities of victory
to the future.!

In this quotation, ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif sums up neatly the general
and complex dynamics involved in the crafting of the past, present
and future, and the influence that perceptions of them may have on
human activity. Were one to compare Munif’s paradigm to the domi-
nant contemporary Arabic discourses discussed in this study in terms
of their relationship to the history of the furath, the state of their intel-
lectual approaches would seem even more deplorable than that of
even his worst case scenario, i.e. ‘those who are defeated’.

It is, unfortunately, true that the minds of most, if not all, of the
inhabitants of the Arab world are overpowered by the political situ-
ation in which they find themselves. This political situation is bound
to condition, in different ways, any discourse that emerges therein or
thereof. As Munif puts it:
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Politics . . . defines for us how we can live, think and behave, per-
haps even how we dream! For this reason, politics is present and
has an influence in every part of our lives, and in every step we
take. We cannot ignore it or flee from it, even if we wanted to, it
chases after us like our shadow, and weighs heavily (tajthum) over
us like a perpetual nightmare (kabiis daim). Deluded (wahim) is
he who thinks he is capable of ignoring or transcending it.?

Amin al-Mahdi describes the implications of this vivid nightmare as
if there are now black lists on which ideas, innovations and scholars
are being recorded when they do not meet the ‘expression of opinion’
guidelines formulated and sanctioned by the political and religious
authorities. This, he suggests, is an effective recipe to paralyse the
intellectual faculties without which a tradition cannot have an intel-
lectual presence, and the loss of which results in it ‘exiting history’
or dying out.?

The dominant Arabic political discourses, however, have allowed
politics to have an excessive impact on history and on how they
perceive the turath. If the historian is disposed to enlist politics in
the service of the historical narrative that he crafts, as Munif indeed
suggests, then the Islamists, Apologists and Intellectuals are enlisting
and politicising history in the service of political programmes instead.

This study has presented a critique of varying aspects of these three
discourses in relation to their representations of the turath and the
link they make between it and the present. Common to these
discourses is an arbitrarily selective reading of it to suit their respec-
tive agendas. For the Islamists, what is of merit and substance in the
turath is its religio-political component. For them, authentic Islam
has a political shape and structure, albeit one of their own devising.
They are selective in their readings of the foundation texts, but never-
theless still claim complete faithfulness to them in their totality, and
claim a monopoly of an authentic realisation of Islam.

The Apologists do not differ much from the Islamists in terms of
their approach to the turath. They are equally selective in their read-
ings and interpretations of the foundation texts and are ready to claim
Islamic authenticity for their readings of Islam. They differ from the
Islamists, however, in the goal they aim for in their writings. In many
respects, the Apologists’ discourse is conditioned by the Islamists’
politicisation of Islam, and most often it stands as a reaction to the
Islamists. Accordingly, their discourse, while maintaining a place for
an Islamic vocabulary, endeavours to extricate any substantial role
Islam may play in the political sphere.
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For the Intellectuals, the body of philosophical ideas that perme-
ates throughout the various intellectual currents that are part of the
turath are what is central to it and what should be considered rele-
vant. For them, medieval Islamic philosophy exhibited ‘liberal’ and
‘rational’ values that they perceive as defining progress, and they see
their duty to restore such values so that they may be put in the service
of contemporary Arab societies. In doing so, like the Islamists and
the Apologists, they are selective in their choices of the philosoph-
ical texts they emphasise, and ignore the dogmatic and less appealing
components that Islamic philosophy also exhibited.

The dialectics between these dominant discourses in relation to the
turath are such that they have reached a stage whereby the present
is no longer conceived of as history in the making and to be recorded
for future generations. If analysed in the light of Munif’s view of the
crafting of history, the Islamists, Apologists and Intellectuals are
seeking, from a defeated political position, not to export a victory for
their own positions and ideals to the future, but to relive and restore
the turath, as recorded by the victorious. In effect, they have replaced
today’s authoritarian regimes and figures they are resisting by other
figures and processes from the past, virtually appointing them as their
masters. In other words, for these currents, the present and the future
are dictated by the past. It is as if the contemporary component of
history, that is, that aspect that stands as a continuation of a histor-
ical process and that may act as a source of norms for the future, has
ceased to be necessary, let alone relevant.

