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Foreword

CHARLES J. ADAMS

he appearance of a book on approaches to Islam in
( E : religious studies should not require much justifica-
tion, given the dramatic growth of interest in Is-
lam in recent years. Yet, underlying the essays in this book is the issue
of the work of historians of religions in relation to scholarship in Mid-
dle Eastern studices (or oriental studies) and the relation of both of
these to contemporary Muslim scholarship. The conventional wis-
dom, to which I have added my own voice in the past, has been that
historians of religions have failed to advance our knowledge and un-
derstanding of Islam as religion and that Islamists have failed to ex-
plain adequately Islamic religious phenomena. The third factor—in-
creasing Muslim sensitivity to Islamic studies in the West—far from
resolving the issue of how to approach the study of Islam as religion to
the satisfaction of either religionists or Islamists has created still more
strident divisions. The present work addresses these issues and is all
the more important in light of them.
Several years back I contributed an essay on Islam and the History
of Religions to the series of volumes published by the University of
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Chicago in commemoration of the fifticth anniversary of its Divinity
School. The preceding conference to which the paper was presented,
taking place as it did on the premises of the North American institu-
tion most noted for its contributions to history of religions as a disci-
pline, afforded the opportunity to reflect aloud in the midst of a dis-
tinguished company on the apparent lack of meaningful relationship
between the systematic scientific study of religion on the onc hand
and the work donc by Islamists on the other. The substance of the
paper was a complaint, or rather a lament, that the central concerns of
the developing science of religion seemed of little relevance to students
of Islam and that the methods of historians of religions werc finding
little application as a means of illuminating Islamic material. The anal-
ysis of the situation evoked a vigorous dcfense of directions taken by
historians of religions in recent times and of the themes around which
their most significant work had revolved, but there was no contradic-
tion of the central thesis of the paper and no convincing demonstration
that historians of religions or their methods had contributed signifi-
cantly to the understanding of Islam, The rather discouraging picture
that was sketched at the Chicago conference in the mid-1g60s seemed
t find confirmation in a subsequent session of the American Acade-
my of Religion in 1973 (again in Chicago) when.a group of scholars
with Islamic interests met to discuss the problem once again.

The present volume of essays, first inspired by a symposium on
Islam and the history of religions held at Arizona State University in
January 1980, is testimony to a partial but growing conquest of the
gap between the history of religions and Islamics. The agenda of the
symposium was not one of considering questions of method and ap-
proach to the field of study in the abstrace, but of devoting attention to
specific aspects of the Islamic tradition and of actually employing
some of the theoretical insights and methodological richness of the
science of religion to cast light on the area of interest. For the first time
in North America a large group of scholars who were trained or have
read widely in the history of religions and who identify themselves
with the concerns of this “field” have cooperated to share insights into
the Islamic tradition. The book goes heyond the achievement of the
symposium by providing scholars, students, and the gencral public
with carefully written essays on topics and issues first raised at the
symposium.,

Thus, in contrast to the strong, indeed almost exclusive, textual
and philological orientation of traditional Islamic studies, we have in
this volume papers that deal, for examnple, with such subjects as Islamic
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worship, popular religious practice, and the many-fsc}eted significance (‘)f
Qur'anic recitation in the daily lives of pious Mu_shms. The qnphas:s
falls upon an exposition of Islam as it is experienced and lived _by
members of the community. Although the ideal forms of a normative
fslam are not lost to sight, the recognition is brought to bear that the
reality of religion has its locus in the experience of the devotee ;md that
scholars must, above all else, subject themselves to .tha‘t experience.
There are also other papers that consider Islamic material in the light of
significant theoretical and philosophical schemes of topical importance,
which have been used by historians of religions with other specializa-
tions to illuminate their fields but have seldom been exP]()Itcd for the
insight they might afford into Islam. Although the battle is by no means
won—for the scholars in Islamic studies are a notoriously conservative
group—there is within the developments represented b): these essays at
least the beginning of a breakthrough to a wider perspective on the study
of Islam and to a more mutually fructifying relation between those occu-
pied with learning about Islam and those who are principally interested
in the phenomenon of religion. _ .

The elation that one may feel in observing the growing rapproach-
ment of what were previously two scholarly solitudes is dire:cd)r rc]_atcd
to the growth of Islamic studies in North American institutions.
Although as a religious tradition Islam still does not attl:a(:t‘thc atten-
tion given to more “exotic” traditions of India and the Far East, it has
come to be more widely and more firmly represented in dePn‘rtments :rf
religion and major university centers for the study of_ religion tl}an it
was a decade ago. The possibility of work on Islam exists where it did
not exist before, but more important is the underlying insight that no
study of the human religious venture that neglects the wea]thvof "thc
Islamic tradition can be complete or valid. A further cause of rejoicing
is the fact that those who most strongly exhibit the trend to base the
study of Islam on a foundation of the history of religions are younger
scholars, people who stand at the beginning of the most pfoductwc
phases of their careers. These scholars, in general, lack fmthmg of the
historical, linguistic, and philological qualifications of thetr'tcachcrs and
predecessors, but they have grafted onto this powerful heritage the sys-
tematic and phenomenological concerns which they have abml:bed at
the fect of their mentors in the history of religions. The lamentations of
the former years, therefore, now give way to hope and optimism. On
the basis of the evidence presented by this volume of essays we may
now look forward to a new phase in the evolution of Islamic studies in
which the resources developed for the study of religion in other areas
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Preface

hen the present volume was edited for publication

nearly two decades ago, Islam was already begin-

ning to be covered more regularly by the media.
“Covering Islam” recalls the double entendre which Edward W. Said sug-
gested in the title of his famous second work on Western
representations of Islam. The occasion for bringing together the con-
tents of this work was an international symposium on “Islam and the
History of Religions,” hosted by the Department of Religious Studies
at Arizona State University, Tempe, in January 1980. That was just
two years after the publication of Edward W. Said's first book,
Orientalism, which had attacked the political and epistemological foun-
dations of Western scholarship on Islamic civilization. It was just two
months after the Iranian Revolution and the taking of American
hostages. The symposium in 1980 and the publication of this volume
of essays in [98S, however, werc not in response to cither of thesc
events. The question that underlay the convening of the Arizona State
symposium came from inside the academy. We wanted to ask in a
serious way how to study Islamic religious data. What methods in the
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humanities and social sciences are most appropriate for the analysis
and interpretation of Islamic literary and social texts, in comparison
with the data of religions more generally?

What made these questions somewhat urgent in the 1980s was the
relative lack of any serious attention to Islam by historians of religion.
Very few specialists in Islamic studies who were trained in history of
religions and comparative studies of religion, were to be found in
departments of religion, even in the major graduate programs. Until the
1980s, departments of religious studies in North America by and large
depended on historians and linguists in Middle Fastern Studies depart-
ments and programs to teach the curriculum on Islamic religion, Tt was
to this situation that the present volume was addressed. For three days,
fifteen scholars presented papers that discussed method and theory in
religious studies, which they then applicd to a field of religious data in
Islam, such as scripture, ritual, conversion, and so on. Some thirty-five
other scholars registered for the conference and participated in the dis-
cugsions after each paper. The chapters in this volume are edited ver-
sions of many of the original symposium papers, with some new chap-
ters commissioned in order to form a more coherent volume.

Since the early 1980s, much has changed in Islamic religious studies
with regard to method and theory. The full brunt of the critique of
Orientalism produced a widespread postmodern mood of critical self-
examination of one’s motives for studying the “other.” The Iranian
Revolution was to be followed by many other movements of Islamic
renewal and religious nationalism in the Middle East, Africa, South
Asia, and elsewhere in the Islamic world. Issues of gender and feminist
theory have become prominent in religious studies, including Islam.
Globalization, the increasing international flow of capital, and the
power of the internet to enable new expressions of religious identity
are now known to have enormous influence on Muslims as well as
other religious communities. All these issues have generated new
dehates about method and theory in the study of Islam, and new con-
ferences and volumes are addressing some of these issues. We hope that
nonetheless the present volume will continue to be useful to students
and scholars of Islam because it preserves the opening round of debate
that was instrumental in encouraging these ongoing discussions about
approaches to Islam in religious studies.

I have edited the book with a view toward a common style of notes
and transliteration. Technical terms and phrases from Islamic
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languages, especially Arabic, have been transliterated in the book
according to the system commonly used in English language journals.
The use of linguists” diacritical marks over and under letters has gen-
erally been restricted to the first occurrence of the term in each
chapter, and thereafter in plain roman type. Technical terms are briefly
defined when they first occur in the text of each chapter.

Much of the cost of the symposium and of preparing these papers for
publication was paid for by a grant from the Research Division of the
National Endowment for the Humanities in 1979-80. Additional
financial and administrative assistance was provided by the Office of
Grants and Contracts at Arizona State University. Local donors also
were generous in their support of the project. My research assistant at
the time, Elizabeth Gottschalk, brought uncommon intelligence and
industry to many aspects of the project. Several colleagues kindly read
drafts of the volume and made helpful suggestions, inclnding Barbara
Metcalf, Bruce Lawrence, and Dale Eickelman. The final draft of the
manuseript was prepared by Betty Daniels and Marsha Johnson. T am
grateful to all of these organizations and individuals for their kind, gen-
erous and expert assistance in making the project and the book possible.

I should like to acknowledge the following works quoted at length in
this volume: Ibn Ishaq, The Life of Mubammad, trans. Alfred Guillaume
(by permission of Oxford University Press) and Jack Goody, The
Domestication of the Savage Mind (by permission of Cambridge
University Press). For the use of the map on p. 108, T shonld like to
credit A Historical Atlas of Soutbeast Asia, ed. Joseph E. Schwartzberg
(The University of Chicago Press, 1978).
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Islam and Religious Studies
An Introductory Essay

RICHARD C. MARTIN

he premise of this book, that Islam should receive
{ E , greater attention in religious studies, rests on more
than the current size, growth, and global impact of
the world Muslim population. The essays which follow also presume
that our understanding of Islam as religion and our understanding of
religion in terms of Islam are issues in need of more focuz.ed discussion
and clarity from scholars in religious studies. The traditional berth of
Islamic studies in oriental- and area-studies programs in select gradu-
ate centers at North American universities is part of the problem. The
failure of religious studies to congeal as a “discipline,” despite the ap-
pearance of an increasing number of departments of religion or re-
ligious studies, is also symptomatic. o
glWith implications fo{ the study of Islam and non—jug.lcu—(?hlnsmn
religious traditions generally, two of the subficlds associated with re-
ligious studies today have operated from quite different viewpoints,
often in open conflict with one another and to the detriment of a co-
herent appreciation of the subject matter. Theology has advocated a
normative understanding of “other” religions so thfnt they could be
judged by the confessional claims of Christianity. History of religions
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has held to the contrary that scholarly description and analysis of
other religions require detachment on the part of the observer.! The
claims of both approaches in their extreme forms—fideistic subjec-
tivism versus scientific objectivism—are qualified or rejected by the
authors of this volume.

Religious studies departments in North American colleges and uni-
versities share a common data field—the textual and behavioral ex-
pressions of human religiousness. It is in this context that theologians
and historians of religions, who in nineteenth-century Europe con-
ducted bitter polemics with one another from considerable institu-
tional distance, now find themselves in twentieth-century North
America in the position—if not yet always the mood—to participate
in dialoguc with one another within departments and programs of
religious studies. Thus, whilc it may be appropriate to speak of re-
ligious studics as a “field” in very general terms, a discipline it is not if
“discipline” is taken to mean operating with a common set of the-
orctical assumptions and methodological procedures. As in Women's
studies, Afro-American studies, Jewish studies, and other multi-disci-
plinary newcomers to the humanities in the 1g6os, scholars in re-
ligious studies have attemnpted to forge a new field without agreement
on discipline—or more accurately, scholars in religious studies have
attempted to gerrymander a data field of their own using a plurality of
theories, methods, and religion data bases drawn from other disci-
plines in the human sciences. In short, the organizing principle of
religious studies is a presumed subject matter, not a tradition of schol-
arship, as we find in such traditional humanities disciplines as classics,
philology, philosophy, literary criticism, and history.

Scholars in religious studies, nonethcless, have roots in traditional
disciplines. First are the traditional humanities just mentioned. Sec-
ond are the theological disciplines of theology, biblical studies, and
church history. Third are the social sciences, particularly anthropolo-
gy, linguistics, and psychology. Fourth are area studies (formerly ori-
ental studies), primarily Middle Eastern, East Asian, and South and
Southeast Asian studies. The religious studies specialist on Islam may
well have received doctoral training in Middle Eastern area studies, or
have trained in a theological seminary. Such specialists in the religious
studies context may, nonetheless, identify their teaching and writing
about Islamic religion as history of religions scholarship. Thus, not
just the theologian, but also the trained area specialist who migrates to
religious studies departments and curricula must be prepared to ask a
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new set of questions of the religious data she or he has been trained to
interpret. How well do history of religions and Islamic studies fit in
the field of religious studies, where religion as such is the discursive
subject matter among colleagues and students?

Islamic Studies and History of Religions

In an anthology of essays about the history of religions published near-
ly two decades ago, Charles ]. Adams offered a somber assessment of
the relationship between history of religions and Islamic StudlC.S.I
Trained as an Islamicist, Adams also studied history of religions w1t?1
Joachim Wach at the University of Chicago. Adams chose to pursuc this
duality of disciplines for the purpose of gaining, he said, “the concep-
tual tools for an ever sharper analysis of the Islamic tradition and for a
more lucid understanding of the relationships among its diverse ele-
ments as well as of its structural connections with other traditions.” As
recently as the mid-1960s, however, Adams was reluctantly forced to
conclude that it was “difficult to see a direct and fructifying relationship
between the activities of Islamicists and those of historians of religions.”
The reasons were twofold, he believed. “First, there is the fact that
historians of religions, as such, have dealt but little with Islamic d‘ata
and made only a relatively small original contribution to the growing
store of knowledge about Islamic peoples and their religious tradition.
The burden of the work in this field has been borne by Arabists,
Iranists, Indianists, and so on, working as historians and philologists in
a relatively restricted area of concern.” Second, “the great themes
which have dominated the horizon of historians of religions in recent
decades have not been such that would throw light on the Islamic
experience or speak to the problems occupying Islamics scholarship.™
Adams’s assessment, with which few have disagreed, calls attention to
an anomaly of scholarship that has held unfortunate consequences for
the academic study of Islam as religion.

Academic studies of religion and of Islam are constituted by com-
munities of scholars that have experienced notorious difficulty in relat-
ing to the rest of academe. As heirs to nineteenth-century Religionswis-
senschaft, historians of religions have been benignly neglected by
scholars in other disciplines of the humanities and social sciences. Isla-
micists, standing in the tradition of orientalism, have come under in-
creasing attack in recent years for their academic provincialism and for




4 Richard C. Martin

the distorted images of Islamic peoples and cultures many say they
have created. Ambiguous at best, the position of one who wishes to
address the question of “how” to study Islam as religion is further
complicated by the prevailing trend toward compartmentalization in
higher education. Scholars within the same university, studying vari-
ous aspects of Islamic civilization—languages, history, geography, ec-
onomics, politics, geology, or sociology-—are not likely to give serious
consideration to one another’s work unless they belong to the same
discipline or department. Prevailing conditions for hiring, promotion,
and tenure tend to discourage the writing of books and articles for
academic consideration outside of established disciplinary boundarics.

Another element of discord in the artempt to orchestrate cross-dis-
ciplinary approaches to cross-cultural studies comes from a cluster of
problems surrounding the relation of the obscrver to the observed.
Impartiality and detachment have often been noticeably lacking in
writings about “other” human cultures, and there is strong cvidence to
suggest that religions have changed under the impact of academic
study.* Among those who theorize about this process are scholars who
argue that the contents of another person’s faith will forever remain
undisclosed unless the observer is sympathetic to the faith of the peo-
ple he or she is studying. The hard line of this approach has it that
only Muslims can study (or teach about) Islam with any degree of
competent understanding. The softer line insists that “openness” or
“empathy” toward the faith and belicfs of others is a necessary precon-
dition to understanding, which seems to imply that only a “religious”
person can comprehend Islam as religion, “Professor of Religion” is a
doubly nuanced term, as Frederick Denny remarked at the sym-
posium where working drafts of most of the papers in this volume
were first discussed. S

Still another question of presuppositions concerns the limitations
imposed by the Weltanschauung of the place and time from which the
scholat makes his or her observations and judgments. Studies in her-
mencutical philosophy have made us more conscious of how the in-
terpreting subject is conditioned by a horizon of understanding—her
or his historicity—which is a necessary ingredient of the process of
textual study.® Moreover, many belicve that the time is now past for
limiting the study of Islam to strictly Western, scholarly points of
view. Does this imply that the only valid categories and terms avail-
able for analyzing Islamic religious phenomena are to be provided by
Islamn itself? Or are there general “disciplinary” universes of discourse
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in, say, historical, linguistic, social-scientifie, and religious studies for
explaining religious phenomena that would find discursive coherence,
if not congruence, among Western and non-Western scholars?

History of Religions

Like “religion” itself, “history of religions” is an elusive, imprecise
designation used throughout this volume in several differlent ways.
Disciplined, specialized study of the religions of humankind is pri-
marily an academic development of the past century. In Europe, Brit-
ain, and North America different schools for the study of religions have
arisen (and some have fallen) around a variety of articulated goals and
methods. In this sense, Religionswissenschaft, allgemeine Rrb;grbn.ggwxbf'rbu,
comparative religions, and phenomenology of religions are designa-
tions of scholars and movements belonging to specifie periods and
countries. Developments in historical, anthropological, sociological,
psychological, oriental, biblical, and theological studies have also influ-
enced the work of historians of religions, bur the one quality that has
separated religious studics from other disciplines has been the insis:»—
tence that religion as such constitutes a coherent field of data _tl]at is
susceptible to explanation and interpretation. “History of rellgz_ons"
and “religious studies” are terms used in these pages to refer collectively
to several established approaches to the study of religions gencrally.
The present attempt to explain and understand better the religious data
of the Islamic tradition in the context of religious studies generally
requires a brief survey of developments in the disciplines of the history
of religions during the past century. .
Although several informative “histories” of the history of religions
have been written,” the function and role of such scholarship from the
point of view of sociology of knowledge has yet to be adequately stud-
ied (also true of “oriental” or Islamic studies). The second half of the
nineteenth century, when the “scientific” study of religions gained in-
dependent status in faculties of European and British universities, was
the period when historical, anthropological, oriental, and biblical
studies were established as independent disciplines. Looking in retro-
spect at the contributions of Friederich Max Miiller and other found-
ing figures of Religionswissenschaft, it is difficult to ascertain the extent
to which the “scientific study of religions” advanced our knowledge
beyond the simultaneous contributions in the social, historical, and
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philological sciences. Miiller was himself an accomplished philologist
whose original work on the Rig Veda eventually brought him supervi-
sion of the project to translate the Sacred Books of the East. Miller
shared the general Victorian intellectual climate of the post-Darwin
era in which evolutionary history implied the evolution of culture (and
religion) from lower and simpler to higher and more complex forms;
in short, “progress.” If the prevailing assumption was that Chris-
tianity was the highest form of religion, there still remained the evolu-
tionary questions of “origins” and of developmental stages, to be dis-
cerned in the study of other religions, Implicit in this view of religions
was the teleological assumption of historical progress toward a “natu-
ral” religion common to all of humankind. Many believed that if the
accidents of “cultural” time and place could be winnowed away, com-
mon kernels of “natural” religion would remain on the threshing floor
of Religionswissenschaft. Specialized historico-philological studies in
Sanskrit, Arabic, and other sacred and archival languages held out the
promise of enabling useful comparative studies.

Allgemeine Religionsgeschichte was studied on the Continent during
the second half of the nineteenth century with the goal of removing it
as far as possible from the confessional concerns of the church and of
theological faculties. This led ineluctably to conflict between eccle-
siastical and scholarly figures. Another thrust of the allgemeine re-
Iigionsgeschichtliche Schule was toward the collective efforts of experts
rather than truly cross-disciplinary, cross-cultural studies. The prom-
ise of advancing knowledge of religions seemed to lie in such cooper-
ative enterprises as the German Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart and
the Scottish Encyclopaedia of Religion and Fthics, and in the convening of
the first of many international congresses of historians of religions in
1893 at Chicago. Both thrusts, toward encyclopedic knowledge and
toward scholarly cooperation in bringing together discrete areas of
expertise—eventually involving adherents of the religions being stud-
ied—were inheritances from the past century that have been heavily
reinvested in the second half of this century. Another important as-
pect came from the field work of anthropologists, adding the insights
of the “participant-observer” to the study of religious data not suscep-
tible to historico-philological methods. Until the beginning of the
twentieth century, then, the study of religions developed among spe-
cialists—historians, philologists, anthropologists, and archacolo-
gists—whose individual works focused on particular aspects of par-
ticular traditions. "T'hose who sought to combine the results in order to

 §
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focus on the study of religion as such relied upon the methods of
accumulation and comparison to learn about the evolution of “natural”
religion since the dawn of time.

. Perhaps the single most important event to bring about a general
i change of view was the First World War, whose carnage personally
affected many of the scholars by then engaged in the study of re-
ligions. The idea of cultural evolution and its attending notion of
human progress were badly shaken. In the aftermath a need was
strongly felt to find approaches that would allow the authentic ex-
pressions of “other” religions to speak for themselves without the im-
position of scholars' personal values. What was needed was an objec-
tive assessment of the role of religion in human life. In Holland and
Scandinavia emerged the school known as the “phenomenology of
religions.” )

Inspired (more than philosophically oriented) by the Continental
movement in philosophy by the same name, phenomenologists of re-
ligion sought to apply to the manifestations of religion in all cultures
methods of pure description in which the scholars’ judgments about
the value and truth of the religious data under investigation were de-
liberately suspended (gpocké). The object was to grasp the essence
(eidetic vision) that lay behind religious phenomena. Phenomenological
studies were more amenable to theological studies than the older at-
tempts at aligemeine Religionsgeschichte had been, for equally important
to scholars’ suspensions of judgment was the assumption that the em-
pirical manifestations of religious “phenomena” concealed decper
“noumenal” or sacred realities that could only be grasped in their es-
sence. If nineteenth-century scholars had produced ways of measur-
ing religion and culture by avoiding the supernatural as a presupposi-
tion altogether, phenomenology in the twentieth century was willing
to posit human religious experiences as responses to deeper realities,
however ineffable. Religion, then, was seen not as a stage in evolution-
ary history but rather as an essential aspect of human life.

The achievement of phenomenology was important for theorizing
about the nature of religion generally, but of little long-range conse-
quence for methodology. Many phenomenologists have opted for
methodological pluralism, combining whatever approaches in histor-
ical, linguistic, and social-scientific studies that would seem to throw
light on the religious phenomena under investigation. Especially from
the vast collections of ficld data made by social anthropologists, the
diverse expressions of human religious behavior have been culled and
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refined in search of common patterns—the universals of human re-
ligiousness. Phenomenology has continued the comparative and en-
cyclopedic characteristics of nineteenth-century allgemeine Religionsge-
schichte, seeking morc than simple comparisons by offering syntheses
of common, cross-cultural meanings. The most important contribu-
tion of phenomenology in recent writings has been to focus on the
process of understanding that takes place when the subject (religious
person, scholar) confronts the objcct (religious phenomenon, text).
The older historico-philological methods sought in textual analysis the
“intention” of the historic author of the text; original meanings, in
other words. So, too, structuralism aims at explaining a text or ritual
per se, but not so much the historical, diachronic meaning as the holis-
tic, synchronic meaning. Phenomenology, it seems, views the process
of religion in terms of stimulus/response (sacred or noumenal/religious
thought, action) and thus isolates for analysis the religious response or
“expericnce” as a ficld of research.

Phenomenological scholarship has also insisted upon open, em-
pathetic approaches to the understanding of religious phenomena.
One of the important trends of ninetcenth-century historiography was
the distinction made by Wilhelm Dilthey (1833—191 1) and others be-
tween the natural sciences and cultural studies (Geisteswissenschaften).
Culrural or human studies have as their object all the doings and cre-
ations of humankind in the historically evolving expressions of artis-
tic, intellectual, social, economic, religious, political (and scientific)
forms, For human studies as for phenomenological studies, under-
standing culture requires broad knowledge, including psychology,
history. economics, philology, literary criticism—in short, all the dis-
ciplines that study human beings, their intellectual and social ac-
tivities. The most important methodological component of Dilthey’s
historiography was das Versteben, a technical term that meant the com-
prehension of the ideas, intentions, and feelings of people through the
empirical manifestations of culture. The Versteben method assumes
that human beings in all societies and historical circumstances experi-
ence life as meaningful, and they express these meanings in discern-
ible patterns that can be analyzed and understood.

The goal of understanding another person’s religion has amounted
for some historians of religions to more than cross-cultural knowledge;
cross-cultural communication has also been invested with the rele-
ological goal of universal human understanding. International bodies
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of historians of religions have sought this end by inviting proponents
of the various religions to expound their faiths on their own terms. To
the same end, departments of religious studies, especially in North
American universities, have appointed Muslims, Buddhists, and oth-
ers to their faculties to achieve “authentic” instruction in world re-
ligions. Laudible as this effort may be for ecumenical and cross-cultur-
al conferences, it also indicates the apparent willingness of some
religious studies faculties to be more impressed by wnfcssiotlal t'han
academic credentials. Some scholars in religious studies have |ust|ﬁefi
these unusual hiring practices by observing that the evolving condi-
tion of increased international travel, communication, and study have
held the practical consequence that learning and teaching about the
faith of Muslims now involves Muslims in the classroom on both sides
of the lecturn.

Under these circumstances has come yet another approach to the
history of religions, usually called the “personalist” or “dialogic” ap-
proach. Its most eloquent spokesman, Wilfred Cangwell Smith, has
taken a nominalist stance against the standard stock of terms and cate-
gories into which the components of religions have traditiomlly'bccn
parsed. While not entirely discounting the achievements in oriental
studies and history of religions in the past, Smith argues that th? ol:.t—
ject sine qua non of scholarly understanding is the faith held by indi-
vidual Muslims (or Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, and so forth) in
real life contexts. That faith is only imperfectly disclosed in the nor-
mative textual materials of a tradition such as Islam. Any reading of
these materials will fail to grasp the faith of Muslims if it yields expla-
nations and interpretations that are not in accord with what Muslims
themselves say they mean.®

The scope of Smith’s program for the contemporary phase of the
history of the history of religions seems to be truly ecumenfcal, calling
for human beings of many faiths to enter into dialogue in order to
better understand each other’s deepest concerns, and ultimately, their
common humanity. The personalist or dialogic approach is frankly
suspect if not antagonistic toward scholarly preoccupation with meth-
odology, for most programs of analysis require an attitude of personal
detachment between the observer and the observed. Although Smith
has often been attacked and perhaps misunderstood by most lsla-
micists and historians of religions, his influence is, nonctheless, to be
seen in some of the contributions to this volume.
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Since 1960 the history of religions in North American universities
has become increasingly conscious of its identity as a scholarly disci-
pline.? Much of the discussion has tricd to focus on content through
the lenses of inethod and theory. !® The structuralist analysis of myth
by Claude Levi-Strauss, the study of religion as a cultural symbol
system by Clifford Geertz, and the interpretation of the ritual aspects
of pilgrimage by Victor Turner, among others, have inspired consid-
erable writing and scholarly colloquia among historians of religions,
In this regard it should be noted that the recent renaissance in the
study of religions by cultural anthropologists, although not an explicit
recognition of the work of historians of religions, is, nonetheless, an
affirmation that religion as such forms a coherent field of research.
The importance of such work lies in insisting on the logical priority of
achieving methodological clarity and verifiable application of method
in relation to the data of specific religious communities and traditions.
Another important value of more recent trends in history of religions
is the promise of ncw approaches to cross-cultural studies. The histo-
rian of religions with special competence in Islamic studies is in a
position to facilitate expanded approaches to the study of Islam
which, in both its similarities and dissimilarities to other traditions,
must necessarily be studied for any comprehensive understanding of
religion as an object of scholarly research. Islam is not a purely Ara-
bian or even Middle Eastern phenomenon, It is found in Southeast
Asia; China; the Soviet Union; Africa, south of the Sahara; and other
parts of the world in impressive strength. The processes of socializa-
tion and symbolization by which Islam is perpetuated in local en-
vironments, alongside Hinduism, Confucianism, Christianity, tribal
shamanism, and sccular ideologies, make the study of Islam an impor-
tant aspect of the study of religions generally.

Islamic Studies

Scholars admire textual work well done, and few have done it better
than nineteenth-century European orientalists. Possession of such
rigorous standards of excellence has not been the privilege of everyone
who has attempted to contribute to scholarship on Islam. Islamists
have conserved the standards of their discipline by assailing the medi-
ocrity they have found in the work of mentors, colleagues, and stu-
dents with whom they disagree. Measurcs of appreciation and compe-

r

tence are based on simple and severe criteria: unequivocal knowledge
of Muslim oriental languages and the mastery of vast repositories of
texts. Until recently, Islamicists have judged themselves more or less
in isolation from the rest of academe. Even the Mandarins of other
disciplines could only stand in awe at the sheer weight of erudition in
Islamic studies. What had taken centuries to edit, translate, codify,
and interpret in the Greco-Roman and Hebrew classics had been tol-
crably well imitated by a handful of orientalists in the ninetcenth cen-
tury, the majority of whom first trained as classicists or Semiticists.

[n an acerbic essay entitled “The State of Middle Fastern Stud-
ies,”!! Princeton historian Bernard Lewis places today’s poor showing
in Middle Eastern studies in perspective by first reviewing the history
of the Western study of Islam since the Middle Ages. The original
impetus for Europeans to study Islam, Lewis summarizes, sprang
from two motives, The first was to learn more about the classical
heritage that had been preserved in Arabic translations and commen-
taries; the second was to mount an informed Christian polemic against
Islam. As Christendom pulled ahead of the Islamic world in science
and political strength toward the end of the Middle Ages, and as it
became apparent that the conversion of Muslims could never be ac-
complished on a large scale, both motives began to fade. Instead, with
the Renaissance came new reasons to study Islam. First was the new
intellectual curiosity about alien cultures (a curiosity that Lewis, like
G. E. von Grunchaum before him, finds unique to Europeans and
especially wanting among the Third World intelligentsia). The Re-
naissance also brought about a revival of intcrest in classical philology
(which became the paradigm for understanding other cultures) and
increased travel to oriental lands, largely in the service of European
economic interests. And, the Renaissance saw the rise of biblical and
Semitic studies, for which many scholars viewed the study of Arabic
language and texts as useful tools.

It was in the nineteenth century, however, that oriental studies
came of age as a separate discipline in European universities. In
France and England the motives were in part political as both coun-
tries pursued colonial ambitions in the Middle East, In Germany and
Eastern Europe scholarly work on Muslim oriental languages and
texts was more classical, especially among Jewish textualists who had,
Lewis observes, better cognate language skills and fewer polemical
and political interests in the subjugation of Middle Eastern peoples.
Throughout Middle Eastern studies generally in the nineteenth cen-
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tury, however, the primary focus was on Islamic religion, history, and
literature. The writing of contemporary Middle Eastern history was
left to colonial historians.

World War 11 convinced educators and the United States govern-
ment that something had to be done ahout the lack of trained profes-
sionals with language skills and knowledge of other cultures. The
growth of area studies programs in major universities at mid-century
¢ n:aslicncd the rise of many new programs in Middle Eastern studics
in this country. There has been some debate about whether Middle
Eastern studies is an interdisciplinary program or a discipline unto
itself. Leaving this question aside for the moment, most assessments
of Middle Fastern studies in the 1970s have eoncluded that such pro-
grams generally have groaned under an undue burden of “tenured
medioerity.” By comparison with oriental studies in the nineteenth
and carly twentieth centuries, arca studies on the Middle East have
been crippled by faculty incompetence, inadequate curricula (es-
pecially in language preparation), and lower admissions standards for
students. A critical analysis of Middle Eastern studies by Leonard
Binder!? finds the fault primarily in faculties ill-prepared to teach
their subject, and this he documents from the findings of Richard D.
Lambert's Language and Area Studies Review, published in 1973.13 Ber-
nard Lewis agrecs, but finds other factors as well to explain the pre-
sent dilemma of Middle Eastern studies. With the rapid growth in
opportunity to teach about the Middle East after World War I1, deans
with too many positions were chasing after too few competent schol-
ars. The resulting recession of scholarship incvitably resolved itsclf in
the academically inflationary practice of biring native speakers who
seldom had the necessary training in history, economics, or lin-
guistics—the disciplines for which they were hired to teach. Not just
in Middle Fastern studies, but in many departments and inter-
disciplinary programs (including religious studics as we have seen),
educators have heen curiously persuaded by the epistemological mys-
tique that only a Jew can teach Judaism, a black black studies, a Mus-
lim Islamic studies, and so on. As in religious studies, such hiring
practices are not suspect per se but only when adequate training in an
academic discipline is thereby overlooked,

Binder raises another problem that bears more directly upon the
essays in this volume. In a section of his paper entitled “Arca Studies
Versus the Disciplines,” he points out that many disciplines reject the
notion that cultures are unique and thus essentially incomparable, At
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the root of this issue is the question of whether the subject matter
(Middle East, Islamic world) is primary and requires methods of
study derived from the subject matter itself (thus requiring a distinct
discipline called, say, “Middle Eastern studies”); or are academic disci-
plines (linguistics, historical studies, political science, anthropology,
etc.) primary, and thus able to apply generally valid research methods
to the study of Middle Fastern data. The epistemological questions in
this debate are serious ones for which there are no easy answers. Bind-
er bases his conclusion that methodology is derived from the cultural
object of study on the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl—an epis-
temological stance that has lost most of its support among hermeneuti-
cal philosophers in recent times. Historians of religions are caught
squarely in the middle of this dilemma, as the papers in this volume
demonstrate. Although most religionists would wish to maintain that
religion as such forms a field of study, and thus there must be meth-
ods, categories, and hence comparative problems and solutions in the
study of the religions of humankind, others would argue that the stu-
dent of a particular religion must be prepared mentally (some say spir-
itually) to inhabit the subject matter in order to grasp its specific
meanings. Practitioners of religious studies, like those of area studies,
have yet to agree upon the proper emphasis and relationship between
method and subject matter.

The critique of Islamic studics has taken on a new (or renewed an
old) dimension in recent years into which any discussion of “Islam
and the History of Religions” is necessarily drawn. In another section
of his essay, Binder discusses “Orientalism Versus Area Studies,”
pointing out that the nineteenth-century tradition of oriental studies
was based on bistorical and philological paradigms established by the
study of the classics.'* Orientalism, then, regarded its subject matter
historically as primarily a late contemporary of the classical Judeo—
Hellenic—Roman—Christian tradition and polemically as an incom-
plete or aberrant development out of Western Late Antiquity. These
orientalists, nonetheless, have bequeathcd to the present generation
monumental works of scholarship on the Islamic religion, history, and
society, without which Middle Eastern and Islamic studies today
would be unthinkable. Many scholars would agree with Binder on
both counts—rthat there are religious and political prejudices to be
found in Middle Fastern studies, but that a considerable debt is owed
to orientalist scholarship. The question is how serious and how per-
vasive were the prejudices that animated the desire to study the Mus-
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lim Orient, and what effect do they continue to have upon those who
pursue Middle Fastern studies today?

A provocative answer to this question has been given by Edward
W. Said in his book, Orientalism,'S which will be reviewed briefly in
order to grasp the sometimes less visible but nonetheless imposing
polemical climate in which the papers in this volume were written and
then discussed among the authors.

Edward Said's Orientalism secks to illumine the darker side of West-
ern imperialism and colonialism. It secks to demonstrate that “oriental
studies” as a scholarly discipline was materially and intellectually as-
sociated with European political and economic ambitions, and thus
that orientalism produced a “style of thought based upon an on-
wlogical and epistemological distinction between ‘the Orient’ and,
most of the time, ‘the Occident.” "¢ Following Michel Foucault, Said
argues that Western orientalism has developed ways of “discoursing”
about the Orient (by which he means primarily the Muslim Orienr,
particularly the Arab) that establish and perpetuate a sense of Euro-

pean cultural superiority over that “other,” “alien” culture. In Said's
own words,

the Orientalist surveys the Orient from above, with the aim of get-
ting hold of the whole sprawling panorama before him—culture,
religion, mind, history, society. To do this he must see every detail
through the device of a sct of reductive categories (the Semites, the
Muslim mind, the Orient, and so forth). Since these catcgories are
primarily schematic and efficient ones, and since it is more or less
assumed that no Oriental can know himself the way an Orientalist
can, any vision of the Orient ultimately comes ro rely for its co-
herence and force on the person, institution, or discourse whose
property it is.'”

Edward Said has put his finger on something that has bothered a
number of thoughtful students of the Middle East and of Islam for
some time. He offers an interpretation of the nature and the causes of
the many forms of bias that haunt the writings of Western travelers,
colonial historians, missionaries, novelists, and scholars. The more
popular and easily recognized forms of such biases today have to do
with media projections of the Arab (which most people equate with
“Muslim”) as given to lechery, backwardness, irrationality, and so on.
Less obvious, perhaps, are the kinds of academic trearment given to
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Muslim scholarship in such otherwise impressive works as the En-
cyclopacdia of Islam, where in countless articles traditional and contem-
porary Muslim views are contrasted with what their sources really say
(or fail to say) when they are subjected to historical and textual criti-
cism.

Such academic imperialism, however, not only divides Leiden from
al-Azhar, but to be fair, it also divided Athens from Jerusalem and, in
our own day, the historian from the believer generally. The real prob-
lem posed by Said’s undisguised “discourse” against oricntalism is that
the conflict between the historian and the believer in the West has
been an intracultural skirmish, whereas the orientalism quagmire is
intercultural. However unavoidable and perceptive the issues raised
by Edward Said may be, his essay has elicited much righteous indig-
nation on both sides, but has spurred little helpful communication.

Despite the sorry problems that attend any discussion into which
the charges of racial and political chauvinism are injected, the essence
of the problem raised by Said is an important one to the academic
community. An important question to be asked is whether Middle
Eastern (Islamic) studies ought any longer to be considered a distinct
and scparate discipline, with its own standards and stores of knowl-
edge which only it can interpret, or whether the study of the Middle
Fast and Islam more generally ought to be informed by the disciplines
of history, anthropology, literary criticism, religious studies, and so
on. The study of Islam in departments of religious studies will not be
unaffected by the way scholars in the buman sciences choose to an-
swer this question. In the latter case, individual scholars (whether
American, British, Egyptian, Iranian, or Japanese), without absolute
methods and insights, will have to justify the validity of their selection
and interpretation of data among colleagues who work within the
same disciplines. In the last few pages of Orientalism, Said seems to opt
for the latter, although on the whole he does not violate his stated
intention of describing the problem of orientalism rather than offering
solutions. It seems futile to maintain that there is no problem, al-
though Said complicates the issue by offering an interpretation that is
more blatantly ethnocentric and politicized than most of the targets of
his own criticism. It seems rather more to the point to try to cast
discourse about the Middle Fast (or Islamic world) in the language and
methods of disciplines, and to coordinate Middle Fastern studies as
cross- or multi-disciplinary ventures. The problems presented by
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Western faculty incompetence and by the gratuitous mystique of the
native speaker can then be judged by the normal criteria of promotion
and tenure applied within each discipline.

It is a hopcful sign that historians, social scientists, and historians of
religions are exploring the use of one another’s methods in recent
times to a much greater degree. Thus semiotics, structuralism, func-
tionalism, and phenomenology have produced theories of cultural
meaning that cut across the disciplines of linguistics, anthropology,
historiography, and history of religions, among others. Multi-disci-
plinary focus on common subject matters and the creative adaptation
and application of methods to select fields of religious data are really
what the contrihutors to this volume have sought to raise for discus-
sion among readers.

Knowing Muslim languages, or heing Muslim, or even being ex-
tremely empathetic to Islam is no guarantee that one’s interpretation
of Islam can claim validity in the human sciences. Yet the lack of
competent knowledge of languages, history, and the culture of the
people being studied can lead methodologists to mere analytical game-
playing with artificial fields of data. Research methods are continually
subject to adjustment and refinement as scholars consider the applica-
tion of these to particular fields of data. The desire to study one field
rather than another is prohably inspired by the suhject matter itself as
well as something personal with each scholar. How to study a data
field, or the discussion of how to study it, is what we mean hy meth-
odology. The contributors to this volume have, for a variety of rea-
sons, been drawn to the study of Islamic religious data. In the context
of the prohlems to which this book is addressed, the intention has
been to clarify how these scholars do what they do as students of
Islamic manifestations of religion.

Islam Within the Disciplines of Religious Studies

The subtitle of the final section of this introductory essay paraphrases
the title of an article by Jacob Nensner, who raises three questions
about the “discipline” of religious studies at the graduate level:

First, has the discipline produced a common curriculum, based on a
firm consensus on what we think education in the discipline should
accomplish? Do textbooks transmir this second-level rradition of
learning?
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Second, does scholarship in the discipline follow a program of
inquiry, so that there is perceptible progress in the investigation of
long-term guestions?

Third, are there criteria by which achievement is recognized and
triviality and p ion properly labeled?'®

That the answer to all three questions must, in the mid-198os, be an
embarrassing negative rests as much or more on the evidence of how
Islam is studied as on how Judaism is studied (as in Neusner's exam-
ple) in departments of religious studies. To quote Neusner again con-
cerning the analysis of religious texts:

Even though, through philology, we understand every word of a
text, and, through history, we know just what happened in the event
or time to which the text restifies, we still do not understand that
text. A religious text serves not merely the purposes of philology or
history. It demands its proper place as a statement of religion. Read
as anything but a statement of religion, it is misunderstood. Accord-
ingly, despite the primitive condition of religious studics as presently
practiced, the discipline-in-the-making known as religious studies
does promise for Jewish learning whar has not yet been attained. '

The embarrassment of the failure of religious studies to congeal as a
discipline but the promise that it might by seeking consensus on cur-
riculum, problem-solving, and criteria of achievement versus triv-
iality, is the broader academic background to the essays in this book.
The narrower resources are history of religions scholarship on Islam,
and oriental and Islamic area studies, Drawing necessarily from the
narrower academic contexts, the problems to be addressed in these
pages are those belonging to religious studies more generally. It is in
religious studies scholarship and curricula that we must address the
problem of understanding Islam as a religion, and beyond that, the
question of what the scholar’s construct, “religion,” means with refer-
ence to the Islamic data.

The data fields examined in each of the essays are Islamic ones,
ranging widely historically and geographically. The kinds of data are
manifold, from textual, to social-historical, to ritual-symbolical. Con-
structive criticism of long-accepted approaches to the study of Islam
and attempts to apply the methods and theories of other disciplines to
Islamic religious data are presented here in the service of bringing
about needed change and improvement in the study of Islam as re-
ligion. Parts One to Four form groups of essays addressed to issues in
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religious studies. Part Five presents two quite different responses by
noted Muslim writers on Islam to the enterprise undertaken in this
book. Altogether, the chapters form a conversation and discussion
about Islam and the study of religion—a subject which this volume
does not and can not exhaust, but to which we hope serious attention
will be drawn.

Bart One

Scripture and Prophet

n a style of scholarship made commonplace in

@ nineteenth-century Religionswissenschaft and bibli-

cal criticism, contemporary approaches to relig-

ious studies tend to follow a common format, beginning with descrip-
tive accounts of sacred writings and the lives and teachings of
prophets, holy men, or other “founders” of a given religion. So, too,
standard texts on Islam locate discussions of the Qurdn and the
Prophet Muhammad at the beginning as ingredients essential to the
larger story. However useful this may be for understanding the ori-
gins and historical formation of a given tradition, the “great books"
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and “great leaders” approach to humanistic studies must yield to alter-
native ways of understanding religion. By placing the topics of scrip-
ture and prophet at the beginning of books on religions, their impor-
tance to the ongoing tradition often seems to recede as other subjects
are introduced by each new chapter. Beyond the important questions
of the formation of the text of any scripture and the historicity of a
prophet/founder arc their liturgical, ritual, and social significance as
paradigmatic symbol systems in the lives of Hindus, Buddhists, "Tao-
ists, Jews, Christians, and Muslims. Philological reconstruction of the
meaning, say, of Qur'anic locutions in the time of the nascent Muslim
umma (community) in Arabia or in the literary florescence of Middle
Arabic in the cighth and ninth centuries is not sufficient evidence for
understanding the cultural space occupied by the Qur'in in a given
Muslim socicty. Literary and historical eriticism, even when extended
into the history of textual exegesis, also fails to solve this central prob-
lem of religious studics.

‘The remedy called for is not the abandonment of historical, phi-
lological, and literary analyses of the Qur'an or biographies of the
Prophet, for the methods used in such scholarship have produced un-
questionably useful resules. Rather, based on the findings of textual,
historical, and literary studies, religious studies must go on to ask a
different set of questions about how such texts testify to the religion of
Muslims. To answer the question of religion, the cultural context in
which scripture and prophet arc learned and internalized pedagogical-
ly, ritually, and socially must also be factored into the analysis. There
is a need to discover the Islamic conceptions of “seripture” and
“prophet” implicit in Muslim materials. The processes of symbolism
and socialization inherent in Muslim societies as well as in the texts
written within those societies are open to other interpretations than
those canonized by Refigionswissenschaft and historical studics.

Part One, then, seeks to raise a different set of questions about the
traditional categories of “scripture” and “prophet.” The two inquiries
which follow do not attempt to lay out an cntire new agenda in re-
ligious studies—it is too soon for that. Rather, limited departures are
taken by each author, thereby opening a long-needed discussion in
each case, yet with the recognition that other kinds of questions and
approaches are possible and to be encouraged.

In Chapter 2, William A, Graham analyzes relevant passages in the
Qur'in and other sources to arrive at an Islamic sense of seripture
which comes much closer to the notion of liturgical recitation than
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sacred writing. Although the meaning of qur'dn as “recitation” has
long been noted in Western scholarship, Graham’s point is that in re-
ligious studics we have yet to pay sufficient attention to what this
implies for understanding the Qurian in Muslim culture, Gmham
makes the additional point that a better understanding of the liturgical
significance of the Qur'in may enable us to appreciate better the sig-
nificance of scriptures in other religions.

In Chapter 3, Earle H. Waugh applies model theory, which he de-
velops in the first part of his discussion, to the biography of the Proph-
et Muhammad and to the ways in which prophetic biographies have
been written and understood in different moments of Islamic history.
It has often been noticed, for example, that 1bn Ishaq's biography of
Muhammad has served in paradigmatic ways for Islamic self-under-
standing throughout history. Waugh refines the discussion of models
as analytical tools and then he attempts to show how Ibn Ishaq’s treat-
ment of conflict-resolution in the life and times of Muhammad became
an authoritative model under quite different circuinstances in later
history, with emphasis on modern Egyptian commentators.

In sum, it is necessary but not sufficient in religious studies to fa-
miliarize ourselves with scriptures and the lives and reachings of
prophets as these are presented in the classical sources. Religious
world views and patterns of behavior depend in ways we have yet to
understand adequately upon how religious people interpret such ma-
terials. Part One secks to address such questions.
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Qur’an as Spoken Word

An Islamic Contribution to the Understanding
of Scripture

WILLIAM A. GRAHAM

he appearance of a collection of essays on "Ap-

proaches to Islam in Religious Studies” under-

scores a widespread judgment among concerned
scholars that the relationship between Islamic studies and the study of
religion has been a relatively unproductive one.! It is not unfair to say
that the broader, generic study of religious life and history has not
been sufficiently informed by Islamic data, while Islamicists have cor-
respondingly made less than satisfactory use of more general scholarly
studies in religion.? In particular, Islamic studies have contributed
little to and profited little from the phenomenological study of religion
(a situation, it must be added, that they share in large part with Judaic
and Christian studies?).

The present study is an attempt to consider a specific instance in
which Islamic data and the problem of understanding those data are
directly relevant to the development of a more adequate understand-
ing of an important general concept in religion. This concept, or phe-
nomenon, is that of scripture, and as obvious a topic as it might seem in
the light of the uniquely scriptural character of the Islamic tradition, it
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has not received sufficiently serious attention even from those histo-
rians of religion with special expertise in Islamic studies. In what fol-
lows, 1 will consider first the idea of scripture as a generic concept in
modern scholarship in religion, examining its limitations and suggest-
ing some correctives. To substantiate these suggestions, I shall turn
specifically to the Muslim notion of scripture and argue that the role of
the Qur'an in Muslim life and consciousness illumines with particular
clarity an important aspect of scripture that has received little or no
attention in modern scholarship, namely, its oral and aural character,
its function as spoken word.

Scripture as a Generic Category

The modern scholarly use of “scripture” as a general concept has, like
so many usages in the study of religion, developed out of the specific
context of the Jewish and especially the Christian tradition. Only rela-
tively recently has it become common for this concepr to be gener-
alized and applied generically to normative texts of other religious
traditions.* The primary signification of “scripture,” or of any of its
European-language equivalents such as the German Schrift, French
écriture, or Italian scrittura, was originally, and remains still specifical-
ly, the Jewish or the Christian Bible. The word derives from the Latin
scriptura, a “writing,” which in turn translates the Greek ypagn (or its
plural yoaddw). The idea of divinely revealed or inspired written
word—“the books,” “what is written,” i.e. “scripture”—is at least as
old in the West as the post-exilic period of Jewish history and certainly
attested in the second century B.C.E. in terms such as ba-sifarim (“the
books"—in Greek translation t& fifhic, which through Latin became
“bible,"” “Bibel,” etc.), which was used to refer to part or all of the
Hebrew sacred writings.®

Here the related notion of a “canon” of scriptures is relevant. Al-
though there is no specific Jewish equivalent for the Christian appropri-
ation of xavav (lit. “rod,” then “measure,” “rule”) to designate a for-
mally delimited corpus of sacred and normative writings, the concept
of such a corpus clearly is based upon Jewish ideas that antedate the
sccond-century Christian concept considerably.® Indeed, for the first
century, and most of the second, the “Bible of the Church” was “the
holy books” (t&x piphia t&x &yia) of the Jews: the threefold collection
(later known as Tunakh) of the Torah (= the Pentateuch), the Prophets

Qur'dn as Spoken Word 25

(Nebi'im) and the other “Writings” (ktdbim = Gr. &pnoypada).” The
subsequent Christian agreement upon a “canon” of “the New Cove-
nant” (an “agreement” that has differed in different sectors and different
periods in its specifics) completed the process whereby the idea of a
canon of scripture became a shared (although differently derived and
defined) concept for Christians and Jews. It is this shared concept that,
many centuries later, was taken and used generically when the Judeo-
Christian West began serious academic study of other religious
mraditions.

In this academic study (which today is no longer only “Western”
but international), “scripture” has become one of those taken-for-
granted categories that everyone uses with scarcely a second thought.
Most students of religion would concede to scripture a prominent
rank, at least in literate cultures, among important and widespread
religious phenomena. “Scripture” as a generic term seems ob?vin.usly
applicable to texts quite different from those of Jews and Christians.
No one is very exercised about the use of labels such as “Zoroastrian
holy writ,” “Vedic scripture,” “the Tibetan canon,” or “Buddhist sa-
cred texts,” or about placing them alongside “Christian scripture” or
“Jewish canonical writings” as examples of the same general category
of phenomena, It was upon just such texts as would fit into this kind
of category that the study of religion, and especially the historical
study of the major religious traditions, focused during its rapid devel-
opment in the nineteenth century. Max Miiller’s series of text-edi-
tions, The Sacred Books of the East, is one kind of monument to such
study; others would be the great “schools” of biblical scholarship asso-
ciated with persons of the stature of Julius Wellhausen in Hebrew-
Bible studies or F. C. Baur in New Testament studies.® The task at
hand in such studies was clear: the application of historical-critical,
text-critical, and linguistic analysis to the central texts of the “world
religions,” including those of one's own tradition.

The result of these studies, impressive and important as they con-
tinue to be, has been a continuing focus upon particular written texts
that have come in various traditions to carry the sacred and normative,
usually inspired, authority of seripture. The study of scripture in the
major orientalist and biblical fields has, even up to the present, meant
the study of documents and the historical context in which they arose.
The chief concerns have been to establish an “original,” uncorrupted
text, to reconstruct the process of composition of the text, to analyze
the text for contemporaneous historical information, and to search out
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key ideas of the text and trace their “sources” or antecedents. As a
result, the ongoing role of a text as scripture in the subsequent life and
faith of a given tradition has received relatively littdle scholarly atten-
tion.? The study of religious texts in their function as scriptures has
been subordinated to the critical study of their earliest written forms.
This is changing as more scholars are devoting themselves to the in-
vestigation of “post-classical” religion in the great world traditions,
but in general “scriptural studics” devoted to tracing the historical
roles of sacred texts have yet to emerge in their own right. Further-
more, the prevalent focus upon original texts and their historical con-
texts has meant not only that descriptive work on scripture in the later
life of the various communities has suffered, but also that interest in
scripture as a generic phenomenon has been small vis-a-vis the interest
in particular sacred texts. 10

The relative lack of interest in scripture as a general religious phe-
nomenon has been especially glaring in general and comparative stud-
ies in religion. Here there has been an often noted bias in favor of
“archaic” or “nonliterate” religious cultures where seripture, unlike
myth, ritual, sacrifice, sacred space, or the like, is not a relevant phe-
nomenon. '! When treated at all in the major phenomenological works
on religion, scripture has tended to be defined in accordance with
textual-studies usage as “sacred writings” and correspondingly dealt
with under the rubric, “holy writ,” or the like. This category, in turn,
has been usually paired with “holy word” in most catechisms of major
religious phenomena and viewed as either an ancillary or later (and
hence less “original”) development of the inherently oral phenomenon
of the primordial sacred word, or “word of power” (van der Lecuw.)!?
Several phenomenologists have underscored this dichotomy of word
and writ by pointing out that although the written word fixes and
lends permanence to the spoken word, it also threatens to kill the
originally vital spirit of the oral word by incarcerating it in “the let-
ter,”! In this way, students of religion have reinforced the delimita-
tion of scripture to the “black and white” text, the “canonical” collec-
tion, and the “holy writ” of theological and legal authority in a
tradition.

The cumulative result of these tendencies in specialist and gener-
alist scholarship, together with the inherent etymological connection
of terms for “scripture” with writing in the West, '* has been effective-
ly to objectify scripture as merely a special kind of written document
or book. The problem this presents is not the linkage of scripture to
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the written word, but the simplistic understanding of scripture as only
the written word, only the physical text of the holy writ. Scripture
has come to refer too easily to one object, albeit an important one,
among the many trappings of religious life.

Underlying such an objectified usage are a constellation of attitudes

uliar to the modern Western crucible in which the history of re-
ligion has taken shape as a field of study. These attitudes center upon

our understanding of language itself, which tends to be primarily
script-oriented and visual as opposed to sound-oriented and oral. We
are, as has been pointed out by several scholars in recent years, a

phic culture in which it is unconsciously assumed that the
really fundamental form of language is the written or printed word.
We have lost to a large degree the oral-aural dimensions of literate
culture that characterized our own civilization well beyond the
Gutenberg revolution up to perhaps the Enlightenment, and that still
characterize most other literate cultures of the world today. Domi-
nated by the silent, mass-produced, printed word, we have come o
think of books as repositories of written words, data, and ideas, and
hence as objects rather than living, speaking texts. Such an uncon-
scious attitude is further reinforced by our scholarly premiums on
scientific classification and “objective” analysis, both of which are pe-
culiarly congenial to the printed page.'* Thus it is easily understand-
able how we have come to assume a definition of scripture that focuses
upon its normative status as a sacred and authoritative document that
has been canonized or otherwise fixed and officially recognized as di-
vinely or primordially ordained.

What is left out in this kind of objectified definition of scripture is
recognition of and emphasis on the fact that “scripture” only becomes
a useful and meaningful concept for the study of religion when it is
understood to be a relational rather than an absolute category or phe-
nomenon, A more adequate understanding of scripture has to include
an awareness that it refers not simply to a text but always to a text in
its relationship to an ongoing tradition, that is, in its relationship to
persons and communities of faith for whom it is sacred and normative.
So long as one uses “scripturc” unreflectively to refer to a document
rather than to a document as it is understood by those for whom it is more than
a document, the meaning of scripture as an important phenomenon in
religious life and history will be inaccessible. Similarly, the usefulness
of “scripture” as a meaningful category in the analysis of religion will
be minimal. Scripture, when properly seen in its relational context of
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meaning, refers to a living, active, immediate reality in people’s lives
rather than merely a complered, transmitted piece of writing.

If such a “relational” or funcrional definition of scripture is accept-
ed, scriptural studies open onto various facets of religious life. Study
of scriptures will involve study of the transmission and cxegesis of a
sacred text in contexts such as those of law, ethics, theology, mys-
ticism, and sectarianism. It will seck to elucidate the role of the text in
ritual and liturgy, and even in the broader sector of secular appropria-
tion of and allusion to the sacred text. Especially it will include con-
cern with the function of the text in popular piety and practice,
whether rthese involve superstition and magic or the most elevared
levels of devotional life. A canonical writing is something people read
and study, a scripture something people live by and for. In dealing
with scripture the historian of religion has to do with texts that
“speak” to the faithful. Such texts are scriptures only insofar as the
faithful see or, more often, bear in them something more than a piece of
beautiful prose or poetry.'6

Nowhere is the active funcrion of scripturc in human lives mnore
dramarically evident than its role as spoken word, Whatever its ety-
mology and literal signification, “scripture” is most vividly evident
where it lives as an oral and aural, vocal reality. No one would want to
deny that the idea of a book of holy writ, a written verbal witness of
the transcendent, is central to the concept of scripturc; but so also is
the essentially oral nature of even the written word, especially before
first papcr, and then printing, made physical replication of texts easier
than memorization, which is an oral-aural activity. Scripture is meant
to be recited, memorized, and repeated; it is meant to be listened to,
meditated upon, and internalized. It is written word that is spoken, b
cause it is (ontologically as well as chronologically) spnken word be-
fore it is written,!7

This can be demonstrared, [ am persuaded, for virtually every
scriptural tradition in the world today.'® Most vividly, even radically,
oral are the Vedas and later sacred texts in the Hindu tradition. Cer-
tainly traditional Jewish and Christian treatment of scripture has been
far more fundamentally oral than most scholarly work on these tradi-
tions would indicate. One need only think of the primacy of the read-
ing of the Torah in the synagogue or the massive role of lectio divina
and meditativ in the Christian monastic traditions.'” Yet because the
Islamic tradition presents the case of a scripture that is at once so
fundamentally oral and so firmly written a book, it offers perhaps the
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most vivid and convincing example of the active, oral-aural function of
holy writ in the life of a religious community and culture.

