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What images are conjured today by the word “Islam”? Walk into

any bookstore, and you will initially be drawn to a stack of

breathless titles that are truly frightening. These journalistic ex-

posés reveal worlds of terrorist intrigue and plots against the

United States. Alongside these instant potboilers are books with

a more sober tone, delivering with masterful condescension the

verdict of failure upon Islamic civilization, and the promise of

an apocalyptic clash between Islam and the West. Tucked into a

corner one may find a few academic surveys of Islamic theology

and history, written in the tedious and excruciating prose re-

served for textbooks. There may also be a couple of apologetics

written by Muslims, attempting to defend Islam against any ac-

cusations. Finally, and most impenetrable of all, there will be

two or three translations of the Qur’an, a foreign text that re-

mains an enigmatic and unreadable cipher. How can anyone

make sense of all this?

This book has been written to provide a completely different

alternative to currently available books on Islam. What is offered

here is a sympathetic yet reasoned and analytical view of the Is-

lamic religious tradition and the contemporary issues that Mus-

lims face. My most radical departure from conventional wisdom

is to propose a nonfundamentalist understanding of Islam.

Both the difficulty and the importance of this task are illus-

trated by two events that took place in 2002. First, it was in the

summer of that year that I delivered the completed manuscript

of this book to the publisher who had initially commissioned it.
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To my complete astonishment, after considerable delay, the

publisher informed me that the press would not be able to pub-

lish the book. There was no question regarding the quality of

the manuscript; this was, instead, a matter of personal attitudes

among the editorial staff, resulting from the terrorist attacks

against American targets on September 11, 2001. I was told that

some of the editors were now personally uncomfortable with

being associated with any book on a subject that could be used

to justify terrorism. The identity of the publisher is unimpor-

tant. What is most remarkable about this incident is that it

demonstrates the extent to which, even in the world of publish-

ing, the subject of Islam has become so controversial that some

people cannot confront it.

The second example was the Summer Reading Program at

the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (), where I

teach. Ordinarily this kind of assignment attracts little atten-

tion, except as an unwelcome intrusion on students’ vacation

time. This year, however, the committee in charge of the selec-

tion wanted to choose a book that would address some of the is-

sues raised by the September 11 attacks. Having discarded sev-

eral weighty tomes on Middle Eastern history, terrorism, and

similar topics, they asked me whether it would be advisable to

assign our first-year students to read a translation of the Qur’an.

I enthusiastically recommended Michael Sells’s Approaching the

Qur’an: The Early Revelations, a brilliant multimedia transla-

tion that is ideal for introducing this challenging text. While

Sells’s book was not designed to explain the mentalities of ter-

rorists, it did offer our students a first encounter with one of the

most influential books in world history. This assignment at-

tracted national and international attention, as a conservative

Virginia-based Christian group sued , arguing that we were

infringing on students’ religious freedom by trying to convert

them to Islam. Members of the North Carolina state legislature
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reacted with fury to this assignment, seeing it as equivalent to

support for Muslim terrorists. Although federal courts dis-

missed the lawsuit, so that more than 2,000 students proceeded

to discuss the book without incident, the outrage over the uni-

versity assigning a book about Islam revealed once again a deep-

seated fear and hostility that opposed even reading a book on

the subject.

Under these circumstances—when publishers, religious

groups, and politicians are opposed to an impartial and fair-

minded discussion of Islam—it is painfully obvious that such a

discussion is exactly what we need. The modern debate about

Islam in America and Europe has been conducted primarily

through sensational journalism and ideological attack. Although

excellent scholarship on Islam is available, it is all too often

couched in impenetrable prose and buried in obscure academic

journals. Following Muhammad is designed to cut through the

fog of suspicion and misinformation; it offers readers the tools

to reach an independent understanding of key themes and his-

torical settings affecting Muslims—and non-Muslims—around

the world today.

This book is the result of many years of thinking, teaching, and

writing about Islamic religion and culture. I was initially drawn

to Islamic studies by my personal encounter with the Persian

poetry of great Sufis (Muslim mystics) such as Jalal al-Din

Rumi. Precisely because of widespread ignorance and misun-

derstanding of Islam, it occurred to me that the study of the

great spiritual and humanistic tradition of Sufism, as a major

aspect of Islamic thought and practice, would be an appropriate

way to bridge the civilizational gap. I still think this is a good

idea; years later, much to my amazement, I have observed the re-

markable popularity that Rumi has attained in America, thanks

to poets and translators such as Coleman Barks and Robert Bly.
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In the process of my education, I learned Arabic, Persian, and

Urdu and got a Ph.D. in Islamic studies. I spent time overseas,

primarily in Eastern, non-Arab countries, particularly India and

Pakistan, with research visits to Iran and Turkey.

Like everyone else in the small group of American scholars

who work on the study of Islam, I have found my humanistic

goals running afoul of political events again and again. I had air

reservations to go to Tehran for dissertation research in the fall

of 1978, but the Iranian revolution forced me to switch to India

instead. In 1985 I had a Fulbright Islamic Civilization Research

grant to study in India, but someone in the Indian government

thought that my research on medieval Sufis was too controver-

sial to permit a visa; consequently, my family and I spent a won-

derful year in Pakistan. For a change, I had just finished my re-

search in Istanbul when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990. In the fall

of 1998, though, I was forced to postpone a research trip to Pak-

istan when the U.S. government fired cruise missiles into Sudan

and Afghanistan in retaliation for embassy bombings in East

Africa. And I began to write these lines in the wonderful city of

Seville, once a center of the Moorish culture of medieval Spain,

in the shadow of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

The educational task faced by specialists in Islamic studies is

enormous. There exists, on one hand, a tremendous ignorance

and suspicion about Islam in much of Europe and America,

now considerably enhanced by recent tragedy. On the other

hand, there are extremists from Muslim countries who have

used the language of Islam to justify horrific acts of mass vio-

lence. Lost in this confrontation are hundreds of millions of

Muslims who inhabit the world today who have been classified

as outsiders to Western civilization but who do not share the

apocalyptic and fanatic vision of an Osama bin Ladin. Those of

us who have studied the text of the Qur’an, the writings of the

great poets, and the history of Islamic civilization feel very keenly
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the distortion and perversion of Islamic symbols and authority

perpetrated by these modern extremists. How much more an-

guish is felt by the vast majority of Muslims, who loathe acts of

terrorism at the same time that they deeply resent the continued

imposition of neocolonial influence over their countries?

Despite these extraordinary challenges, the task of Islamic

studies could also be described as minimal. In 1992 I partici-

pated in a workshop discussing images of Islam in America. The

educational goal that we finally settled on in the workshop was

very basic: to convince Americans that Muslims are human be-

ings. This might sound like an absurdly simple point, but the Is-

lamic religion is perhaps the one remaining subject about which

educated people are content to demonstrate outright prejudice

and bias. Ten years later a workshop on critical issues in Islamic

studies came to the same conclusion, but more forcefully: the

real issue is to humanize Muslims in the eyes of non-Muslims. I

will discuss the nature of anti-Islamic prejudice in detail in

Chapter 1, but it still amazes me that intelligent people can 

believe that all Muslims are violent or that all Muslim women

are oppressed, when they would never dream of uttering slurs

stereotyping much smaller groups such as Jews or blacks. The

strength of these negative images of Muslims is remarkable,

even though they are not based on personal experience or actual

study, but they receive daily reinforcement from the news media

and popular culture.

The arguments presented in this book are designed to bring

the reader into a new relationship with the subject of Islam by

providing critical and independent access to key information. In

my previous books, I have developed a method of explaining

unfamiliar religious subjects that avoids the jargon of special-

ized scholarship. I believe it is possible to write clearly and di-

rectly and to engage the reader in the subject, not by authoritar-

ian pronouncements, but by clarifying the debates and showing

P R E F A C E

{ xvii }



what is at stake. I draw particularly on religious studies and on

historical context to bring out detailed meanings and compar-

isons. Approaching the subject from religious studies, I draw at-

tention to the important role of modern Christianity, particu-

larly Protestant thought, in shaping modern interpretations of

Islam. These interpretations are found in the writings of non-

Muslim European and American experts on Islam (the so-called

Orientalists), and they also occur in works by modern Muslim

authors and critics. By paying attention to historical context, I

bring out the political, economic, and social factors behind phe-

nomena sometimes thought to be exclusively religious.

Using these methods, I initially planned for the book to re-

volve around major Islamic religious themes, with an emphasis

on the little-understood role of the Prophet Muhammad as the

central figure defining Islamic religiosity. That still remains the

basic underpinning of this book. The aftermath of the terrorist

attacks of September 11, however, has created an environment in

which we can no longer afford to neglect the problem of reli-

gious and civilizational confrontation mentioned above; for

many people, confrontation is the only way they have ever heard

Islam described. The main difference this has made for the book

has been to highlight how we have constructed the notion of re-

ligion in recent history around the ideas of competition and

confrontation, since all too often this modern world–imperial

concept of religion is allowed to pass unexamined.

It is particularly important to clarify the interplay between

religion and history, because the culture of mass media today

tends to create the notion that the present is the only time worth

considering. The flood of advertisements and entertainment

that we all endure on a daily basis encourages amnesia about the

past and reinforces contemporary ideologies as if they were

eternal. Knowledge of the past, however, can be an important

tool for liberating oneself from the tyranny of the current cli-
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mate of opinion. Words and concepts do not simply grow on

trees; they have been invented for specific purposes, and the his-

tory of their changing use reveals the crucial issues that define

our world. Knowing the origins and transformations of words

allows us to decide which of their implications we wish to en-

dorse, and which of our predecessors’ objectives we can still

subscribe to. Approaching religion from the perspective of his-

tory also reveals that behind the apparently seamless unity of

religious concepts lie major debates and differences, signs of ir-

revocable pluralism, and multiple perspectives within every re-

ligious tradition. Although it is tempting to listen to voices that

claim undisputed authority pronouncing blanket approvals or

condemnations on all kinds of subjects, that seduction is open

to charges of prejudice and bias. I invite the reader to take on in-

stead the excitement of discovering how rich and varied the

changing history of a religion such as Islam has actually been.

This book is not meant to be an apologetic defense of Islam

against criticisms; I myself am not a Muslim, and I am not of-

fering preferential treatment to anyone. This book does offer the

thesis that Muslims are human beings—meaning that they have

history and that they live in multiple social and historical situa-

tions defined by economic class, ethnicity, gender, and all the

factors that ordinary human beings have to deal with. On a very

basic level, I feel personally compelled to make this minimal ar-

gument because of the profoundly human relationships I have

established with Muslims over the years, with people who have

invited me into their homes and welcomed me into their fami-

lies. Although years ago I originally envisioned my professional

task as educating non-Muslims about a foreign culture, the

growing presence of Muslims in America and Europe has cre-

ated a new constituency urgently committed to thinking through

what it means to be a Muslim today. Muslims constitute nearly

one-fourth of the human race, and that proportion is not likely
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to change; so it is simply a fact that non-Muslims need to come

to terms with Islam as a part of our common humanity. It is also

a fact that Muslims who are not satisfied with authoritative pro-

nouncements will need to come to terms both with the history

of their predecessors and with the history of the modern world.

This book is written for both these audiences rather than for

scholars, and it aims to be illustrative and provocative rather

than comprehensive or exhaustive.

The basic method of this book is therefore descriptive and

interpretive. It intends to provide the reader with the key con-

cepts and questions necessary to understand contemporary 

debates about Islam. I do not wish to privilege any particular

position, but an approach based on religious studies and histor-

ical context is bound to give a critical treatment to the issues.

That is, as explained above, religious claims are not accepted at

face value, and appeals to authority are not allowed to trump 

rational argument or to ignore history. Instead, everything is

evaluated in terms of the elements of historical context that can

be discussed by anyone, Muslim or non-Muslim, regardless of

background or precommitments.

To make the book more accessible, I have written it in the

form of an essay, only lightly burdened by notes except to give

due credit or pointers to additional sources, including materials

available on the Internet. As I have discovered in the past few

years, Internet sources increasingly provide access to an aston-

ishing range of materials relating to Islam that were previously

almost impossible for the average reader to find. For the con-

venience of readers,I have set up a website (‹http://www.unc.edu/

˜cernst/islam.htm›) containing all the Internet references in this

book, which will be regularly updated and expanded in an at-

tempt to keep up with the growth of these resources. Contribu-

tions and suggestions from readers will be welcome.

While this book aims primarily to reveal the human face of
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Islam, it can only do so by removing the veils of ignorance that

have cloaked this subject for centuries in the minds of Euro-

peans and Americans. Restoration of anything like an honest

picture involves two kinds of mental operations: one is the 

complication of the cartoonlike stereotypes that dominate our

current perceptions, giving Muslims a full three-dimensional

human complexity; the other is the revival of memory, to re-

place the selective amnesia that has blotted out subjects such as

colonialism from our common memory even of the recent past.

The method that I use is to provide real human examples, which

require the reader to construct a narrative that will help to ex-

plain how such things have come to be. In this way the reader

participates in the creative act of reimagining as human an im-

mense group of people who have been demonized. The reader

should not feel, however, that he or she is being blamed for the

prejudices that we have inherited. Some audiences to whom I

have presented this analysis have reacted with surprise, fre-

quently commenting that they had absolutely no concept of

Islam whatever, that it was a great big blank in their minds. While

acknowledging the truth of these reactions, I still wish to point

out the surprising ways in which the dominant self-conception

of Euro-Americans is in conflict with the actual history of our

predecessors’ engagement with Islam. Restoring a human face to

Islam also means coming to a better knowledge of who we all are.

One final admission is necessary: I hate textbooks. I have at-

tempted over the past twenty years to avoid using regular text-

books in my classes in religious studies because they generally

offer students the deceptive appearance of easy and authorita-

tive conclusions about the subject. Religion is a very complex

topic, though, and I would much rather have students experi-

ence creative doubt and questioning than have them memorize

a simple answer in the hope of passing an exam. I have been par-

ticularly dissatisfied with textbooks on Islam, beginning with 
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H. A. R. Gibb’s unfortunately titled Mohammedanism (first

published in 1947 and still in print; in subsequent editions, the

name was finally changed to Islam). Although that book was in

some ways a masterful summary, it set the pattern for subse-

quent textbooks on Islam by adopting a subject division taken

from the scholastic curriculum of medieval Sunni Muslim the-

ologians. To this outline, mirroring the classical bias of Orien-

talist scholarship, it added a brief supplementary chapter on

contemporary Islamic history. The main variation on this pat-

tern has been to give weight to certain contemporary reformist

and fundamentalist interpretations of Islam, in effect recogniz-

ing them as the authoritative mainstream.

What I offer here instead is an interpretive essay that at-

tempts to view Islamic religious history as a source of the con-

temporary situation, with attention to major debates that frame

a broad range of religious expression and opinion. At the same

time, I wish to highlight the impact of Euro-American attitudes

on Muslims in the colonial and postcolonial eras. This book has

been written, in short, to stimulate communication between

Muslims and non-Muslims in the world they have commonly

inherited.

The first chapter of the book presents an overview of Islam as

part of the modern world for at least the past two centuries, in-

cluding anti-Islamic attitudes from medieval times to the pres-

ent. Chapter 2 considers the history of the term “religion” and

how it changed from the time of early Christianity to the early

colonial era. This permits a fresh consideration of how Islam is

understood by scholars, how it is defined by the nation-state

and by government bureaucrats, and how Muslims have con-

ceptualized it in their own terms.

Chapter 3, “The Sacred Sources of Islam,” begins with the life

of the Prophet Muhammad and proceeds to an overview of the

Qur’an, its structure, and its contents. Without attempting to
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cover every fact or detail, this interpretation emphasizes the

central role of the Prophet Muhammad for Islamic religious

consciousness. This chapter also provides the opportunity to re-

consider the major international debates that have raged over

the Qur’an in recent fictional and journalistic writing. Chapter

4, “Ethics and Life in the World,” begins with the broad concept

of Islamic religious ethics deriving from both authoritative texts

and philosophical inquiry. After demonstrating the major role

of Greek philosophical ethics in Islamic thought, it moves on to

the changes in ethical thinking during the period of European

colonial domination. A series of major problems for religious

ethics then follows, including the concept of an Islamic state,

liberal Islamic thought, gender issues and the question of veil-

ing, and the relationship between Islam and science.

Chapter 5, “Spirituality in Practice,” investigates spirituality

and mysticism in the traditions of Sufism and Shi‘ism, with 

particular attention to the role of Sufi saints and Shi‘i Imams 

as spiritual guides and mediators; controversies such as the

Wahhabi rejection of sainthood also come in for discussion.

This chapter also asks about the nature of Islamic art, including

sacred art, secular art with religious themes, Islamic art for non-

Muslims, and the significance of fantasies of Muslim cultures in

European Orientalist painting. The book concludes with “Re-

imagining Islam in the Twenty-first Century,” a look at how ide-

ology and technology are continually transforming the way that

Muslims and non-Muslims imagine this religious tradition.

Throughout, the book underlines the role of the Prophet Mu-

hammad as the chief defining figure for the distinctiveness of Is-

lamic experience.

Writing this book would not have been possible without the

continuous interaction I have had with students in classes on Is-

lamic studies at every level over the past twenty years; it is in
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part to them that I dedicate this book, as those entrusted with

the task of improving our knowledge of these subjects in the 

future. I particularly would like to acknowledge the students 

in two first-year seminars on Islam at the University of North

Carolina at Chapel Hill, plus graduate student assistants Philip

Hassett, Karen Ruffle, and Peter Wright, all of whom helped me

work through many of the topics discussed in this book in

2000–2002.

I owe particular thanks to Elaine Maisner and the staff of the

University of North Carolina Press, who had the vision to see
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debate. It is also of considerable personal significance to me that

 Press published in 1975 one of the most important books
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cal Dimensions of Islam, by my former teacher, the late Anne-

marie Schimmel (d. 2003). This book is also dedicated to her,

and I am sorry that she did not live to see it.

I would in addition like to thank my colleagues in the field of

Islamic studies and related subjects, who have continually chal-

lenged me and helped me to come to new insights as we have

grappled with this topic over the years. Special thanks go to the

people I work with most closely here in North Carolina, at 

(Edward Curtis, Bart Ehrman, Charles Kurzman, James Pea-

cock, Shantanu Phukan, Sarah Shields, and Thomas Tweed),

Duke University (miriam cooke, Katherine Ewing, Bruce Law-

rence, and Ebrahim Moosa), and North Carolina State Univer-

sity (David Gilmartin, Akram Khater, and Tony Stewart), and

also to Richard Martin (Emory University), Brannon Wheeler

(University of Washington), Muhammad Qasim Zaman (Brown

University), F. Canguzel Zulfikar, and Tahir Andrabi (Pomona

College). Several anonymous reviewers of this manuscript, plus

Michael Sells (Haverford College) and Frances Robinson (Royal
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Chapter 1

Islam in 
the Eyes of 

the West



/m
Islam as Part of the Contemporary World

For more than thirty years I have been convinced that the great-

est contemporary gap in understanding lies between the major-

ity of Americans and Europeans—the so-called West—and the

rest of the world. As an American exposed to international ex-

perience early (I spent a year as an exchange student to Chile at

age sixteen), I came to realize that despite their many virtues,

Americans are not very good at understanding other cultures.

This gap in understanding is largely a one-way affair. That is, in

the process we now call globalization, the products of American

and European culture are broadcast to every country in the

world. As a result of the era of European colonialism, languages

such as French, Spanish, English, Portuguese, and Russian are

the most prestigious vehicles of education and mass communi-

cation throughout Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. In contrast,

it is possible for educated Americans and Europeans to ignore

Chinese, Hindi-Urdu, Arabic, Bengali, and Malay-Indonesian

with perfect equanimity, even though more people today speak

these non-European languages.1 While American and European

authors, artists, and actors are known throughout the world, it

has been a rare occurrence for an Asian, Middle Easterner, or

African to obtain this kind of status.

Although globalization has been seen as the defining process

of our time, we seem to be uneasy and confused about what

kind of world we actually live in. It used to be that we spoke of

three worlds: the First World, consisting of economically and

technologically developed nations, primarily the United States,

Europe, and Japan; the Second World, mainly the former Soviet
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Union and its Communist allies; and the Third World, the poor

and underdeveloped countries of Asia, Africa, and the Ameri-

cas. It has been more than a decade since the fall of the Berlin

Wall and the end of the Soviet empire, so the Second World ev-

idently no longer exists. How many worlds are left?

Conventional wisdom has it that, despite the demise of the

, there is still a confrontation of the West against the rest.

The chief spokesperson for this viewpoint in recent years has

been Samuel Huntington, whose provocative article “The Clash

of Civilizations” became a widely read book.2 His thesis, based

on a superficial and tendentious reading of history, claimed that

there are a given number of civilizations (up to eight, in theory)

that will inevitably clash until one emerges triumphant. After

eliminating the least important of these civilizations, he con-

cludes by postulating an eventual death struggle between the

progressive West and the retrograde Islamic world.

This argument was met with dismay and concern among in-

tellectuals and political leaders in majority Muslim countries.

Only a few years ago most of these countries lay under Euro-

pean colonial domination, the result of aggressive European

military expansion in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia since the

days of Napoleon. Would this argument be used to unleash new

military adventures against the enemies of “the West”? Signifi-

cant voices were raised to refute this confrontational position.

President Khatami of Iran responded by proposing an alternate

view, which he called the “dialogue of civilizations.” The United

Nations adopted the formula of dialogue of civilizations as a

theme for worldwide discussions in 2001.

The fact is, as American Islamic studies specialist Marshall

Hodgson pointed out long ago, there has not been a separate

“Muslim world” for more than 200 years. Politically, economi-

cally, culturally, and of course militarily, the fates of majority

Muslim countries have been closely tied to Europe and America
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throughout this period. International financial networks, multi-

national corporations, media conglomerates, and the Internet

have now created a world in which it is impossible to keep one

culture isolated from the rest. If one looks at the more than fifty

nations that have a majority Muslim population today, one is

forced to confront a bewildering diversity of languages, ethnic

groups,and differing ideological and sectarian positions (though

the flow of information can still be largely in one direction). In

the heart of “the West,” there are today at least 5 million Ameri-

can Muslims and 10 million European Muslims. So why do we

continue speaking of “the Muslim world” in opposition to “the

West,” when such a concept is out of step with reality? Do we re-

ally wish to condone the notion that there are two violently op-

posed worlds struggling for global domination? The extraordi-

nary mismatch between Euro-American ideas of Islam and the

realities lived by Muslims will form a recurring theme through-

out this book. There is no one simple or easy explanation,

though one must look both at history and at contemporary po-

litical interests to see the larger patterns.3

To begin with, it may be helpful to ask how we define “the

West,” or “Western civilization,” since this phrase has no obvious

geographical meaning if it includes territories as far apart as

North America, Europe, and possibly Japan. As an explanation,

I would put forward an academic ritual in which I was involved

some twenty years ago, when as a first-year professor at Pomona

College in Claremont, California, I was asked to take part in the

Ceremony of the Flame. The basic structure of this ceremony

was simple: a series of individuals, beginning with the chairman

of the Board of Trustees, enacted a flame-passing ritual, in

which the flame of knowledge and enlightenment was trans-

mitted to the college president, a senior faculty member, a new

faculty member (me), a senior student, and finally a lowly first-

year student (this was originally done with lit candles but, for
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safety reasons, was now performed with battery-operated,

candle-shaped lights). Meanwhile, an announcer read a short

passage explaining the ceremony, starting with the phrase, “In

the beginning, there was light.” With obvious religious over-

tones referring to both Genesis and the Gospel of John, the nar-

ration went on to describe the gradual westward movement of

this light of knowledge, until it ultimately reached its destina-

tion in the foothills of Southern California. Simultaneously, col-

lege officials symbolically passed this knowledge on to students.

Although the example may seem eccentric, it presents the 

essential outlines of the concept of Western civilization that is

transmitted to millions of American students through history

textbooks, and which is believed by many to be the essence of

our culture and society. The typical sequence of this civiliza-

tion’s development begins briefly in Mesopotamia and Egypt

before heading to Greece, where it really gets started. It is im-

portant to notice that, as civilization moves west, its preceding

locations fall out and become irrelevant. After Greece declines,

then comes Rome, followed by the gradual ascendancy of

France, Germany, and possibly Spain. But (at least in American

versions) the next destination is definitely England, followed ul-

timately by America as its ultimate goal. The special twist that

makes California the apex of Western civilization is disputed,

however, in places like New York.

Presented in this manner, the concept of Western civilization

may appear ludicrous. More seriously, one might say that the

defining characteristics of Western civilization are considered to

derive from two sources: Israelite prophecy and revelation, on

one hand, as a source of ethics and religion, and Greek philoso-

phy and reasoning, on the other, as the basis of both science and

democracy. As a straightforward historical description, this ac-

count of the origins of European civilization seems reasonably

accurate. Nevertheless, if we attempt to come up with a parallel
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definition for Islamic civilization, we are presented with a

predicament. The Islamic tradition also claims to be based on

the same two sources, the prophets of Israel and the philoso-

phers of Greece. The Qur’an acknowledges a long line of proph-

ets including Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. Greek philosophy and

science, moreover, were subjects of intense study in the lands

ruled by Muslim caliphs when they were barely known in Chris-

tian Europe; it was only due to translations from Arabic into

Latin that Aristotle was rediscovered in Paris and Oxford. Phi-

losophy continued to undergo significant development, partic-

ularly in Iran and India, up to modern times (although this has

been largely unknown outside specialist circles). The European

and American claim to exclusive ownership of the two main

sources of civilization is therefore historically false. There were

also important countertrends in the symbols of civilization that

moved east instead of west. After Rome itself had fallen to bar-

barian conquest, Constantinople (also known as Byzantium)

was the capital of the ongoing Roman Empire. When the Ot-

toman sultans conquered Constantinople in 1453, they them-

selves self-consciously took on the mantle of the Roman Em-

pire; although Western Europeans knew them as Turks, to their

Arab subjects in the Near East they were simply “the Romans”

(“Rumi,” or “Arwam” in the plural).

This kind of cultural myopia and chauvinism is not limited

to Europeans, to be sure. Writing in North Africa in the late

fourteenth century, the great Arab historian and philosopher

Ibn Khaldun observed that he had heard rumors that, among

the northern Frankish barbarians (i.e., European Christians),

there were some who were interested in philosophy, but he had

never seen any proof of this. Doubtless this remark would have

been highly offensive to European philosophers of the day,

had they been able to read it. Today, in any case, it is no longer

defensible to take refuge in ignorance as an excuse for making
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exclusive claims to civilization. By excluding Muslims from

Western civilization, Europeans and Americans are claiming a

questionable identity. Excluding Muslims from European cul-

ture in general also runs counter to history. Despite the ex-

pulsion of the Moors and Jews from medieval Spain, and the 

nationalistic rejection of the “Turkish yoke” in southeastern Eu-

rope in the nineteenth century, Islam has been a defining factor

in European culture for more than a thousand years.4

Ultimately, Huntington’s clash of civilizations should be seen

as a reversion to colonial doctrines of European supremacy. It

lacks the overt dependence on racial theory that was fashionable

in the nineteenth century, but it shares the basic prejudice of re-

serving true civilization for Europe, which is opposed by bar-

barism everywhere else. The technical edge that gave Europe

military superiority over the rest of the world is mistaken for

cultural superiority. The 1910 edition of the Encyclopaedia Bri-

tannica summed up this attitude perfectly in its article on Asia

written by a British colonial official:

Asiatics stand on a higher level than the natives of Africa or

America, but do not possess the special material civilization

of western Europe. As far as any common mental character-

istic can be assigned it is also somewhat negative, namely,

that Asiatics have not the same sentiment of independence

and freedom as Europeans. Individuals are thought of as

members of a family, state or religion, rather than as entities

with a destiny and rights of their own. This leads to autoc-

racy in politics, fatalism in religion and conservatism in

both.

While it might be conceded that most religions originated in

Asia, Christian Europe had managed to cut itself clear of those

origins:
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Christianity, though Asiatic in its origin and essential ideas,

has to a large extent taken its present form on European soil,

and some of its most important manifestations—notably the

Roman Church—are European reconstructions in which lit-

tle of the Asiatic element remains. . . . Buddhism has never

made much impression west of India, and Islam is clearly re-

pugnant to Europeans. . . . Hence there is clearly a deep-

seated difference between the religious feelings of the two

continents.5

In its own day, this colonial rhetoric of European supremacy

served as a justification for conquest and domination of the rest

of the world. It is understandable that Huntington’s similar the-

sis should cause alarm among those who are excluded from his

vision of the West.

At the same time, it cannot be denied that there have been

powerful voices from Muslim countries in recent years stri-

dently proclaiming the eternal opposition of Islam and the

West. What is the reason for these claims, and why should they

not be given credence? My assumption throughout this book is

that every claim about religion needs to be examined critically

for its political implications. Religion is not a realm of facts,

but a field in which every statement is contested and all claims

are challenged. Religious language in the public sphere is not

meant to convey information but to establish authority and le-

gitimacy through assertion and persuasion. The Eurocentric

prejudice against Islam needs to be understood as a historical

justification for colonialism. In the same way, the recent use of

Islamic religious language against the West should be seen as an

ideological response against colonialism that deliberately uses

the same language.

Religious language expressed on a mass scale is essentially

rhetorical. Sweeping religious statements of extreme opposition
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should not be accepted on face value, especially since they gen-

erally have immediate political consequences. One always has to

ask the lawyer’s question about this kind of language: Who ben-

efits from it (cui bono)? In statements that attribute political

differences to fundamental religious positions, the implicit con-

clusion is that there is no possibility of negotiation, because re-

ligious positions are eternal and unrelated to passing events.

This is convenient to both extremes in a violent struggle. On

one hand, extremist movements in opposition to the state can

describe their struggle as a religious quest mandated by God.

Even if the extremists are few, by making such absolute claims

they can justify any action, no matter how violent, because their

struggle is based on truth and the fight against evil. On the other

hand, governments that wish to eradicate dissent find it conven-

ient to label their opponents as religious fanatics; this relieves

governments of the responsibility to deal with legitimate griev-

ances, because their opponents may be dismissed as irrational

and incapable of responding to reason. Examples of this kind of

religious rhetoric can be found in many situations ranging from

Israel and Egypt to Waco. Those who attribute conflict to reli-

gion, whether they speak as opposition figures or as state au-

thorities, do not speak for the vast majority of religious people,

and indeed they contradict the history of religion. But such is

the power of the mass media that these violent messages of reli-

gious opposition are carried to every corner of the world, with a

powerful and persuasive effect.

Historically, there are reasons why the religious language of

Islam became a vehicle for political opposition. Over centuries

of colonial rule, many Far Eastern countries enthusiastically

converted to European doctrines, whether Catholicism in the

Philippines under Spanish rule, Protestant Christianity in Korea,

Marxism in China, or the doctrine of progress and moderniza-

tion in Japan. The Hindu tradition of India was in a defensive
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posture in the nineteenth century, under critique from British

colonial administrators and Christian missionaries. Mohandas

Gandhi’s nonviolent nationalism, although it drew on Hindu

teachings, embraced religious pluralism and a secular Indian

government. Only in recent years has a Hindu fundamentalist

identity emerged in India, in part as a deliberate response to

Muslim fundamentalism as well as to Christian missionaries.

Buddhism, though strong in certain national contexts like Sri

Lanka and Tibet, was not as easily adapted to mass political

movements. Apart from the Islamic tradition, one searches in

vain for another indigenous symbolic resource that could furnish

Asia or Africa with an easily adaptable ideology of resistance.

In some ways, the recent prominence of the word “Islam” in-

dicates a momentous shift in religious thought, dating from the

early nineteenth century. In the scale of values found in tradi-

tional theology, the Arabic term islam was of secondary impor-

tance. Meaning “submission (to God),” islam effectively denoted

performing the minimum actions required in the community

(generally defined as profession of faith, prayer, fasting during

Ramadan, giving alms, and performing pilgrimage to Mecca).

Much more important for religious identity was “faith” (iman),

described as believing in God and everything revealed through

the prophets, and all the debates of theologians revolved around

how to define the faithful believer (mu’min). But the term “Mus-

lim,” meaning “one who has submitted (to God),” always had a

corporate and social significance, indicating membership in a

religious community. “Islam” therefore became practically use-

ful as a political boundary term, both to outsiders and to insid-

ers who wished to draw lines around themselves.

Historically, Europeans had used the term “Muhammadan”

to refer to the religion of followers of the Prophet Muhammad,

although Muslims regard that as an inappropriate label.6 The

term “Islam” was introduced into European languages in the
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early nineteenth century by Orientalists such as Edward Lane, as

an explicit analogy with the modern Christian concept of reli-

gion; in this respect, “Islam” was just as much a newly invented

European term as “Hinduism” and “Buddhism” were.7 The use

of the term “Islam” by non-Muslim scholars coincides with its

increasing frequency in the religious discourse of those who are

now called Muslims. That is, the term “Islam” became more

prominent in reformist and protofundamentalist circles at ap-

proximately the same time, or shortly after, it was popularized

by European Orientalists. So in a sense, the concept of Islam in

opposition to the West is just as much a product of European

colonialism as it is a Muslim response to that European expan-

sionism. Despite appeals to medieval history, it is really the past

two centuries that set up the conditions for today’s debates re-

garding Islam. Comprehending the process that led to this lan-

guage of opposition is an essential task for understanding this

single world that we all share.

/m
Anti-Islamic Attitudes from 

Medieval Times to the Present

It is safe to say that no religion has such a negative image in

Western eyes as Islam. Although it would be pointless to engage

in competition between religious stereotypes, one can certainly

see Gandhi and his advocacy of nonviolence as a positive image

of Hinduism. Likewise, the Dalai Lama has an amazingly posi-

tive and widespread recognition as a representative of Bud-

dhism. Europe and America have done a dramatic about-face

with respect to Judaism over the course of the past century. Al-

though anti-Semitism was common and even fashionable early

in the twentieth century, the horrors of the Holocaust and the
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establishment of the state of Israel changed that. While anti-

Semitism still lingers among certain hate groups, there are

plenty of defenders of Judaism on the alert against them. Chris-

tianity, of course, remains the majority religious category in

most of Europe and America, and it is not in any real danger.

Among major religious groups, there remains Islam, with a

complex of media images that is almost uniformly negative.

How did this negative representation come to be, and what is its

relationship with the actuality of Muslims past and present?8

This question of anti-Muslim stereotypes looms especially

large today in terms of sheer numbers. No respectable authori-

ties defend anti-Semitism anymore, and there is a widespread

consensus that insulting statements and stereotypes about Jews

are both factually incorrect and morally reprehensible, whether

in reference to physical appearance or behavior. Yet at the same

time, it is commonly accepted among educated people that

Islam is a religion that by definition oppresses women and en-

courages violence. It is interesting to contrast these two exam-

ples from a numerical standpoint. The world population of Jews

is commonly estimated at about 17 million people, somewhat

less than the world population of Sikhs. Clearly, it would be

ridiculous to assume that such a large number of people would

all have the characteristics assumed by stereotypes. Yet the world

Muslim population is well over 1 billion. It would seem to be a

far greater fallacy to paint this much larger group with the same

brush. Muslims are the majority population in more than fifty

countries that vary widely in language, ethnic composition, nat-

ural resources, and level of technology, and they form signifi-

cant minorities in many other countries. Why, then, should it be

so natural for non-Muslims to assume that all Muslims are and

act the same, regardless of the conditions in which they live? Is

it conceivable that all Muslims are identical, and that they have

no location in time and space?
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The history of Christian attitudes toward Islam has been

largely negative, although not always so. At the beginning of the

emergence of Muslim community, Muhammad advised a small

group of his followers to flee Mecca to avoid persecution at the

hands of the pagan rulers of the city. The Christian king of

Abyssinia received them and gave them refuge, being persuaded

of their religious sincerity. In biographies of Muhammad, one

frequently finds reference to his encounter with a Christian

monk named Bahira during Muhammad’s travels as a mer-

chant. The monk is said to have recognized in Muhammad the

signs of a prophet as predicted in Christian scriptures. Later on,

however, this story was given a precisely opposite twist in the

hands of hostile Christian writers, and the monk was portrayed

as a renegade heretic who aided Muhammad in fraudulently

claiming prophecy.