I noted in the early chapters that while essentially it is due to the
political malaise of the Arab world that the turath is hijacked for polit-
ical ends and agenda by these currents, this is also generating a prob-
lem of an intellectual order. This intellectual problem is, at least, of
two facets. The first has to do with the cognitive understanding of the
turath: with the excessive emphasis on making it relevant to the con-
temporary Arab scene, the turath is increasingly ceasing to stand as a
body of ideas belonging to and defined by particular historical eras
and circumstances. In this sense, it neither stands as the intellectual
heritage that contemporary Arab societies are temporally removed
from, nor is it capable of meeting the challenges a contemporary
intellectual setting necessitates.

The other intellectual problem has to do with the clash that char-
acterises the encounters between these discourses instead of their
multiplicity. In other words, the emphasis in these discourses is more
on the primacy of each discourse rather than the dynamics and
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substance of the goal it seeks to achieve. “Ali Harb sums up this point
in a dramatic but cogent manner:

It is time, that [we] as thinkers, transcend the clash of discourses
and the rivalry over (mufadala [sic]) [political or intellectual]
programs, [and begin] investigating the dynamics that we have
established alongside our rhetoric (magiilat) and slogans (shi-
‘arat). For we have established a terrorist relationship with free-
dom, approached Marxism with a theological mentality, exercised
objectivity in a mythical fashion, sought unity through a mental-
ity of single group partisanship (aqliyva ahdadiyya fiawiyya
hizbiyya), and called for Marxism and Socialism in a manner
characteristic of an imperial or absolutist totalitarianism. As for
Islam, we call for it and we exercise it in an arrogant manner
(ala nahw istikbari) not in a monotheistic manner (tawhidr).*

The turath and its ‘contemporary’ prospects

In the Introduction, I posed the question as to whether it is possible
to explore the turath in such a way that it is remembered, not called
back to life, acknowledged but not sanctified, inherited but not
commanded to serve the present. There are, of course, Arab scholars
who are engaged in the study of the furath to further its understanding
according to specific eras and within a set of ideas, doing so through
the disciplines of history, philology and philosophy. In Harb’s words,
these scholars are those ‘who are not concerned with producing an
Arabic philosophy specific to the Arabs, rather they are concerned
with producing a philosophy specific to every lover (muhibb) of
philosophy, or anyone who is passionate (yahwa) to philosophise
(tafalsuf)’.> As might be expected, by virtue of their scientific/
scholarly approaches, they focus on specific topics and do not seek
to politicise their subjects of study. Accordingly, they do not have a
‘discourse’ as such, but their contributions are without a doubt
immense, and perhaps have the antidote to some of the problems
arising from the three discourses I have examined.

There are other ways of studying the turath with an eye for contem-
porary concerns and challenges, for example, by shifting the focus
from reliving or restoring the past to understanding the dynamics of
its cultural and intellectual evolution to the present. Such an approach
entails an open and critical reading of the classical texts, void of the
tendencies to ‘re-construct’ and romanticise the past. In this sense,
the value of Farabi’s ‘virtuous city’, for example, is that it presents
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an amalgam of different civilisations, transmitting novel ideas and
developing them. Its relation to the present has to do with presenting
in the Islamic milieu one of the first, but not perfect, political theo-
ries of the state. Its merit then is not that it represents an ideal of a
lost city of justice, reason and fraternity. Since it never was that, any
attempt of restoring it is misconceived.

If the Islamic tradition as a living civilisation is in danger of ‘exiting
history’ or dying out, as Mahdi suggests, it is then of capital impor-
tance that the door of disagreement (bab al-ikhtildf) be opened,
allowing an ikhtilaf that permits all groups to take part in a construc-
tive debate about the furath and other matters. This study has
attempted to show that that said to be the Constant current (al-thabit)
in the Islamic tradition exhibits characteristics of change in the same
way as that which is said to be the Changing current (mutahawwil)
exhibits characteristics of constancy. Accordingly, the Islamic tradi-
tion has revolved, can still and indeed should revolve, around different
and differing intellectual trends and modes of thinking. The duty
of the thinkers, then, is to allow scope for and play a part in the
development of the furath, not attempt to restore it or recycle it.

To end on a traditional note, it is related that Imam °Ali Ibn
al-Husayn (Zayn al-‘Abidin), great-grandson of Muhammad, was
asked: ‘Is it fanaticism if a person loves his people?’ To which he
responded: ‘It is not fanaticism if a person loves his people; fanati-
cism is when a person considers the vices of his people to be better
than the virtues of others.’