Muslim Scripture as Spoken Word

In considering the role of the Qur'in as an oral text in Islam, it is first
helpful to contrast in general terms the ideas of scriprure in the Jewish
and Christian contexts with those in Islam. In the Muslim case, the
original development of the very concept “scripture” (kitdh, usually
translated as “book”) had its own unique history. It is, however, a
history that has played no evident role in determining our modern
scholarly use of “scripture” in a generic sense.?® The Islamic tradition,
in contrast to that of Jews and Christians, had a generic concept of
scripture from its very beginnings. The Qur'an’s own view is that
there have been many scriptures, or kutub (plur. of kitab), in the sense
of sacred and authoritative, divine revelations, of which the Qur'in, or
“Recitation,” is the final and most comnplete.?! All these scriptures
have come to the various peoples of history as God's very Word, taken
in each case from His heavenly Scripture (a/-Kitab, or Umm al-Kitab,
“Mother of the Book,” i.e., the Book par excellence).?? 'This fundamen-
tally generic notion of scripture has not diminished the Muslims’ con-
sciousness of the particular ultimacy of their own scripture, but it
does give to verbal revelation and scriptural texts a clear status as char-
acteristic, recurring phenomena in the history of God's dealing with
humankind.

The specific understanding of their own scripture is also different
among Muslims from that among either Jews or Christians. While all
three traditions have been characterized by the centrality of scripture
in worship, piety, devotion, and faith, the Qur'an stands more clearly
alone as the transcendent focus of Muslim faith than does the Chris-
tian or even the Jewish Bible in its tradition of faith. [tis of course true
that the Torah in its most basic sense as the Law revealed at Sinai
plays a role for Jews akin in significance to that of the Qur'an for
Muslims, and further that Christian, especially protestant Christian,
attachment to the scriptural Word of God has been overwhelmingly
important. Nevertheless, the character of the Qur’an as the verbatim
speech of God sets it apart. Whereas the divine presence is manifest
for Jews in the Law and for Christians in the person of Christ, it is in
the Qur'in that Muslims directly encounter God.
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Third, the concept of a canon of scriptures collected over time as a
part of the ongoing record of God's dealing with His people is peculiar
to Jews and Christians and distinguishes their concept of what scrip-
ture as Divine Word means from that of Muslims, For the latter, reve-
lation was sent one final time, in the course of one prophetic career
during which and immediately afterward it was collected into hook
form. The collected rext, as God’s direct Speech, has been explicitly
recognized as scripture since the actual time in which it “came down.”
Of a process of canonization Muslims know nothing analogous to that
of Jewish and Christian scripture.43

Finally, and most importantly for present concerns, the primary and
most authoritative form of the qur'anic text, unlike the biblical, is oral,
not written, The very name of the Muslim scripture, “al-Qur'an,”
underscores this. It is derived from the root 0-R-" with the basic mean-
ing “to proclaim, recite, read aloud.” The name “al-Qur'an” carries the
fundamental scnse of “the Reciting” or “the Recitation,” and it is indeed
asa recited text above all that the Qur'an has played its major role in the
piety and practice of Muslims. [t is this role that will occupy us here.

THE ORIGINAL MEANING OF “"QUR'AN"

Students of [slam as well as Muslims themselves customarily think of
and use the Arabic gur'an primarily as a proper noun with the definite
article: “al-Qur'an,” The Qur'an.?* With this they refer to the collected
and written corpus of Mubammad's revelations from God as as-
sembled and arranged in cssentially its present form by the most re-
spected original “reciters” (qurra'—also from the root 0-R-) or, to give
them one of their more precise names, “the transmitters of the recita-
tion” (bamalat al-qur'an) who were still alive in the reign of the third
Caliph "Uthman (reg. 23/644—35/656%).2° As a codified whole, the
revelations have been known and thought of since that time both as
“al-Qur'an” and simply as “the Book” or “the Scripture” (al-Kitab).
This is expressed in traditional usage as “that which is between the
two boards” (md bayn al-daffatayn)* and understood in Islam the-
ologically as “the Speech of God” (Kaldm Allab) preserved in the eter-
nal Scripture of God (a/-Kitab or Umm al-Kitabh) and written down for
human use in earthly exemplars (magahif; sing. mushaf).

*The dual dates thronghout this volume refer to the Islamic (a.1.) and Western (C.g.
or A.0.) calendars, respectively,—ED.
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It is obvious that “al-Qur'in” in the later, fixed meaning of God's
Word as written down in the magahif is necessarily a post-"Uthmanic,
or certainly a post-Muhammadan, usage. Until the codification of
what has since served as the textus receptus—or at least until acrive
revelation ceased with Muhammad's death—there could have been no
use of “al-Qur'an” to refer to the complete body of “collected revela-
tions in written form."?? This is not to deny that even in the Qur'an
there are hints of a developing notion of the collective Revelation in
the use of the words “qur'in” and “kitab,” bur rather to emphasize the
fallacy involved in “reading back” the later, concretized meaning of
these terms into the qur'inic or other traditional-text usages.

The carliest Muslim sources, in particular the Qur'an itself, make it
clear that the original understanding of the Qur'an as scripture was
focused upon the oral character of the sacred text. Fundamentally, the
Qur’an was what its name proclaimed it to be: the Recitation given by
God for human beings to repeat (cf. Siira g6:1). Such repetition served
as a Reminder (Dhikr) and a Criterion (Furgan) in human worship and
action; it proclaimed God's Word and kept this Word constantly be-
fore its intended hearers. In an carlier, detailed article on the earliest
meaning of the word “qur'an,” I have documented this oral character
of Muslim scripture in earliest Islam.?® Some of the salient points
from that study bear recapitulating here.

First is the apparent degree to which the very name “Qur'an” (which
is not attested to before the Qur'an) was influenced by the Syriac
Christian gerydnd. This latter term was used for the oral, liturgical
“reading” from holy writ (=/ectio, &vryvwoig) and for the passage of
scripture that is read aloud (=/ectio, megLoy, dvayvwopa, etc.).2? Also
relevant is the evident parallel in Muslim use of gur'an to Rabbinic
Jewish use of ¢ri"d and migrd’ likewise for the act of scripture-reading
and the passage read aloud, respectively.’® Miqrd’ is also used as a
Talmudic term for the whole Bible, one that “serves to underline both
the vocal manner of study and the central role that the public reading of
the Scriptures played in the liturgy of the Jews.”*! Such parallels in
Christian and Jewish usage heighten the likelihood that gur'dn must
originally have been understood by its earliest hearers to refer to ora/
seripture reading or recitation such as Jews and Christians practiced in the
seventh-century Arabian millicu (as elsewhere), where these older
scriptural traditions (along with that of the Zoroastrians, who also
engaged prominently in oral recitation of scripture??) were very much
in evidence. A “book” used in liturgy and devotions would not have




32 William A. Grabam

been the silently read document that we wday understand a “book” to
be; rather, it would have been a sacred, divine word rhat was meant o
be recited or read vive voce and listened to with reverence.'?

A second argument for the originally oral-aural understanding of
“qur'an” comes from the internal evidence of the qurianic text itself.
That the qur'inic revelations were meant to be proclaimed aloud is
evident from the recurring imperative “Qul!™ (“Say!™), which intro-
duces well over three hundred different passages of the Qur'an, as
well as the frequent occurrence of the verb rald, “to recite, follow,”
with similar reference to reading the text aloud. Further, in the
Qur’dn, the word “qur'an” and the other forms of its root can arguably
best be understood in context if their fundamental sense of oral, vocal
activity is retained and not anachronistically replaced with the mod-
ern idea of silent reading from a silent, written text of the mughaf. The
two most unassailable qur'dnic instances that support this argument
bear repeating here:

Observe the galir at the sinking of the sun until the darkening of
nighe, and the dawn recital [qur'an al-fajr]; truly, the dawn recital [qur'an
al-fajr] is well-attested [mashbad). [S. 17:78]

Do not move your tongue with it so that you hurry oo much!
Ouwrs it is to collect it and o recite it |qur'anabu), and when We recite
it, follow the recitation |fa-ttabi® qur'anabu). [S. 75:16—18]

Another body of material that argues for the retention of the essen-
tially oral sense of “qur'an” well after the time of Muhammad is the
Hadith, or Tradition-Literature ascribed to the Prophet and codified in
the second and third centuries of Islam. Among various examples cited
in the aforementioned article, the following are particularly interesting.

The first is a statement ascribed to a famous poet and older compan-
ion of the Prophet, Hassan b. Thabit. In this, he speaks of “one who
‘interrupts’ the night*! by praising [God] and reciting” (yugatti® al-layl
tashihan wa-gur'anan)**—a clear adverbial use of gur'an to denote the acr
of reciting. Another example is the hadith that reports that Muhammad
spoke highly of the person “who is constantly mindful of God in/dur-
ing reciting” (kina rajulan katbir adb-dbikr lillah fi l-qur'an).’¢ Another
tradition has Muhammad say that “in every ritmal worship [se/dr] there
is a recitation [or: reciting (gur'@nun)]."" A final example is a so-called
“Divine Saying” in which the Prophet is quored as saying that

.. . the Lord says: “Whosoever is kept from petitioning Me [for
help, favors| because of preoccupation with reciting and constant men-
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tioning/ remembrance of Me (al-qur'an wa-dbikri), him shall I give far
better than what I give to those who ask things of me. . . "

Such usages in Qur'an and Hadith reflect the predominantly oral,
recitative function of the Qur'an in early Muslim life. They point
toward the active role as spoken word that has been the distinctive
mark of Muslim scripture not only in early days bur throughout Isla-
mic history. This role is evident across the entire spectrum of Muslim
faith and practice, even though it has up until recently not received
the scholarly attention its importance deserves. Nowhere is it more
notable than in the formal cultivation of Qur'in-recitation and its re-
lated disciplines on the one hand and, more generally, in Muslim wor-
ship and devotional life on the other.

THE FORMAL TRADITION OF RECITATION (QIRA’A)

Along with qur'anic exegesis (tafsir), the basic discipline of scriptural
studies in Islam is qur'anic recitation, or gird'a. This word is the most
common verbal-noun form derived from the verb gard'a (above, p. 30),
“to recite, read, proclaim.” Qird'a, like qur'dn but even more emphat-
ically, retains the fundamentally oral sense of its root verb. As a tech-
nical rerm, it is used to refer not only to the act or practice of reciting
aloud part or the whole of the Qur'an, but also t a particular “read-
ing” or “reciting” (i.e., pronouncing, “sounding out”) of any word,
phrase, or passage in the Qur'an. This latter usage is further extended
to refer to a “reading” of the entire qur'anic text according to one of
the various traditions of oral text transmission, all of which are traced
back to prominent reciters (e.g. Ibn Kathir or “Asim) or local “schools”
of recitation-readings (e.g., “the people of Kiifa") in the first two cen-
turies A.H. (seventh and eighth centuries A.D.).3*

Qird’a as a formal Islamic “science” ("ilm al-gird’a) encompasses both
the study and transmission of the variant readings (gir@'ar, plur, of
gird'a) of the "Uthminic consonantal text—the written mushaf—and
also the acrual art of oral recitation, or tajwid (“doing well by,” “ren-
dering excellent” {the Qur'an]), with its various traditions of vocal per-
formance. As a joint science, the ‘ilm al-qird’dt wa-I-tajwid represents
the long Muslim tradition of qur'inic texrual studies. These studies
rely, of course, upon knowledge of various other sciences, from gram-
mar (makw) and philology (/ugha) to rhetoric (baldgha), orthography
(rasm), and especially exegesis (tafsir). Their focus is, however, upon
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the exact preservation and ongoing re-creation of the living divine
Word as it “came down” in oral, recited form to Muhammad.*

This is not to deny the absolutely necessary role of the written text
of the Qur'an in these or other Muslim sciences, but to emphasize that
the written text is always secondary. Because the written codification
of the authoritative text under “Uthmin took place before the develop-
ment of an Arabic orthography that could indicate with some preci-
sion how a text actually reads, the written mughaf could never stand
alone. Its defective consonantal form allows for variant readings not
only of internal vowels and inflectional endings, but even of many of
the wholly unpointed consonants themselves. For these reasons, the
Qur'an had to be transmitted primarily as it had originally been given:
as a recited, phonetic text. The base form of this oral text was, after
“Uthmén’s time, set down in a standard but rudimentary written form
and its details noted, described, and preserved by tradition (the origi-
nal manuscript has not survived). As such it could serve as an aide-
memoire but not a documentary text apart from the memorization and
oral recitation of its content.* To read the bare text, one had to know
italready by heart, or nearly so.

It seems to have been accepted from the outset that there could be
various readings of the same divine text, whether because of dialec-
tical differences among the first Arab Muslims or because even the
Prophet is said to have recited the same passage in various forms at
various times. The "Uthmanic mushaf allowed for such variety in re-
citation, and Muslims saw this variety as a blessing, not a curse for the
community.*? In this acceptance of divergent readings and recitative
practices, they relied often for their proof-text upon the statement
ascribed to Muhammad, that “the Qur'in was sent down according to
seven abruf (lit. “letters™; usually taken as “dialects” or “modes”).""

As the traditional accounts of the preparation of the ‘Uthmanic
written codex have it, gira'a and the individual ¢ir@'at, or variant read-
ings of the qur'anic text, were of moment from the earliest decades
after Mubammad’s death because of the concern with preservation of
the revelations. However, while there are also references to and some
manuscripts of treatises ascribed to experts on gird'a in the first two
Islamic centuries,** it appears that the crystallization of gird'a as a
more formal science probably took place substantially only in the
third/ninth century.* In any event, the culmination of this process
came in the efforts of Aba Bakr Ibn Mujhid (d. 324/936) of
Baghdad*¢ to systematize and give rules for proper recitation. He
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seems to have been the person who won recognition for seven differ-
ent “readings,” or traditions (riwdydt) of recitation, as authentic modes
of transmitting the Qur'in. Some later scholars added three further
traditions of gird'dt as permissible variant systems, and still others
have recognized these plus an additional four. Accordingly, seven,
ten, or fourteen traditions of gir#dt are sometimes cited as “authentic”
in the Muslim literature, and even these traditions have branched to
form subtraditions. As a result, the panoply of variant riwdydt that the
expert must master is quite large, even though the acrual textual varia-
tions they represent are relatively minor and do not involve crucial
differences in the literal meaning of the sacred text.*

The study of the gira'dr is, as we have indicated, inextricable from
the science of tajwid, or actual recitative practice.*® Tajwid is the at-
tempt to preserve the living Word of God in the full beauty and full
range of meaning with which it was given to and faithfully transmit-
ted by the Prophet. How the Qur'in is actually rendered as recited
word sets it forever apart from all other texts. The traditional authori-
ty for the special oral treatment of the sacred text is the Qur'an itself,
with its exhortation to “chant the recitation carefully and distincdy”
(wa-rattil al-qur'ana tartilan (S. 73:4; cf. S. 25:32)).%7 The fartil, or
carefully enunciated recitative chanting, of the Qur'an has been and
remains the fundamental form of the scriptural text in Islam over the
centuries. Tajwid has, of course, also encompassed many traditions
and types of oral recitation, the most “ornamented” (mujawwad—from
the same root as tajwid) of which involve sophisticated knowledge of
musical artistry as well as complete memorization, knowledgeable
technique, careful comprehension, and sensitive interpretation of the
whole Qur'an.5?

The science of tajwid, buttressed by that of the gird’at and of 1afsir,
has been the guardian and normative mediator of the qur'anic text as
living scripture in the Muslim community, Because of its predomi-
nantly oral character, tajwid has received even less modern scholarly
attention than the gird'dt, which themselves have hardly been dealt
with exhaustively.’! It is encouraging to note, however, that in recent
years several scholars, most notably Labib al-8a'id,? Kristina
Nelson,*? and Frederick M. Denny,** have done much to redress this
deficiency. As they demonstrate through their consideration of both
the classical literature on gird’dt and tajwid and the living tradition of
Qur'an-recitation in its contemporary center, Cairo, it is the spoken,
recited, chanted word of the Qur'an upon which Muslim study of the
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qur'anic text centers. Moreover, the science and art of the textual spe-
cialists arc never isolated in the academy as, for example, modern
biblical studies sometimes have been in the West. The study of gird'at
and tajwid opens out automatically into the public domain in Muslim
society. Here it finds practical application in the highly popular artis-
tic as well as devotional forms of oral recitation that have been one of
the hallmarks of Islamic culture wherever it has spread. In turn, the
formal and public recitation of the Qur'an, whether as worship or as
performance (and the two are never easily separated), is but one seg-
ment of the larger role of the Qur'an as an oral-aural reality in Muslim
life. Consideration of this larger role leads us to the heart of the func-
tional aspect of scripture as spoken word in Islam.

THE RECITED QUR'AN IN EVERYDAY PIETY
AND PRACTICE

The formal sciences of recitation could not have been sustained had
not the practice of recitation more generally (gird'a, or tildwa®®) always
been central to Muslim life. Here we can only touch briefly upon this
practice and rclated phenomena, but any discussion of the Qur'in as
scripture—especially with regard to its oral qualities—would be par-
tial without some indication of its recitative rolc among Muslims of all
times, places, and stations.

The Qur'an first and foremost has been the one absolute essential of
Muslim worship. This can be made vivid in various ways, but onc of
the most interesting is through a passage in the earliest extant work on
the que'anic sciences, the Kitab al-Mabini,*¢ which attempts to dis-
tinguish specifically quranic words from the extra-qur'anic words of
God in the so-called “Divine Sayings” (above, p. 32). The Mabani
passage admits that the Divine Saying is a divinely revealed text, but
it then proceeds to differentiate it from the Qur'an as follows:

It is not permissible to recite any of it [the Divine Saying] in the
saldt, for it was not sent down in the same form (mazm) in which all of
the Qur'in was sent down—which [Qur'in] we have been com-
manded to recite (umirnd bi-tilawatibi), which is written in [our] cop-
ies (al-magihif), and the transmission of which has come to us gener-
ally atrested in every generation. ™7

The functional orientation of this distinction between quranic and
other divine words is striking. Here it is the Qur'an’s form as a text
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intended for recitation in galas, the daily ritual of \.vunf%!ip.“ tl:gt dis-
tinguishes it. Later theological distinctions of "in!rmtnblllty (1 ;iz} or
the like notwithstanding, it is above all the function of the Qur'an as
spoken word in worship that sets it apart. .

Indeed, the reciting of the Qur'an is what has been called “the very
heart of the prayer-rite,”® and no saldt is valid without recitation of at
feast the Fatiha, or “Opening” (S. 1). Itis cxpes:tcd that one or more
shorter siiras (chapters) or verses will also be recited. It is quite com-
mon to precede or follow the salas-rite proper with subs:aqt:al recita-
tion from the Quran,5 and Qur'dn-recitation in general is a hlgh_ly
preferred form of religious devotion at any time. Thl. faft tiu:t its
Janguage is the sacred Word of God in “an Arabic recitation” (qur dnan
‘arabiyan®') has deterred Muslims from translating it and, c_onversely,
has spurred even Muslims who know no Arabic to memorize shorter
or longer passages in order to be able to worship in ;qm and apart
from salat by reciting the Qur'an. Among many possible examples
illustrative of this is an interesting account by a French traveller to
Singapore over a century ago. He tells of waiki::ng one day in the Ma-
lay quarter of the city and hearing chi!dren:‘s voices apparently chant-
ing a lesson from a nearby house. Going in, he foupd an old Malay
with a white beard sitting on the floor together with over a dozen
children and leading them in recitation—he from a bool, the)_: from
pieces of paper. Questioned by the visitor as to what was beu}g re-
cited, the old man replied that it was the Qur'an, in Arabic, which he
admitted he did not understand, but which he could sound aloud from
‘the written page. Asked further why they would be learning words
they could not understand, the teacher replied that in reading them
aloud, the children learn them by heart.

“The sons of the Prophet ought to have this Word in their memory so
that they can repeat it often. These words are endowed with a spe-
cial virtue, . . . In translating [them] we might alter the meaning,
and that would be a sacrilege.®?

While the matter of the special virtue conveyed by the very sound
of the qur'anic Word is interesting in itself,®) most vivid in the preced-
ing story is the express fecling that Muslims need to be able, as early
in life as possible, to recite from the Qur'in in its original form with
some ease. Memorizing from the Qur'an has always been basic to ele-
mentary education in every corner of the Muslim world. I.bn Khaldin
remarked long ago that “teaching the Qur'an to children is one of the
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qur'anic text centers. Moreover, the science and art of the textual spe-
cialists are never isolated in the academy as, for example, modern
biblical studies sometimes have been in the West. The study of gird'it
and tejwid opens out automatically into the public domain in Muslim
society, Here it finds practical application in the highly popular artis-
tic as well as devotional forms of oral recitation that have been one of
the hallmarks of Islamic culture wherever it has spread. In turn, the
formal and public recitation of the Qur'an, whether as worship or as
performance (and the two are never casily separated), is but one seg-
ment of the larger rolc of the Qur'an as an oral-aural reality in Muslim
life. Consideration of this larger role lcads us to the heart of the func-
tional aspect of scripture as spoken word in Islam.

THE RECITED QUR'AN IN EVERY DAY PIETY
AND PRACTICE

The formal sciences of recitation could not have been sustained had
not the practice of recitation more gencrally (gird’a, or tildwa®s) always
been central to Muslim life. FHere we can only touch briefly upon this
practice and related phenomena, but any discussion of the Qur'an as
scripture—especially with regard to its oral qualities—would be par-
tial without some indication of its recitative role among Muslims of all
times, places, and stations.

The Qur'in first and foremost has been the one absolute essential of
Muslim worship. This can be made vivid in various ways, but one of
the most interesting is through a passage in the earlicst extant work on
the qur'anic sciences, the Kitah al-Mabani,"¢ which attempts to dis-
tinguish specifically qur'anic words from the extra~qur'anic words of
God in the so-called “Divine Sayings” (above, p. 32). The Mabani
passage admits that the Divine Saying is a divinely revealed text, but
it then procecds to differentiate it from the Qur’an as follows:

It is not permissible to recite any of it [the Divine Saying] in the
salat, for it was not sent down in the same form (magm) in which all of
the Qur'an was sent down—which [Qur'in] we have been com-
manded to recite (umirna bi-tiliwatibi), which is written in [our] cop-
ies (al-magihif), and the transmission of which has come to us gener-
ally attested in every generation.®’

The functional orientation of this distinction between qur'anic and
other divine words is striking. Here it is the Qur'an’s form as a text
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intended for recitation in galdt, the daily ritual of worship, that dis-
tinguishes it. Later theological distinctions of “inimitability” (r'jaz) or
the like notwithstanding, it is above all the function of the Qur'an as
spoken word in worship that sets it apart.

Indeed, the reciting of the Qur'an is what has been called “the very
heart of the prayer-rite,”*® and no galdt is valid without recitation of at
least the Fatiha, or “Opening” (S. 1). It is expected that one or more
shorter siiras (chapters) or verses will also be recited.*? It is quite com-
mon to precede or follow the galdr-rite proper with substantial recita-
tion from the Qur'an,® and Qur'an-recitation in general is a highly
preferred form of religious devotion at any time. The fact that its
language is the sacred Word of God in “an Arabic recitation” (gur’dnan
*arabiyan®') has deterred Muslims from translating it and, conversely,
has spurred even Muslims who know no Arabic to memorize shorter
or longer passages in order to be able to worship in salat and apart
from galat by reciting the Qur'an. Among many possible examples
illustrative of this is an interesting account by a French traveller to
Singapore over a century ago. He tells of walking one day in the Ma-
lay quarter of the city and hearing cbildren’s voices apparently chant-
ing a lesson from a nearby house. Going in, he found an old Malay
with a white beard sitting on the floor together with over a dozen
children and leading them in recitation—he from a book, they from
pieces of paper. Questioned by the visitor as to what was being re-
cited, the old man replied that it was the Qur'an, in Arabic, which he
admitted he did not understand, but which he could sound aloud from
the written page. Asked further why they would be learning words
they could not understand, the teacher replied that in reading them
aloud, the children learn them by heart.

The sons of the Prophet ought to have this Word in their memory so
that they can repeat it often. These words are endowed with a spe-
cial virtue, . . . In translating [them] we might alter the meaning,
and that would be a sacrilege.®?

While the matter of the special virtue conveyed by the very sound
of the qur'anic Word is interesting in itself,5* most vivid in the preced-
ing story is the express feeling that Muslims need to be able, as early
in life as possible, to recite from the Qur'an in its original form with
some ease. Memorizing from the Qur'an has always been basic to ele-
mentary education in every corner of the Muslim world. Ibn Khaldin
remarked long ago thar “teaching the Qur'an to children is one of the
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signs of the religion (sha'@’ir al-din) that Muslims (ebl al-milla) profess
and practice in all their cities.”® One of the most cherished honorifics
a Muslim can carn is that of bdfiz, one who “has by heart” the entire
scripture, ‘Traditionally such complete mastery of the entire text has
been requisite for any accomplished religious scholar (‘@lim; plur.
‘ulamd’) in any of the religious sciences. One does not have to read long
in Muslim texts nor listen often to any “alim speak to discover how the
ring of the qur'anic text cadences the thinking, writing, and speaking
of those who live with and by the Quran.

Anyone who has spent any length of time in a Muslim society will
have remarked also the degree to which the lilting refrain of qur'anic
recitation occupies a prominent place in the public sphere. The hadith
that says, “The most excellent form of worship and devotion (‘1bdda)
among my people is reciting the Qur'an," has been taken to heart in
Muslim practice. In that most social and communal of all Muslim
religious events, the month of fasting in Ramadan, the nights are filled
with the sound of Qur'an-recitation in the mosques. [ndeed, the basic
recitative division of the Qur'an into thirty parts is held to be for the
purpose of reciting one part (juz') in cach night of Ramadan %% In prac-
tice, the whole is often recited in one night by the most zealous indi-
viduals or groups who repair to the mosques for this purpose, 57

Another popular form of public #ildwa is the group chanting associ-
ated both with the formal dhikr sessions of the siifi brotherhoods and
with the popular dbikr sessions at certain mosques, especially tomb-
mosques. Dbikr, the “remembrance” of God in litanies of devotion,
involves the chanting of formulae and texts steeped in the language of
the Qur'an, and qurinic recitation itself commonly begins such ses-
sions. 5 [ have witnessed one popular dbikr held each Friday after the
evening prayer at the tomb of “Sidi Mahyiddin,” Muhyi'l-Din Tbn
al-'Arabi (d. 638/1240) in Damascus. In this gathering, the men who
crowd into the tomb chamber to sit on the floor all join in a sing-song
recitation in popular dbikr style which focuscs at least in the first hour
or so on favorite stras of the Qur'in.

In contrast to such group chanting is the session in which listeners
and reciters come together to hear the Qur'an recited by a series of
individual practitioners of tajwid. Cairo is particularly well known for
its varied forms of this kind of session, which is known as a magra’.
Most of these are associared with mosques and take place regularly
one or more times a week. The most prestigious are thosc at places like
the Imam Shafi'i mosque and the Azhar University mosque, but there
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are many smaller, more private, or local mosque-settings for the ma-
gra’.*® Still another kind is the nadwa, or listening session held often in
private homes and attended by cognoscenti of the art.”” In this latter
type of session the musical aspects of recitation often receive greater
attention, although it is never easy to distinguish the artistic from the
religious elements of Qur'an recitation and listening. Thanks to the
works of Nelson and Denny, we have interesting documentation of
some of the inner dynamics of varied magra’s in Cairo today. These
studies point up the degree to which tildwa is at once a demanding arc
form, popular entertainment, and sometimes even performing con-
test, as wel] as always an act of devotion and piety and a formal part of
the transmission of the Qur’dn in its most perfect possible form.”!

Yet the active role of the Qur'in as spoken word among Muslims is
still more pervasive than even the preceding examples fmm'ritual.
devotional, and public life can adequately convey. From birth to
death, virtually every action a Muslim makes, not to mention every
solemn or festive event in his or her life, is potentially accompanied by
spoken words of the Qur'an, whether these be entire recited passages
or simply discrete qur'anic words or phrases that have passed into
everyday usage. Such a qur'anic word may be the simple basmala, “In
the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate™ (bism alldh al-
ralmin al-rahim) that precedes countless daily acts such as drmkmg or
cating, just as it precedes all but one siira of the Qur'ir"l‘ Or it may be
the ubiquitous ma sha' llih (“whatever God wills!™) of S. 18:39 and a/-
hamdy lillah (“Praise be to God!”) of S. 1, both of which punctuate
Muslim speech even outside of the Arabic-speaking world.”

As an example of longer qur'anic passages heard in daily life, one
thinks immediately of the Fatiha, Siira 1, which every Muslim knows
by heart and which is recited not only in every galat but on virtually
every formal occasion, be it the signing of a wedding contract or
prayer at a tomb.”? There is also the powerful Siira of Unity, or Pure
Devotion, 112, which enters into most prayers and forms the basis of
countless litanies of praise; or the final two siiras, 113 and 114, that
fend off evil (al-Mu'awwidhatin) and hence figure prominently as tal-
ismanic recitations; or the prayer for forgiveness in the final verses of
Siira 2, “The Cow” (al-Bagara), which are known as “the seals of the
Baqara” and often are recited before going to sleep; or the powerful
and moving strains of Stra 36, Ya Sin, which one recites at every
burial and also on the “Night of Quittance” (Laylat al-Bard'a), a kind of
Muslim All-Soul’s Night when life and death in the coming year and
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the deeds of the past year are popularly held to hang in the balance.?
These are but a few one could mention, as anyone well knows who is
aware of how popular the “Throne Verse” of S. 2:255 and the Siira
“Light” {24) also are.

What Ghazili said of the Qur'an long ago still holds today: “Much
repetition cannot make it seem old and worn to those who recite it."75
The powerful presence of the rhythmic cadence of qur'anic #ilgwa is
everywhere evident in traditional and much of modern Muslim soci-
ety: . . . the book lives on among its people, stuff of their daily lives,
taking for them the place of a sacrament. For them these are not mere
letters or mere words. They are the twigs of the burning bush, aflame
with God."”%

None of the preceding is meant to helirtle the importance of the writ-
ten form of the Qur'in or any other of the great scriptural texts of
human history. The Qur'an in particular has been written and is visi-
ble in magnificent fashion: its tradition of manuscript illumination and
calligraphic artistry is one of the wonders of the Islamic cultural
heritage. The written qur'inic word emhellishes virtually every Mus-
lim religious building as the prime form of decorative art. Nor is the
reverence and honor shown the written Qur’an-text in Muslim piety
any less striking and impressive. All such facts simply underscore
what has been argued here: that the scriptural word, even where its
written form is most prominent, is always demonstrably a spoken
word, a recited word, a word that makes itself felt in personal and
communal life in large part through its living quality as sacred sound.
Our easy dichotomizing of oral word and written word will no longer
do as a way of talking about religious texts, let alone about stages of
religious development. Orality characterizes the “scriptural” as well as
the “pre-scriptural” forms of religious life. If that clearest, even most
extreme instance of what Siegfried Morenz has called “book-reli-
gion,”” namely the Muslim treatment of the Qur’an, presents us with
a scripture that is oral as well as written, we would do well to ponder
the implications of this for our general understanding of seripture as
well as our specific interpretation of it in particular traditions.

5

The Popular Muhammad
Models in the Interpretation of an Islamic Paradigm

EARLE H. WAUGH

he phenomenological approach to the history of
{ E : religions has forced the discipline to look to “lived”
experiences as the foundational area for investiga-
tion, both to escape the charge of esoterism and to be true to its scien-
tific calling. A child of the Enlightenment, history of religions has also
searched for rational principles underlying the manifold variety of this
experience. But emphasis on investigating what people do and how
they act rather than what they say they believe has brought the disci-
pline into sharpened conflict with many religious people; some con-
fessing believers argue that even the tools of analysis are flawed and
must ultimately be subjected to the revealed will of God, regardless of
whether or not the results make sense. One practical outcome of the
standoff between believers and scholars from outside the tradition has
been a professional reluctance to find ways of applying history of re-
ligions methodologies to Islamic materials, with both the study of re-
ligion and of Islam the poorer for it. In this chapter, I shall make a
modest attempt to suggest that there are ways around the impasse,
illustrated by a study of the Prophet’s life.
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Model Theory and the Study of Religions

Scholars and believers alike have long held that understanding the
“Prophet” in Islam could not be limited to a historical recounting of
his days on carth. Indeed, we get little beyond the stories of his birth
before it becomes obvious that another, more powerful dimension has
had an impact on the very telling of that history. The details become
too rich and multihued, defying any simple evaluative procedure.
Thus, sacred biographies provide data that cannot be confined to a
historical record. A similar problem exists in the analysis of types of
religious leadership. Joachim Wach, following Max Weber, argued
that there were identifiable types of religious authority and that the
scientist of religion would do well to investigate the organization and
constitution of the group around each type.! Among the types are
figures who may be considered “classic” examples. Several scholars,
including Joseph Kitagawa, have found the classic types as a conve-
nient and illuminating focus around which to build studies of religious
leadership.? ‘The category of prophet, however, is fraught with prob-
lems, since, by nature, the charismatic vision is mediated through the
individuality and personhood of the prophet himself. Beyond the
common dramatic tenor in which prophets achieve their ends, and the
charisma that is said to be expressed in them, commonalities are hard
to find. The claim of pious Muslims that Muhammad is unique has
more truth than our penchant for categories would seem to allow.?

These observations suggest that any study of “Muhammad in Is-
lam” that concerns itself only with the Prophet's life and career, but
which hopes to deliver some final assessment, is doomed before it
begins. The reason is not the defectiveness of the methods, but the
assumption that a historical biography can hope to exhaust what the
Prophet both was and now appears to be. A much fairer starting point
is to acknowledge that Muhammad cannot be located on any single
plane, whether it be social, political, psychological, or religious. In
history of religions terms, he is a paradigmatic figure, as these pas-
sages so vividly depict:

The apostle of God grew up, God protecting him and keeping him
from the vileness of heathenism because he wished to honour him
with apostleship, until he grew up to be the finest of his people in
manliness, the best in character, most noble in lineage, the best
neighbour, the most kind, truthful, reliable, the furthest removed
from filthiness and corrupt morals, through loftiness and nohility, so
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that he was known among his people as “The trustworthy” because
of the good qualities which God had implanted in him.*

We used to prepare his evening meal and send it to him. When he
returned what was left, Umm Ayyub and | used to touch the spot
where his hand had rested and eat from that in the hope of gaining a
blessing.*

If we accept the paradigmatic nature of the Prophet, how can we best
uncover the various strands that make up that totality? Despite the
fact that Muslims have made copious studies of the many details of his
life, purported and actual, they are reluctant to cut perceptions of the
Prophet free from a solidly historical interpretation. Such reactions
are significant; we know that ways of perceiving truth are directly
influenced by the deeper expectations and commitments of the human
spirit. For example, the quest for the historical Jesus would not have
been so intense had Albert Schweitzer and his followers not believed
in the discoverability of pure historical fact apart from the system of
convictions of the Christian church. So too, Muslirh assertions about
Muhammad’s life must be placed in the larger parameters of the on-
going religious experience of the wmma (community of believers),
which gives context and meaning to all assertions, whether historical
or otherwise.

Another dimension of history of religions methodology has been to
examine religious data for its scaffolding, that is, to search out the
structures that give coherence and continuity to the material, thereby
determining some of the inner dynamics of the religious life. Histo-
rians of religions from Max Miiller to Mircea Eliade have practised
this art. Yet, despite the fact that much of this analysis is based upon
the desire to discover the religious impulses implicit in the data, the
patterns thus discerned appear to say more about the abstracting abili-
ties of the scholar than of the tradition they are examining. Thus,
historians of religions are often criticized for having provided little
more than “sermons.” Part of the problem admittedly has to do with
the supposed neutrality of “patterns” discerned in religious data. Here
I am referring to the works of Eliade (such as Patterns in Comparative
Religion) where the patterns appear to be religiously powerful yet can
be used as an interpretive tool in many contexts by the researcher. Itis
probably impossible for a Western scholar to evaluate the sacred tree
among primitive peoples without anticipating in some way what he
knows of Christian symbols. Such expectational assumptions can dis-
tort interpretation, especially when these assumptions become the
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hasis for the analysis of an entire tradition.® With regard to Muslim
material, there is the added problem of the hiatus between Islam’s
concern for law and the dominant categories of the history of reli-
gions.”

The nature of the material itself should tip us off about the inherent
structures of that material; but because the shape given to the strue-
tures is not monovalent, the focus must be on models rather than
patterns as the locus of the investigation. This acknowledges that the
analytic task itself requires a sort of idealized withdrawing of a recur-
ring form from its matrix in the material, and hence consciously ad-
mits that what we look for never has the same objectivity as a scientific
fact. This point would be contradicted by scholars such as Robert
Baird (who speaks of categories) and most likely even by Eliade (pat-
terns). Nevertheless, the attempt to find meaning already orders the
way “facts” arc linked together, and the notion of model better fits the
manner in which we use our analytic skills to make sensc out of the
manifold dara.

The concept of model has a considerable history. First used by
mathematicians Fugeneo Beltromi and Felix Clinc® to aid in explana-
tion of non-Euclidean gcomerry, it was adapted by logico-mathemati-
cians such as Gottlob Irege and Bertrand Russell; from there, model
was utilized in linguistics, first by Charles F. Hockert in 1954.
Hockett argued that “by a model of grammatical description is meant
a frame of reference within which an analyst approaches the gram-
matical phase of a language and statcs the results of his investigation,
In one sense there are as many models as there arc different descrip-
tions . . . but in anothcr, and very important sense, most grammatical
descriptions scem to cluster about a relatively small number of distinct
models; it is with these archetypal frames of reference that we are
concerned here.” Since then, models have reccived multidisciplinary
applications and consequently have taken on a number of different
‘meanings. Yuen Ren Chao identifies thirty different meanings drawn
from general maclel theory, a number of which depend upon their
own disciplinary situation for definition. "

In his famous book, Models and Metaphors, Max Black analyzed vari-
ous senses of the term “model,” including the construction of mini-
atures, the making of scale models, analog models, mathematical mod-
cls, and finally theoretical models.'! Perhaps his most controversial
discussion centered on his adapration of Stephen Pepper’s roor meta-
phor which Pepper called an implicit or submerged model operating on
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a writer’s thought.!? Black preferred to call these metaphors “concep-
tual archetypes™ “By an archetype 1 mean a systematic repertoire of
ideas by means of which a given thinker describes by analogical exten-
sion, some domain to which those ideas do not immediately and liter-
ally apply.”*? He notes the case of four mathemaricians who found
that they were unable to solve the problem of dissecting any rectangle
into a set of unequal squares. They were manifestly unsuccessful until
they began applying different theories, and suddenly landed on the
theory of electrical networks. The authors reported that “the discov-
ery of this electrical analogy was important to us because it linked our
problem with an established theory. We could now borrow from the
theory of electrical networks and obtain formulas for the currents—
and the sizes of the corresponding component squares.” Black adds,
“This fascinating episode strikingly illustrates the usefulness of the-
oretical models."!*

Drawing on Black's work, the most famous religionist to use model
theory was lan Ramsey of Oxford University. Beginning in the early
sixties, Ramsey argued in a number of books and lectures!S that “it is
by the use of models that each discipline provides its understanding of
the mystery which confronts them all, and indeed its own contribu-
tion to the fellowship of faith and learning which should characterize a
university."' He went on to say that his “main point has been that
whether the models are scientific or social, they are born on insight,
which in this case reveals for each of us his own subjectivity.”!?
Ramsey called this a disclosure model.'® He went beyond Black by
arguing that models do not just represent ideas of reality but have cog-
nitive content: “But where [ believe 1 would not so much collide with
[Max Black] as go beyond the position he takes up, is in the cognitive
significance which I give to insight and imagination; it is in my em-
phasis on the objective reference of all disclosures."'® Models, then,
are not just imaginary perceptions brought to bear upon unsuspecting
data, but insights into the true nature of things which, though they
may appear to contradict what is normally held to be true, say some-
thing meaningful about the reality from which they arise.

Similarly, models from various disciplines could say something
important about reality, but could not provide an ultimate model. Even
theology was limited in what it could say. The best it could do was to
step back and point to a “further dimension” or “witness to the depth
which each alone misses and conceals.”?® Ramsey affirms, however,
that even theology would have to learn to live with diversity, and he
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accepts the position that the price for model theory in theology is the
possibility of many ways of understanding Christ and the church.?!
Picking up on Ramsey’s theme, others have tried to develop the notion
of model by conceiving its function in different ways. Ewert Cousins,
for example, wants to extend model theory into the area of religious
experience.?? He, therefore, sees model theory working at two levels.
“One level would deal with religious experience in search of what we
call ‘experiential models.”” By this he means the structures or forms of
religious experience, the term “experiential” implying the subjective
clement and the term “model” implying the variety among religious
experiences. The second level of the method concerns the expression of
religious experiences in words, concepts, and symbols, that is, biblical
imagery, Christian creeds, and theological systems. Such expressions
are identified as “expressive models” taking all those forms that re-
ligious man utilized in explicating his personal religious experience. It
is the work of scholars to probe the experiential model, isolate and
explore it, and then “chart the co-relations between the experience and
its expressive model."??

Cousins adds new dimensions to this model theory by arguing that
both expressive models and experiential models can change.

The change from the Prolemaic 1o Copernican universe affected
man’s self image and challenged some of his cherished religious
ideas. From the time of the renaissance to the 19th century debate
raged over the status of the cosmology of Genesis in relation to that
of sciences, With the aid of biblical scholarship, theologians began to
see cosmological models as expressive models in which man formu-
lated his religious experience. Thus the theologians would accept an
evolution in cosmological models which did not undermine the sig-
nificance of the Genesis narrative. For they could sce in the Genesis
cosmology the expressive model of a religious experience that tran-
scends the primitive cosmology.?4

As an example of a new experiential level, Cousins points to Teilhard
de Chardin as one who expresses a new cosmic sense in religious faith.
Cousins holds that this cosmic sense indicates the way in which hu-
mankind is now experiencing a new earth and a new universe. He
puts great stock in the human experience of space as a way of develop-
ing a new religious sense.?* Cosmic Christology for him is a profound
theological expression of this new experiential model. By proposing
the use of models in this way, Cousins hopes to free theology from the
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restrictiveness of its past since he sees the current crisis of theology as
partially answered by the limiting visions out of which it operates,

Let us return to the earlier differentiation between structure and
model. Some clarification can be added which will help our analysis.
Structure has to do with a religion’s composition; it is first and fore-
most the scaffolding upon which the tradition stands. In Cousins's
language, it is the experiential model. Islam has quite clearly gone
through several experiences that have altered the way Muslims have
perceived their faith: the codification and universalizing of the Shari‘a,
the rejection of the Greck mindset expressed by the Mu'tazila, the
expansion of the Shia tradition, and the interaction with the West in
modern times, to mention only some of the more significant, Thus
these experiential models have changed during the development of
Islam. This is not to say that all aspects of the tradition have changed,
but that new or different elements result in shifts within the system
that have had repercussions for the religious mood of the believers. At
the very least, the paradigms, those crucial clements of a belief sys-
tem, are altered in content or in relation to one another within the
system. What remains central, however, is that the whole tradition
retains its distinctively Muslim character. Any interpreter must, in
the final analysis, return to that touchstone if what he says is to be
valid.

When it comes to uncovering the modes of expression within the
tradition, however, the researcher may utilize any number of models,
from whatever sources, in plumbing the expressive models. All that is
necessary is that, in Ramsey's terms, they “disclose” the reality they
address. Some models fit better than others, yet it is possible that all
applicable models can disclose. For example, the confrontation model
may be more helpful in delineating a religious truth than irenic at-
tempts at either peace or brotherhood. In the final analysis, the valida-
tion of model theory comes from a sense of consonance with other
data within the cultural or scientific community, and not from the
religious community itself. Hence model evaluations may at times
contradict the more general and normative structures of a religion, if
for no other reason than that the community does not perceive itself in
that way at the moment. Still, the fact that such an analysis can be
made demonstrates that the religion has a richness and variety that can
be so interpreted. It is one way, most religionists would agree, that a
tradition grows in self-understanding.
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By virtue of this “disclosing” nature of models, we can also affirm
their functional dimension. They are explicative. A good illustration
comes from my father, who, in answer to my childhood query as to
why the stars shine at night, pointed our that there were holes in the
floor of heaven. Eminently satisfying at the age of four, it was later
replaced by talk of corpuscular or wave theories of light and light
miles, Models are not representational then, in the sense of replicating
reality in a more recognizable form, but are pedagogical and psycho-
logical in intent. They relate the world around us to the psychological
and intellectual nceds of our rime. This also suggests that they are
disposable, for they may work at explaining something to us up to a
point where we recognize their limits, and then we move to an en-
tirely different system of expression. Hence the Qur'in may be a cen-
tral paradigm in the Muslim community, bur determining how and
why and in what sense it is may require us to work with several mod-
els as we try to explicate those realities.

It should be clear that use of the term “model” here is not in a
singular “Fliadian” sense of having mythic, theophantic qualities,
This sense has difficulties when applied to Muslim material, prin-
cipally because Muslim religious sentiment has little official place for
myth. Its conscious religious life has been largely lived in moral be-
haviour, Qur'anic exegesis, and historiography to such a degree and in
such a manner that myth and myth-making are relegated to the jab-
iliyya or to local and thus inferior custom. Myth does exist in Islam—
at popular levels in the Eliadian sense, and in officialdom in a more
refined sense—but the problems of applying the term may well be
insurmountable. Under these circumstances it seems much better to
acknowledge the potential of an image, concept, or notion to elicit an
appreciative response among Muslims. Those that do elicit such re-
sponses can be held to be powerful, since they come out of the lived
experience of the believer. If images and concepts have this charac-
teristic, they hold promise for deepening our understanding of the
Muslim religious life.

The Islamic paradigm of the Prophet is the focus for our applica-
tion of this theory. What follows must necessarily be suggestive but in
the first section we will consider a model that comes to the fore in the
identity of the Propher in Ibn Ishaq's biography of the Prophet (sira).
In the second, we will briefly examine some treatments, especially
among modern writers. In the third, we will consider models of
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Muhammad under the impact of new and radical ideologies. Our con-
cluding scection will attempt to explore how models assist this kind of
examination,

Ibn Ishag’s Mubammad: Conflict Resolution
in the Early Umma

It is well known that the famous sira of the Prophet by Ibn Ishaq stands
asa plateau among the early writings and oral narratives accorded to the
Prophet-literature that can be designated as maghizi-sira.6 This kind of
writing is, in fact, the oldest Muslim historical material in Arabic to
come down to us.?7 Since the Sira has been treated as “history,” it has
been subjected to numerous studies by Muslims and Western students
alike, and inevitably finds its way into any attempt to describe the first
century and a half of Islamic history. Wansbrough, in his recent study,
The Sectarian Miliew, holds that this literature contains “the earliest
formulations of Muslim identity” and that the conceptual motivation
was polemical.?® Positing the model of polemic, as reflected in earlier
scholars’ works (Bauer and Wellhausen),?? he sees eatly Islamic identity
as the story of competing confessional groups, each holding itself to be
orthodox, working within a political structure which was benign
enough to ride above the internal tensions until a consensual compro-
mise could meld with the state.’® Wansbrough's view is that process
rather than structure is the investigative strategy: “T'he process in ques-
tion may be envisaged as twofold; (1) linguistic transfer/adapration of
topes/theologoumenon/symbol to produce an instrument of commu-
nication and dispute (lingua franca); (2) distribution of these clements as
confessional insignia (sectarian syndrome)."3!

This is, of course, a very suggestive hypothesis, did it not appear to
presume a Sitz im Leben dominated by Judeo-Christian ideology. One
wonders whether the pagan environment of Arabia has sufficient place
in this analysis. But Wansbrough's study fruitfully points out that we
are dealing with a genre of literature that operates within the demands
of a scholarly elite whose perceptions are tied to the requirements of
their circles, and thus must be evaluated with those literary-religious
demands in mind. In short, the mythos Ibn Ishaq creates reflects his
interaction within a larger community.
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One is not far into Ibn Ishaq’s work until he or she realizes that this
is something tantamount to an early Muslim Homeric Odysey. The
activities and characteristics of the hero arc of epic proportions, imply-
ing and shaping the destiny of a people. The normative tone pervades,
urging the reader to make a judgment. The question remains: to
whom was the book directed? Some hints can be seen from one of the
prime tensions underlying the book: the conflict between the north
and south within the Hijaz. For Ibn Ishdq this conflict resolves into
multihued tensions between the ancient and distinguished Himyarite
kingdom of the southern area and the nowveau riche Quraysh of Mecca.
The former is defined by a dialogue set around the vision of the old
Yamanite king Rabi‘a b. Nasr. The experience had terrified him, but
he asked the soothsayers to interpret it without divulging its details.
The result was:

His kingdom shall be ended by an apostle who will bring truth and
justice among men of religion and virtue. Dominion will rest among
his people until the Day of Separation, the day on which those near
God will be rewarded, on which demands from heaven will be made
which the yuick and the dead will hear, men will be gathered at the
appointed place, the God-fearing to receive salvation and blessing.
By the Lord of heaven and earth, and what lies between them high
or low I have told you but the truth in which no doubt . . . lies.*?

The eschatological event that is crucial is, of course, the coming of
Muhammad and “his people,” an oceurrence that sets the stage for a
new reign that will only be broken by an apocalyptic judgment day
that will decide the fate of all hamankind. It follows that the true
descendants of the Himyarite kingdom are the people of the Prophet,
a claim that neatly circumvents the Quraysh, since the intervening
hegemony had been that of Persia and Abyssinia.** Moreover, Ibn
Ishiq deliberately has the Prophet setting the Quraysh straight as to
how they managed to continue in power: “When God sent Muham-
mad he specially recounted to the Quraysh his goodness and favour in
turning back the Abyssinians in order to preserve their state and per-
manence.”** He suggests that their rulersbip was based upon their
continuing the ancient religious traditions: “They are the people of
God: God fought for them and thwarted the attack of their cne-
mies," s

Thus the primary sin of the Quraysh was that they did not accept
the eschaton when it occurred; the reason given for their blindness
was that they forsook the true religion for the worship of stone.
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They say that the beginning of stone worship among the sons of
Ishmael was when Mecca became too small for them and they want-
ed more room in the country, Everyone who left the town took with
him a stone from the sacred area to do honour to it. Wherever they
settled they set up and walked round it as they went round the
Ka‘ba. This led them to worship what stones they pleased and those
which made an impression on them. Thus as generations passed
they forgot their primitive faith and adopted another religion for that
of Abraham and Ishmael.**

So deluded were the Quraysh that their response to the monotheism
of the Prophet was to cry out: “Would he make the gods into one God?
‘That is indeed a strange proceeding!” Thus the forgetfulness of the
truth by the Quraysh becomes the focus for the message of the Proph-
et, and the burden of his people. The conflict between the north and
the south was expressed in religious terms as a battle of the old re-
ligionists of Himyarite background whao remained true to the eschaton
and recognized it, and those who forgot it and went their own way.
During the life of the Prophet it was translated into the anatagonism
between the angar [Helpers] of Medina, who recognized the Prophet
long before the Meccans, and those of the Quraysh who had convert-
ed only at the last minute.

The conflict was resolved by the Prophet in a meeting specially
called to deal with disaffection among the Ansar when the Prophet
gave gifts to the Quraysh and the Bedouin but nothing to them. The
confrontation is all the more remarkable because the Prophet says, in
effect, you have me, while all they have is goods and flocks:

Are you disturbed in mind because of the good things of this life by
which I win over a people that they may become Muslims while I
entrust you to your Islam? Are you not satisfied that men should
take away flocks and herds while you take back with you the apostle
of God? By Him in whose hand is the soul of Mubammad, but for
the migration 1 should be one of the Angar myself. If all men went
one way and the Angdr another I should take the way of the Angar.?”

The result was many tears from the Ansar along with, “We are satis-
fied with the Apostle of God as our lot and portion.”

The significance of this passage cannot be what scems like an easy
way out for the Prophet. Conflicts with such long-standing resent-
ments cannot be overcome in one meeting, whether the leader offers
himself in lieu of inequity or not. The important point is that this
conflict was resolved in the meaning and value of the Prophet himself.
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In effect, the presence of Muhammad and kinship with him in a larger
cause was worth more to them than all the gifts he had given. The
conflict was resolved at a deeper and more meaningful level—in the
personhood of the Prophet. We are left to conclude that the endow-
ment of honour and respect to the Prophet had right from the begin-
ning involved a complex network of political and personal meanings,
which could only be resolved by the growth of plety around the
Prophet. As a result, the Prophet-image took on meaning divorced
from any individual situation or value and became a symbol into
which the community could invest its higher meanings and commit-
ments.

It is, perhaps, not too much to suggest that 1bn Ishaq was signaling
a move by some of the Muslim literati into a magnification of the
Prophet and his housc that was characteristic of the Shi‘a, not because
of loyalty to "Ali or his cause, but because loyalty to the Prophet was
the only avenuc that sidestepped the knotty political and religious
problems they saw around them, yet still connected them with the
great sense of pride they had in Arabia’s Himyaritc past. The Proph-
et’s life became the one acceptable medium that could free them from
the present moment and yct could answer their needs for a symbol of
continuity among the changes that rapid expansion now brought. In
doing so, they opened the Sira to new forms and interpretations.

Mubammad Among Modern Writers:
Struggle for Universality

When we turn to modern rextual data—Middle Eastern and primarily
Egyptian—the one thing that strikes us on the surface is the predomi-
nance of overwhelmingly traditionalist viewpoints, *® Iven such a vig-
orous and bright intelligence as Taha Husayn could write in F7 l-shi'r
al-jabili: “Yes, when we engage in the study of Arabic adab [literature]
and its history, we must forget our national consciousness and every-
thing that it represents, our religion and all that is related to it; we
should not be concerned with whether the questions will contradict
cither nationality or religion; we should be constrained by nothing but
the methods of true scientific investigation."*® Yet, when he writes a
three-volume work, "Ald bamish al-sira, " he does little imore than writc
a popular account of the Prophet’s life; indeed, he says in the introduc-
tion, “Man has othcr capabilitics that want to be satisfied no
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less . . . than reason. Perhaps the stories do not satisfy logic and are
not appropriate for the methods of scientific thought; yet the feelings
are satisfied nevertheless, Their reading is a help in passing the time
and in the bearing of the cares of existence."#!

This is not the place to trace the sad saga that attended the publica-
tion of Taha Fusayn's Fi l-shi'r al-jabili. Suffice it to say that the politi-
cal suppressions and active religious machinations of the conservative
religious element in Egyptian socicty weighed heavily upon him,
though this explanation is hardly intellectually satisfying. Neverthe-
less, it does indicate that for emotional and religious reasons Taha
Husayn could not bring to bear the kind of scientific tools he had
available; some of these reasons had to do with the nature and role of
the Prophet’s life in a traditional society. That he could use his scien-
tific approach to the other contexts, but not here, indicates how sym-
bolically powerful the Prophet’s life had become. So closely was it tied
to conservative orthodoxy that Muslim identity ct:uld not allow mod-
ern criticism to have free reign.

This is reflected, too, in ways in which religious styles can be used
to interpret his life. In a book by the Egyptian al-Azhar University
scholar, Muhammad Muhyi al-Din, published by the Higher Council
of Islamic Affairs, entitled Sayyidiina al-Mubammad: Nabi al-rahma wa
rasiil al-budi [Our Lord Muhammad: The Prophet of Mercy and the
Apostle of Guidance), one would expect a much more mystical in-
terpretation of the Prophet, especially after this introduction:

To you, my beloved apostle of God. A word of fidelity, love: in
dedication to a noble and prophetic life history, through which all
the world is perfumed with a pleasant aroma throughout all ages. 1
lived through that experience with all my inner being and was trans-
formed, carried back through the era of immaculate prophecy. I saw
your faithful companions around you listening with their humbled
hearts and purified souls, and my eyes were filled to overflowing on
seeing you; and my heart won your approval and satisfaction. . . .

Yet when one turns to Muhyi I-Din’s treatment of the isra’ and mi'rdj
(concerning Muhammad's miraculous night journey to Jerusalem and
ascent into Heaven) he simply expresses wonder at God's divine
power, sketches the controversy over whether Muhammad went in
spirit or in a body, and closes with the admonition that it behooves all
Muslims to believe in it since Muhammad was truthful. The only
really stimulating detail in Muhyi [-Din's account is that Imam Ja'far
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al-§adiq interpreted the star in the Qur'anic verse, “by the name of
the star when it falls,” as Muhammad’s return from his journey. 2

Comparisons and adaptations which make the Prophet appear
equal or superior to other great leaders, on the other hand, are accept-
able, Thus in "Abbas Mahmud al-"Aqqad’s work on “*Muhammad’s
Genius™? one finds a series of arguments, utilizing strategies of such
military commanders as Napoleon and Hitler to prove Muhammad’s
military superiority. For example, Napoleon used to think that the
ratio of moral power to numerical value was three to one; "Aqqid
holds that Muhammad had achieved this long before Napoleon had.
Similarly Muhammad’s use of surveillance and information gathering
was almost proverbial, far sooner than Napoleon’s famed develop-
ments in the area.** 'Aqqid’s comparisons with Hitler focus on
Hitler's use of exploratory missions, the purpose of which was to para-
chute behind lines, disrupt communications, and instll fear within
the populace. Muhammad used the exploratory mission not to demor-
alize the people but to obtain information: “This military method
adopted by Hitler had its own admirers and detractors. Those who
admired it would say it was beneficial . . . those to whom it appeared
negatively divine that this inethod was based on compulsion.” Mu-
hammad’s use of the exploratory mission was thus superior to Hitler’s
because it was based upon ideological persuasion rather than demor-
alization. It was based on the Muslim principle that there is no com-
pulsion in Islam.* "Aqqad’s appeal to these figures was surely not
made from great respect for their moral stature in history; the goal was
to situate the Prophet in the highest counsels of military ability. The
appeal to Hitler and Bonaparte is made, too, because they are recog-
nized by both Europeans and Egyptians as exemplary tacticians. By
demonstrating Muhammad's superiority to these, “Aqqad raises him
above the locale of Arabic history to world history.