The brief remarks that follow focus mainly on Christian atti-

tudes toward Islam, since they have had a much greater effect on

the modern climate of opinion than the perspectives of Jews.

Jews and Muslims typically had much more positive relations

with each other in premodern times than either group had with

Christians; it is really only since the establishment of the state of

Israel that Jews and Muslims have become antagonistic. From 

a religious point of view, it is remarkable that only in recent

times have Christian theologians attempted a more positive

evaluation of Islam. The great series of Catholic councils of

the 1960s called Vatican II produced major revisions of church

doctrine, including recognition for the first time of the possibil-

ity of salvation outside the church. Yet it was only very tenta-

tively that the published documents accorded any positive re-

marks to Islam, praising Muslims who practice a spiritual way

of life and noting that Muslims revere the Virgin Mary. Not a

word was said about the Prophet Muhammad, however.9 Ecu-

menical German theologian Hans Küng was probably the first
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Catholic to make a serious attempt to come to terms with

Muhammad.10

Throughout the medieval period, all of the characteristics of

the Prophet Muhammad that confirmed his authenticity in the

eyes of Muslims were reversed by Christian authors and turned

into defects. They simply could not tolerate the notion of a new

prophet after Christ. The traditional doctrine that Muhammad

was illiterate, which to Muslims was proof of the divine origin

of the scripture he transmitted, indicated to Christians that he

must have been a fraud. Muhammad’s descent from Abraham’s

son Ishmael was a part of traditional Arab genealogy, and Mus-

lims viewed this as an additional confirmation of his status;

Christians considered this claim to be completely false. When

challenged by the pagan Meccans to produce miracles, Muham-

mad had answered that the Qur’an was his only miracle. While

Muslims viewed this as proof of the spirituality of his mission,

Christian antagonists considered this lack of miracles as clear

evidence that he was not a prophet.

The two biggest Christian criticisms of the Prophet Muham-

mad were undoubtedly in relation to his military activities and

his marriages. For Christians, the celibacy and nonviolent ap-

proach of Jesus are generally seen as indispensable characteris-

tics of true spirituality. The fact that Muhammad engaged in

battle and was married to a number of women seems to many

Christians clear proof that he could not be on the same exalted

level as Jesus. Christian critics of Muhammad generally describe

him as motivated by a combination of political ambition and

sensual lust, hardly what one expects in a prophet. Muslims ap-

proach this issue from an entirely different direction. For them,

Muhammad provides the ideal model of a prophet, who leads

his people by example and demonstrates in his person how life

should be lived in the world. Since life on this earth will always

be subject to conflict, it is essential to have an example of the
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best ethical conduct of war and politics. Likewise, since human

life requires procreation and the family, there must be a reli-

gious model in this area as well. Therefore, to Muslims, the

Christian emphasis on Jesus’ celibacy and nonviolence seems to

be a completely unrealistic model that no one can follow and

that ultimately ends up being hypocritical by recommending

practices that are never followed. Indeed, according to some

Muslim traditions, Jesus (who did not die on the Cross but is

still alive in heaven) will return at the resurrection and complete

his prophetic mission, during which time he will marry and

judge according to the law.

The discrepancy between these two religious perspectives on

Muhammad could hardly be starker. From a historical perspec-

tive, it is understandable that Christian theologians would find

it unacceptable to admit the possibility of a prophet who was

not sanctioned by the church or by clear expectation from

scripture. Likewise, Muslim scholars regarded the Christian

churches as having gone seriously astray in their interpretation

of Jesus, particularly in the doctrine of the Trinity and the asser-

tion that Jesus was the son of God. For them, the unity of God

was absolutely essential, and calling a human being divine was a

kind of idolatry amounting to polytheism. Nevertheless, the

contrast between the Muslim and Christian perspectives here

has a strange lack of symmetry. Muslims revere Jesus as a

prophet of God, a human being, to be sure, but one who had a

lofty spiritual status as the Messiah and the Word of God and

who was born to Mary of a virgin birth. When Christians refer

to Muhammad as a fraud and worse, it is extremely hurtful to

Muslims because of the deep affection and reverence in which

they hold him. For Muslims, Muhammad is the most compas-

sionate one, the Prophet who alone will intercede with God for

the forgiveness, not just of Muslims, but of all humanity on the

Day of Judgment. Muslims are often bewildered by the extreme
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hostility that Christians have shown toward their beloved

Prophet, and they ask what they have done to deserve such dis-

trust, when they pay the highest compliments to Jesus. What is

there in Christianity that rejects the spirituality of a man who is

a lover and a fighter?

Although there have been some Christian writers who pro-

vided accurate and even unbiased accounts of the life of Mu-

hammad, the tendency has been to go to a negative extreme that

even includes fantasy and outright lies. For example, knowing

that Islamic law considers both pork and alcohol to be unlawful,

Christian writers circulated outrageously false reports about the

death of Muhammad, asserting either that he died while drunk

or that he was killed by pigs. It is hard to avoid characterizing

these stories as anything but malicious. Likewise, in romantic

epics such as the French Song of Roland, Muhammad is por-

trayed as a heathen idol who is worshiped like the Greek gods. In

other accounts he is said to have been a renegade cardinal of the

Catholic Church who decided to start his own false religion.

This image of Muhammad as an unprincipled Christian rene-

gade underlies his depiction in Dante’s Inferno (canto 28:31–36),

where Muhammad and his son-in-law ‘Ali appear in Hell with

the “disseminators of scandal and of schism,” with demons

splitting their heads open in punishment. Curiously enough,

Dante had reserved a place for the Muslim philosophers Avi-

cenna and Averroes in Limbo, along with the virtuous pagan

Greeks and Romans (4:143–44), but he was not troubled by this

particular inconsistency. The Protestant reformer Martin

Luther called Muhammad, among other things, the devil’s son,

and it was typical for other Christian writers to refer to him as

the Antichrist.11

The main political context for anti-Muslim writings by Euro-

pean Christians in the Middle Ages was undoubtedly the Cru-

sades. The attempts of Christian princes, with the blessing of the
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Roman Catholic Church, to conquer the holy lands that were

occupied by Arabs and Turks are among the strangest episodes

in European history. A military and religious movement that

lasted for several centuries, the Crusades had many unexpected

outcomes, such as regular massacres of Jews and the sacking of

the Orthodox Christian city of Constantinople. Although they

had a tremendous effect on western Europe, the ultimately un-

successful Crusader attacks had much less significance in the

Near East, where they were often viewed as one more series of

raids by northern barbarians. It was particularly in the Mediter-

ranean West and in Spain that the crusading mentality reached

its highest intensity. The Spanish Reconquista was a gradual

frontier conquest carried out over centuries with the full sup-

port of the pope, culminating in the conquest of Granada in

1492 and the eventual expulsion or forced conversion of the

Moors (Andalusian Muslims) along with the Jews. The anti-

Muslim policy of the Spanish kings was, coincidentally, the basis

for the support of the voyage of Columbus to America in the

same year, as a way of outflanking the Muslim control of the

East Indies spice trade. Meanwhile, in southeastern Europe,

the Ottoman Turks captured Constantinople in 1453 and began

an aggressive campaign of conquest of the Balkan countries,

threatening central Europe as late as the seventeenth century.

English writers of the early 1600s viewed the Ottomans with fear

and alarm, seeing them as a superpower threatening to over-

whelm all of Europe.12

Although the medieval Christian background of the Cru-

sades continued to have influence, it is not sufficient, by itself, to

explain modern anti-Muslim prejudices. For that, we have to

turn to the modern colonial period. For Americans in particular

it is important to draw attention to colonialism as a distinctive

feature of modernity. America’s own colonial period is far in the

past and is not remembered as being particularly stressful. For
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most Americans, the word “colonial” conjures up quaint images

of reconstructed theme parks like Williamsburg. They are not

familiar with the far more efficient systems of colonial rule that

the French and British developed in the nineteenth century,

with powerful support in technology, policing, and racial ideol-

ogy. To gauge the impact of colonialism, it may suffice to cite a

single example: Algeria, which France invaded and conquered

in 1830. It is estimated that during the ultimately successful Al-

gerian war of independence (1954–62), well more than 1 million

Algerians were killed, while probably 30,000 Frenchmen died

during the same period. Colonialism, in short, was based on

brutal and efficient military conquest.

Still, America’s own initial encounters with Islam took place

in largely colonial contexts. One of these was the African slave

trade, since as many as 15 percent of the West Africans sold into

slavery in the United States were Muslims, including a number

who preserved their culture and even wrote texts in Arabic

while enslaved in the South (see fig. 1.1). Another important case

was America’s colonial occupation of the Philippines, which

lasted from the Spanish-American War in 1898 through World

War II. Most of the military activity that American troops saw in

the Philippines during the Spanish-American War was directed

against resistance by Muslim tribesmen. It was this American

intervention in the Philippines that led Rudyard Kipling to

write his famous ode to colonialism,“The White Man’s Burden.”

Although most Americans today have forgotten this episode,

leading contemporary figures such as Mark Twain and Andrew

Carnegie vehemently opposed this military adventure and its

colonial aftermath.13 In situations like these, America has been

very much involved with modern colonialism and confronta-

tion with Muslims, particularly in places such as Iran and Egypt,

where the United States has stepped into the shoes formerly oc-

cupied by the British.

I S L A M  I N  T H E  E Y E S  O F  T H E  W E S T

{ 18 }



  . 

Photograph of Omar ibn Sayyid (1772–1864), a West African 

Muslim scholar sold into slavery in 1807, who wrote his Arabic

autobiography on a North Carolina plantation (North Carolina 

Collection, University of North Carolina Library at Chapel Hill)



As the power of the Ottoman Empire waned and it was no

longer seen as a serious threat, European colonial expansion

into Asia and Africa became more extensive. When Napoleon

invaded Egypt in 1798, he briefly toyed with the idea of convert-

ing to Islam and conquering Asia, becoming another Alexander;

true to the French way of life, however, he rejected this fancy

when he learned he would have to give up wine. In the era of the

Enlightenment, with its rejection of religious authority, new

justifications for conquest were needed beyond the notion of re-

ligious crusade. Science and rationality furnished the new basis

for empire. Military technology, in which Europe had definitely

seized the advantage, permitted forcible conquest of the rest of

the world. The scientific doctrine of race, in particular, provided

a rationalization for Europe’s domination of the world. Think-

ers such as Auguste Comte proclaimed that five advanced Eu-

ropean nations (England, France, Italy, Spain, and Germany)

constituted the vanguard of humanity. Charles Darwin’s theory

of evolution was applied in ways indicating that white Euro-

peans were more highly evolved than the rest of humanity and

hence were obliged to rule. For the British it was the “white

man’s burden,” while for the French it was the “civilizing mis-

sion.” Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels formulated the theory of

the “Oriental mode of production,” and it was commonly ac-

cepted that peoples of the East were by nature suited to “Orien-

tal despotism.”

The remarkable strength of racial theory during this time

can be seen in an extraordinary exchange that took place be-

tween one of the leading European scholars of Islamic studies

and a Muslim reformer. Ernst Renan, a leading scholar in Paris

and author of important works on medieval philosophy, deliv-

ered a lecture at the Sorbonne in 1883 in which he argued that

Islam was incompatible with science and philosophy. He based

his reasoning on the claim that Islam was an essentially Arab re-
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ligion and that Arabs belong to the Semitic race, which has an

“atomistic” mentality that is incapable of philosophical synthe-

sis. As it happened, the Muslim reformer Jamal al-Din Afghani

was in Paris at the time seeking temporary respite from a tu-

multuous political career. Afghani challenged Renan’s conclu-

sion, although he accepted the notion that all religions are basi-

cally authoritarian and antiscientific; Islam was a younger

tradition than Christianity, he argued, and so it would just take

a little longer for the scientific spirit to emerge. In his response

to Afghani, Renan generously observed that his critic was

doubtless capable of philosophical thinking because as an Af-

ghan he was of Aryan racial stock. Nevertheless, Renan re-

mained firmly convinced that Semites (meaning Arabs and

Jews) did not have this capacity. Anti-Semitism and racial doc-

trines of this type were not only common in the nineteenth cen-

tury but even fashionable.14

This is not to say that Christian missionary activity ceased

during the colonial period; to the contrary, the nineteenth cen-

tury was probably the high point of systematic organization of

Christian missions to the world. Christian missionaries honed

their ability in countless local languages, partly to translate the

Bible into these tongues and partly to debate the truth of Chris-

tianity and the falsity of other religions. The style, the vocabu-

lary, and the arguments of the missionaries would have a

tremendous influence in molding the ways in which many non-

Christians (including Muslims) defended their faiths.

While Christian religious concepts doubtless still influenced

the thinking of colonial administrators, the main emphasis was

on European culture and science as the apex of human progress.

A revealing document in this context is the famous “Minute on

Indian Education” delivered by Thomas Babington Macaulay in

1835 as a justification for making English the standard language

of education throughout British India. This is what he had to
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say about the classical languages of Arabic and Sanskrit used by

Muslims and Hindus:

I have no knowledge of either Sanscrit or Arabic.—But I have

done what I could to form a correct estimate of their value. I

have read translations of the most celebrated Arabic and

Sanscrit works. I have conversed both here and at home with

men distinguished by their proficiency in the Eastern tongues.

I am quite ready to take the Oriental learning at the valuation

of the Orientalists themselves. I have never found one among

them who could deny that a single shelf of a good European

library was worth the whole native literature of India and

Arabia. The intrinsic superiority of the Western literature is,

indeed, fully admitted by those members of the Committee

who support the Oriental plan of education.15

Another telling example was William Muir’s Life of Mahomet

(1858), written by a British colonial official in India at the sug-

gestion of a Christian missionary who specialized in debating

with Muslims. In this biography Muir not only entertained the

suggestion that Muhammad was inspired by the devil, but he

also adopted the more scientific criticism (originally advanced

by German physician Aloys Sprenger) that Muhammad’s pro-

phetic experiences were due to epilepsy.16 As far as these colonial

administrators were concerned, the study of the religion of their

subjects was important insofar as it might pose a challenge to

European authority.17

During the same period that saw the rise of European colo-

nialism, the academic study of Africa and Asia became estab-

lished in European universities. The study of anything in the

East was called Orientalism, and this term to some extent

lumped together everything non-European. Much of this schol-

arly enterprise was based on detailed study of difficult languages

and texts, so that it was not easily accessible outside specialized
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academic publications and caused little controversy. In recent

years, however, there has been considerable debate about Orien-

talism, largely fueled by the provocative 1978 book of that title

by Edward Said.18 Were Orientalist scholars complicit agents as-

sisting the imperialist enterprise of European conquest? Was

their portrait of the East, particularly Muslim countries, essen-

tially designed to facilitate the domination of those countries?

This would be an exaggeration. Most of those scholars, of many

nationalities, were unworldly persons who thought of their aca-

demic work as similar to the study of Greek and Latin. Until

very recently it never occurred to most Orientalist scholars that

their work might have implications for the lives of contempo-

rary Muslims.

Nevertheless, certain Orientalist ideas common in the nine-

teenth century have contributed to current stereotypes about

Islam.19 One of these preconceptions is the idea that Oriental

cultures are animated fundamentally by religious and spiritual

impulses. This concept of the “mystic East,” which came from

European Romanticism, contributed to a tendency to disregard

more mundane factors such as technology, economics, and so-

ciety. Similarly, Orientalist scholars tended to accept nineteenth-

century racial theories unquestioningly, so that much of Near

Eastern and Asian history was explained in terms of primordial

conflicts between the Semitic and Indo-Aryan races (for exam-

ple, Arabs against Persians). In addition, it was widely believed

that the properties of language had a deep and essential impact

on religion and culture, so that from a study of the Arabic lan-

guage one would be able to predict and perfectly comprehend

the nature of the Islamic religion or Arab culture today. All these

tendencies contributed to the assumption that armchair schol-

ars in their European libraries could come to a definitive un-

derstanding of the essentially unchanging realities of Islamic 

religion, Semitic and Aryan races, and Oriental languages. All
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that one really needed was a dictionary and some Arabic 

manuscripts, and there was no need to consider issues such as

contemporary history, economic class, social status, or the opin-

ions of natives. At the same time, colonial officials in Muslim re-

gions tended to believe that any resistance to their authority

must derive from Muslim religious fanaticism rather than any

natural opposition to foreign political control. It is easy to see in

retrospect how Orientalist assumptions about Islam could play

into the justification of European colonialism. Much of this

nineteenth-century scholarship is still available in print, since it

is not copyrighted. Thus it continues to be recycled and has an

impact today far greater than it deserves.

In more recent history, undoubtedly the most important fac-

tor in creating stereotypes about Arabs and Muslims has been

the Zionist movement and the Arab-Israeli conflict. It is ironic

that Zionism, which began as a socialist movement led by secu-

lar Jews, has become a defining element in Jewish religious iden-

tity. From a historical perspective, Zionism is a classic European

nationalist movement with a colonial implementation. The first

theorist of Jewish nationalism, Moses Hess (d. 1875), was a so-

cialist and a close associate of Karl Marx. The early Zionist

movement, under the leadership of Theodore Herzl (d. 1905),

formulated a national identity for Jews focused on the return to

the traditional homeland around Jerusalem. Large-scale Jewish

immigration from Europe and Russia to Palestine gathered mo-

mentum following World War I, after Britain took control of

portions of the former Ottoman Empire. In its scale and pio-

neer attitude, the establishment of Jewish settlements in British

Palestine, with European support, was comparable to the French

colonization of Algeria.

The horrors of the Holocaust gave urgency to the Zionist

movement after World War II, and British withdrawal from its

colonies led to the 1947 independence of Israel, the first of sev-
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eral wars with adjoining Arab countries, and the creation of an

enormous Palestinian refugee population. American attitudes

toward the state of Israel have been heavily colored by Protes-

tant evangelical Christianity, assisted by pro-Israel American

Jewish groups. Many Americans do not make much distinction

between the ancient Israelites of the Bible and the modern 

nation-state. Israel figures dramatically in recent apocalyptic

speculations based on the Book of Daniel and the Book of Rev-

elation, such as Hal Lindsay’s best-selling book, The Late Great

Planet Earth. These contemporary interpretations of biblical

prophecy frequently include predictions of the destruction of

Muslim monuments in Jerusalem in order to permit the re-

building of the Solomonic temple, the advent of the Messiah,

and the events of the Last Days. Israeli authorities, who likewise

draw upon the symbolism of ancient Israel, have found it con-

venient to encourage this Christian belief, despite the demise of

Judaism envisioned in these apocalyptic scenarios. American

Christians therefore generally instinctively support the state of

Israel against Palestinians, despite the significant minority of

Palestinians who are Christians.20

Since Israel’s 1967 conquest of the West Bank and the Gaza

Strip, it has controlled these Palestinian territories through

colonial mechanisms inherited from the British. The Occupied

Territories are practically the only place left where repressive

British colonial laws are still being applied, permitting land

seizure, mass punishments, destruction of suspects’ homes, de-

nial of building permits, and the like. Palestinian resistance to

Israeli occupation took the form of leftist secular national liber-

ation movements like the Palestine Liberation Organization. It

is a serious mistake to call this conflict religious or to regard it as

rooted in primordial religious attitudes. The conflict between

Jews and Arabs is a contemporary dispute about ownership of

the land, and it is a product of the past century. It is only in re-
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cent years that religious fundamentalism has taken hold as a

force among a portion of the Palestinians, with the rise of the

Hamas movement and groups such as Islamic Jihad. Spectacu-

lar acts of violence committed by Palestinian commandos in the

1960s and 1970s firmly established the image of the Arab as ter-

rorist. These Palestinians were secular, and Arabs are a minority

of Muslims; yet to the average American newspaper reader,

“Arab,” “Muslim,” and “terrorist” have become almost inter-

changeable terms. In the absence of any contact with real Arabs

or Muslims in daily life, many have accepted this kind of violent

image as a substitute, as if there could be an entire society com-

posed of terrorists.

Without attempting to trace the further history of these

stereotypes, I must say something here about one of the most

powerful images of all: the veiled woman, an image often tinged

with erotic fantasies. As we have seen, accusations of lascivious

behavior was one of the stock charges that Christians made

against the Prophet Muhammad. The possibility of a man mar-

rying as many as four wives under Islamic law, though uncom-

mon in practice, also fed the imagination of Christian clerics.

New material for fantasizing about Arab and Muslim women

became available with Jean Antoine Galland’s French transla-

tion of the Thousand and One Nights (published 1704–17), which

created a craze for Oriental tales. In the nineteenth century,

French Orientalist painters created luxuriant depictions of se-

ductive harem life, using European prostitutes as nude models.

The conservative clothing worn by many Near Eastern women

(including Eastern Christians and Jews through the nineteenth

century) and the segregation of unrelated men and women in

public spaces also encouraged male European travelers with

overactive imaginations.

Although modern Europeans and Americans assume that

Muslim women are invariably oppressed, it is by no means clear
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that Muslim women have always suffered from disadvantages in

comparison with Christians or others. This is an instance in

which very recent advances in Europe and America are some-

how assumed to be an essential part of the West. English women

did not have full property rights until the Married Women’s

Property Acts of 1870 and 1882, yet under Islamic law, Muslim

women have been guaranteed inheritance and property rights

since the seventh century. English women were still chattels of

their husband or father when Lady Mary Wortley Montagu

traveled to Constantinople in 1716 with her husband, the British

ambassador. She was amazed to meet there Ottoman women of

the nobility who owned large estates and managed their own

property without male interference. Lady Mary even found the

veil to be a liberating device that freed women from the prying

eyes of men. Certainly misogyny and unequal rights for women

are features that can be found in abundance in the societies of

North Africa, the Near East, and much of Asia, but can we hon-

estly say that America and Europe are free of these problems? It

is easy and hypocritical to accuse other societies of abuses and

inequities when injustices still exist in our own culture. The

image of the oppressed Muslim woman can all too often serve as

another self-righteous reason for Europeans to congratulate

themselves on their superiority.

In all the images of Islam that are commonly circulated in

European and American culture, little can be found that is pos-

itive. Is it possible for an entire civilization to have such negative

features, enduring more than 1,000 years across half the world?

Although I am not a psychologist, I cannot help but feel that

there is a mechanism of projection operating here, along the

lines spoken of by Jungians, in which one’s own negative char-

acteristics are projected onto others. There is certainly plenty of

evidence of fantasy throughout the history of anti-Islamic

stereotypes. Muslims are considered to be violent, yet we do not
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hear any similar accusations about intrinsic violence in Chris-

tianity or European culture; what was it about Christianity that

motivated the world conquests of the nineteenth century or

more recent atrocities such as the 1996 massacre of more than

6,000 Muslim men and boys carried out in a single day by East-

ern Orthodox Serbs in Srebrenica? Muslims are considered to

have dysfunctional roles for women, yet that emblem of West-

ern technological superiority, the Internet, is saturated with

pornographic images, and the sexualization of women is om-

nipresent in television, newspapers, and advertising. Is the West

so confident of its relations between the sexes? Everyone needs

to become educated as a media critic nowadays, because the 

recycling of sensational images is what the communications

media love most, especially when conflict is present. Islam is a

subject that most Americans and Europeans have experienced

only through these negative images and stereotypes. Clearly the

time has come to go beyond those images and encounter real

human beings.

/m
Avoiding Prejudice in Approaching Islam

It is a premise of this book that all Muslims are not the same.

Like any other large cross section of humanity, they are affected

by the major factors of life that influence us all: economic class,

access to political power, ethnicity, gender, nationality, location,

language, and history. To assume that Muslims, and Muslims

alone, are driven to act exclusively by religion, apart from any of

the other factors that shape our lives, is more than absurd. It de-

humanizes Muslims and makes them into frightening monsters

who are not only alien but also hostile. It means that there are

no legitimate grievances that need to be considered by non-
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Muslims. It means that Muslims have no history, and therefore

others have no obligation to understand them. If all Muslims

are violent fanatics, there is only one possible response to them:

violent confrontation.

Both the assumptions and the conclusions of these anti-

Muslim stereotypes are repugnant to reason and justice. Yet

these negative stereotypes of Islam have a history that has been

deeply embedded in the self-images of Euro-American soci-

eties. Islamophobia has succeeded anti-Semitism as a form of

acceptable racial and religious prejudice.21 There are important

political reasons for the existence of these stereotypes, and par-

ticular interests are served by their perpetuation. Yet if we are to

construct a vision of the world in which multiple cultures exist

together without confrontation or domination, it is necessary

that non-Muslims should be able to understand the perspec-

tives of Muslims.

Here one may be tempted to ask, Is it not also necessary that

Muslims should understand the perspectives of non-Muslims?

Fairness and reciprocity certainly demand that understanding

be mutual. An important historical clarification focusing on the

high point of European colonialism is necessary at this point.

During this period, from Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt (1798) to

the end of World War I and the dismemberment of the Ot-

toman Empire, the main European powers (plus Russia and

China) engaged in a systematic military conquest of Muslim

countries. This process subjected nearly 90 percent of the world

Muslim population to colonial control. The only countries that

were not conquered outright were Arabia, Persia, Turkey, and

Afghanistan. Two major conclusions may be drawn from the se-

ries of events. First, Muslims subjected to colonialism became

intimately familiar with their non-Muslim rulers and the Euro-

pean culture they imposed. These Europeans overthrew native

dynasties, dismantled traditional systems of education, en-
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forced centralized authoritarian rule, and trained new local

elites in the new languages of power—English, French, Dutch,

Italian, Portuguese, and Russian. Second, the process of violent

conquest was undertaken by largely Christian powers, yet para-

doxically it is the Muslims who are regarded as naturally violent.

Again, this appears to be a kind of projection, but on a massive

scale, suggesting that there is something seriously flawed in the

self-understanding of Euro-Americans in relation to Muslims.

In order to approach an alternative to the negative stereo-

types of Islam and Muslims, it is necessary for the reader to take

a journey not only through the main topics of the Islamic reli-

gion but also beyond religion. Religion never exists in a vacuum.

It is always interwoven with multiple strands of culture and his-

tory that link it to particular locations. The rhetoric of religion

must be put into a context, so that we know both the objectives

and the opponents of particular spokespeople.

To take one example that will be expanded upon later, Is-

lamic law has become a highly charged and controversial topic

in a number of countries with majority Muslim populations.

Certain ideologues (those whose theological positions require

them to take power) have announced their aim as the establish-

ment of pure Islamic law. They present themselves as returning

to the standards established by the Prophet Muhammad 1,400

years ago, ruling society exclusively on the basis of the Qur’an.

This audacious claim, which was never made before the twenti-

eth century, reflects the very modern rhetoric of fundamental-

ism. It flies in the face of Islamic history, since every premodern

political regime that we know of combined Islamic law with

local custom, pre-Islamic structures, and administrative de-

crees. In addition, European powers dismantled the apparatus

of Islamic law in the countries that they conquered, leaving only

certain drastically modified sections applying to personal and

family law. Therefore, at present, formerly colonized countries
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(such as Egypt, India, or Algeria) have mixed legal codes prima-

rily based on European law. Countries that claim to have purely

Islamic systems, on closer scrutiny, look rather different. Saudi

Arabia has a monarchy plus a considerable admixture of pre-

Islamic Arabian tribal custom, and Iran has a modern constitu-

tional government structure combined with clerical rule. In a

much more extreme case, the Taliban government in Afghani-

stan, in forbidding women to be educated or to appear in pub-

lic, distorted both custom and Islamic law to a level that is un-

precedented and even pathological.

To present, therefore, a contextual understanding of Islam, it

is necessary to continually take up particular examples and ask

how symbols and concepts from the Islamic tradition are rein-

terpreted and reapplied in new situations. An important case is

the concept of jihad, often mistranslated as “holy war.” It would

be more appropriate to explain this word as meaning “struggle

for truth.” Over the centuries this ethical ideal has been held up

as the quest for virtue in a variety of forms. It has a secondary

meaning of military struggle against evil opponents, and it was

inevitably appropriated in a self-serving fashion by many royal

dynasties seeking justification for their conquests. Thus, for ex-

ample, the Persian shah and the Ottoman sultan did not hesitate

to declare that each was waging a righteous “struggle for truth”

against the other, when in practice one kingdom was simply

battling another as usual. The subject of jihad will be explored

in greater depth below, but the point is that religious symbols

have no specific meaning in themselves apart from the people

who deliberately employ them in specific ways.

To put the matter of historical context more bluntly, in every

issue that has to do with Islam, the most important question re-

volves around who is authorized to interpret Islam. There is,

after all, no Muslim pope. Should everyone accept the authority

of the religious leaders in Saudi Arabia? Some Muslims reject
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those scholars because they consider the puritanical Wahhabi

doctrine to be extremist, and even the Saudi government has

announced that edicts regarding Islamic law are only acceptable

from officially recognized scholars. What about important fig-

ures such as Ayatollah Khomeini, the inspiration of the Iranian

revolution? Although his opinions were considered binding by

the minority of Muslims who are Shi‘i, and despite the interna-

tional admiration he attracted for his anti-imperialist stand, his

religious authority had no currency for the majority of Muslims

who consider themselves Sunni. Or should one listen to the au-

thorities in Egypt’s most ancient and prestigious theological

academy, al-Azhar University? Here, too, there are many who re-

ject the authority of these scholars on the grounds that they are

overly dependent on the Egyptian government and all too likely

to reproduce the official state perspective. In short, regardless of

claims of absolute authority, there is no one perspective that is

recognized throughout Muslim countries. Therefore, anyone

who wants to avoid being gullible needs to exercise some critical

judgment regarding any comprehensive statement about Islam,

particularly when it is presented as “the Islamic view on . . . .”

In approaching Islamic texts and religious concepts, one

must stand aside from the attitude of missionary competition

that underlies the modern concept of religion. That is, it is all

too easy to fall into the trap of using isolated quotations of

scripture or law as “proof texts” to determine the acceptability

or unacceptability of an entire religion. There are cheap de-

bater’s tricks of this type that are easily abused by those who

have an ax to grind, but it is much easier to detect unfair cita-

tions when you are already familiar with the tradition. Thus one

could take a passage from the New Testament, like St. Paul’s in-

sistence (in I Corinthians) that women should cover their hair

and keep silent in church; reading this, readers with feminist in-

clinations might conclude that any religion containing such a
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rule is unacceptable. Such a single-issue approach based on cur-

rent orthodoxies tends to limit, at the very least, one’s ability to

understand the meaning and significance of this verse in its own

time and place. Contemporary Christians might reply that it

was a custom for respectable married women to wear head cov-

erings at that time. They might also argue that there are other

verses about the equality of the sexes that are statements of

principle and therefore more important than this acknowledg-

ment of contemporary fashion. Regardless of the details of this

example, it is important to engage in a certain amount of pa-

tient questioning when confronted with things that seem strange

to contemporary sensibilities.

In the same way, those who are intent on finding proof texts

to demonstrate the necessarily evil intentions of Muslims should

be aware that they themselves are using the methods and argu-

ments of fundamentalism. For instance, one can find texts from

the Qur’an proclaiming war against the pagan Arabs of Mecca,

who were engaged in a bitter struggle against Muhammad, and

these have been used as evidence that Muslims are perennially

engaged in warfare against all non-Muslims. Yet few would hold

that the more bloodthirsty passages of the Hebrew Bible require

all Jews and Christians to emulate verses like the following: “If I

whet my glittering sword, and my hand takes hold on judgment,

I will take vengeance on my adversaries, and will requite those

who hate me. I will make my arrows drunk with blood, and my

sword shall devour flesh—with the blood of the slain and the

captives, from the long-haired heads of the enemy” (Deut.

32:41–42). One can also find places in the New Testament where

Jesus uses alarming language: “Do not think that I have come to

bring peace on earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a

sword” (Matt. 10:34). While there may be fundamentalists who

insist on the unlimited applicability of every verse of this type,

most Jews and Christians would assert that such sayings reflect
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particular historical situations and are limited to those contexts.

They would further argue that there are overriding moral

themes and principles in the Bible that take precedence over in-

dividual verses, or that metaphorical or allegorical language is

being used in certain cases. It would seem only reasonable that,

instead of leaping to the most alarming conclusions, we allow

Muslims the opportunity to interpret their own scripture. Yet

few outsiders have bothered to discover the history of Qur’anic

interpretation among Muslims, especially since only fundamen-

talist versions of Islam have come to the attention of the mass

media.

It is also important to recall that a number of significant fea-

tures of modern society have come into existence relatively re-

cently. Slavery, for instance, is accepted in the Bible as a normal

part of life; American slave owners used the Bible both to justify

slavery and to convince slaves to accept their lot as God’s will.

Democracy, human rights, and women’s rights are not men-

tioned in any ancient scriptures. Religious tolerance is a secular

attitude stemming from the Enlightenment’s resentment against

the abuse of religious authority. Thus many typical features of

modern life are recent historical developments that owe little to

traditional religion. Yet these undeniable advances for humanity

have recently been accepted, for the most part, in major reli-

gious traditions. It is very easy to assume that our contemporary

society is the norm, and then if we encounter something

markedly different, there is a tendency to reject it with a smug

sense of superiority. An example would be the well-known pun-

ishment of theft in Islamic law by cutting off the hand. It would

be a standard modern reaction to be repulsed and call it bar-

baric, as bad as the harsh criminal punishments that were

prevalent in most of Europe 300 years ago, though we tend to be

anthropologically blind to examples so close at hand.

Yet this simple recitation of what is supposed to be Islamic
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law leaves out several extremely important factors from the his-

tory of its practice: the tendency to restrict the application of

punishments of this category, the high standard of evidence de-

manded (including unimpeachable eyewitnesses), the accept-

ability of plausible excuses, and a strong reluctance to apply this

punishment if there were mitigating circumstances such as

poverty or sincere repentance. Modern readers would assume

this is an inflexible legal code, but in fact Muslim judges had

considerable independence in how they interpreted and applied

the law; the history of the application of this law in different re-

gions and times would reveal much about changes in the role of

Islamic law in those societies. The situation is entirely changed,

however, when zealous self-taught ideologues make amputation

of the hand the standard punishment for every case of theft or

prosecute rape victims on charges of adultery (classical law re-

quired the testimony of four adult male eyewitnesses to the act

of adultery, an unlikely possibility). The extreme application of

these punishments is, for some, an outstanding credential of the

authentic Islamic state, even though it stands traditional doc-

trine and practice on its head. As one scholar observes, “When

Islamic law is reduced to excessive manifestations, it becomes,

for its adamant advocates, a provocative tool against the rest of

the world, and the West in particular (this is primarily what sets

us apart, and it must be emphasized), and a weapon of intoler-

ance in their own societies (whoever opposes us over the sacred

law is an apostate). Islamic law becomes, in this approach, the

focus of the impending clash of civilizations.”22 This ideological

imposition of shari‘a, with none of the safeguards of the Islamic

legal tradition, is rightly seen as a travesty.