Glossary

‘adl

ahaqqiyya

ahl al-kitab

ala

alfaz

alla ‘aqlaniyya
‘almanawiyya
‘almaniyya/ ilmaniyya
amana

al-amr bi al-mavif
‘aqd siyast

‘aqil

‘aqila

‘aqgl

al-aql al-munfail
al-aql al-mustafad
asala

asbab al-nuzil

bahth
bashar
bashariyya
batin

bi al-fil

bi al-quwwa
bila kayf
burhan

da’yf
dakhil

justice

priority of claim
People of the Book
tool, machine (pl., alar)
expressions
irrationality

ideological secularism
(inclusive) secularism
religious trust
commanding right
political covenant
wise/intelligent person
to understand

intellect

Passive Intellect
Acquired Intellect
authenticity
circumstances of revelations

study

people

humanity

esoteric

existing in actuality

existing in potentiality

without asking how

demonstrative truth (philosophy)/
proof from God (Qur’an)

weak/less authoritative (hadith)
foreign
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dalla/dalal
da'wa

al-da'wa al-nidaliyya

dawla islamiyya

dhatiyyat al-umma

dhimmi
didd

fadil(a)

falasifa

falsafa

faqth

fasida

Jayd

fazaza

fikr

al-fikr al-wahid
figh

ghalaba
ghilza

hadatha

hadatht

hadd

hadith
hakimiyyat Allah

haqiqa
hijra
hiyal
huffaz

al-hukama’

bada

ibda

al-ibda‘ al-insant
ijaz

errant

call/convocation (to Islam)

a call for struggle (to bring about
the islamisation of the state and
society)

Islamic state

the identity of the Islamic
community

People of the Book

opposing, in opposition to

virtuous/excellent
philosophers
philosophy

jurist (pl., fugaha’)
corrupt

overflow
crudeness

thought

universal thought
jurisprudence

domination
roughness

modernity

modern

definition

a saying attributed to Muhammad

God’s complete sovereignty/
governorship

reality, truth

emigration

ploys

memorisers (of the Qur’an)

wise people, philosophers
(s., hakim)

worship

innovation

human innovation

inimitability of the discourse (of
the Qur’an)



ijma
ijtihad

ijtima‘at

ikhtilaf
al-ikhwan al-muslimiin
iktinah

Gim

al-ilm al-ilaht
Gim al-lisan
al-ilm al-madant
Gim al-tabta
iman

imara

inhiraf

inhitat

inkhirat

igna

irada

irada qadima
ishara

ishkaliyya

islah

al-islam al-siyast
isnad

istiara
istila’
istimrariyya
istinbat
istinsakh
istislah
ittiba‘iyya
izala

jadal
Jjahiliyya

Jawhar
Jizya
Jjumhir
Juziyyat
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consensus

reasoning (based on the sources
of Law)

social groupings

difference (pl., ikhtilafar)

Muslim Brotherhood

fathom

science/discipline

metaphysics

linguistics

political science

physics

faith

political authority

deviation

decline

participation

persuasion

will

eternal will

intimation or allusion

problématique

reform

political Islam

a chain of transmission (of a
hadith)

metaphor

superiority

continuity

inferring, deducing

transcription

redressing

conformity

eliminating

disputation; dialectic

total ignorance (of God)/
pre-Islamic period

essence

poll tax

general public

particulars
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kalam

kashf

khalg

khawass

khayrat

khilafa

al-khitab al-ikhwant
al-khitab al-jihadrt
al-khulaf&@ al-rashidiin
khushi

kifah

kufr

kull

ladhdha

al-ladhdhat al-aqliyya
al-ladhdhat al-hissiyya
al-ladhdhat al-khayaliyya
lutf

madawiyya

al-madd al-islami
madda

al-maddiyya al-tartkhiyya
madhhab

madina

al-madina al-fadila
al-madina al-jahiliyya
al-madina al-jama‘iyya
madrasa

mahsisat

majaz

makayid

mamnii’

al-manhaj al-ilaht
al-maqilat

marifa

al-mashhirat

ma’sila

matalib khasisa wahiya
matalib sharifa ‘aliya

theology

unveiling

people

the elect, élite

goods, benefits
Caliphate
brotherhood discourse
struggle discourse
Rightly Guided Caliphs
piety