With these perspectives in mind, when we come back to Taha Hu-
sayn’s Sira, the same intent to raise Muhammad to international status
can be noted. Rather than military prowess, Tihi Eusayn stresses the
universality of human reason. The eloquence of the Qur'an is not just
a miracle, it is a miracle of reason; he makes a character say:

In all that | have scen and known concerning prophets, I have scen
nothing stronger than that related to Muhammad, God bless him
and guard him. He was a man of whom opponents and enemies
demanded miracles, bur who dissociated himself from their idea and
proclaimed to them that he was human like them, and that he was
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not sent to dazzle minds with great occurrences, but was sent to recite
to people a Qur'in which speaks to their minds and fills them with
guidance, and speaks to their heart and makes them feel compassion
and generosity.**

Tahi Husayn saw Egyptians, and indeed all modern Muslims, as the
amalgamation of Greek and Arabic cultures—rationality and scien-
tific principles on the one hand and the will and sensitivity of feeling
on the other. The Prophet was the reflection of that view: his Sira is a
continuous integration of those two tendencies. It is hard to escape the
view that Tahd Husayn’s overriding image of Muhammad comprises
everything in both Western and Fastern cultures, as he saw them.

This, then, is the linkage with the Muhammad of Ibn Ishiq: what
may be applied to the Prophet are those perceptions within the Sizz im
Leben of the conservative Ulama of the hour. Only those models which
are consonant with the traditional Muhammadan biography, but
which make the Prophet more universal, can be accepted. Stress is
placed upon an idealized Prophet, not upon the limitations of a com-
mon man,

The Contemporary Mubhammad: Catalyst of Radical Ideology

Where most writers heretofore incorporated their orientation into the
interpretive structures of the sira, some have seen the power of the
Prophet to be transparent—the Prophet radically altered the culture
and society in which he lived. As a symbol, Muhammad expresses the
dynamics of a true Muslim believer. The expression of such revolu-
tionary ideology is, perhaps, put no more succinctly than by Ahmad
Talib, a leader in the Algerian revolution of the 1960s. Yet in justify-
ing his activism, Talib reinterprets early Islam, His first plea is to
return to Muslim origins to make a “pilgrimage to our sources,” so that
believers could see if Islam (that is, essentially, the Qur'an as it was
revealed and then applied) has attained a solution to the problem and,
in the event of a positive response, to make clear the originality of that
solution,

The Prophet himself did not opt to live far away from the camp of
men. He did not say to youth: “Sell what you have and follow me."
On rthe conrrary, he worked and toiled among things just as they are.
He did nor achieve the glory of the just, except by way of the risk of
his life. He only made triumphal entry into Mecca after confronting
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every danger and being subjected to every taunt of sarcasm. At Me-
dina, he was not content merely to be the preacher of the new faith:
he became also the leader of the new city, where he organized the
religious, social and economic life. We see him sharing personally in
the construction of the Mosque and the dwellings of the emigrants,
Later, carrying arms, he put himself at the head of his troops.
Charged ro deliver a message he opted for action, because he was
convinced that a message can only pass from the realm of life by
taking the hard road of involvement.

Thus, Islam commends action—we plainly see—just as, no less
explicitly, it condemns craven aloofness from it.%7

Summing up his argument for social activities, Talib writes:

Having responded . . . to the effect that Islam is a philosophy of
engagement and roundly condemns all forms of desertion from duty,
it remains to show how this philosophy is distinguished from those
doctrines of action which ahound in our day. 1t seems ro me thar the
answer to that can be found in this verse: “Say: ‘Act, and God and
the Prophet and the belicvers will see your doing.” (S. 9:105). In
other words, the Mnslim must be a man of action [“Act”] but his
doings must be ruled by a moral factor (“God sees what you do”) and
should conform to the perfection of a model (“and his Propher”) and
also have the good of the community as their goal (“and the believ-
ers”). 4

In an entirely different vein, Khalid M. Khilid, another gradnate of
al-Azhar, demonstrates yet another orientation. In a work whose title
means in English “Thus Spake the Apostle,” (reminiscent of Nietz-
sche?) he takes up science and culture and Muhammad’s perceptions
relative to them. When Muhammad speaks about learning he does not
mean the mere gleaning and storing of details but the active integra-
tion of figh [discerning the Law] into one’s life. He argues that figh has
an encyclopedic sensc, such that the insights one forms during one’s
wide range of knowledge and expericnce will continuously build his
cultured character. “Amal al-figh [Practical application of figh] can be
interpreted “as an instructor who conveys this knowledge to the recip-
ient, and the recipient will receive this information, digest it and
through his better understanding, better evaluation and the spark of
his intellect and the genius of his feeling be more knowledgeable than
this teacher.™” Consequently Muhammad as the expression of the ‘ilm
[science, knowledge] that is working towards a higher culture is alive
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today, in the way individuals are developing. There is, then, a contin-
uous metamorphosis of the individual under the power of the "ilm of
the Prophet.
The proof of these views rests upon the extraordinary emphasis the
et gave to learning, attested in the Hadith: “a single scholar
(‘alm) is much harder on the devil than one thousand worshippers
(‘ibad).” Khalid interprets this to mean that “the devil would find his
way quite easily to any worshipper that is not enlightened by the light
of learning itself, whereas all [of] Satan’s attempts would fail to encir-
cle a worshipper that is enlightened by learning, its guidance and its
light."5® Hence, in a manner that perhaps Nietzsche would have ap-
preciated, at least in part, Khalid argues that the true objective of
knowledge is personal development: “The objective of learning is the
creation of a human individual who is constantly in the process of
perfecting his or her processes of thinking and feeling, along with the
development of consciousness and will."$! The validation for this is
the Prophet: “The Apostle of God used to ask us to stand so that our
shoulders touched, and often he indicated by his own hand how to
straighten our lines for prayer; moreover he used to say ‘Let those
who are knowledgeable in mind and heart be next to me in line, and
those who are less than they in that respect follow them, and so
on. "2
Such strikingly different interpretations as those we have just con-
sidered suggest that the religious and cultural situation of contempo-
rary Muslims has called for a radically modified role for the Prophet.
As a paradigmatic figure, he is no longer just a theological expression;
he is recognized explicitly as a galvanizing and religiously powerful
impulse within the Muslim community. Not content with a percep-
tion of the Prophet that limits him to the founding of the umma or to
the historical locale of traditional Muslim thought he is seen as a pre-
sent-day catalyst for social and religious achievement, with an existen-
tial meaning for a Muslim world facing the problems of change and
uncertainty.

Model Theory and the Propbet

“To what extent has our use of model helped us “disclose” meanings in
sira materials? In the first place, we have argued for a direct rela-
tionship between the Sitz im Leben of each creative expression of sira so
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that, in Cousins’s words, we can discover the “experiential” setting out
of which the expression is made. In the second place, we have taken
the Prophet-image itself to be inexhaustible, that is, to carry with it
meanings which may be developed and even explored beyond that
found in its original setting.*? Third, because the model itself has no
particular religious entailments, it allows us to explore language that
has itself become weighted with its own tradition. Fourth, we have
found patterns within the religious lives of Muslims that open up di-
mensions for further study, namely, what relationship is there be-
tween the conflict resolution of Ibn Ishiq and the social catalyst of
Ahmad Talib? How do they portend crucial religious structures in the
umma? What role has veneration for the Prophet played in allowing
Muslim religious thought to remain in touch with the experience of
the believers? Immediately we can see a number of further linkages,
Consequently, testimonial literature, like this gem from Ibn [shaq can
serve as a basis for the historian of religions in his analysis of Islamic
piety.

Those gone by never lost one like Muhammad

And one like him will not be mourned till Resurrection Day

More gentle and faithful to obligation after obligation;

More prone to give without thought of any return;

More lavish with wealth newly gained and inherited

When a generous man would grudge giving

what had long been his.

More noble in reputation when claiins are examined;

More noble in princely Meccan ancestry;

More inaccessible in height and eminence

Founded on enduring supports,

Firmer in root and branch and wood

Which rain nourished making it full of life.

A glorious Lord brought him up as a boy

And he became perfect in most virtuous deeds.

To his knowledge the Muslims resorted;

No knowledge was withheld and no opinion was gainsaid.

1 say, and none can find fault with me

But one lost to all sense,

I shall never cease to praise him.**

Rart Two
Ritual and Community

hether in ancient civilizations myth provided the

Qp basis for ritual or vice versa was a question that
animated Religionswissenschaft in the late nincteenth

and early twenticth centuries. If ritual was to be understood, then, in
relation to myth, evidence could be drawn from the textual accounts of
Creation and the cosmic cycle of the New Year, which were plentiful
enough in Ancient Near Eastern textual and archaeological materials.
The myth/ritual categories shed new light on the cultural history of
ancient Israel and the formative histories of Judaism and Christianity.
Semitic and classical philology and Religionswissenschaft seemed impo-

g0




60 Ritual and Community

tent to move beyond the period from Antiquity to Late Roman times,
however, to analyze ritual in the youngest cognate Scmitic religion,
Islam.

The reason seems plain enough in retrospect. Neither Islamic
sources nor Islamicists say much about myth. The Qur'in is not
structured around the great cosmic cycles of Creation and the es-
chaton; the Prophet Muhammad's persona has not been scen to be
framed by miracles and Heilsgeschichte but rather by the political histo-
ry of the Hijaz in scventh-century Arabia; and the First of Muhar-
ram—the Islamic New Year and a minor occasion hy comparison to
Hajj and Ramadan closing feast days—rcfers not to cosmic renewal
but to Muhammad’s politically nccessitated emigration to Yathrib.
Thus, without the presence of myth by which to understand ritual,
historians of religion have seemed to lack the necessary grounds for a
comparative study of ritual that would include the Islamic materials.
The declaration that Islam is absent of any significant mythology has
cast a vast scholastic penumbra over the data the myth/ritual approach
has relied upon. Such light as we have had until recently came from
such sources as the historian Snouck-Hurgronje, the anthropologist
Westermarck, and the adventurer Burton, who undertook the task of
providing Furopeans with descriptions of Islamic rituals, primarily
the pilgrimage to Mecca and local rites of passage.

Leaving aside the question of the extent to which mythos does or
does not play a role in Muslim world views, the evidence of ritual
behavior in Islamic socicty is rich and diverse. The more recent eth-
nographies of Clifford Geertz and Victor Turner, based on what many
call “symbolist” cultural anthropology, have influcnced a renaissance
of ritual studics that take some account of Islam. The work of Lévi-
Strauss has stimulated limited exploration of structuralist analysis by
some observers of Islamic culture, The interpretation of ritual behav-
ior, like the study of religious texts, is seen to be susceptible to semi-
otic theory—a hermencutics that regards religious expression in word
and deed as meaningful within a cultural system of signs and symbols.

Whether or not one accepts the particular views of culture retailed by

Geertz, Turner, or Lévi-Strauss, their attention to the significance of
religious behavior has provided religious studics scholarship with
more powerful prescriptions with which to correct myopic oversight
of the study of ritual in Islam.

The scope of the newer ritual studies as they apply to Islam can
enrich our understanding of traditional topics in Islamic studies. The
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Shi‘i ta‘ziya, Sufi tarigas, visitation to saints' tombs for baraka, and th_c
performance of Qur’an recitation—to name just a few—are symbolic
activities of deep significance in Islam. The question for religious
studies is not whether ritual exists much in Islam but how to approach
the study of the many kinds of ritual activity in [slam. In a word, the
newer trend in ritual studies is not to identify and isolate ritual data
for analysis but rather to locate such data within the broader cultural
matrices in which they occur and presumably find their meanings.

Part Two recommends a reorientation of our thinking about ritual
as structured, meaningful behavior in Islamic culture. In Chapter 4,
Frederick M. Denny starts out by examining why Islamicists have all
but ignored the highly performative aspects of the religious duties of
Islam. His treatment of the problem offers a number of possibilities
for future research and ways of approaching the variegated forms and
expressions of symbolic activity in Islamic society. Denny suggests
several ways which scholars studying other traditions have distin-
guished among different types of rituals, and he recommends where
similar steps might be taken-with the Islamic materials.

In Chapter 5, William R. Roff singles out a particular ritual as-
semblage in Islam, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, which he exam-
ines in light of Turner’s revision of van Gennep'’s theory of “lim-
inality.” With greater use of the Islamic materials than Turner made in
his well-known studies, especially the usually overlooked Hajj man-
uals written for pilgrims, Roff brings greater insight into the ap-
plicability of Turner’s thesis and its limits. As Roff points out, Turner,
like most Islamicists, had dwelled on the activities and symbolic
meanings at Mecca and its environs, the sacred spacial and temporal
center of Hajj activities. An equally important set of questions sur-
round the rites of separation and reincorporation of the Hajji from and
back into his particular societal environment and the socio-psychologi-
cal dimensions of status enhancement this entails.
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Islamic Ritual
Perspectives and Theories

FREDERICK M. DENNY

f the study of Islam as a whole has been relatively

neglected in the history of religions, the systemat-

ic study of ritual within traditional Islamic studies
has been recessive, too. Why this is so can only be speculated upon,
for Islam itself places great emphasis on ritual activitics. Thus,
Wilfred Cantwell Smith, for example, has counseled translating the
word sunni not as “orthodox,” but “orthoprax.”! And Bousquet has
written that if ‘ibadat (“religious observances”) is translated as “cult”

we are committing something of a theoretical error (Tor Andrac), for
it has quite correctly been said that, strictly speaking, Islam knows
no more of a cult, properly speaking, than (Snouck Hurgronje) it
does of law; nor, we should add, of ethics. Fikb is, in fact, a deon-
tology (the statements of the whole corpus of duties, of acts whether
obligatory, forbidden or recommended, etc.) which is imposed upon
man.?

Bousquet overstates the issue but he has a valid point in suggesting
that to know the truth—which is a possible translation of figh—re-
quires doing it as well. This is what Smith may have in mind with his
translation “orthoprax.” It is not a question of knowing versus doing,
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or of doctrine versus ritual; rather, it is a question of emphasis be-
tween the two poles of a single symbol and action system. Islamie
ritual is an expression of Islamic doctrine, but this is not to say thar
the Jatter is either logically or chronologically prior to the former. ‘The
two are mutually confirmatory moments in a unified process of re-
ligious discovery and discipline. Tawhid is not merely a marter of the-
ological propositions, but also a living realization: the “making one” of
God by rotal submission and service. At the center is the experience of
God, which is then articulated and maintained by religion. The-
ological issues have been of great importance in the history of Islam,
but legal and ritual concerns have been even more so. Kalam, “dog-
matic theology,” has never been recognized by “orthoprax” Sunnis, at
least, as an autonomous science apart from figh, “jurisprudence.”

The figh books always begin with ritual duties by considering the
four “Pillars” (arkdn): canonical prayers (salds), alms (zakat), fasting
(sawm), and pilgrimage to Mecca (hayy). 'The first Pillar, shabida (confes-
sion of God'’s unity and Muhammad's apostleship), is usually not dis-
cussed, but taken for granted. The actual enumeration and explication
of the requirements for Salat are always preceded by a detailed discus-
sion of purification, tabira, the indispensable condition for all acts of
worship. Ritual ablutions arc themselves complex processes, requiring
detailed elucidation. Mubammad is reported to have said, “Purifica-
tion is half of faith.” Also, he is credited with saying, “The key to
Paradisc is worship (Salat); the key to worship is purification.”

Ritual Studies and Islamic Studies

What is the key to understanding Islamic ritual from outside the tradi-
tion? Is it simply to aceept what the official sources say about it? If
so, one will have a fairly easy time of it, and the occasional confusion
of differing details among the Muslim schools of jurisprudence
(madbahih) will offer no more diﬂiculty than they do to Muslims. But
then, what are to be accepted as official practices? If onc reads in the
Hadith one finds all sorts of practices that are recommended or at least
not condemned. But if one rcads 1bn Taymiyya or Wahhabi literature,
for example, the field of acceprable ritual behavior shrinks drastically
as the range of corrupt and detested practices expands. Yet these prac-
tices are often embraced by masses of Muslims who regard them as
part of the true religion.*
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Let us consider a practical case. Occasionally in my lectures on
Islamic practices a Muslim or two in the class will challenge me on this
very point saying, “That is not true Islam. Why are you telling the
class these things?” Then T will ask if the practice, say, of secking
intercession from a saint by visiting his tomb is, in fact, practiced by
some Muslims. The answer, if the student is knowledgeable about
actual behavior, will be in the affirmative but with a qualification and
very often a condemnation of the practice as well. Students are often
puzzled and frustrated, however, because of the conflict berween nor-
mative and descriptive approaches to the analysis of behavior. Clifford
Geertz's title fslam Observed is a shrewd acknowledgment of this con-
flict, and his comparison and contrast of religion in Morocco and In-
donesia is an instructive essay in definition and description.® One has
only to delve into a study like Nadel’s Nupe Religion to read of practices
associated with Islam that would make the most liberal Muslim (or
scholarly observer, for that matter) uneasy.® Of course, Nadel was not
concerned with how far practice agreed with doctrine; he was not
studying that abstraction we call “official Islam,” but rather Nupe so-
ciety and values, including religion.

One approach is, then, to concentrate on “deontology,” that is, on
the consideration of the Shari‘a as the Muslim science of duty (deon), of
which scholars like Bousquet, Snouck Hurgronje, and Andrae have
reminded us, and which is considered by Muslims to be above crit-
icism. Our discussions in this case would have as their object the ide-
alized form of ritual behavior as found in the original sources. Also,
we would not deliberately provoke objections from guardians of nor-
mative Islam who understandably consider excursions into folklore
and pagan survivals at the least as the misapplied association of cus-
toms (a sort of anthropologist’s shirk) or at worst as an attempt to un-
dermine and discredit what Muslims hold to be sacred. What is
needed is much more sensitive and informed attention to Islamic
sources and discussions on ritual. From the orientalist’s viewpoint, the
materials have been sifted with primary attention to their historical
provenance; such scholarship has its place, but so far it has been prac-
ticed with little regard for synchronic structures of meaning. What 1
propose instead is to follow the sedulous discipline that the fugabd'
(Muslim doctors of law) and Islamists alike must share if they would
analyze and interpret normative rirual requirements in a manner that
brings out the meaning within its proper Islamic contexts, For exam-
ple, a preoccupation with Jewish parallels to the Salat in a study that
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seeks to understand Muslim worship may hinder and even prevent an
understanding of the primary subject, which has a life of its own.
That is, one must first of all scek to understand and appreciate the
Feculiar quality of conviction that renders Salat meaningful to Mus-
ims.

Faith is, as the old German maxim goes, both eine Gabe und eine
Aufgabe, “a gift and a task.” Does this imply that outsiders who study
Islam should somehow submit to the revelation for methodological
reasons? Can we as scholars claim objectivity and free inquiry while at
the same time we maintain convictions and participation in the re-
ligious object of our research? In short, what is the relation between
understanding a faith and having a faith? The student of tribal religion
often takes for granted that he or she will at some point be ritually

incorporated into the life of the group. “Paris is well worth a mass,”

whether in avoiding a fatal challenge, as Henry of Navarre did, or
publishing praiseworthy monographs, as Burton and Snouck did.”
The problem of the difference in perspectives between observer and
actors is as old as social science and has not yet been entirely elimi-
nated even by sophisticated field techniques centering on the “partici-
pant-observer.™

Ritual is for the participant a reenactment of a profound truth. As
Geertz has put it, it is realizing that religion is at the same time a
model of and a model for the world.? Does one need to be a Muslim in
order to capture the essence of Islamic ritual? It depends on what
“capturing the essence” means. It may mean conversion. Santayana

has expressed this memorably:

Any attempt to speak without speaking any particular language is
not more hopeless than the attempt to have a religion that shall he no
religion in particular, . . . Thus every living and healthy religion has
a marked idiosyncrasy; its power consists in its special and surpris-
ing message and in the bias which rthar revelation gives to life. The
vistas it opens and the mysteries it propounds are another world to
live in; and another world o live in—whether we expect ever to pass
wholly over into it or not—is what we mean by having a religion. !

But having a religion is not what we mean by understanding a religion,
and understanding is not the same as belicving. Embracing a religion,
finding “another world to live in" is not itself a scholarly enterprise.
Neither is the discipline of religious studies a world to live in; rather it
is a highly diverse product of a much wider world that most of its
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professors share, having as one of its biases a seemingly insatiable
curiosity—which borders at times on the meddlesome—about other
peoples and world views.!! -

Capturing the essence does not require anything so drastic as con-
version, but it does demand sympathy and respect as well as openness
to the sources, human and textual, that are centrally meaningful to the
adherents. In any case, one cannot convert to Islam for purposes of
scholarly convenience or authenticity. What is more, the Muslim col-
league who would undertake history of religions scholarship is under
the very same constraints as the non-Muslim as far as making sense of
the tradition to the scholarly world at large. As Fazlur Rahman points
out in Chapter 12 of this volume, being a Muslim does not by itself
guarantee that onc’s explication and interpretation of Islam will be
either clear or balanced. Seeing oneself, one’s own tradition from the
“inside” is at least as difficult as attempting to understand from the
outside, particularly if wider communication of the findings is en-
visaged. The sympathetic scholarly study of a religious tradition to
which one does not personally adhere is neither an exercise in piety
nor a pretense at being an insider.'? It is rather the limited project of
attempting to know whatever can be communicated and to share it
with any other humans who have the interest and intellectual disci-
pline to absorb it. The basic premise is that humankind is one, and
what we call Buddhist, Islamic, Christian, or Aztec theodicies, for
example, are ways in which fellow human beings have discerned, cod-
ified, and communicated facts and feelings, practices and beliefs. His-
tory of religions is not theology, nor is it a “new humanism.” It is
much more modest. It is simply one of a number of related disciplines
both in the humanities and the social sciences by which we attempt to
explain and interpret ourselves to ourselves. Personal articulations
about God have nothing to do with the discipline in any normative
sense. To insist that they do is to change the subject, which is human-
kind. But this does not make history of religions a thoroughgoing hu-
manism, either, especially in an ideological sense, however useful its
findings may be for that purpose.!?

The study of Islamic ritual is not a mysterious business, although
the paucity of published materials on the subject in relation to its
obvious central importance may seem paradoxical.'* Nothing could
be easier for the outsider than the observation of Muslims at prayer or
engaged in a variety of other ritual activities, both official and popular.
The fault for neglected study of Islamic ritual lies with the scholars,
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not with the Muslims. That a now gencrally acknowledged oversight
has been allowed to persist is a testimony to the failures of scholarship
and not to any opaqueness or intractability of the subject matter, But
herein lics a problem. One needs to examine both texts and contexts,
and the divergences between the two will require scholars to make
certain decisions about interpretation. The historian of religions
strikes out on his own at this point in striving to make sense of issues
that may well be neatly accounted for within Islam. 15

Snouck Hurgronje's precise and penetrating historical study of the
Hajj was published several years before his actual sojourn in Mecca
during the spring and summer of 1885, and is thus an example of the
type of painstaking oricntalist scholarship that has traditionally been
based on texts and carried out in an academic setting. All that one
needed to know about the Hajj from the formal standpoint was plen-
tifully available in written sources. And in classical Istam, figh, once
established as positive law, needed no ribla, “trip to the field,” but only
kitaba, “writing” things up from available texts.” Yer it was Snouck’s
ribla that madc it possible for him to provide a perceptive contextual
cxamination of Mecca and its peoples, a sort of carly “Islam Ob-
served ™% Martcrials on so central an Islamic ritual as the Hajj cannot
be limited to manuals on mandsik al-Hajj, those distillations from figh
works that guide pilgrims through the cntire process in an orderly, if
abstractly perfeet, texthook fashion. Each Hajj is the same, the official
sources suggest, and the attention of the faithful toward achieving
perfect performance of the rites is a testimony to abidingness.

It is also possible to acknowledye, however, the pristine perfection
of the ritual duties performed by Muslims as spelled out in the Qur'in
and Sunna, cven when they do not regularly fulfill them, or when
they irregularly obscrve them. Whart does the scholar do when con-
fronted with a duty unperformed by persons claiming to be devout; or
with additional practices unpreseribed in the Shari'a but diligently
observed in local practice? It does not increase our understanding to
scold the former and correct the latter—that is the Mulla's task; in
cither event a statement is being made about Islam as a perceivable
reality. Islamic sources do not provide much in the way of analytic
models to deal with such a problem, although all of the elements are
readily available. And it should be added immediately that it is not
Islam’s task to gencrate conceptual frameworks for scholarly analysis
beyond the obligations of da"wa, in the sense of “mission.”
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Elements of Ritual in Islam

The most basic term for Islamic ritual is "ibada, “worship, service,” of
inferiors toward their superior, their Lord. All of the official duties of
Islam are subsumed under ‘thada: the five Pillars constitute the main
categories of Islamic ritual and lesser events are arranged under them
in orderly fashion. For example, the ‘fd of Sacrifice is inextricably
rooted in the Hajj. The festival of fast-breaking ('Id al-fitr) serves to
punctuate the ending of the Ramadan fast. The special Salats of earth-
quake or eclipse are variations on the standard form, as is the Salat at
the graveside. All is orderly and minutely regulated. Four of the five
Pillars have a strong communal reference and, in fact, are fashioned to
express and channel the driving force of the first, the Shahada, which
itself implicitly contains the fuller features of Muslim faith (fmdn), to
which belong statements about belief in God, angels, prophets and
their books, the Last Day, and divine decree. Two of the Pillars also
have a strong spatial reference, for both Salat and Hajj are focused on
the Ka'ba in Mecca. Three—Salat, Sawm, and Hajj—also have
strong time references. So we have in these several ritual clusters a full
range of dealings in sacred space and time. Nor arc all things of equal
status. Some matter, for example, is impure by narure and not by
circumstance (pig, carrion, and dog), whereas some is impure only
because of contact with impurity, which can be avoided or removed.
Thus in Islam there is what in ritual studies is referred 1o as the aspect
of “separation,” or a system of separations, based not merely on time
and space but also on purity and pollution.

When legal terms are considered, we see not a sharp distinction
between the sacred and the profane, but a kind of shading off from the
one toward the other, as in the sequence j@'ir and mubdh (neutral) to-
ward fard and wdjib (performance rewarded, omission punished), and
from sunna and nafl (performance rewarded, but omission not pun-
ished) all the way to makrib (disapproved but not punished) and
finally haram (absolutely prohibited, with punishment). A sharper dis-
tinction is seen when the division is limited to bardam and haldl, “for-
bidden” and “permitted.” Note that these terms do not mean, at least
etymologically, “impure” andlm':rum"; they are legal concepts and re-
flect the primary notion of obedience to God's command. Hardm also
means “sacred,” but not in the English sense, which is restricted to the
notion of “holy.” Rather in the French sense of Durkheim's “things set
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apart and forbidden.” There is ambiguity in the term, for it can be
interpreted as “forbidden: unclean™ and also “forbidden: ultraclean.”
The related “baram* is limited to positive sacrality and would thus be
equivalent to the English “sacred.” One might be inclined to sub-
stitute taboo for hardm, but the latter term is native to Islam and has its
own constellation of related meanings, however much it may be found
to overlap with taboo. In such cases as this the historian of religions
has the opportunity and duty to qualify the application of concepts
(taboo) in cross-cultural studies to the acrual meanings of similar no-
tions (hardm) within a particular tradition. Thus we may learn about
“taboo” through the study of “aram,” and not simply vice versa,

Pollution avoidance has considerable ritual meaning for Muslims
and is one of the most prominent indicators of the general bipolarity of
things in Islam. The Qur'an has numerous pairings of opposites, as
indecd the Arabic language in general frequently displays. The people
of the “left” are contrasted with the people of the “right.” The dir al-
islam (Abode of Islam) is set over against the dir al-hark (Abode of
Conflict). Each of these orientations has a direct connection with pu-
rity (right) and pollution (left). So benefit and blessing proceed from
the right whereas baleful effects are to be expected from the left. One
enters a mosque with the right foot first; one leaves leading with the
left. The opposite is the case when entering and leaving a privy. The
left hand is used for humble tasks, whereas the right is reserved for
cating and touching others. The Ka'ba itself had been oriented from
most ancient times according to a right-left sense, and this has been
maintained in Islam though not without some alteration and confu-
sion, 7

Pollution avoidance also pertains to food. Mary Douglas's absorbing
and convincing analysis of Jewish dietary regulations argues that the
intricate conditions pertaining to lawful and unlawful foods reflect the
uncompromising monotheism of the people who codified them in Lev-
iticus. '8 This is useful for an approach to Islamic regulations, which
are similar in cerrain instances to the Jewish ones. The will to tawhid is
fundamenral, mutatis mutandis, in both traditions. The means by
which Islam arrived at its positions on food, however, must be quite
different, anchored in part on the authority of Arabian traditions as
well as in the Qur'anic affirmation of God's law as given to Moses.
Douglas’s intricate and ingenious discussion of classifications, cschew-
ing what she calls “medical materialism,” could serve as an extended
footnote o any fugih's [Muslim lawyer's] ventilation of the issue, right
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up to its climax. “The dietary laws,” Douglas observes, “would have
been like signs which at every turn inspired meditation on the
oneness, purity and completeness of God. By rules of avoidance holi-
ness was given a physical expression in every encounter with the ani-
mal kingdom and at every meal.”'?

Earlier I introduced but did not explore issues of space and time in
Islamic ritual. This pair of classifications has been exploited exten-
sively by historians of religion, but rarely does one encounter a treat-
ment of them with reference to Islam, except, of course, in unelabo-
rated remarks on the Ka‘ba as “navel,"?° for example. or Laylat al-Oadr
as the sacred time of the descent of the Qur'in, observed around the
final days of Ramadan each lunar year. Now, to say that Islam has
much to offer comparativists on the subject of sacred time and space
does not in itself advance our understanding very much, nor is it nec-
essary to spawn a school of studies which in some circles would render
Islam more appealing to scholars who adore those categories and in-
voke them on all occasions. What is needed is attention to the spatial-
temporal dimensions and orientations of Islam for purposes of better
understanding Islamic symbolism as it is understood from within,
Space and time are universal categories, and the ways in which re-
ligious persons discern and relate to them are often widely shared.
Yet, once the relatively low-level, albeit necessary, rehearsal of mythic
and ethnographic parallels has been accomplished, we still have to
focus on the particular [slamic awareness and applications. Beyond
that it is likely that such research will be of wider application in com-
parative religious studies in general.

Toward an Analysis of Ritual in Islam

With the appearance of Islam in world history, the old Arabian way of
life, al-jabiliyya, the “Time of Barbarism,” had been superseded. A
new era and a new dispensation had begun, and zero point was the
dramatic emigration of Muhammad and his Companions from Mecca
to Medina. The new calendar was arranged, without intercalation, to
be independent not only of the old Arabian lunar year but especially
of all solar reckoning which was traditionally linked to the structures
of agricultural society and religion, 2!

Both God and his believers transcend the regularity and the vicissi-
tudes of the seasons which in turn are controlled ritually; a peculiar
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order is imposed upon them. The Islamic ritual year comprchends
and dominates the mundane year, resolutely denying any intrinsic
value to seedtime and harvest, to breeding and lambing, to cool sum-
mer retreats to T3'if or London, and to other meaningful and satisfy-
ing seasonal activitics, while at the same time blessing them all with its
lordly progress in a regular round of visits. The word “id contains the
notion of “return” as well as festival, but the point of return is on a
calendar that slides slowly behind the “seasons.” God is jealous, holy,
and will not permit any association of natural time or season with
himself. Put another way, onc should not see time as having indepen-
dent value apart from God, for it is mere duration, The pagan Arabs
of the Jahiliyya lamented that “Nothing but Time destroys us”
(Qur'an 45:24). An astonishing “Divine Saying” (badith qudsi) cx-
claims: “The son of Adam should not say, ‘Curse Time!" For I am
Time! T send the day and the night, and if [ wished, 1 would rtake
them away."?? ‘T'here is considerable mention of time in the Qur'in
particularly in passages warning of the Last Day, and Hereafter, and
so forth.

The Islamic calendar and indeed the Islamic day are pregnant with
ritual meaning, and beyond the canonical observances are many oth-
ers of local or folk origin such as saints’ festivals.?? The five daily
prayers provide a vigorous testimony to the dominance of ritual con-
cerns in people’s lives by calling them from mundane occupations to
remembrance of their ultimate orientation. Each performance of the
Salat is an excrcise i liminality marked off by the ablution and “in-
tention” (miyya) at the beginning and the “peace” (taslim) at the end.
The Hajj is, of course, a mighty expression of liminality and commu-
nitas in Victor Turner’s sensc,?* with its potent combination of space
and time focused on the center of the world, Mecea, a true axis mundi.
But in the Salar itsclf there is also a strong spatial orientation toward
the gibla, the direction of the Ka'ba in Mecca, when the whole Umma
at worship effects an implosion of spiritual energy and celebrates its
unity of people and purpose. Wherever the Muslim prays, he is dur-
ing those moments spiritually at the center. I once discussed this with
Javanese Muslims and was told that although Indonesia is a great dis-
tance from Mecca the Ka'ba itself is in their hearts and that there is a
sense of closeness not only to Mecca during prayer, but also to all
other Muslims wherever they may be on the face of the earth. This is
typical of Islamic religious sentiment. The development of astro-
nomical and mathematical studies in Islamic civilization was in no
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small measure related to the enduring ritual requirement of being in a
proper gibla orientation wherever prayers were offered up.?*

Sacred space in [slam is markedly different from sacred space in
other traditions, particularly the older religions of agricultural orienta-
tion in the Ancient Near East, Theodor Gaster described in Thespis a
phenomenon which he named the “topocosm,” a complex interre-
lationship of the individual, society, time, and location centered in the
seasonal round with a comprehensive cosmology.?¢ The major compo-
nents of the seasonal pattern are rituals that are divided into two cate-
gories, rites of kenosis, “emptying,” and rites of plerosis, “filling.”

The former portray and symbolize the eclipse of life and vitality at
the end of each lease [i.e., on the land and its reproductive powers|,
and are exemplified by lenten periods, fasts, austerities, and other
expressions of mortification or suspended animation. The latter, on
the other hand, portray and symbolize the revitalization which en-
sues at the beginning of the new lease, and are exemplified by rires of
mass mating, ceremonial purgations of evil and noxiousness (both
physical and ‘moral’), and magical procedures designed to promote
fertility, relume the sun, and so forth.?”

Gaster’s useful model is only partially applicable to orthodox Islam.
The topocosm idea itself does not apply, but kenotic and plerotic rites
are present, The first category includes the Tenth of Muharram, es-
pecially as observed by Shi‘ites with sclf-flagellation, the ta'ziya (“pas-
sion play”), and so forth. The Ramadan fast belongs in this category,
as do individual voluntary fasts, although one must very carefully
consider the elements of the former and not make facile comparisons
with other rituals of self-denial, for example the Christian Lent,
which is an entirely different kind of observance. To some extent the
state of har@m on the Hajj is kenotic, bur that complex ritual process
also features the plerotic rite of blood sacrifice (which is kenotic only
from the victim’s vantage point). The sharing of the food and general
rejoicing, not only on the Field of Sacrifice at Mina, but also and
especially throughout the Islamic world during the Festival of the Sac-
rifice again illustrate the communal aspects of Islam and its univer-
sality.

The rites of kenosis and plerosis are not topocosmic as far as the Pillars
are concerned, but in popu]ar Islam the story is different, for there are
definite throwbacks to an earlier, agrarian-based world view. One
example is the great moulid (mawlid, “birthday”) of Sidi Ahmad al-
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Badawi which is held each autumn in Tanta in the Egyptian Delta.28
This celebration is essentially Egyptian. it is observed nmurding to
the solar calendar, and it cuts across sectarian and even traditional
religious lines. 'The Moulid festival has a strong fertility dimension, to
the point that older descriptions of activities were laconic in the ex-
treme.?? | refer here not to the mosque-centered activitics, but to
some of the local folk practices that go on far into the night. To a
marked degree the Tanta Moulid is also an important agricultural
trade fair. Another example is the Nupe of West Africa who, although
partially Islamized, adhere to a seasonal calendar and combine both
pagan and Islamic rites, the latter being essentially public and with an
emphasis on joyful celebration, what Gaster calls plerosis. 3

The widespread saint cults of Islam satisfy the desires of people for
holy places nearby. In Egypt, indeed, it is gencrally thought essential
that each village should have a proper mausoleum shrine (qubba) hous-
ing a local saint’s remains. This edifice and its attendant ritual observ-
ances reflect Islamic principles, to be sure; but they also play a signifi-
cant role in maintaining the community’s self-respect and sense of
propriety. Despite the virulent attacks by Ibn Taymiyya,’' the Wah-
habis, and other reformers agginst local saint veneration, the longing
for local shrines to visit and from which to receive blessings appears to
be incradicable. And these establishments, which are often tar-
fga-oriented, maintain among their adherents and even wider circles a
strong sense of identification with a pristine past faithfully remem-
bered in silsila (spiritual lineage) and lid (moulid, meaning birthday
festival). Until the eighteenth century, the Hijaz and Najd had many
saints’ shrines and mosque-tombs, and the pattern of the sacred en-
clave (hardm and hawta) extended back well into Jahiliyya times. Ac-
cording to R. B. Scrjeant,*? the sacred enclave, centering in a saint’s
tomb, is still a very prominent part of Yemenite Islam and folk re-
ligion. In East Java the mosque-tomb complex of Sunan Giri (near
Surabaya) reflects the Hindu-Buddhist past with characteristic Ma-
japahit touches in the architecture, extending even to the placement of
carved magas protecting the tomb itself. Significantly, the saint’s re-
mains are aligned with the gibla of the adjoining mosqne, so that the
worshippers face Sunan Giri as they bow toward Mecca.

Central w any discussion of ritual in comparative religion are rites
of passage, particularly the model of Arnold van Gennep?? with its
phases of separation, transition, and incorporation in a new status.
W. Montgomery Watt has written that there is no rite de pasiage into
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the Umma, and he is right.** There is simply a confession of faith and
the assumption of the duties as set forth in the Pillars. For an adult
male convert there is also circumcision, but it is not absolutely re-
quired. Islam does know ritualized changes of status, however, and
they are worth examining in detail by scholars. Most rites of passa

are “critical” rather than “calendrical,” in Titiev's sense.?® That is,
they are geared to the needs of individuals and usually do not ex-
plicitly represent the bonds of society as a whole, although they may
do so implicitly. Important critical rites of passage among Islamic peo-

* ples, though not all are universally observed, include birth, “agiga

(haircutting sacrifice), circumcision, marriage, mastery of certain phases
of the methods (tariga) of Sufi practice and receiving the Sufi cloak
(kbirga), recitation of the Qur’an, and death rites. Other critical rites,
though not “of passage,” attend eclipses, battles, earthquakes, and
other ominous or auspicious natural occurrences. Often boys’ puberty
rites are calendrical as well as critical and serve to symbolize renewed
strength and the future leadership of the larger group. The often-
claborate ceremonies surrounding circumcision, for example in
Egypt, are true rites of passage whose liminal stage may include even
the donning of articles of female clothing before the dramatic status
change which takes place with the cutting of the foreskin.’¢ Ca-
lendrical rites are always communal and Islamic calendrical rites—the
major ones of the religious system—are especially potent partly be-
cause of the highly imperialistic lunar calendar which dominates and
slowly makes its way around the seasons as a sort of guardian of time.

A seldom investigated but nonetheless fruitful topic for the study of
Islamic ritual behavior is Qur'in recitation, where there is an immedi-
ate and strong relationship between text and context. That is, it is not
simply a question of the correct practice of recitation based on the
knowledge of “readings” (gird'ar), and the rules of pronunciation,
stops, and starts (wagf wal-ibtida"), and so forth. The condition of the
reciter, the place of performing the recitation, and the attitude of the
listeners are also of critical importance. Generally, group or individual
recitation aims at a kbatma, a “completion” of the entire text within a
set period, which may be a day, three days, a week, a month, or other
time frame, pacing the progress by means of the liturgical divisions of
the text. It is customary when the kbatma is achieved to proceed im-
mediately to the opening sura, al-Fatiha, and read it together with the
first five verses of the second sura, al-Bagara. This symbolizes the
eternity of the Qur'an as a perfect cycle that keeps pace with the calen-
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dar and indeed adds to the sanctification of Islamic time. Reciting the
Qur'an is akin to a sacramental act in that divine power and presence
are brought near.

There is even a kind of “divine Magic” to the Qur'an, as Seyyed
Hossein Nasr has admitted. “The formulae of the Quran, because
they come from God, have a power which is not identical with what
we learn from them rationally by simply reading and reciting them.
They are rather like a talisman which proteets and guides man. That
is why even the physical presence of the Qur'in carries a great grace
or barakab with it."? The Qur'an constantly informs the daily lives of
the Muslims by means of the many socially exchanged phrases of
greeting, gratitude, praise, and amazement that have been mined from
it. These phrases figure prominently in the rituals of social relations
and serve as a code of communication, blending the personal with the
communal in acceptable ways. A medieval Muslim study that pro-
vides rich materials for analysing the ritual uses of the Qur'an is Al-
Nawawi's Al-tibyan fi ddab hamalat al-qur'an [an exposition of the prop-
er procedures for those who bear the Qur’an].** The sources the au-
thor used were traditional, but the arrangement and discussion of
them were original and of great interest for ritual studies in that they
provided an authentic Islamic approach to the ordering of religious

behavior.

Matters for Further Discussion

This paper has merely touched on a few of the more prominent areas
of ritual intcrest in Islam. Nothing has been said, for exanple, of
zakat, “mandatory alms,” which is included among the major duties of
Muslims. Perhaps it is to stretch the concept of ritual too far to include
almsgiving. But then Zakat has its strict rules and applications, is in-
cluded among the “thidar (“acts of worship”), and is frequently men-
tioned in the Qur'an right after Salat (e.g., S. 2:43, 83; 5:12; 6:5). With
reference to the Islamic calendar, certain kinds of property are taxed at
the end of the year, and zakit al-fitr comes at the close of Ramadan.
Zakat is somcthing more than the practice of civic virtue, or even
charity, for it has a transcendental basis and embraces the entire Mus-
lim community. And, with respect to pollution issues, Zakat is reck-
oned to make purc that property remaining to the giver; indeed purity
is tied up with the very meaning of the root “zakd” in the first place.
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Here it appears that we have a uniquely Islamic form of economic
ritual practice, one that is integral with other practices—Salat, Sawn,
the Hajj—and intersects key planes of ritual experiences such as sa-
cred time, pollution avoidance, and community enhancement,

A more fundamental topic from the methodological standpoint is
that of ritual terminology. There needs to be a thorough survey and
analysis of the terms, concepts, and idioms of ritual found in the Isla-
mic languages, preeminently in Arabic, and a relating of them to more
or less universally used scholarly terms. Such a task is beyond the
scope of this paper but suggestions of the lines it might take have been
made above. The standard figh books provide the bulk of source mate-
rial for such a study. And here it is clear that anyone who attempts to
unpack Islamic ritual terminology will first have to master a wide
range of legal issues. This is beyond the range of most scholars of
comparative religion, a fact which should make outsiders pause and
reflect when they are criticized by Muslim experts for oversimplifying
or just plain bungling issues because of inadequate training in the

sources, however intelligent and up-to-date they are about method

and theory in the academic disciplines.

This paper was begun with the intention of saying more about “of-
ficial” versus “popular” Islam. Although there are important dimen-
sions to this distinction, it is in some respects a red herring. It is better
to view ritual ideas and practices among Muslims as elements of a total
symbol and action system than as a set of mutual antagonisms. This is
not to ignore the existing tensions and contradictions, nor to shrink
from making definitive statements about what constitutes normative
practice.’ The study of ritual is the study of actual behavior as much
as it is the mastery of ideal forms. Islam defines itself not only by its
norms, but also by its acts—that is, Muslims define Islam in its vari-
ous forms without even being conscious of doing so. It is the task of
scholars, if not of believers, to make intellectual sense of those forms
and those acts. Some of my alert Muslim students will probably con-
tinue to object, “But, Dr. Denny, that's not true Islam!,” and I will try
to be Socratic and encourage them to explore descriptive along with
normative kinds of data, even though I am sympathetic to the point
they are wont to make.
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Pilgrimage and the History of Religions
Theoretical Approaches to the Hayjj

WILLIAM R. ROFF

n an article first published twenty years ago,

Wilfred Cantwell Smith remarked, “Anything

that I say about Islam as a living faith is valid only
in so far as Muslims can say ‘amen’ to it."! Leaving aside contingent
questions about how many-—or how few—Muslims may in such cir-
cumstances constitute a court, this states very plainly a pressing con-
cern for all historians of religion. There is little point in devising ana-
lytical categories—sociological, psychological, materialist, or other—
which purport to explain religious phenomena or invest them with
meaning for others, if such categories command no acceptance from
adherents of the religion concerned. Yet a great many religious phe-
nomena, in their social behavioral aspects especially, seem to require
of the historian tools of analysis that go beyond those available from
within religious systems themselves. What one must in consequence
do, I assume, is find some way of drawing inferences from the ob-
served practice and expressed ideas of religious actors that at once
fulfill the need of the historian for structured understanding of social
process and meet with acceptance from believers. Cantwell Smith
again put the matter succinctly: “, . . where the encounter is between
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the academic tradition of the West and a particular religion, the state-
ment that is evolved must satisfy each of two traditions independently
and transcend them both by satisfying both simultaneously.”?

Jacques Waardenburg has noted the emergence of what one might
call the new epistemology of modern Islamic studies, describing in
detail some of the questions currently asked of Islamic religious data,
under the influence especially of the social sciences. It is to one of
these questions that I should like to draw attention, namely, “What
general political or social role or function do different Islamic ideas
and practices perform . . . apart from the specifically Islamic re-
ligious meaning they are meant to have for believers?™ This is truly a
hard question, for in the spirit of Cantwell Smith one does not, of
course, wish actually to strip idea and practice of the specifically re-
ligious meaning they are meant to have, but rather to make (secular)
analytical discoveries about how religious meaning and intention, as
understood and enacted by believers, inform the specifically social
functioning of the ideas and practices under consideration.

The institution I want to consider in this respect is that of the Haijj,
the pilgrimage to Mecca—or more accurately (for “pilgrimage” may in
some respects mislead) the ritual assemblages that are performed there
at the annually appointed time, as they have been since the year A.H.
10 (A.D. 632) or somewhar carlier, My starting point is that although
many millions of Muslims have made their way to Mecca and per-
formed the Hajj since the first/seventh century, and that on the basis
of this and other evidence they may be seen as artaching considerable
religious significance to it, no adequate methodology has been devised
for analysis of its import and meaning for historical Islam. However
little studied in this respect, the Hajj has nonetheless been and con-
tinues to be the subject of frequent generalized comment and assertion
in historical contexts, most of which, however (from Western or non-
Muslim scholars in particular), precisely does strip the phenomenon of
much of its religious meaning, choosing instead to emphasize mainly
its more readily accessible epiphenomena of ideological dissemination
and status enhancement. It is hardly necessary to turn to that most
political of Islamists (and prolific writer on the Hajj) Christiaan
Snouck-Hurgronje to recognize this. At the most general level, A. J.
Wensinck, in his long article on the “Hadjdj" in the second edition of
the Encyclopaedia of Islam, addresses himself only in his final two or
three lines to the matter of its “spiritual influence,” concluding
abruptly, “This is known only to God.” When Bernard Lewis adds, in
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the same contexr, that the Hajj was beyond doubt “the most impor-
tant agency of volunrary, personal mobility before the age of great
European discoveries [and] must have had profound effects on all the
communities from which the pilgrims came, through which they trav-
elled, and to which they returned,” he is stating something that is
certainly true but which does not nceessarily touch upon its specifical-
ly rcligious meaning.

When the Hajj was first proclaimed as one of the principal duties
towards God of believers able at least once in their adult lives to make
their way to Mecea (Qur'an, S. 3:91), and for some little time there-
after, all Muslims lived within the confines of the Arabian peninsula,
the majority in the Hijaz itself. By the cighth century, Muslims were
more numerous outside the peninsula than within it, and many lived
as far away as Spain in the west or Sind in the east. A few centuries
later, substantial Muslim populations existed throughout much of the
world, from the further extremities of sub-Saharan Africa to China.
Despite this vast expansion of Muslim peoples, and the resulting diffi-
culties and distances entailed by the journey to Mecca, the model for
the Hajj reinained (as it now remains) the one established in the life-
time of the Prophet and testified to either by Qur'anic injunction
(which is relatively sparse) or, principally, by the hadiths concerning
the “farewell” Hajj of the Prophet himself, made in 10/632. It is this
assemblage of rites, as set out in the texts and as performed by histor-
ical Muslims, that constitutes the reality of the Hajj and that must in
consequence form the central subject of analysis.

‘T'he remainder of this paper will try to survey some possibilities in
this respect, particularly those raised by consideration of ritual pas-
sage in general.

Although, as observed, the nature of the journey to the Holy Places
does not play any significant role in the exemplary Hajj, it is neverthe-
less obvious that even residents of Meeca must “leave home” to begin
their Hajj, so that in an important sense their case is no different from
that of the Indonesian who must travel round half the world. For
both, territorial as well as symbolic passage is involved, and it was in
territorial passage that Arnold van Gennep saw a framework for dis-
cussion of the ritual assemblages he called rites de passage.* Departure
from the profane, crossing the threshold of the sacred, and incorpora-
tion—the classic stages set forth, maplike, each accompanied by its
appropriate rites—are reducible in kind to three: pre-liminal, liminal,
and post-liminal, or those of scparation, transition, and aggregation, It
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is manifest that pilgrimage within many religious traditions may be
seen as conforming to this pattern, not least the Hajj, where the sacred
territory is explicitly the center of the world, with at its own center
the bayt Allab or House of God. This intense sacredness of place is
restated five times a day in jaldt (canonical prayer) by all Muslims.
Performance there of the Hajj is obligatory, contingent only upon ca-
pacity to get there. The holy places can, of course, be visited by Mus-
lims at any time of the year and the "wmra or lesser rites performed.
The Hajj, however, may be undertaken only during the appointed
days of Dbd I-bijja, the last month of the lunar year, and accordingly
takes place at a sacred time as well as within a sacred place.

With this as a starting point, let us examine, at least briefly, the
structure of the Hajj, as it may be represented in rites de passage terms.
For Muslims who come from a distance and at considerable trouble
and expense, the two months preceding Dhu I-hijja, from the end of
the fasting month of Ramadan onwards, often have a preparatory
character and are known as mawsim pajj. During this period, funds
with which to make the journey are finally assembled, arrangements
are made for dependents left behind, and the details of travel are com-
pleted. It is important that the money used to make the Hajj be
“good™ money; funds acquired by dishonest or doubtful means, or
without due consideration for others, render acceptance of the Hajj by
God impossible or unlikely. Borrowing to make the Hajj is in many
societies not unknown but is frowned upon; indeed, among the prepa-
rations enjoined upon intending pilgrims are the extinction of personal
debts and ohligations before departure.

In this respect, as in certain others, leave-taking tends to have a
testamentary or even funerary character.’ Though this may in the
past have derived in part from the dangers and uncertainties of the
journey, its symbolical relevance is equally clear. The pilgrim is sever-
ing himself from his past life, and must embark on the journey away
from it in a spirit of purity. He is enjoined, accordingly, to repent of
all sin and make what amends are possible, to ask pardon of friends
and relatives, and in general to set his affairs in order. An additional
association with death is afforded by the practice adopted by many
pilgrims of carrying with them cotton cloth to be soaked in the holy
water of Zamzam, later to form their burial shroud.® Actual departure
is accompanied by much ambiguity of feeling, with mingled senti-
ments of great cheerfulness and joy on behalf of those making the
hallowed journey, grief and tears as for those lost to life.”
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The precise day and time for the pilgrim’s departure from his house
and hearth is often, as in Malaysia and Indonesia, determined by some
form of (extra-Islamic) divination, to seck the most propitious time for
setting forth, This established, a communal meal is held in the pil-
grim's house, attended by kin, neighbors, and close friends, symboliz-
ing “the mystical and social unity of those participating in it,"® and in
this manner restating the social matrix from which the pilgrim is
about to separate himself. Prayers are said on this occasion for the
journey, and blessings sought from the intending pilgrim, no blessing
being more highly regarded than that conferred by one about to per-
form the Hajj, and enter God'’s sanctuary, save for the one he confers
upon his return.?

Describing the foregoing in general terms, and citing al-Ghazili
and others, Gaudefroy-Demombynes draws attention explicitly to
their rites de passage nature, and notes that around the departnre of
pilgrims has been established an assemblage of rites which together
form “une premiére étape entre la vic laique et une existence qui va
étre de plus en plus voisine du sanctuaire.”'” Having sertled his affairs
and taken leave of his family, the pilgrim sets out “comme s'il sortait ce
monde.” At the moment of leaving, or just before, the pilgrim per-
forms a ritual prayer of two rak’as, and follows this with the recitation
of special suras of the Qur'an, of which the most usual is the uttcrance
of Noah upon completion of the Ark (S. 11:41): “In the name of God
be its course and its mooring,” thereby emphasizing the apocalyptic
nature of the undertaking. !

For many pilgrims, especially from Asia but often also the Maghrib
(North Africa), the journey was, in fact, by sea. But whether by sea or
land, pilgrims have through the ages moved for the most part collec-
tively, in pilgrim ships or land caravans. Though preceded by peni-
tence, the journey itself is not regarded as penitential by nature, even
when its rigors must have made it appcar so. Pilgrims have chosen at
times to make hard the way in penance, or to cnhance the merit of
accomplishment, but as with Ibrahim Adham, who walked from Tur-
kestan to Mecea halting at every step o perform a prayer of two rak'as,
this was regarded as superfinous and not productive of the desired
effect,'? and the Prophet is said to have disapproved of self-mortifica-
tion while on the Hajj.!? The collectivity of the journcy has for most
Muslim pilgrims been its main feature, and must for many have been
the first true departure not merely from an ideally repented past but
from the familiar social structures and roles of everyday life.
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Victor Turner, who has done so much in recent years to transform
pmcessual analysis, has discussed at length the nature and character of
this essentially “preliminal” stage of the pilgrimage process. The indi-
vidual's movement away from his structural involvements at home
represents “at once a negation of many, though not all, of the features
of preliminal social structure and an affirmation of another order of
things and relations. Social structure is not eliminated, rather it is
radically simplified; generic rather than particularistic relationships
are stressed.”"* Turner speaks also of the ambiguity of the journey, in
which as the route becomes increasingly sacralized at one level it be-
comes increasingly secular at another.!® This was perhaps more ob-
viously true of the pilgrimage by land—as witness the incremental
ostentations of the official caravans from Morocco or early royal pil-
grimages from the western Sudan, with their kettledrums and side-
shows, their slave girls and itinerant traders. !¢ Yet a young Sumatran
pilgrim in the 1920s could write of the way in which the long sea
voyage out.of sight of land, of fixed markers, while affording the op-
portunity to dwell upon oneself and the purpose of one's life, to take
part in congregational prayer, to sit reading the Qur'in to oneself in a
soft voice, offered unfamiliar opportunities, too. The ship was crowd-
ed with pilgrims from all over the Indonesian archipelago, and several
marriages occurred between young men and women from widely
scattered places and differing social groups, “very easily, without many
of the conditions and requirements that apply on land."'7 A recentdy
published guide to conversational Arabic for Malays about to make
the Hajj has on the cover a young man reading the same book in a
deckchair by the ship’s rail while a modestly dressed but attractive
young woman stands nearby gazing at the horizon; its title is Teman
Haj (Hajj Companion).

If socio-structural identities, barriers, and norms begin to dissolve
or become elided by the collective journey in favor of a greater empha-
sis on brotherhood, and on the commonality of the experience and
intent and 2 more open field of choice in relationships, this process
reaches its further symbolic stage as Mecca itself is finally approached.
Entry into the sacred space that surrounds Mecca must be preceded,
at the appointed markers (migdrs) by a sequence of purificatory rites
thar mark the last stage of leave-taking from the habitual and the pro-
fane, and complete severance from this-worldly connections and sta-
tuses, from the past (as one enters the “sacred time” of the Hajj to
reenact in minute detail the rituals performed by the Prophet and the
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first Muslims), and from all sin. Divesting himself of his ordinary
wear, the pilgrim rids himself of body hair and trims his beard and
nails (which may not be cut again until desacralization), makes a full
ritual ablution (ghusl), and after uttering a solemn statement of inten-
tion concerning the rites he intends to perform in Mecea, clothes him-
self afresh in the ibrdm, the two seamless white cloths that must be
worn during the Hajj that follows. Women, though not required to
wear ijram of the same constituents, don a not dissimilar plain (usu-
ally white) shift that must conceal the female form while leaving face
and hands uncovered. In this state, without rank, gender, or other
ascribed social status beyond that of those who are Muslim (in submis-
sion to God), the mubrimim (those in the state of #hram) are forbidden
all sexual intcreourse and all acts of violence, killing, or uprooting.
Leave-taking and separation are complete, and the pilgrim is free to
move upon the precincts of the Holy City, navel of the world, as a
guest of God, calling aloud the pilgrims’ invocation known as the ral-
biya: "What is Thy command? I am here, O God! What is Thy com-
mand? | am here!”

This total, symbolic separation from the social and temporal bonds . '

of the known mark what Van Gennep, and following him Turner, see
as the beginning of the liminal or transitional stage of the ritual pro-
cess, from which eventually the devotee emerges in some respect
changed, indeed “as though newly born from his mother’s womb."#
The Hajj proper, which extends over some days, is marked by a series
of central, essential, collective rituals that have been frequently de-
seribed—the fawaf or “circumambulation” of the Ka'ba on arrival in
Mecea, that sa'y or “traverse” between Safa and Marwa, the wugdaf or
“standing” at "Arafar, the sacrifice at Mina, and the stoning of the
pillars. It is this period as a whole, then (if most acutely at its most
congregational moments) that is characterized by liminality with re-
spect to habitual social structure, and accordingly by what Turner
would call social anti-structure, or in its experiential dimension “com-
munitas,” “a spontancously or normatively generated relationship be-
tween levelled and equal, total and individuated human beings,
stripped of structural attributes."!?