All this is to indicate that no religious concept, symbol, or

practice is self-evident; in every case, one needs to ask about the

situation in which a particular aspect of Islam is being invoked.

Likewise, in the proliferation of online texts that characterizes
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the contemporary information age, it is especially important to

read critically the controversial material that appears on Inter-

net sites attacking and condemning opposed points of view.23

Since anyone with a few hours to spare can create a website that

looks reasonably impressive, it is possible for any extremist or

eccentric to present one-sided and distorting material in a way

that makes it look acceptable. In the culture of the Internet, re-

ligious advocacy websites, as a category, are closer to advertising

websites than any other kind. One needs to ask questions about

the purposes of such websites and about the identities of their

authors in order to distinguish missionaries and partisans from

neutral sources of information. In light of the long history of

negative portrayals and distortions of Islam by hostile outside

critics, it is particularly necessary to question contemporary

material that plays into this extraordinarily strong anti-Islamic

bias. Just as in the case of racial prejudice against blacks or anti-

Semitism against Jews, the gross negative stereotyping of cen-

turies of religious thought and hundreds of millions of people

should be treated as a contemptible form of bigotry.
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Chapter 2

Approaching
Islam in Terms 

of Religion



/m
Islam and the Modern Concept of Religion

One of the goals of this book is to raise the level of the under-

standing of Islam from the perspective of religion, yet this is no

easy task. How can one define the concept of religion? Like any

other word, “religion” has a history. The term came into exis-

tence at a certain time for certain purposes, and its meaning has

changed significantly over the years. Although it may be tempt-

ing to regard major concepts such as religion as being universal

and applicable in all times and places, they are, in fact, histori-

cally conditioned and depend on particular circumstances. We

cannot understand religion in a timeless sense or through an

abstract definition. Religion can be understood only with re-

spect to context: we have to understand the actors, the time, the

place, and the issues in order to avoid making serious mistakes.

Surprisingly, religion is not mentioned in the Bible. The word

is derived from a pre-Christian Latin term, religio, which was

adopted by European Christians in the western Mediterranean

region. It is surprisingly difficult to find an equivalent term in

any of the other classical languages of Christianity, such as

Greek, and it is even more difficult to find comparable concepts

outside Christian sources. A brief excursion into the history of

this term and some of its principal transformations illustrates

how dramatically a fundamental term can change. While this

sketch considerably simplifies the development of the concept

of religion in the West, it demonstrates how our concept of mul-

tiple religions is closely linked to the modern period of Euro-

pean colonialism.

One of the most important authors in ancient Rome, Cicero,
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offered an explanation of the origin of the term “religion” in his

Latin treatise On the Nature of the Gods, written around 45

...1 According to this explanation, the Latin term religio was

derived from the word relegere, which means “to read again,” or

“to read over and over.” Thus religio means a painstaking sense

of duty, concentrating fully on what one is supposed to do. We

still retain a sense of this usage in our expression, “He reads the

daily paper religiously.” It was most common for Latin writers to

use the word in the plural, in the form religiones, meaning ritual

duties. There was not necessarily any theological or doctrinal

content to this concept of religion, but it did contain a notion of

duty and obligatory practices.2

The rise of Christianity in the Roman Empire led to a dis-

tinctively Christian adaptation of the concept of religion. The

influential theologian St. Augustine expanded on this in a short

book entirely devoted to the subject, Of True Religion (390 ..).

This was in part a philosophical treatise in which Augustine ar-

gued that true religion meant acknowledging the creator with

reverence, uniting a correct intellectual perspective with appro-

priate attitudes and actions. The exact nature of this acknowl-

edgment could vary from one age to another. Augustine felt that

in earlier times the non-Christian philosopher Plato had been

an example of true religion. In the fourth century .. he an-

nounced the divine arrangement or dispensation for humanity

was Christianity, uniting the philosophy of Plato with the truth

of Christ. Augustine went on to articulate a detailed series of in-

tellectual and spiritual stages of development that were available

to the seekers of true religion. Several points emerged, however,

as radical innovations in this Christian concept of religion. First,

for Augustine, true religion only existed in the singular; he did

not have any concept of multiple religions. Second, religion was

now a subject that had strong theological and doctrinal content.

Third, the source of authority for the articulation of proper at-
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titudes and actions was located in the Christian Church, as the

historic tradition connecting humanity with Christ; religion

was not merely an abstract teaching but depended on revelation

expressed in time and space, in a historical and local context.

Uniting theological truth with the legal authority of the church

would have immense repercussions for the development of

Christianity.

A major shift in the concept of religion can be detected at the

dawn of the modern era, some fourteen centuries later. Major

and drastic transformations had taken place in European Chris-

tianity since the time of Augustine, not the least of which was

the split caused by the Protestant Reformation. A convenient 

example of the new perspective can be seen in the work of the

famous Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius in his book On the Truth of

the Christian Religion (published in Latin in 1627). Although the

title appears superficially similar to that of Augustine’s book, the

difference is profound. Particularly in the wake of the European

wars of religion between Protestant and Catholic, it had become

clear that religion is a noun in the plural—there are multiple re-

ligions that all claim the same authority. Glossing over the split

within Christianity, Grotius turned his gaze outward and de-

scribed non-Christian groups as religions, too, although neces-

sarily false ones.

Grotius’s book, in fact, was a debating manual for European

sailors on missions of economic and military conquest; it was

designed to help them convert the Jew, the Muslim, and the

pagan to Christianity. What is new about this perspective? As

with Augustine, doctrinal truth and legal authority are claimed

for Christianity. But now Christianity is only one of several reli-

gions that are in competition for world domination. The frame-

work for this new emphasis was the era of European colonial-

ism, which can be dated back to the time of Columbus but

began to hit its full stride by the end of the eighteenth century.
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It is worth pausing to examine the picture of religion that

emerges from the extremely popular work of Grotius (it was

translated into multiple languages, and the Latin version was a

standard school text through the mid-1800s in England). If one

looks at the frontispiece of the English translation published 

in 1632 (True Religion Explained and Defended against ye Arch-

enemies Thereof in These Times), one sees a portrait of religion

as an allegorical female figure poised between the New Testa-

ment and the Old Testament (fig. 2.1). In separate portraits

around the page, the Christian is contrasted with the Jew, the

Muslim (here called “the Turke”), and the pagan, each with a

suitable biblical verse describing their relative status. Notes to

the frontispiece explain the basic concept of Islam as both vio-

lent and false: “The Turke stands with his sword in his hand, by

which he defends his Religion, that sprang from Mahomet

(Muhammad), a false Prophet, foretold in generall by Christ.”

Without going into all the details, one can see here in the overall

trend from “religion” to “religions” a concept of competing be-

liefs and political communities in a context of imperialism and

missions. Grotius’s conclusion to this book is as follows: “There

is not, neither ever was there any other Religion in the whole

world [other than Christianity], that can bee imagined more

honourable for excellency of reward, more absolute and perfect

for precepts, or more admirable for the manner according to

which it was commanded to bee propagated and divulged.”3

This unsurprising choice of Christianity as the supreme religion

of the world and the automatic assumption of the falsity of

other religions is another aspect of the modern European con-

cept of religion. All this will have particular importance for the

concept of Islam.

In setting up this global conflict between Christianity and all

other religions, Grotius skips a crucial conflict internal to Chris-

tianity, which has had immense repercussions for the modern
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Archenemies Thereof in These Times, by Hugo Grotius (London, 1632)



concept of religion. The Protestant Reformation was arguably

the biggest crisis in the history of Christianity. It led to immense

social upheavals, including peasant revolts, apocalyptic upris-

ings, and interminable wars between Protestant and Catholic,

based on religious identity. Politics was so closely fused with re-

ligion that the slogan of the day was “religion belongs to the

ruler” (cuius regio eius religio); that is, the state religion would be

dictated by the ruler. These bloody and prolonged religious wars

eventually provoked revulsion against intolerance of different

religious beliefs. A series of philosophers and thinkers began to

advocate that morality and behavior alone should be controlled

by the state, while belief could remain a private matter. The cul-

mination of this doctrine of the Enlightenment came in the

concept of freedom of religion and tolerance, as seen in the 

rejection of established state religion by the framers of the

American Constitution. But many European countries (with

the exception of revolutionary France and various Communist

regimes) have continued to accept various forms of official state

recognition of particular churches. Still, in general terms, this

shift to modernity has decisively elevated the power of the state

over religion in matters of law and political authority while

leaving various religious groups in competition in the realm of

belief. In the colonies, however, with their large numbers of

non-Christian subjects, Christian missionaries were given free

rein and encouragement to seek new converts. The essential

point to be noted is that religious toleration in Europe was only

extended to different varieties of Christianity; non-Christian re-

ligions did not receive this concession.

Since the terms of debate about religion have been set by the

modern colonial era, it is not surprising that Muslims (along

with other non-Christians) have responded by defending them-

selves in the same language. Some major changes in modern

Muslim thinking about religion are outlined below. The intense
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preoccupation of Christians with missionary activity, particu-

larly in the last few centuries, has no equivalent in Islamic his-

tory before modern times. Yet Christians, in what psychologists

might call a form of projection, have constructed a highly sim-

plified and misleading picture of Islam as fueled by a relentless

thirst to convert the world—preferably at the edge of the sword.

The serious distortions in this picture will be discussed later in

this book, but ironically, the missionary concept of Islam has

been picked up enthusiastically by many modern Muslims. The

general mentality associated with missions generates similar

questions and concepts. For instance, Christians and Muslims

are equally likely to discuss with gusto the question of which re-

ligion is superior. Everyone is equipped with arguments to

prove that his or her religion is supreme, and a practically end-

less series of examples could be given to demonstrate this. Yet

the assumptions of this imperialistic missionary attitude about

the nature of religion are rarely examined. Even nonreligious

people examining an unfamiliar religion for the first time feel as

though they are being called upon either to accept or to reject

the religion in terms of personal allegiance.

The postmodern and postcolonial world, however, calls for a

different approach to religion. Except for the diehard fanatics

who are intent on converting the world to their doctrine, it

should be apparent to everyone that religious pluralism is a fact

of life. Not only do we have to accept the existence of multiple

religions, but we must also acknowledge the nonreligious op-

tion as a significant and legitimate choice. In pluralistic modern

societies, to assert the authority of a particular holy book, ac-

cording to a particular “literal” interpretation, amounts to a

tyrannical assertion of power. Although this is precisely what re-

ligious fundamentalists do, in practice they can only attain this

authority by suppressing or eliminating everyone who holds a

different point of view.
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Interestingly, the Islamic tradition possesses extensive re-

sources that lend themselves to concepts of religious pluralism.

The Qur’an (2:256) explicitly states, “There is no compulsion in

religion.” Religious dogma plays a much smaller role for Mus-

lims than it does for Christians, who in various periods of

history have been much more absorbed with questions of or-

thodoxy and heresy. Modern Christianity tends to be viewed

primarily in terms of belief, whereas Muslims (like Jews) have

generally emphasized legal and ethical practice more than the-

ology and doctrine. Among the large majority of Sunni Mus-

lims, the four principal schools of law are equally acceptable. A

well-known statement of the Prophet Muhammad illustrates

this concept of pluralism and is often understood as authorizing

different interpretations of Islamic law: “Difference of opinion

is a mercy for my community.” It would be hard to find the

equivalent to this recognition of pluralism in any Christian the-

ological doctrine.

With respect to other religions, Islamic thinkers have tradi-

tionally accepted the concept of multiple revelations, in the 

concept of the “peoples of the book.” The Qur’an invokes the au-

thority of the prophets Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and many oth-

ers, some of whose names are central to the texts of the Bible.

Three major earlier scriptures are cited in the Qur’an: the Torah

of Moses, the Psalms of David, and the Gospel of Jesus. And

there were certainly indications that there may have been many

other prophets who brought revelations. The Qur’an depicts

this multiplicity as part of the divine plan: “For everyone we

have established a law, and a way. If God had wished, he would

have made you a single community, but this was so he might test

you regarding what he sent you. So try to be first in doing what

is best” (5:48). Thus Islamic law contained a legal category for

protected religious minorities, defined mainly with respect to

Jews and Christians but extended in practice to other groups
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such as Zoroastrians and Hindus. This legal status guaranteed

these communities protection for their lives and property and

for the practice of their religion; they were exempted from mil-

itary service but were required to pay additional taxes. In prac-

tice, there have been instances in which particular Muslim

rulers persecuted religious minorities. But it is important to ac-

knowledge the existence of legal principles protecting religious

minorities in Muslim societies. This stands in contrast to Chris-

tian Europe, where non-Christian minorities had no legal rights

whatever but were entirely dependent on the goodwill of the

political authorities. It was for this reason that Jewish commu-

nities in Europe were so vulnerable to persecution during the

Christian Middle Ages.

Non-Muslim commentators, who often take modern ex-

tremist Muslims to be the only true Muslims, frequently charac-

terize Islam as an intolerant religion. Yet religious pluralism was

built into the social structure of most premodern Muslim soci-

eties, insofar as they observed the principles established in Is-

lamic law. Indeed, it is surprising that while Christian authori-

ties eradicated paganism in Europe centuries ago, pre-Islamic

pagan groups still exist in some Muslim countries. The Man-

daean community, an ancient non-Christian religious group

that reveres John the Baptist, is based in Iraq and Iran and has

perhaps 45,000 members worldwide. In the upper Himalayan

region of Chitral in Pakistan, about 3,000 members of the Kalash

trace their descent from the soldiers of Alexander the Great and

practice a polytheistic religion. Unlike Christian Europe, Mus-

lim societies had no equivalent of the Inquisition to implement

a systematic policy of repression of religious minorities.

How have traditional Muslim doctrines of pluralism played

out in recent times? The dissolution of premodern Muslim so-

cieties and the establishment of colonial rule have led to novel

transformations in the role of religion and law. The premodern
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societies ruled by Muslims generally cannot, in fact, be called Is-

lamic in any fundamental sense. Politically speaking, within a

generation after the death of the Prophet Muhammad (632 ..),

the Arabs established an empire modeled on the world-imperial

domains of the Persians and the Romans. Later dynasties ruled

in the style of Persian kingship or emulated the Central Asian

empire of Genghis Khan. While Islamic law and symbolism

played important roles within these empires, they were always

accompanied by a combination of traditional local custom and

administrative edict, neither of which derives from Islamic reli-

gious sources. Only in the twentieth century was a new kind of

Islamic ideology created, in which life in its totality would be

lived exclusively according to Islam. This modern concept of the

Islamic state has a powerful emotional appeal, but it is paradox-

ical. While it attempts to bypass the preceding fourteen cen-

turies of history and re-create the ideal religious society estab-

lished by the Prophet Muhammad, it does so through the

apparatus of the modern bureaucratic postcolonial state. So,

like any other nation-state, contemporary Muslim societies de-

fine religion and the status of minorities through constitutions

and legal codes that differ considerably from the legal and reli-

gious structures of the past. Since the theorists of the modern

Islamic state are responding to European colonialism, the mod-

ern concept of religion has had a powerful influence in refash-

ioning the concept of Islam.

/m
Islam and the Historical Study of Religion

While the modern study of religion originated within Catholic

and Protestant academic circles, it has grown to encompass a

bewildering array of religious traditions from around the world.
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Many attempts have been made to come up with systems of

classification, although it was common to use Christianity as a

template and to assume that other religions had the same basic

features (scripture, priesthood, theology, and ritual), merely

substituting different content in each case. In practice, however,

it is difficult to make clear analogies between familiar Christian

phenomena and other traditions. In addition, one can scarcely

overestimate the importance of Christian missionary activity,

particularly during the height of European colonialism in the

nineteenth century, as a factor in the understanding of non-

Christian religions. This missionary background, which as-

sumes an imperial contest among religions for world domina-

tion, is evident in some of the main concepts used to understand

religion on a global scale.

One of these familiar concepts of religion is comparative re-

ligion, an idea that in part arose in Protestant seminaries to an-

swer the question, Which religion is better? In a missionary con-

text, such comparisons usually juxtaposed one’s own ideal with

another’s less than perfect practice, an approach that could be

handy in debates with potential converts. Since the early twenti-

eth century, the idea of comparative religion has shifted into a

less missionary and more theoretical attempt to understand

common structures that may be found in many traditions. An-

other popular concept, world religions (usually contrasted with

folk or local religions), explicitly classified certain religions as

competitive missionary religions on a global scale, awarding a

major significance to large population figures. Again, this con-

cept implicitly accepts the European colonial attempt at world

domination as the context for understanding multiple religions.

Usually Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism qualified as the main

contenders for the status of missionary world religions, and

everything else was considered local. Since Islam and Christian-

ity both have significantly larger numbers of followers than does
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Buddhism, this concept set the stage for a serious confrontation

between Christians and Muslims.

The categorization of religions is an incredibly difficult task.

The earliest efforts proceeded along the lines of the famous clas-

sification systems of Linnaean biology, strangely enough. The

basic assumption was that there were certain broad major cate-

gories, similar to the genus of biology, that could then be broken

down into species and subspecies. This biological method, de-

rived from comparative zoology, is another source of the use of

the term “comparative” in the phrase “comparative religion.”

One of the main problems with treating religious traditions as

biological species is that competing groups claim the mantle of

legitimacy and reject the claims of others. This means that there

are multiple sources of order within each religion that challenge

one another (think, for instance, of the evangelical and funda-

mentalist Christian groups who regard the Catholic Church as a

corruption and betrayal of true Christianity or even consider

the pope to be the Antichrist). Further, the biological model of

distinguishing characteristics of a species fails miserably when it

comes to describing religious groups. Some, for instance, would

define Christianity as belief in the divinity of Jesus Christ, but

this definition collides with self-described Christians (such as

the Arian movement in antiquity or Unitarians today) who do

not regard Jesus as divine. Likewise, definitions of Judaism,

whether by practices such as circumcision or in terms of belief,

run up against cases that confound standard expectations, such

as the Messianic Jews or “Jews for Jesus.” The definition of Islam

runs into similar difficulties, both with established sectarian

movements (such as various branches of Shi‘ism) and with

modern ideological groups (like the Taliban).

Scholars of religious studies in North American universities

in recent decades have tried to focus on historical understand-

ing and interpretation instead of doctrinal authority and politi-
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cal competition. If this way of studying religion has an aim that

differs from that of missionary and colonial concepts of reli-

gion, it is to permit a notion of pluralistic community based on

mutual understanding, rather than assuming that one imposes

an authoritarian religious doctrine. The peculiarly American

notion of separation of church and state is probably a factor in

this concept of pluralism. Although there are some who would

still try to claim that the United States is or should be a Christ-

ian nation, there have been numerous court decisions making it

plain that the Constitution does not permit endorsing one par-

ticular religious perspective over others. On the other hand,

there has also been a recognition of the importance of religion

for understanding our complicated history and culture. As Jus-

tice Arthur Goldberg observed,“The Court would recognize the

propriety . . . of the teaching about religion, as distinguished

from the teaching of religion, in the public schools.”4 The im-

portant distinction here is between teaching about religion,

which is an academic study, and the teaching of religion, which

is the inculcation of doctrine and the training for practice ap-

propriate to religious communities. It is perhaps because of this

distinctive historical experience that academic departments of

religion, unattached to particular churches or theologies, are

found in hundreds of colleges and universities throughout

North America. In contrast, teaching about religion as a sepa-

rate subject outside theological seminaries is comparatively rare

in Europe, Asia, and Africa.

One of the important insights that have emerged from the

study of religion as a historical and cultural reality is the realiza-

tion that religions change; they are not timeless, eternal es-

sences. There are, moreover, major divisions within all of the

large abstract categories that we typically find in the common

lists of world religions. A prominent example of this historical

approach is the work of the late Wilfred Cantwell Smith, who

A P P R O A C H I N G  I S L A M  I N  T E R M S  O F  R E L I G I O N

{ 50 }



argued forcefully that “religion” is an ambiguous term that has

to be broken down into two major components. The first is

what may be called religious experience or faith, which is the in-

ternal dimension of religion and is of immediate concern to re-

ligious practitioners and professionals. The second component

of religion is what Smith calls the cumulative tradition, the ex-

ternal dimension, which includes scriptures, ritual practice,

morality, law, literature and myth, knowledge of the natural

world, art and architecture, teaching or doctrine, family and

community, the political order, and the like. This external aspect

of religion may be observed by anyone, regardless of religious

background or faith commitment. The cumulative tradition of

religion grows and changes throughout history, and this can be

documented, explained, debated, and interpreted; but this tra-

dition is in theory accessible to everyone, whether they belong

to the religion in question or not.

A major consequence of the historical study of religion is

that it becomes increasingly impossible to consider a religion to

be a “thing” (scholars called this process the “objectification” or

“reification” of religion).5 Although it is common to hear people

say, for example, “Christianity says that . . . “ or “according to

Islam . . . ,” the only thing that can be observed or demonstrated

is that individual people who call themselves Christians or Mus-

lims have particular positions and practices that they observe

and defend. No one, however, has ever seen Christianity or

Islam do anything. They are abstractions, not actors compara-

ble to human beings. Moreover, the atmosphere of contest be-

tween different religions has given rise to a subtle but momen-

tous shift of perspective in which people speak of believing in

Christianity or in Islam, as opposed to believing in God. Again,

as Smith pointed out, there is something almost idolatrous

about putting a religion into the place of God, given the very

human history of all religions. But in the popular media and in
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modern discourse about religions, it is common to treat them as

if they were things that could be compared and contrasted ac-

cording to their essences.

Unlike Smith, however, I do not privilege the internal dimen-

sion of faith or religious experience as something beyond his-

torical conditions, restricted only to the believer. Nevertheless,

Smith’s emphasis on religious tradition as historical is an im-

portant insight that has seriously eroded the concept of reli-

gions as having essential characteristics, at least in the academic

study of religion. As Smith himself pointed out, if religion is

part of history, then we have to take seriously the point that his-

tory (with all of its changes and transformations) has no es-

sence. Thus a classical definition of religion in general, or of any

particular religion, would be contradictory, since any such defi-

nition presupposes an unchanging essence. I therefore use “reli-

gion” and “religions” in a contextual and provisional fashion,

qualifying the terms as much as possible with particular histor-

ical circumstances to illuminate the issue at hand.6

From a parallel perspective, the study of religion can be bro-

ken down into prescriptive and descriptive approaches. Reli-

gious communities define their faith and practice in an author-

itative fashion, judging what is appropriate and inappropriate

from their perspective. It is up to them to prescribe the authen-

tic or true way to follow their teachings. It is not the duty of out-

siders who may be interested in a particular religious tradition

to make these prescriptive decisions. Instead, they have the abil-

ity to describe what has taken place in the history of that tradi-

tion, and most would agree that the ethics of scholarship re-

quires these descriptions to be fair-minded and respectful, and

that they should in some measure take account of the views of

practitioners of that religion. But in the many instances where

there are deep disagreements within a religious tradition, out-
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side scholars and commentators have a limited role. It would be

inappropriate, for instance, for a Hindu scholar to take sides on

the issues of the Protestant Reformation—to decide, for in-

stance, that either the pope or Martin Luther was correct. While

particular Christian communities may find it necessary to take

sides on this dispute, it is absurd for someone who has no stake

in the matter to attempt to decide which is the authoritative in-

terpretation; that would be a prescriptive rather than a descrip-

tive move, and a misguided one at that. What is appropriate for

the scholar is to explain what was at stake in this momentous

conflict. By explaining the significance and importance of the

arguments and the actors, the scholar is able to illuminate the

history of religion in a way that both insiders and outsiders

should be able to appreciate.

It is important to clarify the difference between the internal

and external aspects of religion, between religious experience

and the cumulative tradition, and between the prescriptive and

descriptive approaches to religion, because they are often con-

fused. It is particularly important for those who wish to under-

stand Islam, because uninformed commentators—mostly from

the news media—have been the principal sources of informa-

tion for the general public. These media sources, whose role in

depicting religion will be discussed at greater length later, are for

the most part willing to relay the most extreme religious posi-

tions without attempting to put them into context or to relate

them to majority views. Some reporters even appear to provoke

extreme statements, since these will have greater impact on the

evening news. When a religious extremist tells a television re-

porter that Islam requires holy war against the infidel West, this

prescriptive minority view of Islam suddenly acquires an au-

thority from the media that it could never attain within its own

social context. In the absence of reliable descriptive information
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about Islam in the public sphere of Western countries, it is now

vitally important to explain and distinguish between the many

voices that speak in the name of Islam.

Several other important conclusions follow from this histor-

ical approach to religion. If beliefs and practices change over

time, and if interpretations are subject to change as well, then

what is the role of sacred scriptures? Here the answer must be

that the importance and the understanding of holy books vary

from one religious tradition to another and can vary a great deal

within a particular tradition. The Protestant approach to reli-

gion has supplied the most common model of the role of scrip-

ture. Protestant Christians, after all, distinguished themselves

from Catholics by using the slogan “scripture alone” (sola scrip-

tura, in Latin), whereas the Catholics insisted on the additional

importance of Church tradition as equally authoritative along-

side scripture. In addition, religious specialists have most often

interpreted holy books according to a large and complex body

of commentaries. The Protestant notion of “the priesthood of

the believer,” with every individual able to approach scripture

independently, unencumbered by the accumulated traditions 

of religious knowledge, has few parallels in the history of other 

religions.

This Protestant model of religion lay behind early attempts

to study non-Christian religions, as shown in such examples as

the famous Sacred Books of the East series edited by F. Max

Müller in the late nineteenth century. The problem was that

most other religious traditions did not have a single compact

body of scriptures similar to the Bible; in some cases, there are

dozens or even hundreds of holy books of more or less rele-

vance to major numbers of believers. A good example would be

Buddhism, where one can find three vast and only partially

overlapping major sets of scriptures, each in a different lan-

guage (Tibetan, Chinese, and Pali). But the focus of many mod-
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ern Protestant denominations on the Bible has led to the expec-

tation that one can understand everything of importance of the

other religious traditions if one knows what is said in their

scriptures. This concept of scripturalism is tempting, but it is a

fallacy. It assumes that all scriptural verses are equally weighty,

that there is no debate about their meaning, and that there has

been no change over the centuries in the understanding of par-

ticular verses. It also assumes that every member of a particular

religious group is equally certain to follow every prescription

found in the holy book (or books). Can one predict the behav-

ior of a Christian simply by taking a verse out of the Bible and

assuming that it has a controlling influence over that person? In

reality, one would need to know a good deal more before mak-

ing such a prediction.

Another important conclusion is the difficulty of evaluating

adherence to a particular religion. How does one define a Chris-

tian? The results will vary dramatically depending on the yard-

stick one uses. If religion is defined by belief, the number of

Christians will probably be much higher than if it is defined by

practice. And if belief is the norm, how does one deal with

smaller groups who differ significantly from the mainstream in

what they believe? I have had students ask me in all seriousness

whether Catholics are really Christians. From the viewpoint of

some Christian communities, Catholics may appear to be out-

side the pale of Christianity, and the reverse may be true as well.

What about groups such as Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, or

the Unification Church, who consider themselves Christians

but are regarded with ambivalence by others? If one follows the

prescriptive view of religion and defines Christianity from, say,

the Baptist perspective, the definition of membership in the

mainstream of religion will exclude significant numbers of peo-

ple because they do not have the correct beliefs. This kind of

definition will also leave unexplained the fact that the excluded
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people still consider themselves Christians. For this reason,

most scholars follow the descriptive method, and they accept

instead the self-identification of people as the only way to de-

scribe religious membership meaningfully. This is a sociological

rather than a theological approach to religious identity.7 There

are admittedly many cases where it is quite difficult to establish

consistent judgments about religious identity (the Nation of

Islam, for instance, poses such a problem with respect to its Is-

lamic identity). But this difficulty in categorizing and defining

religion seems to be unavoidable.8

Despite the efforts of scholars, the level of knowledge about

Islam is quite low among the general public, even among those

who consider themselves well educated. Partly this is because

the study of Islam has been carried out by specialists in aca-

demic departments of Near Eastern studies, who perpetuate a

tradition of detailed academic study of past civilizations, which

is often opaque and inaccessible to nonspecialists. In the more

modern centers of Middle Eastern studies, funded by the federal

government to aid policy users, the tendency is to focus on con-

temporary political issues at the expense of long-term cultural

and humanistic subjects. In North America, while the growth of

the study of religions besides Christianity expanded consider-

ably in the 1960s, the study of Islam has lagged behind other

fields. Currently there are barely 200 active scholars in North

America who identify themselves as specialists in Islamic stud-

ies, though there are somewhat larger numbers of specialists in

Middle Eastern history and politics. These scholars have con-

tributed many significant and insightful studies of Muslim soci-

eties and cultures through their publications. Unfortunately,

much of this information is not accessible to the general public,

either because it is located in hard-to-find academic journals or,

in the case of university press publications, because it is too

often produced in limited quantities and aimed primarily at
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other scholars. This knowledge about Islam could be much

more relevant and helpful to a wider public if it were expressed

in a more accessible fashion, without specialist jargon. At the

same time, it should be recognized that the reading public

sometimes is looking for authoritative pronouncements about

the truth of religion rather than informative descriptions. The

task for contemporary society is to come up with a way of

speaking civilly about religion without staking authoritative

claims that exclude certain parties from the conversation. The

academic study of religion offers tools that can help create a new

civil discourse about Islam.

/m
Islam Defined by the State and by the Numbers

Defining religious identity is not just a theoretical problem,

however. In practice, religion is defined by the state, throughout

the world. In the United States, the Internal Revenue Service

(), the Immigration and Naturalization Service (), and

the courts are the primary definers of religion. Since the U.S. tax

code exempts religious groups from taxation, is up to the  to

decide whether a particular religion is legitimate or fraudulent.

Likewise, the  awards visas for immigrant religious teachers

on the basis of its determination of their authenticity. Of course

the courts have the responsibility of interpreting religion in re-

lation to the Constitution, deciding, for instance, whether the

teaching of creationism in the public schools constitutes an es-

tablishment of religion by the state. The situation is similar in

other countries. States such as Germany have ruled that the

Church of Scientology is not a legitimate religion. Israel, follow-

ing the legal precedent of Ottoman law, defines membership in

religions strictly according to the community into which one
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was born. Therefore, in Israel it does not matter if one converts

to another religion or joins a Hare Krishna group; one still can

only be married and buried according to one’s original birth re-

ligion as defined by the state.

The possible disconnect between religious belief and reli-

gious identity is nicely illustrated by a story about a student 

who was filling in a registration form at the American Univer-

sity in Beirut. When he left the space marked “religion” blank,

the student was told that the registration form was incomplete

and that he had to specify his religion. “But I’m an atheist!” he

protested. Patiently, the registrar asked, “Yes, but are you a

Christian atheist, a Jewish atheist, or a Muslim atheist?” The key

question here is not religious belief but membership in a politi-

cally identifiable community. That is how states tend to define

religion.

For these reasons, statistics and census figures on religion

should be viewed with great caution. The overall categories are

subject to debate, and the qualifications for membership vary

considerably. Some of the first attempts to conduct a census on

religion were carried out by the British colonial government in

India in 1881, when a massive survey of practically every village

in the subcontinent required respondents to indicate their reli-

gious affiliation (among many other items). This was in many

cases the first time these people had been asked what their reli-

gion was, and certainly it was the first time they were offered

only one choice. The British administrators assumed that, as

with political parties, it is possible to belong to only one religion

at a time. But in India it has been common practice for centuries

for people to attend multiple religious shrines, perhaps on the

basis of a practical impulse to maximize the possibility of divine

protection. Thus it is common for Hindus, Christians, Sikhs,

and Muslims to pay their respects at the same religious sites, al-

though the practices and beliefs of the different communities
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may vary. Likewise, a survey of religious identity carried out in

Japan in the 1960s offered respondents as many as four cate-

gories from which to choose their affiliation, including Bud-

dhist, Shinto, Confucian, and Christian. To the surprise of the

survey takers, most respondents checked two boxes, and some

checked three. Deciding on one’s religious identity was appar-

ently not as simple as the American researchers had assumed.

Not only can religious practice be more complicated than sim-

ple affiliation, but there may be practical economic and political

consequences to the declaration of a particular religious iden-

tity. At the time of the first British censuses in India, some

groups wondered whether to declare themselves as Hindus or to

seek a separate identity, and uppermost in their minds were the

tax implications of either choice. Similarly, one finds a tendency

to inflate or minimize census figures when the political impor-

tance of particular religious groups is in question. Census fig-

ures on religion, then, are statistical classifications of groups

rather than guides to belief or behavior.

Keeping these cautions in mind, it is useful to look at the

most commonly cited census figures relative to Islam. It is clear

that the world Muslim population is second only to the Christ-

ian population among major religious communities. The cur-

rent total Muslim population, including all sectarian divisions,

is thought to be about 1.3 billion, or roughly one of every four or

five people alive today. The comparable figure for all branches of

Christianity is roughly 1.8 billion people, although these num-

bers are quite general and estimates vary considerably. In terms

of major sectarian divisions, it is thought that from 10 to 15 per-

cent of Muslims are Shi‘is (Shi‘ites), while the remaining major-

ity are loosely classified as Sunni. These two large categories ob-

scure other important distinctions, such as the four major

schools of Islamic law recognized by Sunnis, as well as the theo-

logical positions associated with particular modern religious
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academies and movements (these categories will be discussed in

more detail later).

Just as important as these overall religious figures, and per-

haps more revealing, are the numbers for ethnic identity and

national identity. Contrary to the common stereotype, Arabs

are far from being a majority of Muslims. Although there are

around 250 million Arabs (some of whom are Christians) in

twenty different countries, Arabs comprise roughly 18 percent

of the world Muslim population. Probably the next biggest eth-

nic group of Muslims is the Bengalis, with about 200 million

people mostly split between Bangladesh and India. The nations

with the greatest Muslim populations are in the East, the largest

being Indonesia (180 million), Pakistan (150 million), Bangla-

desh (130 million), and India (120 million). Thus half of the

Muslim population lives east of Karachi, in environments more

often characterized by tropical climate and rice farming than by

the deserts associated with Arab countries. The next largest

Muslim populations are in Egypt, Iran, Turkey, and Nigeria,

with around 60 million Muslims each. Despite its economic and

political prominence, Saudi Arabia has only about 15 million

people. All in all, more than fifty countries have a Muslim ma-

jority, but the role that Islamic religious authority plays in each

case is different.

The situation is quite different in countries where Muslims

form a minority. Sometimes, as in the case of China, Muslims

have been longtime residents of particular regions, although the

total Chinese Muslim population is only about 30 million ac-

cording to the most reliable estimates. But immigration to Eu-

rope and the Americas has created new living situations for

Muslims. The U.S. Muslim population has been variously esti-

mated to be between 3 million and 7 million, although most ob-

servers would probably settle around 5 million, placing Ameri-

can Muslims in a position comparable to that of the Mormons
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or Lutherans in terms of population; there are probably more

Muslims than Jews in the United States. In terms of origins,

American Muslims may be conveniently divided into two

groups that are roughly equal in size. Most immigrant Muslims

have arrived in the United States since the liberalization of

immigration laws in the 1960s. The largest segment of immi-

grant Muslims, about 45 percent, derives from South Asia (pri-

marily India and Pakistan). Other major sources of Muslim im-

migration are Iran and various Arab countries, although the

vast majority of Arab Americans (about 90 percent) are Chris-

tians. It must be emphasized that the religious attitudes of

American Muslims are not uniform, for they include sectarian

as well as relatively secular tendencies. Many local mosques

cater to a particular ethnic or national group, although larger

cities have cosmopolitan mosques frequented by people from

different countries.