active struggle
disbelief
whole/totality

pleasure (pl., ladhdhat)
intellectual pleasures
sensible pleasures
imaginative pleasures
illumination

a return to the (Islamic principles

of the past)
Islamic expansion
matter
historical materialism
school of law (pl., madhahib)
city, polis
virtuous/excellent city
ignorant city
democratic city
religious school
sensibles
figurative
schemes/ploys/trappings
forbidden
divine path
the intelligibles
knowledge
generally accepted matters
indigenous
infamous and feeble pursuits
high honourable pursuits



al-mawjidat
al-mawriith
milla

mithal
mubaya’a
mubdi‘an
mughalaba
muhakat
mujaddidiin
mujahada
muminiin
munzal
muqgawama
mu'tadil
al-mutahawwil
mutakallim
al-mutaqaddimiin
mutashabihat
mutatarrif
muthaqqaf
al-muwahhidiin
muwasila

nahda

al-nahy ‘an al-munkar
nawamis muallafa
nazar

nihal

nikah

nuwwab

qabd’ih

qahr

qatia

qiwam

qiwama

qiyas

al-qiyas al-aqlt
al-giyas al-zannt
qudra

qurba
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existent beings

that which is transmitted/inherited
religious polity; religion
pattern, model

pledge allegiance
makers/creators

strife

imitation
reformists/innovators

struggle

believers

revealed

resist

moderate

changing

theologian (pl., mutakallimiin)
predecessors
ambiguous/problematic
extremist

intellectual

those proclaiming divine unity
connective

renaissance
forbidding wrong
concocted laws
theory, speculation
religions

marriage

agents

abominations

coercion

rupture

subsistence

guardianship

analogy

rational reasoning

doxic syllogism

capacity; omnipotence
(of God)

pious act
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al-quwwa al-mutakhayyila imaginative faculty

al-quwwa al-natiqa rational faculty

radda reactionary position/attitude

al-rais al-awwal first or chief ruler

raiyya subjects/citizens

rajt backward

ramz symbolism

ridasa leadership

rubiibiyya lordship

rith spirit

sahth authoritative (hadith)

al-sahwa al-islamiyya Islamic awakening

al-sd’is political practitioner

al-salaf al-salih pious forefathers/predecessors

Sani Craftsman/Artisan (God)

sayriira daima perpetual becoming

shabtha simulacrum

shar law

sharia religious law

shi‘arat slogans

shumiiliyya a comprehensive application of
Islam in all spheres

sifa attribute (pl., sifat)

siyasa politics

sulh truce

sultan dominion

sunan kawniyya cosmic norms

Sunna tradition

taa obedience

taaqqul prudence

taba’iyya conformity, subordination

tafsir commentary

tahkim arbitration

tahltl bunyawt
tahltl tartkht
tahwid
tajammu’ jahilt
tajdid

takhyil

structural analysis

historical analysis

judaisation

“un-Islamic’ society

renewal

producing an imaginative
impression



tagaddum
tagaddumt
taqiyya

taqlid

taqlid al-batil
taqlid al-haqq
taqlidi
tarbiya
tasawwur
tasdiq

tashbth
taswiya thaqafiyya
tawil

tawil al-mana

tazyif

al-thabit

thaqafa

turath

al-turath al-dint
al-turath al-falsaft

ulfa
ulahiyyat Allah wahdah

umma
al-umir al-mahsiisa

wahda

wasf

al-way al-thagaft
wirath

wujiid

al-wujiad al-aqlt
al-wujud al-dhatt
al-wujiad al-hisst
al-wujad al-khayalt
al-wujid al-shabaht
wukala’

wulat
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progress

progressive, open minded

precautionary dissimulation

emulation, imitation

emulating falsehood

emulating truth

traditional

education

conception

assent

simile

equalisation of knowledge

allegorical interpretation

interpretation extending the
message of the meaning of the
text

falsification

constant

civilisation/culture

tradition/heritage/legacy

religious tradition

philosophical tradition

harmony

belief in the divinity of God
alone

community

sensible things

unity

description
intellectual consciousness
inheritance

existence

mental existence
essential existence
sensible existence
imaginative existence
analogical existence
proxis

rulers
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yvaqil

yaqin
yasusu
vatakhayyal
yatasawwar

zahir
zaygh
zunin gawiyya

to intellect
certainty
to manage
to imagine
to conceive

exoteric
aberration
strong opinions
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