This experience of communitas clearly lics at the heart of the Hajj,
and its ritual and symbolic content merit the closest analysis in rites de
passage. terms. 1 cannot embark on this here, though I should like to
draw attention to Partin’s unpublished and seemingly little known
study of the Hajj, which among other things sces in this connection
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the tawdf of the Ka'ba and the kissing or touch of the black stone as

ramountly rites of incorporation.2® More generally, descriptive ac-
counts of the Hajj by participants make clear the emotional power of
absorption in a common act of worship in undifferentiated association
with fellow Muslims from all parts of the earth, of all colors and all
conditions. The Mecca approached by the pilgrim, calling aloud the
talbiya, is itsclf seen as spatially liminal and removed from time; “it is
not a place; it is the Beginning, the Present and Forever.”?! In the
richly symbolic acts that follow, amidst a host of religious artifacts
hitherto known only in an almost mythic way—from the fawdf in the
steps of the Prophet himself to the prayers enacted with the multitude
at noon2? in the valley of "Arafat (the place of knowing) pleading God’s
forgiveness and the acceptance of one’s Hajj—the pilgrim sceks to find
in transcendence of the mundane and the temporal some alteration in
his inner state, from sin to grace, an enhancement of being that will
return him changed.

One of the best known of American Muslims, Malcolm X, wrote in
the moving account of his Hajj that he sent to the newly formed
Harlem Mosque, that

there were tens of thousands of pilgrims, from all over the world.
They were of all colors, from blue-eyed blonds to black-skinned Af-
ricans. But we were all participating in the same ritual, displaying a
spirit of unity and brotherhood that my experience in America had
led me to believe never could exist between the white and the non-
white. . . . on this pilgrimage, what I have seen and experienced,
has forced me to re-arrange much of my thought-patterns previously
held, and to foss aside some of my previously held conclusions.?*

Many pilgrims do indeed return from the Hajj changed, in a
number of obvious and outer, symbolic ways—wearing, perhaps,
Arab dress, in distinction to that in which they arrived; often having
taken new names, in token of their rebirth; and with a new status
designated by the title “bajpi.” It may reasonably be assumed that the
pilgrim returns changed also in his perception of Islam and the Mus-
lim community, its imperatives and strengths. He belongs in conse-
quence both to this larger community and to his own national and
local, rural or urban, one, and by virtue of having reenacted the ori-
gins of the faith at its font he is uniquely capable of linking the two
and reviralizing in his person that to which he returns. How the Haj-
ji's new persona and new status are employed by himself or recog-
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nized and accepted by others has clearly differed at different times and
in different places, in relation to the society and the social struetures to
which he belongs and within which he is reintegrated. To say this is to
do no more than acknowledge thar historical content must be given to
what is otherwise an analytical paradigm. But that the paradigm may
be useful scems clear—most particularly insofar as it offers some
promise of assisting in the elucidation and understanding of the social
role and functioning of the specifically religious meaning of the Hajj,
historically and compararively.

All the evidence, from early Hadiths to modern accounts, suggests
that the Hajj does, at least ideally (the bajf mabrir), involve transition,
From what to what? Van Gennep saw rites de passage as effecting the
transition of an individual “from one defined position to another,” in-
stancing birth, social puberty, marriage, fatherhood, advancement to
a higher class, occupational specialization, and death.?* Turner, em-
ploying a much wider conception of status and role, and of ritual pro-
cess, saw the transition as being from one “state” to another, “state”
denoting “a more inclusive concept than status or office and [referring]
to any type of stable or recurrent condition that is culturally recog-
nized.” Lack of clarity or definition concerning these constructs of
“position” and “state” has troubled others,? and troubles me. It is
apparent that there is one sense in which Van Gennep's model of ritual
passage would do little more than claborate upon the Hajj as a source
of (and mechanism for) status enhancement—which as we saw at the
outsct can at best offer only a partial and external view of the phe-
nomenon, and one which avoids consideration of its specifically re-
ligious meaning. Turner’s ritual passage, though much richer and
more resonant in religious terms, has as its end point {even in his more
recent and extended study of Marian pilgrimage)?” a “state” that goes
largely unexamined and assumed. His concern is much more with the
“liminal” stage of pilgrimage process than with the “post-liminal.” If
we are to follow Van Gennep and Turner in developing analytical
categories that will serve to illuminate our understanding of the Hajj,
this must give us some concern. But the attempt is surely worth the
effort. As Abii Yazid of Bistam was quoted by al-Hujwiri as saying,
“On my first pilgrimage I saw only the temple; the second time, | saw
both the temple and the Lord of the temple; and the third time I saw
the Lord alonc."?¥

Bart Chree

Religion and Society

he impact of religion on society and of socio-eco-

( i : nomic factors on religion have occupied historians

and social scientists since the pioneering works of

Max Weber and Karl Marx. The study of religion and society has
captured the public interest perhaps more than any other aspect of
religious studies. Is there a “civil religion” in the United States.whsch
shapes public policy and discourse? Did the United States err in Iran
by failing to appreciate the role of the Shi‘i Ulama? Why have scholars
generally failed to predict or meaningfully assess the excrescence of
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religious fundamentalism in both industrial and nonindustrial so-
cieties during the past decade? These are hard questions that govern-
ment and business are wont to have answered without much help
from the academy.

Truisms about Islam and socicty are always stated but seldom ex-
amined adequately in most of the textbooks around which scholars
attempt to build religious studies curricula. For example, it is com-
monplace to observe that the separation between din and dawla (re-
ligion and politics) is unknown in Islam; yet whether order in Muslim
polities is a result of the Shari'a inducing Muslim involvement in polit-
ical-economic governance or, to the contrary, social order results from
the restrictive focus of the Shari‘a on religious duties and local social
responsibility—leaving the affairs of state to those in power—is a le-
gitimate question to be asked. Every beginning student knows Islam is
a “religion of the Book.” Thus it is often assumed that the written
scripture and the literary tradition of law and commentary it has gen-
erated frame the cultural context in which all Muslims learn and live
out their religion. How this actually works among the large numhers
of devout Muslims among the peasantry and urban poor who are func-
tionally illiterate is a question seldom raised. One of the most per-
nicious truisms is the old cliché that Islam is a “religion of the sword.”
The concomitant assumption is that the vast populations of the Mid-
dle East, Africa, the Indian Subcontinent, and Southeast Asia con-
verted successively (and rapidly) to Islam through physical coercion,
ignoring conceptual and other cultural factors. The obvious and nec-
essary distinction to be made between the static categories of nor-
mative (theological) and actual (sociological) religion entails the less
frequently noticed principle that the tension between religious ideals
and social realities constitutes the dynamic human context in which
religion is acted our.

Heraclitus's question of whether the stream that continuously rus-
hes past is the same stream cach moment reasserts itself in the study of
religion and society. The richly ambiguous term “tradition”—a con-
servative concept by definition—creates a semantic field of fixed terms
for describing and analyzing rcligious data despite obvious historical,
geographical, and ethno-linguistic differences. Clifford Geertz dem-
onstrated the problem by comparing Islam in Indonesia and Morocco
with a much greater preponderance of evidence of difference and
change than Heraclitus had standing beside a stream. Nonetheless,
we are able to communicate effectively about the natural and social
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world around us using terms like “stream,” “religion,” and “tradition.”
We tackle the differentia that make similar things also seem different
by making such distinctions as—in the case of Islam—between great
tradition/little tradition, normative and popular religion, and so on.
Are such academic devices uscful to the study of religion and sociery?

In Part Three, several of these issues in the study of religion and
society are taken up by two scholars who survey some of the literature
and offer approaches of their own to particular problems. In Chap-
ter 6, Marilyn R. Waldman shows how the recent work of anthro-
pologist Jack Goody (and others) on the social transmission of cul-
ture by literary means in contrast to oral (or both) is a useful way to
frame different kinds of questions about Islam. What is the effect of
literacy on a culture previously based on oral transmission? The usual
emphasis upon classical Islam—the growth of a literary tradition, in-
stitutions of learning, and so on—has induced scholars to all but dis-
regard the oral component of Muslim culture, most noticeahly in the
case of the Qur'in itself. As Waldman suggests, the shift from “non-
listed” (oral) to “listed” (literary) modes of transmission helps account
for several developments in the formation of the Islamic tradition as
well as certain differentiations within Islamic society today.

In Chapter 7, Richard M. Faton tackles a quite different problem,
that of conversion. The usual Western image of religious conversion is
that of a dramatic altar call. In the history of Islam, however, whole
tribes and regions became Muslim over periods of time, some brief
and others more extensive. Pointing to the apparent anomaly of large
numbers of illiterate jatis in India tarning to a “Book” religion, Isiam,
Eaton argues that Sufi shrines played important social and symbolic
roles in the conversion process. He examines the dimension of conver-
sion involving the shift or integration of cosmologies of different cul-
tural systems to accommodate the changing social, economic, politi-
cal, and geographical conditions of a people.
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theologically or humanistically—that is, in terms

of the action of absolute higher reality in the
world, or in terms of human beings' responses to the perceived pres-
ence of that “higher reality.” Furthermore, it can be taught in terms of
“religions” plural, stressing the separateness of various traditions; or in
terms of “religion” singular, stressing religiosity itself as a shared di-
mension of human experience. Though a humanistic appreach can be
expressed in terms of religions plural or religion singular, it tends to be
reinforced by the latter, and to promote it as well.

To many committed adherents of given religions, the humanistic
approach has understandably seemed appropriate to all traditions but
their own, for which only the theological approach yiclds an adequate
explanation. When the humanistic approach is extended to their own
traditions, they often feel a sense of insult and denigration. In the case
of modern Euro-American studies of Islam, the obvious presence of a
tradition of sometimes malicious misconceptions exacerbates an al-
ready problematic situation. Quite naturally Euro-American scholars

(c he history of religions can be taught in two ways—

gl
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can appear to devout Muslims to be persisting in their willful misun-
derstanding and belittling of Islam in the safer guise of an academ-
ically pure, universal analytic.

Eventually, the old argument about the unbridgeable gap betwcen
the outside observer and the inside participant is engaged, as in the
cssays by Abdul-Rauf and Rahman.! Since what follows is a secular,
humanistic, largely anthropological approach to the hismry of Islam
by an outside observer who cares deeply to sce Islam presented sym-
pathetically to a Euro-American audience, some cxplanation of my
stance on these methodological issues is in order.

First, [ assume that any human being’s understanding of a religious
tradition, hers or somcone else’s, is limited. 1 further assume qualita-
tive differences among the understandings of all insiders and out-
siders, and the possibility that on some levels the outsider’s under-
standing or response can be superior. For example, one can imagine a
pietistic Catholic whose response to the mass, artended hundreds or
thousands of times, is so routinized that a sensitive and susceptible
outsider responds to its power in a more immediate and spiritual way.
Or one can posit an orthodox Jew, brought up in a very legalistic
household, who can empathize more with shari*a-minded Islam than a
secularized youthful Muslim can. No one has a monopoly on under-
standing, and no one has an understanding that cannot be deepened or
broadened, even by an outsider, even if the outsider only remarks on
something that seems unremarkable to an insider.

The uniqueness of a tradition truly shows up only when religion
singular is the subject, that is, only when a given tradition can be set
in the context of all human religiosity. The humanistic approach does
not deny the theological; it brackets it so as to make compassionate
murual understanding possible. It argues that there is something on
some level that we all have to learn from one another, even if some of
us must add the theological approach to be satisfied fully.

Curiously, the humanistic approach may be consistent with the the-
ological on a structural level while at the same time it is opposed on an
ideological one. An example of this paradox is A.F.C. Wallace's classic
article, “Revitalization Movements,” in which he analyzes the condi-
tions associated with the appearance of prophetic figures. Other than
the fact, an important one to be sure, that Wallace locates the causes of
prophetic movements in the “natural” dynamics of society qua orga-
nism, his analysis is consistent with traditional accounts, for example,
Muslim accounts of Jahiliyya [“Time of Ignorance” in Arabia prior to
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Islam], which also stress the appearance of deviant behavior, (e.g.,
fermale infanticide, which the Qur'an itself denounces), and argue that
messengers are always sent to communities that have been made ready
in all respects.? ‘

This apparent paradox leads me to argue that, in fact, the an-
thropological approach can help non-Muslims understand certain as-
pects of what Muslims tend to claim—that religion must be embed-
ded and integrated in the total life of the community, and that secular-
ization by modern technology does not necessarily constitute an ad-
vance. The special value of the anthropology of religion for the study
of Islam is that it begins with the assumption that religion cannot be
separated from other dimensions of culture. [ronically, when made by
most anthropologists, that assumption leads to a secularization of re-
ligion; for a devout Muslim, it could be used to spiritualize secular
life. Even with different values attached to it, the assumption that
religion cannot be separated from other dimensions of culture might
provide a bridge. ]

What | want to discuss in this essay follows directly from these
remarks. For I am exploring here the nature of the relationship be-
tween any technique for the collection, management, and rclcas:l: of
information, and the mode of thought that the use of the technique
seems to imply, especially as that relationship applies to the history of
religion. And I am asking of that relationship the classic chicken-and-
egg question, “Which came first?” Two homely examples will help me
begin.

esSnme years ago in India, when the teaching of the rhythm method
of birth control seemed to offer a solution to the problem of the birth-
rate, an apocryphal story arose about the technique that field workers
used to teach it to illiterate women. The women were given an abacus-
like set of beads, blue on either end and red in the middle, and told
that when a blue bead was pushed over, they were safe, and vice versa
for the red. The beads were used, but the pregnancy rate among users
failed to decrease: the women were using the beads, but according toa
mode of thought with which they were more comfortable. When sex-
ual relations were desired, a blue bead was pushed inro place; when
not, a red.

In the summer of 1979, an older man, an engineer from British
Columbia, riding on a train into the Norwegian fjord country, ignored
the scenic beauty to complain about the problems of metric conver-
sion for manufacturers of machine parts. At the end of his complaint,
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he rather peevishly attacked metric thermometers, saying, “And be-
sides, I'll never feel warm at 20°!"

In the real world, we observe all the time such adoptions and uses
of new techniques of information storage and management by an indi-
vidual or group whose existing mode of thought is tied to and reflects
older techniques. Perhaps in time the Indian women could have come
to understand their bodies' fertility cycles in the terms implied by the
bead contraption, Perhaps in time the British Columbian will actually
come to think in terms of the scale of measurement he now uses out of
convenience and necessity, rather artificially. But in both cases, one
point is clear: the use of a technique may produce rather than be pro-
duced by a new mode of thought. And the emergence of a technique
and its adoption is part of a very complex process that cuts across
cultural lines, vertically and horizontally.

These are the main points, the broad implications, of Jack Goody'’s
The Domestication of the Savage Mind® and of a series of other works that
lead up to it. Once Goody's ideas are taken into account, many contro-
versies in the study of Islam may turn out to be artificial.

A certain amount of background is in order. Goody's findings were
made in reaction to a variety of what can be called “-chotomous” think-
ing about the history of culture that have permeated the study of re-
ligion: dichotomous explanations of the history of thought that rely on
pairs like “primitive/modern,” “big tradition/little tradition,” “high
culture/low culture,” “elite culture/folk culture™ and trichotomies such
as “primitive/archaic/modern,” or “primitive/traditional/modern.” Of
course, “-chotomous” thinking is particularly problematic in fields like
Islamic studies, where both or all parts of any “~chotomy” seem to be
present in varying proportions simultaneously in most specific cultural
settings.

Early Reactions to “-Chotomous” Thinking

A growing rejection of “~chotomous” thinking exists in the study of
the history of culture, and particularly of any notion of “progress”
from one mode of thought to another. In 1974, Stanlcy Diamond pub-
lished a book of essays under the title, In Search of the Primitive: Cri-
tigue of Civilization,* in which he argued against applying ethnocentric
Western notions of progress to non-Western societies. He also tended
to romanticize the primitive, decrying the contemporary disjunction
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between the affective and cognitive modes and criticizing modern
Western civilization itself.5 As Eric Wolf put it in his foreword, “For
Diamond, then, the primitive is both a historical phase in man’s ca-
recr, and an existential aspect of his being."é

It was in these ways that Diamond contributed to new forms of
thinking about the primitive/modern dichotomy. Even when his
Marxist rhetoric is discounted (e.g., “The telephone is not an ab-
stractly or inherently ‘rational’ instrument, bur an integrated aspect of
the repressive culture of monopoly capitalism.”), he does demonstrate
that measures used for the specialness of “modern” culture do not, in
fact, show any real progress from primitive to modern, and that ele-
ments considered modern can be found in the primitive and vice
versa.”

Robin Horton has made a contribution similar to Diamond’s. In an
article on the scientific revolution, he argues that the popular an-
thropological assumption of a dichotomy between primitive and mod-
ern derives from a misreading of Durkheim. Horton shows that Durk-
heim was actually trying to demonstrate a continuity between pre-
modern religious thought and modern scientific thought, or rather to
show the former to be protoscientific.® Although IHorton has been
accused of comparing the wrong aspect of primitive thought with mod-
em scientific thought, his notion of a primitive-modern continuum has
begun to gain currency.®

Clifford Geertz has carried on these revisions by designing a con-
ceptual framework that can be applied to the dynamics of any cultural
situation and that does not imply any evolutionary hierarchical ar-
rangement of different modes of thought.? The framework involves a
definition of religion that focuses on “(1) a system of symbols which
acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and
motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order
of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of
factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely real-
istic.”!! These religious symbol-sets provide not only a “model for”
the world, that is, a guide to living s it, but also a “model of" the
world, an explanation of an order that appears to be rooted in the
structure of the universe.

Thus, for Geertz, religion both expresses and shapes the world in
which humans live, in a fundamental and ultimate way. Using such a
definition of religion as this, the observer can approach any given sit-
uation in its own terms. Changes in religious modes of thought would
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be explained by all the broader cultural and material changes that can
affect the social construction of symbol systems. And these changes,
in turn, can be affected by a society’s working out the meaning and
implications of its symbols. Religious symbols represent the ultimate
but acquire their meaning in the context of human consciousncss. The
difference, say, between what we call primitive and modern thought
would then be a variation in the construction of symbol systems, not
an improvement in it

Let us take as an example the continuing appearance of new visual
representations of the symbol of the crucifix, as in the iconography of
Father Goode’s black Catholic church in Brooklyn:

Inside Our Lady of Charity Roman Catholic Church in the Bedford-
Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn, visitors are struck first by the naked
hody of a black Jesus over the altar, suspended against a mural of the
continent of Africa, done in bright orange, red, greens, and blues,
with slave ships anchored off the western shore. To the right of the
altar is another bright mural fearuring many black faces and the leg-
end, “The black family celebrates survival,'1?

From this example it is perhaps more obvious how a given symbol can
come to represent, for a given community, a “better” guide to living in
the world and explanation of how it is the way it is, but better only in
the sense of more appropriate.

Marshall Hodgson, in his exploration of what he calls the “tech-
nicalization” of Western European culture in the eighteenth century,
takes a different approach to the problem of continuity and discon-
tinuity. His argument is that the cognitive features we take to be in-
nately modern or Western might be products rather than causes of
changes in techniques of production and information gathering.'* In
class at the University of Chicago, Hodgson used to like to tell the
story of an early English bureaucrar, who, desirous of trying to ra-
tionalize Britain’s export trade, sent a request to a northern harbor-
master for monthly figures on coal export. The harbor-master duly
totaled the year's exports and divided by twelve, sending back a single
average figure, which, of course, did not reflect the Auctuations that
interested rthe more “modern” bureaucrat, Eventually, though, if reg-
ular use of the “proper” new techniques of data-gathering gained
enough currency, they might suggest not only new questions about
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the economy to the bureaucrat but also even a new way of thinking
about it to the harbor-master. In a similar way, the use of punch cards
to keep tabs on Ellis Island immigrants in the ninetcenth century sug-
gested new questions about social statistics that could be answered
with them. '

Edward Hall, in a book published after Hodgson's, concentrated on
the impact of such techniques, or tools, on cognitive development, by
utilizing the concepts of extension and extension transference. By ex-
tension he means any use of the environment as a tool for extending a
mental process, e.g., the use of a stick rather than the hand for flatten-
ing and rolling dough.'* He goes on to explain what tends to happen
to extension as these systems elaborate themselves further and further.

Itis . . . paradoxical that extensional systems—so flexible at first—
frequently become quite rigid and difficult to change. Confusion be-
tween the extension and the processes that have been extended can
explain some but not all of this ng:duty

Extension transference (ET) is the term l have gwen to this eom-
mon intellectual maneuver in which the extension is confused with
or takes the place of the process extended. . . .

Extensions often permit men to solve problems in satisfactory
ways, to evolve and adapt at great speed without changing the basic
structure of his body. However, the extension does something else; it
permits man to examine and perfect what is inside the head. Once
something is externalized, it is possible to look at it, study it, change
it, perfect it, and at the same time learn important things about
oneself,'¢

Hall finds Extension Transference [ET] to have several inherent
problems, problems that have lmphcanons for the study of mllgwn as
well. First, if the ET process gnes into second and third generations,
the first-generation extension “is overshadowed and frequently viewed
as though it had no structure.” Second, Hall sees ET as a source of
alienation from self and heritage.!7 In this connection, one might think
of the early Arab philologists who would corner Bedouin coming into
Basra with the caravans in order to find out what certain words meant
in pre-Islamic Arabic poetry or even in the Qur'an. One might also
recall the critiques by the Muwahhidun or of an Ibn Taymlyya of using

“extensions” of revelation—padith and furd' [“branches” i.e., applied
law}—as a substitute for the process of revelation itself as dcpicted in
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the Qur'an. She mighr also observe that the written Qur'an is an exten-
sion of the oral one, and that Muslims' insistence on remaining as close
to the process of revelation itself by maintaining the oral Qur'an as the
real one has represented a kind of awareness of the dangers of Extension
Transfercnce. In Hall’s terms, what is interesting about the Qur'an is
that ET did not take place—that the extension, the written Qur'an, did
not become confused with the process of revelation, which is kept alive
by the persisting orality of the true Qur'an. Application of these ideas
produces an interesting reading of the Sura of the Clot—a dynamic and
productive tension between spontaneity and permanence—between
O-R-’ and O-I-M. (-L-M when read as pen implies alphabetic writing
and hence a book; bur if it is taken to signify not a pen per se but a writ-
ing implement that engraves in stone, then the permanent Word is al-
ways vitalized by its performance, that is recitation (O-R-). This way of
looking at Islamic revelation may also point out a major distinction
between Islam and Judaism and Christianity. In certain forms of both
of the latter, the pious focused so much on extensions, e.g., exegetical
activity, that they lost sight of the process of revelation, which neglect
eventually led to reactions aimed at recapturing it. Not so for Islam.

Goody’s Analysis of the List as a Form of Composition

In his emphasis on the power that extensions can come to have, es-
pecially through the process of Extension Transference, Hall comes
very close to the perspective of the most recent work [ will discuss—
Jack Goody's Domestication of the Savage Mind. Refining his previous
work on literacy and culture, Goody, however, goes even further than
Hall by arguing thar many observable changes in modes of thought
were actually produced by whar appear to be extensions of them. In
particular, he focuses on techniques of writing and recording and on
the control and manipulation of those techniques by specialized and
restricted groups. To oversimplify his argument, one can say that the
emergence and development of writing has becn associated with new
forms of rccording and storing information, in particular, the list, in
the broadest sense possible, that is, a fixed, ordered, graphic presenta-
tion. Many chauges that we think occur in the realm of cognitive ca-
pability or oricntation have been preceded by changes in the nature of
communicative acts and, in particular, by changes in techniques of
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collecting, recording, storing, and releasing information. I shall quote
Goody's account of this process at lengrh:

. . . writing, and more especially alphabetic literacy, made it possi-
ble to scrutinize discourses in a different kind of way by giving oral
communications semi-permanent form; this scrutiny favoured the
increase in scope of critical activity, and hence of rationality, scep-
ticism, and logic to resurrect memories of those questionable di-
chotomies. It increased the potentialities of criticism because writing
laid out discourse before one’s eyes in a different kind of way; at the.
same time increased the potentiality for cumulative knowledge. . . .
No longer did the problem of memory storage dominate man’s intel-
lectual life; the human mind was freed to study static ‘text’ (rather
than be limited by participation in the dynamic ‘utterance’), a pro-
cess that enabled man to stand back from his creation and examine it
in a more abstract, generalized, and ‘rational’ way. . . .

I want to suggest that the presence of writing, leading amongst
other things to these developments in the activity of list making,
alters not only the world out there but the psyche in here; at least a
recognition of its role should modify our understanding of the pro-
cesses involved. . . . I would argue that the graphic representation
of speech (or of non-verbal behavior, though this is of more limited
significance) is a tool, an amplificr, a facilitating device, of extreme
importance. It encourages reflection upon and the organization of
information, apart from its mnemotechnic functions. It not only per-
mits the reclassification of information by those who can write, and
legitimises such reformulations for those who can read, but it also
changes the nature of the representations of the world (cognitive pro-
cesses) for those who cannot do so, whether they are the non-reading
element of societies with writing (a very large category over the five
thousand years of written experience) or the population (usually
children) that have not yet reached the point in time when they can
read, either because they do not yet have the ability or because they
do not yet have the opportunity.'®

It should be noted that Goody is not arguing thar listing behavior
does not exist at all in nonliterate societies but thar it takes on special
forms and rigidity in cultures with alphabetic literacy. In this connec-
tion, it was interesting to observe at the conference at which these
papers were delivered what changes occurred when written versions
were presented orally. The features of fixed written order most salient
for Goody (e.g., the possibility of the eye's being referred forward and
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backward, or moving voluntarily to achieve a kind of contemplative
reflective made) were suppressed in favor of immediacy and spon-
taneity. Footnotes that could be brought forward and integrated or
us;ed as glosses were; sections with recalcitrant footnotes were omit-
ted.

The problem with using Goody to talk about Islamic civilization,
especially its religion, is that he addresses only very late in his book
the situation more common there—neither a totally literate nor totally
nonliterate society—but one “where language takes both written and
oral forms (for all or for a proportion of people).”!? For as Goody
points out only ten pages from the end of his book, in such a society
we must be interested in the interplay between the two. For example,
Farle Waugh points out how complex can be the role of the Muham-
mad paradigm in a literate contemporary society; our studies of only
partially literate socicties in nineteenth-century West Africa show how
much more complex the role can be there, and how even new written
biographies can emerge from the interplay.20

Furthermore, in carly Islamic socicty, we have a casc of ever-ex-
panding litcracy and of contacts among literate persons originally edu-
cated in different traditions. In fact, Goody's ideas might help explain
conflicts between those who favored oral and those who pushed for
written transmission, but unfortunately, complexities of this sort are
beyond the scope of Goody's book. Similarly, he fails to make enough
subtle distinctions among types of literacy for us to know immediately
where Islamic culture would fit. That is, Goody breaks down “~choto-
mous” thinking but does not substitute a useable continuum.

Despite these problems, Goody's general findings can be useful in
the study of the history of Islam. If we look at the emergence of Arab-
Islamic culture and its gradual adoption of literacy at the high-culture
level, we can observe the importance of listing activity of all sorts. But
before an attempt can be made to apply some of these ideas to Islam, a
summary of the hypothesis to be tested is in order: 1) any view of the
varicties of modes of thought in or over time that is hierarchical or
cvolutionary obscures the complexities of any given system, cspecially
in regard to relationships among different modes in the same culture;
2) changes in modes of thought are preceded by changes in techniques
of storing information that arise from other causes; 3) the focus on the
emergence of new techniques and their utilization by various seg-
ments of a society helps explain situations that are problematic when
looked at in terms of cognitive change of other sorts.
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Applying Goody’s Analysis to the History of Islam

Let me start with one simple example, the relationship between the
emergence of lists of the attributes of God and the development of the
Muslim conception of God. One possibility, the obvious one, would
be to say that as the Muslim scholars’ view of God expanded and
became more complex, detailed lists of attributes appeared that ex-
pressed that view. From Goody's point of view, the situation would be
quite the opposite: As the Qur'an itself became “listed,” that is, ar-
ranged in fixed order according to some criteria of listing, further list-
ing of the contents or part of the contents of the Qur'an according to
other principles of listing followed naturally. These lists, in this case,
of attributes, came to be used widely for all sorts of cultural reasons as
yet unspecified. As they spread, they affected the development of the
Muslim conceptualization of, ability to, conceptualize God, and pre-
sumably the list of questions which structured early Islamic theology
as well, It is interesting to note, however, that early kaldm discussions
of the matter of attributes did not, in fact, proceed from the standard
lists then circulating but from more selective ones.

A similar problem has been raised by Marshall Hodgson in his clas-
sic article on the Shia.2! Hodgson's revisionism in that article involves
his perception of an eighth-century reading back of the nag imamate
{leadership by “designation” of one’s predecessor] into a much more
fluid pre-cighth-century environment. But even Hodgson assumed
that the appearance of lists of the Imams' genealogies signaled the
appearance of a new way of looking back at Shi‘i history. But Goody
would probably urge us to look at the role of the linear genealogies
themselves in forming the notion of the nag imamate. That is, was the
ability to list and ponder the significance of the lists a requirement of
the formation of that sense of genealogy??? And further, what was the
role of literacy and its extensions in the development of Shi'i ideology?
Does the nagy imamate develop, for example, among more literate
groups?

When we turn to the “listing,” that is the editing, of the Qur’in,
Goody's ideas continue to be suggestive, especially when we combine
them with the results of William Graham's recent study of hadith
qudsi.t? If we assume, as Goody might, that the “listing” or arrange-
ment of the Qur’an into a book did not involve a corresponding edi-
torial decision that it was the exclusive locus of Divine Word, we
could then go on to reason that the ultimate separation of Divine Word
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and Prophetic Word, which Graham details, was encouraged by the
very presence of the “listed” version of the former, as well as later, the
“listed” version of the latter. We might even want to explore whether
the conceptualization of Qur'an as “book” was made possible by the
very ability to canonize the order of its contents,

In this connection, it is interesting to note the survival of ways of
handling the Qur'an that preserve its prelisted characteristics. Al-
though there are traditions of reading the Qur'an straight through in
the order of the standard version, a liturgical cyclical, ordered recita-
tion did not become part of the saldr (as it did of Jewish ritual). Where
it does cxist, as Frederick Denny points out, the overstitching of end
and beginning seems to emphasize its nonlinearity.?*

In fact, the very principles of ordering chosen by the Qur'an’s edi-
tors militated against lincarity of handling. Obviously, the pondering
or repeated recitation of small portions of the Qur'in, without regard
to their place in the whole, always remained a pious act. And yet the
grouping and ordering of Qur'inic verses have not been without im-
pact, especially for the structure of safsir. But the combination of what
I would call “listed” and “nonlisted” qualities also explains the selec-
tive perceptions that nonliterate Muslims can have of the scope and
contents of the Qur'an.?’ The question then remains: what role did
the ordering of the Qur'an have in the development of Muslim notions
of it as a Book competitive with othcr Books? And to what extent did
opposition to its being edited come not from the desire to preserve
variants but either from resistance to the techniques of the literate, or
to the authority that its canonization would give them, or from dis-
agreements over which written techniques were to be employed??6

We come next to ask what the relationship was betwcen the devel-
opment of the Sabil [authoritative] collections of Hadith and the Sunni
conception of Sunna. Again, we might tend to assume that the fixing
of the Hadith into the “canonical” corpura was the product of clear-
cut cognitive decisions on the nature of the Sunna. But following the
approach [ have been developing, we might wonder about the degree
to which the decision to incorporate the Hadith made it possible for a
fixed concept of the Sunna to develop. Much of the controversy which
engaged Schacht and Abbott, among others, failed to take into full
account the nature of literacy and its role in various types of recording
of early Hadith.?”

Finally, using Goody's approach, we could look at the question of
religious behavior at different cultural levels. When we compare the
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form of the Pilgrimage (hajf) to Mecca with Visitation (ziydra) to cer-
tain local saints' tombs, the obvious differences in the form of behavior
seem to imply different cognitive levels.?® The Meccan Hajj, with its
fixed linear sequence of events, is eminently orderly with a fixed sig-
nificance assigned to each event. The action during many Ziyaras has
no fixed sequence and the significance of each act varies from time to
time and from actor to actor; the Shi‘i Ziyara, however, appears to be
more fixed in sequence and meaning.?* Goody would argue that the
ability of the literate to list a sequence, in this case a temporally or-
dered chain of events and acts, and then to ponder and refine it, pro-
duces in an almost circular way the cognitive capacity to carry out its
demands. It would be useful to relate the more or less sequential
nature of pilgrimage rituals to differing conditions of literacy.

This contrast between different types of pilgrimage would lead us
also to question the significance of the Meccan Hajj for different types
of people who participate in it. In a lecture at The Ohio State Univer-
sity some years ago, Mujahid al-Sawwaf commented that North Af-
rican female pilgrims respond to their arrival at Jidda not with the
appropriate prayer of arrival (a literate form, after all) but rather with
joyous ululation.® He further reported that members of sub-Saharan
tarigas | Sufi organizations)] hold dbikr ceremonies duririg the afternoon
of “Standing on "Arafa,” when other behavior would be more appro-
priate according to the accepted “list” of Hajj steps. In each case the
written sequence of events and its significance are being subverted by
a non-literate understanding of the type of event the Hajj represented
and the degree of flexibility its form can endure.

Drawing out the implications of Goody's ideas has enabled us to raise
many new and stimulating questions about several central phenomena
in Islamic religious history: lists of the attributes of God, the Shi‘i nass
imamate, the canonization of the Qur'an and Hadith, and the organi-
zation of the Hajj and other visitations to holy places. The new ques-
tions have arisen because our hypothesis focused our attention on
changes in techniques in collecting, managing, and releasing informa-
tion and on the variable understanding of those techniques naturally
present in any socicty that contains vastly differing levels of literacy.
Without such an approach, certain types of anomalies must constantly
be explained—for example, why groups that have apparently devel-
oped a new mode of thought continue to behave as if they had not.
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With such an approach, what seems anomalous becomes predictable
and in fact central to any understanding of the process of change itself,

If through further, more detailed, rescarch we do determine that
mades of thought change as a result of changes in techniques for the
management of information, then the focus of the historian of religion
will gradually shift to those moments when such new techniques
come into use. If Goody is right, the historian of religion will also find
a way to link changes in modes of religious thought to other cognitive
changes, all of which would be affected by changing profiles of liter-
acy over time and space.’! Finally, we will have to deal with the ques-
tion of how our own analytic lists and categorics distort the reality of
religious communities whose literacy was or is of a different sort from
ours.

As has been shown here, the humanistic approach to the bistory of a
tradition, in the sense that it is also phenomenological, raises another
problem: a tradition cannot be defined through its historical and cultur-
al manifestations. Any normative definition of its ideals and central
impulses will constantly be called into question by the sometimes
widely differing versions that appear in various times, places, indi-
viduals, and groups. Any adherent to Islam who defines it in terms of
a received idea beyond time and place will be discomfited by the se-
riousness with which historical phenomena as they present themselves
are treated in an approach like this. And such an individual may again
feel that any focus on the behavior of believers rather than on the
“real” received system of belief has a malevolent intent,

These days one of the most vexing problems in the study of Islam,
for Muslims and non-Muslims alike, is precisely this relationship be-
tween what Fazlur Rahman calls normative Islam and forms of Islam
that “deviate” from it.’2 Rahman blurs the distinctions between what
many modern scholars call great and little traditions by arguing (1)
that the great tradition is not so monolithic as tends to be assumed and
(2) that the little traditions share a normative core—Qur’in and Sun-
na—with the great ones. Maintaining a minimal core may, in fact,
prove necessary to Muslim/non-Muslim communication so long as be-
yond that a nonhierarchical, nonevolutionary approach to the various
historieal manifestations is employed.

My own justification for seeking to make the faith of others accessi-
ble through a humanistic approach derives from my ultimate commit-
ment to correcting the ethonocentrisms that have produced our mis-
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conceptions in the past. It is echoed in Arnold Toynbee's plea for a
rejection of parochialism in favor of world history:

In order to save mankind we have to learn to live together in concord
in spite of traditional differences of religion, civilization, nationality,
class, and race. In order to live together in concord successfully, we
have to know each other’s past, since human life, like the rest of the
phenomenal universe, can be observed by human minds only as it
presents itself to them on the move through time. . . . For our now
urgent common purpose of self-preservation, it will not be enough to
explore our common underlying human nature. The psychologist’s
work needs to be supplemented by the archacologist’s, the histo-
rian’s, the anthropologist’s, and the sociologist's. We must learn to
recognize, and as far as possible, to understand, the different culrur-
al configurations in which our common human nature has expressed
itself in the different religions, civilizations, and nationalities into
which human culture has come to be articulated in the course of its
history. ‘All of human history is relevant to present and future
human needs.’ “The knowledge of the history of mankind should be
one of mankind's common possessions. . . . We shall, however, have
to do more than just understand each other's cultural heritages, and
more even than appreciate them. We shall have to value them and
love them as being parts of mankind’s common treasure and there-
fore being ours too, as truly as the heirlooms that we ourselves shall
be contributing to the common stock. *

If the humanistic approach as 1 have described it is a vehicle for
secular moderns to come to an understanding, so be it; otherwise they
may have no point of entry at all. ‘The quality of commitment will
inevitably be missing from analyses by the noncommitred. But their
empathy with that commitment must still be nurtured by developing
enough knowledge and respect to see how it could be a focus of faith
for others.
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Approaches to the Study of Conversion
to Islam in India

RICHARD M. EATON

he expansion of Islam east of the Middle East has

been, apart from a few notable exceptions, a rcla-

tively understudied subject. This is especially re-
markable when one recalls that, by far, the world’s greatest number of
Muslims reside east of Karachi. The reasons for this neglect of schol-
arship, however, are not far to find. First is the identification of the
Arab Middle East with the historical heartland of Islam, which makes it
the natural object of study of classicists whose scholastic concerns often
focus on the formation of cultural traditions. Second, despite its univer-
salist claims and its undeniable status as a world religion, Islam is
related to Arab ethnicity, language, and culture in complex ways that
have always somehow made the study of Arab Islam a more legitimarte
or proper field on the Islamist’s agenda than “Eastern” or sub-Saharan
Islam. And third, for at least a century, severe methodological prob-
lems have prevented scholars from explaining the formation, through
conversion, of the majority of the world’s Muslim population living
beyond the Middle East. ‘There have appeared few convincing answers
to such basic questions as: What is conversion per se? Can conversion to
Islam be fit within a larger conceptual category, or must it be consid-
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ered unique? By what indices can it be measured? What forces favor or
hinder its progress?

Nonetheless, scholars of various persuasions have recently taken a
lively interest in the study of Muslim conversion movements. It is the
aim of this paper to explore some of the approaches to this topic as it
concerns one important area of the Islamic world—South Asia—with
a view to isolating some of the problems encountered in previous stud-
ies and to suggesting a more comprehensive hypothesis explaining the
phenomenon.

Theories of Conversion to Islam in India

Most explanations of conversions to Islam in India can be reduced to
three basic, and in my view inadequate, theories, The oldest of these
is the “religion of the sword” theory. As a theme in the Western histo-
riography of Islam it has a long and weary history that dates from the
time of the Crusades; and for Indian Islam, too, it has always had its
advocates. Yet as Peter Hardy has recently observed, those who argue
that Indian Muslims were forcibly converted generally failed to define
either “force”™ or “conversion,”! ienving us to presume that a society
can and will change its religious identity simply because it has a sword
at its neck. Precisely how this mechanism worked either in theoretical
or practical terms, however, is seldom spelled out. Morcover, propo-
nents of this theory seem to have confused conversion to Islam with
the extension of Turko-Iranian rule in North India between 1200 and
1765, a confusion probably originating in a too literal translation of
primary Persian accounts narrating the “Islamic” conquest of India.?

But the most serious problem with this theory is its incongruence
with the geography of Muslim conversions in South Asia. A glance at
the geographical distribution of Muslims in the subcontinent (see map
on p. 108) reveals an inverse relationship between the degree of Muslim
political penetration and the degree of conversion to Islam. If conver-
sion to Islam had ever been a function of military or political force
(however these might have been expressed) one would expect that
those areas of heaviest conversion would correspond to those areas of
South Asia exposed most intensely and over the longest period to rule
by Muslim dynasties. Yet the opposite is the case: those regions of the
most dramatic conversion of the population, such as Eastern Bengal or
Western Punjab, lay on the fringes of Indo-Muslim rule, whereas the
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Geographical distribution of South Asian Muslim population. [ Adapred from J.
Schwartzherg, ed. A istorical Atlas of South Asia (Chicago and London:
University of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 94].

heartland of that rule, the upper Gangetic Plain, saw a much lower
incidence of conversion.?

A second theory commonly advanced to explain the conversions of
Indians to Islam is the “political patronage” theory, or the view that
Indians of the medieval period converted in order to receive some
rfonrcligiuus favors froin the ruling class—relief from taxes, promo-
tion in the bureaucracy, and so forth. In the carly fourteenth century,
for example, Ibn Battuta reported that Indians presented themselves
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as new converts to the Khalaji sultans who in turn rewarded them
with robes of honor according to their rank.* But individual conver-
sion for political gain frequenty lacked conviction, as witnessed by
the more spectacular cases of apostasy: Khusrau Khan, a fourteenth-
century usurper of the Delhi Sultanate; or Harihari and Bukka, the
cofounders of the Vijayanagar Empire. Then, too, nincteenth-cen-
tury census reports speak of land-holding families of medieval Upper
India declaring themselves Muslims either to escape imprisonment for
nonpayment of revenue, or to preserve ancestral lands in the family
name.’ More important examples of the “political patronage™ phe-
nomenon were the cases of groups coming into the employment of
Muslim rulers and in this way gradually acculturating themselves to
Indian Islam. The Kayasthas and Khatris of the Gangetic Plain, the
Parasnis of Maharashtra, and the Amils of Sind all cultivated Muslim
culture by virtue of their filling the government’s great need for clerks
and administrative servants at all levels, which Aziz Ahmad compared
with the later “westernization” process.® Finally, the acculturation of
captured soldiers or slaves, severed as these men were from their fami-
lies, formed another dimension of this process.

Adequate though the patronage thesis may be in accounting for the
relatively light incidence of Islamization in the political heartland, it
cannot explain the massive conversions to Islam that took place along
the political fringe—especially in the Punjab and Bengal, For political
patronage, like the influence of the sword, decreases rather than in-
creases as one moves away from the Delhi heartland toward the
periphery.

What is needed is some theory that would explain the phenomenon
of mass conversion to Islam on India’s periphery and not just in the
heartland, and among India's millions of peasant cultivators and not
just among urban elites. To this end a third theory is frequently in-
voked, one which has for long been the most popular explanation of
the phenomenon—the “religion of social liberation” theory. Elabo-
rated by British ethnographers, Pakistani nationals, and Indian Mus-
lims among many others, the substance of the theory is that the Hin-
du caste system is a rigidly discriminatory form of social organization
and that the lowest and most degraded castes, recognizing in Islam an
ideology of social equality, converted to it en masse in order to escape
Brahmanical oppression.

This theory, too, has serious problems. The first is that it commits
the fallacy of reading the values of the present into the peoples or
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events of the past. Are we to assume that before their contact with
Muslims the untouchables of India possessed, as though they were
familiar with the writings of Rousseau or Jefferson, some innate no-
tion of the fundamental equality of all men denied them by an op-
pressive Brahmanical tyranny? To the contrary, it seems that Hindu
society of medieval India was more influenced by whar Louis Dumont
calls the principle of homo bierarchicus, or of institutionalized inequal-
ity, than by the principle of bomo equalis.” Beyond tha, a careful read-
ing of Persian primary sources suggests that in their presentation of
Islam to Indians, Muslim intellectuals did not stress the Islamic ideal
of social equality as opposed ro Hindu caste, but rather Islamic mono-
theism as opposed to Hindu polytheism.* Moreover, even if it were
true that Islam had been presented as an ideology of social equality,
there is abundant evidence that former Hindu communities failed
upon conversion to improve their status in the social hierarchy and
that, to the contrary, they simply carried over into Muslim society the
same practice of birth-ascribed rank that they had had in Hindu
society.”

But the most damaging problem with the “liberation theory,” as
with the two others discussed above, appears when we return to the
map (p. 108) and observe the geographical distribution of the South
Asian Muslim population. Before the dislocations consequent upon
the Partition of 1947, the areas with the highest percentage of Muslims
were Eastern Bengal, Western Punjab, Northwest Frontier, and Balu-
chistan. Now from both historical evidence and anthropological stud-
ies we know that the bulk of the population in Baluchistan and the
Northwest Frontier were not converted communities at all, but de-
scendents of the immigrants from the Iranian Plateau. This leaves
East Bengal and West Punjab as the two areas of the subcontinent
possessing the highest incidence of Muslim conversion among the lo-
cal population. What is striking abour those areas, however, is that
they lay not only far from the center of Muslim political power, as
noted, but that their indigenous populations had not, at the time of
their contact with Islam, been integrated into the Hindu social SyS-
tem. In Bengal, Muslim converts were drawn mainly from Rajbansi,
Pod, Chandal, Koch, or other indigenous groups which had had but
the lightest contact with the Hindu religious or caste structure, and in
the Punjab the same was truc for the various Jat clans that came to
form the bulk of the Muslim community. Since the greatest incidence
of Muslim conversions occurred among groups that were not fully-
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Hindu in the first place, for the vast majority of South Asian Muslims
the question of “liberation” from the “oppressive” Hindu social order
was simply not an issue.

Toward a New Tbheory of Conversion: Accretion and Reform

Much more in keeping with the geography and chronology of Muslim
conversions in India would be, I would suggest, an understanding of
mass conversion as a process whereby preliterate peoples on the eco-
logical and political frontier of an expanding agrarian society became
absorbed into the religious ideology of that society. Proceeding from
the theoretical work of Nehemia Levtzion, and before him of A. D.
Nock,'® I would further divide this process into two subprocesses,
that of accretion and thar of reform. Whereas the simplest model of a
conversion movement would be one beginning with accretion and
ending with reform, we should not see this process as any necessary or
irreversible march from the first to the second. A closer examination
of individual cases of Muslim conversion movements in India reveals
more complex patterns—some, for example, oscillating back and
forth between accretion and reform, others stuck on accretion indefi-
nitely, remaining unaffected even by the powerful reform currents of
the nineteenth century.

What precisely characterizes these processes? In a cognitive sense,
the accretion aspect of conversion sees a people either adding new
deities or superhuman agencies to their existing cosmological stock, or
identifying new deities or agencies with existing entities in their cos-
mology. Accordingly, the supernatural agencies Allah, khizr [the
Qur'danic Kbidr], or the swarms of jinns, for example, may either be
grafted onto an already dense cosmological universe, or identified, by
name, with existing agencies. But in either case the original cos-
mology is essentially retained. In the reform dimension of the process,
on the other hand, Islamic supernatural agencies are not only dis-
tinguished from the preexisting cosmological structure, but the latter
is firmly repudiared. This is accompanied with greater attention given
to the all-encompassing power of onc Islamic agency in particular, the
Supreme god Allah, who assumes the function and powers of all other
agencics in the former pantheon. In a history of religions framework,
this corresponds to what Max Weber has called the process of religious
rationalization, that is, the absorption of many lesser beings by one
universal, supreme god.!!
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In terms of social organization, the accretion aspect of conversion
entails no Muslim communal exclusiveness or even distinctiveness.
Persons will identify themselves as Muslim inasmuch as they worship
Allah, for example, or refrain from cating pork—two attributes which
in this aspect of the conversion process might be loosely understood as
the defining features of Islam. Bur this by no means prevents them
from participating in village propitiation of a local goddess to ward off
smallpox or in joining village devotions to an avatar of Krishna. Social
integration is sustained by other than ritual means, too. A recent
study of the Meo community of Rajasthan, a community which for
many centuries has adhered somewhat loosely to Islam without re-
sponding to reformist pressures, shows that whilc their practices relat-
ing to personal life cycles are Islamic (e.g., practicing circumcision,
burying their dead), their institutions respecting relations with their
Hindu neighbors arc non-Islamic (c.g., marriages are clan exogamous
and not cross-cousin; inheritance follows local, not Muslim prac-
tice).!? In strictly social terms, in other words, they are still a rela-
tively indistinet community.

In the reform dimension of the conversion process, however, the
community perceives itself as socially distinct and consciously acts
npon that perception. Accordingly, the group not only resists par-
ticipation in non-Muslim rituals, but will, for example, adopt Islamic
inheritance customs for daughters as well as for sons, a practice which
decisively separates the Muslim community from its neighbors. Or,
even more decisively, it might adopt cross-cousin marriage patterns,
regarded by many Hindus as simply incestuous, Such practices be-
come more prevalent to the same extent that the Muslim community
becomes conscious of its adherence to a single model for social and
ritual action, a model whose source of authority stands wholly outside
of onc’s ancestral locality.

Finally, one can distinguish berween accretion and reform in terms
of the overall socio-political environment in which each process takes
place. For mass conversions, anyway, the earlier phase of the process
generally accompanied integration into the outer fringes of one of the
expanding Indo-Muslim states which, from the twelfth century on,
pushed ever outward from the Delhi Doab heartland in the north-
central region of the subcontinent. What is critical here (and 1 will
return to this theme of political/ecological integration at the end of
this paper) is that this integration always took place in a regional
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context (a region in India) whether one speaks of the expansion nf
Tughlug power into fourteenth-century Punjab, of the Ba‘hmgm
Kingdom into fifteenth-century Deccan, or of the Mughal Empire
into sixteenth-century Bengal. In these circumstances whatever Mus-
lim elements were added onto the existing stock of beliefs and prac-
tices, they were not perceived as representing a “world” miigion_. but
only the particular beliefs and practices associated with a Iocal_samt. a
local gadi (Muslim judge) or the spiritual power of a local shrine. On
the other hand, the context of reform was always a worldwide one,
inspired by a vision of Islam as a world religion—or rather, the world
religion, with Mecca as its geo-spiritual hub. Reform movements, or
the reform aspect of the conversion process, are typically initiated by
someone freshly returned from the purifying experience of a pil-
grimage to Mecea, an experience which, among other things, height-
ens onc’s awareness of the universal truth of Islam as opposed to the
local and very particularized idioms in which it may be expressed.

Yet the questions remain: how can we measure the growth of a
conversion movement, and what are the agents stimulating or shaping
it? If we understand religion as “an institution consisting of cultur-
ally patterned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman
beings,”!? it can be argued that three sets of symbols, or names, mark
such interaction as distinctively Muslim as opposed, for example, to
Hindu or Christian. One set of symbols refers to man’s identity in
relation to the superhuman beings, for example, names of persons such
as "Abd al-Rahman “slave of God.”'* A second set of symbols refers to
the identity of superhuman beings in relation to man, that is, man’s
names for the gods, such as “Allah” instead of “Iswara.” A third set of
symbols refers to the identity of the sacred place in which the interac-
tion takes place, as in mosques instead of, say, Vaisnavite temples or
shrines devoted to the mother goddess.

Although these three sets of symbols will not tell us why a conver-
sion movement took place, they can be used as indices by which we
can plot the geographical and chronological expansion of Islam in In-
dia, or elsewhere for that matter. For example, the naming pattern of a
single Punjabi Jat group, the Sials, suggests that from the thirteenth to
the early nineteenth century the Muslim self-identity of this group
proceeded at a very slow rate indeed.'* In the early fifteenth century,
10 percent of recorded Sial males had Muslim names; for the mid-
seventeenth century, §6 percent; for the mid-cighteenth century, 75
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percent, and for the early nineteenth century, 100 percent. This is, I
think, a most revealing index of the gradual process of group identity
formation.

Just as socio-religious identity is reflected in changes of personal
names, it is also reflected in changes in the names of thosc super-
human agencies with whom people interact. It is this index, more-
over, that most dramatically distinguishes the accretion aspect from
the reform aspect of the conversion process. Turning from the medi-
eval Punjab to medieval Bengal, consider the names that local Muslim
poets used to denote the one, supreme god of the Qur'an. The six-
teenth-century poet, Haji Muhammad, referred to him as Allah,
Khuda (“"God” in Persian), and Gosain (“master of the herds”), adding
that he assumes limitless forms, The late sixteenth-century poet
Sayyid Sultan referred to him as Iévara, (Supreme god, “lord”),
adding that he resided in every entity. Shaykh Mansur (. 1703)
named him Khuda and Prabhu (“inaster”), Niranjan (Supreme God,
lit, “without emotion”). The eighteenth-century poet Ali Riza re-
ferred to him as I$vara, Allah Yagat Ivar (“lord of the world™), Niran-
jan, and Kartar (“creator™).!s [n a land where the cult of the mother
goddess had great popularity, the sixteenth-century Bengali poet
Sayyid Murtaza addressed Fatima as “the mother of the world” (jagat-
Janani).1? Similarly, Sayyid Sultan identified the Prophet as a man-
ifestation (avatar) of God.'® What these poets were doing, of course,
was laying the intellectual foundations for their readers’ adhesion to
Islam; that is, by matching up the cognitive categories drawn from
Islam with those drawn from local traditions, they were making possi-
ble the process of identification, which is one of the hallmarks of the
accretion aspect of conversion.

A third index of growing Islamization consists in changes in the
identity of the sacred place in which religious interaction takes place,
Table 1 is an abbreviated list showing the chronology of mosque con-
struction in Bengal between 1200 and 1800, It is true that the con-
struction of mosques, especially small, private mosques, may reflect
only a patron’s desire to perform a meritorious act and may not neces-
sarily indicate the expression of popular piety. On the other hand, the
appearance of congregational (jdm:*) mosques, intended as they are to
accommodate the religious needs of entire populations of towns or
villages, does give some idea of the chronology, and also the geogra-
phy, of the growth of the Muslim community. The table, for example,
certainly suggests that although Muslim rule in Bengal dates from the
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Table 1
Mosque Construction in Bengal, 1200-1800
ORDINARY JAME TOTAL
YEARS MOSQUES MOSQUES MOSQUES

1200-1250 1 0 |
12501300 2 0 2
1300-1350 | 0 |
13501400 1 1 3
14001450 4 0 4
1450-1500 46 7 53
1500-1550 21 18 19
1550-1600 11 1 12
1600-1650 3 0 3
16501700 4 0 4
1700-1750 4 0 4
1750-1800 2 0 2

Source: From Shamsud-din Ahmed, ed. and trans., Inscriptions of Bengal (Rajshahi: Varendra
Research Muscum, 1960) val. 4, pp. 317-338.

thirteenth century, Muslim suciery cannot be said to have emerged
there until two centuries later.

If the above data provide some of the indices of conversion, what
are its agents? Some writers have focused on the Muslim merchant
who, interested in economic profit, thrived best under conditions of
internal stabilicy. While evangelism was not his aim, the social con-
tacts resulting from the expansion of commerce and the condition of
mutual trust in which commerce thrives, created favorable conditions
for social accommodation and, to some extent, acculturation. Gener-
ally speaking, this process was, then, more typical along India’s
coasts—from Gujarat down to Malabar and Coromandel, and up to
Bengal—than it was in the Muslim states of the interior.

Along the Konkan and Malabar coasts, accordingly, we find the
earliest Muslim mercantile communities, which have thrived over a
thousand years. In the early tenth century the Arab traveler Mas'udi
noted that an Arab trading community along the Konkan coast, which
had been granted autonomy and protection by the local rajah, had
intermarried considerably with the local population.'” The children
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of such marriages, brought up formally with the father’s religion, yet
carrying over many cultural traits of the non-Muslim mother, contrib-
uted to an expanding community which was richly described by Ibn
Battuta in the carly fourteenth century.2® But by virtue of this com-
munity's closc commercial contacts with Arabia, reflected in religious
terms by its adherence to the Shafi'i legal tradition, the foreign aspect
of the community was always present and made social integration
with the Hindu community difficult.2! In the last analysis, then,
while it is true that Muslim merchants founded important mercantile
enclaves and by intermarriage expanded the Muslim population, they
do not appear to have been important in provoking religious change
among the local population.

A far more influential agent in the conversion process was the vil-
lage Qadi or judge, one of the key figures that accompanicd the estab-
lishment of Muslim regimes as local powers. Although a thorough
study of the role of the medieval Indian Ulama (‘ulama’), and especially
the Qadi, has yct to be written, preliminary evidence points to the
central and continuing role that local judges played in establishing a
measure of uniformity among the various rural folk who, for various
reasons, adhered informally to Islam. Qadis were appointed by cen-
tral and provincial authoritics to apply Islamic law in all towns or
villages having a Muslim population. And while Qadis theoretically
applied Muslim religious law (shari ‘a) only to those criminal and civil
cases involving Muslims, they also settled cases involving Muslims
and non-Muslims, thereby drawing the latter into the legal and social
orbit of Islam. In this way all manner of disparate groups would have
had some of their most important affairs decided by men who, in
theory at least, represented a single religious and legal tradition. With
reference to the lare nincteenth century, district gazetreers repeatedly
reported that while particular Muslim “castes” were lax, avoided beef,
kepr Hindu festivals, or worshipped Hindu dcities, they at the very
least respected the Qadi and used him to officiare at their marriages
and funerals.?? Qadis thus stood not only as representatives of the
court among peasants, but also as models of their religion before the
semi-Muslim folk of the countryside.

What is more, the Qadis represented above all the lirerare aspect of
Islam, as living reminders that Islam in the last analysis is a religion of
the Book. Recent anthropological research has drawn attention to the
great importance of the literacy of an incoming religion as a variable
that explains the appeal of that religion to preliterate societies,?* The
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point is that the Qur'n, as the unchanging Word of God, possessed
immense power, and consequently appeal, among preliterate peoples
whose previous cults had not been stabilized by the influence of liter-
acy. Thus, in the history of Islam in India, one important reason that
Islam sank such deep roots in areas such as East Bengal or West Pun-
jab was that the native populations of those regions were far less inte-
grated into the literate tradition of the Brahmans than were the peo-
ples of upper India. Although upper India had been for centuries the
center of Muslim administration, the incidence of conversion to Islam
there was as a consequence relatively low.