The other major group of American Muslims is from the

African American community, with probably 2.5 million in all.

This African American Islamic identity is based primarily on

conversions since the 1930s, but it reflects a deeper historical 

reality; up to 15 percent of the Africans who were enslaved and

sent to North America were Muslims. The greatest amount of

publicity for any American Muslim movement undoubtedly 

attaches to the Nation of Islam, because of its controversial in-

volvement with racial theories of black supremacy. A confronta-

tional attitude against white society and a highly unusual theol-

ogy have characterized the Nation of Islam from its early period

under Elijah Mohammed and Malcolm X to Louis Farrakhan

today. It should be pointed out, however, that the vast majority

of African American Muslims left the Nation of Islam in the late

1970s under the leadership of Imam Wallace D. Mohammed

(son of Elijah Mohammed), who renounced the racial doctrines

of that movement. Thus while at least 2 million African Ameri-
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can Muslims follow norms of Islamic practice that would be

recognizable by Muslims anywhere in the world, the tiny Nation

of Islam probably has no more than 25,000 members today. The

disproportionately high profile of the Nation of Islam is a direct

product of the news media and their obsession with conflict.

There is also a small but significant number of Euro-American

converts to Islam.

In Europe the Muslim population is around 10 million, with

large concentrations in England, France, and Germany resulting

from immigration in recent decades. There is considerable di-

versity among the European Muslim population as well. This

results not only from differing national origins (Indians and

Pakistanis in England, Algerians in France, and Turks in Ger-

many) but also from a lot of variation on a spectrum that covers

traditional conservatism, fundamentalism, and outright secu-

larism. With demographic patterns and immigration expected

to continue and increase, it is likely that the Muslim populations

of European and American countries will likewise expand over

the coming decades.

/m
Islamic Religious Language

Because the Islamic tradition is so poorly understood in Amer-

ica and Europe, it is important to establish some basic terms

that are used both to describe the religion from without and to

elaborate on it from within. To begin with, the term “Islam”

(with stress on the second syllable, which is a long vowel) comes

from an Arabic word meaning “submission,” with the implica-

tion of submission to God; it is also related to the Arabic word

salam, meaning peace. A person who submits to God is called a

Muslim (this spelling is preferable to the older form, Moslem).
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The word “Muslim” should be pronounced without turning the

s into a z, as English speakers tend to do; that mispronunciation

unfortunately resembles the Arabic word muzlim, which means

tyrant. Today we tend to use the word “Islam” as the name of a

religion, in the specifically modern sense described above; in

this sense, it is parallel with the word “Christianity.” Likewise, a

Muslim is a person who is an adherent to the religion of Islam,

much as the Christian adheres to Christianity. It is also common

for people to speak of Islam in a normative or prescriptive sense,

referring to some kind of authoritative ideal of how things

should be, while the term “Muslim” has a sense of the historical

actuality of what people have done in practice. That is the ordi-

nary usage.

The Arabic term islam itself was of relatively minor impor-

tance in classical theologies based on the Qur’an. If one looks at

the works of theologians such as the famous al-Ghazali (d. 1111),

the key term of religious identity is not islam but iman, or faith,

and the one who possesses it is the mu’min, or believer. Faith is

one of the major topics of the Qur’an; it is mentioned hundreds

of times in the sacred text. In comparison, islam is a relatively

less common term of secondary importance; it only occurs

eight times in the Qur’an. Since, however, the term islam had a

derivative meaning relating to the community of those who

have submitted to God, it has taken on a new political signifi-

cance, especially in recent history. Surprisingly, in eastern or

non-Arab countries, followers of the faith were not typically

known by the Arabic term muslim until relatively recent years,

when in places such as India the Arabic usage has come to be

consciously preferred. Instead, they were called musalman, a

term evidently related to muslim but which by its irregular form

suggests a non-Arab identity.9

Among the collected sayings of the Prophet Muhammad

(known as hadith in Arabic), one famous account depicts a
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meeting between Muhammad and an enigmatic figure identi-

fied as the angel Gabriel. This stranger asked the Prophet to de-

scribe three concepts that are fundamental to Islamic religious

thought. The first was submission to God (islam), which the

Prophet described as the performance of five basic acts: profess-

ing faith in God and in the Prophet, performing ritual prayer,

fasting during the month of Ramadan, giving alms to the poor,

and going on pilgrimage to Mecca, provided one has the means.

Since most of these activities are carried out in the community,

islam in this sense has a strong social component. The second

concept was faith (iman), which Muhammad explained in

terms of having faith in God, the prophets, the angels, the holy

books, the Day of Judgment, and God’s foreknowledge or pre-

destination. The third term was spiritual virtue (ihsan), mean-

ing that you pray as though you see God face-to-face, for even

though you do not see God, you must know that God sees you.

This striking dialogue (Gabriel expressed his approval of

Muhammad’s responses) indicates a structure of religious val-

ues that proceeds from the outer to the inner. Submission

(islam) is the first and most external step, while the next two

steps, faith and spiritual virtue, are affairs of the mind and

heart, creating the basis for religious consciousness. To the ex-

tent that current interpretations of Islam exclude the internal

aspects of faith and spiritual virtue, they present an impover-

ished picture of this religious tradition.10

In this book, I try to avoid referring to Islam as a changeless

monolithic religion that somehow homogenizes hundreds of

millions of people from different times and places. I use “Is-

lamic” to refer to an orientation in which the primary scriptural

focus is the Qur’an and the leading personal model is the

Prophet Muhammad, without insisting on any particular au-

thoritative structure beyond this simple formulation. Following

Marshall Hodgson, I use “Islamicate” to describe civilizational
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and cultural practices accepted by Muslims and non-Muslims

alike, which are associated with Islamic religious tradition but

which do not themselves derive from the primary Islamic scrip-

tural sources.11 Thus we can speak of Islamicate art or literature

as cultural products that do not necessarily have any specifically

religious origin but that flourished in situations where Islam

was a dominant element.

If the European concept of religion has changed over the

centuries, and if it only imperfectly fits other religious tradi-

tions, then what would be the parallel concepts that emerge

from indigenous Islamic sources? Here we need to enter the

complex and allusive religious vocabulary of classical Arabic,

which is founded in the primary sacred text, the Qur’an, but

which has been elaborated on by religious thinkers over the cen-

turies. Just to take one important example, the Arabic word

most often used as an equivalent for “religion” is din, which has

no plural in the Qur’an. The root meaning of din carries the

senses of judgment, debt, obligation, custom, and guidance that

is accepted with submission. Sometimes one of these senses

dominates the others, as in the common Arabic expression for

Day of Judgment (din). While it resembles the Latin religio in

the sense of obligation and duty, din differs from the Christian

concept of religion in that it originates in the will of God rather

than being primarily a human allegiance. Frequently the Qur’an

identifies this as the “religion of Abraham” (din Ibrahim), con-

necting with the ancient prophet, or the “religion of truth” (din

al-haqq) deriving directly from God. Muhammad’s response to

Gabriel articulating the threefold elements of submission to

God, faith, and spiritual virtue is sometimes described as the

definition of din. Religion as din was often contrasted with the

material world, or dunya, although the Islamic religious per-

spective always put ethical demands on society.

The points just mentioned served as the basis for centuries of
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reflection and debate in matters of theology, law, and related

fields. I will not attempt to summarize here all of the different

points of view that developed in Islamic history. It is important,

however, to call attention to a series of dramatic new develop-

ments that took place just more than a century ago in Muslim

countries, in part in response to European colonialism. These

movements are often called reformist, and many of them can be

traced to thinkers such as the Iranian philosopher Jamal al-Din

Afghani (d. 1897) and his Egyptian follower Muhammad Abduh

(d. 1905). They also drew upon the relentless puritanical move-

ment of the Wahhabis, who had been active in the Arabian

Peninsula since the end of the eighteenth century. The reform-

ers presented themselves as correcting and restoring religion to

its original purity. Their preferred name for themselves was the

Salafiyya, a term taken from the pious forefathers, that is, the

first few generations of Muslims. Despite the rhetoric of return-

ing to the ancient golden age under the Prophet Muhammad,

this movement originated in the shadow of modern European

empires and their growing influence in regions such as the Ara-

bic provinces of the Ottoman empire. They were profoundly

impressed by the techniques and dedication of Christian mis-

sionaries, particularly the Protestants, and they were quick to

adopt modern technologies of mass communication such as

printing. Salafi and Wahhabi thinking has evolved into a rigid

and authoritarian minority view that regards much of Muslim

civilization and history as anathema to their concept of pure

Islam.12

Modern Islamic reform movements are very much a part of

contemporary history. Their insistence on recovering the origi-

nal uncorrupted purity of the faith and their adherence to scrip-

ture to the exclusion of all later additions have an eerie and re-

markable similarity to the Protestant Christian ethos. Perhaps

for this reason, Americans and Europeans from largely Protes-
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tant countries have been tempted to accept at face value the re-

formist’s claim to represent “true Islam.” British colonial admin-

istrators in their friendlier moments complimented Islam as

being a religion without priests, with simple doctrines that did

not require abstruse theology—in other words, for being simi-

lar to Protestantism. Condescending Euro-American commen-

tators sometimes remark that what Islam needs today is a Re-

formation—in other words, that Islam needs to undergo the

kind of revolution that occurred in Protestant Europe, in the

process dethroning the authority of tradition. What these pa-

tronizing observers fail to realize is that the Protestant Reforma-

tion has already occurred in Islam. The continuing export of

fire-breathing Christian missionaries to Muslim countries 

provided a new example of how one can use the authority of

scripture to bash one’s opponents. The recent practitioners of

this art, who belong to Muslim reformist and fundamentalist

camps, are typically self-taught experts who have avoided tradi-

tional Islamic education; indeed, they consider the traditional

Muslim academies to be largely irrelevant. The exclusivist zeal

of the Protestant Reformation has called forth a mirror image

among Muslim reformists, and the similarity of names is not 

accidental.

The impact of Christian ideas of religion has also drawn neg-

ative responses, however. A comment often heard in Muslim re-

formist circles is “Islam is not a religion, but a way of life.” Im-

plicit in this remark is a critique of the current European and

American notion of religion as an essentially private affair that

has no authority over public space. To introduce another mod-

ern term, the reformist thinking that aims at transforming soci-

ety can be seen as a form of ideology. A dramatic example is the

Islamic Republic of Iran, which has adopted the term “ideology”

(spelled idiolozhi in Persian script, following the French pro-

nunciation) as part of the definition of Islam. In this very mod-
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ern formulation, religiosity is not valued in itself; it is acceptable

only to the degree that it demands practical and political imple-

mentation and institutionalization in society.

The most notorious case of a Christian category being im-

posed upon Islam is that of fundamentalism. The term itself

originated in California just after 1900, when a Protestant evan-

gelical group published a leaflet titled The Fundamentals, con-

taining a list of obligatory beliefs. Outsiders then used the term

“fundamentalist” to describe Christian evangelical groups, such

as those who opposed the teaching of Darwinian evolution in

the Scopes trial of 1920 in Tennessee. After the spectacular out-

break of the Iranian revolution in 1978–79, journalists turned to

the term to describe the ideology of Ayatollah Khomeini and

others. Due to the tendency of the media to focus on these

groups, the terms “fundamentalist” and “Muslim” became al-

most inseparable; many newspaper readers who are not familiar

with Islam assumed that all Muslims were fundamentalists. The

term is confusing, because one could also easily assume that

fundamentals are a good thing in religion, yet somehow the

term “fundamentalist” has always been a kind of insult. Scholars

of religious studies who use the term try to do so descriptively,

applying it to secondary male elites who oppose secular state

power and attempt to affect social and political policies by au-

thoritarian and highly selective reference to sacred scriptures.13

As a protest against secular modernism, fundamentalism may

be said to be a significant factor in all major religious traditions;

according to the Fundamentalism Project at the University of

Chicago, as much as 20 percent of the following of any major re-

ligion may be described as having a fundamentalist character.14

It is still hotly debated whether the term “fundamentalist” is

worth using; some prefer to use the word “Islamist” to describe

the antimodernist ideology of reform in Muslim countries.

Whatever the terminology one uses, it remains the case that
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Muslim reformist movements represent only one tendency in

contemporary Islamic thought. Without trying to privilege one

position over another, it is easy to point to other traditional

Muslim schools of thought and forms of local practice that exist

with a greater or lesser degree of formal structure in many dif-

ferent countries. Following the principles of the study of reli-

gion, we need to take account of all this diversity, rather than ac-

cepting one prescriptive view, if we want to have a reasonably

complete picture of what it means to be Muslim today.
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Chapter 3

The
Sacred 

Sources of 
Islam



What are the origins of the Islamic faith? Before one asks this

question, one has to acknowledge that there are multiple ap-

proaches to the subject, each of which dictates different possible

answers. If one begins, as non-Muslims tend to do, by assuming

that Islam is a new phenomenon, radically breaking from the re-

ligions of the past, then one begins with the life of the Prophet

Muhammad (570–632 ..) and goes forward, looking for dif-

ferences or even deviations. In this perspective, Islam starts as a

newcomer, and differences from previous religions are staked

out in a competitive and critical manner. If, on the other hand,

one assumes that there are continuities between the Islamic re-

ligion and previous traditions, as many Muslims do, then simi-

larities become the focus of interest. From that point of view,

one can look back on Islam as a fulfillment and reflection upon

a centuries-old tradition of prophecy, which stretches back

through Jesus to Moses and Abraham. Both of these positions

are debatable, since they rest on essentially theological assump-

tions; neither view in itself is comprehensive enough to serve

both insiders and outsiders. Here I would like to give attention

to both external scholarship and internal statements of faith in

providing brief accounts of the sacred sources of Islam in the

Prophet Muhammad, the Qur’an, and the complex known as Is-

lamic law.
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The Seal of the Prophets: 
The Prophet Muhammad

The Protestant approach to religion, at its most elemental, as-

sumes that all the essentials are laid down in the foundation of a

religion. From this perspective, only the scripture, and perhaps

the extrascriptural actions and pronouncements of the founder

of the religion, can be considered of crucial importance and di-

vine inspiration. Everything that comes later has secondary im-

portance and is perhaps questionable as an innovation and even

a deviation due to human weakness. Yet the history of religion

reveals a growth and development of thought and an ongoing

reflection on the original sources, none of which can be consid-

ered irrelevant or superfluous, except from a dogmatic point of

view (the rise of Protestant Christianity itself, well more than

1,000 years after the life of Jesus, is arguably an example of such

a development). Islam, likewise, cannot be limited to the

“golden age” of the time of the Prophet in Medina. The com-

munity of believers has continued to elaborate and meditate

upon the themes that emerged from his life and teachings. The

importance of the Prophet Muhammad for the Islamic tradi-

tion is incalculably greater than one might suppose from the

negative diatribes of European Christians, and I begin this ac-

count of the sacred sources of Islam with reflections on the

Prophet. While the Qur’an as divine revelation may be the most

important resource of the Islamic tradition, we would not have

it in its present form without the Prophet Muhammad, and

therefore I start with him. Nevertheless, the importance of

Muhammad is not limited to those sources that can be dated
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with certainty to his own lifetime. He has served as an ongoing

model for ethics, law, family life, politics, and spirituality in

ways that were not anticipated 1,400 years ago. There are few

people in history who have had a greater impact on humanity,

and it is through the historical elaboration of tradition that we

must seek to understand that impact.

Christian scholars engaged in the “quest for the historical

Jesus” found it very difficult to separate a purely historical Jesus

from the Jesus of faith. While at first glance it seems that the life

of Muhammad is much more fully documented by contempo-

rary sources, on closer examination one finds it is equally hard

to isolate the historical Muhammad from the Muhammad of

faith. This is not necessarily a problem. Most Christians do not

expect to understand Jesus through an equivalent of the televi-

sion news, with a popular anchorman reporting live on events

at the Sea of Galilee. Nor do they think of Jesus in terms of a dry

narration of facts from an encyclopedia. Instead, they are per-

sonally engaged with Jesus through scripture, which is treated as

a living witness to divine truth, and by prayer and other prac-

tices tied to the holy days of the year. Art, architecture, music,

literature, and film have all been used to convey imaginatively

the religious importance of Jesus. Similarly, the significance of

Muhammad for Muslims has been made plain not only by the

Qur’an and other textual sources but also through stories,

poetry, calligraphy, and other arts. Major events in the life of

Muhammad are recalled in the special calendar of the Muslim

year. Inevitably, the growth of these traditions has included local

inflections that vary from one place to another, expressed in dif-

ferent languages and cultures. While it is impossible to catalog

all of these different views of Muhammad, it is important to ac-

knowledge that many perspectives exist. During the twenty-

three years that Muhammad received prophetic revelations, he

played multiple roles, and in subsequent generations different
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groups fixed on that aspect of the Prophet’s life that most inter-

ested them. The portraits that they present are accordingly par-

tial and one-sided. As the great Persian poet Rumi said, “Every-

one became my friend from his own opinion, and failed to seek

my secrets within me.”1

At this point in most standard treatments of Islam, it is cus-

tomary to present a brief narrative summarizing the life of the

Prophet Muhammad from a historical point of view, providing

a standard consensus based on what scholars have sifted from

available materials.2 Yet the earliest written sources address con-

cerns very different from what modern historians seek. The

classical documents in Arabic provide nothing like a modern

psychological biography. Aside from the Qur’an and hadith (see

below), we have access primarily to accounts of his battles in the

style of ancient Arab epic, praise of the Prophet’s excellence (in

prose and verse), Qur’an commentaries that seek to explain

verses by references to Muhammad’s life, and stories that place

Muhammad in relation to prophets of the past. In short, Mu-

hammad is presented in terms of the cultural and religious im-

peratives of a religious tradition.

While it is desirable to provide some basic information, par-

ticularly since many American readers are unfamiliar with the

story, it would not do justice to the many-faceted character of

Muhammad to begin with a dry, factual summary. Should one

summarize the life of Jesus Christ as the career of a Jewish car-

penter of uncertain paternity who turned itinerant preacher of

Judgment Day and was executed as a rebel by the Romans? What

if one considered the Buddha as a troubled prince who aban-

doned his throne and family responsibilities to live as a beggar?

What meaning exists in a brief account of their external lives?

The religious significance of such figures would be buried by

such an approach, with its deceptive claims of historical objec-

tivity that leaves aside the beliefs and devotion of generations.
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Instead, let us begin with a religious artifact: a calligraphic

portrayal of the Prophet according to a traditional account of

his physical appearance. This brief description, ordinarily in the

version provided by Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law ‘Ali, is

simple and straightforward. “Muhammad was middle-sized,

did not have lank or crisp hair, was not fat, had a white round

face, wide black eyes, and long eyelashes. When he walked, he

walked as though he went downhill. He had the ‘seal of proph-

ecy’ between his shoulder blades. . . . His face shone like the

moon on the night of the full moon.”3 For centuries Muslims in

the Ottoman Turkish regions have expressed their devotion to

the Prophet by making exquisite calligraphic copies of this text

(known as the hilya, or “adornment”) and hanging them in

places of honor in their homes and workplaces.

In figure 3.1, from the calligraphy of contemporary Pakistani

artist Rasheed Butt, the description of Muhammad is contained

within the main circular disk that is the heart of the composi-

tion. The text in this case comes from a Bedouin woman named

Umm Ma‘bad, who met Muhammad when he was making his

historic journey to Medina:

“I saw a man, pure and clean, with a handsome face and a

fine figure. He was not marred by a skinny body, nor was he

overly small in the head and neck. He was graceful and ele-

gant, with intensely black eyes and thick eyelashes. There was

a huskiness in his voice, and his neck was long. His beard was

thick, and his eyebrows were finely arched and joined to-

gether. When silent, he was grave and dignified, and when he

spoke, glory rose up and overcame him. He was from afar the

most beautiful of men and the most glorious, and close up he

was the sweetest and the loveliest. He was sweet of speech

and articulate, but not petty or trifling. His speech was a

string of cascading pearls, measured so that none despaired
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Hilyat al-Nabi (“Ornament of the Prophet”),

calligraphic composition by Rasheed Butt 

(Photo courtesy of The Ackland Art Museum; 

reproduced with the permission of Rasheed Butt)



of its length, and no eye challenged him because of brevity. In

company he is like a branch between two other branches, but

he is the most flourishing of the three in appearance, and the

loveliest in power. He has friends surrounding him, who lis-

ten to his words. If he commands, they obey implicitly, with

eagerness and haste, without frown or complaint.” May God

bless him and grant him peace. God, pray for and grant peace

to Muhammad, your servant, your Prophet, and your mes-

senger, the illiterate Prophet, and to his family and compan-

ions, and grant him peace. Written with the grace of God

Most High by Rasheed Butt, may God forgive him.4

Four smaller disks containing the names of Muhammad’s prin-

cipal successors remind the viewer of the role of tradition in

transmitting his legacy. Above in large letters are the words, “In

the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate,” the phrase

that begins nearly every section of the Qur’an. Highlighted

below the text is the phrase in which God announces the uni-

versal role of Muhammad: “We only sent you as a mercy for cre-

ation” (Qur’an 21:107). The framing of this description by God’s

words proclaiming the cosmic role of the Prophet signals the

unique spiritual position that Muhammad holds.

This remarkable example of contemporary Islamic art indi-

cates one way in which the Muhammad of faith is approached

by believers. As an artistic creation, it is a calligraphic icon that

represents the physical person of the Prophet without crossing

into a visual portrait. Many Muslims used this artifact as a de-

votional aid. According to a saying of Muhammad recorded in

one of the standard collections, “For him who sees my hilya

after my death, it is as if he had seen me myself, and he who sees

it, longing for me, for him God will make Hellfire prohibited,

and he will not be resurrected naked at Doomsday.”5 Although

there are miniature paintings depicting Muhammad in some
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medieval manuscripts, those were usually produced privately

for elite patrons rather than as public religious art such as one

sees in Christian churches. Muslims have largely rejected the

representation of human and animal forms in deliberately reli-

gious art. But calligraphy, ideally suited to transmitting the

word of God in a beautiful physical form, was the religious art

par excellence in Muslim cultures. In this way, it was possible 

to have a symbolic reminder of the presence of the Prophet

Muhammad without creating any kind of “graven image” that

would be unacceptable to Muslim sensitivities.

It would be more accurate, however, to say that this artistic

concept represents only one of the Muhammads of faith. There

are many Muslims today who will find this representation

strange, partly because this regional artistic tradition is not well

known outside southeastern Europe, Turkey, and the eastern

Mediterranean. More importantly, this calligraphic evocation of

the Prophet calls attention to him as the one who intercedes

with God on behalf of humanity; this is the Muhammad of

grace. In reformist circles, the notion that any human being,

even the Prophet, can intercede on behalf of others is often ve-

hemently rejected as a kind of idolatry and worship of human

beings. For them, another figure commands their attention: the

Muhammad of authority. For those who revere the Muhammad

of grace, the historical details of his life and his legal pro-

nouncements are of less interest than his beauty and his com-

passion for those in need. There is an immense literature on the

physical appearance of the Prophet, stressing his remarkable

beauty and in the process creating legends of his miraculous

deeds. This Muhammad is celebrated around the world in festi-

vals marking his birthday. Although this kind of devotional

practice is certainly more than 1,000 years old, today’s reform-

ists consider it an unpleasant and heretical innovation that has

no basis in sacred texts. Saudi legal authorities have issued de-
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crees in recent years denouncing the celebration of the Proph-

et’s birthday as forbidden and blameworthy.

The Muhammad of authority is not necessarily in conflict

with the Muhammad of grace. The Qur’an (33:21) calls the

Prophet “a beautiful model,” and subsequent generations care-

fully sifted oral tradition to find sayings and actions of the

Prophet that could serve as ethical guidance and legal prece-

dents. The Qur’an alludes to the special status of Muhammad

and his closeness to God in a number of places.“Whoever obeys

the messenger obeys God” (4:80). His position as representative

of God made any agreement with him equivalent to an agree-

ment with God. “Those who swear allegiance to you swear alle-

giance to God” (48:10). Although in some places the Qur’an de-

clines to make distinctions among the prophets, Muhammad is

singled out as “the seal of the prophets” (33:40), the one whose

imprint on history is as final as a wax seal on a letter. Over the

centuries it was typical for legal scholars to combine study of

prophetic sayings with deep reverence for the Prophet. The say-

ings of Muhammad, known as hadith (Arabic for “report,

news”), constitute a kind of secondary scripture for Muslims,

with an authority exceeded only by the Qur’an. Muhammad

from this perspective acted primarily as the source of legislation

and morality. Since the Qur’an contains relatively few specific

legal injunctions, it was natural for Muslims to turn to the far

more extensive collections of reports of his sayings and deeds

for precedents.

In the subsequent elaboration of Islamic law, the hadith say-

ings formed the body of material from which one could extract

the Prophet’s ethical and religious model of exemplary behavior

(sunna). This prophetic example was, after the Qur’an, the sec-

ond most important of the four recognized sources of Islamic

law (scholarly consensus and reasoning by analogy were supple-

mentary to Qur’an and sunna). So important was the concept of

T H E  S A C R E D  S O U R C E S  O F  I S L A M

{ 80 }



sunna or prophetic example that it became the basis for the

name of the largest sectarian division in Islam, known as Sunni

insofar as it claims to emulate the model of Muhammad. Col-

lectors of hadith sayings sifted thousands of such reports for au-

thenticity, using primarily the moral character of the oral trans-

mitters as a guide to their authority. In modern times, European

scholars have raised critical questions about the authenticity of

the major collections of hadith reports, which were used to 

establish the prophetic sunna. Because it is always extremely

tempting to have a proof text to back up one’s position in a legal

argument, as one tenth-century scholar remarked, “pious men

are never so ready to lie as in matters of hadith.” For this reason,

Orientalist scholars cast doubt upon any quotations from the

Prophet that seemed to have a clear and specific legal conse-

quence; such an obvious legal application, in their view, meant

that these reports were obviously forged, especially since many

of them addressed specific issues that only arose many years

after the time of the Prophet. This harsh criticism of hadith has

not failed to have an effect on contemporary Muslim thought as

well. Considerable debate has taken place regarding the extent

to which hadith sayings can be relied on as a source of religious

guidance. This is one additional reason for the exclusive focus

on the Qur’an and rejection of subsequent tradition among

some modern Muslim intellectuals.

Early theologians, particularly those of the Shi‘i school, re-

garded the existence of prophets as a necessary corollary to

God’s mercy (the distinctive doctrines that separate the Shi‘i

from the Sunni will be discussed later). These scholars reasoned

that mercy is one of the divine attributes and that, therefore,

God would not deny his mercy to creation. Given the weakness

and imperfection of human nature, it is impossible for human-

ity to overcome ignorance and suffering without the aid of di-

vine knowledge. And how else should that knowledge be com-
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municated to humanity, except through one among them who

is chosen by God to deliver that message? The prophets are

therefore regarded as the best of humanity, whom God neces-

sarily preserves from sin, since otherwise they could not func-

tion as genuine moral and religious leaders. Only through di-

vine inspiration can the knowledge of God’s unity be revealed

to humanity. Through this reasoning, the Shi‘is observed that

the appearance of a profound religious leader like Muhammad

in the benighted ignorance of pagan Arabia is a perfect example

of the providence and mercy of God.6 While Muhammad is re-

garded as the last such prophet to be sent by God, Shi‘i scholars

consider that the divine mercy continues to function after his

death through the office of the charismatic leaders known as the

Imams, who are physical descendants of the Prophet. The Shi‘i

perspective claims both the Muhammad of authority and the

Muhammad of grace but systematizes both concepts through a

rigorous theology.

Yet another approach to prophecy came from the philoso-

phers, who undertook an elaborate and ingenious interpre-

tation based on Plato’s concept of the philosopher-king. The

tenth-century philosopher al-Farabi brilliantly joined Aris-

totelian cosmology with Islamic theology, declaring that the in-

tellects that move the heavenly spheres are identical with the an-

gels of revelation. A prophet, like a philosopher, has attained to

union with the Active Intellect (also known as the angel Gabriel),

so they have essentially the same consciousness. The difference

lies in the public role of the prophet, who has the duty of re-

vealing the religious law as a moral code and symbolic structure

for all who are incapable of philosophical reasoning. From this

perspective, while the ultimate truth of revelation is identical

with the conclusions of metaphysics, religion as the public im-

plementation of philosophy performs the roles of politics and

ethics. Using Qur’anic language, al-Farabi says that all of the
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prophets and philosophers are “a single soul” (Qur’an 31:28 etc.).

Like Augustine, he regards the particular religion adopted by the

philosopher-king as a matter of divine dispensation according

to the time and place. The philosophical interpretation of

prophecy in a sense subordinated religion to philosophy and de-

valued history, esteeming Muhammad not so much for his indi-

vidual characteristics as for the cosmic function he fulfilled.

While this perspective remained limited to small circles of

philosophers, it nonetheless had an important impact, particu-

larly on those philosophically minded rulers who aspired to be

the successors to the role of the Prophet, as God’s representative

and Muhammad’s successor (khalifa, or caliph) on earth. Here,

too, we find both the Muhammad of authority and the Muham-

mad of grace, but refracted through the lens of philosophy.

The fifteenth-century Persian philosopher and prime minis-

ter Jalal al-Din Davani appreciated both the transcendental po-

sition of the Prophet, as a recipient of divine light, and the ne-

cessity for him to be a normal man. Here is how he balanced the

two aspects of Muhammad’s existence:

Since the revered Chief of the Messengers (upon whom be

prayers and peace) was the source of the majestic and beau-

tiful divine lights, and the revealer of the effects of divine

greatness and unlimited glory, he inspired awe to a remark-

able degree. [Muhammad’s pagan opponent] Abu Sufyan,

when he was still a non-Muslim, came near the Prophet to

make a treaty. When he returned, he said, “By God! I have

seen many kings and leaders, and none of them inspired this

fear and awe in my heart.” The Prophet Muhammad’s grace

and friendliness were also extraordinary. One day a woman

came before the Prophet, wishing to present a request. In-

deed, because of the sparks of holy lights from the windows

of the holy soul of the revered Prophet, his light was reflected
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on the four walls of that purified house. As her obvious as-

tonishment increased, when the Prophet became aware of

this, he said, “Do not fear; I am the son of an Arab woman

who used to eat dried meat.” The intention of the Prophet

was to pacify the fear and awe from the heart of that woman,

so that she could make her request known. Showing pride to

the proud and humility to the poor and oppressed is part of

the ethics of generosity.7

For this philosopher, Muhammad provided a model for justice

by treating everyone as he or she deserved, whether it meant ap-

pearing as a powerful leader or as a humble, ordinary person.

These are by no means the only conceptions of Muhammad

that Muslims have articulated. Among the Muhammads of faith

one should also include, for instance, the socialist Muhammad,

embodying modern ideals of social liberation and justice. The

history of Muslim views of Muhammad until fairly recently has

been dominated by an emphasis on his cosmic role as the main

intercessor for humanity. Mystical concepts of Muhammad

portrayed him not only as an ethical guide but also as the pre-

eternal light from which God created the world.8 The main shift

in the past century has been, in part, a response to the stridently

negative depictions of the Prophet created by European au-

thors, though it also reflects the growth of bourgeois scientific

rationalism in Muslim countries. No longer is the Prophet a

mystical presence or a semimythical figure wielding apocalyptic

powers; now he is viewed as a social and political reformer who

coolly dealt with corrupt pagan opponents as he set up a society

that would stand as the model for human perfection on earth.

Supernatural events and miracles are de-emphasized to such an

extent that the ascension of Muhammad to the presence of God,

the subject of countless stories and commentaries in premodern

Muslim literatures, recedes in the twentieth century to become
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for many a psychological event that in no way confers extraor-

dinary status on the Messenger of God.

Keeping in mind this insistence on the multiplicity of the

“Muhammads of faith,” it is useful to turn to tradition for a brief

snapshot of Muhammad and the world he lived in. It is widely

held that Muhammad was born around 570 .. in the Arabian

city of Mecca, then a trading center on the edge of the two great

empires of the day, Rome (centered in Byzantium) and Persia.

While the date of his birth is not exactly certain, it reflects the

beginning of his career as a prophet around 610, customarily

thought to have begun when he was forty years old, the standard

number of completeness in Near Eastern lore. Muhammad’s fa-

ther died before the child’s birth, and his mother succumbed

not long after, so as an orphan he was raised by relatives from

the powerful Quraysh tribe, which dominated Mecca at the

time. Although he experienced the nomadic lifestyle of the

Bedouin Arabs, Muhammad’s own life centered on the urban

environment, not the desert. In his early life he was a trader by

profession and worked for a widow named Khadija. Early ac-

counts of his journeys to Syria include encounters with Chris-

tian monks who recognized him as a prophet. Though Khadija

was fifteen years older, she proposed marriage to him when he

was twenty-five. When Muhammad began to receive his revela-

tions, amidst his self-doubt Khadija was the one who had com-

plete trust in him, becoming in effect the first Muslim.

He was, by all accounts, a charismatic person known for his

integrity. His nickname al-Amin,“the trustworthy,” is illustrated

by numerous reports that even in his youth he was sought out as

an impartial arbitrator. Some have argued that he experienced a

gradual spiritual development, with extended periods of medi-

tation and retreat in a cave on Mount Hira, not far from Mecca.

Others believe that his religious awakening was very sudden, the

product of powerful experiences of revelation that came upon
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him unannounced. Although the religious environment of pre-

Islamic Arabia is hard to reconstruct, the message that Muham-

mad began to articulate was something of a surprise. At its most

basic, the contrast can be stated as the concept of one God as op-

posed to a polytheistic paganism. Monotheism itself was by no

means unknown in Arabia; there were groups of Jews and occa-

sional Christian monks in the peninsula, and certain Arabs

(known as the Hanifs) were evidently religious seekers of some

sophistication. Nevertheless, the public religious life of Mecca

centered on the cube-shaped temple known as the Ka‘ba, which

contained 360 idols dedicated to various gods, goddesses, and the

Arabian spirits known as the jinn. At the same time, there were

apparently ancient traditions that associated the Ka‘ba with Abra-

ham and his son Ishmael, the ancestors of the Arabs. In a sense,

Muhammad’s mission was to restore the primordial religion of

the Prophet Abraham in Arabia and to cast out the false idols of

paganism. He also clearly aimed at the moral reform of society.

When Muhammad began to preach these ideas, he was ac-

cepted slowly. After his wife Khadija, the next to embrace his

message were a boy (his cousin ‘Ali) and a slave (Zayd). The

more powerful members of society were not quick to listen to

his insistence on moral responsibility, the overwhelming cre-

ative power of God, and the importance of caring for the poor,

widows, and orphans. They also ridiculed the notion of the res-

urrection of the dead and the final judgment by God in the af-

terlife. Most significantly, Muhammad’s emphasis on the one

true God and his rejection of polytheism posed a threat to the

local power structure. The annual trade fair and pilgrimage fes-

tival centered on the Meccan temple was a chief source of in-

come for the Quraysh tribe, and the tribal leaders did not like

what they saw as a threat to their livelihood. Muhammad’s clan

relatives mostly protected him from the wrath of his opponents,

although he was subjected to humiliation and abuse. But the
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persecution of his followers was serious enough to cause a num-

ber of them to emigrate to Ethiopia, where the Christian king

received them warmly. Meanwhile, Muhammad struggled with

the harsh reception afforded him by his community. It was re-

portedly during this dark time that he experienced the ascen-

sion to Paradise and the divine presence.