The ageﬁt of conversion that has, however, received the most atten-
tion is the Sufi. There is an enormous literature on this theme, com-
mencing with Thomas Arnold’s fervent portrayal of Sufis as Islamic
“missionarics” among non-Muslims.2* A close reading of the primary
sources, however, would not support this portrayal. In their own
writings and in the contemporary biographical accounts of them,
Sufis do not appear to have been concerned with conversion. In fact,
the sort of self-conscious, highly organized effort along the lines of a
Christian missionary society, implicit in Arnold’s writing, is at vari-
ance with the social roles actually played by medieval Indian Sufis.?$

If a living Sufi had only minimal influence in the religious life of
non-Muslim Indians, a deceased Sufi, especially one blessed with
sainthood by the local population, could literally work miracles. This
was because the charisma or baraka of a spiritually saturated Sufi saint
became, with time, transferred to his tomb. And since brick and mor-
tar shrines have much greater longevity than flesh and bone Sufis,
self-sustaining centers of religious power were able in this way to
grow and span many centuries. Morcover, a saint’s baraka also adheres
to those of his family descendants who inherit spiritual authority asso-
ciated with the shrine, which also extends the longevity of baraka. For
example, both the grandson and the shrine of Baba Farid in Pakpattan,
Punjab, became so thoroughly identified with Baba Farid the saint,
who died in 1265, that when Ibn Battuta visited Pakpattan in 1334 he
actually wrote of meeting Baba Farid himself. In fact, the living per-
son whom the famous world traveler met was the grandson who had
inherited the spiritual and temporal leadership of the shrine com-
plex.26 An even more dramatic example of a saint’s baraka growing
after his death is seen in the faith common people had in the Chishti
Sufi, Sayyid Muhammad Husayni Gisudaraz Bandanawaz, who died
in 1422. Writing in 1609, the historian Firishta could observe that “the
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people of the Deccan have such respect for the saint that a Deccany,
on being asked whom he considered the greatest personage, the
Prophet Mahomed or the Syud [Sayyid Muhammad], replied, with
some surprise at the question, that although the Prophet was un-
doubtedly a great man, yet Syud Mahomed Geesoo-duraz was a far
superior order of being."?”

It was faith like this that explains the tremendous growth of hun-
dreds of shrines all over the Subcontinent, each providing a localized
focus of votive worship. These shrines differed a good deal from each
other, some specializing in terms of the community to whom they
administered, and others in terms of the ailment or complaint the dev-
otces would bring to them.2® But they all shared in common a mediat-
ing capacity between the devotee and Allah, thereby not only soften-
ing the theological chasm between man and God, but also presenting
God in a locally accessible idiom,

If it is true that the Qadi and the saint’s tomb were the most impor-
tant agents in the Islamization process, we are still confronted with
the vexing problem of the geography of conversion, T have argued that
the theories of the “rcligion of the sword,” “political patronage,” and
“religion of social liberation™ all fail to account for the exceptionally
high incidence of conversion on the political peripheries of medicval
India and the relatively low incidence of the heartland. Yet if the
agents [ have identified as most crucial to the conversion process—the
Qadi and the Sufi shrine—were scattered throughout the Subconti-
nent, how can their agency help explain the geography of the issue?
As noted, one variable in explaining this is the degrec of integration of
a region into a literate tradition—in this case Brahmanical Hin-
duism—prior to its contact with Islam. Also important are those ele-
ments of the social and ecological situation within a region that en-
abled Qadis or Sufis to have greater effect in patterning religious
change on the fronticrs than in the heartland. As a rule, India’s most
extensive conversion occurred not in the great agricultural plains but
in the pastoral plains or forested regions—areas, in other words,
where religious patterns had not yet been stabilized by literacy as
represented and sustained by Brahmans. For it was not Hindus who
most readily converted to Islam, but nonagrarian forest or pastoral
peoples whose contact with Brahmanism and caste stratification had
been either casual or nonexistent. The process of the absorption of
these peoples into Islam was, in fact, similar to the intcgration of ab-
original peoples into the Hindu caste and ritual structure that had
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taken place carlier in Indian history. As D. D. Kosambi wrote with
reference to that earlier movement, “The major historical change in
ancient India was not between dynasties but in the advance of agrar-
ian village settlements over tribal lands, metamorphosing tribesmen
into peasant cultivators, or guild craftsmen,””

It is of the utmost significance, then, that those areas of the most
massive conversion to Islam, such as East Bengal or West Punjab,
were fringe areas both from the point of view of the socio-ecological
frontier of Hindu agrarian society, and also from the point of view of
the political frontier of the Muslim state. The consistent aim of the
latter—and here reference is mainly to the Delhi Sultanate (twelfth to
sixteenth centuries) and its successor the Mughal Empire (sixteenth to
eighteenth centuries)—was to push its ecological and political fron-
tiers ever outward from the Delhi Doab heartland into Punjab, Kash-
mir, Gujarat, Deccan, or Bengal. In areas where local Hindu rajahs
had already established an agrarian infrastructure by which to extract
the surplus wealth of the land, the problem was a political one. Here,
the state endeavored to capture the agrarian structure for its own ends
by occupying urban centers, establishing garrisons, and perhaps de-
moting the rajah to a tribute-paying underling (zamindar). As the peas-
antry in such areas was usually already absorbed into the Hindu social
and religious order, conversion to Islam was not normally forthcom-
ing, at lcast on a mass basis. But as the state expanded its power into
regions whose agrarian infrastructure was not well-developed—into
unirrigated plains or uncleared forest regions—the expansion of the
state was ecological and religious as well as political. Here, the re-
ligious ideology of the state, Islam, became adopted bit by bit as one
aspect of a larger transformation among preliterate inhabitants of
lands newly made arable. In a word, indigenous non-Hindu non-agri-
culturalists were, between the twelfth and seventeenth centuries,
gradually transformed into Muslim agriculturalists. To the extent that
this was the case, Islam, in India at least, may properly be termed
more a religion of the plough than a religion of the sword, as formerly
conceived.

Data drawn from both the Punjab and Bengal would sustain this
argument. As for the former area, what one finds is, from the thir-
teenth century, the appearance of huge Sufi shrines, such as those of
Farid al-Din Shakargunj in Pakpattan or Baha al-Haqq Zakaria in
Multan, becoming the objects of popular devotion by non-Hindu Jat
pastoralists as they migrated northward from Sind. By the sixteenth
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century the Mughal government realized the political potential of
these shrines and used them as intermediaries by which to control the
turbulent Jat groups. Moreover, it was about this time that these same
groups began settling down in the Punjab and taking to agriculture, a
development much in line with the Mughal interest in maximizing the
revenue-generating capacity of the land. Technologically, this devel-
opment was made possible by the extention of the Persian wheel into
the arid plains of the Punjab in the medieval period. Throughourt this
period the Jat groups retained their devotional focus on the shrines,
gradually becoming ever more closely integrated with their ritual
structure. For these groups, then, adhesion to Islam effectively meant
adhesion to one of these shrines, 0

In Bengal an essentially opposite process had the same effect: in-
stead of the people migrating to the land, the arable land migrated to
the people. For many centuries the Ganges River had emptied into the
Bay of Bengal down the western side of the province so that that area
became both the (Hindu) spiritual and agricultural heartland of the
region, with the aboriginals in the forests of Fast Bengal remaining
somewhat beyond the pale and only lightly exposed to Brahmanical
Hinduism. In the sixtcenth century, however, the river silted up its
old channels and pushed eastward, opening up huge areas of East
Bengal for rice cultivation. River shifts also made possible land recla-
mation along the lower and eastern delta next to the sea. As these
riverine shifts occurred roughly simultaneously with the Mughal con-
quest of Bengal, many of the colonists moving into the east were Mus-
lim from North India. Significantly, a good many of the saints of East
Bengal who had accompanied this colonization are associated with the
pioneering of agriculture, and especially with land reclamation in the
active delta. In the process, indigenous Bengali peoples who had for-
merly practiced hunting, fishing, or a crude form of forest agriculture,
became gradually transformed into rice farmers. So firmly was rice
cultivation identified with Islam, that today, in the value system of
peasants inhabiting rural Bangladesh, God is believed to have allowed
Adam to exercise his mastery over the earth by farming it; being a
good Muslim is closely associated with being a good farmer. 3!

If this was the underlying mechanism of the accretion process, it is
clear that the result was far from “total” conversion to Islam. For cen-
turies Punjabis and Bengalis alike had clung to former religious habits
and retaitied long-established social groupings. Basing his observa-
tions on nineteenth-century district gazetteers, Mohammed Mujeeb
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wrote that Punjabi Muslims “were spiritually dependent on miracles
and magic to a degree incompatible with genuine belief in any om-
nipotent God,™? while the 1901 census of India reported Bengali
Muslims joining in the Durga Puja, worshipping Sitala and Rakshya
Kali when disease was present, and making use of Hindu astrologers
and almanacs in their everyday life.?? For peoples of both provinces,
as also in other regions of India, Islam was regarded as one technique
among many for tapping a “power” which, with the performance of
the proper rites known to some local expert, could alleviate one’s prob-
lems or promote one’s mundane concerns.

But this nominal commitment to Islam, made possible by a political
and ecological integration into a regional Indo-Muslim state, was fol-
lowed in many areas of India by a reform made possible by a second
order of integration, an integration with the Muslim world. This inte-
gration was neither political nor ecological in nature, of course, but
affective, as more and more putative Muslims of India became aware
of the normative unity of [slam. While members ‘of the ulama and
some groups of Sufis had urged his unitary reformist vision at all times
of the Indo-Muslim history, sporadic reformist movements appeared
in various parts of India or among various communities with visible
frequency only from the seventeenth century.’® It was during the
nineteenth century, when vastly improved world transportation sys-
tems brought masses of Indians in direct touch with Mecca, that such
movements became most widespread of all. These reform movements
generally witnessed a Qur'anic literalism that assumed an increasing
sense of urgency as more and more Indian Muslims became aware of
the gap between the commands of the Book and the actual practices
passing for Islam in their native villages. It was at this point that per-
sons began taking the meaning of their names—for example, ‘Abdal-
lah, “slave of God"—more seriously, if not literally. Finally, insistence
on a jealous God to the exclusion of all other superhuman agencies
was paralleled by movements for social exclusiveness.

The reform dimension of the conversion process, in India at least,
carried with it at least two other important implications, one political,
one cultural. The first of these was the demand for a separate Muslim
state upon the departure of the British in 1947. In one sense, of
course, this was but a logical extension of the reform aspect of the
conversion process, which stressed social exclusiveness. The Pakistan
movement thus represented a modern reenactment of the Prophet’s
departure from Mecca and his establishment of a distinet community
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at Medina; it was a “re-creation” of Medina. The other implication of
the reform process was its self-conscious adoption of Arab culture,
Here one confronts a central paradox of the reform process. The em-
phasis upon Islamic unity and universalism as a theoretical model was
simultaneously accompanied by an emphasis upon Arab culture and
language as a practical model, so that while reform movements sought
to lift the focus of religious activity above the Indian regional context,
they frequently landed it once again in the Arab cultural context. Ac-
cordingly, in the carly nineteenth century, Bengalis were urged to eat
grasshoppers on the grounds that Arabs ate locusts.?® And in the
189os a brillant Bengali writer, Ameer Ali, championed the Islamic
reform movement in Bengal by writing such books as The Spirit of
Islam, glorifying Arab culture and history. From a religious viewpoint,
these political and cultural developments may be seen as efforts to
perfect a process of conversion having roots deep in the history of the
Subcontinent,

To conclude, I must emphasize that this essay by no means attempts
to explore all the various processes by which peoples of the subconti-
nent became drawn into the Muslim community. Clearly this is a
complex phenomenon involving a number of distinguishable pro-
cesses, some of which did not concern conversion at all. There was,
for example, the immigration of many thousands of Turks, Afghans,
and Iranians into the Subcontinent from the thirteenth century on-
ward, and the slow growth of Muslim communities as a result of inter-
marriages between Muslim men and non-Muslim women. Fven when
discussing conversion itself, this essay has passed over the discussion
of the conversion of Hindu elites (Brahmans or Kayasthas) in places
like Allahabad, Kashmir, or Lucknow. Similarly, a comprehensive
study of the conversion of Indians to Islam would have to mention
examples of rationally planned, organized conversion efforts such as
those of the Shi'i da"wa, which successfully integrated trading and ag-
ricultural castes of Sind and Gujarat into the Muslim community. ¥

Rather, the thrust of this essay has been to draw attention to a
dimension of the conversion question not heretofore generally ad-
dressed: mass Islamization of the geographical periphery of the Indo-
Muslim state and the relationship of ecological change to religious
change. I maintain that for India, at least, mass conversion to Islam
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was a very gradual process involving two discernible aspects, accre-
tion and reform. In a way, these aspects of conversion movements are
comparable with Clifford Geertz's “model of” and “model for” dimen-
sions of religious behavior.?” That is, for those Indians who adhered
to Islam, the symbols, rituals, and practices of local religion served as
“models of” or descriptions of the social order and its religious life.
Thus a Punjabi Sufi might legitimize an ancient, pre-Muslim practice
simply by calling it Islamic, and that would be that.’® In its reform
aspect, however, Islam was viewed as a unified set of absolute norms,
beliefs, and practices to which one must bend oneself and one’s fel-
lows if one is to be saved. Here, as Geertz observed, Islam functioned
as a “model for” behavior, and was significant not because it described
the social order, but because it shaped it.??

In the more valgar language of social science, religious behavior in
the accretion aspect of conversion is a dependent variable since it is a
function of socio-political change. It was the migration of Jats into the
Punjab and the extension of Delhi’s authority there which, along with
the introduction of the Persian wheel, attached Jat groups to Suf
shrines and transformed them into agriculturalists. Similarly it was
the migration of the Ganges River eastward thar caused the ecological
transformation of East Bengal, making the aboriginal peoples of the
area receptive to a “religion of the plough.” In both cases new centers
of political and religious authority (local shrines) acquired influence
because of changed socio-economic circumstances, and Islamic ritual
and belief systems acquired an unconscious foothold in the coun-
tryside without necessarily displacing earlier systems,

To stop here would merely reaffirm the Durkheimian position that
religion is a reflection of the social order; yet this does not go far
enough. For in the reform process it is Islam that is the independent
variable inasmuch as it can, and did, cause change in the social and
political realms. The political geography of South Asia in the second
half of the twentieth century would quite obviously not be what it is if
conversion in its reform aspect did not have this capacity to shape the
social order. By viewing the double role of Islam as a dependent and
independent variable, then, we can see the conversion process as a
constantly evolving, dynamic interaction between religion and society.
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Scholarship and Interpretation

cultural manifestations of religion can be reduced

to the eidos or essence of religious experience. To
accomplish this eidetic reduction of cultural phenomena, manifesta-
tions of the religious must be considered on their own terms by the
suspension of judgment (gpoché) of the investigator, and this in two
senses, The more obvious requirement is to leave aside one’s own re-
ligious convictions so as not to assess the truth of others on parochial
grounds. Equally important, one should not attempt to comprehend
cultural phenomena by the categories of the scientific study of natural

@ he premise of phenomenology is that the variable
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phenomena. We recognize in this approach the differentiation be-
tween Geistes- and Naturwissenschaften that has been so prominent in
humanistic studies since the nineteenth century. In practical terms,
the phenomenologists’ hermeneutical task of interpreting and under-
standing textual and archacological expressions of other religions re-
quired approaches that would yield access to original intended mean-
ings of culturally and historically distant data.

Many historians of religion have accepted the assumptions of phe-
nomenology in one form or another, although as I have suggested in
Chapter 1, uniformity of methodology and discipline have not yet
been achieved. For one thing, as Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricocur
have argued, the academic and cultural horizon of experience of the
interpreting scholar is an important and determining ingredient of un-
derstanding religion. For another, the evidence presented by the
cultures under analysis contain layers of interpretation that compli-
cate the process of discovering univocal meanings. Clifford Geertz re-
fers to this reductio of ethnographic interpretations of native interpreta-
tions of still other symbolized experiences as “thick descriptions.”
Scholarship and interpretation in religious studies, whether we are
speaking of textual analysis or social observation, is necessarily an ex-
ercise in thick descriptions. Recognition of this aspect of religious
studies requires taking stock of our own and others’ intellectual hori-
zons, the ways in which a given body of data can be conceived and
approached, and the cultural presuppositions inherent in the data,

In Part Four, these three aspects of “thick descriptions” in religious
studies arc argued successively with regard to Islamic studies. In
Chapter 8, Charles J. Adams renders a great service by providing an
appreciative yet tough, critical analysis of the life work of Henry Cor-
bin on Iranian Islam. The extensive and often esoteric writings of
Henry Corbin about Shi'i Islam have long baffled many Islamicists,
and they are little known among historians of religions. As translator
of one of Corbin's major works, Adams provides students of religious
studies an cvaluation of Corbin's overall accomplishment. Adams’s
mastery of the fields of Islamic and religious studies shines through
every page of his lucid and insightful contribution to this project.

In Chapter 9, Andrew Rippin examines the intellectual horizons of
another scholar, John Wansbrougb, concentrating on the London
scholar’s methodologies in interpreting the formation of sacred liter-
ature in Islam—cspecially Qur'in, tafiir, and sira literature. By so
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doing, Rippin raises the second question for thick descriptions in re-
ligious studies mentioned above, namely, how do we conceive and
approach given bodies of data we wish to interpret? The sharpness of
Fazlur Rahman’s response to Rippin and Wansbrough in Chapter 12
reflects as much the response of Western [slamicists as it does of Mus-
lims to literary/critical analyses of Islamic sacred literature. Rippin
might have chosen to have balanced his explanation and appreciation
of Wansbrough’s methodologies with a critique of his own, thus dis-
tancing himself somewhat from that London target of so much recent
academic abuse. Yet the very stature of those who have made public
refutations of Wansbrough, and the sometimes gratuitous nature of
their elaborate verbal assaults, must lend religious studies students
outside the field of Islamics the impression that there is more here
than meets the eye. The problem of how to assess the literary ex-
pression of Heilsgeschichte—whether the question be that of the quest
for the historical Jesus or the form-critical analysis of the kerygma pre-
sented in the earliest Muslim literature—remains a difficult one in
religious studies scholarship.

In Chapter 10, Azim Nanji turns our attention to the problem of
analyzing the cultural symbols and meanings presupposed in religious
data, in this case sacred literary materials of the Isma'ili Shi'a. Adams’s
chapter in Part Four shows that the problem of how to understand
esoterism can itself lead to esoteric results in scholarship; the other
extreme in Western writing about Islam has been to avoid the task of
interpreting this kind of material altogether on the grounds that eso-
terism is a perversion of the “great tradition” of orthodox Islam. Nanji
argues that we must still ask what these symbolic materials mean,
however vivid and seemingly heterodox. Like all Muslims, the Isma-
‘ilis constructed a universe of meanings out of Qur'anic and other sym-
bol systems. Nanji approaches these sacred materials of Isma‘ilism
with literary theory and themal analysis to determine the more funda-
mental Islamic message contained in these exegetical works,
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The Hermeneutics of Henry Corbin

CHARLES ]. ADAMS

Islam, Henry Corbin, is important to historians of
religion for two principal reasons. First, he was
the author of an impressive number of works on religion, and through
these has contributed immeasurably to the growth of our knowledge.
His studies cover a very wide range of subject matter from ancient
Iranian religion to the tradition of “spirituality” in the West. Of pri-
mary interest for the present purpose, however, is the fact that the
greater part of this production concentrates on the study of Islam.
Focusing his work in Islamics on Ithna “Ashari Shi‘ism, Corbin gave
attention to matters that had previously been studied but very little, if
at all, in the Western world. Corbin is thus a pioneering contributor to
the historical knowledge of one of the world’s major religious commu-
nities, His numerous, weighty, and profound expositions of Shi‘i spir-
ituality deserve to be better known within the scholarly community:
they deserve, furthermore, to be celebrated as a monument of original
research that has pushed back the boundaries of ignorance.
The second basis of Corbin’s importance for historians of religion is
his pursuit of a method which he described as phenomenological and

(C) he work of the French philosopher and student of
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through which he sought to make clear the “spiritual” meaning of

integral Islam. Our task will he to consider each of these aspects of his
work, bur especially the latter, for Corbin’s hermencutics raise vital
issues for the study of religion. His method is of importance, not only
for the relatively narrow field of historical religious expression—Ithna
‘Ashari Shi‘ism—to which he applied it, but for the study of religion
more generally, His phenomenological approach is markedly different
from that which has informed the development of the history of re-
ligions as an academic discipline; indeed, it challenges the bases of
Religionswissenschaft as most of us know it. Were his methodological
leads to be followed, Islamic studies would be reoriented if not revolu-
tionized, and many of us who profess to be historians of religion
would undergo a commensurate personal change. Following Corbin’s
lead, our historical, philological, and systematic concerns would nec-
essarily recede into the background in favor of a study of Islam that
couples philosophical understanding with personal spiritual realiza-
tion as two inseparable components in the appreciation of the Islamic
phenomenon in its true dimension.

Corbin’s Contribution to Islamic Studies

Henry Corbin is without doubt one of the giants of Islamic studies in
the twentieth century. His first work, published in 1933, some five
years after the completion of his doctorate at the Sorbonne, signalled
the major concern of his career, for it dealt with a previously un-
published treatise of Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi, the Persian philos-
opher and mystic, known as the Shaykh al-Ishriq, “Master of 1I-
lumination.” Suhrawardi was to become the pivotal figure in Corbin’s
understanding of Islam, and Suhrawardi’s philosophy of light was also
to provide the categorics upon which Corbin would build his her-
meneutics of integral Islam. At the time of his death in October 1978,
Corbin had published two hundred separate studies,! some of them,
such as the summa in four volumes entitled En Islam Iranien, of stagger-
ing proportions; and there were still other researches in process but
not yet complete. In addition, from 1955 he had regularly engaged in
teaching in France and in Iran, given hundreds of lectures, carried the
responsibility for the Institut d'Iranologie Franco-Iranien in Teheran
of which he was the original organizer, been a pillar of the annual
Eranos meetings in Ascona, and had in countless other ways endeav-

i
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ored to forward awareness of the spiritual universes he had dis-
covered. This immense production bespeaks an unfailing industry
and a probing intellect, but above all it testifies to a profound eommit-
ment to the task of understanding the spiritual life. Among the first
and most important things that must be recorded about Henry Corbin
is that his scholarship was neither impersonal nor abstracted from life;
rather at all times it bore the mark of his personal involvement, evi-
dencing an existential dimension related as much to his own and the
universal spiritual problems of humankind as to the particular think-
ers, writers, and documents he was studying.

Qur principal interest here is the part of Corbin's work devoted to
Islam. Here again, we witness a wide range of concerns. The first that
may be mentioned is his activity as an editor of texts, and in some
cases as a translator as well. His contribution in making accessible a
wealth of important textual material unknown outside of Iran, and
cven there to only a few, is an achievement that alone would make him
remembered with gratitude for generations to come. As all who have
done it know, the preparation of texts for publication from manuscript
materials is an arduous, tedious business requiring formidable lin-
guistic competence and unfailing attention to detail. Corbin’s accom-
plishment is the more remarkable in that he took no satisfaction from
the philological work for its own sake; he saw it as an unpleasant but
unavoidable first step towards the study of the Islamic philosophy that
was the center of his concern. In the prologue to En Islam Iranien he
complains:

We do not conceal the uncomfortable predicament, the tribulations,
of the Orientalist philosopher in general, or the Islamicist philoso-
pher in particular. From the outset the present state of scholarship
requires of him the preliminary labors of the philologist, and these
are not really his own. Usually he must edit the texts upon which he
will ultimately build his expositions. The philosopher who is priv-
ileged to work with texts already edited, even translated, into his
own language should compare his colleagues’ situation with his

own.?

Corbin’s true launching into his career was marked by his edition of
the mystical and philosophical works of Suhrawardi, which emerged
as the first tangible product of the years of exile in Istanbul during
World War {I—years that Corbin spent in exploring the rich libraries
of that famous city. His original acquaintance with Suhrawardi he
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owed to his teacher, Massignon, who in the latter part of Corbin’s
student days had given him a lithographed edition of one of the works
of Suhrawardi, accompanied by a commentary of Mulli Sadra Shira-
zi. The transmission of this text from master to disciple, which Cor-
bin described as a “symbolic act,” was decisive in turning Corbin
away from a developing interest in the German philosophy of the rime
towards the study of Islam, Shi‘ism, and the Ishraqi philosophy. The
first of his textual publications of Suhrawardi appeared in Istanbul in
1945 and the second as part of the Bibliothéque Iranienne in Teheran
in 1954. Symbolically again perhaps, the last major work of his schol-
arly career was a return to the source, a ta'wil in the literal sense, to
Suhrawardi, this time in the form of a translation of fifteen Persian
and Arabic texts presented under the title L'Archange empourpré and
published in Paris in 1976.

Although Shurawardi was both the beginning point and center of
Corbin's philosophical work on the Islamic tradition, his text editions
included a number of other authors. Among them were Nagir-i
Khusraw (Jami® al-Hikmatayn) Ruzbehiin-i Baqli, Mulla Sadra Shirdzi,
and Flaydar Amuli, with the wholc of this imposing editorial enter-
prise culminating in the Anthology of Iranian Philosophers from the 18th
Century to the Present, a collection of Persian and Arabic texts, pre-
pared in conjunction with the contemporary Iranian scholar, S, J.
Ashtiyani.* Corbin was also the general editor and driving force be-
hind the Bibliotheque Iranienne, a formidable series of texts that
numbered twenty-six large volumes by the time of his death, Many of
the texts which he himself edited were published in the Bibliotheque
Iranienne, but the serics also afforded opportunity for other students
of Iranian thought and mysticism, such as ‘Uthmin Yahya, Sayyid
Husayn Nasr, Muhammad Mukri, Hermann Landolt, and others to
present text editions to the scholarly public.

For Corbin the preparation of texts was only a first step in a larger
enterprise. There remained the task of expounding the content of the
Islamic philosophy which the rexts set forth. In this part of his schol-
arship Corbin was no less distinguished or impressive than in his work
as an editor. A stream of studies flowed from his pen, some of them of
massive sizc. An indication of what he achieved in his analytical and
expository studies may be seen in the three major treatises that have
been translated into Fnglish, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, Creative
Imagination in the Sufism of 1bn " Arabi, and Spiritual Body and Celestial
Earth. '('hese alone amount to 1159 printed pages of densely reasoned
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argument based on study of difficult texts, many of them all but un-
known to the orientalist tradition. These, however, may not be his
most important substantive contributions from the standpoint of their
influence on subsequent scholarship.

Corbin’s Histoire de la philosophie islamigue, done in conjunction with
Sayyid Husayn Nasr and “‘Uthman Yahya, is a bold effort to strike out
on an entirely novel approach to Islamic philosophy. Taking up arms
against the prevailing concept of Islamic philosophy which limited it
to the writings of Muslim thinkers known to the medieval West
through Latin translation, Corbin sought to show that a powerful tra-
dition of philosophical meditation lived on in the Islamic world after
the death of Ibn Rushd, finding its greatest flowering on the intellec-
tually fertile soil of Iran. The nature of that philosophical tradition is
different, to be sure, from the thought of the Peripatetics of the earlier
centuries, but it is both lively and important and continues to be a
powerful influence among the philosopher-mystics of Iran in our own
day. Unfortunately the promised second volume of this history of phi-
losophy never appeared, but enough of the story is set out in t.he
existing volume thar Corbin’s intention and basic position are quite
clear. The undoubted crown of his analytical studies is the stupendous
four-volume seuvre entitled En Islam Iranien. This work, organized into
seven books, was the fruit of twenty years of inquiry and reflections,
much of it done in Iran itself in consultation with representatives of
the spirituality it describes. Like all of Corbin’s studies, it is copiously
annotated with references both to Western and to Oriental language
works.

Indeed, for the serious scholar the notes to his many volumes are
among the most useful parts of Corbin’s contribution, for they are an
invaluable and clear guide to a rich literature that is otherwise a terra
incognita. Some part of Corbin’s concern to document his work so
thoroughly, as well as the meticulousness with which he did it, is no
doubt attributable to the years he spent as librarian in the Bibliothe-
que Nationale working in the collection of Arabic and Persian manu-
scripts there. En Islam Iranien begins with an exposition of Twelver
Shi‘ism, and carries the reader through consideration of a mass of
thinkers, ideas, books, and movements that constitute the spiritual
universe of Islamic Iran. The volumes include pages devoted to fig-
ures such as the Shaykh al-Ishriq, mystics such as Ruzbehan-i Baqli,
‘Al al-Dawlah al-Semnini, and Haydar Amuli, and to movements
and schools such as the School of Isphahan and the Shaykhis. The
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work concludes with a comprehensive study of the meaning of the
Twelfth Imam and the spiritual chivalry that surrounds this es-
chatological figure. It is tempting to dwell on the richness that Corbin
has bequeathed to us, but we shall content ourselves in this opening
tribute by saying that we should know but little if anything of the
thought of Muslims such as Mir Damad, Mulla Sadri, Shaykh Ah-
mad Ahsa'i, and a host of other spiritual adepts in the Iranian tradition
were it not for his magisterial efforts.

Corbin’s Concept of Islam

While acknowledging a debt of learning to Henry Corbin such as we
owe to few others, we must also call attention to his quite unique
concept of Islam as a field of study and the strong biases displayed
there. Corbin's thought is structured around three poles: philosophy,
Iran, and Shi‘i Islam.* These three have a rank order, with the con-
cern for philosophy being the most fundamental and the others oc-
cupying subordinate positions in the order named. As we shall have
reason to emphasize again below, Corbin was primarily a philosopher:
all that he has done by way of text editions, analytical studics, and
contributions to the study of Islamic philosophy and mysticism is part
of a great philosophical quest. For this reason his concern with her-
meneutics is of great importance for understanding his thoughe,
Corbin was secondarily an Iranologue, and it was from the stand-
point of his interest in a centuries-old philosophical and mystical tra-
dition in Iranian culture that he came to the study of Shi'i Islam. What
interested him about Shi‘ism was its continuity with and its revival
and sustenance of motifs that had their origin in pre-Islamic times,
The primacy of things Iranian is cvidenced in many different ways,
One of the foremost is the very title of his magnum opus, En Islam
Iranien; the subject was not Islam as such, certainly not Islam in its
multiplicity of modes of expression, but a peculiarly Iranian ex-
emplification of the Islamic phenomenon. In the prologue and else-
where he says clearly that his intention is to explore the spiritual uni-
verses of fran and to make them known to those in other places who
share the longing for return from the exile that is our life in this world.
Islam happened to have taken strong root in Iran, and having done so,
proved through its Ithna “Ashari branch to be capable of nurturing,
expressing, and furthering the profound spirituality of the Iranian
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soul. On Iranian soil, however, Islam is something different but also
something more important, more true, and more real. It is the “Ira-
nian connection” which confers such significance on Ithna "Ashari
Shi‘ism and not the other way around.

Evidence of this orientation may also be had from his major study,
Corps spirituel et terre celeste.* The subtitle of this work in the 1977
English translation is “From Mazdean Iran to Shi‘ite Iran”; and it be-
gins with discussion of the Mazdean beliefs about the angels (in Cor-
bin’s terms its angelology) and proceeds to demonstrate how the cos-
mological and metaphysical truths represented by this angelology find
their reflection in Islamic times in the works of Shi'i thinkers. The
effort is to trace a distinctively Iranian set of themes through both
their pre-Islamic and Islamic manifestations down to our time.

More significant, however, than any other indication of the Iranian
orientation of Corbin's work on lIslam is his preoccupation with
Suhrawardi, with whom he began and to whom he returned con-
tinually throughout his career. Corbin hailed Suhrawardf’s principal
contribution as his revival of the ancient Wisdom of Persia, the old
Iranian philosophy of Light and Darkness, or the “oriental” theoso-
phy as Corbin prefers to term it. As an Islamic thinker, Subrawardi
was building on something that derived from the Iranian part of his
heritage in order to construct a uniquely valuable theosophical and
mystical system of universal import. Linking Plato and Zoroaster to-
gether as upholders of a common tradition, Subrawardi interpreted
the Platonic ideas in terms of the Zoroastrian angels. He thus was led
to introduce the idea of a third world, an intermediate zone lying
berween the world of the intelligibles and the world of sensible things,
a world that is the state of all true spiritual reality. Corbin saw this
resurrection of an ancient way of thought which was taken up by
many Shi'i thinkers as the decisive point in the emergence of the tradi-
tion of Shi‘i spirituality that reached its flowering in Mulla Sadra and
the School of Isphahan, Suhrawardi was the guide, and he led Corbin
inevitably and directly to Iran, which was to become Corbin's spir-
itual home.

The emphasis upon Iran is as significant for what it necessarily
excludes from Corbin's realm of interest as it is for the positive orien-
tation that it lends. From the standpoint of a historian of religion the
principal exclusion entailed is the study of that great entity known as
Sunnism, the religious expression of the vast majority of the Muslim
community. One important exception to this exclusion, however,
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must be noted, namely, the Sufi or mystical element of Sunnism in
which Corbin was deeply interested. Sufism attracted him because he
perceived it as akin to the spirituality of the Shi‘i tradition, as a force
that acted cven in the midst of Sunni legalism to draw the mystic into
a deeper and more integral spiritual life. Thus, Sufism could be char-
acterized as a kind of proto-Shi‘ism or incipient Shi‘ism, as a partially
developed spirituality on the way to achieving the fullness that would
come with the recognition of the Imams and their authority. In dis-
agreement with many other scholars, Corbin held that Sufism is not
the sole or even the principal expression of Islamic spirituality; the
honor of fulfilling the latter role belonged to Imami Shi‘ism. This at-
titude towards Sufism was, therefore, consistent with the exclusion of
Sunnism from his purview, for in studying it he was dealing, as it
were, with the Shi‘i dimensions of Sunni experience. The exclusion of
Sunnism followed incluctably from concentration upon Iran whose
spirituality, Corbin believed, culminated in Twelver Shi‘ism. He
turned a blind eye towards Sunnism despite the fact that for most of
its Islamic history Iran had had a Sunni majority, having cemented its
attachment to Twelver Shi‘ism only in Safavid times as a result of the
policy of the Safavid Shahs to counter Ottoman claims to the religious
leadership of the community.

The concentration upon Iran also excludes any emphasis upon the
expression of Islamic experience among other ethnic groups and re-
gional cultures where Islam has flourished. In principle, there is noth-
ing amiss in a scholar devoting his efforts to the study of a particular
region as Corbin has done with Iran; such specialization is often the
key to profundity and progress in knowledge. In this case, however,
there is a disturbing element in the concentration on Iran, for it rests
upon the assumption and, indecd, the outright assertion, that Iranian
Islam, that is, Ithna "Ashari Shi‘ism, is the very essence of the Islamic
expericnce. In a moment we shall see why it is so, when we come to
the Shi'i pole in Corbin’s thought. The concentration on Iran, in other
words, is not merely the outcome of some particular attraction that
country exerted on Corbin, not is it the accidental product of his hav-
ing a better acquaintance with Iran than with other parts of the Islam-
ic world. Rather, a judgment and an evaluation were involved; he
studied Iranian Islam because there he belicved that he had encoun-
tered the genuine and true Islam. All else did not merit the same
degree of attention.
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Corbin was particularly concerned to emphasize the uniqueness
and importance of Iranian Islam over that of the Arabs. A large part of
Histoire de la philosopbie islamigue is devoted to this theme, and he re-
turns to it elsewhere. Islam is not monolithic, he asserts, and it must
not be identified with the Arabs and their culture as Western orien-
talists have massively tended to do. It would be an exaggeration to say
that Corbin was anti-Arab, but he undoubtedly shared some of the
sentiment common among Iranians, at least before the recent revolu-
tion, that the Arab conquest in the seventh century had been a disrup-
tive intrusion into Iranian history. Even in such a matter as translitera-
tion, he pressed for the primacy of the Iranian element. He insisted
that words, Arabic or Persian, be transliterated as they are pro-
nounced in Persian, even Arabic words in an Arabic text. Had he
been an Iranian by birth, he might have been accused of xenophobia;
and since he claimed spiritually to be an Iranian, the charge may have
some justification in any case.

If the attitude toward the Arabs was negative in some degree, that
toward other representatives of the Islamic community was simply to
ignore them. There are occasional references to Islamic India but most
often in connection with Iran’s mediating function in passing on cer-
tain things from the extreme west to the extreme east of the Islamic
world. Note must be taken also of his great study of Ibn al-"Arabi,
though the book is but little concerned with Spanish Islam. There is,
however, simply no recognition at all that the vast majority of Mus-
lims are neither Arabs nor Iranians, nor that for centuries the largest
concentration of Muslim population has been centered to the east of
Iran in the Indian subcontinent and beyond. In short, Corbin had no
concern for a comprehensive, systematic, disinterested presentation of
historical Islam—the usual goal for a historian of religion. His work
rests on a clear value choice, one that deems a certain element of the
Islamic tradition supremely significant and others not to be worth-
while in the same degree; this approach we suggest is dictated by the
fact that his interests were chiefly philosophical and not historical or
scientific.

It is appropriate also to offer some remarks about Shi‘ism, the third
pole of Corbin’s thought. He was interested in both the major bran-
ches of Shi‘ism, and his works included several important studies of
Isma‘ili authors and writings. The center of his concern, however, was
undoubtedly the Ithna "Ashari community whose connection with
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Iran we have already indicated. He considered Twelver Shi‘ism to be
the essence of Islam, and the explanation for this view lies in the em-
phasis Shi‘ism places upon the hidden or csoteric aspect of revelation.

The basic thing in the spiritual reality that we call Islam, Corbin
tells us, is the phenomenon of the Book. Islam is a religion of the
Book, but not merely in the sense that it possesses a scripture once
revealed to the Prophet by God. For the Qur'in was not meant only
for the time and circumstances of seventh-century Arabia; in its larger
significance the phenomenon of the Book signifies a continuing guid-
ance, a living and ongoing truth which sustains the spirituality of
those with eyes to see. What is important about the Qur’an is not only
what it says, its literal sense in classical Arabic; were that the case, it
would now be a dead book, relevant only for the time in which it came
and to those who were then alive. No, in addition to the literal sense,
it is essential to comprehend the meaning of the Book. There are the
Arabic words and their plain sense, but there is also something more,
something beyond, to which the words point. 'To be content with the
literal sense is analogous to removing the hull of a nut, keeping the
hull, and throwing away the kernel. One receives benefit and nutri-
tion from a nut by eating the kernel. The hull without the kernel is
useless, but the kernel cannot be obtained without extracting it from
that which covers and protects it. Thus, the two are inseparable. This
is the familiar doctrine of the zakir and the batin, the assertion that the
Qur’an has both an obvious, literal, external, and temporal sense as
well as a hidden, spiritual, internal, and transtemporal meaning.

In Corbin’s understanding, Sunni Islam with its concern for the
Shari‘a, the right modes of conduct on the temporal stage, and kaldm,
the rational expression of religious experience, rcpresents the literal
aspect of the Book, whereas Shi'ism searches beyond the external and
literal for the deepest hidden sceret. The formula then follows: Sun-
nism stands to Shi‘ism as Shari'a stands to bagiga, or in terms of the
analogy just used, as the hull stands to the kernel. Shi‘ism is superior
because it comprehends the zabir but also transcends it to grasp the
very hidden heart of reality, the hagiga. Thus, Ithna "Ashari Shi‘ism is
integral or complete Islam, for it recognizes, as other expressions of
Islam do not, that man’s life and reality are not in this world but on
another plane which our earthly existence only symbolizes and points
to as the zabir points to the Adtin. Sunnism in contrast is bound by its
legalisms; it is content with following the literal commands of the rev-
clation hut does not seck their spiritual meaning. Put in another way
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what it fails to do, and precisely what Shi‘ism does accomplish, is to
offer a hermeneutic of the Book.

The key to the capacity of Shi‘ism for a spiritual hermeneutic is its
acceptance of the Imams, for it is they who through their teaching
keep the Book alive and show its hidden secrets. Like all Muslims, the
Shi‘a believe Muhammad to have been the last and the seal of the
prophets. But were all to end with prophecy, what then would be-
come of the guidance when there is no longer a guide to mediate it? Is
it to be taken only as something pertinent to the past? In the Shi'i
understanding there supervenes upon the cycle of prophecy, brought
to its rounded conclusion by Muhammad, the cycle of the waldya, or
of the series of Imams who are the heirs, transmitters, and interpreters
of the Wisdom hidden in prophetic revelation. The Qur'an itself
speaks of the Wisdom and the Book, thus in its own terms calling
attention to its hidden dimension, its Wisdom, of which the Imams
are the custodians. Corbin asserts that there is no complete Islam, no
full realization of the Islamic truth, without the Imams, for without
them the gnosis, the quintessential truth, the hagiga of the Book, could
never be known. It is to be emphasized that we are dealing here, not
with a description of Shi‘i belief and doctrine, but with the reasons
Corbin offers for holding the study of Shi‘ism to be the study of inte-
gral Islam.

The vehicle which the Imams used to convey the bagiga was their
teaching, preserved in the great collections of the abadith (Hadiths,
canonical sayings) assembled by al-Kulayni, Ibn-Babiiyi, al-Qummi,
and Abi Ja“far al-Tusi. The core of these teachings according to Cor-
bin is an esoteric truth to which the Imams initiate their followers.
The teachings of the Imams culminate in gnosis, in theo-sopbia, in the
literal sense of those words. The real nature of Shi‘ism thus shows
itself to be mystical, to lie in the creation of a band of “wrafd’ (gnostics)
or hukama’ (theosophical philosophers) who constitute a kind of spir-
itual chivalry clustered about the figure of the Hidden Imam. It can-
not be said too strongly that for Corbin this theosophical doctrine and
the relatively small number of people who espouse it and live out its
consequences are Ithna “Ashari Shi‘ism. When he looks at the Shi‘i
phenomenon and reads the Shi'i texts, it is this theosophical tradition
he sees, and that alone.

Manifestly such an understanding of Shi'ism is a distortion of the
historical reality. There is no doubt a spiritual, mystical, or gnostic
tradition within the Ithna ‘Ashari community, but there is also a great
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deal else besides. Exactly like Sunni Islam, Shi‘ism has developed the
rational expression of its religious experience in a very sophisticated
manner, and it is in no way less concerned than the majority commu-
nity with the details of religious conduct or the minutiae of legal rules.
Indeed, were one to weigh the treatises or count the words in them, he
would find vastly the greater part of Ithna ‘Ashari religious writing to
be devoted to subjects that fall into these two fields or into others of
the traditional corpus of the Islamic sciences. ‘The meaning of their
faith for the majority of Ithna "Ashari Shi‘a is expressed precisely in
the doctrines which they affirm, in the rituals they perform, and in the
modes of conduct enjoined by the books of law, in short, in the
Shari‘a. In its more straightforward expressions, Shi‘ism is every bitas
legalistic as the piety of the majority Sunni community; indeed, some
would say more so. Even the Hadiths of the Imams, which according
to Corbin are the primary source of Shi'i gnostic doctrine, are filled
with statements relating to ritual, theology, and law; just as for the:
‘urafd@’, these Hadiths are also the basic source for the Shi'i mujtabidin
(those zealous in their piety).

Corbin's view of Islam ignores this vast spherc of activity empirically
and impugns it philosophically. As a self-proclaimed phenomenologist,
he follows a method that bypasses the great mass of the phenomena to
select only those which speak to his philosophical concerns, Even in
respect to representatives of the gnostic tradition Corbin is selective in
his treatment, giving atrention solely to those elements that bear out his
overall thesis about the visionary and gnostic character of true Shi‘ism.
The point has been documented in Fazlur Rahman’s recent book on
Mulla $adra, which shows the thought of this great thinker and mystic
to be set essentially within a rational framework, and demonstrates that
an approach to Mulla Sadra which cmphasizes exclusively the vision-
ary or imaginal aspects of his thought does not do justice to the whole.®
Corbin is, no doubt, a pioneering student of Shi‘ism, and he has put the
scholarly world into his debt for his contributions to the subject, but he
presents a picture of Shiism thart is skewed so heavily towards one
particular emphasis that it presents a gravely distorted vision of the
whole. Thus, there still remains the need for a rounded and systematic
study of the Shi'i phenomenon and its relationship to the other ele-
ments in the multiformity we know as Islam,

This criticism of Corbin docs not arise because he has been sclec-
tive, but rather because his selectivity is justified on phenomenological
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or philosophical grounds. Corbin insists that in pursuing the themes
he has chosen he is expounding the real Islam, the integral and com-
plete faith beside which the rest pales into insignificance. Even were
he to grant the validity of Corbin’s conception of “integral Islam,” the
historian of religion would continue to be interested in that presum-
ably incomplete and “nonintegral Islam” of daily historical expres-
sion, and this for many reasons. Consider for example the light that
Corbin's analyses of Shi'i gnosis throws on present-day events in Iran,
where there is unquestionably a great outpouring of religious feelings
formed in a Shi‘i mold. Since these events, to the extent that they are
religiously motivated at all, involve the expression of Islam in social,
political, and generally historical modes, they belong to the realm of
the truncated literal and incomplete Islam of history. They fall, there-
fore, outside the sphere of Corbin’s interest and outside what he
would consider to be true Shi‘ism.

Corbin’s Hermeneutics

Of the three poles around which the thought of Henry Corbin re-
volved, the most important was philosophy. Although on different
occasions he may have described himself in various other ways, as an
orientalist, an Iranologist, or an Islamicist, Corbin was above all elsc a
philosopher, and the questions to which he addressed himself were
universal problems of the human spirit that face all men at all times.
Why then, it may be asked, did he evince such a passionate and life-
long interest in matters Iranian and Islamic? On the face of things
there is no apparent reason why a philosophical mind should be
drawn into the deep study of an alien culture or led to undertake the
arduous work of philology; history has witnessed thousands of philos-
ophers who felt no such impulses. Corbin was drawn to Islamic Iran,
it would seem, because he found there an expression of spirituality to
which he was personally attracted. The Iranian thinkers put forward,
as no one else had done with such force and clarity, certain themes
which also echo in the spirituality of the West, in Jacob Boehme, in
the story of the quest for the Grail, or in Emanuel Swedenborg. The
Iranian spiritual philosophy saw no value in analysis for its own sake
but insisted that philosophical insight must come to fruition in the
personal realization of spiritual truth. Thus, it had two inseparable
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dimensions, the intellectual and the mystical. Corbin’s studies had led
him to see philosophy in the Occident from the time of Averroés's
rejection of Avicennism to Hegel's philosophy of history” as a pro-
gressive desacralization of reality and the entrapment of thought in a
dilemma which left the choice of assigning spiritual events either to
the realm of history or to that of myth. The result was to eliminate the
very place of spirituality in the scheme of things and to drive a wedge
between life and thought, Having known philosophy in its Occidental
pole, he wished through his work to reorient it towards its spiritual
and Oriental pole of Light, to point the way towards the end of the
“Occidental exile” by a return to the origins. Although as a Western
Protestant Corbin held himself at some distance from the Shi‘i spir-
iruality that he described, he had far more than a methodologically
conditioned sympathy for it. He found in it things that were true, and
he used his work, often in a combative manner, to uphold the philo-
sophical point of view set out by the Shi‘i theosophists. His purpose
was to describe but also to advocate, to expound but also to defend
and propagate.

The epoché of Van der Leeuw’s classical statement of method in the
phenomenology of religion had little meaning for Corbin; indeed, to
the extent that Religionswissenschaft secks to subsume the religious un-
der ordered, systematic categories of understanding, and to impose
upon it or sce in it some kind of rational scheme, it represented for
Corbin the “historicization” of the sacred, a betrayal and degradation
of the truly spiritual onto the historical plane. He was no historian of
religions, then, but the missionary of a spirituality to which he was
himself completely devored.

Nevertheless, Corbin presented himself as a phenomenologist, a
“phenomenologist of the spirit.” His use of the word has something in
common with the more usual understanding, but also has additional
and unusual elements.

Like many others who claim the same designation, Corbin felr it
necessary to put himself in the place of those whom he studied, to
make their experience, perceptions, and reactions the norms for de-
scription of the spirituality in which he was interested. The scholar
must become a guest in the spiritual universe of those he studies and
ultimately make that universe his own. His attitude was one of sym-
pathy carried to the point of identification. Thus the important thing
was the content of Shi'i consciousness, what was experienced in the
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Shi‘i soul without reference to questions of context, social determina-
tion, or historical fact. The method is phenomenological insofar as “it
involves confronting a religious fact by allowing the religious object to
appear as it appears to those to whom it does appear.” The phe-
nomena of spirituality are to be encountered “where they take place
and where they take their place.™ T'he place where these events happen
is in the souls of the believers, in the inner person on that plane of
reality inhabited by the soul, not on the level of history. Phenomenol-
ogy, then, deals with events of the soul, realitics that are neither phys-
ical nor intellectual but of a quality all their own. The phe-
nomenologist aims at allowing his work to show what has been shown
to the believers in all its nakedness and its fullness without bending it
to fit an understanding of reality of his own and without judging it in
terms of historical possiblity and veracity. The sole guide, the sole
source, and the sole criterion for the study of the Shi'i consciousness
then is the Shi‘i consciousness itself, what it contains, and what it can
be made to reveal. The difficulty of following this methodological pol-
icy in the academic study of religions is discussed by Martin in Chap-
ter 1 and Rahman in Chapter 12 of this volume.

Phenomenology can thus be defined as “unveiling or exposing to
view something that was hidden,”'? since the life of the inner man and
the events of the soul are not open to common sensory observation.
Spiritual experience rather is covert, not to be shared even with those
who desire to do so unless they themselves participate in a similar
spiritual realization. At this point Corbin's concern with the phe-
nomenological method leads directly to the esoterism that he saw as
the defining characteristic and great merit of the Iranian Shi'i tradi-
tion. The purpose of the first volume of En Islam Iranien, he stated,
was to show us Shi‘ism “as the sanctuary of esoterism in Islam."!!
Esoterism is concerned with the veiled, hidden, and covert, with the
meaning of things that is not apparent from their mere outward and
historical form. Phenomenology, it follows, is the key to the esoteric
side of Islam, the method that unlocks the otherwise hidden secrets of
another plane of reality, and in this role it is equivalent to a her-
meneutics of the deep and true nature of Islamic spirituality. Phe-
nomenology in Corbin’s sense aims at being precisely the demonstra-
tion of the “meaning” of the exoteric reality professed by the common
believer of the Shi‘i community. Pur in another way the hermeneutics
of Islam or the “phenomenology of the spirit” is the teaching of the
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Imams, nothing more and nothing less, for it is they who demon-
strate, as no others can, the secrer, but living, unfolding, and always
growing meaning of the Revealed Book. In his own words, “the
Imams are the guides to hermeneurics,”12

In his discussion of the etymology of the word “phenomenology”
Corbin points out that the original Greek means “to save or preserve
the phenomenon.”!? With Islamic philosophy being a prophetic phi-
losophy in which the vehicle of revelation was the Book brought
through the Prophet, one task of phenomenology is to save the Book
from the “dead” historical past. The Qur’in retains no relevance if it is
looked upon only from the historicist perspective of the Prophet’s time
and those who first heard its stirring words, for that time is gone and
will not come again. The past is dead and buried. To save the Revela-
tion from this historical “death” the Qur’in must be made “present” in
the experience of the belicver. It must thus be wrested from its histor-
ical time and transplanted into an existential time where it “lives” and
is always contemporary with those who respond to its truth. The
meaning of the Qur'an thus is “open,” for it depends upon a decision
by the individual to appreciate it. Only by making the literal Qur'in
of the past present to oneself in its inward meaning is one capable of
transmitting it to the generations to come. A tradition can be passed
on “alive” only in the “time of the soul” as a continually renewed and
decpened inspiration. ! It is this which the teaching of the Imams
allows the Shi‘i gnostics to do, and thus the result of the Imams's
initiation into the secrets of hidden meaning is to “save the Book.”

Phcnumenulogy is salvation of the book in another sense as well, for
it insures that the meaning will not be lost in the attention paid to the
literal form of the words. The exoteric meaning of the Qur'an, its
skari‘a, taken without its bagiga, its inner dimension of meaning, re-
sults in an incomplete Islam, in a failure to grasp and to live what the
Qur'an is truly all about. Further, it may lead w the identification of
the Shari'a with specific institutions, practices, or ideas or with the
worldly fortunes of the community—in short, to the “socialization” of
Islam. When this identification occurs, it is, in effect, a denial of the
existence of all spiritual reality and a capitulation to a purely mate-
rialistic view of the universe. Corbin thus has little sympathy for those
many Muslims who bemoan the fortunes of the community in the
modern era and who seek to reform or rethink Islam as a way of put-
ting right what had gone wrong. In his view they face a false problem
because they think in terms of “socialized” Islam. Concentration upon
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the hagiga that lies behind and above the shari‘a can alone prevent this
from happening. Corbin believes the validity of his point to be clearly
demonstrated in the development of the more legalistic branch of Is-
lam and in the history of the Christian church in recent times. Both
have lost their eschatological dimension, which is to say they have
turned their backs on any sphere of reality beyond the mundane and,
like the ideologies of our day, have projected all of their hopes and
expectations upon the stage of our present life. The ta'wil, or exposi-
tion, of its hidden meaning will preserve the exoteric aspect of the
Book from this denial of the sacred.

There is, however, a second phenomenon as well which Corbin
thinks his own and the hermeneutics of the Shi‘i theosophists to be
capable of saving. This he calls the “phenomenon of the mirror.” By it
he signifies a metaphysics and a cosmology as well as a symbolic rela-
tionship among various universes or levels of reality, the most impor-
tant element of which is an “imaginal world” where the apparitions
and theophanies that make up spiritual experience have their reality.
Corbin devoted much energy to distinguishing this “imaginal world”
from the merely imaginary or unreal realm. While the latter is fleeting
and illusory, the former is real and of inexpressible significance though
the laws which govern the mundus imaginalis (or in Islamic terms the
“dlam al-mithal or the malakit) differ from those of the historical and
temporal realm.'s The human faculty that perceives and responds to
the reality of the world of images is also different from the normal
sensory faculties. It is clear that in Corbin’s view to be a phenomenol-
ogist of the spirit means not only to associate oneself personally witha
broad spiritual tradition, represented by Shi'i theosophy (and through
it with all of the Abrahamic ecumenism), but also to hold as true and
meaningful the metaphysics and cosmology taught by that spiritual
tradition. In his words, “We concede the existence of permanent spir-
itual worlds, which pose perpetual questions for man and offer him an
open invitation."!% Thus, demonstrated here once again is the link
between his philosophical concerns and his interest in Islam. They are
one and the same. Also demonstrated is the great difference between
Corbin’s conception of phenomenology and its significance, together
with the problematic from which it has emerged as a philosophical
approach, and that of most scholars who would call themselves phe-
nomenologists of religion. Whereas for van der Leeuw and those who
have followed him phenomenology was a search for a greater objec-
tivity, an attempt to be more rigorously scientific in the understanding
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of religion, for Corbin its impact was personal and philosophical as the
key to religious insight and personal spiritual realization. The two
have in common their mutual preoccupation with the problem of
knowledge, but their respective ways of integrating religion into the
total field of knowledge could scarcely be more different.

We cannot leave the subject of phenomenology without saying
something of its implication for Corbin’s view of history. At several
points above emphasis was laid upon the fact that spiritual events, the
events of the soul, those things with which phenomenology and her-
meneutics deal, do not happen in mundane chronological history but
on another plane, and in another kind of time. Neither do they occur
in extended space but “where they take their place.” Our normal time is
chronological and irreversible, but it is also, according to Corbin,
without spiritual meaning. All concern with history in the everyday
sensc is dealing with the nonspiritual; from this point of view—and
Corhin was not reluctant to draw the conclusion—the very term his-
tory of religions becomes nonsense if we continue to think of history
in chronological and irreversible terms. This negative view of history
is significant in the philosophical sphere, but it also had other conse-
quences for Corbin who, as we shall see, firmly refused to permit
historical considerations to divert the direction of his thought.

In relation to his study of religions, Corbin’s phenomenological
method is essentially a refusal of every attempt to reduce the religious
experience to something outside itself by attempting to explain it in
causal terms. Religious experience, or the sacred, is sui gemeris and
must be approached in and through itself. It is a primary or Urphino-
men, and no grasp of it that assumes something clse as its basis can
adequately come to terms with its distinctive quality.!” All studies
that deal with religious phenomena through the investigation of social,
political, or psychological circumstances touch only the externals, not
the reality of religion, according to Corbin, What is forbidden, there-
fore, is to interpret ideas and thinkers only in relation to their histor-
ical time, to explain them causally as the products of their circum-
stances. '* One does not study the Shi‘i gnosties in particular in their
social contexts because these spiritual heroes were radically alienated
from the socicties in which they lived, and it would plainly be para-
doxical to try to explain them in terms that they themselves rejected. 1?
To look at their experience and thought from only a historical perspec-
tive is equivalent to confusing philosophy with the sociology of know-
ledge, and so to deny the truth of philosophy. The historical perspec-
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tive, in other words, has abolished the line between the sacred and the
profane. The great sin of historians when they intrude into the do-
main of religious studies is their tendency to secularize the sacred and
in the process to lose it entirely. Religions transform into knowledge
and existence realities that are mystical and thus directly experienced.
These realities do not subsist on the material plane where all of history
occurs, and history, therefore, can neither explain them nor even cast
significant light upon them. If they are secularized or historicized,
they are lost. To all intents and purposes where the spiritual realities
that interest Corbin are involved, normal chronological history at best
has no relevance, and if it is pursued too far becomes an obstacle o
their realization.

Corbin reacted so strongly against the modern interest in historical
studies because he saw in it the hidden danger of a materialistic philos-
ophy. He saw the same result following from the concern with philos-
ophy of history that had been stimulated by Hegel’s thought. He held
there to be a strong link between the fides bistorica and historical mate-
rialism. Every effort to find meaning in history is an effective limita-
tion of the field of vision to the material and sensible, to what occurs
between the limits of birth and death. All genuine religion, according
to Corbin’s pronouncement, is eschatological, with its hope vested ina
reality beyond mundane history. The implications of the philosophy
of history are the basis of the dilemma of “myth or history” from
which modern religious thought has been unable to extricate itself.
Because it insists that only those events are true that happen in chron-
ological time on the material plane, the historical approach to religion,
when it meets something that it cannot straightforwardly grasp
through historical causality, must relegate that thing to the realm of
myth with no other alternative available to it. Such an alternative
could, of course, be opened up if the historian and the philosopher of
history would only raise their eyes beyond the horizon of mundane
history as Corbin hopes to persuade them to do. In the choice between
myth and history, the preference has clearly been for history, even in
theology where the movement of Entmythologisierung (demythologiz-
ing), to Corbin’s horror, has won numerous adherents. Pursuit of the
meaning of history, which is characteristic of secularized theologies
and the ideologies which are their modern offspring, is an illusion,
History has no meaning for Corbin unless it is somehow brought into
relationship with and subsumed under a metabistory. In this life we
are exiles, banished into the Occident of our beings while our true
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homes and our origins lic in the Orient of Light (the mashrig or place of
illumination) which continually beckons us. All possibility for the re-
turn of the exile, indeed, all possibility for a spiritual existence of any
kind is cut off when one comes to hold that mundane history is the
extent of our reality. To believe so is simply to think that the Orient of
Light does not exist. In conscquence, Corbin describes his philosoph-
ical enterprise as a kind of “antihistory.”

‘There is, however, a different kind of history that does have mean-
ing for Corbin, the history of the soul. It is in the soul that spiritual
events occur and on that level where they find their proper coordi-
nates, both temporal and geographical. The history of the soul or
metahistory stands in relation to mundane history in a symbolic
mode. All that happens here finds its counterpart and is reflected
there, while everything in metahistory assumes what happens in mun-
dane history and symbolizes it. In one of the neologisms that are
sprinkled liberally throughout his writings, Corhin speaks of uni-
verses that symbolize with one another. Metahistory is to ordinary
history what the batin is to the zabir, the bagiga to the shari‘a, the
hidden meaning to the exoteric sense of the Revelation. On the one
hand, it is inextricably linked with mundane history, but on the other
it is the essence and completion of the latter. For it is in the history of
the soul that the Revelation finds its meaning. Revelation derives its
true historicity not through the physical coming of the Book hut
rather by its being made “present” in us, by its continuing to happen
in the inner person until the Day of Judgment.2° The esoteric mean-
ing takes place in the history of the soul. Behind and beneath external
history are the essential motifs of a spiritual activity that is the polar
opposite of materialistic history. It is on the stage of this metahistory
that the Imams appear in their theophanic forms and give their teach-
ings, often in the form of visions.

The rules that govern the happening of events in metahistory are
different from those that apply in the realm of the mundane. Time is
not irreversible there. Events which happened in the past may be
brought back to be made present in the soul of the believer; and both
past and present may be transposed into the future. Indeed, even the
future may be brought into the present as in the case of the Twelfth
Imam, whose future coming every believer achieves in himself. The
same event may occur over and over again in metahistory while yet
being always contemporary, present, past, and future at the same time.
Neither do the normal laws that regulate movement through space have
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any limiting effect in the realm of the history of the soul. In that
visionary kingdom beings are transported over great distances in a
moment of time, or they may be present in two different places of that
supernatural geography at the same moment. Spiritual events are not
situated in that other world in relation to any fixed reference point;
rather it is they which are the situating agent around which all else
groups itself. Beings there are also capable of having their forms utterly
changed, of evolving new and radically different modes of appearance
as the secret of that different realm is progressively penctrated.

Perhaps the most significant of the many links between mundane
history and the spiritual world (metahistory, and mundus imaginalis,
‘alam al-mithal, the malakit) beyond it, at least for the purposes of
Corbin’s study, is the phenomenon of the visionary recital. Such a
recital is an account of an experience (a vision or a dream) which has
occurred to a mystic, but it is not merely a story or a rale. Neither is it
an allegory. Rather, it is the account of a true and real experience on
another plane of reality. When the mystic tells what has happened to
him, therefore, he is re-citing an event of formative importance, and
use of the term “recital” keeps this aspect of such experiences ever
before us. In Arabic such a visionary recital is known as “hikaya,”
which means both “history” and “imitation.” The hikdya is the history
of something that has really happened, but it serves at the same time
to lift one into the other world whose history it relates by its function
of imitation. Visionary recitals are also, therefore, initiatory, for their
basic function is to open out the secret and hidden meaning of an
otherwise inaccessible spiritual realm. The events of the bitdya sym-
bolize what happens on another plane and bring one to participate in
the reality of those events. Thus, the bikdya, like all external history,
symbolizes or imitates an internal history, points beyond its literal
form to a saving knowledge. In consequence, visionary recitals, such
as that of Ibn Sind, for example, become vital devices in the her-
meneutical process of unlocking the reality of the world of symbols
where spiritual reality dwells.

It must be underlined that Corbin is not merely theorizing to estab-
lish the existence of a supernatural realm that would provide a philo-
sophical substrate for his gnostic thought. The attitude towards mun-
dane history in his works was as scornful in practice as his theory
would imply. Although he did some historical study and expressed
the need for historical awareness, he would not allow that issues of
historical criticism had any relevance for the study of the spiritual
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truth of metahistory. Historical criticism was brushed aside in favor of
something higher. We have already seen examples of Corbin’s tenden-
cy to ignore the multiplicity and richness of historical Islam in Iran
and clsewhere by compressing it into a mold of his own devising.
There are others equally striking that can also be cited. For example,
in connection with the Canonical Sayings of the Imams, he mentions
the skepticism of many—one may say in fact, the majority—of schol-
ars that the Imams ever actually said many of the things attributed to
them. There is no attempt to deal with the issue in terms of the nor-
mal criteria for establishing the authenticity of a text or its attribution.
In the place of historical analysis of the issue there is a polemic against
historicism and repetition of the methodological principle that what
ultimately counts is the Shi‘i consciousness.

The Shi‘a believed that the sayings transmitted to them were spo-
ken by the Imams; indeed, in Shi‘i souls the Canonical Sayings are the
Imams eternally speaking to the faithful. In the interior lives of the
believers these sayings are real events. This fact makes the abddith, or
Canonical Sayings, valid historical documents without the need for
more to be said. A similar argument is mounted in connection with
the authorship of Nabj al-Balagha, which the Ithna “Ashari Shi‘a tradi-
tionally attribute to the First Imam. These documents make an equiv-
ocal use of the word “history” in their attributions of historicity, and
the question of the actual authorship of the sayings or the treatise is
never seriously raised. The argument offered is rather ad bominem,
proceeding on the basis of the evil results that Corbin considers histor-
icism to have produced. Far from elucidating the question of histor-
icity, Corbin’s procedure thrusts it into the background and denies its
importance. Nonetheless, in full confidence Corbin says of the abadith
of the Imams, “In my opinion historically and chronologically we can-
not go back to any more ancient sources in Islam.” One must agree
with Corbin that these historical questions are not the fundamental
issue in the study of Shi‘i religiosity, but it is not acceptable to relegate
eritical considerations to the dustbin of insignificance.?!

Corbin’s hermeneutics of Shi'i Islam is, it will be evident, more
than an effort to make the nature of Shi'i piety understood on the
intellectual plane. It is also an exposition and dcfense of a world view
to which Corbin himself was committed. The encounter with Shi‘i
gnosticism in Corbin’s works is an open invitation to us all to enter and
dwell in that realm if only we will “decide” to do so.

9

Literary Analysis of Qur’an, Tafsir, and Sira
The Methodologies of Jobn Wansbrough

ANDREW RIPPIN

hat Judaism and Christianity are religions “in his-

( E : tory” seems to be a cummonljf accepted notion

among many people today. The view is that histo-

ry is the “proving ground” of these religions, that the intervention of
God in the historical sequence of events is the most significant truth
attested by these religions. Whether or not this is theologically valid is
a question that must be left for those who pursue such questions; what
is of interest here are the implications which this view has had for
“secular” historical studies and, most importantly here, for the histor-
ical study of religion. The idea that these are religions “in history™ has
led to an emphasis on the desire to discover “what really happened,”
ultimately, because of the underlying belief that this discovery would
demonstrate the ultimate truth or falsity of the individual religion.
Now that may or may not be an appropriate task depending on the
particular view of history taken by the historian, but it has led to one
important problem in the study of religion—the supposition that the
sources available to us to describe the historical foundations of a given
religion, most specifically the scriptures, contain within them discern-
ible historical data which can be used to provide positive historical
results. In other words, the approach assumes that the motivations of

e
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the writers of such sources were the same as the motivations of pre-
sent-day historians, namely, to record “what really happened.”

Whether out of theological conviction or merely unconsciously,

modern scholarship has approached Islam in the same way that it has
traditionally treatcd Judaism and Christianity—as a religion of histo-
ry, that is, as a religion that has a stake in history. Whether this ap-
proach is valid or invalid is not the point here. What is relevant is that
this view has led to the same sort of attitude toward the sources avail-
able in the study of early Islam as that which characterizes the attitude
in the study of Judaism and Christianity, namely, that these sources
purport to record (and thus provide us with) an account of “what real-
ly happened.” The desire to know what happened in the past is cer-
tainly not unreasonable, nor is it, theoretically, an impossible task;
Islam most definitely has a history that needs to be recovered. But the
desire to achieve positive results must not lead us to ignore the literary
qualities of the sources available to us.

Very little matcrial of “neutral” testimonial quality is available for
the study of early Islam; sizable quantities of archeological data,
numismatic evidence, even datable documents are all very much
wanting. Evidence from sources external to the community itself are
not plentiful cither and the reconstruction of such material into a his-
torical framework is fraught with difficulties. In Hagarism, Patricia
Crone and Michael Cook have attempted such a reconstruction and,
although they successfully draw attention to the problems involved in
the study of Islam, they have not been able to get beyond the limita-
tions inherent in the sources, for they are all of questionable historical
authenticity and, more importantly, all are treatises based in polemic.
No one has yet expressed the problem better than John Wansbrough:
“[Clan a vocabulary of motives be freely extrapolated from a discrete
collection of literary stercotypes composed by alien and mostly hostile
observers, and thereupon employed to describe, even interpret, not
merely the overt behaviour but also the intellectual and spiritual de-
velopment of helpless and almost innocent actors?”! The other
sources available to us—the Arabic texts internal to the Muslim com-
munity—consist of a limited mass of literature originating at least two
centuries after the fact. Such information as this literature contains
was written in light of the passage of those two centuries and would,
indeed, secm to have a stake in that very history being recounted.
These internal sources intended, after all, to document the basis of
faith, the validity of the sacred book, and its evidence of God's plan
for humankind. These sources recorded “Salvation History.”
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One brief example may help to clarify the exact di_mcnsions of the
problem. Nowhere has the attitude toward the historical character of
the sources about the foundation of Islam prorfcd to be more resilicnt
than in the interpretation of the Qur'an. Muslim excgetes have a cat;.\-
gory of information available to them ?allt.:i a:rh_i& al-nuzil, commonly
translated as the “occasions of revelation,” which have been thought
by Western students of the Qur'an to record the hJst?_ncal events con-
cerning the revelation of individual vcrscs‘of the Q9r in. Careful ana!-
ysis of the individual uses of these asbab in exegesis reveals that their
actual significance in individual cases of trying to understand the
Qur’an is limited: the anecdotes are adduced,_ and' t.hl!s rct;lr?r:l]c;inairf

itted, in order to ide a narrative situation in whic -
tt:::::luf:l of the Qur'ﬁF:\m:an be embodied. The material has been
recorded within excgesis not for its historical value but for its ex-
egetical valuc. Yet such basic literary facts about l’h.e material arc'flrc-
quently ignored within the study of Islam in the desire to find positive
historical results. A good example of what I mean is found in a recent
article on Muhammad's boycott of Mecca; a sabab (occasion) recorded
in al-Tabars tafsir? is used to defend and elaborate upon a compli-
cated historical reconstruction about the life of Muhammad.? The de-
sire for historical results has led to an entire glossing of the problems
and limitations of the sources.

The Nature of the Sources

John Wansbrough of the School of Oriental a_nd African Studies at the
University of London has made a systcmatic attempt to get beyond
the problems involved in trying to understand the beginnings of Is-
lam. In two recent books Wansbrough argues for a critical assessment
of the value of the sources from a literary ]:-!)_int of view, in order to
escape the inherent theological view of the history in the account of
Islamic origins. The two works, Quranic Studies: Sources md Metbods of
Scriptural Interpretation (hereafter 05)* and The Sectarian M;i‘rm: Cosrl:nt
and Composition of Islamic Salvation History (hercafter S‘M fit together
quite logically, although it should be noted that there is some progres-
sion of thought between the two works on some specific topics. os
was written between 1968 and 1972 although it was published in
1977; SM was written between 1973 and 1977 but p_ubltshed in 19;,-‘8.
Those following Wansbrough’s numerous reviews will appreciate that
his thought has not stopped there either. Wansbrough emphasizes
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that the ideas he has put forth in his books are a tentative working out
of the problems involved. OS dcals primarily with the formation of the
Qur'an along with the wimess of exegetical writings (afsir) to that
formation; SM develops the theme of the evolution of Islam further,
through the traditional biographies of Muhammad (sira and maghazi),
and then works through the process of the theological elaboration of
Islam as a religious community, examining the questions of authority,
identity, and epistemology.

The basic methodological point of Wansbrough's works is to ask the
prime question not usually posed in the study of Islam: What is the
evidence? Do we have witnesses to the Muslim accounts of the forma-
tion of their own community in any early, disintercsted sources? The
Qur'an (in the form collected “between two covers” as we know it
today) is a good example: What evidence is there for the historical
accuracy of the traditional accounts of the compilation of that book
shortly after the death of Muhammad? The earlicst non-Islamic
source testifying to the existence of the Qur'an appears to stem from
the second/eighth century.” Indeed, early Islamic sources, at least
those which do not seem to have as their prime purpose the defense of
the integrity of the canon,® would scem to witness that the text of the
Qur'an may not have been totally fixed until the early part of the
third/ninth century.” Manuscript evidence does not allow for substan-
tially carlier dating either. 19

A question for many people still remains, however (and the answer
to it evidences Wansbrough's most basic and radical point): Why
should we not trust the Muslim sources? Wansbrough's answer to this
is substantially different from other expressions of similar skepticism,
for example as argued by John Burton in The Collection of the Qur'an,
where internal contradiction within the Muslim sources is emphasized
and then that fact is combined with a postulated explanation of how
such contradiction came about.!! No, Wansbrough’s point of depar-
ture is more radical: the entire corpus of early Islamic documentation
must be viewed as “Salvation History.” What the Qur'an is trying to
evidence, what tafsir, sira, and theological writings are trying to expli-
cate, is how the sequence of worldly events centered on the time of
Muhammad was directed by God. All the components of Islamic sal-
vation hismry are meant to witness the same point of faith, namely, an
understanding of history that sees God's role in directing the affairs of
humankind. And the difference that makes is substantial. To quote
from a work that deals with the same problem, but from the biblical
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perspective, “Salvation history is not an historical account of saving
events open to the study of the historian. Salvation history did not
happen; it is a literary form which has its own historical context.”!2
Salvation history comes down to us in a literary form and must be
approached by means appropriate to such: literary analysis.

At the outset it may be appropriate to pay attention to the use of the
term “salvation history” in connection with Islam, especially in light
of questions raised about its use outside the Christian context in gener-
al. Most recently H. W. F. Saggs has pointed to the fact that although
the term “salvation” has a clear meaning in Christian thought—"it is
the saving of the individual soul from destruction or damnation by
sin, for eternal life"—its application within Judaism would seem to
mean “no more than that God maintained a particular religio-ethnic
group in existence, when the operation of normal political and social
factors might have been expected to result in its extermination.”'? The
term “salvation” is ambiguous at best and perhaps only rightfully ap-
plied in the Christian case. So that may lead to the question: Are we
straitjacketing Islam into a Christian framework by using such a term
as “salvation history?” Wanshrough has attempted to make reasonably
clear what he means by the term, and what it implies to him (e.g., SM
ix, 31), making it evident that “salvation,” as such, is not the defining
characteristic of this history. Indeed, Wansbrough suggests (SM 147)
that Islamic salvation history may perhaps be more accurately de-
scribed as “election history” because of the very absence within its
carly formulation of an eschatological concern. Clearly Wansbrough
docs not conceive of “salvation” in the term “salvation history” as nec-
essarily laden with its Christian connotations. But further, “salvation
history” may be taken on a different level, simply as a technical term
referring to literature involved in documenting what could just as easi-
ly be called “sacred history,” that is, the “history” of man’s rela-
tionship with God and vice versa. The intellectual baggage of
Heilsgeschichte may simply be left behind in favor of reference to the
literary genre.

Literary analysis of salvation history has been fully developed with-
in biblical and Mishnaic studies; the works of Bultmann and Neusner
are obvious prime examples.'* All such works start from the proposi-
tion that the literary records of salvation history, although presenting
themselves as being contemporary with the events they describe, ac-
tually belong to a period well after such events, which suggests that
they have been written according to later points of view in order to fit
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the purposes of that later time. The actual “history” in the sense of
“what really happened” has become totally subsumed within later in-
terpretation and is virtually, if not totally, inextricable from it. The
question of whether or not there is an underlying “grain of historical
truth” may be thought to be of some concern here, namely, whether
or not there must have been some sort of historical event or impetus
out of which traditions grew and which, therefore, forms the kernel of
the narrative. But the real problem here is that even if onc admits the
existence of such a “kerncl” of history, is it ever possible to identify
and extract that information? Wansbrough implies in his work that he
feels that it is not, at least for the most part.'* The records we have are
the existential records of the thought and faith of later generations.
"This basic insight into the nature of the sources is not totally new to
the study of Islam. Goldziher, and Schacht even more so, understood
that traditional sayings attributed to Muhammad and used to support
a given legal or doctrinal position within Islam actually derived from a
much later period, from times when these legal or doctrinal positions
were searching for support with the body of material called the sunna.
It has become characteristic of Islamic studies after Joseph Schacht,
however, either to water down or to ignore totally the implications of

such insights. This was clear to Schacht himself toward the end of his
life.

One thing disturbs me, however. That is the danger that the results
achieved by the Islamic scholars, at a great effort, in the present
generation, instead of being developed and being made the starting
point for new scholarly progress might, by a kind of intellectual
laziness, be gradually whittled down and deprived of their real sig-
nificance, or even be turned inside out by those who themselves had
taken no part in achieving them. This has happened in the past to
the work of Goldziher . . . and it has happened again, recently, with

regard to the conclusions of the history of Islamic law achieved by
critieal scholarship. '6

The “intellectual laziness” is, it seems to me, a counterpart to the
desire to produce positive historical results—to satisfy that internal
yearning to assert “what really happened.”” The works of three peo-
ple can be cited as the most obvious examples of the latter trend: in
“The materials used by Ibn Ishaq,” W. M. Wart distorts the work of
Schacht and attempts to use Schacht’s results against the latter’s own

Metbodologies of Jobn Wansbrough 157

position,'® and in the works of Sezgin'® and Abbott" claborate
schemes are set forth to contradict the insights of Schacht, but are
based on no tangible evidence. Sezgin especially displays an overt
tendency to date works to the earliest possible historical period, with
no apparent justification thereof, for example, in the case of the works
of Ibn *Abbas.!

Wansbrough's argument, however, is that we do nof know and prob-
ably never can know what really happened; all we can kw is v_vhat
later people believed happened, as has been recorded in salvation histo-
ry. Literary analysis of such sources will reveal to us the components
with which those people worked in order to produce their accounts
and define exactly what it was that they were arguing, but literary
analysis will not tell us what happened (although the passibility of his-
torical implications of such studies cannot be, and certainly are not
within Wansbrough’s work, totally ignored).

The point of Islamic salvation history as it has come dcrwn. to us
today, Wansbrough argues, is more specific than merely to evidence
the belief in the reality of the theophany; it is to formulate, by fadopt-
ing and adapting from a well-established pool of Judeo-Christian re-
ligious themes, a specifically Arabian religious identity, the inception
of which could be placed in seventh-century Arabia. At the beginning
of 05 Wansbrough brings forth a multitude of evidences from the
Qur'an which point to the idea that the very notions in that book
demand that they be put within the total Judeo-Christian context, for
example, the prophetic line ending in the Seal of the Prophets, the
sequence of scriptures, the notion of the destroyed C(mmlllnlnf:s. ‘and
the common narrative motifs. This notion of extrapolation is, in a
sense, the methodological presupposition that Wansbrough sets out to
prove within his books by posing the question: If we assume this, does
the data fit? At the same time he asks: What additional evidence ap-
pears in the process of the analysis to corroborate the presuppos:ti?n
and to define it more clearly?22 This kind of approach to the material
is similar to that of Harry A. Wolfson in his use of the scientific meth-
od of “conjecture and verification.”?? So the question raised by some
critics concerning whether it is accurate to view Islam as an extension
of the Judeo-Christian tradition cannot be considered valid until the
evidence and the conclusions put forth in Wansbrough's works have
been weighed. The point must always be: Is the presupposition sup-
ported by the analysis of the data? To atrack the presupposition as
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invalid is to miss the entire point. To evaluate the work one must

participate within its methodological presuppositions and evaluate the
final results.

Wansbrough's Approach to the Sources

Charles Adams has summed up the common fecling of many students
of the Qur'an in the following words: “Such matters as the formation
of the Qur'an text, the chronology of the materials assembled in the
text, the history of the text, variant readings, the relation of the
Qur’a'n w p_rior literature, and a host of other issues of this kind have
been investigated thoroughly."24 Wansbrough, however, has made it
clear that we have really only scratched the surface of these studies.
All previous studies, he states, have involved an acquiescence to the
nnrfrfat_ivc data of the tradition and are characterized by “a distinctly
positivist method: serious concern to discover and to describe the state
of affairs after the appearance of [slam among the Arabs . . " (SM 2).
What Wansbrough has done has been to bring to the study of Islam
al:ld the Qur'an the same healthy skepticism developed within modern
biblical studies (and modern historical studies in general) in order to
sufpplant such positivism. At this point it is worth noting that the
highly praised work of Richard Bell,?* although supposedly using the
blblufal methodology consequent on the Documentary Hypothesis,
has._lp fact, progressed not one iota beyond implicit notions in the
traditional accounts of the revelation and the collection of the Qur'an;
he took the ideas of serial revelation and the collection after the dc:ltl';
of Muhammad (the common notions accepted by most Westerns stu-
dcm':: of the Qur'an) and applied them literally to the text of the
Qur'an. However, the primary purpose of employing modern biblical
methodologies must be to free oneself from age-old presuppositions
and to apply new ones. This Bell did not do; in fact, he worked
wholly within the presuppositions of the Islamic tradition. Wans-
brough's claim that “as a document susceptible of analysis by the in-
struments and techniques of Biblical criticism [the Qur'an] is virtually
unknown” (05 ix) can certainly not be questioned, least of all by ad-
ducing the work of Bell. 26
Wansbrough has also tried to show a way to free the study of the
Qur'in from the uniquely fundamentalist?’ trend of the vast majority
of modern treatments of the book in which the idea of an “original”
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meaning or intention is pursued relentlessly but ultimately mean-
inglessly. Such a position in scholarship has been reached especially
because of two factors inherent in previous methodologies in the study
of Islam. One, the basic historico-philological approach to Islam has
become trapped by the consequence of narrow specialization on the
part of its proponents. For the most part, there are few scholars active
today who can move with equal agility throughout the entire Western
religious framework and its necessary languages.?® Scholars have
come to feel that competent knowledge of Arabic and of seventh-cen-
tury Arabia are sufficient in and of themselves to understand the rise
of [slam. 2% No different are the views of such people as Serjeant, who
attempt to champion the notion of the influence of pre-Islamic south-
ern Arabia on Islam, but do so to the virtual exclusion of the Jewish
element in the population there.?

The philological method has been affected also by a second method
which within itself has produced the stagnation of Islamic studies
within its fundamentalist framework. The irenic approach, which ac-
cording to Charles Adams aims toward “the greater appreciation of
Islamic religiousness and the fostering of a new attitude toward it,"¥!
has led to the unfortunate result of a reluctance on the part of many
scholars to follow all the way through with their insights and results.
“The basic problem of an approach to Islam that is concerned “to un-
derstand the faith of other men™?2 is confronted when that approach
tries to come to grips with the historical dimensions of a faith that
conceives itself as having a stake in that very history.* The irenic
approach to Islam, it would seem, in order to remain true to the “faith
of other men,” is doomed most of all to avoid asking the basic ques-
tion: How do we know?

Wansbrough'’s analysis of the basic character of the Qur'an reveals
his assessment of the extent of the problem involved in the use of these
two approaches to the Qur'an, Wansbrough isolates four major motifs
of the Qur'inic message, all from the “traditional stock of mono-
theistic imagery” (OS5 1): divine retribution, sign, exile, and covenant.
‘These motifs, Wansbrough notes, are “repeatedly signalled but sel-
dom developed” (05 1), a fact which leads him to emphasize through-
out his works one of his major insights concerning the Qur'in: its

“referential” style.’* The audience of the Qur'an is presumed able to
fill in the missing details of the narrative, much as is true of a work
such as the Talmud, where knowledge of the appropriate biblical cita-
tion is assumed or supplied by only a few words. Only later, when
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“Islam” a5 an entity with a fixed and stable identity (based on a politi-
cal structure) comes into being after the Arabs' expansign out of their
original home, does the Quranic material become detached from its
original intellectual environment and need written explication—expli-
cation that is provided in tafiir and sira.

Two of the examples discussed by Wansbrough will clarify his no-
tion of the referential character of the Qur'in. Most evident is the
example of Joseph and the mention of the “other brother” in S. 12:59
(see OS 134, SM 24-25), parallel to the hiblical account in Genesis
42:3—13; knowledge of this latter story is assumed on the part of the
Qur'anic audience, for within the Qur'an no previous mention has
been made of Benjamin and his being left at home due to Jacob's fears
for his safety. Joseph's statement in the Qur'in, “Bring me a brother of
yours from your father,” comes out of nowhere within the context of
the Qur’an, although not if one comes first with a knowledge of the
biblical story. The second example is one which deals with Abraham’s
willingness to sacrifice his son and the removal within the Qur'an of
the dramatic impact contained in the biblical story, where the son does
not know that he is the one to be offered (see SM 24). The question
is far more complex because the Jewish exegetical tradition may play
arole here; the study of Geza Vermes?* makes it clear that many Jew-
ish (and Christian) traditions adjust the story to let Isaac know he is to
be sacrificed well before the actual event in order to emphasize the
willingness of Isaac to offer himself. The Jewish exegetical tradition is
referential as well; it already assumes that the basic story of the sacri-
fice is clear to its audience and that the significance of Abraham in the
story will be evident to all who read the Bible; thus, the emphasis is on
Isaac but certainly not to the exclusion of the role of Abraham. The
position of the Qur’in is similar. The knowledge of the biblical story
is assumed; reference is made to developed traditions concerning the
sacrifice. The referental character of the Qur'an should make clear
the insufficiency of an approach to the Qur'an which looks at the so-
called “exclusively Arabian” (whatever that may be!) character of the
book and trics to ignore the total Judeo-Christian background,

The notion of the referential style of the Qur'an also leads Wans-
brough to the supposition that what we are dealing with in Islam is a
sectarian movement fully within the Judeo-Christian “Sectarian Mil-
ieu” (QF 20, also SM 45). The parallels between Quridnic and
Qumranic literature, while not necessarily displaying an interdepen-
dency, do demonstrate a similar process of biblical-textual elaboration
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and adaptation to sectarian purposes.’” The inner workings of the
sectarian milieu are to be seen in both literary traditions.

The Qur'an as a document, according to Wansbrough, then, is
composed of such referential passages developed within the frame-
work of Judeo-Christian sectarian polemics, put together by means of
literary convention (for example, the usc of gul [“say™] (05 12 ff., also
47—48), narrative conventions (05 18 f.), and the conjunction of paral-
lel versions of stories called by Wansbrough “variant traditions” (05 20
ff.), which were perhaps produced from a single original tradition by
means of variation through oral transmission within the context of
liturgical usage (OS 27). Here, clearly enough, a variety of individual
methods (e.g., form analysis, oral formulaic analysis) which have been
worked out in fields outside Islam, primarily the Bible, are used by
Wansbrough in his analysis of the nature of the Muslim scripture.

Significantly, Wanshrough's analysis reveals that the Qur'an is not
merely “a calque of earlier fixed forms” (OS 33), that is, it does not
merely seck to reproduce the Bible in Arabic, adapted to Arabia. For
one thing, the Qur'an does not follow the fulfillment motif set as a
precedent by the New Testament and its use of the Hebrew Bible.
Rather, and, indeed, because of the situation of polemic from which
the Qur'an derives, there is a clear attempt made to scparate the
Qur’in from the Mosaic revelation through such means as the mode of
the revelation and the emphasis on the Arabian language of the
Qur'in,

Canonization and stabilization of the text of the Qur'an goes hand
in hand with the formation of the community, according to Wans-
brough (0S s1). A final, fixed text of the scripture was not required,
nor was it totally feasible, before political power was firmly con-
trolled; thus the end of the second/eighth century becomes a likely
historical moment for the gathering together of oral tradition and litur-
gical elements leading to the emergence of the fixed canon of scripture
and the emergence of the actual concept, “Islam.”?® This time period,
Wansbrough several times points out, coincides with the recorded rise
of literary Arabic.? Further evidence for this position is derived in 05
from a “typological analysis™ of tafiir (sec O 44 and ch. 4). The basic
inspiration and thrust of Wansbrough's approach may once again per-
haps be traced to modern biblical studies; such people as Geza Vermes
and Raphael Loewe have been drawing attention to the need to stop
plundering exegetical works, Greek and Aramaic translations of the
Bible, and so forth, in order to find support, somewhere, for one’s
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own argument. Rather, they suggest, such works must be studied as a
whole with attention given to the historical context of their writing
and to their literary context.® The analysis of Qur'anic fafsir liter-
ature into five genres—haggadic, halakhic, masoretic, rhetorical, and
allegorical—once again sets the basic insight. The genres display an
approximate chronological development in the above sequence and
display a historically growing concern with the textual integrity of
scripture and then with the community function of scripture. !

The sira, while partly excgetical as Wansbrough explains in 08, has
a much greater role in Islam: it is the narrative witness to the Islamic
version of salvation history. Most significant here is Wansbrough's
analysis (SM ch. 1) of much of the contents of the sira into elaborations
of twenty-three polemical motifs rraditional to the Near Eastern sec-
tarian milicu—items such as the prognosis of Muhammad in Jewish
scripture, the Jewish rejection of that prognosis, the role of Abraham
and Jesus in sectarian soteriology, and resurrection. All these themes
are elaborated within a narrative framework set in seventh-century
Arabia but yet all are themes that had been argued so many times
before among sectarian groups in the Near Fast. The analysis of the
sira underlines Wansbrough's main contention in both of his hooks
that “by its own express testimony, the Islamic kerygma [is] an artic-
ulation . . . of the Biblical dispensation, and can only thus be as-
sessed” (SM 45).

It will be clear to any attentive reader of 0§ and SM that Wans-
brough's work still leaves much to be done with the basic data in order
to work out fully the implications of his kind of study. Close and
detailed analyses of the many texts involved are still needed in order to
demonstrate and, indeed, to assess the validity of his approach. What
Wansbrough has accomplished, it seems to me, is to point to a new
direction that Islamic studies could take in order to revitalize itself;
Wanshrough has marked a path in broad outlines, but the road must
still be cleared.*?

Several reviewers have seized upon (and, indeed, Wansbrough him-
self has emphasized the point)* various statements in 0§ with regard
to methods determining one’s results. I. J. Boullata, in his review of
08, put the martter this way: “To quote him from page 91 ‘Results are,
after all, as much conditioned by method as by material.” If this is true
and his material is given credence in spite of its selectivity, there re-
mains a big question about his method and the extent to which it
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conditioned his results."* Fazlur Rahman in his book Major Themes of
the Qur'an makes a similar point about method.

My disagreements with Wansbrough are so numerous that they are
probably best understood only by reading both this book and his. (1
do, however, concur with at least one of his points: “The kind of
analysis undertaken will in no small measure determine the results!”
[p. 21]) 1 do believe that this kind of study [i.e., the comparison with
Judaism and/or Christianity] can be enormously useful, though we
have to return to Geiger and Hirschfeld [! not Speyer?!] to see just
how useful it can be when done properly.**

What does Rahman mean here concerning method? Does he mean to
imply: Well, Wansbrough has a method and that has been his down-
fall; T have no method so I have imposed nothing upon the material? 1
doubt that Rahman wants to urge methodological naiveté. More like-
ly, perhaps, Rahman means: Wansbrough has his method and I have
mine, but mine is right. That the methods which Rahman (and vir-
tually every other student in the ficld) imposes upon his study happen
to be, for the most part, the traditional theologico-historical methods
is a fact that needs to be recognized, just as does the fact that Wans-
brough imposes literary methods. If the study of Islam is to remain a
scholarly endeavor and retain some sensc of intellectual integrity, then
it must, first, become methodologically aware and, second, be pre-
pared to consider the validity of other methods of approach to the
subject. This means that Islamic studies must differentiate between
the truth claims of the religion itself and the intellectual claims of
various methods, for ultimate “truth” is not susceptible to meth-
odological procedures. To remain within the search for the “truc”
meaning of Islam and not to be prepared to free oneself from, for
example, the priority of history* within the study of Islam, will sure-
ly sound the death-knell for a potentially vital and vibrant endeavor of
human intellectual activity.
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Towards a Hermeneutic of Qur’anic
and Other Narratives in Isma‘ili Thought

AZIM NANJI

tudies of the Shi‘a Isma‘ili have gone through sev-

Cﬁeml stages within the study of Islam as a whole.

Since the bulk of carly Western scholarship de-

pended primarily on non-Isma‘ili sources—sources which for the

most part werc hostile to the movement—they inherited the biases

alrcady present in such accounts, In this initial stage, the particular

Islamic visions reflected in Shi‘i and Isma'ili texts came either to be

neglected or considered as being on the periphery of the Sunni in-

terpretations which were accepted as representing normative Islam.

The late Marshall Hodgson among others has traced this process par-
ticularly as it applies to the study of Shi‘ism in general.!

In its second stage, Isma’ili studies faced another problem, a sort of
variation on the methodological issues inherent in the previous stage.
Here, scholars of the esoteric traditions of Islam, including Isma‘ilism,
came to regard such traditions as embodying the real heart of Islam.
Perhaps the best example of this approach was the great French schol-
ar of Shi‘i Islam, the late Henry Corbin. In Chapter § above, Charles
Adams analyzes Corbin’s assumptions and their implications for the
study of Islam. Vladimir A. Ivanow, who with Corbin and Hodgson
must surely rank among those pioneers of Western scholarship who
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have done much to advance Shi'i Isma‘ili studies, reflected, in con-
trast, a discomfort with “esoteric” elements, and he often discarded or
adjusted such data to fit what was for him “classical” Isma‘ilism.?

When we consider the fact that more recent scholarship has tended
to go beyond the prejudices and assumptions of the two stages men-
tioned above, then one can hope that we are entering a third stage in
Isma‘ili Studies. In this new stage historians of religion dealing with
Islam can begin to study and take account of Isma‘ilism utilizing re-
search tools and scholarly perspectives that are applied within the
study of religions as a whole.

Among the better known doctrinal principles associated with Shi‘ite
Isma‘ili thought is the concept of za’wil. Primarily a tool applied specifi-
cally to the exegesis of the Qur’an, ta’wil has by extension also come to
signify the hermeneutical basis of analysis for most esoteric thought in
Isma‘ili writings. Such a notion of ta'wil has come to be applied in
traditional 1sma‘ili thought to Qur'anic narratives, and it establishes a
framework for an understanding of Isma'ili cosmology, the main fea-
tures of which are by now well known to most students of Isma'ilism. In
addition, over the period of its intellectual history Isma'ili thinkers have
also extended the principles of anagogic hermencutics to include nar-
rative material. Such narrative material as that of cosmology has its
roots in Qur'anic accounts of the Creation and of the various prophets.

This essay is an attempt to develop a basis for understanding Isma-
‘ili hermeneutics around two types of narratives. First, it will consider
the foundational Qur'anic narratives related to Adam, and it will es-
tablish a framework for relating cosmological and symbolic motifs
within those accounts. Second, it will focus on several selected nar-
ratives from the Ginan tradition in Nizari Isma'ili literature and devel-
op a framework for analyzing them.

Literary Theory and Ta'wil

[t is clear that what we have called ta’wil is essentially a tool for analy-
sis. By relating such a wol to developing methodologies in the area of
literary and structural analysis, it is hoped that this essay can help
move current discussions toward a definition of an Isma’‘ili hermeneu-
tic. Current literary theory, as with other fields of inquiry, has many
divergent schools. Among these schools two broad positions can be
identified. One supports a more formalist, text-oriented approach




166 Azim Nanji

while the other espouses a more reader-oriented one. For the former
the text and not the context constitutes a relevant object of stud ‘
whereas the latter chooses to emphasize the element of the text “re’:
ceived” contextually by the readers. Within these two perspectives
there are obviously several subsystems. *

What is of interest to the student of Muslim anagogic literature is
the rel_cvance of a tool such as ta'wil in providing a means of litera
amflysu; that can do justice to the text with respect to the assumptioz
nf its creator, as well as help us to refine our methods of literary erit-
icism in the field, so that we can show that in the understanding of the
[exts It Is necessary to go beyond a mere formal analysis. It is perha
in this context that t'wil may best be rendered as “hermeneutic iﬁ
terpretation” where the word hermeneutic does not simply mean “re-
lated to the art of interpretation” but carries a far more extensive con-
R?tat:on of increasing certitude about, rather than mere knowledge of,

¢ text, ‘

Jean Pépin in analyzing the original Greek word berméncucin came
+to the conclusion that

as used generally the word has come to signify ‘interpretation’ and
that hermeneutics today commonly has as i'rsy s_ynnn;m ‘exegesis’,
Hm-.vcwr. the t)rigi_na[ meaning of bermeneuein and of related words—
or, in any case their principal meaning—was not that at all, and was
not far from being its exact contrary, if we grant that exegesis is a
movement of penetration into the intention of a text or message. *

_I:_l the above context the word ta'wil—to go back to the first or
original meaning—can then he said to designatc a similar interpretive
function, The goal of ta'wil as set forth in Isma'ili writings is to enable
the reader to penctrate beyond the formal literal meaning of the text
and to create in the reader a sense of certitude regarding the ultimate

relevance and meaning of a given passage in the Qur'an or in other
sacred texts.

1a'wil and the Qur'anic Narrative of Creation

The overall thrust and methodology of Isma'ili interpretation is best
set out by !\Jasm-t-l{husmw. the clevemh-ccntury Isma‘ili philosopher
tfht_: explained the nature of revelation, and hy inference, religion.’
bcn[_)mre has two parts, tanzil and ta'wil, which are reflected in tlic
Haqiqa (bagiga), where the Shari‘a is like a symnbol (mithal) and the
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Hagiqa is that which is symbolized (mamthil). The shar'i aspect has
changed during the various cycles of history; the bagigi aspect consists
of eternal divine virtues that are not subject to change. In Nasir-i-
Khusraw’s understanding then, the tanzil defines the letter of the Reve-
lation embodied in a “coming down” of the values of the Shari‘a and is
therefore amenable to the type of exegesis defined as “ra’'wil,” which has
the sense of returning to the origin, that is, of going back to the original
meaning or sense of revelation. More specifically, ta'wil aims at reach-
ing the interior (batin) beneath the exterior (zdbir), both representing the
dual aspects of scripture as well as of religion. Qadi al-Nu'man, the
famous Fatimid jurist and writer of the tenth century, wrote the classic
juristic formulation of the Isma'ili understanding of Islam in a work
called Da'@'im al-islim, in which he wrote in detail about the Shari‘a.
Then, however, he wrote a complementary work entitled Ta'wil al-
da'@’im where the interior aspect of the previous work is discussed.®
This duality of exterior/interior meanings is reflected in most of the
writings of the Fatimid period and in fact the two works cited above
reflect two different but complementary genres of literature that devel-
oped among the Isma'ilis: the Hag'iq literature, whose main concern
was with ta'wil, and other forms such as those on Shari‘a, whose prima-
ry thrust was in the areas of law and history.

The background of the concepts with which I have chosen to illus-
trate the Isma'ili interpretation of scripture is their understanding of
the doctrine of Creation. More specifically, I will discuss briefly the
interpretation by al-Mu’ayyad f1'1-Din al-Shirizi, the eleventh-cen-
tury Isma'ili thinker, of the Qur'anic verse; “God created the Heavens
and the Earth in six days” (5. 7:54).7

Al-Shirazi starts by demonstrating somewhat pointedly that the
reference to “days” has nothing to do with the conception of a day
measured by the rising and setting of the sun; since there was no sun
before creation, it would be ridiculous to suppose such a measure of
time in relation to God's creative power. He then refers to other
Qur'anic references where God is said to create things faster than the
twinkling of an eye, and so on, and he concludes that the reference to
heaven and earth, and to days, has, in reality, nothing to do with the
heaven, earth, and days as we conceive of them. The ta'wil of the
verse according to al-Shirdzi reveals that the reference to “six days”
connotes the six cycles of prophecy, each of which reflect a time cycle.
These prophets or nutaga’ are Adam, Nih (Noah), Ibrihim (Abra-
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ham), Misa (Moses), “Isa (Jesus), and the Prophet Muhammad. The
mission (da"wa) of each of these six prophets is referred to at the com-
pletion of God’s Creation and in the Qur'anic verse, “Today T have
perfected your religion for you and called it Islam” (S. 5:4), which
refers to the fulfillment or consummation of this creative process em-
bodicd in the mission of the six prophets.

Such an interpretation of Creation implies a sense of “history,” but
more so of the “sacred” nature of such a history, which reveals the
development of prophetic cycles, each of whose prophets provides a
Shari‘a, a pattern of life revealed to those who are living, leading to the
ultimate goal, which, of course, in the Qur'an is the salvation of hu-
mankind. This concept of salvation history is linked to the concept of
God communicating with his creatures through the prophets and
books. In the Isma'ili conception this is extended to include in history
the successors of the prophets—the Imams, whose function it is to
explain the inner meaning of the Shari'a and lead the believers to the
Haqa'iq (and who, of course, among the Shi'a are “those firmly rooted
in knowledge (rasikbin fi I-'ilm),” referred to in the Qur'an, S. 3:7.

Such a cyclical concept of history patterned in cosmic frameworks
of time is linked to the notion of human destiny. The Qur'anic account
of the “Fall of Adam” illustrates best this linkage in Isma'ili writings,
and helps situate “history” within a larger cosmological framework.*
The ta’wil of the account of Adam in the Garden, his Temptation by
Iblis, and his subsequent Fall are all interpreted on a cosmic plane,
that is to say, as taking place in a preexisting nonmaterial world which
is called “Alum al-ihda’. Adam is called the “spiritual Adam” Adam
ripani. Within this preexisting universe of ibd*, therc were seven “In-
telligences” or “ugiil. Adam was of the order of the Third Intelligence
after what in Isma‘ili thought arc generally referred to as al-‘agl al-
awwal (the First Intelligence) and al-'agl al-thani (the Second Intel-
ligence). The good aspect of the Tree which he was not to approach is
al-‘agl al-awwal. Adam’s fallen angel or Iblis is his own refusal to ac-
cept his divinely appointed status, and this caused him to commit the
sin of being ambitious in wanting to attain equality of rank with those
above him. The expulsion of Adam from the Garden denotes the loss
of his rank and preeminence over other Intelligences below him.,
Adam, in fact, became (that is, he fell or descended to the level of) the
Tenth Intelligence. It is by returning through the Intelligences above
him that Adam can, in the sense that he symbolizes all humankind,
recover his original status. It is for this reason that the ‘Alam al-ibdi*
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has as its correspondence a series of figures embodied in the “hier-
archy of faith” (budiid al-din) here on earth. (‘ml[ecﬂve!y, they stand _f‘”
the da’wa with each representing a step in an ascending process. 'l.hc
Prophet Muhammad is at the head of this Hudud, and l‘)y extension
he is the mithal or representation of al-"Aql al-Awwal. “Ali, the Imams
after “Ali, and the representatives of the Imams who conduet their
individual da‘was, all constitute the other steps in the process. For
Adam, as the symbol of humankind, such a hierarchy represents tl?c
path he would have to traverse (the ladder he would have to climb), in
order to reach the First Intelligence. Such a return would represent
the potential goal he could attain, through which he could recognize
the principle of divine cosmic unity (tawbid). -

The mode of exposition reflected in these writings has come to be
regarded as a product of the “classical” period of I_sma':l_l _thnught. and
by extension, as “normative” within the Isma'ili tradition. S\{ch an
attitude led to a sorry neglect of other literary traditions in Isma‘ilism,
particularly those that might be considered “Ropular" in the sensc of
being deviations from normative doctrines. It is such trfd:p_ons, how-
ever, that help us to understand more clearly how continuities within
esoteric modes are sustained and how such modes mirror variations
within the exegetical processes of the tradition. The narrative maten?]
that T have chosen to illustrate these same cosmological concepts is
contained in the ginans prescrved among the Nizari Isma'ilis of the
Indo-Pakistani Subcontinent.”

Ginan Narratives on Creation

The Ginans belong to a literary category whit:'h ?s g_enernlly defined as
“anagogic,” that is to say, “mystical or csoteric in its brm.dest sense.
Like the Haqa'iq literature of classical Isma‘ilism, t.he {‘?urfsms t.hnve
on the use of ta'wil aiming to penetrate the inner (bdtin) mgrflﬁcat[on of
the Qur'dn rather than the external (zabir) aspects. On this basis !:hc
Ginans comprise a whole system of hermeneutics, mefamorphosmg
positive religion with its external rules and nbli‘gs;ltion"s into a theoso-
phy which constitutes the sarpanth or “True Religion,” leading the ad-
ept through a process of intellectual and spiritual initiation to the truth
of the Haqa'iq. . . .

The literary approach most suited to analyzing the Ginans is that of
themal analysis. Such themal description helps to focus on the intent




170 Azim Nanji

of the Ginans and allows for an analysis of the mode of transformation
by which the Ginans have transposed focal Isma'ili themes within a
new framework. Lévi-Strauss, in refercnce to mythologically oriented
thought, compares this symbolic transposition to what he defines as
“intcllectual bricolage.”'® At the bottom of his argument lies the con-
viction that the heterogeneous repertoire of this type of thought uses
images and signs to lead to concepts that are being continually recon-
structed. For the analysis of the Ginans in the context of Isma‘ili liter-
ature such a theory implies that both structuralism and hermeneutics
may be helpful in deepening our understanding of Isma’ili texts. First,
this approach prevents us from regarding such texts as fixed entities
that merely follow an established structure. Rather, within Isma'ili
literature, the structure of ta'wil interpretation reflects a constant re-
working and rearrangement of focal themes. Within such a reworking
we may discern a fusion of symbols or themes. Because the Ginans
belong to the category of esoteric literature, the themes do not appear
as literal statements. Rather, they appear in a mythical state or are
couched in symbolism. Hence, the aim is to synthesize the import
behind these symbols, and in the final stages of synthesis to describe
the interrelationship between the main themes, the ways they in-
teract, and the processes by which such standard Isma'ili themes are
evolved in the Ginans. Such an approach by no means exhausts the
possibilities of further textual and themal analysis, but it does suggest
ways in which the more formal and structuralist approaches may add
new dimensions of understanding to the hermeneutic approach de-
noted by “ta’'wil.” It can only offer for the time being a partial view—a
perspective for understanding the import of the Ginans.

The Ginans also contain as a major theme narratives on Creation, !
The initial act of Creation results, as told in these narratives, from a
desire, an act of self-contemplation by the Divine Being who is de-
scribed as having the quality of nirakar (i.e., he is “formless”). A foam-
like substance emerged from his mouth and took the form of an egyg.
Through additional acts of contemplation on this egg, the Divine
Being created the ten heavens and the seven skies. This was followed
by a long period of inactivity, a lull of many yugas, after which the
Divine Being created out of his light four forms. He, too, took a form,
thus bringing into existence a pentad: Muhammad, Fatima, Hasan,
Flusayn, and “Ali. This is, of course, the Shi‘i doctrine of the panj-tan-
t-pak, “the Five Companions of the Mantle.”'? The Ginans make no
attempt to elaborate a systematic theory of Creation. All the same this
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does not mean that there is indiscriminate and chaotic integration of
clements from Hinduism. This is rather a selection of idcas and sym-
bols which are, however, presented in mythical form. This my-
thopoeic mode of explanation in the Ginans can best be described as
inspirational rather than expository.

Returning to the cosmogonic outline elaborated in the Ginans, we
find that one of the Hindu concepts integrated into this framework is
that of an initial, remote, and transcendent Supreme Being. The Su-
preme Being is not identical, however, with any of his creations. The
symbol of the foamlike substance emerging out of the mouth of the
“formless” being is significant and echoes, however remotely, the ver-
bal Qur'anic command (amr or kalima) by which in previous Isma'ili
doctrine God brings into being his Creation. Another factor of great
significance is the image of light (#ir) out of which the five preeternal
figures of the panj-tan-i-pik, arc created. The concept of light does not
play as important a role in Hindu cosmogony, though it is not entirely
unknown there as a progenitive cosmic power. In the Ginans, howev-
er, the image of light takes on central importance because the pentad
is, in fact, seen as emerging from this one Light and this constitutes,
in essence, a Unity. Having established the primacy of these given
preeternal forms in the cosmogony, the Ginans continue the drama-
turgy to elaborate the epiphanic representations of this pentad to in-
clude also the gods of Hindu theogony.

After the creation of the pentad there elapses again, according to
the Ginans, a long period of inactivity. But after that, in a series of
creations, the five preeternal forms beeome metamorphosed. Out of
the form of Muhammad, issues the epiphany of Brahma. The Divine
Being already personified in the epiphany of "Ali takes the form of
Vishnu. Hasan (whom the Ginans also make homologous with
Adam), takes the form of Mahe$vara, that is, Siva. Fatima is made
analogous with Sakti and also Sarasvati who in Hindu tradition was
often considered the daughter of Brahmi. Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva
form a well-known triad in Hinduism called the trimurti; their roles
are described as those of Creator, Sustainer, and Destroyer, respec-
tively. The notion of trimurti has also been interpreted to represent a
concept of three images reflecting the same essence.'? The integration
of Hindu symbols into the cosmogony of the Ginans, elaborated
above, reveals a pattern which could be reconciled with the basic Is-
ma'ili concepts. The chief concept here is of a Supreme Being who
transcends his Creation and yet is able to bring all of Creation into
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existence through the creation of preeternal cosmic principles, The
principles in the Fatimid and Nizari works were made to correspond
with Muhammad, ‘Ali, and the Imams, all playing key roles as the
earthly epiphanies of the highest cosmic principles. The mode of my-
thopoesis inherent in the Ginans transposes the earlier schemes, but
retains the epiphanies of the Hindu theogony.

When we consider the cosmogony in the Ginans as the background
for the development of the doctrine of Dasa Avatdra, that is, the “ten
descents,”'" we see a much clearer instance of symbols fused in the
narrative. The “Universe of the Intelligences” in the earlier [sma'ili
schemes had as its manifestations the prophets and their awsiyd’ (ex-
ecutors). In the post-Qiyama (resurrection) doctrine of Nizari Isma-
‘ilism these awsiya’ had reached the fullness of their potential roles by
becoming the Imam-Qa'im figures. In the Ginans there is evident a
similar dimension, only it is the ten avataras of Vishnu, the represen-
tation of the preeternal ‘Ali, who are considered the most significant
manifestations during the period of the Four Yugas. As the tenth ava-
tara, the historical “Ali and, after him, the Imams become these man-
ifestations on earth.

By the inclusion of names from both Hindu and Isma‘ili traditions,
a chain of figures was cstablished that ties together the two traditions
in a combination that accentuated the timeless and ageless nature of
the doctrine of the remote and supreme divinity manifesting himself
to all human beings at all times. As an interesting postscript to the
theme of divine manifestation, the Ginans refer to the “four revealed
books” of the Islamic tradition and make them analogous to the four
Vedas, the primary scriptures of Hinduism. All the various chords,
however, merge and center upon the single feature of the “Imam of
the Age.”

The ta'wil of the Qur'inic story of Creation and the analysis of the
Ginan narratives are rooted in two essentially Islamic themes—a cos-
mos mirroring “Unity” and a sacred history reflecting the working out
of divine purpose and human destiny. Although the materials from
Isma'illi litcrature discussed in this chapter include the philosophical
and poetical genres, underlying both strains is a common hermencuti-
cal trait. One effect of this common trait is that we are reminded to
distinguish constantly between symbols employed in poetical and
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philosophical discourse and to be aware of a constant restructuring
and metamorphosis of these symbols. o
A final question might be raised as to whether or not the methods o
literary analysis and their relationship to ta'wil do indeed dcepe:: n;:
understanding of such texts. More properly, the question ought to :
put somewhat differently—do ta'wil and the mode of hermencutica
analysis lead us to those elements in the text that not only increase our
knowledge about the subject, but create a sense of‘ certitude about
what is worth knowing in these texts? There are no simple answers to
such questions but textual analysis, at least in ti_]c case of Isma ili
Haqa'iq literature, should not be merely descriptive. Such writings
are meant to engage the readers in an experience in wh.nch they, in
responding to the texts, do not merely recreate an established, given
meaning, but rather embark on a quest in which they are called upor:
to create and to verify a meaning within themselves. In some of the
Ginans and in the ta'wil of Qur'anic verses, such a quest cuhmnatels in
the experience within the human self of th_c Light (ndr), the prime
Qur'anic and Ginanic symbol of divine unity and knowledge. I'he
point of this ¢ssay is that to understand this experience l:.octtcr,lthde
application of structuralist and other types of literary-analysis can lea
to more productive results.
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Challenge and Criticism

he conduct of academic studies of religion in the

company of persons belonging to religious com-

munities is a contemporary fact of life which is
nowhere more troubled than in the case of Islam. The American
Academy of Religion and the Society of Biblical Literature are not
innocent of the problems that attend the critical study of Judeo-Chris-
tian beliefs, practices, and sacred texts. Yet, the problem of the non-
confessional academy versus the seminary or yeshiva pales in com-
parison to the experiences of Western and Muslim scholars who
prescribe how to interpret and understand Islam. The issue is often




176 Challenge and Criticism

exacerbated by frustration on both sides, leading to conferences and
literary efforts where each side prefers to speak o the other rather than
to speak one with the other in a mood of mutual trust and cooperation
in search of common truths.

Part Five concludes the present volume with two essays by Muslim
scholars who, in quite different ways, have had a considerable impact
on the academic study of Islam in North America and on the final
result of this book. In Chapter 11, Muhammad Abdul-Rauf sceks to
establish some bridges between Muslim and non-Muslim students of
Islam by offering irenic remarks about the value of some Western lin-
guistic and historical studies of Islamic materials. He finds much else
in Western Islamic studies to be prejudicial and harmful, however.
Most significantly, perhaps, he establishes boundaries around the
Qur'an and Sunna of the Prophet. These are for him—as indeed for
many Muslims—matters upon which he is unwilling to agree ro dis-
agree even in scholarly realms of discourse. Such boundaries ob-
viously place serious qualifications on the academic study of Islam as
religion; thus is indicated by the attempt of virtually every contribut-
ing author in this volume to address Abdul-Raufs concerns in one
way or another,

In Chapter 12, Fazlur Rahman conducts a limited review of the
volume as a whole. He analyzes several of the issues raised by Abdul-
Rauf and others—particularly the boundaries raised when the insid-
er/outsider dichotomy is hailed—arguing that all sides fail to clarify
the real issues. Rahman’s use of philosopher John Wisdom’s reflections
on what we can clim to know of “other minds” illuminates the logical
nature of the difficulties that arise when Muslims and non-Muslims
attempt to talk about the Muslim religious experience. Rahman holds
that an outsider's report about an insider’s report of his own religious
experience can be just as valid as the insider’s report. Whether or not
Rahman’s approach to the problem can be applied to the problem of
interpreting what insiders say and do remains to be tested, but his
attempt to clarify the problem is surely helpful and welcome.
Rahman’s sharpest critique is leveled at Andrew Rippin’s discussion in
Chapter 9 above of the methodologies of John Wansbrough. Indeed,
Chapters ¢ and 12 constitute an interesting and important debatc at
the heart of the academic study of religion more nearly than the insid-
er/outsider issue.

The authors in Part Five find unanimity with other authors in the
volume on the point that prejudice against Islam is counterproductive
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and sympathy or emparhy toward Islam is p_roductive if not essential
to sound scholarship. Probably most historians of re!‘lg':on and Isla-
micists would agree on the point that “sympath?/ for” is better thfm
“prejudice against,” although both attitudes of mind are forms of bias
that can lead to distortions. The present near consensus that Western
orientalism has not been without anti-Muslim biases may warrant
making special attempts to avoid further negative hiases: Sympathy
and empathy are still forms of bias, bowe?rcr. th‘ough. at times helpful
ones and at times, perhaps, like prejudice, distorting ones. Much
more needs to be said about this as a methodological issue by those
who insist upon it in the pursuir of the academic study of religion.
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Outsiders’ Interpretations of Islam
A Muslim’s Point of View

MUHAMMAD ABDUL-RAUF

he purpose of this essay is to present a Muslim
( E : perspective on the relation of the Islamic faith to
the scholarly disciplines that study it. Since histo-
rians of religions who write about Islam have gleaned their informa-
tion mainly from Western experts in “Islamic studics,” the focus of
this paper will be on Islamic studies as such. The essence of the prob-
lem that needs airing is: Does the term “Islamic studies” designate an
intellectual pursuit discovered and maintained only by Western schol-
ars? This view, common though it seems to be in the West, ignores the
study of Islam by Muslims themselves since the rise of Islam. Is the
Western study of Islam, then, intrinsically misguided and harmful?
This, to, is an attitude that is blind to obvious achievements, many
by non-Muslims, Wherein lie the problems many Muslims experience
with “Islamic studies?™ The following anecdote illustrates a point that
needs to be made.