Muhammad’s ascension, only briefly alluded to in a couple of

places in the Qur’an, has been the subject of considerable elabo-

ration in hadith reports and later literature. It is generally un-

derstood that the Qur’an refers to the ascension of Muhammad

in this short passage: “Praise be to him who brought his servant

by night from the Sacred Mosque to the Farthest Mosque,

whose vicinity we have blessed, that we might show him our

signs” (17:1). In the most common interpretation of this verse,

the Sacred Mosque is identified as the shrine of Mecca, while the

Farthest Mosque is considered to be Jerusalem (and, indeed, the

great mosque adjacent to the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem is

known as al-Masjid al-Aqsa, the “Farthest Mosque”).

As the story goes, God miraculously transports Muhammad

from Mecca to Jerusalem and from Jerusalem through the vari-

ous heavens, where he meets all the great prophets of the past; in

some accounts, considerable extra detail is provided about Mu-

hammad’s encounters with the angels and with God. At the high-

est heaven, where the Prophet Moses resides, the two talk briefly

until it is time for Muhammad to enter the divine presence, an

encounter only elliptically described in the Qur’an (53:13–18):

And he saw him by another place,

By the lotus of the farthest edge,

Near which is the paradise of refuge,

When the lotus was veiled by what veiled it,

His eye did not waver, nor did he transgress;

He had seen one of the greatest signs of his lord.
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When Muhammad returns, Moses asks him what God said. In

an exchange that has a certain folk humor about it, Muhammad

indicates that God instructed him to order his community 

to perform fifty prayers a day. “Fifty prayers a day!” responds

Moses; “I know these people—they will never perform what you

ask.” Noting this objection, Muhammad follows the advice of

Moses and returns to the presence of God to ask for a reduction.

Returning with this favor granted, he informs Moses that the

daily prayer requirement will now be forty-five. Again, Moses is

incredulous and advises Muhammad to seek a further reduc-

tion. This sequence continues until at last Muhammad returns

with the announcement that his community must pray to God

five times a day. When Moses once more tries to convince him 

to get this reduced, Muhammad refuses and says that he is

ashamed to make this request of his Lord.

This story purports to explain how the requirement of five

daily prayers arose for the Muslim community. Behind this nar-

rative is concealed a deeper point. On another occasion the

Prophet observed that “ritual prayer is the ascension of the be-

liever,” a saying that is inscribed on the wall of many mosques.

The motions of bowing, kneeling, prostration, and standing

that comprise this sequence of ritual prayer can be understood

in part as a reenactment or evocation of the Prophet Muham-

mad’s ascension to the presence of God. As indicated earlier,

spiritual virtue had been defined as praying as though you see

God face-to-face or, failing that, praying as though God sees

you. In this way the extraordinary spiritual experience of the

Prophet in his ascension serves as a model for what the ordinary

believer should focus on in regular worship.

The subsequent career of the Prophet Muhammad was in-

creasingly involved with his role as leader of the new commu-

nity that emerged in acceptance of his message. Despite his re-

jection by Meccan society, Muhammad was sought out by the
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leaders of the town of Yathrib, subsequently known as Medina

(“the city,” short for “the city of the Prophet”). Medina was ex-

periencing conflict between its different tribal groups, and in

accordance with Arab custom, they sought a mediator to arbi-

trate the situation. Representatives from Medina met Muham-

mad in Mecca and invited him to take on this role, which he ac-

cepted. Muhammad’s followers gradually departed from Mecca,

and he finally slipped away unobtrusively with a single compan-

ion, much to the chagrin of his Meccan opponents, who would

have preferred keeping him under their eye. Muhammad now

became the leader of Medina. Although it has been described as

a theocracy, which would put Muhammad into a position anal-

ogous to Samuel among the Israelites as God’s representative,

the political order of Medina under Muhammad’s authority was

more complex. As shown by the document known as the Con-

stitution of Medina, Medina was a polity composed of Muham-

mad’s religious followers plus Jews and pagans, all of whom

nonetheless accepted his position of leadership, at least in the-

ory. From the beginning, therefore, it is clear that religious plu-

ralism was a principle accepted as the basis for a Muslim society.

In this respect Muslim politics was a radical departure from the

example of Christian Rome, which did not tolerate rival faiths

except when certain rulers found it useful for the moment to

protect a minority such as the Jews.

Although the new Muslim community had temporarily

prayed in the direction of Jerusalem, acknowledging the Abra-

hamic origins of their faith, the ongoing revelation of the

Qur’an soon altered that by recognizing Mecca as the orienta-

tion of prayer. European scholars have tended to view this

change as a symptom of Muhammad’s failure to convince the

Arabian Jews of his mission as a prophet; according to this 

theory, in his disappointment Muhammad elevated Mecca to

the status of rival to Jerusalem in a nationalistic response to his
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rejection by the Jews. This simplistic reading betrays a cynical

approach in assuming that the new revelation (unlike Judaism

and Christianity) was fabricated as a response to changing po-

litical conditions. Such a prejudicial attitude does not consider

how Muhammad systematically sought to go beyond the official

representations of Judaism and Christianity to their ultimate

revelatory source. Nor does it explain why even to the pagan

Arabs the Lord of Mecca was the high god simply known as “the

God” (allah), even if the character of the deity was not clearly

thought out.

One of the characteristic issues of the Medinan phase of the

Prophet’s life was how to face political and military conflict.

This arose in particular with two groups: the pagan rulers of

Mecca and the Jewish tribes of Medina who were unsatisfied

with Muhammad’s leadership. He successfully opposed the

Meccans in a series of raids and battles, and eventually the Mus-

lim forces, including various allied nomadic tribes, proved so

superior that the Meccans were forced to yield. Charges of trea-

son and collaboration with the Meccans led to the expulsion of

two of the major Jewish tribes, while members of a third tribe

suffered execution and captivity (the details and extent of this

incident are disputed). This was, in any event, a political con-

flict, and there was never any requirement that Jews and Chris-

tians should have to convert to Islam (this recognition of the

“peoples of the book” was later extended to other religions such

as Zoroastrianism and Hinduism). For this reason, scholars are

suspicious about the letters allegedly written by Muhammad to

the emperors of Rome and Persia in which he demanded their

submission and their conversion to Islam. These letters are a

much better fit with the world-conquering ambitions of the

Arab empire that arose at the end of the seventh century. The

pagan Arab tribes were, however, required to abandon their

polytheism for Islam when they accepted the authority of the
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Prophet. In the end, Muhammad entered Mecca at the head of

an imposing force without opposition, and he extended

amnesty to his former opponents.

Throughout the time that Muhammad acted as Prophet and

political leader, he was also a husband and father, a man who

was attracted to women and was intensely devoted to his family

and children. After the death of Khadija, Muhammad married a

number of wives; although some of these were political arrange-

ments to cement tribal alliances, he physically consummated

marriages with nine women and fathered several children.

While his family affairs had their share of difficulties, they were

clearly a central part of his life. Muhammad remarked in a ha-

dith, “Three things in your world have been made lovely to me:

perfume, women, and prayer is the delight of my eyes.” This re-

markable statement unites sensory pleasure, the attraction of

the sexes, and deep religious sentiment; all of life, physical and

spiritual, forms a single continuum. It is important to note that

Muhammad’s life, though in many respects exemplary for Mus-

lims, is also, in part, exceptional. The legal possibility of four

wives for Muslim men (which is comparatively rare in those

countries where it is still permitted) clearly differs from the

larger number of marriages afforded to the Prophet. The Proph-

et’s wives were exceptional, too; they were forbidden to remarry

after his death, and unlike other women, they alone were specif-

ically required by the Qur’an (33:32, 33:53) to conceal themselves

from men behind a curtain in their household. The widespread

adoption of the custom of veiling, in part on the basis of aristo-

cratic Greek and Persian models, is a separate development.

Christians typically have seen Muhammad’s marriages as a

mark against him, in comparison with the life of celibacy led by

Jesus. The early Christian emphasis on virginity and the monas-

tic way of life perhaps made it inevitable that Christians would

reject Muhammad’s marriages. St. Paul, who advised that “it is
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better to marry than to burn,” can hardly be called an enthusias-

tic champion of marriage. Celibacy was, after all, much better

suited to the early Christian anticipation of the apocalypse,

when there was no need to prepare for future generations.

Monastic celibacy and vows of chastity are on the retreat,

however, in modern Europe and America. While the Catholic

Church still insists on priestly celibacy in imitation of Jesus,

Protestant and Orthodox Christian churches for centuries have

dispensed with this aspect of the life of Jesus, rejecting both celi-

bate priesthood and (for most Protestants) monasticism. In

today’s society, despite calls for sexual abstinence before mar-

riage, popular entertainment and advertising are saturated with

enticing images of sexual fulfillment. As with Christian criti-

cism of Muhammad’s military activities, shock expressed at his

multiple marriages masks a considerable gap between ideal 

and reality in Euro-American societies. Neither pacifism nor

celibacy has played more than a minor role in our modern so-

cial or political history, and advocates for these ideals are typi-

cally regarded as crackpots today. Thus it is more than ironic

when Christians reject Muhammad on the grounds that he was

both an effective leader and a zealous and affectionate husband

and father.

At the end of his life (Muhammad died in 632 ..), the

Prophet was head of a major community, having created al-

liances with all of the tribes of the Arabian Peninsula, probably

the first time that had occurred. What is more significant is that

his prophetic experience provided the basis of fervent ritual

practice, ethical ideals, and social structures that are deeply

etched into human history. Yet the way in which those ideals

and practices would play out depended on many unforeseeable

local adaptations.
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The Word of God: The Qur’an

I recall when, as a graduate student at Harvard, I first went to

the Widener Library to do some research on the Qur’an. Much

to my surprise, the card catalog listing for the Qur’an (under the

older spelling, Koran) gave a cross-reference to Muhammad as

the author of the text. In contrast, the Bible was listed without

any author. This library listing created a subtle contrast; while

the Bible may have been of divine origin, the Qur’an was viewed

as the composition of a human being. A Muslim reader, regard-

ing the Qur’an as the actual Word of God, would no doubt find

this librarian’s classification objectionable. This example indi-

cates how complicated it may be to approach the Qur’an for the

first time. The assumptions that one brings to this effort will

have a great deal to do with the result. Readers who wish to

probe the Qur’an more deeply will need to go beyond these pre-

liminary remarks, since I will mainly address here the most

common assumptions and misconceptions that surround this

sacred text of Islam.

It is, in fact, difficult to read the Qur’an as if it were an ordi-

nary book. Its composition is very different from that of the He-

brew Bible or the New Testament; regardless of one’s view of

revelation, both of these texts contain multiple documents of

different types assembled over a period of time by different

hands. The Hebrew Bible contains extensive narratives and his-

tories, together with prophetic writings, poetry, and didactic lit-

erature. The New Testament has four gospels by different writ-

ers describing the life of Jesus, the pastoral letters of St. Paul and

others, a history of the early Christian community in Acts of the
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Apostles, plus the apocalyptic Book of Revelation. In the case of

the Christian scriptures, their selection and inclusion in the

Bible (and the rejection of other writings) was the work of

church councils. In contrast, the Qur’an is widely accepted as

the accumulated revelations of the twenty-three years of the

Prophet Muhammad’s career, and it therefore is much more ho-

mogeneous as a text, with no signs of multiple authorship. This

does not make it easy to classify, however.

When one considers the organization of the Qur’an, it is first

of all apparent that it is divided into 114 books or sections known

as suras, each of which is composed of varying numbers of verses

called ayas (“sign, miracle”). With the exception of the first sura,

a short prayer known as “The Opening,” the rest are arranged

roughly in order of decreasing size, with sura 2 (“The Cow”)

being the longest. In standard editions of the Qur’an, one typi-

cally finds that the heading of each sura identifies it as belong-

ing to either the Meccan or the Medinan period of the Prophet’s

life. This basic distinction is useful, since many of the earlier

passages show particular features of the Prophet’s first preach-

ing in Mecca: the creative power of God, God’s unity, the resur-

rection and the afterlife, and the experiences of revelation. In

contrast, the verses revealed in Medina typically emphasize leg-

islative and social issues, with reflection on the difficulties faced

by earlier prophets such as Moses. Within many suras, it is not

unusual to find abrupt changes of subject, such as a sudden shift

from a description of Paradise to the details of inheritance law.

As a result of this complex structure, the Qur’an contains

very few extended narrative passages; the one major exception is

sura 12, which contains the story of Joseph, which is emphati-

cally introduced as “the most beautiful of stories.” Yet the many

allusions and references to stories of prophets such as Abraham,

Moses, and Jesus presuppose that the audience is already famil-

iar with the basic outlines of those narratives. In this sense,
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some Qur’anic passages are similar to poetic cycles that dwell on

certain famous incidents to explain their importance but do not

need to spell out every detail of the story.

Because of the challenging character of the Qur’anic text,

many authorities from early times have suggested that those ap-

proaching it for the first time should not simply start reading

the Qur’an from page 1. Instead, they should begin with the

short suras at the end of the Qur’an. These are largely from the

early Meccan period, and with their vivid depictions of the af-

terlife, God’s creative power in nature, and the power of the

prophetic experience, they form an excellent entry for under-

standing how the Qur’an works. It is also helpful if one can get

some idea of the aesthetic experience of hearing the Qur’an, ei-

ther through recordings or on websites.9 Many non-Muslims

have acknowledged that the Arabic verses of the Qur’an do in-

deed have a powerful aesthetic effect. The name “Qur’an” itself

means recitation, and it assumes that the text is read aloud

rather than silently. The oral component of the Qur’an is a

major part of its transmission and reception. When modern au-

thorities in Egypt decided to print the Qur’an early in the twen-

tieth century, this shift from handwritten manuscript to a new

technology raised many questions. What is most remarkable

about this process is that the new printed edition of the Qur’an

was certified by oral transmitters who were viewed as authorita-

tive custodians of the sacred text.

Readers familiar with debates over the historical composi-

tion of the Bible may wonder how the Qur’an originated. Bibli-

cal scholars have argued against Moses as author of the first

books of the Bible, seeing instead a series of editors who refash-

ioned narratives, legal codes, poetry, and prophecy over a period

of many centuries. Likewise, the Gospels of the New Testament

are believed to have been written down roughly between 90 and

150 .. When was the text of the Qur’an finalized? This ques-
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tion is complicated by the traditional belief that the Prophet

Muhammad was illiterate, a view that reinforces the doctrine of

the miraculous character of the Qur’an; if the Prophet could

neither read or write, so the argument goes, then his reception

of a text of surpassing beauty and wisdom must be a divine rev-

elation. The Arabic term that is often translated as “illiterate”

(ummi) has another plausible interpretation: it could mean, in-

stead, that Muhammad is the “Gentile” prophet sent to the na-

tion (umma) of the Arabs. Symbolically, the illiteracy of the

Prophet is parallel to the doctrine of the virgin birth of Jesus, as

many commentators have observed. In either case, the Word of

God (whether in the form of the Qur’an or the son of God)

comes into existence through divine agency rather than human

initiative. Whether the Prophet was illiterate or not is debatable,

especially since he was a merchant by profession and is said to

have traveled widely. The revelations that he delivered seem to

have been written down, in part, during his lifetime, although

the accounts that we have also take for granted an amazing ca-

pacity for oral memorization among the Arabs.

According to the standard account, Muhammad’s successors

became concerned over the preservation of the Qur’an after sev-

eral notable memorizers of the text died in battle. Verses that

had been preserved written on branches, on stone, and on the

hearts of men are said to have been copied out on sheets. Never-

theless, it eventually became apparent that different copies of

the Qur’an contained noticeable variations. This caused ‘Uth-

man, the third caliph (who ruled 644–52 ..), to establish an

authoritative version of the text, and he ordered the destruction

of all other copies. Interestingly, one highly respected Qur’anic

scholar, Ibn Mas‘ud, refused to surrender his Qur’an. Commen-

taries and other scholarly writings, in fact, preserve many minor

variations on the received Qur’anic text. How significant are

these variations?
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If one looks to the history of biblical texts in comparison, it is

significant that among the 5,000 surviving manuscripts of the

Greek New Testament, no two are identical. For the most part,

the differences are insignificant verbal variations that are easily

understood as by-products of the scribal process of copying.

Occasionally, however, there are manuscripts in which copyists

have made deliberate changes to important words that had 

implications for religious debates within the early Christian

Church.10 The Qur’anic text has a certain amount of variation,

which has even been codified into seven major schools of reci-

tation and seven minor variations on those. The differences

among these recitations of the Qur’an consist mainly of trivial

alternatives in spelling and pronunciation of particular words,

though there are occasional significant differences.11 Although

there were some early sectarian groups, particularly among the

Shi‘is, who alleged that certain important revelations had been

suppressed, it is almost impossible to find any serious argu-

ments in favor of this thesis today. A few modern European

scholars have proposed revisionist accounts of the collection

and history of the Qur’an, ranging from alternative dating of

different sections to a hypercritical thesis that suggests that the

Qur’an was composed a couple of centuries after the death of

the Prophet. Most of this discussion was safely buried in ob-

scure academic journals, but the Qur’an unexpectedly became a

burning issue toward the end of the twentieth century.

The 1989 publication of Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic

Verses turned the question of the Qur’an as revelation into an

international controversy. Rushdie, a British-based novelist born

into an Indian Muslim family, had distinguished himself with a

series of bitingly sardonic works of fiction, including Shame (a

satire on politics in Pakistan) and Midnight’s Children (a “magi-

cal realism” interpretation of the 1947 partition of India and

Pakistan). Rushdie had been educated in England, and while he
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had received widespread applause and recognition there, The

Satanic Verses was in part aimed at depicting the agonies and

alienation of postcolonial Asian immigrants in England. In the

midst of this complicated book occurs an extended dream se-

quence offering a strange account of a Middle Eastern prophet,

obviously based on the Prophet Muhammad. A narrator named

Salman, who acts as a scribe in recording the prophet’s revela-

tions, inserts his own words into the transcript as a kind of test,

and much to his surprise, the prophet accepts them as part of

the revelation. In his responses to later criticism, Rushdie tried

to present this dream sequence as a postmodern depiction of

the struggle of the artist or poet against religious authoritarian-

ism, but it was widely perceived as an attack on the credibility of

the Qur’an as an authentic divine revelation to Muhammad. His

disclaimers were not helped by the novel’s account of prosti-

tutes in a brothel who were obviously modeled on the wives of

Muhammad. In part thanks to an aggressive advertising cam-

paign by the publisher, the novel aroused an immense outcry

among Muslims around the world. The peak of the protest came

on Valentine’s Day in 1989, when Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatol-

lah Khomeini, delivered a legal opinion (fatwa) stating that

Rushdie’s novel was blasphemy and the author deserved a death

sentence. It is worth noting that The Satanic Verses also includes

a satirical section apparently aimed at Khomeini himself; he ap-

pears as a mullah who is so severe that even pictures on walls

run away at his approach.

What did this controversy really have to do with the Qur’an?

Leaving aside the complex questions of artistic freedom and

hate speech raised by the case, it is clear that Rushdie was in-

spired by the issue of the so-called Satanic verses. This is the

name that European scholars gave to a report suggesting that

the Prophet Muhammad inadvertently accepted a suggestion

from the devil, thinking it was a divine revelation. Amazingly,
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the verses would have permitted the Muslims to continue wor-

shiping the pagan goddesses of the Arabs alongside the one true

God (Muslim scholars refer to this report as “the lofty cranes,”

citing the words allegedly used in these verses to describe the

goddesses as high-flying birds). A subsequent revelation is then

said to have rejected or abrogated this insinuation, however.

Most scholars now consider this report, which only occurs in

two early compilations, to be dubious, for several reasons: it has

weak transmitters, it is a suspiciously neat fit with the doctrine

of Qur’anic abrogation (whereby a later revelation may invali-

date an earlier one), and the story also has anachronistic details

that make it questionable. It would have been inserted, more-

over, in an extremely unlikely place, directly following the de-

scription of Muhammad’s ascension to the divine presence

(Qur’an 53:1–18). Implausible though this incident may be, it 

is, like many thousands of other dubious reports about the

Prophet, transmitted in hadith collections; some of these re-

ports were undoubtedly invented later to prove various points.

Muslim scholars preserved all this material as part of an archival

collection, even when they explicitly recognized it as problem-

atic. What is striking is that early European Orientalists believed

that this isolated report was undoubtedly true, precisely because

they thought that it conclusively demonstrated something they

already took for granted: the falsity of Muhammad’s revelation.

Rushdie had, in effect, internalized the Orientalist attack on the

Prophet Muhammad. It was this voluntary alienation from Is-

lamic identity, more than anything else, that motivated the out-

rage that Muslims expressed against Rushdie’s novel.

When European and American media have turned their at-

tention to the question of Qur’anic revelation, they have contin-

ued to do so with the breathless expectation that new discover-

ies would turn traditional Muslim attitudes upside down. Such

was the case with a 1999 Atlantic Monthly article titled “What Is
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the Koran?”12 Citing the discovery of manuscripts in Yemen

containing variations on the text of the Qur’an, this article

strongly hinted that Muslim belief in the Qur’an as the Word of

God would be seriously undermined by historical criticism. It is

true that there is a genuine scholarly debate focusing on the lack

of clearly dated Arabic manuscripts of the Qur’an prior to about

700 .. (the earliest dated Qur’anic text is the inscriptions in

the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, from 692 ..). One group

of scholars, following the work of John Wansborough, actually

argues that the text of the Qur’an was not finalized for at least

200 years after the death of the Prophet. This argument, oddly

enough, rests on speculative analogies rather than alternate doc-

umentary proof, so it is impossible either to prove or to disprove.

The Yemeni manuscripts mentioned by the Atlantic Monthly ar-

ticle do not appear to have any startling or major changes but

belong to the class of minor textual variations that have been

known for centuries. There are other European scholars who

maintain that the text of the Qur’an as we have it goes back to

the very early years of the Muslim community. Much depends

on the presuppositions with which this issue is approached.

The most peculiar thing about recent media treatments of

the Qur’an is the tendency to privilege the modern reformist 

or fundamentalist interpretation as the only true representative

of Islamic thought. Certainly one of the notable tendencies of

modern history worldwide has been the fundamentalist insis-

tence on so-called literal interpretation, which is used as a plat-

form for resistance against secularism in the public sphere. This

kind of modern globalizing fundamentalism has been especially

prominent in American Christianity, and it may also be found

in other religions, including Islam. Yet in making comparisons,

Europeans and Americans generally assume that liberal and tol-

erant interpretations of scripture are typical of Judaism and

Christianity, while for some reason Islam alone is exclusively
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dominated by violent fundamentalism. They further assume

that religious tolerance is somehow intrinsic to Christianity

(and by extension Judaism), rather than being a result of disgust

with the religious wars of European Catholics and Protestants.

A recent cover article for Newsweek magazine, “In the Begin-

ning, There Were the Holy Books,” wonders if Islam is inher-

ently intolerant and argues that in the Qur’an, “aggressive verses

have fired Muslim zealots in every age.”13 Strangely, the one

Qur’anic verse that is cited (9:14) refers in context to battles with

Arab pagans, and the article does not provide a single example

of any later Muslim reading this text and deciding that it is im-

perative to kill Christians or Jews; such a conclusion would ac-

tually be contrary to historical principles of Islamic law that

guarantee the rights of Christians and Jews. This article further

maintains that Israeli commandos and Christian Crusaders

have killed without being under the inspiration of scripture or

messianic example. The Qur’an, we are told, is believed to be

“God’s eternal word,” unlike the Bible—an assertion that would

be challenged by a significant number of Jewish rabbis and

Christian ministers. These dubious examples of not-so-reli-

gious violence do not explain why Muslims are supposed to be

motivated exclusively by religion, while Jews and Christians ev-

idently have more complicated lives. While it is true that Osama

bin Ladin, a man who was trained as an engineer, has inter-

preted the Qur’an (including the verse cited above) in order to

justify horrible violence, he himself refers in detail to twentieth-

century history as the situation he wishes to remedy; his vio-

lence, in other words, is political and has political roots in recent

history. His self-taught interpretation of the Qur’an, moreover,

systematically takes verses out of context and ignores contrary

views in traditional religious scholarship, grimly seeking to im-

pose a predetermined conclusion in favor of unlimited warfare

against non-Muslims.14 In this respect, he is no different from
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any Christian or Jewish extremist who proclaims himself against

the world (like David Koresh) as the only righteous interpreter

of God’s word. Strangely, media outlets like Newsweek regard

fundamentalists as the only true Muslims, and so they replicate

and reinforce the very fundamentalist mentality that so appalls

them.

One of the main misunderstandings of the Qur’an relates to

the primacy of the original Arabic text. This stands in contrast

to the Christian Bible, since the Greek New Testament was al-

ready a translation of what Jesus and his disciples discussed in

Aramaic. Subsequent versions of the Bible followed in Latin

and, after the Reformation, in the main European languages.

Modern missionary societies have produced literally hundreds

of translations of the Bible into every conceivable tongue. Like

Orthodox Jews with Hebrew and Indian Brahmins with San-

skrit, Muslims continue to use the original language of their

revelation, particularly in the daily performance of prayers. Ara-

bic thus becomes a sacred language in this religious practice,

despite the fact that it is not the native language of the vast 

majority of Muslims; since only about 18 percent of Muslims 

are Arabs, non-Arabs chant it as a foreign language, much 

as Catholics did with the Latin mass prior to the Vatican II 

reforms of the 1960s. The prestige of the Qur’an in Arabic is

therefore immense, and it is regarded as an inimitable miracle;

translation of the Qur’an, in the strictest sense, is therefore im-

possible. This opinion did not prevent certain early authorities

from permitting non-Arabs to recite Qur’anic prayers in Persian

translation, and for at least 1,000 years there have been inter-

linear translations of the Qur’an and commentaries written in

other languages. It is very common today to see copies of the

Qur’an with the translation into the local language alongside the

Arabic. Nevertheless, a number of otherwise well-informed Eu-

ropeans and Americans are under the impression that interpre-
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tation of the sacred text is not possible for Muslims, since their

engagement with the original text enforces a literal acceptance

of it.

This misconception illustrates once again the tendency to as-

sume that all Muslims are fundamentalists. In reality, many dif-

ferent traditions of interpretation of the Qur’an are to be found

in the history of Islam. One of the earliest commentaries, that of

Muqatil ibn Sulayman (d. 767), emphasizes the need to under-

stand multiple meanings of words, each of which can have sev-

eral different aspects. Some commentaries, like that of Tabari,

are vast compilations of sometimes conflicting oral reports,

transmitted as hadith from the first generations of Muslims.

There are commentaries that systematically argue a sectarian in-

terpretation, as seen in the many productions of Shi‘i writers; a

prominent modern representative of this school is the leading

Iranian scholar ‘Allama Tabataba’i. Mystical interpretation was

the hallmark of the Sufis, who compiled many works reflecting

their meditations about the internal sense of the Qur’an.15 Phi-

losophers and theologians who had drawn deeply on the writ-

ings of Aristotle and Plato applied these insights to the under-

standing of the sacred text as well. The existence of these many

traditions of commentary underlies an important point: the av-

erage Muslim in premodern times (like the average Christian or

Hindu) was not literate and necessarily relied upon the author-

itative knowledge of religious experts, which was accumulated

over centuries of tradition. This means that in premodern Mus-

lim societies we do not find the Protestant model of scriptural

interpretation—the believer alone with the sacred text, without

the mediation of tradition. Instead, it was necessary for the av-

erage believer to turn to qualified authorities. Experts did not

attempt to read the text in an individualistic fashion but relied

on the many-layered discoveries of their predecessors. Far from

being a faith that avoids interpretation of scripture, Islam has
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been based on a rich and complex heritage with multiple ways

of thinking about the Qur’an.

Another point that needs clarification is the role of the

Qur’an as a source for Islamic law. There is no doubt that the

prescriptions and prohibitions of the Qur’an have an enormous

prestige, and in cases where they could be clearly applied, they

have had a dominant authority. Nevertheless, of 6,346 verses in

the Qur’an, only about 500—less than one-tenth of the total—

have the form of law. The bulk of the sacred text thus consists of

pieces of narrative, depictions of the afterlife and the power of

God, and injunctions to have faith in God. Among the verses

that have the force of legal prescription or prohibition, a great

many are concerned with prayer and the religious duties of

alms, fasting, and pilgrimage. Subjects such as inheritance, mar-

riage, and divorce are indeed addressed in several passages, and

there is a very small number of verses on what we would call

criminal law. The Qur’an is therefore very far from being a com-

plete code of laws that could serve as the basis for a state,

whether in premodern times or today. While early legal scholars

gave priority to the Qur’an as a source of law, it was unavoidable

to supplement it with the example of the Prophet as revealed in

hadith, with the consensus of scholars, and with the individual

opinions of jurists based on analogy; all of this together formed

the complex of Islamic law as an ideal, usually known as shari‘a.

In practice, premodern Islamic law was inevitably accompanied

by extensive systems of administrative law created by imperial

bureaucracies as well as by pre-Islamic custom and tribal law. In

many cases, administrative law and local custom superseded Is-

lamic law. With the arrival of European colonial powers in many

Muslim countries in the nineteenth century, the rulers disman-

tled existing legal systems and imposed European legal codes

wholesale, usually retaining only aspects of Islamic law relating

to the personal and private sphere of marriage, divorce, and in-
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heritance. Postcolonial Muslim countries have engaged in vary-

ing degrees of Islamizing experimentation with their legal sys-

tems, but in all these cases, modern legislators, bureaucrats, and

ideologues (mostly without traditional legal training) are defin-

ing Islamic law in the name of the nation-state. This is a far cry

from the highly developed tradition of Islamic legal scholarship

that was intertwined with medieval empires. So when we speak

of Muslim societies, this does not mean societies that are gov-

erned exclusively by Islamic law, since such societies did not

exist; it is much less possible, therefore, to imagine societies

ruled entirely by the Qur’an.

Although non-Muslims in recent years have imagined the

Qur’an primarily as the ideological source for political activism,

if we reconsider it as a religious text, its true importance be-

comes clear. Even, or especially, for those who do not know Ara-

bic, the Qur’an is on their tongues and in their hearts as a direct

sign of God’s activity in the world. In a very real sense, the

Qur’an as the Word of God for Muslims is parallel to Jesus as the

Word of God for Christians. If one extends this analogy into re-

ligious practice, the most important ritual for Christians is Holy

Communion or the Eucharist, by which the believer assimilates

the body and blood of Jesus either in reality (for Catholics) or

symbolically (for Protestants). In a similar way, when a Muslim

recites the Qur’an, the Word of God is expressed directly on the

tongue in a way that is charged with divine power. It is this ex-

perience that makes the Qur’an such a central part of Muslim

religious life.
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Islamic Religious Ethics

It is customary in books that survey the Islamic faith to present

a summary and overview of basic religious practices and beliefs.

The problem with the textbook approach is that it outlines these

catechisms and religious requirements in the abstract, without

much reference either to multiple schools of thought or to the

history of Islamic religious practice in different regions. In this

respect, it can be difficult to distinguish between a textbook

summary of basic practices and the preaching or religious in-

struction that one might encounter in a mosque (the equivalent

of a Sunday school version of Christianity). This is even true

with what are usually called the five pillars of Islam (that is, pro-

fession of faith, ritual prayer, fasting during the month of Ram-

adan, giving alms, and performing pilgrimage to Mecca). While

there is nothing wrong with that approach in prescriptive teach-

ing for the faith community, it is the aim of this book to offer a

descriptive interpretation of the range of Islamic history and

practice.

Though it is certainly true that there are commonalities of

faith and practice that are shared widely by many Muslims, a

historical and nonsectarian approach has to take account of dif-

ferences as well. It is equally true that certain Muslim religious

authorities lean heavily on the concept of Islamic unity. While

the unity of the ideal religious community is certainly an im-

portant symbol, it is not a fact, nor has it ever been. Some Mus-

lims have responded defensively to historical accounts of con-

flicting notions of Islamic belief and practice, charging that

foreign Orientalists are stirring up trouble by dividing Muslims
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against one another. This notion of Western conspiracy, which

may sound good rhetorically, is simply not true.

Substantial differences of belief and practice, for instance,

characterize the Sunni majority versus the Shi‘i (or Shi‘ite) mi-

nority, although in theory all agree about the important prac-

tices mentioned above. The differences between Shi‘i and Sunni

range from how one places the hands during ritual prayer to

whether temporary marriage is allowed, and they include major

disagreements about the succession to Muhammad’s authority

and the nature of God’s attributes. An interesting example is the

Shi‘i practice of performing the prostrations of ritual prayer by

placing the forehead on a clay pillow taken from the earth of

Kerbela, the pilgrimage city in Iraq that is the site of the martyr-

dom of the Prophet’s grandson, Imam Husayn (Husayn died in

680 .. while leading a small military force in rebellion against

a tyrannical caliph). Shi‘is justify the use of this clay pillow on

the grounds of both purity and reverence, although Sunnis do

not employ it and regard it as completely irrelevant.1 Rather

than attempting to provide a catalog of Islamic beliefs and prac-

tices in all their bewildering detail, I propose here to look at ex-

amples that can shed light on how Islamic religious tradition

plays out in the contemporary world. The discussion that fol-

lows concentrates on illuminating the examples at hand rather

than striving for comprehensiveness.

When we turn to the subject of Islamic ethics, that is, the

ideal norms of behavior that a Muslim community strives for,

we need to take stock of a complex situation. The standard Ara-

bic word for ethics, akhlaq, is actually a good parallel to both the

Greek notion of ethics and the Roman concept of mores (from

which we derive the term “morality”). In all three cases, we are

dealing with a plural noun having to do with customs and cor-

rect modes of behavior. When we engage in systematic reflec-

tion on these modes of behavior, philosophical ethics becomes
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the science or theory of how one should act. Ethics become 

religious when the ideal norms of behavior derive from divine

authority or important religious figures. To put the contrast

sharply, we can know that certain things are right or wrong on

the basis of our own reasoning (philosophical ethics), or we

may know that they are right or wrong simply because God tells

us so (religious ethics). In practice, most ethical systems com-

bine both reasoning and authority to come to their conclusions

about correct action. Islamic religious ethics rarely took on an

entirely authoritarian aspect, since legal theorists consistently

sought to find intentions and purposes in sacred texts. This kind

of ethical reasoning was necessary to deal with the new situa-

tions not addressed in scripture that inevitably arose. In addi-

tion, while ethics in largely Muslim societies certainly derives in

part from religious sources such as the Qur’an, hadith, and Is-

lamic law, there is a great deal of normative behavior that comes

from local custom or from major pre-Islamic cultures, includ-

ing the heritage of Greek philosophy. While some features of

local custom (like the celebrated hospitality of the pre-Islamic

Arabs) are widely imprinted on different Muslim cultures, there

are many features of local normative behavior that are limited

to very specific contexts, such as matrilineal inheritance in the

Maldive islands or the pilgrimage rituals at saints’ shrines in the

Moroccan mountains.

The Qur’an is the most highly revered source of the norms of

correct behavior, since it is regarded as the word of God. The

foundation for ethical obligation in the Qur’an is traced to the

covenant established between God and humanity at the begin-

ning of creation (Qur’an 7:172): “When your lord brought out

their offspring from the children of Adam, from their backs, and

made them testify to themselves: ‘Am I not your lord?’ They said,

‘Yes, we have borne witness.’ ” It was in this pre-eternal moment

that the destinies of all humanity were sealed, and the standard
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commentators view this as a statement of divine predestination.

Those who answered “yes” would be the obedient servants of

God, and those who did not reply would be rebels. This primor-

dial scene becomes the charter both for ethics, as an acknowl-

edgment of divine authority, and for spirituality, as a testimony

to the intimate relationship between God and humanity.

It has been pointed out previously that the Qur’an contains

relatively few clear prescriptions that could be construed as legal

ordinances, although it has frequent and abundant verses urg-

ing the believers to reflect upon the power of God as manifest 

in creation and in the human soul. Divine authority is not

merely asserted but is presented as a conclusion that should be

clear to anyone with an open mind. “We shall show them our

signs on the horizons and in themselves, until it is clear to them

that ‘he is the truth’ ” (41:53). Gratitude for God’s favors and

blessings is the appropriate human response, so that obedience

to divine command follows naturally. Ingratitude and rejection

of God (both implied by the Arabic word kufr) are intellectual

errors as well as displays of arrogance. So even if the Qur’an does

not provide guidance for every conceivable detail, it points to

the development of a moral consciousness and human respon-

sibility to God—to pray as if you see God, and if you do not,

to know that God sees you. The subsequent working out of Is-

lamic ethical thought begins from this point, although a num-

ber of additional authoritative texts come into play besides the

Qur’an.

A good example of how Islamic texts function as sources of

correct behavior would be one of the standard compilations of

the hadith reports of the sayings and actions of the Prophet Mu-

hammad. There are many such collections, but one of the most

useful is the Niche for Lamps of al-Khatib al-Tabrizi (d. 1337),

which is still a standard resource at major Islamic academies

such as Deoband in India. It is interesting to see the extensive
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list of chapter topics that are covered in this subject-oriented

collection.

1. Faith

2. Religious Knowledge

3. Purity

4. Ritual Prayer

5. Funerals

6. Alms

7. Fasting

8. Virtues of the Qur’an

9. Invocations

10. The Names of God

11. Pilgrimage

12. Commerce

13. Marriage

14. Freed Slaves

15. Punishments

16. Governing and Justice

17. Struggle (Jihad)

18. Hunting and Sacrifice

19. Foods

20. Clothing

21. Medicine and Divination

22. Dreams

23. Manners

24. Softening the Heart

25. Rebellion

These major divisions are then followed by sections on the

events taking place at the resurrection, with additional biogra-

phical materials on the qualities of the Prophet Muhammad and

his followers. It is challenging to come up with a concept that

unites all the topics covered in this collection. Nearly the first
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half is taken up with topics that are clearly religious, but the rest

covers the affairs of politics, economics, family, and other as-

pects of ordinary life.

As an authoritative text, the Niche for Lamps presents the

statements and actions of the Prophet Muhammad as transmit-

ted by a series of recognized intermediaries. In a scholarly fash-

ion the text presents explanations of difficult words and com-

mentaries on thorny subjects in notes on the margins. It is clear

that the sayings and deeds of Muhammad are meant to serve as

the models that should be imitated by the faithful. It was the

work of hadith scholars to collect and arrange the sayings on the

basis of trustworthy transmission. Another group of scholars

specializing in law would then use these sayings as part of the

materials on which they based general legal principles. Special-

ists in jurisprudence could apply these principles to theoretical

cases that had not been dealt with in the Qur’an or hadith, and

acting judges could deliver decisions in cases brought to courts

of law. It is important to recall that hadith was only one of the

sources of Islamic law, alongside the Qur’an, consensus of schol-

ars, and analogical reasoning. Islamic legal specialists went fur-

ther and investigated the purposes or intentions that they con-

sidered to be implicit in the law. These were the preservation of

religion, life, offspring, property, and rationality.2 In addition,

Islamic law itself was only one part of premodern Muslim soci-

eties, since the application of law took place through separate

administrative courts, royal decree, and tribal custom, in addi-

tion to courts specializing in Islamic law.

The technical details of the evolution of Islamic law and its

complex application in different regions are beyond the scope of

this work, but it is tempting to regard the complex of materials

in the hadith collection as illustrating a concept of religious

ethics that is quite broad. It is religious because the authoritative

value of the examples cited derives in principle from the reli-
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gious authority of the Prophet, rather than from independent

reasoning as such (although interpretation inevitably comes

into play). It is extensive because it includes religious ritual as

well as ethical behavior in society. It is especially interesting to

see the range of subjects covered in the chapters on “Manners”

and “Softening the Heart.” The first of these is a comprehensive

term that covers items such as greetings, asking permission,

shaking hands, standing and sitting, laughing, poetry, silence,

promises, kindness, love of God, modesty, anger, pride, and in-

justice. The second is an even more psychological category, de-

signed to elicit sympathy for others, and includes sections on

poverty, hope, patience, hypocrisy, weeping, fear, and advice.

Naturally, the examples given in all these topics represent ideal

forms of behavior rather than what is actually encountered in

any given situation, but that is the nature of ethics.

A few examples of hadith from this collection, in which

members of the early Muslim community narrate sayings of

Muhammad, will illustrate the materials that could be used as a

basis for Islamic religious ethics. Some of these sayings make it

clear that a great deal of responsibility for ethical behavior lies

with the individual believer.

Ibn ‘Umar said, “The Messenger of God (God bless him

and grant him peace) said, ‘Obedience to authority is incum-

bent on the Muslim man regarding what is desirable and un-

desirable, as long as he is not commanded to sin; but if he is

commanded to sin, there should be no obedience.’ ”

Al-Miqdad ibn Ma‘d Yakrib said, “The Messenger of God

(God bless him and grant him peace) said, ‘No one eats bet-

ter food than what he has made himself.’ ”

‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar said, “A man came to the Messenger

of God (May God bless him and grant him peace), and asked

permission to engage in righteous struggle (jihad). He re-
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plied, ‘Are your parents living?’ The man said, ‘Yes.’ He re-

plied, ‘So struggle on their behalf.’ This is a confirmed hadith.

But in another transmission, it reads: ‘So return to your par-

ents and take good care of them.’ ”

While it is not possible to summarize here the many thousands

of similar hadith reports, one can see how wide a range of top-

ics could be covered by a religious ethics based on the prophetic

example.3

As in the Jewish tradition, Islamic religious ethics impercep-

tibly merges with religious law. In this sense, both Jewish and Is-

lamic traditions stand in contrast with the Christian emphasis

on freedom from the law, as spelled out by St. Paul in the New

Testament. Because of the overwhelming importance of grace in

Christian theology, the development of legal codes was initially

left to secular authorities, mainly the Roman Empire. When the

Church at length developed its own internal legal mechanisms

in the form of canon law, the ecclesiastical system ended up also

taking the Roman legal codes as its basis. Because of the typi-

cally minority status of Jews in premodern times, Jewish law was

usually limited in application to Jewish religious practices and

internal community affairs. But the complex of Islamic law as

an ideal, the shari‘a, addressed politics, economics, and family,

in addition to religious practice and ethical behavior, and it was

an important source for Muslim societies. What is distinctive,

then, about Islamic law is that it had a significant historical role

in the development of major empires in the Mediterranean re-

gion and in Asia, although it was far from being the only or even

the dominant element in those societies.

To what extent does Islamic religious ethics differ from other

ethical systems? There is a fair amount of overlap between the

ethical prescriptions of Islamic law and many commonly ac-

knowledged ethical injunctions from other religious traditions,
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such as prohibitions on murder, theft, adultery, lying, and other

crimes. At the same time, there are distinctive rules, particularly

in the area of ritual, that distinguish Muslims from other com-

munities; the rules for purity in relation to ritual prayer, for ex-

ample, are very specific to Islamic practice. Some distinctive

customs have their analogies in Judaism, such as dietary prohi-

bitions on foods such as pork and the requirement that animals

be sacrificed in the name of God before they can be lawfully

eaten. What sets apart Islamic ethics from other systems is its

historical basis in Arabian society and in the prophetic experi-

ence of Muhammad; all this was interpreted and molded by

subsequent generations in the light of multiple cultural con-

texts, ranging from Africa to southeastern Europe, China, and

Indonesia. Some Muslim scholars insisted on emphasizing cus-

tomary practices that set Muslims apart from other communi-

ties even in matters of dress, and they resolutely forbade Mus-

lims from participating in non-Muslim festivals such as Easter.

In their view, any innovation beyond the norms of Muslim so-

ciety at the time of the Prophet was reprehensible. At the same

time, new observances arose, such as the commemorations of

the Prophet’s birthday and his ascension to heaven, or the

lamentations for the Shi‘i martyrs. There was frequently overlap

in local religious customs with other religious communities

such as Christians and Hindus.

Distinctive Muslim legal and ethical norms were justified by

both authority and reason. As an example, one may consider the

Islamic injunction against drinking alcohol and other intoxi-

cants, which stands apart from most Christian and Jewish posi-

tions. To the extent that such ethical and legal norms derive

their authority from God, they may not require the support of

reasoning or practical benefits. There is no obvious reason why

pork is forbidden in both Jewish and Islamic law, although one

can argue that the pig is a habitually unclean animal (the mod-
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ern notion that pork was prohibited as a health measure prior to

the invention of refrigeration is unconvincing). The Qur’an

simply prohibits the consumption of already dead animals,

blood, pork, and flesh that has been sacrificed to a pagan deity,

without clarifying the different reasons for each of these prohi-

bitions; determining the purposes of such prohibitions was left

to later jurists. Thus Muslim jurists maintained that the prohi-

bition of alcohol and intoxicants has as its purpose the preser-

vation of one’s intellect. The development of Islamic law as a

system was therefore a combination of revelation and reason.

Since Islamic ethics includes social and political issues, it

covers questions of war and peace as well. Many are familiar

with the term “jihad” as meaning “holy war,” although that

translation is really the application of Christian terminology.

“Jihad” means properly “struggle,” in the sense of struggle or ef-

fort for truth. A related term is ijtihad, which is the effort of in-

dependent legal reasoning and interpretation by a fully qualified

jurist. Jihad was certainly applied to military struggle against

enemies of the faith, such as experienced by the early Muslim

community in its battles with the Meccan pagans. Yet this was

not considered the primary meaning. When a troop of Arabs re-

turned from battle boasting of their jihad, the Prophet rebuked

them, telling them that they had engaged only in the lesser

jihad, of physical battle; the greater jihad was the struggle

against one’s own baser instincts. Jihad in this sense had great

moral prestige, and it was applied metaphorically to a great

many meritorious actions.4 Because of its implication as a

struggle for truth and right, however, political leaders inevitably

appropriated jihad as a positive symbol to confer legitimacy on

their own activities. Under the empire of the early caliphate,

jihad became synonymous with the quest for world domina-

tion, and jurists were to be found who supported the interpreta-

tion that conquest of all non-Islamic realms was a religious
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duty. A number of legal scholars rejected this notion, however,

and argued that jihad in the military sense was justified only in

self-defense. Nevertheless, European colonial officials and Ori-

entalists commonly believed that Muslims were inherently dis-

posed to warfare against non-Muslims, insisting that only the

extremist position could be authentically Islamic. Anticolonial

resistance in the nineteenth century was often characterized as

jihad, and fighters against the French, the British, and the Rus-

sians called themselves “strugglers for truth” (mujahid).

Islam was not the only legitimate system of divine law, how-

ever. Since Islamic theology recognized that every people had

received a particular revelation and law through their own

prophets, there was no problem in acknowledging the existence

of different legal systems. In principle, religious minorities in

Muslim societies were allowed, or even required, to administer

their internal affairs with their own religious and legal systems.

Nor did one have to be a Muslim to be virtuous; ‘Ali alluded to

this when he remarked,“Government can endure with unbelief,

but not with injustice.”

The notion that there can be different systems of religious

ethics needs to be taken seriously. Some commentators argue

that there is a universal system of ethics, equivalent to the pro-

claimed ideals of what is now called Western civilization. Leav-

ing aside the gaps between ethical principles and actual practice,

what is most troubling about this assumption is the way it ele-

vates current Euro-American customs and symbols to the status

of the ideal. The last great confrontation of European moder-

nity with another religious and ethical tradition took place in

the nineteenth century, in relation to Judaism. After the French

Revolution, progressive thinkers proposed the emancipation of

the Jews from their isolation in ghettoes. It was assumed that in-

tegrating Jews into modern society would naturally lead them

to cast off their medieval superstition and, in effect, abandon Ju-
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daism as irrational. When Jews continued to cling to their reli-

gious faith and customs, modern anti-Semitism arose with a

vengeance, claiming that it would never be possible for Jews to

become true citizens of a modern nation-state. A similar logic of

exclusion was directed at Catholics in America, and as late as

1960 it was still questioned whether loyalty to the pope would

compromise a president who was a Catholic. To some extent the

vague and awkward term “Judaeo-Christian” is an attempt to

assert that there are fundamental agreements between Jews and

Christians, overlooking the major theological disagreements as

well as the history of anti-Semitism (including the Holocaust).

Yet to the extent that it still excludes Muslims and others, a Eu-

rocentric ethical system will have a questionable claim to uni-

versality; acknowledging difference in religious ethics will be a

vital step in creating the conditions for a global civilization.

/m
Greek Philosophy as a Source of Ethics

Alongside the complex of Islamic religious ethics with its re-

liance on Qur’an and hadith there was an extensive literature on

ethics and proper behavior that drew on illustrious examples

from pre-Islamic societies, especially Greek philosophy. By the

time the Arab empire reached its maximum extension in the

ninth century, it had become a cosmopolitan civilization. Con-

quest of northern Africa and Spain in the west was matched by

expansion in the east through Iraq, Anatolia, Persia, and the

frontiers of India.

Contrary to a common modern misperception, the new Arab

empire was not a religious enterprise; it was a highly efficient

mechanism for conquest, in which membership in Arab tribes

counted more than religious affiliation. The Arabs were not in-
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terested in converting non-Muslims to Islam. Non-Muslim sub-

jects, in lieu of military service, paid an additional tax initially

modeled on the Roman and Persian taxes levied on craftsmen;

therefore, conversion to Islam would have meant the loss of rev-

enue to the state—never a popular consideration for rulers. The

Arab conquerors frequently kept to themselves in separate gar-

rison cities so they would not have to mix with the local popu-

lations, and Christian Arabs had shares in the loot of conquest

alongside Muslims. When Syrians, Persians, and Egyptians

began to express an interest in joining the faith of their con-

querors, whether for practical or spiritual reasons, it was at first

a baffling issue for Muslim authorities. Many apparently consid-

ered that Islam was basically a religion for the Arabs, compara-

ble to Judaism as an ethnically based faith. Conversion to Islam

was initially only conceivable through the mechanism of adop-

tion into Arab tribes. In medieval empires, unlike today, ethnic-

ity rather than religion was often a more important marker of

identity. While modern writers usually write of Muslim inva-

sions of India, medieval Indian sources only refer to ethnic

groups such as Arabs, Baluchs, or Turks, frequently summing up

all foreigners as barbarians; it is apparent that Indians had no

sense of Islam as an organizing principle behind military incur-

sions. It is only in comparatively recent times, under the pres-

sure of new communal ideologies, that such different groups

have been lumped together as Muslims.5

At the same time that an Arab Muslim society was being 

enriched by contact with the ancient cultures of Asia and the

Mediterranean, the structure of imperial government intro-

duced the Arabs to the lifestyles and fashions of the Roman 

caesar and Persian shah. Not only did the Arabs take over the ex-

isting Roman and Persian bureaucracies for the collection of

agricultural and artisan taxes; they also adopted all the features

of royal rule, such as coinage, court ceremony, and keeping up
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with rival empires. This, of course, meant that there were major

institutions in the new Arab empire that owed little to the prece-

dents established during the lifetime of the Prophet. To address

the issues faced by the new polity, it was necessary to draw upon

the sophisticated civilizations of the ancient world. For ethics

and politics, major sources included the animal fables of India,

the powerful traditions of Persian kingship, and the philosoph-

ical heritage of the Greeks.

Soon after Baghdad was established in 762 .. as the capital

of the caliphs (from the Arabic word khalifa, meaning successor

to the Prophet), it played host to schools of translation and sci-

entific research that produced Arabic versions of important

Greek philosophical texts. As a result, the wisdom of Aristotle

and Plato soon became part of the repertoire of educated peo-

ple, including the bureaucrats who ran the empire of the

caliphate. Within a couple of centuries, numerous works were

available in Arabic that drew upon Greek thinking about the re-

lationship between philosophy and religion. Aristotle’s ethics

was particularly popular, and it is possible to trace a continuous

series of writings in Arabic (and, later, in Persian) that develop

the Greek thinker’s insights into the nature of morality; this

philosophical literature on ethics continued to be produced, par-

ticularly in the eastern Muslim countries, right up to the dawn

of the colonial period in the eighteenth century.6 The distinctive

feature of philosophical ethics was its use of reason rather than

pure authority as the standard of justice and right behavior.

An example of the synthesis of Greek philosophical ethics

with Islamic values is the Jalalian Ethics, written in Persian by

the philosopher and prime minister Davani (d. 1502). A glance

at his table of contents indicates how Davani integrates the

Greek philosophical perspective into his outlook. The text is di-

vided into three sections: ethics proper, economics, and politics.

The section on ethics covers topics such as the purification of
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character, virtues and vices, justice, and the diseases of the soul

and their cures. The chapter on economics addresses primarily

the concept of domestic management and discusses property,

the family, eating and drinking, rights of parents, and service.

Under politics, Davani begins like Aristotle with the necessity of

life in cities, that is, civilization, together with the institutions of

kingship. In this connection he investigates the human need for

civilization, the virtues of love, the various types of city, the na-

ture of justice, the manners of kings, the need for charity, and

the classes of people, closing with extensive advice from Plato

and Aristotle. While Davani frequently quotes from scripture

(the Qur’an) and the prophets (particularly Muhammad), the

structure of this book differs considerably from the hadith col-

lection described above. Its organization and logic derive from

the Greek tradition of ethics and politics, as mediated through

centuries of reflection by Muslim thinkers. It takes the form of a

“mirror for princes” addressed to a ruler, rather than being a

general handbook for religious scholars.

Davani’s ethics shows a fascinating interplay between the

Greek philosophical tradition and the religious ethics of Islam.

This combination can be seen in his extensive discussion of the

virtues of the ideal ruler, particularly when it comes to demon-

strating the qualities of mercy and forgiveness in time of war:

As long as it is possible to take a prisoner alive, he should

not be killed, for one can conceive of many uses for captives,

such as enslavement, gift, or ransom, which can console the

hearts of enemies. A Qur’anic text proclaims this: after vic-

tory, it is not permitted to kill enemies, except when it is im-

possible to attain security without killing them. After gaining

control, one should not give expression to enmity and fanati-

cism, for in this situation enemies are property and subjects,

and making war on one’s own slaves and subjects is contrary
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to the principle of justice. It is recorded in the writings of the

philosophers that when Alexander, after a victory, did not

spare the inhabitants of a city from the sword, Aristotle

hastily wrote him a letter to this effect, that if you are excused

for killing your enemies before attaining victory, after victory

what excuse do you have for killing those who are in your

power?

Exercising forgiveness is one of the qualities of the great

kings; it brings about a tightly unified realm and solidifies the

principles of pomp and magnificence. No matter how great

power grows, extending forgiveness makes it more impres-

sive and secure, for it is the means to ensure succession and

to secure a glorious order. Someone has said, “If criminals

knew what pleasure I take in forgiving, they would present

their crimes to me as gifts.” In reality, human perfection lies

in “being anointed” with the divine attributes, and by reason

of the saying “therefore we created them” (Qur’an 11:119), the

primordial purpose for the creation of the world and hu-

manity is the manifestation of the real existence of God.

God’s mercy and forgiveness bring about the splendor of di-

vine manifestation in place of human weakness and defect. It

is thus found in the hadith, that if you do not commit sin,

God most high will create another group that will commit

sin, so that his spontaneous mercy can manifest in the mirror

of forgiveness. Therefore divine manifestation in the orna-

ment of forgiveness can be similar to the real origin, which is

the source of all good things.7

Exhibiting the virtue of forgiveness not only follows the advice

of Greek philosophers like Aristotle but also displays one of the

essential qualities of God according to the Qur’an. By demon-

strating that Islamic ethics was both religious and philosophical,

this text also shows how the concept of what is called Western
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civilization should necessarily include Islam. That is, Muslim

thinkers such as Davani clearly drew on both the heritage of He-

brew prophecy and its successors and the writings of the Greek

philosophers.

In establishing the importance of Greek philosophy in Is-

lamic civilization, we are stumbling across one of the great areas

of selective amnesia about the nature of Western civilization. If

one looks at any history of philosophy or history of science until

very recently, the standard story began with the ancient Greeks,

reached the high point with Plato and Aristotle, and then went

into decline in the early Christian era. Generally one chapter

provided a cursory glance at the role of the Arabs in translating

Greek writings, particularly those of Aristotle. One then learns

that European thinkers such as St. Thomas Aquinas first studied

philosophy on the basis of these Arabic versions of Aristotle,

which Jewish scholars had translated into Latin in medieval

Spain. Most authorities stated that Averroes (d. 1198), the last

Arab philosopher whose writings were translated into Latin,

represented the death knell of philosophy among the Muslims.

Yet there were major schools of philosophy in the Muslim east,

particularly in Iran, where philosophers such as Mulla Sadra de-

veloped original views that included critical reflections on an-

cient Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle (see fig.

4.1). In a similar way, early textbooks on the history of Islam fre-

quently concluded that by the tenth century, “the gate of inde-

pendent reasoning was closed” in all fields of Islamic religious

thought, leading to an inevitable stultification and decline. Only

in recent years has scholarship revealed rich traditions of inno-

vation and ongoing development in fields such as Islamic law in

many different regions.

What is most amazing about this concept of civilizational de-

cline, aside from its inaccuracy, is the way it demonstrates a nar-

rowly Eurocentric concept of history. Because no other works of

E T H I C S  A N D  L I F E  I N  T H E  W O R L D

{ 124 }



  . 

Poster showing the Iranian philosopher Mulla Sadra 

(d. 1640), arrayed over busts of Socrates, Plato, and 

Aristotle (Mulla Sadra Conference, Tehran, 1999)



philosophy were translated from Arabic into Latin after around

1200, Europeans assumed that philosophy was dead among the

Arabs. This bold declaration went hand-in-hand with the doc-

trine that Arab civilization (and Muslim civilization in general)

had gone into decline, from which it would only be saved by the

arrival of European colonialism. Thus philosophy could be seen

as essentially belonging to the legitimate heirs of Western civi-

lization, that is, the western Europeans. The interest of the Arabs

in philosophy was considered to be only an interlude in which

they preserved philosophy, as if in an icebox, until its true own-

ers could finally take possession during the Renaissance.

The denial of philosophy among Muslims was an argument

for European superiority. Such was the contention of Ernst

Renan in his surreal debate with Afghani in 1883, when he de-

nied that Semites were capable of philosophy. European schol-

ars actually were aware that Muslims produced philosophical

writings in later times (the Jalalian Ethics of Davani was avail-

able in an English version in 1839), but it is rare to find any ref-

erence to this until very recently. It took the efforts of mavericks

such as French scholar Henry Corbin (1903–78) to document

the existence of highly sophisticated traditions of philosophy,

particularly in Iran and India, in the centuries following the

death of Averroes.8 Other scholars have demonstrated that the

impact of Greek thought on Islamic civilization went far be-

yond the limited circles of specialists who studied philosophical

texts. Simply considered as a powerful system for organizing

thought and logic and as a medium for debate, Greek philoso-

phy acted as a leavening agent leading to new results in fields as

varied as Arabic grammar, rhetoric, theology, and principles of

jurisprudence. Greek logicians (Porphyry) and mathematicians

(Euclid) continued to be part of the curriculum of study in many

Muslim countries until relatively recent times. Yet somehow

Islam continues to be viewed as alien to the Western heritage.
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Europeans are hardly the only ones who have exercised eth-

nocentrism in their concepts of civilization and culture. Indi-

ans, Chinese, and Arabs have all been guilty of similar conceits

in the past. But it is the modern European self-image that dom-

inates the concept that we have all inherited of what constitutes

civilization, and therefore it is the concept that needs to be ex-

amined most carefully. One only needs to glance at any Ameri-

can college or university department of philosophy to realize

that the dominant concept of philosophy is almost entirely Eu-

ropean, a secular product of the Enlightenment. The standard

philosophy curriculum begins with the ancient Greeks and

gives a brief nod to medieval Christian thinkers, but it concen-

trates on modern enlightened Europeans (and Americans) from

the time of Descartes (d. 1650) to the present. From our modern

educational curriculum, one would never guess that there are

provocative and original philosophical thinkers in majority

Muslim countries as well as in other parts of Asia and Africa. By

defining civilization so narrowly as to include only Europeans

and Americans, we relegate the rest of the world to barbarism.

Yet this Eurocentric attitude can only be maintained through se-

lective amnesia about the rest of the world.

/m
Islamic Ethics in the Colonial Age

The age of European colonial rule was, as previously remarked,

a watershed in the history of Muslim countries. How did Mus-

lim approaches to ethics change as a result of this momentous

period? One of the effects of colonial rule was the suspension of

local legal systems (including any aspects of Islamic shari‘a law)

and the imposition of the law of the conqueror. In the French

dominions it was the Code Napoleon, in British possessions it
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was the common law, and in Russian territories it was Czarist

law (superseded by Soviet law after the Russian Revolution). Al-

though European commercial and criminal codes took decisive

effect, the new legal systems were not complete replacements;

local custom persisted in many aspects of life, and the con-

querors felt reluctant to intrude too deeply into family law for

fear of unnecessarily encouraging resistance. The result was the

creation of composite systems of family law, such as Anglo-

Mohammedan law in British India. In matters of marriage, di-

vorce, and inheritance, the court drew on classical Islamic legal

texts, which were interpreted by British judges in English trans-

lations with the advice of native scholars. In places such as

Egypt, where the French and the British ruled in succession, the

structure of the law drew on more than one European code. The

result was in some cases a much more rigid interpretation of Is-

lamic law than had previously been customary. Examination of

court records in Egypt before and during the colonial period in-

dicates that women tended to be much more excluded from ac-

cess to the law under European rule. Moreover, European judges

made rulings on issues such as domestic violence that eroded

rights that had been available to Muslim women previously.9

Another result of European conquest and colonialism was

the overthrow of local elites, the dismantling of existing patron-

age networks, and the consequent impoverishment of tradi-

tional philanthropy, including education. In practical terms,

this meant that nineteenth-century Muslim educational institu-

tions were forced to retrench their advanced offerings and fall

back on a core curriculum focusing on scripture. One example

would be northern India, where a scholar named Nizam al-Din

established around 1700 a curriculum of Islamic education

aimed at training officials for the bureaucracy of the Mughal

Empire. This “Nizami curriculum” (dars-i Nizami), which

closely resembled curricula then found in the Ottoman and Per-
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sian regions, emphasized the rational sciences, including logic,

theology, and philosophy. It soon spread throughout South

Asia, becoming the standard form of Islamic education in India

in the nineteenth century. Although the name Nizami curricu-

lum continues to appear in many academies today, the content

has changed drastically, due to the elimination of the rational

sciences.

Major changes in Muslim education took place after the Brit-

ish suppressed an Indian revolt in 1857, eliminating the last ves-

tiges of Muslim political power. Classical forms of Islamic edu-

cation were now irrelevant to a successful career in government,

since English had become necessary for entry into service with

the British. The traditional higher curriculum in rational sci-

ences accordingly faded away, and the new Islamic religious

academies established in the colonial period had a very different

perspective. The study of the hadith of Muhammad became the

core of the curriculum in the new religious academy of Deo-

band (founded in 1867), which had as its mission not the train-

ing of elite bureaucrats but the formation of a pious commu-

nity. The founders of Deoband no longer sought support from

the state (which was not Islamic in any case) but from the pub-

lic instead. The new technology of print became the medium for

distributing authoritative religious texts on a mass basis, and the

spread of literacy under the British colonial state encouraged

this transformation. In earlier times, Islamic academies had

been small institutions without formal organization, with indi-

vidualized instruction, but the new institutions had their eye on

British models, with fixed multiyear curricula and elaborate bu-

reaucratic structures.

With the newly authoritarian emphasis on modeling one’s

behavior on the Prophet, the Deoband teachers became the van-

guard of reformist Muslim thinking in South Asia and the cen-

ter of an immense network of spin-off academies. For Deoban-
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dis, ethics consisted of following the Prophet Muhammad in

every conceivable detail. They implemented their ethical judg-

ment by disseminating their legal opinions (fatwas) throughout

the South Asian subcontinent, in response to questions from the

Muslim community. Because of their strongly textual focus on

hadith, they tended to condemn any local customs that were not

accounted for in these early authoritative sources. This meant

that they criticized many popular practices, such as elaborate

wedding customs, excessive veneration of the Prophet or Sufi

saints, and any of the ritual practices associated with Shi‘ism.

They also emphasized the seclusion of women as a sign of a

moral society, although they favored education for women, par-

ticularly religious education in their own doctrines.

What is new in the Islamic ethics of Deoband? It is not sim-

ply a question of which texts are being used, but the overall ori-

entation—which means the contemporary context. Using ha-

dith texts that ultimately derive from the time of the Prophet

does not actually transport students back 1,400 years. The new

religious academies operate in the shadow of the modern secu-

lar state, whether colonial or postcolonial. They use the author-

ity of scriptural texts to establish their own role as interpreters

of tradition, addressing a host of distinctively modern problems

brought to their attention by the community of the faithful.

While religious teachers have always made claims to authority,

the bureaucratic organization and mass distribution of primary

scriptural texts in the new academies is a distinctively modern

experience, with the organization of ideological political parties

plus an argumentative technique similar to that of Christian

missionaries. Within South Asia, the nominally secular govern-

ment of India has adopted a hands-off attitude toward leading

academies such as Deoband, but governments of the officially

Islamic republics of Pakistan and Bangladesh have not been able

to refrain from meddling with these institutions. Partly this is
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from the modernist impulse to make traditional academies

more useful to society by adding “practical” subjects to their

curricula. But, in part, postcolonial Muslim countries are faced

with a severe crisis over the concept of the Islamic state. Al-

though the ethics of Deoband do not seem to call for any par-

ticular political model (leaders of this school opposed the cre-

ation of Pakistan and remained in secular India), once a

so-called Islamic state is established, it becomes a central issue

defining Muslim identity.

/m
The End of the Caliphate and the 

Concept of the Islamic State

While the example of Deoband is only one of the many Islamic

movements that have arisen during modern times, it, like the

rest, is framed by the twin experiences of European colonialism

and the rise of the modern nation-state. The superior firepower

of European military technology eliminated local dynasties

throughout Asia and Africa. One of the last arenas of conflict

was the Ottoman Empire, which held sway over the eastern

Mediterranean and parts of southeastern Europe. Rising Euro-

pean commercial and military power was able to extract advan-

tageous concessions and legal immunities from the Ottomans

for Europeans and for Christian minorities within the empire,

through formal treaties. These forced agreements, summarized

under headings (“capitula”), were known as the Ottoman capit-

ulations, thus giving that term the meaning of a complete sur-

render of sovereignty.

The ruling institution of the Ottomans was technically

known as the sultanate, but the sultans also claimed a religious

office, the caliphate, or succession to the authority of the
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Prophet Muhammad. This was a historical anachronism, since

the last actual dynasty that claimed this title, the ‘Abbasids, had

been wiped out by Mongol invaders in 1258. After that time, po-

litical theorists extended the courtesy title of caliph to any Mus-

lim ruler who protected Islamic religious practice and institu-

tions. The Ottomans, however, adopted the title of caliph with a

distinctly religious pretension, in a treaty signed with the Rus-

sians in 1774; in a novel interpretation, they claimed through

this mechanism a kind of political jurisdiction over Muslims

living in the Russian Empire. Now in a rearguard effort to re-

claim some kind of religious authority over other Muslims, the

last Ottoman sultans attempted to play the card of caliph, even

as their political power was waning.

The grandiose plans of Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II (r. 1876–

1909) to create a pan-Islamic movement under his own leader-

ship foundered on a many-leveled crisis. The concept of nation-

alism, based on European models, spread rapidly through the

Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the twentieth century, cre-

ating a new Turkish nationalist movement (the “Young Turks”)

as well as nationalist movements among minorities such as Ar-

menians. The uncompromising loyalty demanded by national-

ism became a divisive force that eventually helped tear the em-

pire apart. The Ottoman defeat in World War I was the decisive

blow; not only were the Balkan and Near Eastern provinces lost,

but there were four European armies on Turkish soil. The secu-

lar nationalist leader Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (“father of the

Turks”) expelled the invaders and proclaimed Turkey a secular

republic in 1922, abolishing the office of the sultan and most of

the religious institutions of the empire. But the former sultan

still retained the purely symbolic title of caliph, which became a

powerful symbol of vanished power among Muslims around

the world. Tiring of special pleading on the caliph’s behalf by

foreign Muslims, Ataturk in 1924 decided to abolish the office of
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the caliphate as well. The chief symbol of international Islamic

sovereignty had ceased to exist.

Although the meaning of the caliphate under the Ottomans

was questionable, the extinction of this symbolic office raised

the issue of politics among Muslims with unprecedented ur-

gency. Although none of the nominally Muslim dynasties ruling

in Africa and Asia were particularly religious governments, their

nearly total defeat by European, Russian, and Chinese forces was

seen as a blow to Islam. While colonial rulers pontificated about

the civilizational decline of Muslims as a justification for con-

quest, reformist Muslim thinkers accepted this argument, but

with a twist. In their view, it was not an intrinsic defect in Is-

lamic civilization that had led to the decline of Muslim nations;

it was, rather, the failure of Muslims to live by God’s commands

that had caused their defeat. From this tragic situation, tailor-

made for a preacher, arose the new concept of the Islamic state,

which has now become a principal concern of many contempo-

rary Muslim thinkers. After this point, reformist Muslims began

to redefine Islam as the ideology that is the basis of the Islamic

state.

The initial mobilization of Islamist groups in colonial India

and Egypt did not start auspiciously. In the 1920s and 1930s,

Hasan al-Banna organized the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt,

and in 1941, Abu al-‘Ala’ Maudoodi founded the Jama‘at-i Islami

(Islamic Society) in India. As the prototypes for all later so-

called fundamentalist groups, these organizations employed the

reformist rhetoric of claiming to return to the original and pris-

tine form of the Islamic faith. This strategy was also designed to

discredit rival Islamic leaders, on the grounds that they repre-

sented corrupt deviations from the true path. Maudoodi and

Hasan al-Banna were, nevertheless, thoroughly modern (nei-

ther was trained in a traditional Islamic academy), and both

were squarely placed in anticolonial resistance.
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Nevertheless, the Islamist parties did not do well politically at

the ballot box, and they did not appear to have mass followings.

But the eventual retreat of colonial powers seemed to offer new

opportunities for authority in the postcolonial states (although

Maudoodi, ironically, opposed the creation of the state of Pak-

istan, on the grounds that it would create division in the world-

wide Islamic “nation”). The new leaders of independent states

were, however, socialists and secularists, and they efficiently

seized the levers of the centralized power bequeathed them by

their colonial predecessors. So began the tradition of one-party

rule and presidency for life that has been all too typical for post-

colonial governments around the world (whether Muslim or

non-Muslim). In Egypt, Socialist leader Gamal Abdel Nasser

suppressed the Muslim Brotherhood after members attempted

to assassinate him, and he had its leaders imprisoned and exe-

cuted. Military rulers in Algeria and Tunisia have also perse-

cuted organized Islamist parties. Reformist Islam was basically

arrayed against the modern nation-state.