On December 7, 1979, Al-Abram, the leading daily Egyptian news-
paper, carried an interesting story by a renowned contemporary writer.
The writer told of his late friend, Salah Saljuke—former Afghani Am-
bassador to Cairo and an accomplished scholar and authority on Suf-
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ism—who about twenty years prior had paid him a visit one day and
had looked very disturbed. “Saljuke told me,” the author related, “to
rise up and struggle to prevent a great disaster! America and Russia
have now joined hands, this time to undermine al-Azhar University.
The Representative of the Soviet Union and the American Ambassador
have counseled our President (of Egypt) to modernize al-Azhar and
make it more relevant to modern times.”

Moved by tbis appeal, the writer told his readers that he sent a
letter to Egypt’s President, warning of the disastrous consequences of
such a step. He also wrote letters to all the newspapers criticizing the
idea of “modernizing” the Muslim world’s center of religious and in-
tellectual training. He reminded the President and the media of the
great prestige of al-Azhar and its fundamental mission especially to
preserve the Qur'an and the religious and traditional sciences,

The writer received no response to his appeal, however, and none
of his letters were published. Meanwhile, he learned from the press
that a committee formed by official decree to reform al-Azhar was
chaired by an acquaintance of his, the president of Cairo University,
whose departure to Spain as Egypt's ambassador had been announced
a day earlier. The press report stated that while he was chairman the
committee had decided it was time to transform al-Azhar University
into a modern university that would include schools of agriculture,
medicine, business, and cngineering. It was only when the ambas-
sador had returned from Spain that the writer learned from him, con-
trary to the earlier media announcement, that the committee had re-
jected the proposed reforms. The ambassador added that the
chancellor of al-Azhar, in a poignant moment during the committee
meetings, broke down in tears because he greatly feared the harm that
would come to al-Azhar and to Islam as a result of the proposed
reforms.

Before commenting on this story, let us go back to the time of our
Prophet, Muhammad—God's blessings and peace be upon him—and
trace the origins of that broad subject, Tslamic studies.

The Origin and Growth of Islamic Studies
in the Muslim World

During the Prophet’s mission, his concern was to ignite men's souls
with the torch of knowledge, and he discouraged his companions from
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certain kinds of speculation, most notably speculation on the essence
of God and the unseen realities. Since the finite mind is unable to
grasp the infinite, any attempt to operate beyond these limits can only
lead to error.

As a result of the Prophet’s mission, many questions were raised,
and through means found in the Qur'an and the Prophet’s Sunna they
were answered. The Prophet was the Guide. At his death, the mo-
mentum of his mission nonetheless continued to guide his compan-
ions, who collectively and individually maintained the glow of divine
passion within their hearts and souls. After the passing of this first
generation of Muslims, and with the development of Islamic civiliza-
tion to include non-Arabic speaking peoples, new pressure began to
weigh upon this growing society. An important goal was to help non-
Arab peoples assimilate Islam into their lives without distorting it.
Considering the fact that strong remnants of ancient and well-en-
trenched civilizations, such as the Persian and the Egyptian, were now
encompassed by the Muslim polity, the assimilation of Islam was no
mean task.

The organic unity of this growing Islamic civilization was fractured
by an ordinance of fate. The question of the nature of the Islamic state
and the issue of succession led to the cleavage between Muslims who
thereafter identified themselves as either Sunni or Shi‘i. The painful
experience attended by this cleavage led to another simultancous sepa-
ration of components within Islamic society, namely, the concentra-
tion of worldly concerns in the hands of those in pursuit of power
politics and the concentration of spiritual concerns among those de-
voted passionately to the faith of Islam. This led to the rise of Sufism,
many of whose proponents sought to differentiate themselves from
established institutions.

With the growth of Islamic civilization, an educational system
evolved that expressed the basic Islamic impulse of personal salvation.
Since education is the means by which society safeguards and trans-
mits its cherished values and heritage, the goal of education in Muslim
lands was never divorced from a belief in God or from the basic cle-
ments of the Islamic faith. This is true in spite of different opinions
about some peripheral aspects of the content of this belief. Signifi-
cantly, until this time, a clear definition of “Islamic studies” per se did
not exist, since the notion of an “Islamic versus a “non-Islamic” sub-
ject of study had not occured to early Muslim scholars. All divisions
of knowledge were regarded as “Islamic.”
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ISLAMIC STUDIES EAST AND WEST

The awareness of Muslim versus non-Muslim subject matters was
consciously at stake in the conflict between the Muslim East and the
Christian West during the Middle Ages. As the Muslim lands declined
in power and came under the colonial rule of the West in more recent
centuries, two simultaneous concepts of Islamic studies emerged, one
outside the Muslim world and one within. Most Western readers will
be somewhat familiar with the works and criticisms Western Islamists
have penned about Islam. They will be Icss familiar, perhaps, with
the impact this has had upon Muslim scholars who have sought to
maintain their own tradition according to sources, standards, and cri-
teria derived from the Qur'an and the Prophet’s Sunna.

Western Islamic studies were given impetus by the need for the
colonial powers to learn about and understand the people they ruled.
As such, the complete heritage of Islamic culture, whether in the ficld
of Islamic religion per se, or philosophy, or art, came under the one
rubric of Western scholarship: “Islamic studies” (originally called “ori-
ental studics”). It was promulgated by European scholars in European
universities for European students.

Within the Islamic world, the colonial rulers cstablished “secular”
systems of education patterned after their own. As a result, the tradi-
tional Muslim educational systems came to be labeled “religious.”
Traditional Muslim academic centers became, in very short order,
schools of “Islamic studies!”

With the eventual achievement of political independence, Muslim
countries entered a transitional stage of working toward a political,
economic, and social identity that would conform once again to their
religious and cultural heritage. This is the state of development as of
the 198os. Although political independence was the first and easiest to
achicve, economic and cultural independence have been less easy to
effect. Western perceptions of an Islamic revolution all too often fasten
on political rather than the internal economic, religious, and cultural
dimensions of what I here refer to as a “transition.”

The rapid increase in global communications is the result of un-
precedented technological growth. More people today travel widely
and come into contact with cultures that are quite different from their
own. One result is that most of the technocrats of Muslim countries
have been cducated in the West. There was a time when the majority
of them were infatuated with technology and with Western culture as
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a whole. As time passed, however, the “foreign” became less a?pgal-
ing, and this infatuation began to be replaced by cautious appreciation
of technological rewards, with awareness of the drawbacks and, more
importantly, the limitations.

Even in the West faith in science and technology as paths to hurfmn
salvation appears to be on the decline. There is an increasing realiza-
tion that values as much as material growth are a crucial aspect of the
good and happy life. The scarch for bigger and better material stan-
dards of living only serves to heighten spiritual appetites. Recent dis-
cussions in psychology have pointed out the inadequacies of behav-
ioristic and purely physiological theories of human nature. There is
more to being human than we currently know. The gru'!mng.hungcr in
the West for spiritual forms created a surge of interest in oriental phi-
losophies and religions as possible avenues to personal fulfillment, if
not personal salvation. . .

As the world continues to grow smaller there is growing pressure
for all of us to try to live as one community of humankind. The pres-
sure to become one is, in reality, a pressure exerted upon culrurr:s and
nations outside the big powers to conform to their ways of life. In
reaction to this pressure Muslim intellectuals have sought to adapt
what is valuable and necessary in the modern age to Islamic princi-
ples. This is zbe great challenge facing Muslim scholars today. We can-
not yet claim that their attempts have succeeded. We can, however,
affirm that with sincere attempts progress is being made. FJltamples
include the creation of Islamic banks, whose express purpose, in keep-
ing with Islamic law, is to obviate the need for fixed interest rates;

. resistance to the secularization of al-Azhar University, mentioned
above; and the creation of the state of Pakistan. These are mercl;l,r a
few tangible examples, and by no means isolated ones, demonstrating
three different fronts: economic, educational, and political. The c:hal-
lenge facing “Islamic studies” within the Muslim world, then, is to
create and maintain viable Islamic systems to cope with current
realities.

THE PROBLEMS WITH THE TWO BASES
OF ISLAMIC STUDIES

To return to the story quoted at the beginning of this essay, it indi-
cated the deeply felt Muslim desire to undo much of the 1961 Reform
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Law of al-Azhar. This reflectcd concern on the part of many Muslims
about the status and conditions of the Islamic schools in the Muslim
world whose traditional scope has been the perpetuation of Islamic
Studies par excellence. For example, instead of attempting intelligently
and sensitively to hring al-Azhar into line with modern curricular
needs in both method and content, the new law sought to change the
age-old curriculum—highly venerated by Muslims throughout the
a.ges—Tby adding technical curricula in medicine, agriculture, en-
gineering, and business. The sacred center of learning would become
secularized. Even worse, traditional requircments were to be res-
cinded and the traditional curriculum itself drastically amended. The
former prerequisite for admission to the first level of preparatory
classes—knowing the entire text of the Holy Qur'an by heart (which
provided pupils with ready sources of all Islamic knowledge)—was to
be eliminated or reduced. This could only lead to immediate and se-
rious compromise of Muslim academic standards. A complicating fac-
tor was that by introducing secular subjects into the curriculum, tra-
ditional textual and theological studies were in the same measure
squeezed out,

Reform should have aimed at fostering independent thinking and
critical reasoning rather than learning only by memory. There was
room for rcform by going back to classical texts as opposed to using
the dull and colorless digests and the compendia culled from them in
less creative times. Why continue to treat works and forms rather than
content and substance? Reform might also have focused on the library
with its precious volumes and thousands of manuscripts. Rather than
allowing it to turn into a museum, which only serves to highlight the
distance and antiquity of its holdings, the library could be so orga-
nized as to improve its reading facilitics and encourage reader usage.
Microfilming facilities could have been made available o scholars
wanting copies of rare works and journals from all over the world on
Islamic subjects added to collections of publications from the Muslim
world. Departmental libraries could be similarly equipped. Students
could be encouraged to acquaint themselves with the scholarship of
n_onfMus]ims. and taught how to approach these materials appre-
ciatively yet with discrimination, so that horizons might be widened
and stereoty ped suspicions challenged. In short, the need for reform is
not here disputed; the question is what reform should be sought and
how it should be accomplished.

Interpretations of Islam 185

On the other side, Islamic studies in the West also needed to be
examined. With inquisitive minds and speculative methods, Western
savants were stimulated by their contacts with oriental cultures, look-
ing beyond cultural phenomena to the social and historical forces be-
hind them. The studies produced thus far have been less descriptive
and analytical, more historical and conjectural, This has been es-
pecially true of works written about Islamic religion. Questions about
the origins of Islam, the derivation of the Prophet’s knowledge and
ideas, the chronological order of Qur'anic passages, the authenticity of
Hadith, and other matters, became major topics of investigation. Yet
much has been left to guesswork, and methods worked out far from
the “field” have been conjured up to explain Islam. Socialists turned to
Marxist interpretations, finding in the theory of class struggle a solu-
tion to questions about historical causes, and they ignored the pos-
sibility of Islam's originality. In western Europe and America, the
roots of Islam have been presumed to reach down into the Judeo-
Christian soil. The given truths accepted and upheld by all Muslims
for the past fourteen centuries—the life of the Prophet, his Sunna, the
text of the Holy Qur'an, virtually the entire sacred content of the faith
of Muslims—have been subjected to misguided critical analysis,
sometimes ruthless and usually insensitive. The situation is further
complicated by a legacy of unhappy past political experience and con-
tinuing cultural prejudices.

Interest in the study of Islam in Western institutions has not been
without its salutary effects, however. It has indeed enriched the li-
brary on Islam in many respects, and it has posed a beneficial chal-
lenge to Muslim scholarship. Fairminded orientalists have been instru-
mental in exposing some of the achievements of Islamic civilization to
Western society. And yet it is dangerous when, in the name of being
scientific, the origins of Islam are explained as arising out of cconomic
or other cultural phenomena. Whatever may be said about Islam in
relation to the place and time in which it arose, its unique and well-
testified claim upon its adherents cannot be explained away.

We have as historical fact that Muhammad’s contemporaries, after
years of resistance, mockery, rejection, and oppression, accepted the
Prophet’s teachings as divinely given truths, by means of the compel-
ling forces of the miracles he achieved under their own eyes. The
roots of Islam, as of Judaism and Christianity, are divine revelation.
How can we now come, fourteen centuries later, and pretend that
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Muhammad got it all from Jews or Christians? There is no subsrantial
evidence of Jews or Christians living in Mecca where Muhammad was
born and spent the formative years of his life. He traveled to Syria
twice on busy commercial trips, the last time being some fifteen years
prior to his calling as Prophet. Even if he could have learned so much
under these circumstances, why would he have waited so long to pro-
claim it? If his supposed teachers had the wisdom to enlighten
Muhammad carlier, why did they not come forth later when the fruits
of their labors began to change the world around them? Mubammad,
who demonstrated abundant gratitude to all those with whom he had
been involved in his early life, would surely not have concealed a
sense of gratitude to any teacher he might have had. Could the inim-
itable noble text of the Holy Qur'in be simply a trading of words and
ideas from the Bible? Fven Muhammad’s enemies, who refused to
acknowledge God but who were endowed with a sense of stylistic
appreciation, recognized that the Qur'an was not the product of a
human mind.

As for the life of the Prophet, why look so hard for presumed weak-
nesses of character and evidence of moral turpitude, ignoring relevant
information about his wisdom and integrity? For example, up to the
age of fifty-three, including twenty-five years of happy marriage,
Muhammad maintained a monogamous marriage to his first wife,
Khadijah, Only aftcr her death and after he had achieved a new social
and political status following his invitation to help the citizens of
Yathrib (later called Medina) attain civil order did he become polyg-
amous. Why is it so difficult to see as reasonable the factors leading to
his polygamy in this newly acquired status? What compels some to
believe stories about Muhammad’s excessive sensuality in his later
years? Again, when the Prophet decided to emigrate from Mecca, he
hinted to his companions that they should precede him to Yathrib in
order to avoid the certain wrath of the Quraysh once his own depar-
ture became known. Why must some “analysts” find in this a reason to
impute to the Prophet mistrust of the pledge from Yathrib, or cow-
ardly assurances that his Meccan followers would surround him in
Yathrib?

Muslims of all gencrations have believed that the entire text of the
Holy Qur’in was revealed by God to the Prophet and transmitted to
his contemporaries, the vast majority of whom entrusted it to memory
fout 4 fait within the lifetime of the Prophet. It was also written down
during his lifetime according to his wishes. Being the Word of God to
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man recited in prescribed diction and sounds, the Holy Qur'an is in-
imitable and not subject to the limiting dimensions of space and time.
The order of its verses in each of its 114 chapters, which are mutually
and closely related, cannot be subjected to limits imposed by concep-
tions of finitude.

Even now, fourteen centuries later, serious attempts are still being
made to advance accusations, often based on linguistic errors and in-
appropriate assumptions, claiming that some parts of tf}e text of the
Holy Qur'an were added or altered as a result of a putative process of
editing. Evidence for this is purely hypothetical. Why have certain
orientalists wasted so many precious years of their lives trying to re-
order the text of the Qur'in chronologically under the assumption that
a human hand played a role in the formation of the text? Such pro-
grams of research are not merely an offense to the consciences of mil-
lions of Muslims, but are also misleading and thus unworthy to be
considered as scholarship. The pursuit of knowledge about the con-
texts and circumstances in which the various parts of the Qur'an were
revealed, a genre called “the occasions of revelation” (asbdb al-nuzil),
represents a well-known discipline among early Muslim scholars who
were engaged in Qur'inic exegesis and the legal sciences. These wur.ks
present a “history” of revelation that stands in conformity with the life
of the Prophet, not a destructio of the tradition.

I should like to close by restating my respect for the serious undertak-
ing by many Western scholars who have helped us learn more about
Islam. Through painstaking efforts many have made useful ccmtnb'u-
tions to our knowledge without demeaning the substance of Muslim
faith, the Prophet, or the meaning of the Qur'an. Such scholars regard
Muslims as a people in their own right, not as colonial subjects or
objects of curiosity. The challenge now facing Islamic studies in the
West, particularly in the United States, is to seck to become an effec-
tive bridge between the West and the Muslim world. Difficult ques-
tions must be faced. To what extent do Islamic scholars play a role in
helping formulate United States foreign policy vis & vis Muslim na-
tions? How could Western Islamicists serve to lessen rather than
heighten misunderstandings about a part of the world that now affects
the West so profoundly?

Within the Muslim world, Islam is very much a twentieth-century
way of life. When our Prophet Mubammad began preaching fourteen
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centuries ago, Islam was here to stay. In spite of the Sunni-Shi'i divi-
sion arising from early political differences (and not atypical of major
rehgmgs traditions) Islam has remained intact. Within the Muslim
w'r{rid. it will remain so. As an academic discipline in our American
universitics, Islamic Studies is therefore by no means an irrelevant

suhjf:tj.t. This is all the more reason, then, to go about it accurately and
sensitively.

]2

Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies
Review Essay

FAZLUR RAHMAN

n this volume, many contributors have discussed

@ methodological problems of various kinds in the

study of the history of religions, as relevant partic-

ularly to Islam. Some also suggest approaches to the solution of meth-
odological problems, or clarify their nature, notably Earle H. Waugh
(Chapter 3) and Frederick Denny (Chapter 4). Some authors, notably
Andrew Rippin (Chapter g) and Marilyn Waldman (Chapter 6), rec-
ommend the application of particular methods to the study of Islam.
My basic purpose in this brief review is not to consider all the impor-
tant things said in this variegated and rich volume, but rather to ad-
dress myself to certain issues raised by Abdul-Raufs sensitive protest
against the way many Western scholars of Islam have handled their
subject and his contention that non-Muslims may study Islamic histo-
ry, for example, if indeed they can study it with fairness, but that they
may not study the nature and origins of Islam, for they can never
truly understand it. My aim is to focus on the meaning of this conten-
tion in order to make it more precise; in doing so, I expect that certain
conclusions will follow which may affect specific methods in the study
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of religions, notably, the historical, phenomenological, personalist,
and so-called literary methods.

The problems of misunderstanding and misinterpretation are uni-
versal in all human experiences, including the natural sciences, where
a scientist may misconceive or misinterpret his or her experiments,
The corrigibility of wrong scientific results, however, is relatively
easy in principle because of easy access to verification, This case of
dara gathering and verification is basically facilitated by the fact that
the object of study is not esoteric but public, and the subject of study
is “unprejudiced” and open-minded, while the instruments are “trust-
worthy.” Almost none of these conditions is available quite in this
sense when we come to the study of human affairs. Leaving aside the
question of instruments, here the subject is neither so unprejudiced
nor the object so public. By “prejudiced” T do not necessarily mean
consciously or willfully prejudiced, but rather preconditioned in a
manner that is not conducive to the study of the object as it is. Yetitis
a fact that many human affairs can be studied, if not absolutely cor-
rectly, certainly satisfactorily. A marriage may, in some respects, be
an esoteric affair, yet it has an important public aspect that can be
witnessed, compared, and contrasted, and brought under certain gen-
eralizations even if already existing generalizations have to be adjusted
in order to apply them to a certain given case,

When we pass to the realm of religion, however, we are confronted
with a phenomenon that consists in values, convietions, and feelings
that involve the utmost depths of the human mind or, rather, the
human psyche. Religions certainly have observable expressions and
measurable vehicles or institutionalized manifestations, as Jacques
Whardcnl:urg has pointed out, but, as he has also said, it is precisely
the meaning of these expressions, vehicles, and manifestations that is
atissue.! Can an outsider understand their meaning adequately if not
fully? Or must his or her attitude be, to an extent, empathetic or
participatory? If participation is demanded the question must be
asked whether or not all believers in or followers of a given religion,
that is, all members of a given religious community, understand their
religion adequately if not fully. If they do not, as I think it is fair to
conclude, then in what sense is their attitude to their religion par-

ticipatory in a meaningful way? Wilfred Cantwell Smith has sug-
gested that a statement about a religion by an outsider would he cor-
rect (or adequate?) if the followers of that religion say 'yes' to it. This
principle is excellent and will be discussed a little later to make its
meaning more precise. But in the meantime we should take notice that

Islam in Religious Studies 191

especially among religions with well-defined orthodoxies or concrete
traditional cores some followers continuously make statements that
others—perhaps a majority—reject. Can suf:h pl}cnumcns be treated
only as family feuds? We should also note in this context that what
many Muslims may have regarded as being of great importance to
Islam in one period may differ from what they may have emphasized
in an carlier or later period. Such historical differences are quite scpa-
rate from regional differences within a broad and basic framework of
belief and practice.

Insiders and Qutsiders

In Other Minds, John Wisom argued that the owner of an experience
has privileged access to his or her experience, which cannot be shamﬂ
by any other person. When A says (truthfully), "l”ha\"e a tqudlache.
and when B then reports to C, “A has a toothache, -B is obviously not
sharing A’s toothache. At least B, if he has prf.'vmus]y suffered a mth.-
ache, can analogize on the basis of that cxpcnem:c_and understand A’s
statement, and so also with C. But can we, on this a::count. go on to
say that when A says (truthfully) “I have a toothache,” and B says to C
“A has a toothache,” these two propositions do not have the same
meaning? Wisdom rejects this conclusion abmlun_':]y, for the meaning
of a proposition cannot be made relative to having or not I_mrmg a
certain experience. A's having a toothache is a fact that is universally
true (or false) regardless of who states the case.?

The picture is not as simple as that, however. Facts, of course, are
not private; their meanings are universal. That is ?vhy in the above
example the fact of the experience of a toothache will be equally true
even if A is not having a toothache at the time he asserts the proposi-
tion to B but had it in the past. In this case, there would appear to
be hardly any difference between A’s statement to B and B's report
to C, particularly if B also had experienced a toothache in the past.
Indeed, the meaning of this proposition would remain unchangt‘:d
even if B never had a toothache in his lifetime. Having said this,
however, we must go on to say that although the meaning of this
proposition is universally true, this does not imply that the under-
standing of that meaning is also universal. That Muslims are mono-
theists and that Christians are trinitarians are universally known
facts, but are they universally understood? Before answering, the
statement just made needs to be amended; instead of saying Muslims
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.are monotheists and Christians are trinitarians, one should say,
“Muslims say they are monotheists,” and “Christians say they are
trinitarians.” The distinction is important for reasons that will follow
shortly with the discussion of the question of internal differentiation
within religions,

For a meaning to be “understood,” it has to become meaningful to
someone, so that it ceases to be purely impersonal. Now, being “mean-
ingful” can have more than one sense. In one sense something can be
meaningful in an inimical way. In this sense, for example, Salah al-
Din Ayyibi and Richard the Lionhearted were highly “meaningful”
to each other, and few would deny that they “understood” each other
in some definite sense of the word. So, too, a fanatical Christian be-
liever and his or her Muslim counterpart can “understand” each other.
But this is obviously not the sense of understanding in the present
context. Why? Because this kind of being meaningful is equivalent to
“not understanding” in a real or more ultimate sense. Shall we say that
real understanding comes about when, say, a non-Muslim shares, or
identifies himself, however temporarily, with Muslim beliefs? This is
what Jane Smith has asked non-Muslims to do.? Now, although itis a
noble ideal to try to see things from another person'’s point of view, |
am afraid that it must be admitted that this is impossible in the final
analysis. The reason is that an observer of an experience would have
to become the owner or at least the sharer of that experience, and we
have already seen thart this is not a legitimate demand. Further, an
observer does not need to have an experience in order to make sense of
propositions about it. The search must, therefore, be for some other
sense of “understanding” and of “being meaningful to someone.” In
the case of the study of a religion such as Islam, it seems more appro-
priate to aspire to “intellectual understanding or appreciation,” and it
will be shown that this is possible both for Muslims and for non-
Muslims to a degree that one can learn from the other.

The first condition for this understanding is that the investigating
subject not be inimical to or prejudiced against the object of his or her
study, in this case Islam, but rather be open-minded and, if possible,
sympathetically attuned. Prejudice is not confined to religious or
other emotional conditions. Intellectual prejudice may come in the
form of preconceived notions or categories. Scholars trained in certain
disciplines are specially liable ro this kind of prejudice. Honesty is the
sole remedy for this, that is, to admit that one’s categories have broken
down. Again, some ways of intellectually constructing reality are
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such that even when they are grossly inadequate the subject cannot
often easily recognize those inadequacies. Historical reductionism is
one such method when, for example, a scholar may attempt to “ex-
plain” Islam’s genesis and even its nature with reference to Jewish,
Christian, or other “influences.”

Now, what Abdul-Rauf is protesting against is precisely this bra-
zen-faced cultural superiority—whether in the form of religious prej-
udice, cultural prejudice, or some form of intellectual prejudice. Pre—
nineteenth-century Western treatments of Islam suffered from the
first while nineteenth- and early twenticth-century scholarship suf-
fered particularly from the last two. And it was this cultural and intel-
lectual superciliousness which the Turkish modernist Namik Kemal
bitterly attacked in his Refutation of Renan and which in our own day
has been dealt with analytically by Edward Said.* [ think it is because
of this that Wilfred Smith laid down the principle referred to above,
namely, that for a statement to be valid about a religion it must be not
only acceptable to outside scholars but also true or valid for those
inside that religion, On the other hand, as we pointed out earlier,
there are many statements made all the time by some insiders that are
repudiated by other insiders. Indeed, there are many statements made
about Islam by outsiders such as H. A. R. Gibb and Wilfred Smith
which are rejected by many Muslims but which are regarded as highly
meaningful by many other Muslims. In Chapter s of this volume
William Roff, referring to Smith, rightly observes that it can be asked
“how many—or how few—Muslims may in sueh circumstances con-
stitute a court” when an outsider seeks insider approval of his or her
statements about Islam. The present writer must acknowledge that he
has learned a great deal about Islam from the insights of several West-
ern scholars just as he has learned much and gained fundamental in-
sights into Islam from his Muslim teachers, particularly his father.
And about some of their own statements concerning Islam, Muslims
themselves are sharply divided. What does this mean?

Before going further, let us emphasize that the kind of intellectual
understanding being considered—given concern, sympathy, and lack
of prejudice—is a sort of scientific knowledge. It is not a religious
experience but.a quasi-scientific (intellectual) knowledge of a religious
experience, where the normativeness or authority of the experience
vanishes, but something of its direct effect upon the experiencing sub-
ject (including the latter’s report of it) can be preserved and made
accessible to others. The experience as a living and integral whole,
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therefore, cannot be conveyed by a historian or social scientist; such
scholars nonetheless can appreciate it intellectually and convey it so
that it becomes a part of “scientific knowledge.”

An interesting discussion of the insider/outsider question is to be
found in Robert Merton's Saciology of Science.® Merton studies groups
and their group-centered claims and ideologics; his approach is, there-
fore, that of a structural-ascriptive analyst. Now, groups and their
cultures arc amenable to this treatment but religious phenomena with
universalist truth claims are not. In the present context, therefore, we
must distinguish between the religious communitics as bearers of re-
ligious cultures and the normative truths or transcendent aspects of
rcligions, as in the case of Islam in this volume. Even when a social
group claims normative quality for its “truth”—for example, the truth
claim of Aryan science versus the falschood of Jewish science made by
the Nazis—this may sound like a religious truth claim, but it is not,
That it is not is evidenced by the fact that it is dismissed as false or as
dangerously stupid or as amusing—depending on who the respondent
is—by all outsiders in a manner in which these larter cannot dismiss a
religious claim of universal validity. This may be despite the fact that
the group in question (the Nazis in this case) makes its claim with a
fervor and sincerity of commitment that is not less than that of any
Muslim or other religious person. Muslims do not claim a “Muslim”
truth for Islam, bur a transcendent, universal truth.

Indeed, that part of Islam which has become the property of Mus-
lims and has become part of the culture of the Muslim community is
precisely amenable to the structural-ascriptive analysis Merton is talk-
ing about. In this area, the experience of the Muslim community is
something unique, non-transferable, and cumulative. It is cumulative
because it is inherited and ongoing, and in this sense it cannot be
shared by an outsider historian or social scientist; this is what Merton
holds when he quotes Claude Lévi-Strauss to the effect that a historian
or an ethnographer can generalize an experience as experience. 1 must
repeat that an experience as an integral whole cannot be transferred
but, through intellectual appreciation of it, the historian or social sci-
entist can convey something of the immediate effect the experience
had upon the subjecr or its significancc for the subject. Not only that.
When the historian or social scientist generalizes about the experience,
he can also illuminate it by making comparisons, contrasts, and analy-
ses in a way the insider cannot, unless the larter becomes a historian or
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social scientist. Both the insider and the outsider can learn from one
another in this sense,

But surely to Islam there also belongs a transcendent aspect, an
aspect which has not yet been appropriated and which is still an open
book. The Muslim community may appropriate it in the future and
make it part of its cumulative tradition; or anyone clse may appropri-
ate it if one cares to. Whether Muslims have an advantage over others
because they are already committed to Islam, or others have an advan-
tage over Muslims because the latter are limited by an already solid-
ified tradition is an open and highly interesting question. In any case,
however, it is in this respect that a genuine religion differs from group
ideologies such as White truth or Black truth, and from the pseudo-
religious group claim for such things as Aryan truth and Aryan
science.

To return to the question posed above, while it is obviously the
Muslims’ task to propound Islam, Muslims and non-Muslims can cer-
tainly cooperate at the level of intellectual understanding. Such state-
ments as grow out of this cooperation ought to be valid for both Mus-
lims and non-Muslims. Further, in the face of disagreements within
Islam, one cannot view this affair only from the perspective of the
insider or the outsider. Given honesty, open-mindedness, and faimess
of mind on the part of the outsider, the intra-Islamic differences may
cut across outsider-insider differences at the intellectual level. The
intra-Islamic differences are of various types. We have mentioned ear-
lier that most of these are differences of time and place. There was a
time when Sufism was unheard of in Islam. Then there was a time
when Sufism arose and was generally opposed by the ‘Ulamd’. Then
Sufism multiplied into various types and engulfed the entire body-
social of Islam. Lastly, we witness a time when the attempt has been
to reform and reinterpret Sufism, and it may well be in the process of
transformation. Indeed, the differences of opinion within the “ortho-
dox” community are such that no single voice can hope to carry the
entire community with it. Then there are differences between regions
where forms of Islam are colored by ccological conditions—some local
conditions being not antagonistic to Islam while others are incompat-
ible with it.

Although there will always be legitimate differences in interpreta-
tion, the spectacularly wild growth of interpretations is surely not all a
product of Islam. Social scientists divide Islam into a “great tradition”
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and a “little tradition.” We have just noted that the great tradition
itself is not monolithic—quite apart from Shi‘i-Sunni differences. Fur-
ther, the social scientist regards all manifestations in the name of Islam
as genuine and valid manifestations of Islam. For one thing, through-
out Islamic history, the “orthodoxification” of the little traditions has
been going on, sometimes at a quicker pace than at others, and not the
least rapid at the present in certain cases. This suggests that the dis-
tinction between great and little traditions is not a divinely ordained
imperative. But secondly, and far more importantly, this phenomenon
does call for a criterion-referent, that is to say, a normative Islam.
Even the social scientists’ distinction of a great and little tradition as-
sumes such a normative criterion and cannot simply rest on liter-
ate/nonliterate distinctions. Witness the phenomenon of the Muslim
philosophers—al-Farahi and Ibn Sini—whose major theses in the
realm of religion were virulently rejected by the Sharia orthodoxy but
who nonetheless canmot be classed as members of a little tradition.
This eriterion, which must judge between the differences among
Muslims and those among Muslims and non-Muslims as to what nor-
mative [slam at the intellectual level is, must remain the Qur'an itself
and the Prophet’s definitive conduct. Among non-Muslims, primary
thought is of the Islamicist scholar who deals with the great tradition.
As for the social scientist, particularly the anthropologist, he studies
the little tradition as an empirical reality without talking about nor-
mative Islam. The wish is not to decry the work of those who study
actual Muslim societies; on the contrary, their work is not only highly
useful but an essential prerequisite even for any would-be Muslim
reformer. Criticism is due because when social scientists study “Islam
as it is actually lived,” they tend to believe and also to induce others to
believe that this situation is static and even perhaps “normative for
those people.”

I think these remarks have relevance to a problem raised by Farle
Waugh in the opening lines of his paper in Chapter 3 of this volumne on
“The Popular Muhammad,” where he contends that many devout
Muslims refuse to accept outsiders' descriptions of their beliefs.
Waugh expounds rthe idea that treatments of Muhammad should be
done “at all levels.” As said above, a criterion-referent is needed not
only for little traditions but also for the great tradition(s), and indeed
equally for outsiders’ judgments about Islam; further, this criterion
can only be the Qur'in and the Prophet’s definitive conduct, for the
following reasons. Not only do the people of the great tradition(s) but
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also those of the little traditions claim, and claim sincerely, that it

these two sources that constitute the norm of Tslam; but the people of e

the great tradition(s) go further and claim they are trying to follow
that norm and that if they consciously or in ignorance deviate from it
that would constitute a sin, even a grave sin. Here, too, the two tradi-
tions do not actually differ. Indeed, in the great tradition itself there
have been elitists and populists. For example, while the Asharite _tlu:-
ologians asserted that one cannot be a real (as opposed to a nom:pal)
Muslim unless one rationally understands the basis of Islam, particu-
larly monotheism, their contemporaries, the Maturidi thcﬂ]og’!?r‘ls in
Central Asia, were saying that the actual Islam of -thc common Turks
was good Islam whether the Turks had any rational knowledge of
their religion or not. o ) _

Generally modern scholars (social scientists in particular) believe
that normative lslam is the Shari‘a. There is no doubt, however, that
the Shari‘a has only a derivative status—both in concept and con-
tent—since it is the historical product of lawyer-theologians. Itis pur-
portedly deduced from the Qur’in and Sunna. Indeed, some scholars
even hold the normative to be that which Muslims or some learned
Muslims believe to be “correct Islam.” Now a Muslim, of course, may
well say that what he believes is what he thinks to be correct or even
true Islam, but he will never claim it is normative Islam for he will
readily admit that what he considers true or correct I_slam is to.hc
judged (solely) by the Qur'dn and Sunna. This normative anchoring
point, namely, the Quran and Sunna, must modify the phe-
nomenological approach which otherwise tends to be incurably rela-
tivistic, We are often invited to accept scholarship which is very tight
and neat (even dogmatic) so far as its methods and categories go, but
which indulges in a free-for-all Islam at the same time. [ think these
remarks should clarify my position vis 4 vis say, those of Richard C.
Martin as found in chapter one above,

To sum up the main points | have attempted to make so far, an
intellectual understanding and appreciation of Islam is quite possible
for a non-Muslim who is unprejudiced, sensitive, and lmmvlc’dgeable;
I would say such understanding is as possible for a non-Muslim as for
a Muslim. Abdul-Rauf's remarks are effective only against those non-
Muslims who lack these conditions. 1 think that Wilfred Smith’s prin-
ciple of verifying interpretations of Islam with Muslims is a_]s_o inten-
ded as a safeguard against failures to meet any of these ::rmd_ltmns and
also perhaps as a sort of additional verification. 1 find historical reduc-
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tionism to be a result of the failure to meet these conditions. 1 wel-
come the phenomenological approach with the provision that its users
recognize the Qur'an and Sunna as normative criterion-referents for
all expressions and understandings of Islam. In the introduction to
this author’s book, Islam and Modernity, an cffort is made to enunciate
a satisfactory hermeneutical method for the Qur'in.

Historical Versus Literary Criticism

Itis with this hackground that I take notice of Andrew Rippin's paper
in Chapter g of this volume dealing with the exposition and justifica-
tion of John Wansbrough's methodologies as expounded in the latter’s
Quranic Studies and The Sectarian Milieu.” Rippin's paper and the docu-
ments on which it is bascd are undoubtedly among the kinds of works
against which Abdul-Rauf protests in his paper. The strategy adopted
by those who uphold Wansbrough's methods is, in effect, to negate
history and then apply what they call the “literary method.” Rippin
begins by observing that it is a commonly accepted notion that Juda-
ism and Islam are religions “in history.” Now, unless the phrase “in
history™ has some mystical meaning, a// religions are in history. It has,
of course, been commonly held that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
are historical religions because in the view of these religions God inter-
vencd in history in order to fulfill purposes. It is obvious that such
statements are not historical in the sense that they can be proved or
disproved through historical inquiry. What historical inquiry can
prove or disprove is whether or not these religions, in fact, have made
such claims and at what point in time. Rippin, who does draw similar
distinctions, nevertheless seems to confuse these two issues, namely, a
religious view of history and a historical view of religion. This is the
reason why, after rejecting the claims of these religions, he goes on to
reject the historical inquiry into “whar really happened.” For whether
or not one agrees with the claims of these religions, the fact thar these
religions make such clains can and should be historically investigated.

We want to know, for example, when these claims were made, who
made them, and so on. How can the rejection of a theology of history
obviate the necessity of a history of that theology?

Also, why have these three religions been called historical and not,

say, Hinduism and ancient Greek religion? This question is particu-
larly relevant since Rippin goes on to try to prove his thesis of the non-
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historicity of Islam by asserting that no extra-literary corroboration in
terms of archaeological data are available for Islam; were this all there
was to say, he should accept Hinduism and Buddhism as historical
religions, because a great deal of such data is available in their cases.
Again, there is confusion between two very different types of ques-
tions, the theological and the historical. And so, we are told that in
order to cure this theological problem of the origins of Islam,
Wansbrough embarked upon a new method. This method is not a new
historical approach, for a historical approach cannot get rid of the
theological problem (we wonder why); instead, one must turn to the
approach of literary analysis, to which we now turn.

Rippin says that this “classic insight” into the early Islamic sources
is not new but that Goldziher and Schacht had pioneered this ap-
proach in connection with their critiques of Hadith. What our author
does not see, however, is that Goldziher and Schacht had primarily
relied on a historical method to show that certain Hadiths had, in fact,
originated after certain other Hadiths. They did not rely on literary
analyses like Wansbrough’s. Indeed, this author has done historical
criticism of many of the “fundamental Hadith” in Islamic Methodology
of History.® It would seem that the efficacy of the historical method is
proof enough that Muslim historical materials are basically genuine
and do nor need recourse to a purely literary-analytical method. Nei-
ther is it clear by what logic Rippin adduces the historical method of
Goldziher and Schacht to support Wansbrough's methods of literary
analysis, for, as will be shown, the latter are so inherently arbitrary
that they sink into the marsh of utter subjectivity.

The greatest consequence of giving up on history so casily is that
the upholders of the literary method cannot seem to make sense of the
Qur’in. Wansbrough would have us accept his notion of different (Ju-
daic) background traditions rather than chrenological Meccan and
Medinan periods to explain certain differences within the Qur'an,
This is not the place to go into details,” but just consider the follow-
ing. The Qur'an, in narrating the story of Abraham’s dispute with his
father, says (19:47, Meccan) that Abraham, while parting company
with his father, told him he would continue to pray for his forgive-
ness. In Medina, however, when it became imperative to wean off the
Muslim immigrants from members of their close relatives in Mecca
who were still pagans and were engaged in active hostilitics against
Muslims, the Qur'an tells them (g:114) “Abraham prayed for his
father's forgiveness only because he had made a promise” (i.e., other-
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wise he had completely cut off all relationship with him). Now, my
point is that each of these passages fits exactly into the Prophet’s his-
torical circumstances respectively in Mecca and Medina. There may
be one, two, or a thousand traditium—-—they are all related in the
Qur'an to Muhammad’s situation. Again, compare Qur'an 11:27-2¢
where the prophet Noah is asked by “big ones” among his people to
give up his low-class followers before they will join him—which was
Muhammad's own situation in his later years in Mecca (cf. 6: 52f.). Or
sec Qur'in 11:84 and 7:85 where the prophet Shuayb is represcnted
as admonishing his people to desist from committing fraud in com-
merce, which was again, of course, a problem in Muhammad’s soci-
cty. What else can these and innumerable other examples lead us to
conclude except that the Qur'an is intimately related to the Prophet’s
activity?

Having unanchored the Qur'an from its historical moorings in the
Prophet’s life, one basic task of Wansbrough and Rippin is to anchor it
historically clsewhere. For, as we have already seen above, the neces-
sity of historical relocation cannot be obviated by a simple rejection of
the historicity of the early sources themselves. We must know where
the Qur'an belongs and to which person or groups. It appears, howev-
er, that the whole idea of rejecting traditional history without further
ado was to divest onesclf at a single stroke of all historical responsibil-
ity. Rippin tells us in his essay (in a slightly different context which
applies @ fortiori to the Qur'an, however): “But we do not know and can
probably never know what really happened; all we can know is what
later people belicved happened. ., .

Coming now to the content of the principle of literary analysis, four
themes are put before us as especially characteristic of Jewish prophet-
ical literature which must illustrate the salient characteristics of the
Qur'an as well, namely, retribution, sign, exile, and covenant. The
most fundamental question to be asked here is: On what basis has
Wansbrough selected these four topics as being of salicnt importance
to the Qur'an? Why is there no talk, say, of socio-economic justice or

Jihad as major themes of the Qur'an? Neither the Muslims (who, ac-
cording to Wanshrough, eventually formed the Qur'an out of the di-
verse Judeo-Christian traditions) nor yet the Western tradition of Isla-
mic scholarship (which Wansbrough accuses of having succumbed to
the claims of the Muslim tradition) regard Wansbrough's four themes
as the most prominent ones in the Qur'an. If the Qur'an was the result
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of a conspiracy which Wansbrough now claims to have unearthed,
then at the very least he should clarify why these four themes—so
prominent in his analysis—did not gain prominence in |s|8l“ll. If Mus-
lims are asked about the most salient teachings of the Qur'an, I sug-
gest that most replies will include monotheism, prayers, alms, fasting,
and pilgrimage. Wansbrough's thesis, then, requires more than one
conspiracy: One to hide the very origins of the Qur'an a_md.to attr_:bute
it to a prophetic revelation, and a second (not necessarily mcon‘-.ustmt
with the first) to underplay the importaflce of Wansbrough's four
themes (the real themes of the first conspiracy) ar:d to replace them
with what Muslims regard as the “Pillars of Islam. o
It was on some of these methodological grounds that I criticized
Wansbrough's Quranic Studies in the introduction to Major Themes of the
Qur'an, to which Rippin replies toward the end of his paper. He sug-
gests that my criticism of Wansbrough boils down to the fact that I
simply regard my method to be better than his. The fact is, howcver,
that I have advanced, both here and elsewhere (see note 9), several
basic considerations to show that my method .mz_lkcs sense of the
Qur'an—as a body of doctrine that is coherent in itself and that fits
into the life of the Prophet. Wansbrough’s method rrga?:f_:s nonsenscnof
the Qur'an, and he washes his handslt;F the responsibility of explain-
ing how that “nonsense” came about. _
ngAs for Rippin's complaint that several scholars have cnllphasmed the
Arab background of Islam at the expense of the Jewish or Judeo-
Christian, it appears to me that Wansbrough has gone bcy?n:i_ any
reasonable limits in making the Qur'an a completely _[ud,an-( hristian
sectarian manifestation. The facts are that in Arabia itself Judeo-
Christian ideas were fairly widespread. The Qurin affirms that there
had been attempts to proselytize the Meccans but that these had been
unsuccessful, The Meccans and the Arabs, however (and_ not just the
Prophet as is commonly believed), had come to kw a fair amount of
the biblical tradition. Thus, a great deal of this tradition had already
been Arabized; witness the prophetology which, along with the b.ll:}!l-
cal personages, included certain Arab prophets—and the tradition
that the Ka'ba had been built by Abraham and _[sl_1macl. Now, the
starting point of the Qur'anic teaching was not h;h!lcnl controversies
but existential problems within Meccan society itself. During its
course, no doubt, the Qur'in picked up a great amount of Judeo-
Christian tradition. To insist, however, that the Qur'an is purely or
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even basically a result of that tradition is a manifest travesty of truth,
for basically the Qur'in remains Arab to the core.

Although it has not heen possible for me to discuss every contribution
to this volume, 1 helieve the problem | have elahorated—the insider/
outsider dilemma—points to the complexity of the historical/com-
parative study of religion, in particular Islam. In his comprehensive
introduction, Richard C. Martin has given an overview of the study of
Istam as it has developed in the West, underlining in particular two
different approaches, the “classical” orientalist and the newer social
scientific, thus suggesting the need to bridge and combine the two
with history of religions. Western orientalist scholarship had, of
course, itself started to develop a certain self-critique at the hands of
certain scholars, including Jacques Waardenburg.!! One hopes that
after a bouleversant (though rather sweeping) work like Edward Said's
Orientalism,'? healthier, richer, and more synthetic studies of Islam
may gradually emerge. Islam is an area of study which has been noto-
riously neglected by historians of religions, perhaps because it has not
been amenahle to their pet categories and methodologies. The Ari-
zona State University symposium on “Islam and the History of Re-
ligions” from which this volume has resulted has proved to be a unique
forum for the underlining of problems and opportunities. It is impor-
tant now to apply and test many different ideas, approaches, and
methods and, indeed, to demonstrate that Islam is a very complex and
rich phenomenon, The study of Islam is a challenge to the human
mind—a challenge as rewarding as it is difficult. It is certain that
Islam in history has changed and that it will continue to change at an
even more rapid pace. This change appears to have a double dimen-
sion: The changing of “little” traditions in relation to the “greater”
ones, which can be characterized as the “orthodoxification” of the tra-
dition, and secondly, the modernization of the great tradition. Yer,
basically, Islam will remain the same.

What the present volume highlights is the need for an inter-
disciplinary approach, not just in terms of the “orientalist” and “social
scientist” of whom I have spoken above, but in ternis of several disci-
plines with defined methods of research. For the former without the
latter remain myopic, resulting in dangerous gencralizations, while
the latter without the former become abstract, in fact, chimerical.
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burg, Classical Approaches to the Study of Religions, 3 vols. (The Hague: Mouton, 1972).
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8, Wilfred Cantwell Smith, “Comparative Religions: Whither—and Why?" in The
History of Religions: Essays in Metbodology, ed. Mircea Eliade and Joseph Kitagawa (Chi-
cago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1959), pp. 31-58.

9. Sce Willard Gurdon Oxtoby, “Religionswissenschaft Revisited,” in Religions in An-
siguity: Essays in Memory of Erwin Ramsdell Goodenougb, ed. Jacob Neusner (Leiden: E. J.
Brill), pp. sg0—608,

10. See, for example, Robert D. Baird, Cartegory Formation and the History of Religions
(The Hague: Mouton, 1971). An entertainingly critical but unfortunately unconstruc-
tive discussion of Baird and other recent books on metlmdulugy is the review article

Hans Penner, “The Fall and Rise of Methodology: A R pective Review,” Re-
ligions Studies Review 2 (1976} 11-16.

11. Bernard Lewis, “The State of Middle Eastern Studies,” The American Scholar
4873 (1979):365-81.

12. Leonard Binder, “Area Studies: A Crirical Reassessment,” in The Study of the
Middle East: Research and Scholarsbip in t fes and 'Social Sciences (New York:
Wiley, 1976), pp. 1—28.

13. Richard D. Lambert, and Area Studics Review, Monograph 17 of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science (Philadelphia, 1973)

14. Binder, “Area Studies," pp. 9—13.

15. Edward W. Said, Orientaliem (New York: Pantheon, 1978).

16. Said, Orientalism, p. 2.

17. Ibid., p. 239.

18, Jacob Neusner, “Judaism Within the Disciplines of Religious Studies: Pe
tives on Graduate Education,” The Conncil on the Study of Religion Bulletin 14/
(ro83)141.

19. Ibid., p. 143.

Chapter 2. Qur'an as Spoken Word

This study is dedicated to Wilfred Cantwell Smith. It grew out of a shorter paper
presented at a conference in honor of Smith at the Center for the Study of World
Religions, Harvard University, 1517 June 1979. The shorter paper was puhlished in
revised formn in Die Welt des Islams as this article was heing revised for the present
volume. The present study reflects and is indehted to Smith's own deep interest in the
Qur'in and the study of Scripture, which is evidenced in a variety of his publications.
CF. “The True Meaning of Scripture”, International fournal of Middle Fastern Studies, 11
(1980):487—505; Islam in Modern History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957),
pp- 17-18, nn. 13—14; “Some Similarities and Differences Between Christianity and
Istam," in The World of Islam: Studies in Honour of Phillip K. Hirs, ed. J. Kritzeck and R.
B. Winder (London: Macmillan, 1959), pp. 47-59, esp. pp. §2. 56— 58; “Is the Qur'in
the Word of God?," in Questions of Religious Truth (New York: Scribner's, 1067), pp. 19—
62; “Koran,” Encyclopedia Britanmica (1966), 5.v.; and “The Study of Religion and The
Study of the Bible,” Journal of the American Acadensy of Religion, (hereafter, JAAR], 39
{1g71)131-140.

“Study of religion” is used here as an "umbrella” term for all those studies con-
cerned primarily with religion and “the religions” as opposed to one particular religious
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tradition or one particular dimension of religion (e.g. the psychological). Thus distine-
tions among Religionswisenschaft, Religionsgeschichte, comparative religion, and the like
are subsumed under this general rubric. The key element is the gelwric or. global
interest in thc study ofrclzglon, not whether the emphasis is on h ical, com-

or bl Concerning the use of various terms Fur different kinds
of generic study of n:hgmn, see Willem A. Bijlefeld, “Islamic Studies within the
Perspective of the History of Religions,” Muslim World 62 (1g72):1—11, esp. p. 2, n. 6.

2. The best-} of this problem is that of Charles ]. Adams, “The
Study of Religions and the Study of Islam," in The History of Religions: Essays on the
Problem of Unds ding, ed. J. M. Ki (Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press, 1967), pp. 177-93.

3. A point that is made specifically for biblical studies by Andrew Rippin inchap-
ter 9 in this volume.

4. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the gtncﬂr. use of “scriprure” in En-
glish as “sacred writings or records” (the [uu.rth meaning given) is attested as early as
1581, but the reference is to al bly Christian, works; the first
unambiguous reference to non-Jewish, non-Christian texts (in this case, the Vedas) is
only from 1764. At least one older example has come to my attention: George Sale, in
his “Preliminary Discourse” to his 1734 translation of the Qur'in, speaks of the
Qur'in as sharing things with “other books of Seripture.” “Holy writ,” according to
the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), appears to have been used very early to refer to
noncanonical as well as biblical texts, but it is first clearly used for non-Jewish, non-
Christian texts in 1805 {again for the Vedas). For “canan” as an accepted collection of
scripture outside the Christian tradition, the OED can cite no one before Max Maller
in 1873, who speaks of a “canon of sacred books.” Finally, “bible” as a generic term for
a holy scripture is attested, again in the OED, only from 1883, although it does occur
early in the nonreligious sense of simply “a large book, a tome, a long treatise.” It
would be interesting to do a serious search for the beginning, not only in English bur
other European languages, of the use of such Judeo-Christian conceptual terms to
apply to other traditions,

5. Discussion of the history of these and related terms for Judeo-Christian writings
can be found in: Encyclopaedia Judaica (Jerusalem, 1971) [hereafter, EJ], s.v. “Bible,”
and W. F. Adeney and F. C. Grant, “Scripture,” in Dictionary of the Bible, cd. James
Hastings. Rev. ed. (1963) F. C. Grant and H. H. Rowley [hereafter HDB). For the
names applied in pa.rt:icular to the emtrging “canon” of Hebrew scriptures, cf. James
Hastings, “Bible,” HDB, and F. Maass, d und Z zung des AT,"
Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart [hereafter, RGG), jrd ed., 1:1122.

6. A. Jepsen, “Sammlung und Kanonisierung des AT," RGGY, w:ni23-25; EJ,
4:817=19, 821-17. James A. Sanders, Torah and Canon (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972),
deals at length with the “origins and function” as well as the “structure” of the Torah
canon; he would argue for an exilic date (by the end of the sixth century B.C.E.) by
which a rudimentary "canon” was emerging (pp. 91ff.). See also H. F. D. Sparks,
“Canon of the Old Testament,” HDB, and W. F. Aveney and B. M. Metzger, “Canon
of the New Testament,” HDS,

7. Hans Freiherr von Campenhausen, in “Das Alte Testament als Bibel der
Kirche," in his Aus der Friibzeit des Christentams (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1963), pp.
153-06, gives a clear interpretation of the importance of Hebrew scripture in early
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Christianity, (The title of this chapter is apparently a phrase coined by the author.)
See also Ferdinand Habn, “Das Problem 'Schrift nnd Tradition’ im Urchristentum,”
in Evangelische Theolagie, 30 (1970):449-68.

8, Synopses of the history of modern biblical scholarship can be found in RGG?,
vol. 1: “Bibelkritik: AT™ (F. Baumgirtel), “Bibelkritil: NT" (Erich Dinkler), “Bibel.
wissenschaft des AT" (C. Kuhl), and “Bibelwissenschaft des NT™ (W, G. Kiimmel),
For fuller treatment the standard works are: Han-Joachim Kraus, Geschichte der bisto-
risch-kritischen Erforschung des Alten lestaments, 2nd ed. (Neukirchener Verlag, 1969) (on
Wellhausen and his influence, see esp. pp. 2155-94) and Werner Georg Kiimmel, Dar
Neue Testament: Geschichte der Erforschung seimer Probleme (Freiburg and Munich: Karl
Alber, 1958) {on F. C, Baur, the “Tiibiugen school,” and their ideas, sce esp. pp. 145
130). Studies of the wide range of work on nonbiblical sacred literatures are harder to
find, hut some impression can be gained by referring to ). Waardenbnrg, Classical
Approaches to the Study of Religion: Aims, Metbods and Theories of Research, 2 vols. (The
Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1973), and Eric ). Sharpe, Comparative Religion: A History
(New Yorl: Scribner’s, 1975). (On Max Miller, see 1:85-95 of Waardenburg and pp.
35--46 of Sharpe.)

9. These points abont the focus of previous scriptural study were persuasively
made by W. C, Smith in JAAR, 39 (nq-__u} 131 4n In my kmwiedgc the first to
enunciate this prohlem, Smith has sti in
fields, as witness in W. A. Bijlefeld, MW, 62 (tq;:}.jﬂ'.

10. Witness the dearth of articles on scripture as a general category even in major
reference works (e.g., the EJ and the Encyclopacdia of Religion and Ftbics, ed. James
Hastings). The RGG has an article by Siegfried Morenz, “Schriften, heilige”, but it is
allotted only a column and a half. The only suhstantial historical study of scripture on
a cross-cultural basis is the fine work (limited in scope to the pre-Istamic Mediterra-
nean world) h)f ]uhrmne:s Le:pnldl and Siegfried Morenz, Heilige Scbriften: Be-

zur Religi hichte der antiken Mittelmeerwelt (Leipzig: Otro Harrasso-
witz, 195;} Cf. also Morenz's article, “Entstebung nnd Wesen der Buchreligion,”
Theolngische Literatur-Zeitung 75 (1950):709—16. Mention should also be made of the
varions studies of the “heavenly Book” idea in the Semitic and Iranian world by Geo
Widengren (Mubammad, the Apastle of God, and bis Ascension, Uppsala Universitets
Arsskrift, 1955:1, and The Ascension of the Apastle and the Heavenly Book, Uppsala Uni-
versitets Arsskrift, 1950:7. There is also a rather disappoiuting colloquium collection,
Holy Book and Holy Tradition, ed. F. F. Bruce and E. G. Rupp (Manchester: Man-
chester University Press, 1968). As is the case with the latter volume, there seem to he
otherwise only works that treat every individual scriptural tradition separately: e.g.,
Gunter Lanczkowski, Heilige Schriften: Inbalt, Textgestalt und Uberlieferung (Stuttgart:
W. Kohlhammer, 1956).

11. Cf. Mircea Eliade, Traité d'bistoire des religions (Paris: Payot, 1953), and its Eng-
lish version, Patterns in Ci Religion, traus, R ¥ ‘ihmd (Cleveland and
New York: World Pnhhshmg Co., loﬁg}. in which * scripture,” “book,” etc., are not
treated, nor eveu listed in the iudices. Still more striking is the absence of any such
rubric among the themes of Eliade’s From Primitives to Zen: A Thematic Sourcebook of the
History of Religions (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), and the use of ouly the terms
“document,” “text,” or “sacred text” in the Introduction to the collection, which con-
sists of mauy selections from seriptures of the world.
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12. E.g. Friedrich Heiler, Erscheinungsformen und Wesen der Religion, and rev. ed.
(Sturegart.: W. Kohlhammer, 1979; orig. ed., 1961), in which chs. A:VII and A:VIII
treat “Das heilige Wort” and “Die heilige Schnft respectively. Cf. Geo Widengren,
Religionsphimomenclogie (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1969), ch. 19, “Heiliges Wort und
Heilige Schrift”; Gustav Mensching, Dar beilige Wort (Bonn: L. Rohrscheid, 1937), ch.
11:4, “Das gehorte und geschricbene Wort™; G. van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and
Manifestation, trans. J. E. Turner, with additions from the 2nd German ed. by Hans
H. Penner [New York and Evanston: Harper & Row, 1963 (orig. German ed. 1933)],
ch. §8, “The Sacred Word,” and ch. 64, “The Written Word.”

13. Gustav Mensching, Die Religion. Erscheinungsformen, Strukturtypen und

ze (Stuttgart: Curt E. Schwab, 1959), pp. 328-29; Robert Will, Le culre:
Etude d'bistoire et de - philosophie religieuses, 3 vols. (Strashourg and Paris, 1925-1935),
2:363: and Alfred Bertholet, “Schriften, Heilige,” RGG?, 5:266, cited in Heiler,
Erscheinungsformen, p. 356,

14. Cf. above, p. 1-3. To the Greek and Latin terms may be added the Hebrew
kitve and sifre (cf. EJ, 4:816—17). The Hebrew migrd’ (above, p. j1) is the significant
exception,

15. On the typographic or “chirographic,” visual orientation of our modern West-
ern culture, see esp. Josef Balogh, “‘Voces Paginarum'. Beitriige zur Geschichte des
lauten Lesens und Schreibens,” Philblogus 82 (1926—27):83—109; 202—40; ]. C. Car-
others, “Culture, Psychiatry, and the Written Word," Psychiatry 22(1959):307~10;
Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1962); H. J. Chaytor, From Seript to Print: An Introduction
to Medieval Vernacular Literature (Cambridge: W. Heffer, 1945), esp. chs. I, IF, VI;
Walter ). Ong, The Presence qﬁbf Word: Some Pm’gummﬁr Cultural and Religious
um (Minueapolis: Uni of Mi Press, 19815 orig. ed., Yale University

Press, 1967); idem, Orality aud'[.mmgr The Technologizing of the Word (London and New
‘I'nrk: Methuen, 1982). On the objectification associated with print culture and writ-
ing generally, see, in addition to the above: David Riesman, “The Oral and Written
Traditions,” Explorations 6 {|956) 22-18; George Steiner, “The Retreat from the
Word™ (1961), in Language and Silence: Essays on Language, Li e, and the Ink
(New York: Athencum, tg8z), pp. 12-35.

16. CF. the of Sergius Bulgakov, describing the relationship of scripture
and tradition in Eastern Orthodoxy: “. . . the Word of God, while being studied as an
historical document, can never become ondy a documeut, for its exterior form, al-
though bearing the character of a certain historical epach, nevertheless encloses the
word of eternal life; in this same sense it is a symbol, the meeting place of divine and
human” [The Orthodox Church, trans. E. S. Cram, ed. D. A. Lowrie (New York and
Milwaukee; Moret and London: C y Press, c. 1936), p. 22].

7. “The wradition of the sacred word is originally oral; it lives in being recited, and
only later did oral tradition give place to graphic . . ." (van der Lecuw, Religion, p.
435); “Das Aufzcichnen und Rezitieren der heiligen Schriften geht [sic} also Hand in
Hand, und dasselbe gilt ganz allgemein im Vorderen Orient: Lesen ist lautes Lesen,
Rezitation” [ital. mine] (Widengren, Religionsphinomenologie, p. 559). Cf. A. Bertholet's
examples from around the world of the power of reading aloud from scripture, in
“Die Macht der Schrift in Glauben und Aberglauben,” Abbandlungen der deusschen
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Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin, phil.-hist. Klasse, 1948, no. 1, pp. 38-40; and
also the contribution by Marilyn Waldman in Chapter 6 in this volume.

18, 1 am currently lmgrlgct‘l in a book-length project in which 1 attempt to docu-
ment this; its projected title is Scripture as Spoken Word. A shorter version of my argu-
mcnls( Beyond the Written Word: The Oral Dimensions of Scripture”) is included in
a fort | entitled Rethinking Scriprare, Miriam Levering, ed.

19. On “Torah- -reading, see l.elpnldt and Morenz, Heilige Schriften, pp. 100-106;
Ismar Ellbogen, Der jiidiscche Gottesdienst in seiner geschichtlichen Entwicklung, jrd ed.
(1931; 4th repr. ed., Hildesheim: G. Olms, u)ﬁ:), pp- 1;5-:115; Paul Glam:, Die
Vorlesung beiliger Schriften im Gottesdienste: 1. Teil, Bis zur Entstebung der althatholisch
Kirche (Berlin: A. Duncker, 19o7), esp. pp. 1—12. On lectio divina, sce]cm Lectereq,
L'amour des lettres et le désir de Diew (Paris: Ed. du Cerf, 1957), pp. 20-23. Eng. trans.
Catherine Misruhi (New York: New American Lihrary, 1962), pp. 23-26. On medi-
tatio as oral reciration, see Heinrich Boacht, “‘Meditatio’ in den iltesten Ménchs-
quellen,” Gerst und Leben 28 (1955):360~73, and the further literature cited there,

20. Or has it? Ir would he interesting to investigate the degree to which, even back
as far as medieval times, contact with and awareness of Islam, however limited, sug-
gested to Enropean minds an analogy between Muslims' possession of a Book (howev-
er false it may have appeared ro Christians and Jews) and that of Christians and Jews.
Given the historical contacts and early translations of the Qur'an {e.g., that of Robert
of Ketton, in 1143), it would seem logical that Muslim concern with scripture would
have impinged npon Western consciousness even before awareness of Indian serip-
tural texts, If this was the case, then the fact of the existence of a Muslim seripture,
rather than any specifically Muslim concept of scripture, would have heen the key
influence on Western generalizing of the idea of scripture.

21, 'The qur'anic idea of a history of scriptural revelations of which it is itself the
culmination has a precedent (and possible source of inflnence?) in the ideas of Mani,
who speaks of “Scriptures . . . in the carlier religions” (Widengren, Mubammad, p.
132). Cf. the comments about Mani's consciousness of producing “scriptnre” in W, C.
Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1963), pp. 9s.

22. Concerning al-kitih, umm al-kitdb, abl al-kitdh, sce ]. Pedersen's review of E.
Meyer, Ursprung und Geschichte der Mormonen (1912), Der Islam 5 (1914):110-15; Frants
Bnhl, “Die Schrift und was damit zusammenhingr,” in Cyrus Adler and Aaron
Ember, eds., Oriental Studies (Paul Hanpt Festschrift) (Balti Johns Hopkins; and
Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1926), pp. 364-73; D. Kinstlinger, “Kitib und Ahl-l-
kitih,” Rozmik Orientalistyczny [hereafter, RO} 4 (1928):238—47; Geo Widengren,
Mubammad, esp. pp. 115—39; Tilman Nagel, “Vom ‘Qnr'an’ zur *Schrift'—Bells Hy-
pothese aus religionsgeschichtlicher Sicht,” Der Iilam 60 (19B3)k143-65. NB that
“book,” “prescript,” and “scripture” are all possible renderings of kitdh in its scrip-
tnral contexts,

23. The Muslim view of the history of the collection of the Qur'an, as well as the
modern Islamicist agreement with the basic outlines of this understanding, have been
radically qnestioned hy some, notably John Wansbrough in Quranic Studies: Sources and
Merbods of Scriptural Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977). Wans-
brough argnes thar several different styles of explanatory gloss and “excgesis” (all
based on Jewish antecedents) are evident in the text of the Qur'an itself. His conclu-
sion, based on his own rhetorical analysis and unsupported hy historical evidence, is
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that there was a long process of “canonization” (at least two centuries) in the Islamic as
in the Jewish and Christian cases. Cf. the similar scepticism about the rraditions

surrounding the ‘Uthminic redaction and its variant traditions on the part of John
Burton lll TR Collection of the Qur'dn {Cn.mbndge Cambridge University Press, 1977).
hes different conclusi preferring to see the tradirional ac-

counts as a smokescreen hiding the fact that the textus receptus was already fixed under
Mubammad's direction well before ‘Uthmin's caliphate. While both of these in-
terpretations place the issue of “canonization” in a different light, neither can be said
to be proven and accepted at present.

14. An exception to this is the title “Qur'an karim" that appears on many editions,
especially but not exclusively those published outside the Arab world, (rather than
“al-Quer'in al-karim”}, apparently as a quortation from Sira §6:77.

24. But ¢f. n. 23 above, On the qurrd’, see G. H. A. Juynboll, “The Qurrd' in
Early Islamic History," Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 16
{r973)k:113-29, and the earlier literature cited there. To this add: Paul Kahle, “The
Arabic Readers of the Koran," joarnal of Near Eastern Studies B (1949):65-71.

26. Al-Bukhiri, al-Sabih, 9 vols. (Beirut, n.d.), book 66, sect. 16; Ibn Hanbal, al-
Musnad, 6 vols. (Cairo, 1313/1859), 1:415.

27. Frants Buhl, “Koran," Encyclopaedia of Islam [hereafter, £I'). His discussion of
this point is the clearest in the literatnre; but see also Th. Nuldeke, Geschichte der
Qoriins, and rev. ed. (3 vols.) by F. Schwally (vols. 1, 2) and G. Bergstrisser and O.
Pretel, vol. 3, (Leipzig, 19o9—1938 [hereafter GdQ)), 1:31-34

28, “The Earliest Meaning of ‘Qur'dn’," in Die Welt des Islams 23/24 (1984).

19. R, Payne Smith, Thesaurur Syriacus, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1883~1901), 2:3716b, cit-
ing several occurrences in the first sense in pre-Islamic Christian sources, beginning
with T Tim. 4:13, and several in the second sense in sources as early as St. Cyril's
commentary on Luke. Clear attestation of gerydnd as a technical term in liturgical
contexts is to be found in sixth- and seventh-century manuscripts of liturgical rexts
such as the Qeryind d-yom &1'8watd (“Reading for the Day of Snpplications”), according
to a 1g8o personal communication from Alford T, Welch, which 1 have since been
able to confirm with his source, Sebastian Brock at Oxford. For previous discussions
of geryand, see my forthcoming article (above, n, 28), esp. n. 1B. Sce also the very
couvincing article of John Bowman, “Holy Scriptures, Lectionaries and Qur'an,” in
A. H. Johns, ed., International Congress for the Study of the Qur'an (selected papers from
the meeting of 8—13 May 1980, Australian National University), Series 1, and ed.
(Canberra: Australian National University, 1982), pp. 29~37, in which the author
argues for the strong influence of Syriac Christian usage on the conception of the
Qur'an and its function in early Islam.

jo. J. Horovitz, “Qur'an,” Der Islam, 13 (1923):67, does not distinguish between
the two, calling both “Schriftverlesung”; cf. Gd0, 1:32, where it is noted that migra'
can be used for parts as well as the whole of scripturc.  Cf. Elbogen, Der jiidische
Gottesdienst, pp. 158ff. Arthur Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an (Baroda:
Oriental Institute, 1938), p. 234, notes that Marracci and Geiger had long ago argued
for the Hebrew as the source of gur'dn, bnt he prefers the Syriac, Cf, “Bible Canon,"
The Jewish Encyclopedia (New York and London: Funk and Wagnalls, igoi1—1g06),
3:1418. A personal communication from Judith Wegner at the Harvard Law School
also stresses similarity of the migrd’ usage to that of gur'an (Nov. 1979).
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3t Ef, 4816, Cf. Kiinstlinger, “Kitah," p. 239; idem, “Die Namen der ‘Gottes-
Schriften’ im Qordn," R0, 13 (1937):76, n. 2; GdQ, 1:32; Ef, 4:816,

32. Geo Widengren, Die Religionen Irans {Stuttgarr: W. Kohlh L 1965), p. g7,

33. Tor Andrae, Mobammed. Sein Leben und sein Glawbe (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1932), pp. 78-79 (= p. 96 of Eng. mans. by T. Menzel, rev. ed. [New York,

1960] which is wholly inadequate in its rendering of the original passage here); ef.
Bowman, “Holy Seriptures.”

34 Le., gets up in the night to perform extra, supererogatory devotions, a com-
mon pious practice in Istam: see A. J. Wensinck, “Tahadjdjud," Shorter Encyclopacdia of
Islam (Leiden and London, 1961) [hereafter, SE/].

35. Kitdh al-Mabini, ed. Arthur Jeffery, in Twe Mugaddimas to the Qur'anic Sciences
(Cairo, 1954), p. 58; al-Tabari, Tafir, vols. 1-16 [incomplere], ed. by M. M. Shakir
and A. M. Shakir (Cairo, n.d.), 1:97 (where gur'in is glossed as gird'a, the more
common verbal-noun form). Also cited by Josef Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen
(Berlin and Leipzig: W. de Gruyter, 1926), p. 74, n. 1, and in Gd0, 1:34.

36. Ibn Hanhal, Musnad, 4:159.

37. Ihid., 2:285.

38, Al-Tirmidhi, Sabib, 13 vols. (Cairo, 1350/1931-1353/1934), book 46, sect. 25;
al-Darimi, Sunan, ed. 'Abdalidh al-Yaniani al-Madani, 2 vols, {Cairo, 1386/ 1966),
book 23, sect. 6.

39. Rudi Paret, “Kirid'a,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition [hereafter, EI?); Régis
Blachére, Introduction au Coran (Paris: G. P. Maisonneuve, 1947), p- 103,

40. On the science of gird'a generally, with primary emphasis on the gird'd, see
Gd(), 3 (“Die Geschichte des Korantexts™; Blachire, Introdaction, pp. 103-35, 199—
210; Otto Pretzl, “Die Wi haft der Koranlesung ("fim al-giri'a)," Ilamica 6 (1933~
34):1-47, 23046, 290-331 (esp. 1-47); Ignaz Goldziher, Die Richtungen der islamisch
Ko legung (1920; 2nd photog repr., Leiden: E, ]. Brill, 1970), pp. 1-54; Freder-
ick M. Denny, “Exegesis and Recitation: Their Develop as Classical Forms of
Quranic Piety," in Frank E. Reynolds and Theodore M. Ludwig, eds., Transitions and
Transformations in the History of Religions: Essays in Honor of Joseph M. Kitagawa (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1980), pp. 91123, esp. 109ff.; further literature may he found in the

hibliography of Paret, “Kird'a.” The traditional Muslim source is Ihn al-Jazari, al-
Nashr fi al-gird'at al- ashr, ed. 'Ali Muly. al-Dabbi’, 2 vals. , (Cairo, n.d.). See also Labib
al-Sa’id [“Labib as-Said"), The Recited Koran: A History of the First Recorded Versiom,
trans. and ed. Bernard Weiss, M. A. Rauf, and Morroe Berger (Princeton: The Dar-
win Press, 1975), pp. 15-60.

4t. Lahib al-Sa’id, Recited Koran, pp. 19—50.

42. Kristina Nelson, “The Art of Reciting the Qur'an,” University of California

diss. (Berkeley, 198o) [forthcoming publication by University of Texas Press), pp.

21-21.

43 Al-Bukhari, Sabib, book 44, sect. 4; 59, 6; 66, 5: 88, 0: 97, §3; for other occur-
rences of this Lladith iv the classical collections, see A. ], Wensinck et al., Concordance
et indices de la tradition musuimane, 7 vols. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1936), 1:448h, Cf. Gold-
ziher, Richtungen, 3fF, 36fF.; Gd(), 1:48-52; K. Nelson, "Arc of Reciting,” Appendix B,
“The Seven Abruf and the Qiri'ar.”

44. Fuat Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schriferums, vol. 1 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1967)
[hereafter GAS), pp. 4-11.
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45. Ibid., pp. B-13; Paret, “Kird'a," pp. 137b-128a; Pretzl, “Wissenschaft der

A L B ko, it G 30
. GAS, p. 14; Blachere, Insroduction, pp. 127 . )

:?. On th]: ‘:cvcn,' “ten,” and “fourteen” gird'dr, see Blachére, Introduction, pp.
116-32; GdQ, 3:186—8g; Labib al-Sa'id, Recited Koran, pp. 53-56, 127-30. On the
actual variations on particular passages, see inter alia Goldziher, Richtungen, pp. 4-33;
Arthur Jeffery, Materials for the History of the Text of the Qur'an: The Oa'n'Cnd'm_s (lxu?eu:
E. ). Brill, 1937); G. Bergstrisser, “Die Koranl g des Hasmvnpﬁcsn. Islamica 2
(1926-27)11-57; idem, ed., Ibn Hailawaib’s .S‘cmm‘mg nichtkanonischer Tmn,
Bihliotheca Tslamica, ed, H. Ritter, vol. 7 (Leipzig: Bruc'!:hlus. 1934 O. retzl, ed.,
Das Lebrbuch der sichen Koranlesungen vom Abii ' Amr *Utmdn ibn Sa'id ai'.-.[.'li!_af, _Blhlmt]mm
Islamica, ed. H. Ritter, vol. 2 (Istanbul, 1930). Further literature in bibliography of
hﬁ' Sk Nelson, ch. I Frederick M. Denny, “The Adab of Qur'an Recitation:

and Context,” in Johns, ed., International Congress, pp. 143-60.
TC:;‘ On :a.rﬂfe:tsee E.k\)‘\’, Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, 8 vols. [incomplete} (Lon-
don, 1863-18g3), 3:1028. ) )

m;o, l'L.3 Nelson, “Art of Reciting.” This fine study shows how hoth in mryv”\l,rd
practice a variety of skills and disciplines arc involved in tajwid (see esp. chs. 11, IV, V,
Vil, VI ) .

s1. See abave, nn. 40, 47. Of works on fajwid, see esp. the two n:::t well-l;ng\;;
Muslim works (to which Denny, “The Adab,” provides good brief intr “q;n:(:a
Zakariya al-Nawawi (d. 676/1277), al-Tibyan fi ddab hamalat :z_f—qw " Iml,..
130711977, inter alia), and Mubammad al-Ghazali (d. sos/ten), Adib “h“tl:ﬂ.
qur'an,” book B of Ihyd “uliim al-din, 5 vols. (Beirut, n.d), 1:272—93. In modern sc
arly st‘udy of tajwid before the recent work of Nelson and Denny, note esp. G.
B , “Koranlesung in Kairo," Der Islam 30 (1932):1-43; 21 (19';3)11 10-40 (in-
cludes a discussion and musical settings of sample recitations mn.mh'uted by K[_;::
Huber, pp. 113-31); O. Pretzl, “Wissenschaft,” pp. :n;o-;;njean(,m.mminu sng Lt
Barbés, “La récitation coranique 3 Damas et 3 Alger," Ann.nksdc Hlft.lwm dEt
Orientales (Algiers), 6 (1943-47):66-107: M. Talbi, “La qiria hn-{-all\m. Ambrca_ hica §
(1958):183-90; Habib Hassan Touma, “Die Koranrezitation: eine Form der rcllglﬁsgl
Musik der Araber,” Baessler-Archiv (Berlin) n.f. 23 (lg?g):ll}—r:q. FI’. l]w H. G.
Farmer, “The Religious Music of Islam,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1952):
6o-65.

53. Recited Koran {above, n. 40). )
. “Art of Reciting” (above, n. 42). ! o

ii “Exegesis and Recitation” (above, n. go); “The Adab’ _{lh?vc, n. 4!!}. :;e also
his “Types of Qur'in Recitation Sessions in Contemporary Cairo, I‘anubhsh paper
delivered at the annual meeting of the American Research Center in Egypr, Detroit,
Michigan, 1 May 1977. 1 am particularly grateful to Professor Denny for sharing this
latter paper with me, Also of interest is the perceptive article by R:c_h{mi C. Martin,
“Understanding the Qur'an in Text and Context,” History of Religions 21 (1981-
H2)361-84. Martin’s emphasis on the oral force of the Qlll:::l in Muslim life, based

h cutical and speech-act theory, is noteworthy. L
m;;l?d;xnh t:?;:lre used to refer to recitation of the Qur'an in general, ‘bm_qwrif is
the term used in compounds referring to a particular style (c.g., al-gird'a bil-alhin),
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while silawa “is always general” [K. Nelson, “Art of Reciting”, p. 139; cf. pp. 137-
44]. Note especially rthe ethical dimension lent m tildwa by its donble sense “to fol-
low” and “to recite” (cf. Sfira 211215 35:29; 27:91, and Ghazili, Myd' 1:292, lines
21-21).

56. Above, n. 35. The Mabdni was written in 425/1033. Its anthor is unknown
because the unique Berlin manuscript is without the first folio. See Jeffery’s preface to
the edition,

57. Al-Mabini, p. 8g.

58. Constance E. Padwick, Maslim Devotions. A Study of Prayer-Manuals in Common
Use (London: 8.P.C.K., 1961), p. 108, Cf. Ghazili on gird'a in the saldt: Iy, 1:
153-54.

59. Bukhiri, §abih, book 10, sect. 94. Cf. Ghazdli, Ifyd', 1:154.

6o, Ibid., 1:276, Cf. Ihn Battiita’s descriptions of the joining of recitation sessions
to the regular performances of galir in fourteenth-century Egype, a practice popular
still today (H. A. R. Gibh, trans., The Travels of Ibn Bagtiita, 3 vols, (Cambridge: The
University Press, for the Hakluyt Society, 1958-71), 1:44-45, 65-66).

61. Siira 12:2; 200113; 39:28; 40:3; 42:7; 43:3.

62. M. Yvan, Viyages et récits. Vol, 2: Six mois chez les Malais (Brussels: Meline, Cans,
1853), p. 76. The entire anecdote is found on pp. 75-76; the translation is my own, as
Thave been unahle to obtain a copy of the English translation apy ly published in
London in 1855. I aw grateful to William Roff of Columbia University (personal
communication, 14 July 1980) for the reference to the English version and a citation of
part of the passage in question, from which it appears that the English translation is
rather free.

63. CF. the adith in which the Prophet is cited as saying that when the Qur'an is
recited, there descends with the reciting the divine presence (sakina): Bukhari, Sabib,
book 65, sect. on safiir of S. 48; book 66, sect. 13; al-Tirmidhi, Sabih, book 46, sect.
a5; cf. William A, Graham, Divine Word and Prophetic Word in Early Islam (The Hague
and Paris: Mouton, 1977), pp. 20-11, esp. n. 11.

64. Al-Mugaddima, ed. [Etienne] Quatremére, 3 vols. (Paris, 1858), 3:260. On
memorizing and recitation as the heart of Muslim education, see Dale F. Eickelman,
“The Art of Memory: Islamic Education and its Social Reproduction,” Comparative
Studies in Society and History 10 (1978):485—516.

6i5. Cited by al-Ghazili, lgya’, v:273. According to Wensinck, Comcordance, 1:295b,
the hadith does not occur in the classical sources; the Muslim editorial note in my
edition of the Iy’ calls the radition "weak” and says it is cited in Abi Nu‘aym's
Fadd'il al-qur'dn also.

66. The thirtieths arc not, of course, the only divisions of the Qur'an used for
recitation: see al-Ghazili, Ihya', 1:276; cf. Edward Sell, The Faith of Iddam, 3rd ed.
(London, 1907), Appendix A, “Timu't-tajwid.”

67. Such retreats in Ramadin are known as i'tikdf (lit. “withdrawing”). Cf. Th, W.
Juynholl, “I'tikaf," SEI; Kirab al-figh ‘ald al-madhibib al-arba'a: Qism al-'ibddat (Cairo:
:'.izirat al-Awqaf wal-Shu'an al-Tjtima'iya, 1387/1967), section “al-I'tikif", pp. 51—

68, Louis Garder, “Dhikr,” E12; “Zikr,” in Thomas Parrick Hughes, A Dictionary of
Islam [Lahore: Premier Book House, n.d. (orig. ed., 1885)}; Kojiro Nakamura, Ghazali
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an Prayer (Tokyo: Institnte of Oriental Culture, University of Tokyo, 1973), pp. 10~
18 (forther litcratre, p. 11, . 4).

69. Denny, “The Adab” (above, n. 48), and esp. “Qur'in Recitation Sessions”
(above, n. §4). There is also much information on pnblic recitation in Cairo throngh-
out K. Nelson, “Art of Reciting,” esp. in ch. IV.

qo. Ibid., pp. 120ff.

71. On the importance of tajuid for accurate ission, sce the of
Nelson, ibid, p. 168.

72. For an extremely informative survey of snch popular use of the Qnr'an, see J.
Jomier, “La place du Coran dags la vie quotidienne erl:zzyp(e," Institut des Belles Lettres
Arabes (Tunis), 15 (1952):131—65. See also Padwick, Muslim Devotions, pp. 108ff.

73. C. Snouck Hurgronje, Mekka in the Latter Part of the 19th Century, trans. . H.
Monahan (1931; photogr. repr., Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1970), p. 29; Hughes, Dictionary,
Pp- 45—46; R. Paret, “Fatiha," E/%; Jomier, “Place du Coran,” p. 141, 149.

74- Jomier, “Place du Coran,” esp. pp. 148—65, for diverse examples of the popular
use of particular siiras and verses; see also Padwick, Muslim Devotions, pp. 109-10, and
esp. 117ff. on S. ¥a Sin. On the Laylar al-Bard'a, the 1 5th of the month of Sha'ban, see
ibid., pp. 117-18; Hughes, Dictionary, p. 570 (r.v. "Shab-i-Bardt"); "Mrs, Mcer Hasan
AlL," Observations on the Musulmauns of India, 12 vols. (London, 1832), pp. 300-3; Ja'far
Sharif, Islam in India, or the Qdndn-i-Islim: The Customs of the Musalmans of India, ed.
and trans. G. A. Herklots. Rev. ed. William Crooke (1921; repr. ed. New Delhi:
Oriental Books Reprint Corp,, 1973), pp. 203—4; Snouck Hurgronje, Mecea, p. 61.

75. Al-Ghazili, Thyd', r:272.

76. Padwick, Muslim Devotions, p. 119.

77. “Entstehung und Wesen der Buchreligion,” note 1o above.

Chapter 3. The Popular Muhammad

1. Joachim Wach, Sociology of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954),
L 330,

g 1.3 See Joseph Kitagawa, “Kukai as Master and Saviour,” in The Biograpbical Process,
ed. Frank E. Reynolds and Donald Capps, (The Hague: Mouton, 1976), pp. 319-41.
3. Wach seems to have recognized this when he places Mul d in the found
column, despite his propheric characteristics (Sociology p. 347), and sees al-Ghazzali as
an example of a cultus prophet (p. 349). Although other scholars, such as Tor Andrae
(Mokammed: The Man and His Faith) have atempted to apply history of religions cate-
gories 1o the biographical literature about the Prophet, our concern here is with other

i ions of the problem.

4. Ibn Ishag, T.;; Life of Mubammad, trans. A. Guillaume, (Lahore: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1967), p. B1 [hereafter, The Life].

5. The Life, p. 230.

6. As we see in the work of Charles C. Torrey, The Jewith Foundation of Islam (New
York: Jewish Instirute of Religion Press, 1933).

7. For example, legal structures find little space in Eliade’s work. In a revealing
note in his Journal of 1943 when speaking of his novels, he says: ‘1 should point out, at
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this juncrore, the total ahsence of the moral dimension in these books. The characters
do as they wish withour the least resi , the give in easily, no one marries,
no one has children, . . . The truth is, that, for me, the metaphysical and biological
concentrations do not leave room for any other problematic. Eros, with me (that is,
since | was about B or 10 years old) has bad a physical function, Love engag
and sanctions without any indispensahle presence of society or institutions. . . . An-
other thing: | am living markedly by the textual and symbolic expression of Hindu
mysticism (Vaishnavism) which expresses mystical love in terms of adultery and not
marriage; therefore, to signify the transcendence of all mystical experience, one sees
its essence as estranged from the world.” Mircea Eliade, comp. Constantin Tacou, et
al., (Paris: L. Herne, 1977) p. 328, nt. 56, my translation. Just about everything he
says wonld put him beyond the pale according to Islam.

8. This historical data is based upon Yuen Ren Chao, “Models in Lingnistics and
Models in General,” Lagic, Metbodology and Philusophy of Science, ed. Ernest Nagel,
Parrick Suppes, and Alfred Tarski, (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
1962), pp. §58-66.

9. Charles Francis Hockett, “Two Models of Grammatical Description,” Word
10/2-3 (1954):210.

10. Hockett, “Two Madels,” pp. 563-64.

11, Max Black, Models and Metapbors (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press,
1962), pp. 219-43.

12. See Stephen Coburn Pepper, World Hypotbeser: A Study in Fvidence (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1948), especially chapter 5.

13. Ihid., p. 241,

14. Ibid., p. 232,

15. Among them: Tan T, R y, Religiows Language (London: Oxford University
Press, 1957); Freedom and fmmortality (London: Oxford University Press, 1960); On
Being Sure in Religion (London: Oxford University Press, 1963); Models and Mystery
(London: Oxford University Press, 1964); Religion and Sciemce (London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1964).

th. thid., p. 1.

17. Ibid., p. 45.

18, Ibid., pp. 10, 11, and 13.

19. Ibid., pp. §7-58. There are two reasons which he says take him beyond Black,
Onme is that an object “declares its objectivity by actively confronting us” (Models and
Mystery) and two is by the special meaning of religious utternnces. See also Religions
Language, pp. 51fF.

0. Models and Mystery, pp. 21, 66.

21, Models and Mystery, p. 67.

22. Fwert Cousins, "Models and the Future of Theology,” Contimaum 7 (196g):
78-g1.

23, Ihid., p. By,

24. Ibid., pp. B5—86.

25. Ibid., p. 87.
26. For an outline of this literature see Ibn Ishaq, The Life, introduction, xiv ff.
27. Tbid., p. xvii.
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28. John Wansbrough, The Sectarian Miliew: Content and Compasition of Salvation His-
tory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 103 (hereafter SM).

19. Walter Baner, Rechtgliubigheit und Ketzerei im dltesten Christentum, and ed. G
Strecker (Tibingen: Mohr, 1964) and Jnlius Wellhausen, Das arabische M und sein
Sturz (Beslin, 1960 [1902]), Eng. trans. Margaret Graham Weir, The Arab Kingdom and
Its Fall (London: Curzon Press, 1973). o .

“30. \(ﬂ:u:brutgh. SM, p. 125-26. For an appreciative asscssment of “ins_hmughs
methodology, see Andrew Rippin's contribution to this vol Chapter g; in Chap-
ter 12 Faztur Rahman offers a sharp criticism of Wansbrongh and Rippin.

jt. Thid., p. 128.

1. Ibn Ishiaq, The Life, p. 6. ’

;;. Ibid., pl; 20-13. But see p. 34 where the Quraysh are squarely rulers with
Himyar, the Abyssinians, and the Persians.

34. Ihid., p. 27.

35. Ibid., p. 28.

36. Ibid., pp. 35-36.

. Ibid., pp. 596—97. ) )

:; Eg., sscp Ashmd al-Sharabisi, Min adab al-nubiwwa [Stlections from the Liter-
ature of Prophecy] (Cairo: The Higher Council of Islamic Affairs, 1971); Ahmad Hu-
sayn, Nabi Al-insaniyya [The Prophet of Humanity] (Cairo: The H|gh.er Council I:;if

vic Affai Remarkable, too, is a collcctively authored volume entit
m :sm;vwa% [Mubammad: A New ilndl:m Viewpoint] (Beirut:
Foundation of Arabic Studies and Publication, 1972). )

39. Taha Flusayn, F¥ l-shi'r al-jabili [on Pre-Islamic Poetry] (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub

l-Migriyya, 1926), p. 12. -

: plﬁﬁra;:;hfm {On the Margin of (the Prophet’s) Biography] 3 vols. 22d ed.
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma'drif, 1973).
. "Ml bamish, vol. 1. ;

:; It was even more baffling when I learned that he had puhh:i:ml a book on Tbn
al-'Arabi that very nearly was banned by the parliament in 1978. Conservatism must
have felt greatly threatened. . )

43- 'Ag;‘s Muhmid al-"Aqqad, ‘Abgariyya Mubammad (Cairo: Dir al-Kitib
al-"Arabi, 196g).

44. Ibid., pp. §55-57-

L Id., 61-63. o -

1;, I,iuslyzi.)-'ﬁh bamish, vol. 3, p. 242. Qtlot;d d:; Pierre Cachia, Tabd Husayn,
(London: Luzac and Co., 1956), p. 97, emphasis added. S

47. Ahmad Talib, Lestres de Prism, 1g57—f1, trans. !Fenmth Cragg (Algiers: Edi-
tions Nationales Algériennes, 1966), pp. 109-16. Selection quoted in Kenneth Cragg
and Marston Speight, Islam from Within (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth, 1g80), p. 228.

8. Cragg, Iilam Within, p. 219. . ) .

19. lﬂ‘nlﬂsfd hj'i ié:z;td Kama tabaddatba al-rasal, (Beirut: Dir al-Kitib al-'Arabi,

1974), vol. 3, p. 129

so. Ibid., p. 131
51, Ihid., p. 130,
52, Ibid,, p. 130.
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53. Perhaps even beyond the language of the “secularist™ and “religionist.” See the
argument of Flisham Sharabi, Arab Inteliectuals and the West: Vbe Formative Years, 1875
tg14, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1970), pp. 86f.

géig From Ibn Hishim's notes, attributed to Hassin b, Thabit, 7he Life, pp.
7 7

Chapter 4. Islamic Ritual

1. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Isiam in Modern History (Princetou: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1957), p. 20,

2. Encyclopacdia of Islam, new ed., s.v. “ ‘Ibadat.”

3. The first Hadith is from Muslim, the second from Ahmad b. Hanbal; for the
origiual texts see M. M. Ali, A Manual of Hadith (Lahore, n.d. [1944], pp. 41-42.

4. See }. D. |. Waardenburg, “Official and Pupular Religiou as a Prohlem iu Istamic
Studies,” Official and Popular Religion as a Theme in the Study of Religion, ed. Vryhof aud
J. Waardenhurg (The Hague: Mouton, 1979), pp. 340-86.

5. Clifford Geertz, Islam Obscrved: Religious Development in Morocco and Indanesia
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968).

6. S. F. Nadel, Nupe Religion: Traditional Belicfe and the Influcnce of Islam in @ West
African Chiefdom (New York: Schocken Books, 1970; first published in 1954).

7. Sir Richard F. Burton, Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Mec-
cab, 2 vols. (London, 18g3; New York: Dover Publications, 1964); C. Snouck
Hnrgronje, Mckka i the Latter Part of the 19th Cemtary, trans. J. H. Monahan (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1931), a translation of the second volume of Mckka 2 vols. (The Hague,
1B88—1R8g), Sce nt. 16 below.

8. See Hortense Powdermaker's discerning reflections of this in Stranger and Friend:
1;& Way of an Anthropalogist (New York: W. W. Nortan, 1966), especially pp. 111-13;
1Bg—-ofi,

9. Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” in Michael Bantan, ed., An-
thropological Approaches to the Study of Religion, A. S. A. Monographs, no. 3 (London:
Tavistock Publications, 1966), pp. 28-29, 40.

to. George Santayana, Reason in Religion, vol. 3, The Life of Reason, or the Phases of
Human Progress (New York: Scribners, 1905; repr. 1926), pp. 5-6. Quoted as the
epigraph to Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” p. 1.

11. See Claude Lévi-Strauss, Trister Tropigues (New York: Athenenm, 1963), es-
pecially pp. 381—9a.

12. For sensitive and wise reflection on this see Wilfred Cantwell Smith, “Com-
parative Religion: Whither—and Why?" in The History of Religions: Esays in Metb-
adology, ed, Mircea Eliade and Joseph M. Kitagawa (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1959), pp. 3158, especially 34ff.

13. See Mircea Eliade, “A New Humanism,” in The Quest: Histary md'M'mmg in

Religion (Chicago: University of chagu Przs»s. 1960), pp. 1—11. ijie stops just
short of calling the history of religions a “new | ism,” hm 1 sees it as being
‘.hE mm toa LY hical } 1

14. Edward William Lanc's chxn. An Account -{ the .anrn and Customs of the
Modern Egyptians (New York: Dover Publications, 1973; first pub. 1836), continues to
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serve as a mine of information on ritual, customs, superstitions, etc., both because of
its excellence and its lack of rivals. Apparently less well known but far more ex-
haustive and scientific, is Edward A. Westermarek's stupendous Ritual and Belief in
Moroceo, 2 vols, (London: Macmillan and Co., 1926). For a basic orientation, see Fred-
erick M. Denny and Abdulaziz A. Sachedina, Islamic Ritual Practices: A Shide Set and
Teacher’s Guide, Asian Media Resources 7 (New Haven: Yale Divinity School Paul
Vieth Center, 1983).

15. See Waardenburg, “Official and Popular Religion,” especially pp. 342—60.

16. The earlier study is Het Mekkaansche Feest (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1880); the lengthy
work which resulted from his field work in Mecca is Mekka, vol. 1, Die Stadt und ibre
Herren, vol. 3, Aus dem beutigen Leben (The Hague: 1888—1889).

17. See ). Chelhod, “A Contribution to the Problem of the Pre-emi of the
Right, Based upon Arabic Evideuce,” in Right and Left: Essays on Dual Symbolic Classifi-
cation, ed. Rodney Needham (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), pp.
2139—-62.

18, Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (Baltimore: Pelican Books, 1970), ch. 3, “The
Abominations of Leviticus.”

19. Ibid., p. 72.
10. Chelhod, "Pﬂ.‘-emincnce of the Right,” is an exception and he provides a useful
bibliography, particularly of classical See also A. ]. Wemsinck, “The ldeas of

the Western Stmﬂcs(‘-um:ertungtMNavcl of the Earth," Verbandelingen der Koninklijk
AMW van Wetenschappen te Amsterdam, Afdeeling Letterkunde, n. 5. Ly vol. 17, no. 1.

. Various calendars have been used by lslamic peoples. For a review of those of
nnci:m rimes, see Al-Biriini, Chromology of Ancient Nations, trans. and ed. C. Edward
Sachau (London: W. H. Allen, 187g). Westermarck, Ritual and Belief, vol. 2, pp. 58—
158, provides exhaustive data on observances connected with the Islamic calendar in
Morocco,

22. William A, Graham, Divine Word and Propbetic Word in Early Islam (The Hague
and Paris: Mouton, 1977), p. 213.

23. See, for example, Joseph Williams McPherson, The Moalids of Egypr: Egyprian
Saints Days (Cairo, 1941); Taufik Canaan, Mobammedan Saints and Sanctuaries in Palestine
(London: Luzac and Co., 1927); and R. Kriss and H. Kriss-Heinrich, Volksglaube im
Bereich des Islam, 2 vols, (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 196a); cunums excellent

materials on popular pilgrimages, magic, divination, and amulets; copiously illustra-

:;. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process (Chicago: Aldine, 1969). See William Roffs
discussion of Turner in Chapter 5 of this volume.

25. See Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Irlamic Science (London: World of Islam Festival
Publishing Company, 1976}, pp. 91-93 and pasim.

6. Theodor Gaster, Thespis: Ritual, Myth and Drama in the Ancient Near East (New
York: Harper Torchbooks, 1966; repr. of rev, ed. 1961).

a7. Ibid., p. a3.
a8. See McPherson, Mowlids, pp. 285--93.
29. See, for ple, Tgnaz Goldziher, “Vi ion of Saints in Islam,” in Muslim

Studies, vol. 2, trans. C. R. Barber and S. M. Stern (London: George Allen and
Unwin, 1971), pp. 307—10; originally published as two vol in one, Mub
medanische Studien (Halle: Max Neirncycr, 188g—go).
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jo. Nadei, Nupe Religion, chs. 3 and 4.

31. See Muhammad U, Memon, /bn Taimiya’s Struggle Against Popular Religion (The
Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1976).

32. Unpublished lecture delivered at the University of Colorado, October, 1979,
titled “Saint Cults in Southwest Arabia.” See Serjeant’s “Haram and Hawtah, The
Sacred Enclave in Arabia," Mélanges Taba Husain, ed. Adburrahman Badawi (Cairo:
Dar al-Ma'iirif, 1962), pp. 4158, for a suggestive overview of sacred space in Arabia
and its social as well as military ramifications,

33. Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, trans. M. B. Vizedom and B. L.
Cafffee (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960; ong. pub. 1gog).

34. W. Montgomery Wart, “Conditions of Membership in the Islamic Commnni-
ty,” Stadia Iilamica 21 (1964):5—12.

35. Mischa Titiev, “A Fresh Approach to the Problem of Magic and Religion,”

b n fournal of Antbropologry 16 (1960):292—98.

36. See Lane, Manners and Customs (New York: Dover Publications, 1973), pp. 57—
58. The donning of girl's clothing is to deflect the “evil eye” from the boy's person.
Westermarck, Ritual and Belief, vol. 2, pp. 416-33, provides mnch information from
various Moroccan locales. A discerning psychoanalytic study of circumcision and
other genital operations is Bruno Bettelheim, Symbolic Wounds: Puberty Rites and the
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whole paint, of course, is to emphasize the difficulty involved in dating Qur'anic
manuscripts.

11. John Burton, Te Collection of the Qur'in (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1977), Sce Wanshrough's review in BSOAS 41 (1978)370-71.

12. Thomas L. Thompson, The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives: The Quest for
the Historical Abrabam (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1974), p. 328.

13. H. W. F. Saggs, The Encounter with the Divine in Mesoy ia and Irrael (Lond
Athione Press, 1978), pp. 65-66.

14. See Wanshrough's review of Neusuer’s work BSOAS 39 (1976):438-39 and 43
{1o¥0):591—02 and of Neusner’s students, BSOAS 41 (1978):368-69 (Zahavy); 42
(1979} 14041 (Green); 43 (1980):592—93 (Gereboff). The most important waork of
Rudolf Bultmann is The History of the Synaptic Tradition, trans. John Marsh, 2d ed.
{Oxford: Blackwell, 1968). Neusner has published so much it is virtually impossible
to select any one writing; bis paper, “The Study of Religion as the Study of Tradition
in Judaism,” in Metbodological Issues in Religious Studies, ed. Robert D. Baird (Chico,
Calif.: New Horizons Press, 1975), pp. 31-48, is most uscful.

15. Neusner's work, on the other hand, seems to imply that a certain amount of
historical information is extricable, Implicitly the debare is over hasic concerns of
interpretational theory, e.g., H. G. Gadamer, Truth and Metbod (New York: Seabury,
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1978) v E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1967).

16. Joseph Schacht, “The Present State of Studies in Islamic Law," Aei del terza
Congresso di Studi Arabi ¢ Islamici (Naples: Instituto Universitario Orientale, 1967), p.
622. Schacht concludes: "1 have too strong a confidence in the scholarly competence
of the workers in the field of Islamic law, both lawyers and orientalists, to regard this
as anything but a passing aberration.” If only that were true!

t7. Also out of the common desire (need?) to provide * gs," i.e., toel
ambiguity; see F. Kermode, The Genesis of Secrecy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1979), chapter 3; idem, The Sense of an Ending (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1967).

1B, W. M. Wart, “The Materials Used by Ibn Ishiq,” in Historians of the Middle
East, ed. Bernard Lewis and P. M. Holt (London and New York: Oxford University
Press, 1962), pp. 13-24. Watt quotes C. H. Becker (agreeing with 1 )
“, . . the §fra is not an independent historical source. It is merely hadith—material
arranged in biographical order,” (p. 23) to which Watt retorts: “Since Becker wrote,
there has been the important work of Joseph Schacht on legal hadith. . . . Professor
Schacht holds that it was not until the time of al-Shafi'i (d. 820) that it became the
regular practice for legal rules to be justified by a badith reporting a saying or action of
Mubammad. . . . If this theory is correct , . . then badith as they are found in the
canonical collections were not in existence in the time of Ibn Ishq (d. 768)" (pp. 23—
14). Thus, for Wart, the historical validity of Tbn Ishiq's material is proven since it
was written before the fabrication of legal baditb! Cf. P. Crone, Slaves on Horses, p.
211, nt. B8: “Watt disposes of Schacht by casuistry.”

19. Fuae Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schriftums, (Leiden: E. ). Brill, 1967),
vol. 1,

20. Nabia Abbott, Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri, 11, Qur'anic Commentary and
Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967); cf. Wansbrough's review (nt.
10 above).

1. See Sezgin, GAS 1:32; cf. A Rippin, “lbn 'Abbas's Al-Lughdt (¥l-Qur'dn,”
BSOAS 44 (1981):15—25; also “Al-Zuhri, maskh al-Qur'dn and the problem of early rafsir
texts,” BSOAS 47 (1984):22-43, and Wansbrough, 08, chaprer 4.

22. An example of such “additional evidence” appears in (5 and SM in the notion
of “terminological transfer.”

13. Harry Austryn Wolfson, The Philasopby of the Kalam (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1976), p. 72; see Wansbrough's review of the work, B50AS 41
(1978)156-57.

a.. “lslamic Religi

4 gious Tradition” in The Study of the Middle Eat, ed. L. Binder
(New York: Wiley, 1976), p. 61.

15. Specifically The Quran, Translated, 1 vols. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1937~
39), and Intraduction to the Qur'in (Edinburgh: University Press, 1963 [1953].

16. CF. Serjeant’s review of 05 in JRAS (1978):78, and also van Ess's review in B0
35 (1978):349.

27. The term is not meant as one of derision but rather as one descriptive of textual
method; see James Barr, Fund. lism (Philadelphia: We i Press, 1978), esp.

pp. 11-89. Modern scholarship on the Qur'in treats that book as texmually (if not
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theologically) inerrant and, more basically, lacking in contradiction, The latter point is
nowhere more clearly illustrated than in artempts ro understand prayer and almsgiv-
ing in the Qur'an in terms of a (reconstructable!) historical progression; the al i
view that the various passages on these topics represent variant traditions of different
localized communities which have been brought into conjunction seems far more
plausihle in light of our knowledge of Judeo-Christian rradition and its estahlishment.
But to assert this is to contradict the typical Western approach to the Qur'in

28, See the well-phrased statements of Franz Rosenthal in the introduction to the
reprint of Charles C. Torrey, The Jewish Foundation of Islam (New York: KTAV, 1967
119330

19. M. Hodgson's emphasis on the Irano-Semitic background of Islamic cultnre
may prove an honorable exception to this general statement; see Marshall G. S.

Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, 3 vols. (Chicago: Universify of Chicago Press, 1974),
esp. vol. 1.

30. For modern studies of South Arabia, see, for example, the following recent
works: Jacques Ryckmans, Ler inscriptions anciennes de I'Arabie du Sud: Points de vur o
problémes actuels (Leiden: E. ], Brill, 1973) and ], Pirenne, “La religion des Arabes
préislamiques d'aprés trois sites rupestres ct leurs inscriptions” in Al-Babir: Fesischrift
Josepb Henpinger zum 70, Geburtstag am 12. Mai 1976 (St. Augustin bei Bonn: An-
thropos-Instituts, 1976), pp. 177~217 and cf. the use Serjcant nakes of such works in
his review of O, JRAS (1978):76-77.

31. Adams, “Islamic Religious T
above), p. 38.

32. Adams, p. 40, in reference to the “irenic” approach to Islamic studies advo-
cated by W. C. Smith.

33. Jane Sinith, in "Islamic Understanding of the Afterlife” [paper presented at the
symposium on Islam and the History of Religions (see preface to the present volume)),
points directly to the prohlem very explicitly hut seems not to see the solution: “Docs
the asking of ‘wrong’ questions necessarily mean thar answers will be unrelated to the
truths about actual Muslim faith and practice?” If the study of Islam continnes to be
confronted in rerms of "actual Muslim faith and practice” then the problem will con-
tinue to exist. The question must he asked: “Is that what we are after?” “Are we
studying sociology or intellectual history?" We can do either, and both are without a
douht important, but one cannot ask intellectual-historical quesrions of sociological
data.

34. Sec SM 24-25, 08 1, 40-43, 47-48, 51-52, 5758 as well as the analysis of
haggadic tafiir in chapter 4 of 08 which Wansbrough conceives of as illustrating the
point (see SM 24).

35. Geza Vermes, “Redemption and Genesis xxii—The Binding of Isaac aud the
Sacrifice of Jesus,” in his Scripture and Tradition in fudatsm: Haggadic Studies, 3d rev. ed.
{Leiden: K. ). Brill, 1973), pp. 193--227. Also sce P, R, Davies and B. D, Chilton,
“The Agedah: A Revised Tradition History,” Carbalic Biblical Quarterly 40 (1978):
514-46.

36. And this would include those who attempt to postulate some sort of aberrant
Judaism and/or Christianity known specifically to Arahia,

37. This procedure within Qumran is perhaps most clearly enunciared in Bleddyn
J. Roherts, “Biblical Exegesis and Fulfillment in Qumran,” in Words and Meaning:

lition,” in The Study of the Middle East (see nt. 24
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Essays Presented to David Winton Thomas, ed. Peter R. Akroyd and Barnabas Lindars
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Presc, 1968), pp. 195—207, although such an in-
terpretation goes against the mainstream of Qumranic scholarship where the trend to
try to identify characters such as the Wicked Priest and Teacher of Righteousness
predominate as in, e.g., Vermes (see nt. 35 above). Also see SM esp. 51-54.

38. Sec 0F 49; SM 58, 139, where the notion of the lack of eschatology in the Sira

di a secure political positi

39. “An historical circumstance so public [as the emergence of the Qur'in] cannot
have been invented"; see Serjeant’s review of 0F in JRAS (1978):77. The notion thar a
“conspiracy” (!) is involved in such a historical reconstruction becomes a rallying
point for many objections; see N. Daniel's review of Hagarim in JSS 14 (1979):296—
304. Contrary to Daniel (p. 298), one could claim that one hundred years & a long
time, especially when one is dealing not with paper headlines aud printing press-
es but the gradual emergence of a text ar first within a select circle, then into ever
widening circles. One could point to similar instances of “conspiracies” in the can-
onization of other scriptures, for example the identification of John the disciple with
the Gospel of John in well less than a century after the emergence of the text. Besides,
as in so many things, it all depends on which conspiracies one likes or does not like;
Serjeant says of John Burton [ The Collection of the Qur’iin (Cambridge: Camhridge Uni-
versity Press, 1977)] that he “argues vastly more cogently than Wansbrough's unsub-
stantiable assertions, that the consonantal text of the Qur'an before us is the Prophet's
own recension,” bur involved in Burton's book—if one bothers to read it carefully and
not get carricd away by its conclusion—is a “conspiracy” to which Serjeant’s objec-
tion to Wansbrough's theory should apply as well. Bur obviously the conclusions are
what count for Serjeant, not the method by which they are reached. (See his review of
0S, JRAS [1978k76). Cf, also Angelika Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition der mek-
kanischen Suren (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1981) and my review
BSOAS 45 (1982)149~-50.

40. See, for example, Raphael Loewe, “Divine Frustration Exegetically Frus-
rated—Numbers 14:34 fen@ati," in Words and Meanings, ed. Lindars and Akroyd,
esp. pp. 137-38: G. Vermes, Scriprure and Tradition, introduction.

41, The historical appearance of exegetical “lists” of scriptural passages, whether of
(apparent) scriptural contradiction, semantic aspeets, or legal rulings (see 0S, chapter
4 for these types of lists) indicate the emergence of a fixed text of scripture. Note M.
R. Waldman's observation in Chapter 6 of this book: "As the Qurin itself became
Jisted,'i.e., arranged in fixed order according to some fixed criteria of listing, further
]istil'lg of the contents of the Qur'an au:mﬂing to other ?rim;ipies of].i.-uing followed
naturally.” Precisely, Wansbrough would perhaps say; the earliest evidence of “listing”
according to other criteria indicates the likely historical moment of the emergence of
the fixed Qur'inic canon.

42. See my review of SM, /S5 16 (1981):121-23. i

43 See his review of van Ess, Aqfuugz muslimischer Theologie, in BYOAS 43 (1980}
361-63.

44. MW 67 (1977):307; the quote from (5 is somewhar out of context, although cf.
Wansbrough's review of van Ess, Anfinge in BSOAS 43 (1980):361.

45. Fazlor Rahman, Major Themes of the Qur'dn (Chicago: Bibliotheca Islamica,
1980), p. xiv; see my review in ASOAS 44 (1981):360—63. Rahman incorrectly quotes
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05; it should read . . . the kind . . ." there is also no explanation point (!) in
Wansbrongh's text. The possibility that there could be a difference of opinion over the
value of literary analysis per se cannot be overiooked bnt Rahman's statements hardly
are sufficient 1o urge snch a position; cf. however, van Ess's review of SM, BSOAS 41
(19B0):137—19, where precisely that argnment is attempted; one needs to look no
frther than, for example, Frank Kermode, The Genesis of Seerecy (see nt. 19 above) to
see the continued vitality of literary analysis, however.

46. G. H. A, Juynboll, in his review of 08 in JSS 24 (1970):203-96, expresses this
inability perfectly: “What makes W.'s theories so hard to swallow is the obvious dis-
parity in style and contents of Meccan and Medinan siras” (p. 294). Similar to this are
Rahman’s comments in Chapter 12, and in Major Themes, p. xvi, about chronological
“necessity” due to the doctrine of naskh (which he conceives of as “removal” of verses
alone, not a5 legal ahrogation). The possihility that maskh refers w replaced Jewish
practices (Burton) ar to abrogated earlier dispensation (Wanshrough) is not even en-
tertained by Rabman; both these alternate solutions ohviate the chronological
“necessity.”

Chapter 10. Towards a Hermeneutic of Qur'anic and Other
Narratives in Isma'ili Thought

1. Seein particular his early article, “How Did the Early Shi‘a become Sectarian?,”
Journal of the American Oriental Society 75 (1955):1—13, and The Vemture of Islam, 3 vols,
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974) vol. 1, pp. 256-67 and 372-84.

2. This is particularly evident in his treatment of “popular” esoteric material. See,
for instance, his article “Satpanth” in Collectanea, vol. 1 (Bomhay: Tsmaili Society,
1948), pp. 1—H.

3. The literature on literary theory is enormous. For the purposes of this volume,
hawever, several fairly recent works reflect some ongoing concerns and controversies:
Roland Barthes, Critigue et verité, (Paris: Seuil, 1066); Essays on the Langnage of Liter-
ature, ed. 5. B. Chatinan and 8. R. Levin (Boston: Houghron Mifflin, 1967); North-
rop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism. Four Essays by Northrop Frye (New York: Atheneum,
1966} L. D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1967);, Paul Ricoeur, La metapbore vive (Paris: Seuil, 1975) and a series of works on
literature written and/or edited hy Joseph Strelka, published since 1968, including
Problems of Literary Evaluation, ed. ). Strella (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 196g). Each of Strelka’s works i ive references and
bibliographies.

4. Quoted by Kugene Vance, “Pas de trois: Narrative, Hermeneutics and Striuc-
ture in Medieval Poetics,” in Interprecation of Narrative, cd. Mario ). Valdes and Owen
J. Miller (Toronto: University of Toronta Press, 1978) p. 122. Other papers in the
book, hased on an international eolloquinm on the subject held at the University of
Toronto, represent some of the effort and ongoing debate in the field of narrative
interpretation.

5. Quoted in Henry Corbin, Histaire de la philasopbic islamigue (Paris: Gaillimard,
1964) p. 17,
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6. Da'@im al-Islim, 1 vols. ed. A. A. A. Fyzee (Cairo: Dir al-Ma'arif, 1951-60)
Ta'wil al-Da'd'im, 2 vols. ed. M. al-Azami (Cairo: Dir al-Ma'drif, toﬁl-;r.:). Fn‘f t.h':
latter, see also Ismail K. Poonawala, Bibliagraphy of Isma'ili Literature (Malibu, Calif.:
Undena Publications, 1977), p. 64. ) )

I;. For al-Shirazi, see Poonawala, lsma'ili Literature, pp. 103~4. "!‘he interpreration
is to be found in his al-Majalis al-Mu'ayyadiyyab, as yet not fully edited. Sc:mc majilis
are summarized in J. Muscati and M. Movelvi, Life and Letﬂlfd’ lfln'fAMfllJyd !Ka-
rachi: Ismailia Association of Pakistan, 1956). A recent, partial edition is H.ﬂlTll‘d al
Din Hatim, ed., al-Majilis (Bombay: Published by the author, 1975), the first of ecight
volumes. ) .

8. The source is discussed and an acconnt of the story medod by Bernard Lewis
in “An Isma'ili Interpretation of the Fall of Adam,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and

ican Studies ¢ (1938):691-704. N ) .
Af:aw;“ the h‘:d(ground to their history and the Ginan tradition, see i\z‘ma'!\:lan].l,
The Nizari lsma'ili Tradition in the Indo-Pakis no ';s' '8] Monographs in
Religion and Theology (New York: Caravan Books, 1978). )

tﬁmanude Ih:gi-anss. The Savage Mind (London: Widenfeld and Nicolson,
1962), pp. 16-23, where the idea is fully developed. ) .

')fl. gs; Nanji, Nizari Isma'ili Tradition, pp. 114/, from which the following ac-

count is drawn. o o
12. Muhammad, *Ali, Hasan, Eusayn and Fatima, The Shi'i emphasis is based on
their interpretation of Qur'in 33:33 and 3:61. ) . o

13 St:rlgnmari Bhattacharji, Hindu Theogomy (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1g70), 8. . . ) .

14 ﬁ’rn?mﬁ concept and the list is given in Alain Danpﬂun: Hindy M:bmm
(New Yorl: Pantheon Books, 1964) pp. 116—81. For the undcrstnndiqg of this concept
{and its use in doctrine) in the Ginans, sec Nanji, Nizari fsma'ili Tradition, pp. 110-13.

Chapter 12: Islam and the Study of Religion

i Waardenburg, “Islam and the History of Religions: A Himm'a_n of Re-
l.ig;on'.';‘ﬁrspmqu” ive,” paperg presented at the symposium on Islam and the History of
Religions, Arizona State University, January 1980.

1. John Wisdom, Otber Minds (Oxford: Blackwell, 1956).

3. Jane L. Smith, “Islamic Understanding of the Afterlife," paper prcsetmd at the
symposium on [slam and the History of Religions, Arizona State University, January
IQ:LEdwlrd W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Ms. 19’;8).. ) )

5. Robert King Merron, The Saciology of Science: Theoretical u:i Empirical fm:ungn-
tions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), chapter 5, “The Perspectives of
Insiders and Oursiders,” pp. 9g9-136. ) .

6. Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition
(London and Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982). . )

7. Jobn Wansbrough, Quranic Stadies: Sources and Methods of Smpumf fmlerpvr!ﬂm
{Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977); and idem, The Smm Milien: Content and
Composition of Islamic Satvation History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978).




234 Notes to Pages 199—202

8. Fazlur Rahman, Islamic Metbodology of History (Karachi: Cencral Institute of Isla-
mic Research, 196s).

9. have given some examples to illustrate my critique of Wansbrough in the Intro-
duction to Major Themes of the Qur'dn (Chicago: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1980) and in a
review of recent books on the Qurlin by Western authors, in The fowrnal of Religion
64/ 1(1984):86—80.

10. All reviews have either rejected or d ed utrerly Wansbrough's two books,
which this author does not view as coincidence. The most sympathetic reviews are
thase of Josef van Ess, who does not accept Wansbrough's conclusions but, nonethe-
less, thinks the method may be useful; note, however, that in his review of Sectarian
Milieu, van LEss advocates a return to the philological method. It may be that Wans-
brough's is the call of a rrue genius whom nobody has yer understood except Andrew
Rippin, If so, then we expect to hear much more that makes sense than we have so far;
for what we have heard so far is hardly encouraging, 1 am afraid. [For a list of reviews
of Wansbrough's works, see notes 4 & § of chapter nine. Editor's note.]

11, Jean Jacques Waardenburg, L'lslam dans le miroir de Uoccideme (Paris: Mouton,
1963).

12, Edward W. Said, Orfentaliom (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978),
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