Generalizations about Islamic politics, even if focused on re-

formist movements, have to be extensively qualified in terms of

the context that matters most: the individual nation-state.10

Nevertheless, insofar as postcolonial regimes have usually shared

the same problems of lack of democratic representation and in-

equitable distribution of resources, reformist political groups

have generally positioned themselves similarly in Muslim ma-

jority countries. One of the only public spaces that secular

regimes cannot control is the mosque, and Friday prayer ser-

mons are the occasions when it is most possible to criticize re-

pressive governments. In addition, Islamist groups like the Mus-

lim Brotherhood in Egypt and Hamas among Palestinians

sometimes provide people with major social services, such as

education and health, which governments have failed to make

available. As is the case with Jewish and Christian fundamental-
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ists in other countries, Islamists vehemently criticize the elimi-

nation of God from governments and the public space. It is their

feeling that all of life should be ordered according to God’s com-

mand, in this way eliminating the sins and weaknesses to which

human decisions are prone. Those who wish to erect the Ten

Commandments in American courthouses are operating on

premises similar to those of Islamic reformists.

Yet the antisecular politics of the proponents of the Islamic

state by no means exhaust the possibilities of religiously based

social activism in Muslim societies. Nongovernmental organi-

zations like the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh and the Eidhi

Foundation in Pakistan make available social services such as

microcredit lending and health services for the indigent. Based

on both traditional Muslim notions of charity and more recent

concepts of development and education, these modern organi-

zations provide homegrown methods for addressing social

problems.

The dream of an Islamic state is often more powerful when it

remains vague and unspecified. An anecdote from prerevolu-

tionary Iran illustrates how the appeal of Islam was presented as

the universal solution. Tehran is a city that expanded far beyond

its planned infrastructure, due to the migration of millions of

people from rural areas over the past few decades. One of the 

results is that there is still a system of open sewers alongside

streets, which can be a disgusting experience, particularly if one

loses one’s footing. During the last years of the Shah’s reign,

someone was overheard complaining bitterly about the sewers.

“Don’t worry,” replied a listener, “that will be taken care of—by

Islam.” Although the speaker probably had no specific connec-

tion in mind that would stretch from classical Islamic texts to

the installation of new sewer systems, the remark illustrates how

the solution to all modern problems can be sought from Islam.
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/m
Examples of Islam and the 
Modern State in Practice

Given the decisive impact of colonialism on Islamic political

thought, it is interesting to look at the political character of the

four Muslim countries that technically did not come under

complete colonial rule, that is, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Afghani-

stan, and Iran. Each of these countries over the past century has

had a markedly distinct political history. Turkey became a secu-

lar nationalist state in which Islam happens to be the majority

religion but is theoretically denied any major role in govern-

ment. Saudi Arabia continues to be an Arab tribal monarchy

that survives on the basis of oil wealth and through its strong al-

liance with a puritanical sect, the Wahhabis. Afghanistan in 1921

adopted a constitutional monarchy whose authority sat lightly

upon a complicated patchwork of different ethnic groups,

within boundaries drawn by the British after three wars in the

nineteenth century; a Soviet-backed Marxist government took

power in 1978, only to be dethroned by mujahideen resistance in

1992, followed in 1996 by the theocratic tribal movement of the

Taliban. The lack of uniformity among these national experi-

ences reveals the debatable nature of the politics of the Islamic

state. The case of Afghanistan, which is currently the most no-

torious due to the American overthrow of the Taliban in 2002,

vividly illustrates how intrusion by foreign powers has played a

decisive role in that nation’s destiny.

Iran is, however, the most fascinating example of the applica-

tion of Islamic political theory in recent years, although it

should be stressed again that no Muslim country particularly
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acts as a paradigm for others—national history is always dis-

tinctive. Saddled with a weak monarchy, in the nineteenth cen-

tury Iran balanced uneasily between the aggressive power of the

Russians to the north and the British coming from the Persian

Gulf and from India. In 1906 a constitutional revolution took

place that introduced a democratic assembly, but within a few

years the Shah (assisted by a Russian-trained Cossack brigade)

closed down the parliament. After Iran was occupied by Euro-

pean forces in World War I, an Iranian Cossack officer took

power in 1921 and soon named himself Shah, though the Rus-

sians and the British overthrew him in 1942 for siding with the

Nazis. But when a democratically elected government threat-

ened to nationalize the oil industry in 1953, U.S. intelligence op-

eratives (the Central Intelligence Agency) overthrew the gov-

ernment and installed Muhammad Reza Shah as king. Iran’s

close military and economic dependence on the United States

led to treaties in the 1960s that granted Americans and their de-

pendents full exemption from Iranian law. These agreements,

which closely resembled the Ottoman capitulations of the nine-

teenth century, drew outraged protests from Muslim religious

authorities, who saw them as a complete abdication of national

sovereignty. Opposition grew under the leadership of the exiled

Ayatollah Khomeini, and a combination of government oppres-

sion and corruption eventually provoked the revolution of

1978–79 and the overthrow of the Shah.

Although the Iranian revolution was carried out by a combi-

nation of Islamic and secular forces, it was Ayatollah Khomeini

who set up the blueprint for the national government now

known as the Islamic Republic of Iran. His theory of govern-

ment, though couched in classical religious texts, was very much

a product of the twentieth century. Khomeini at times empha-

sized a socialist perspective on economics, and he consistently

maintained an anticolonial view of national sovereignty. The
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model of government to emerge from the revolution, as out-

lined in the 1979 constitution on the basis of Khomeini’s ideas,

is also in many ways a very modern concept.11 The Iranian rev-

olution is described as based on an ideological and Islamic

movement against colonialism (see fig. 5.2 for a graphic revolu-

tionary image using an Islamic slogan). Government is divided

into legislative, executive, and judicial branches, and it is worth

noting that recent elections have successfully drawn the partici-

pation of a large part of the electorate. The government’s goals

include favoring morality, developing the mass media, support-

ing education and research, opposing imperialism and despot-

ism, advancing freedom within the law, securing public partici-

pation in policy, abolishing discrimination, attaining efficiency

in government, eliminating discrimination, providing economic

justice, advancing scientific and technological sufficiency, sup-

porting citizens’ rights, and strengthening Islamic brotherhood

internally and internationally. Women’s rights and the rights of

religious minorities are also carefully spelled out in this docu-

ment. Much of this would be expected to appear in the consti-

tution of any modern nation.

What is at first surprising, though, is the large role that reli-

gion plays in the Iranian constitution. There is an official state

religion, which is Shi‘i Islam, and religious authority is vested in

a Guardian Council of judges having veto power over legisla-

tion. Khomeini’s boldest innovation was his theory of “the

Guardian Jurist,” who has ultimate authority over the nation;

the authority of this supreme leader in political terms is theo-

retically equivalent to that of the Prophet or his twelve succes-

sors, the Imams. Yet on closer examination, a predominant na-

tional religion is not all that unusual in the world today. There

are a number of nations that have an official religion or that re-

quire the head of state to practice a particular faith. In practice,

the Islamic Republic of Iran can be compared to the Jewish state
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of Israel in terms of religion as a decisive factor. While Israel

lacks a formal constitution stipulating the legal status of reli-

gion, candidates for the Israeli parliament are required to accept

the notion that Israel is a Jewish state, and Jewish religious par-

ties exert an influence far greater than their numerical strength,

particularly when the major parties are evenly balanced. But in

either case, the language that proclaims religion as the source of

the principles of the state is in a very important sense deceptive,

because it is the state that makes that declaration, and so it is the

state that authorizes religion, rather than the other way around.

In practice, Islam in Iran is defined by the supreme leader and

the small group of men who comprise the Guardian Council.

/m
Liberal Islam

The foregoing remarks on the concept of the Islamic state

should not be taken to mean that reformist Islam has a monop-

oly, or even necessarily a dominant role, in modern Muslim

thinking on ethics and politics. This is far from being the case,

although the news media have typically seized upon the most

extreme examples of Muslim reformism (known as fundamen-

talism or Islamism), due to their sensational and confronta-

tional character. One of the chief alternatives to reformism over

the past century is often known as liberal Islam, and this con-

cept, as one scholar observes, is not a contradiction in terms.12

Indeed, from the late 1800s onward, Muslims from every part of

Africa and Asia were aware of the debates that agitated Euro-

peans, although too often this information came through colo-

nial channels that did not consider the “natives” to be on an

equal footing.

In the earliest stage of liberal Islam, modernist Muslims
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worked toward the formation or reformation of educational in-

stitutions, argued for political liberalization or decolonization,

and attempted to establish newspapers and periodicals to ex-

press their views. In the twentieth century the key goals for lib-

eral Muslims were democracy, freedom of thought and religion,

women’s rights, and human rights in general. It should also be

acknowledged that socialism and Marxism have played ex-

tremely important roles in a number of Muslim countries, par-

ticularly the Arab countries. While liberalism certainly has its

critics in Muslim countries, it is remarkable that Europeans and

Americans sometimes dismiss liberal Muslim thinkers as irrele-

vant, evidently because of a habitual tendency to regard only

Muslim fundamentalism as true Islam. For example, people ask

whether Islam can coexist with democracy. The question is un-

usual, not only because it appears to dismiss the democratic as-

pirations of millions of Muslims over the past century and

longer, but also because it assumes that other religions such 

as Christianity are (unlike Islam) compatible with democracy.

One should recall that democracy does not have much of a pro-

file in the history of Christianity, but that it belongs instead to

the modern Enlightenment together with the separation of

church and state. This is another example of how media-driven

stereotypes reinforce fundamentalism; ironically, this process

turns non-Muslims into supporters of fundamentalism, as they

adopt a narrow interpretation of Islam even (and especially)

when they are criticizing Islamist groups.

Although one cannot completely separate modern Islam

from colonialism, it would be a mistake to argue that either lib-

eral or reformist Islam is a reflexive response to European ideas.

Many of the most sophisticated modernist and liberal Muslim

thinkers were quite aware of the complex and rich heritage of

ethical and political thinking in earlier Muslim tradition. For

these thinkers, “ethical questions . . . must take into account the
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diversity and pluralism that has marked the Muslims of the past

as well as the present.”13 Early schools of Islamic theology, such

as the rationalist school known as the Mu‘tazila, argued that the

Qur’an mandates reason as a standard for interpreting revela-

tion. Contemporary thinkers such as the Indonesian theologian

Harun Nasution have revived this rationalist perspective, view-

ing the Qur’an as a necessary source of basic moral themes 

but not as the final blueprint for human society imagined by 

Islamists.14

Likewise, contemporary Iranian philosopher Abdul-Karim

Soroush has come under severe criticism and repression from

elements of the Iranian government due to his contention that

absolute religion exists only for God, while in the human sphere

there are multiple interpretations of religion. He maintains that

the achievement of premodern Islamic philosophers like Mulla

Sadra (d. 1640) was “a reinterpretation of shari‘a [Islamic law]

according to the principles of philosophy, that is, to subsume 

it under philosophical categories.”15 Thinkers such as Soroush

argue against authoritarian Islamists in favor of pluralism, and

they use both Islamic scriptural texts and the extensive Islamic

theological and philosophical tradition; they are also thoroughly

familiar with modern European philosophers, from Kant and

Hegel to those of the present day. Unfortunately, due to the mas-

sive cultural amnesia about the non-European world that is the

by-product of globalization, nearly all these modern Muslim

thinkers remain unknown even to the highly educated in Eu-

rope and America. As long as we are not able even to hear the

voices of these thinkers, we will not be able to have a genuine di-

alogue of civilizations.
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/m
Gender and the Question of Veiling

According to the traditions of Shi‘i Muslims, the revolt of Imam

Husayn against the tyrannical Caliph Yazid in 680 .. ended in

the greatest tragedy in the history of Islam. Not only was the

Prophet’s grandson killed along with his male followers, but the

women of his family were stripped of their veils and paraded

publicly in disgrace. Brought to the presence of the caliph in

Damascus, Husayn’s sister Zaynab remained defiant, openly

challenging Yazid’s authority and lamenting the death of her

brother, who was the rightful inheritor of the authority of the

Prophet. So striking was her indignation that the caliph was

shamed and let her and the others depart in peace.16

This dramatic picture, which has been evoked by many

poems of lamentation, presents a powerful reminder of the im-

portant roles played by women in the early Muslim community.

Women have never been ciphers or nonentities in Islamic his-

tory. The wives of the Prophet Muhammad were his partners

and supporters in the creation of the new society, and they con-

tinued to have eminence after his death. ‘A’isha is noteworthy for

transmitting more than 2,000 hadith reports from the Prophet

(although only about 300 of these were retained in the principal

collections), and she was the principal leader of an unsuccessful

revolt against ‘Ali. The prominence of women in early Muslim

society stands in contrast with the image of Muslim women

today, at least as they are perceived in Europe and America. The

standard picture of the Muslim woman shows someone who is

oppressed by men, restricted to home, and veiled in public, al-

though this image is admittedly anonymous and not related to
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any particular location. The extraordinary recent behavior of

the Taliban in Afghanistan, who denied women education and

even the most basic rights, has encouraged the impression that

Islam is dedicated to the oppression of women. How can we rec-

oncile these conflicting depictions of Muslim women?

As mentioned earlier, Islamic law in theory provides resources

for women, such as property rights, which were not available to

European women until very recent times. Yet in practice the

complex application of Islamic law was filtered through multi-

ple levels of custom and tradition, so that ethical principles of

equality between the sexes all too frequently were sacrificed for

the benefit of male privilege. The imposition of patriarchal au-

thority over women is hardly unique to Islamic civilization.

Aristotle, it must be remembered, regarded women as natural

slaves. Despite statements about gender equality in the New Tes-

tament, there are also strong traditions that for centuries have

excluded women from positions of authority in Christian

churches. Misogyny and the assertion of men’s authority over

women is, in fact, characteristic of the history of much of the

world, including China and India. Disentangling the roles of the

ethics of gender and patriarchal history is a task that now is

being undertaken in every culture, even when it does not bear

the name of feminism.

What makes the discussion of gender relations in Islamic cul-

tures especially tricky is, once again, the effects of European

colonialism.17 By the late nineteenth century, Europeans had de-

veloped a number of arguments to demonstrate the cultural in-

feriority of the nations of the Orient, principally Muslim coun-

tries. As mentioned previously, the scientific language of racial

categories and the alleged evolutionary superiority of Euro-

peans were key elements in the ideology of colonial ascendancy.

A new and surprising weapon in the colonialists’ arsenal was the

language of European feminism. However uncomfortable Vic-
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torian officials may have been with feminist agitation for equal

rights at home, they eagerly and hypocritically criticized Asian

and especially Muslim men for their bad treatment of women

(although some colonial administrators, such as Lord Cromer

and Lord Curzon, were active opponents of the British suffra-

gette movement). By maintaining that Islam was essentially op-

pressive to women and by linking Muslim backwardness to the

practice of veiling women, colonial administrators could justify

their rule over Asia and Africa, since they were the bearers of en-

lightened modernity. At the same time, they maintained that

Muslims could only become civilized if they abandoned veil-

ing—that is, if they abandoned what were believed to be essen-

tial practices of Islam. The same rhetoric of condescending

shock about the veiling of Muslim women continues to be ap-

plied today, despite less than perfect gender equity in Europe

and America.

When we look, however, at the authoritative Islamic scrip-

tures, we can see prominent resources for an ethic of gender

equality. In Christian and Jewish circles, it is only in relatively

recent years that the gendered language of the Bible has become

an issue, leading to new translations that do not automatically

assume the male gender as normal. Yet gender-specific language

had clearly become a concern in the early Muslim community.

A number of women approached the Prophet Muhammad to

ask him about the prevalence of male pronouns in the Qur’an,

wanting to know if women were included in these statements.

The next revelations of the Qur’an responded directly to these

concerns, with an extended series of balanced phrases that make

it clear that men and women share equally in the religious life:

For the submitting men and submitting women,

for the believing men and the believing women,

for the devout men and the devout women,
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for the sincere men and the sincere women,

for the patient men and the patient women,

for the humble men and the humble women,

for the men and the women who give alms,

for the men and the women who fast,

for the men and the women who guard their chastity,

and for the men and the women who remember God

much—

for them God has prepared forgiveness and a great reward.

(33:35)

It would be hard to find another example of a major scripture

that addresses the issue of gender language so specifically. In an-

other section of the Qur’an, God specifically regards the acts of

men and women as of equal worth: “I do not neglect the deeds

done by any of you, whether man or woman; the one of you

comes from the other” (3:195).

Nonetheless, the Qur’an also contains general injunctions

about modesty for both men and women as well as specific ob-

servations aimed at the wives of the Prophet. Hadith reports

contain more extensive accounts of the situations that led up to

the revelation of certain verses.18 The precise extent to which

these verses are authoritative for later situations is unclear. For

instance, when Muhammad celebrated his wedding to Zaynab,

some male guests stayed late, annoying the Prophet by intrud-

ing too long in the women’s quarters. This led to the proclama-

tion of a Qur’anic verse stating, “When you ask them [the

Prophet’s wives] for something, ask them from behind a 

curtain” (33:53). This “curtain” (hijab) is the beginning point for

the concept of veiling, but at this time it applied to the wives of

the Prophet in a very special sense. They were singled out in the

Qur’an, as in the verse cited above, and they were specifically de-

scribed as being unlike other women—including the special 
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requirement that they could not remarry after the Prophet’s

death. There was, however, no distinctive female garb dictated

by the Qur’an, only a general instruction that women should

dress modestly and cover their breasts (24:31).

Major changes took place in Muslim society, however, after

the imperial conquests of the next generation. It was especially

when Arab armies overran the territories of the eastern Roman

Empire and Persia that they were exposed to sophisticated civi-

lizations that had elaborate customs of seclusion of women and

large harems with concubines for the emperor. This was a far

cry from the simple society of Arabia in the time of the Prophet.

Muhammad, after all, had had a single concubine but no ser-

vants, and he was used to repairing his own clothes. The empire

of the caliphate was exposed to wealth on an enormous scale,

and individual male Arabs were able to own numerous female

slaves. Increasingly, religious behavior for Muslim women was

modeled on the customs of upper-class Persian, Greek, Roman,

and Jewish women, who wore veils so they would be spared the

ogling of men in the street. This is a case in which religious be-

havior imitated social status. The veil that initially was a curtain

separating the wives of the Prophet gradually became identified

with the concealing clothing worn by all respectable women,

particularly in the cities.

In practice there is no single thing that is identifiable as “the

veil” in Muslim societies today, nor is veiling synonymous with

covering the face. Before the beginning of the colonial period,

the clothing that Christian and Jewish women wore in countries

such as Egypt was no different from the clothing of Muslim

women; only later in the nineteenth century did women from

religious minorities in Muslim countries begin to dress in Euro-

pean fashions. If one visits different countries with Muslim ma-

jority populations today, it is immediately apparent that women

wear different types of clothing in all of these nations. Economic
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class, urban or rural location, education, and custom lead to a

wide range of women’s clothing, which may or may not have

any religious meaning. The Iranian chador, an all-encompassing

black garment without fastenings, can now be replaced by a

raincoat and a headscarf called a manteau (the name is actually

French). Women in Iran are required to wear one of these op-

tions in public, and they are forbidden to apply facial makeup.

The chador is not the same as the black abaya worn by women

of Arabia, and there are many particular tribal variations on no-

madic Arab dress. What counts as respectable fashion for Mus-

lim women in West Africa may include colorful wraps and a

bare midriff, while observant Southeast Asian Muslim women

prefer white headscarves and long dresses. Clothing styles for

women in Turkey range from totally European fashion in Istan-

bul to conservative tribal costumes in rural provinces, although

official secularism forbids Islamic headscarves in universities

and government offices. Pushtun women in Afghanistan, fol-

lowing local tribal code, wear all-enveloping burqas, and their

husbands boast that their women observe “the veil and four

walls,” that is, total seclusion. Yet none of these can be described

as a norm that defines Muslim women anywhere else.

Sometimes official attempts to define Islamic dress for

women result in strange incongruities. When the Pakistani ruler

Gen. Zia ul-Haqq attempted to enforce a program of Islamiza-

tion in the 1980s, he declared that the Indian sari was not ac-

ceptable in government offices and that Islamic dress for

women should be the shalwar kamis (a long shirt worn over

drawstring pants) with a dupatta scarf over the head. This is, of

course, a typical regional clothing style of northern India and

Pakistan worn by men and women without regard to religion.

Yet by decree of the state, it was defined as Islamic clothing.

Such was the weight attached to these clothing styles that astute

observers of the Pakistani political scene swore they could cor-
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relate conservative and liberal trends in government by inter-

preting the position of the female newscaster’s headscarf on

Pakistan television (full coverage of hair by the scarf indicated

conservatism, but loose pulling back of the scarf or allowing it

to drop to the shoulders were clear signs of relaxation in the

regime).

The definition of particular women’s clothing as Islamic

owes much to anticolonial sentiments; before the arrival of Eu-

ropean conquerors, it was just seen as what women normally

wore. While European colonial administrators saw the veil as a

sign of Islamic backwardness, in recent years this interpretation

has been challenged; there has been a new ideological emphasis

on veiling among Muslim women in countries such as Egypt

and Turkey. While their mothers and grandmothers had cheer-

fully adopted European-style dress and cast aside head cover-

ings, women in the 1980s began to adopt the veil to demonstrate

their anti-Western nationalism. Covering also became a sign of

their resistance to the immoral use of women’s bodies in adver-

tising by multinational companies. It is striking that the two

pieces of plain seamless cloth that constitute the official gar-

ment for women performing the hajj to Mecca leave the face un-

veiled. Evidently the egalitarian spirit of this enormous meeting

of believers would be in conflict with the aristocratic attitude

that calls for veiling the face.

These variations in women’s dress raise the question of Mus-

lim women’s perspectives and how Muslim women express

themselves to reclaim their own tradition. What is at first sur-

prising to many Americans and Europeans is that Muslim

women have voices at all. Here, too, there are many examples

with which to counter this amnesia and inattention, and the

record goes back many years. Early-twentieth-century Muslim

feminists, including a number of male authors, resembled early

European and American feminists in their emphasis on domes-
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ticity, education, and hygiene, stressing the important role of

women in rearing the next generation. In many countries Mus-

lim women of the upper class established a tradition of found-

ing schools devoted to the education of girls. By the 1920s, fem-

inist authors in Syria and Egypt had created organizations, led

public demonstrations, and written books criticizing patriar-

chal interpretations of Islam. In 1928 Lebanese feminist Nazira

Zayn al-Din wrote Unveiling and Veiling, a book that caused an

immense sensation due to her insistence that men had misinter-

preted veiling as a religious requirement.19 The strategy of Is-

lamic feminists is quite similar to the approach of Christian and

Jewish feminists, although many Muslim women prefer to avoid

the label of “feminist,” since it is often associated with European

colonialism and anti-Islamic attitudes. The original scriptural

sources can be scrutinized critically by women as well as by

men, and it is particularly important to reexamine the ways in

which male scholars have interpreted them. Thus Moroccan

feminist author Fatima Mernissi decided to reexamine hadith in

which the Prophet had allegedly declared that women were

unfit to govern. She could not believe that a man who was so re-

spectful and considerate of women during his life could have

made such a negative remark. Using techniques of traditional

Islamic scholarship on hadith, she found reasons to question

the credibility of the chief transmitter of this report, who seems

to have been biased against the Prophet’s wife ‘A’isha.20 This is a

way in which Muslim feminist scholars have questioned male-

dominated interpretation by engaging directly with authorita-

tive scriptural texts.

This is not to say that Muslim majority societies do not have

problems in the modern implementation of family law.21 There

are fierce debates taking place on these issues in every country,

and those debates are extraordinarily important not only for the

actual welfare of women but also for the changing interpreta-
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tions of Islamic law. There are also serious controversies today

among Muslims over homosexuality, just as in Europe and

America among Christians. Regarding women’s rights, among

the mullahs who have run the Islamic Republic of Iran since

1979, there are feminist thinkers who argue for the equality of

men and women before the law, using the resources of Islamic

jurisprudence as a basis.22 Iranian authorities in recent years

have implemented a remarkably thorough family planning pol-

icy based on contraception and vasectomies that has been very

effective in reducing the birthrate. Much-debated issues in Mus-

lim countries include the (still infrequent) practice of multiple

wives, divorce procedures, abortion, and laws governing rape

and adultery. Postcolonial governments have struggled with the

reconciliation of Muslim personal law with the broader notion

of a uniform civil code for all citizens, regardless of religion.

One of the most highly contested recent cases in India revolved

around the issue of maintenance for a divorced Muslim woman

named Shahbano. Non-Muslim judges settled her case with a

narrow ruling that awarded her a pittance, based on the 

complex colonial code of Anglo-Mohammedan law. The case

aroused the ire of secularists and Hindus who objected to the

state paying such deference to Islamic law, and it also drew mas-

sive protests from Muslims who feared that the Indian state

would interfere with Islam. There are, in addition, problems

arising from tribal customs such as “honor killings,” which are

the result of murderous vengeance directed at women who are

considered to have shamed their families by inappropriate be-

havior. Another issue is clitoridectomy, or female genital muti-

lation, an ancient practice found mainly in certain regions of

Africa. In the Nile Valley about 70 percent of Muslims and

nearly 100 percent of Christians follow this practice, and it is

also widespread in Sudan and Western Africa among followers

of traditional religions. These practices do not derive from Is-
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lamic law but are instances of conflict between Islamic shari‘a

and local custom.

Despite the challenges that women face in different Muslim

societies, it is important for Europeans and Americans to avoid

treating them with condescension, with the assumption that

Islam is a prison from which Muslim women seek to be liber-

ated. As mentioned previously, this kind of critique of Muslim

attitudes toward women has been a significant element in the

justification of colonialism, and it ignores the serious gender is-

sues that exist in Euro-American societies. This condescension

is deeply resented by the millions of Muslim women who insist

on their Muslim identity, even as they struggle with the same is-

sues that women face around the world: maintaining family life

alongside increasing economic demands on women, dealing

with control of fertility, and seeking an authentic understanding

of their rights as women. Moreover, it is worth noting that

women in Muslim societies frequently have access to women’s

social networks based on but going beyond extended family,

which can be hard to find in the more atomized societies of Eu-

rope and America. There are, in addition, local traditions of

women’s religious practice, such as the women’s mosques of

China, that offer opportunities for Muslim women that would

never be expected on the basis of stereotypes and generalities.23

As the example of Zaynab shows, Muslim women should not be

underestimated.

/m
Islam and Science

As indicated previously, Islamic civilization was home to a com-

plex of traditions that included not only divine revelation but

also human reasoning, particularly through the disciplines as-
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sociated with Greek philosophy. One of the typical divisions of

knowledge among classical Arabic authors classified all subjects

into two categories: the traditional sciences, which were author-

itative fields of knowledge based on religion and historical tra-

dition, and the rational sciences, in which advances could con-

tinually be made. Unlike modern philosophy, which restricts

itself to a range of theoretical problems such as theories of

knowledge and philosophy of mind, philosophy in Muslim cul-

tures (known in Arabic as falsafa) went hand in hand with a full

range of practical scientific disciplines, with special emphasis on

astronomy and medicine. In part, this emphasis on science was

due to the requirements of job security, for many philosophers

earned their livelihood by acting as consulting physicians and

astrologers in the employment of kings. The sciences of medi-

cine and astronomy in this way had immediate practical rele-

vance to patrons of philosophy. But the ancient philosophical

tradition going back to Aristotle had always included disci-

plined and critical thinking about mathematics and the natural

world. The continuation of ancient scientific tradition in Islam-

icate societies was therefore a natural accompaniment to philo-

sophical tradition, and it was one in which scientists of various

religious backgrounds (Muslim, Christian, Jewish, Hindu, and

pagan) participated.24

The pursuit of scientific knowledge among Muslims was not

based on purely external considerations, however. Because of

ritual requirements, such as the five daily prayers and the stipu-

lation that one face Mecca, Muslims needed to expand beyond

the simple astronomical observations and lunar calendar of the

pre-Islamic Arabs. Royal patrons thus had religious motives for

sponsoring astronomical observatories and the compilation of

tables of observations of planets and stars (see fig. 4.2).25 From

the early ninth century, research in Muslim countries incor-

porated materials from Indian, Greek, and Persian traditions of
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astronomical observation and theory, with the geocentric Ptole-

maic system of planetary spheres being accepted as the funda-

mental structure of the cosmos. Famous observatories in Mus-

lim countries include one established in Persia in 1074, in which

one of the team members was the noted mathematician and sci-

entist Omar Khayyam (through historical accident better known

in Europe and America as a poet). Another notable observatory

was established by Ulugh Beg in Samarqand (in modern-day

Uzbekistan) in 1420, and it served as a model for early European

observatories. The impact of the astronomy of the Muslims on

Europe is indicated by the more than 200 stars whose names are

derived from Arabic. Probably the last great example before

colonial times was the series of observatories, which still may be

visited today in Delhi and several other cities, constructed in

northern India by the Hindu noble Jai Singh in the early 1700s;

his observations, which he had compared with previous astro-

nomical tables from Indian, Persian, and European sources,

were presented to the Mughal emperor Muhammad Shah in

1728.

As with astronomy, there were religious motives for the fos-

tering of medical science, in addition to the practical benefits

for patrons who expected good medical attention. The creation

of hospitals was a prominent philanthropic feature of precolo-

nial Muslim societies. With the support of early rulers such as

Caliph Harun al-Rashid in ninth-century Baghdad, leading

physicians designed hospitals in major cities of the Near East,

and notable examples may also be found in Muslim Spain, the

Ottoman Empire, and Persia. Foundation documents for chari-

table trusts supporting hospitals often not only specify the job

descriptions and salaries of the medical and support staff, but

they could also require that physicians meet every patient with a

smile and avoid abusive language and attitudes.26 One promi-

nent example was the Mansuri hospital in Cairo, built in 1284.
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  .

Pocketwatch made in Switzerland for a North Indian Muslim in the 

late nineteenth century, with an Urdu inscription and Arabic prayers 

and verses addressed to the five holy persons of Shi‘ism. The compass in 

the stem helped to determine the direction of prayer toward Mecca.

(The Ackland Art Museum, University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill, Ackland Fund, selected by The Ackland Associates)





This was an enormous facility based on a remodeled palace,

with separate wards for men and women and a policy of open

admission regardless of race, creed, or sex; all costs were borne

by the hospital, and there was no limit to hospital stays. Leading

physicians in Muslim countries built on the heritage of Greeks

such as Hippocrates and Galen, and they added to it their own

experience in terms of clinical practice and medicines. The great

physician and philosopher Ibn Sina (known in Europe as Avi-

cenna) became a standard authority not only in Persia and India

but also in European universities, where his medical works were

still taught in the 1600s.27

Although the achievements of medieval Muslim scientists

have been duly recognized, they are almost always qualified as

the product of a golden age now long gone. In histories of sci-

ence and surveys of civilization it has become customary to

speak of a decline taking place in Muslim countries, which led

to their inevitable fall before the onslaughts of the superior Eu-

ropean cultures. Although this attitude has become ingrained in

most discussions of the subject, the chief spokesman for the

“decline of Islam” theory in recent years has been former

Princeton professor Bernard Lewis. In a series of writings over

the past two decades, he has argued that Muslims became com-

placent about their political ascendancy during the late me-

dieval period, so that they failed to take account of the changes

in Europe in the early modern era. In particular, they lost any

sense of curiosity about advances in the sciences and in technol-

ogy, a fatal mistake that doomed them to defeat.28 It is striking

to see how similar this contention is to nineteenth-century colo-

nial arguments about the disappearance of philosophy from

Muslim countries. Indeed, for the anti-Semite scholar Ernst

Renan, Arabs and Jews were equally incapable of either philoso-

phy or science. The odd thing about this argument is that it re-

quires no evidence. Since Muslims were allegedly incurious and
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unscientific, there is no need to look for intellectual production

on their part in the postmedieval era.29

Recent research indicates, however, that there was a good

deal more interchange between Muslims and European Chris-

tians in terms of science than has previously been imagined.30

Although Europeans clearly developed superior technological

applications of science with unprecedented success, particularly

in fields such as naval and military technology, the efficient bu-

reaucratic use of technology in the service of empire is quite dif-

ferent from basic scientific curiosity. In the seventeenth century,

French physician François Bernier recorded his discussion of

the scientific and philosophical theories of René Descartes and

Pierre Gassendi with his employer, the talented Mughal minis-

ter Danishmand Khan, for whom he translated a number of rel-

evant texts into Persian. Likewise, in the 1620s the Italian trav-

eler Pietro della Valle translated the Latin astronomical works of

Johannes Kepler into Persian for the benefit of Iranian intellec-

tuals with whom he discussed many scientific and theological

questions. One of the chief architects of the Taj Mahal wrote

commentaries on the mathematical works of Euclid. Around

1654 the late Persian astronomer Muhammad Mahdi al-Yazdi

produced two astrolabes containing maps of the northern and

the southern celestial hemispheres, including new southern

constellations recently discovered by Europeans. A number of

Iranian and Indian Muslim travelers visited Europe in the eigh-

teenth century, and several of them recorded their visits to Eu-

ropean scientists and their discussions of scientific issues. Even

as the South Indian Muslim ruler Tipu Sultan (d. 1799) sought

help from the Ottomans and the French against an ultimately

successful British invasion of his country, his minister Shushtari

(a former employee of the East India Company) in 1801 re-

corded his reflections on the astronomical theories of Coper-

nicus and Kepler. These are only a few of many examples of
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“homeless texts” that became irrelevant both to colonial

regimes and to their nationalist successors.31 In short, to say that

Muslims after a certain point lacked intellectual curiosity and

ignored science is simply wrong from a historical point of view.

Like the similar thesis about the decline of philosophy in Mus-

lim countries, the decline of science theory is based on selective

amnesia. The presence and persistence of such misleading ac-

counts of Muslim culture must once again be placed in the con-

text of European colonialism and its justification.

It must be acknowledged, however, that by the end of the

nineteenth century, European conquests had made good use

not only of technology but also of the aura of scientific prestige.

Despite the enormous destruction carried out by scientific

means in the two world wars of the early twentieth century, sci-

ence has become internationally the most respected discipline.

In the great waves of immigration to Europe and America after

decolonization, while Asian and African migrants to Europe

were often laborers, many of those who went to North America

aspired to the professions, preferably medicine, with engineer-

ing as an acceptable alternative. At the same time, the growth of

modern universities in formerly colonized countries led to the

creation of a significant educated class, particularly in engineer-

ing and sciences. Muslims who received scientific training had

by no means relinquished their religious and cultural identity.

They sought ways to integrate the truth of religion with the effi-

cacy of science and technology. In this way arose a series of spec-

ulative theories connecting Islam and science.

In a way, the recent attempt to synthesize Islam and science

resembles the reception of Greek philosophy and science by

Muslims more than a thousand years earlier. In that case, how-

ever, Muslim intellectuals used philosophy as the main interpre-

tive framework, and the Islamic religion was simply one exam-

ple of how ethics and politics could be made accessible to the
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average person. Early Muslim philosophers differed from me-

dieval Christian theologians, who considered philosophy to be

the handmaid of Christian theology, simply a tool to assist in

the comprehension of revelation. Instead, Muslim philosophers

made the sheer intellectual discipline of philosophy into the

benchmark against which religion must be measured, although

they artfully disguised this strategy by announcing that revela-

tion called for the study of philosophy.32 The new effort to rec-

oncile Islam and science in the twentieth century was not nearly

as subtle. The assumption is that Islam is true and science is also

true; therefore, Islam must in some sense include scientific

truth. At the same time, there is a strongly anticolonial edge to

this argument. Europeans maintained their superiority by

claiming to be the exclusive representatives of science, and they

cast Asia in the role of a backward and superstitious civilization

that was enthralled by religious doctrine. To reverse this deroga-

tory relationship, nineteenth-century Muslim thinkers initially

claimed ownership over science, since they had given it to the

Europeans.33 This defensive argument had a flaw, however, in

that it still involved accepting European dominance and buying

into the notion of Islamic decline. The next step was taken by a

number of Muslim authors who began to challenge exclusive

European claims on science and modernity; this loose move-

ment, which began after World War II, has been called “the Is-

lamization of science.”34

The most surprising entrant into this debate is a French

physician who converted to Islam, Maurice Bucaille.35 His basic

thesis is that the Qur’an, unlike the Bible, has a remarkable

amount of information that coincides with modern scientific

discoveries in fields such as embryology; Bucaille’s followers in

Muslim countries have extended this thesis to include atomic

physics. Since it is impossible for the Prophet Muhammad to

have known this scientific material, it is therefore demonstrated

E T H I C S  A N D  L I F E  I N  T H E  W O R L D

{ 159 }



that the Qur’an is inspired by divine revelation. In comparison,

the Bible, with its many human editors, lacks this scientific

depth and consequently cannot claim the same level of inspira-

tion. Despite his eagerness to use scientific theories to interpret

the Qur’an, Bucaille is clearly disturbed by the way that materi-

alism has eroded the fabric of religious life. Like Christian fun-

damentalists, he finds Darwinian evolution to be disastrous for

the religious concept of human nature as a divine creation. He

therefore refers to evolution as a “theory,” which cannot claim

the factual status of either true science or true revelation.

The phenomenal success and popularity of Bucaille’s theo-

ries is a remarkable testimony to the prestige that science enjoys

today. Bucaille does not think of science as an experimental

method that proceeds by falsifying hypotheses; instead, he re-

gards it as a series of doctrines that, when proven, attain the sta-

tus of fact. One problem with his identification of revelation

and science is the changing nature of science itself, as several

Muslim critics have observed.36 How secure is the authority of

religion if it is only being verified by the particular scientific the-

ses that happen to be presently in effect? What should be said

about the religious faith of millions of believers who accepted

the Qur’an over the centuries, not because of modern science,

but because of the charismatic power of the Prophet Muham-

mad and the message of the Qur’an itself? Although from this

perspective the Islamization of science may appear to be a fal-

lacy, it nevertheless has gained a considerable following among

Muslims both in America and in Asia. The attraction of this the-

ory is that it offers what rhetoricians call a totalizing theory, that

is, an explanation that is monolithic and accounts for every-

thing. It also provides an agenda for the Islamization of the so-

cial sciences, in order to provide an Islamic alternative to the

value-free, supposedly objective framework of the secular uni-

versity in fields such as anthropology, sociology, and economics.
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In making such bold claims, the Islamization of science is a

modern ideology that draws upon Islamic language and sym-

bolism from an anticolonial perspective. Like “scientific cre-

ationists” who oppose Darwinian evolution from a Christian

fundamentalist point of view, advocates of the Islamization of

science consider it only fair to adopt the language and rhetoric

of science in order to challenge the hegemony of atheism and

materialism in public life today. In sociological terms, it is strik-

ing to see that this discourse on Islam and science has emerged

primarily among contemporary Muslims who have been ini-

tially trained as scientists and engineers, not among the tradi-

tional religious scholars. It is, interestingly, from the same science

and engineering groups in Muslim countries that fundamental-

ist movements draw many of their supporters. This mechanistic

and rationalistic approach to religious texts has proved appeal-

ing to a significant proportion of contemporary Muslims. Crit-

ics charge that this confusion of science and religion distorts

both subjects.

The dilemma over the relationship between science and reli-

gion is certainly not unique to Muslims. The so-called warfare

between science and religion that has episodically occurred in

Europe and America has formed an important chapter in the

modern history of Christianity, from the trial of Galileo to the

Scopes “monkey trial” of 1920. Skirmishes are still taking place

in American schools over control of the biology curriculum and

the question of equal time for the doctrine of creation. Just as it

is unlikely that Christian fundamentalists will give up on their

resistance to secularism in the schools, in the same way an ideo-

logical placement of Islam in relation to science still proves an

attractive option to some Muslims. Indeed, both in Muslim ma-

jority countries and among immigrant Muslim minorities, the

Islamization of science may continue to enjoy political protec-

tion for some time to come.
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Despite the efforts of some theologians and scientists to

reach creative solutions about the relationship between nature

and God, many, regardless of their religion, see science (or at

least its technological applications) as an authoritative system of

social control. New discoveries, particularly in the life sciences

and medicine, are raising troubling ethical issues for which no

religious tradition has ready answers. Muslims, like members of

other religions, will need to look deeply into the resources of

their predecessors to find principles that they can apply in these

new situations.
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Chapter 5

Spirituality 
in

Practice



/m
Early Sufism and the 

Cultivation of Mystical Experience

Spirituality is often contrasted with religion as being more per-

sonal, less authoritative, and definitely more interesting. This

disenchantment with institutional religion is a recent develop-

ment in European and American societies, although it has also

affected other cultures. The concept of religious experience,

which was memorably explored more than a century ago by

psychologist William James, reflects a distinctively Protestant

and even American view of religion.1 Experience, which is re-

lated to the notion of experiment, was a radical concept at the

time of the Protestant Reformation; it suggested the rejection of

the dogmatic orthodoxy of the Catholic Church, and the indi-

vidual search for authenticity. Another radical context for the

notion of experience was alchemy, a scientific and religious en-

terprise in which mavericks and seekers used experimentation

to contest the orthodoxy of Aristotelian doctrines about na-

ture.2 Perusing the best-seller lists in the category of spirituality,

one must go through dozens of titles before reaching those that

are concerned with formal and institutional religion; frequently,

bookstores interfile books on spirituality in the large section on

health and self-help, while religion is left to a small and forlorn

stack of Bibles and other authoritative texts. College professors

wryly acknowledge that students consider a course called “Me-

dieval Judaism” to be boring and unattractive, but if it is repack-

aged as “Jewish Spirituality,” there may be a waiting list to get

into the class.

Parallel to spirituality is mysticism, and both concepts have
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taken on an aura of magic and mystery that has displaced the

original meaning of both terms. Spirituality originally signified

nonmaterial concerns, but it also overlapped with the ecclesias-

tical institutions of the church. It is sometimes confused with

spiritualism, the occult practice of summoning the spirits of the

recently departed, which was so popular in nineteenth-century

America. Likewise, mysticism refers to what is called a negative

theology, because it describes God as “not this, not that,” as a

being whose ultimate reality is beyond rational conception; the

classic formulation is found in the Mystical Theology of Diony-

sius, written by a fourth-century Eastern Christian author who

was steeped in Neoplatonic philosophy.3 By extension, mysti-

cism refers to experiences of union with God, or the ultimate re-

ality, however it is conceived. Probably because mysticism deals

with what lies beyond rationality, it is often described as obscure

and muddled thinking, and popular culture identifies mysti-

cism with magic and occult powers. When I have asked students

to identify a typical mystic, the most frequently suggested name

is Nostradamus (d. 1566), the obscure French prophet whose

enigmatic quatrains have been used to predict any manner of

events. Much better examples of both spirituality and mysticism

would be St. John of the Cross, St. Teresa of Avila, or Meister

Eckhart, all of whom are regarded as mystics by the Catholic

Church. None of them bothered with predicting the future or

with producing miracles (although the Catholic Church has

verified the status of the two saints by their posthumous mira-

cles as witnessed by others). Instead, these mystics recorded in-

tense spiritual meditations and experiences in prose and poetry

of extraordinary quality. Contrary to the modern notion of in-

dependent spirituality, most medieval Christian mystics be-

longed to highly organized and disciplined monastic orders that

were firmly under the hierarchical authority of the church. So

when attempting to apply the concept of mysticism in an Is-
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lamic context, we need to recognize the limitations of the term,

whether in historical usage or in the current popular perception.

It is often said that the mystical aspect of Islam is Sufism.4

One often encounters Sufism today in the freewheeling market

of spirituality and New Age self-expression, but like Christian

spirituality and mysticism, it has an institutional history also.

The term Sufi comes from the Arabic word for wool (suf ),

which was the rough garment of ascetics and prophets in the

Near East, symbolizing self-denial. Currently, the best-known

representative of Sufism is the classical Persian poet Rumi, who

is often represented as someone who transcended all religions.5

Many people wonder what relationship, if any, Sufism has to

Islam. This debate is not new; from the time European scholars

began to conceptualize these subjects two centuries ago, they

viewed Sufism as an attractive form of universal spirituality. In

their view, Sufism (an English word with the characteristic 

“-ism” ending of modern ideologies) could have nothing to do

with what they considered the dry and legalistic religion of

Islam. Although European scholars assumed that Sufism there-

fore had to derive from Indian yoga or some other extra-Islamic

source, Sufi spiritual circles used a religious vocabulary based

almost entirely on Arabic and Islamicate sources. The European

concepts of Sufism and Islam were in effect separated at birth,

when they were naturalized in English and other languages early

in the nineteenth century. Modern Muslim reformists subse-

quently mirrored the Europeans in regarding Sufism as some-

thing apart from Islam; the difference lay in the reformists’

negative evaluation of Sufism as an innovation and a foreign in-

trusion into Islam, while the Orientalists saw Sufism as some-

thing positive. Yet this negative attitude of reformist Muslims

toward Sufism is relatively recent; for most of Islamic history,

this form of spirituality and mystical practice has been a major

feature of Muslim societies.6
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Historically speaking, Muslim spiritual life begins with the

Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad, which are inextricably

linked. As an example, one may cite the famous Qur’anic pas-

sage on “the Night of Power,” commonly regarded as the night

on which the revelation of the Qur’an was delivered to the

Prophet: “Truly we caused it to descend on the Night of Power.

And what shall inform you of the Night of Power? The Night of

Power is better than a thousand months. On it descended the

angels, and the Spirit, with the permission of their Lord, with

every command. It is peace, until the break of day” (97:1–5). The

act of revelation is shown as the descent of the spirit, which elic-

its a corresponding movement in the ascension of the Prophet

through the heavens to meet God. This dialectic of divine pres-

ence and prophetic ascent became the model of spiritual expe-

rience for later generations of Muslims. Muhammad in particu-

lar is the exemplar of spirituality for Sufis, who strive to imitate

him both in his external religious practice and in his inner spir-

itual states. His saying, “I came only for the perfection of char-

acter,” is an indication of his role as a guide. Sufis came to view

Muhammad as the being of light whose creation preceded the

creation of the universe. His mission was universal, and in his

compassion he alone of all the prophets would intercede on be-

half of all humanity.

Joined to the basis of mystical experience was the notion of

spiritual community, which the Sufis trace back to the “People

of the Bench,” a group of Muslims in the early Medina commu-

nity whose only home was a portico in the mosque. They stand

as the first example of organized spiritual life based on a com-

munity that shared everything. The earliest Sufi circles formed

around individuals of intense piety who brought an ascetic im-

pulse to their meditation on the Qur’an. This turn away from

worldly enticements was significant at a time when the early

Arab empire enjoyed an unparalleled concentration of wealth
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and power. Early figures such as al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 728) had a

major effect on their contemporaries through public preaching

and through their writings, and they drew attention to the need

for psychological introspection and moral analysis as part of

obedience to the commands of God. These leaders formed rela-

tions with followers and associates that were informal and

highly personal, but they were initially known as ascetics and

devotees; the term “Sufi” did not come into general use until

about 800 ..

/m
The Spirituality of Shi‘ism

Sufism was by no means the only form of spirituality among

Muslims. Philosophy, though pursued by a relatively small

number of specialists, was an important resource for reflection

on theology and prophecy. The mystical tendencies of Greek

philosophers like Plotinus found their echo in the meditations

and speculations of Muslim philosophers such as Ibn Sina,

Suhrawardi, and Mulla Sadra. A much more extensive form of

Muslim spirituality developed in the various Shi‘i movements

that proliferated during the early Islamic centuries. Shi‘ism

takes its name from the party or faction (shi‘a in Arabic) that

saw ‘Ali (the cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad) as the legit-

imate successor to the Prophet.7 Although the dispute over suc-

cession to the Prophet had an obvious political character, the

debate over the qualifications for this office led to speculation

about the spiritual basis of authority and charisma. The sup-

porters of ‘Ali reflected a widely held discontent when they ob-

jected to the nepotistic policies of the third caliph, ‘Uthman,

whom they accused of treating the imperial treasury as a per-

sonal bank account. What distinguished the committed follow-

S P I R I T U A L I T Y  I N  P R A C T I C E

{ 168 }



ers of ‘Ali was their conviction that Muhammad had deliberately

bequeathed his authority and his spiritual knowledge directly to

‘Ali, thus designating him as his only lawful successor. The occa-

sion on which Muhammad declared ‘Ali his successor, at a place

called Ghadir Khumm, is celebrated by Shi‘is as an annual event

of great importance. ‘Ali eventually gained recognition as the

fourth caliph, although the Umayyad family (from the old Mec-

can aristocracy) opposed him, and after ‘Ali’s assassination the

Umayyads turned the caliphate into a royal dynasty. These un-

fortunate events convinced many of ‘Ali’s followers that the

forces of injustice were inevitably opposed to the true holders of

spiritual authority.

The later development of Shi‘ism turned upon the radical

opposition between the rightful religious leader (imam) of the

community and the de facto ruling caliph, who was only the

military commander (amir) of the empire. Those Muslims who

accepted the political status quo, regardless of the justice of the

case, eventually became known as Sunni—meaning that they

considered themselves followers of the example of the Prophet

(sunna). For the Sunni Muslims, imam (literally meaning “in

front”) is simply a generic term for the leader of community

prayer, but for the Shi‘is, the Imam is the supreme representa-

tive of divine authority on earth (capitalizing this term is a good

way of signaling the unique Shi‘i emphasis on the office of the

Imam). Since ‘Ali was regarded as the first Imam, his sons,

Hasan and Husayn (both grandsons of the Prophet), were obvi-

ously his successors. Although Hasan did not take any public

stand against the Umayyad ruler, Husayn led an unsuccessful re-

volt with a small band of followers, who were all killed in battle

in 680 .. The Imams descended from these early leaders were

renowned for their piety, and many of them spent their lives in

virtual imprisonment under the watchful eye of the caliphs.

There are several major divisions among the Shi‘is who re-
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vere the Imams as the rightful successors of the Prophet; they

have diverged mostly over questions of succession to the office

of the Imam. The largest group is the Twelver Shi‘is, who believe

in twelve Imams beginning with ‘Ali; the last of these Imams

disappeared late in the ninth century, and he is expected to re-

turn as the Messiah at Judgment Day. Approximately 10 to 15

percent of Muslims today (around 150 million people) are

Twelver Shi‘is; they predominate in Iran and Iraq and form sig-

nificant minorities in Pakistan, Lebanon, and other countries.

Another notable branch of Shi‘ism is the Isma‘ilis, whose pres-

ent Imam is the Agha Khan, the forty-ninth hereditary succes-

sor to the Prophet in this lineage.8 About 15 million in number

(comparable to the world Jewish population), the Isma‘ilis are

found principally in Pakistan, India, East Africa, and Tajikistan,

with significant communities in the Middle East, Europe, and

North America. A smaller group is the Dawoodi Bohras, a com-

munity of perhaps 1 million people centered in Western India.

Their current leader, Syedna Mohammed Burhanuddin, is the

fifty-second successor to the Prophet in this tradition.9 Other

offshoots of Shi‘ism include the Nusayris, otherwise known as

Alevis in Turkey or ‘Alawis in Syria, and the Druze of Lebanon

and Israel.

Central to the vision of Shi‘ism is the notion of the Imam as

the charismatic leader who is endowed with supreme wisdom

and authority. As remarked previously, it is a fundamental as-

sumption in Shi‘ism that God will not deny the grace of divine

guidance to humanity. Although Shi‘is accept the finality of the

prophethood of Muhammad, the ongoing fact of guidance is

both a logical and an existential necessity. Shi‘i Muslims look to

the early Imams for direction and aid, and their sayings form a

supplementary body of hadith that has scriptural authority sec-

ond only to the hadith of the Prophet. The prayers, writings,

and speeches of ‘Ali, collected in the tenth century under the
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title The Peak of Eloquence, are a particularly important re-

source.10 Although there were major doctrinal debates over the

exact status of the Imams, they clearly fulfilled the very neces-

sary role of ongoing interpreters of God’s will. Shi‘is focus par-

ticular reverence on five holy persons, “the people of the

[Prophet’s] household” (ahl al-bayt): Muhammad, his daughter

Fatima, ‘Ali, Hasan, and Husayn (although the “hand of Fatima”

symbolizes these five holy persons among Shi‘is, it is widely

found as a decorative symbol in Sunni contexts as well). When

Fatima and Muhammad are included with the twelve Imams,

this group is collectively known as the Fourteen Immaculates,

since God has preserved them from sin. Shi‘is regard Fatima

with special reverence; she is said to have been created, like the

Imams, from a primordial light, and her life was filled with

miraculous events. Scholars have compared her role in Shi‘ism

to the position of the Virgin Mary for Roman Catholics.11 Some

followers of the Imams, usually called extremists, adored them

with such excessive reverence that they practically treated them

as God. Although most Shi‘is rejected outright deification of

their leaders, they nevertheless regarded the Imams as beings

endowed with supernatural knowledge and virtue.12

The Twelver Shi‘is in particular have focused on the persecu-

tion of the Imams, who according to their belief were murdered

by their opponents (except the Twelfth Imam, whose advent is

awaited). This tragic view of history has led to the creation of

rituals of lamentation, in which the faithful acknowledge the

terrible sufferings of the most virtuous of all humanity. The suf-

ferings of the Imams are not in vain, however; they are an un-

avoidable sacrifice that ultimately works for the redemption of

humanity. Shi‘is mark the anniversary of the martyrdom of

Husayn with poems and stories of mourning and lamentation

every year on the tenth of the month of Muharram. Some wor-

shipers even perform severe physical penance in sympathy with

S P I R I T U A L I T Y  I N  P R A C T I C E

{ 171 }



the sufferings of the Imams.13 In Iran the stories of the martyr-

doms of the Imams have developed into elaborate dramatic cy-

cles of passion plays performed by amateur actors.14 All this will

remind some readers of Christian teachings of atonement and

the redemption of humanity by the sufferings of Jesus. There is

certainly some similarity between these teachings, although the

Shi‘i Muslim focus on the Imams is clearly independent of the

Christian attitude toward Jesus.

The Imams and other members of the Prophet’s family func-

tion as intermediaries between the ordinary believer and God.

In Twelver Shi‘ism, the physical absence of the Imam means that

members of the current religious hierarchy act in his place as his

representatives. The role of Shi‘i religious scholars has been

consequently much weightier than that of their Sunni counter-

parts.15 Not only do Shi‘i religious scholars claim independent

authority to make judgments in law, they also have incidentally

ruled that alms taxes should be paid directly to them, rather

than through existing governments. This policy was responsible

for the extensive landholdings of the Iranian religious hierarchy,

which the last shah of Iran attempted to seize through policies

of land reform. In any case, the tombs of the Imams and their

family members have become important places of pilgrimage.

The holy sites in Iraq containing the shrines of ‘Ali, Husayn,

and other Imams are particularly important pilgrimage sites 

for all Shi‘is.16 In Iran the two most important shrines are in

Mashhad (the tomb of the eighth Imam, ‘Ali Reza) and in Qom

(the mausoleum of Fatima bint Musa, daughter of the seventh

Imam).

The logic of spiritual mediation calls for some comment be-

cause of the tremendous success of Protestantism in leveling the

notion of spiritual hierarchies and elites. While Catholic and

Orthodox Christians still accept the idea that God can single out

saints and endow them with extraordinary holiness and grace,
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Protestants prefer a more democratic approach to religion. In

this view, all human beings have equal access to God, and no

one is in the privileged position. The concept of sainthood de-

mands a different understanding, however. If it is possible for

some people to be much closer to God than others, they are, as

it were, spiritual athletes, who through a combination of their

own effort and divine grace have obtained extraordinary status.

To use an older political model, access to God is more like a tra-

ditional monarchy; despite theoretical equal access, there are

gatekeepers who must be approached to get into the inner sanc-

tum. The Imams and saints have greater practical access to the

divine court, and therefore they can be of enormous assistance

to ordinary believers. The strength of the personal relationships

that many Muslims feel with the Imams and saints is certainly

remarkable, as any visitor can see by the emotional behavior of

pilgrims at their shrines.

Just as Protestant reformers found it necessary to destroy the

Catholic monasteries and shrines of England, the puritanical

movement of the Wahhabis undertook a similar campaign

against the tombs of Shi‘i Imams and Sufi saints. When religious

reformer Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (founder of the Wahhabi move-

ment) allied himself with the Saudi family late in the eighteenth

century, the new ideology became a potent force unifying the

tribal coalition. In 1801 Wahhabi forces raiding Iraq destroyed

the dome of the tomb of Imam Husayn in Kerbela. More than a

century later, when the Saudi family consolidated the hold of its

monarchy over Arabia, they carried out a massive demolition of

all the tombs in Medina, particularly the tombs of Imams and

members of the family of Muhammad.17 According to some ac-

counts, there was even a proposal to raze the tomb of the

Prophet Muhammad in order to prevent idolatrous worship of

him, but the structure was preserved as part of the original

mosque of Medina. The anniversary of this destruction of the
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“Eternal Paradise” cemetery in 1925 is still marked by Shi‘is with

great sadness.

The disagreement between Wahhabis and Shi‘is over inter-

cession and mediation is serious. Wahhabis consider that any

excessive reverence directed at a human being is simply a form

of polytheism and idolatry and a rejection of true monotheism.

Therefore their authorities have declared that undertaking a pil-

grimage to Mecca with the intention of also visiting the tomb of

the Prophet in Medina negates the value of the pilgrimage. As

recently as 1990 a senior Saudi religious official, Shaykh Bin Jib-

rin, declared that Shi‘is deserve to be killed, and repression of

the significant Shi‘i minority in Arabia continues to be a prob-

lem. It is likely that the motives of the Wahhabis in combating

pilgrimage to shrines were more than theological. The shrines

of both Shi‘i Imams and Sufi saints were centers of tremendous

wealth and power, often connected to income derived from land

taxation as well as pious donations. The Wahhabis certainly ap-

preciated the way in which the shrines institutionalized certain

kinds of entrenched religious authority, which they often criti-

cized as being corrupt in any case. The eradication of tomb-

shrines was a powerful symbol of the extension of their reli-

gious authority over all Muslims, particularly when this was

carried out in the central holy places of Arabia.

/m
Later Sufism

The outstanding Sufi leaders of the ninth and tenth centuries,

such as Abu Yazid al-Bistami, Junayd al-Baghdadi (d. 910), and

others, later became known retrospectively as the central organ-

izers of the Sufi movement. The growth of this movement led 

to the development of a biographical and historical account of
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Sufism in which early ascetics and pious leaders were viewed 

as a chain of masters and disciples who had safeguarded and 

transmitted a mystical knowledge that had originated with the

Prophet. The early theorists of Sufism had described it as paral-

lel to the standard Islamic religious sciences, to which it added

the internal knowledge of divine realities. By the fourteenth

century, leading scholars such as Ibn Khaldun acknowledged

Sufism as an integral part of religious knowledge. The spiritual

practices of this movement were not, however, carried out by

isolated individuals in a spontaneous and unconnected fashion.

There was a gradual accumulation of shared knowledge and

practice over centuries by large numbers of people who com-

mitted themselves to intensifying and internalizing their rela-

tionship with God and the Prophet. It is this collective historical

tradition that we describe by the name of Sufism.

One important institutional feature of Sufism was the tomb

of the Sufi saint, which increasingly became a focus of local pil-

grimage. The Sufi manuals had clarified the status of the “friend

of God,” or saint, as one who is perfect in obedience to God and

who is sustained by the love of God. The Sufi concept of saint-

hood clearly took as its model the sanctity of the Imams in

Shi‘ism. The saints were seen as the invisible supports of the

world, a hierarchy of holy men and women who were under

God’s protection. While it may have been rare to obtain the di-

rect guidance of Sufi saints during their lifetime, nothing pre-

vented people of all classes from seeking the aid of the saints

after their demise; saints, it must be recalled, like martyrs, were

not regarded as really dead but were still living and conscious in

the grave. In this way saints became intercessors for those who

approached them, both for everyday needs and at the Day of

Judgment.

The tombs of many Sufi saints were typically erected at or

near their homes. Under Islamic law the ownership and mainte-
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nance of these tombs fell to family members and descendants,

who may or may not have had spiritual aspirations. In later gen-

erations the devotion of many pilgrims thus supported a class of

hereditary custodians who were in charge of the finances and

operations of the tomb-shrines, which could be combined with

a functioning hospice where Sufi teaching took place or with

other institutions such as mosques, open kitchens, or religious

academies. Increasingly, however, the Sufi tomb came to be 

an independent institution, in some cases functioning as the

center of a massive pilgrimage at the annual festival of the saint.

These festivals were variously described as the saint’s birthday

(mawlid) in the Mediterranean region or “wedding” (‘urs) in

Iran and India; the latter case symbolically celebrated the death

anniversary as the “wedding” of the saint’s soul with God. The

tombs of especially popular saints eventually were surrounded

with royal burial grounds where kings and members of the no-

bility would erect their own tombs to acquire a borrowed holi-

ness or to benefit in the afterlife from the pious exercises of pil-

grims to the nearby saints. Examples of this kind of necropolis

include the Sufi shrines of Khuldabad and Gulbarga in the In-

dian Deccan, Tatta in Pakistan, and the various graveyards of

Cairo.

In many cases Sufi tombs and hospices became cultural cen-

ters as well, where distinctive kinds of music and poetry were

often heard. Thus the Arabic poetry of the noted Sufi poet Ibn

al-Farid (d. 1235) in Cairo has been regularly recited at his tomb

before mass audiences, particularly at his annual festival.18 Like-

wise, Indian Chishti shrines continue to be centers for recitation

of poetry in musical sessions known as qawwali. At major festi-

vals in South Asia, such as the anniversary of the death of Baba

Farid in Pakistan, one can hear dozens of singers compete for

the honor of singing before the saint’s tomb, mixing lyrics in

Persian with verses in Hindi, Punjabi, Sindhi, and other Indian
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languages.19 Special local traditions of music developed in Turk-

ish hospices and shrines with poetry of a style quite different

from court poetry, and performance styles at musical sessions

included the measured dance of the Mevlevi Sufis, or “whirling

dervishes.”20 In North Africa other distinctive musical styles de-

veloped in the Sufi shrines using Greek physiological theories of

the four humors to effect healing based on bodily sympathies of

particular musical modes.21 In West Africa the Senegalese Sufi

order of the Mouridiyya has developed a strong tradition of de-

votional music praising the Sufi saints, and this music has af-

fected popular music through internationally known perform-

ers like Youssou N’Dour; the Mourides also employ the visual

arts to engage their devotees.22

The most decisive institutional formation of Sufism was the

establishment of Sufi orders. While it is convenient to refer to

these organizations as orders, with an implicit analogy to the

monastic orders of medieval Christianity (Franciscans, Domin-

icans, etc.), it is not an exact analogy. Sufi orders are much less

centrally organized than their Christian counterparts, they do

not as a rule observe celibacy, and they have a more fluid hierar-

chical structure. These orders originated in a less formal fashion

as well. A number of outstanding personalities of the twelfth

and thirteenth centuries lent their names to associations that

developed individual spiritual methods or “ways” (tariqas), in-

cluding special formulations of the names of God for meditative

repetition (dhikr). Each of these associations became known as

a way or as a chain (silsila), with masters and disciples consti-

tuting the links. These chains were traced backward in time,

ending with the Prophet Muhammad. Nearly all of these chains

reached Muhammad via his son-in-law and cousin ‘Ali; fre-

quently there are parallel chains including the early Shi‘i Imams,

who are commonly revered in Sufi circles, even though the ma-

jority of Sufi orders have a Sunni orientation (there are also 
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several Shi‘i Sufi orders, particularly in Iran). An interesting

variation occurs with the Naqshbandi order, which reaches the

Prophet through Abu Bakr as his first successor, preserving an

anti-Shi‘i tonality that is unusual in Sufism (nevertheless, the

Naqshbandis include the eighth Imam in their lineage). Compli-

cating the concept of the Sufi order is the phenomenon of mul-

tiple initiation, observable since the fifteenth century, through

which individual Sufis could receive instruction in the methods

of several different orders while maintaining a primary alle-

giance to one.

The major impact of the Sufi orders in terms of religion was

the popularization of the spiritual practices of the Sufis on a

mass scale. The interior orientation of the informal movement

of early Sufism became available to a much wider public

through participation in shrine rituals, the circulation of ac-

counts of holy lives, and the publicizing of various degrees of

instruction through recitation of the names of God. Elaborate

initiation rituals took place in which the master’s presentation

of articles such as a dervish cloak, hat, or staff would signify the

disciple’s entrance into the order. A common feature of initia-

tion was the requirement that the disciple copy by hand the ge-

nealogical “tree” of the order, linking the disciple to the entire

chain of masters going back to the Prophet.

Some of the Sufi orders, such as the Qadiriyya (named after

‘Abd al-Qadir Jilani, d. 1166), are spread throughout Islamic

lands from North Africa to Southeast Asia. Others are more re-

gional in scope, like the Shadhiliyya in North Africa (named

after Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhili, d. 1258) or the Chishtiyya in

India and Pakistan (named after Mu‘in al-Din Chishti, d. 1236).

Particular orders are known for distinctive practices, such as the

loud dhikr recitation of the Rifa‘iyya, in contrast to the silent

dhikr favored by the Naqshbandiyya. Some orders, including the

Chishtiyya and the Mevleviyya, have integrated music and even
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dance into their practice, while other orders resolutely shun

these activities as distractions to spiritual training. Sometimes

Sufi leaders, such as the early Chishti masters, tried to keep po-

litical power at arm’s length, and they advised their followers to

refuse offers of land endowment. Certain Sufi masters demon-

strated their disdain of the world by refusing to entertain rulers

or visit them at court.

On the other hand, certain orders have a history of close 

association with political power; the Suhrawardiyya and the

Naqshbandiyya in India and Iran felt it was important to influ-

ence rulers in the proper religious direction, and the Bekta-

shiyya had strong links to the elite Ottoman troops known as

the Janissaries. The Safawiyya, once a moderate Sunni order

based at Ardebil, became widespread among Turkish tribes on

the Persian-Ottoman frontier, and it emerged with a strongly

Shi‘i and messianic character to become the basis for the Safavid

Empire that ruled Iran from the sixteenth through the eigh-

teenth centuries. During the period of nineteenth-century colo-

nialism, when much of the Islamic world fell under European

domination, Sufi institutions played varied roles. Hereditary

custodians of Sufi shrines in places such as the Indian Punjab

were treated as important local landlords by colonial officials,

and they became further entrenched as political leaders due to

British patronage; ironically, the cooperation of these Sufi lead-

ers became essential in later independence movements directed

against British control. Similarly, the Senegalese order known as

the Mouridiyya became heavily involved in peanut farming,

with the support of French colonial authorities, and they have

emerged in the postcolonial order as a major social institution.

With the overthrow of traditional elites by European conquest,

Sufi orders in some regions remained the only surviving Islamic

social structures, and they furnished the principal leadership for

anticolonial struggles in places such as Algeria, Libya, the Cau-
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casus, and China. French administrators in North Africa, there-

fore, viewed Sufi orders with suspicion, and colonial scholars

produced police dossiers on the Sufi orders, designed to predict

their possible reactions to official policies.

In the postcolonial period, Sufi orders and institutions have

an ambiguous position. Governments in many Muslim coun-

tries have inherited the centralized bureaucratic organization of

their colonial predecessors, and countries like Egypt and Pak-

istan have attempted to subject the orders and shrines to gov-

ernment control. Officials frequently appear at Sufi festivals and

attempt to connect popular reverence for saints with support

for the regime. Nonetheless, many of the most significant Sufi

organizations flourish without official recognition. Contempo-

rary fundamentalist movements attack Sufism with a virulence

only slightly less intense than that reserved for anti-Western dia-

tribes. Pilgrimage to Sufi tombs is frequently denounced as an

idolatry that treats humans on the level of God. Modernists and

secularists also criticize Sufism for many of the same activities,

but in their minds the problem is medieval superstition and the

manipulation of the credulous masses. Sufi orders have been il-

legal in Turkey since the 1920s, when Kemal Ataturk secularized

the Turkish state. The performance of the Sufi rituals such as the

“whirling dervish” dance of the Mevlevis is tolerated only as a

cultural activity and is exported abroad through touring com-

panies and sound recordings; the tomb of the great Sufi poet

Jalal al-Din Rumi, which many visitors treat as a shrine, is offi-

cially listed as a museum. Sufi activities are not publicly toler-

ated in countries such as Saudi Arabia and Iran, since Sufi lead-

ers and tomb cults would constitute an unacceptable alternative

spiritual authority. Still, it is remarkable that the founders of

certain fundamentalist movements, such as the Muslim Broth-

erhood in Egypt and the Jama‘at-i Islami in India, were exposed

to Sufi orders in their youth, and they seem to have adapted 
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certain organizational techniques and leadership styles from

Sufism; the main difference is that these movements substitute

ideology for Sufi spirituality in order to become mass political

parties in the modern nation-state.

In recent years Sufi orders have extended their reach into Eu-

rope and the Americas, and today there are branches of orders

from India, Iran, North Africa, and Turkey active in major

urban centers in many Western countries. Some groups derived

from Sufi orders have only tenuous associations with Islam, and

they present Sufism as a mystical universal religion that may be

pursued through dancing and chanting, without requiring the

practice of ritual prayer or other duties of Islamic law. Other

groups have more emphatic relations with Islam, even including

insistence on the clothing and customs of the order’s country of

origin. While it is too soon to predict the future of Sufism in the

West, it seems certain to take on some aspects of modern Amer-

ican and European culture, such as joint participation of men

and women in contexts where gender separation was the norm

in many premodern Muslim societies. At the same time, Sufism

in the West strives to preserve many of the distinctive rituals and

institutions of traditional Sufism, such as tombs of Sufi masters

who have died in America, which have now become pilgrimage

sites. In any case, Sufi orders are surviving despite the restric-

tions of modern governments and the opposition of fundamen-

talists, and they continue to act as channels that both preserve

the influence of saints of the past and make possible a more di-

rect personal access to God and the Prophet through spiritual

discipline.

The tight organizational structure of Sufi orders with mas-

ters and disciples, together with networks of tomb-shrines, is

not the only way Sufism is being felt today. The poetry of Rumi

has become a best-selling publishing phenomenon through

translator-poets such as Coleman Barks and Robert Bly. Other
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major Sufis like Ibn ‘Arabi are becoming increasingly known in

translation to a range of Muslim and non-Muslim readers. The

cultural products of Sufism, especially in the form of music,

have generated an international following in the category of

world music through outstanding performers such as the late

Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan.23 While some may find institutional 

Sufism to be authoritarian, the charting of the inner range of

spiritual experience in Sufism offers a resource that has a wide

appeal today.

/m
What Is Islamic Art?

The expression of spirituality and religion in relation to culture

is often sought in the form of art and creativity. Certainly the

history of Christian spirituality cannot be divorced from its ex-

pression in painting, architecture, and other arts. So in the same

way, we expect a comparable category of Islamic art to have a

corresponding role in relation to Islamic spirituality.24 The aes-

thetic dimension undoubtedly has a profound significance for

Muslim cultures, and it springs naturally from the celebration

of divine creativity. As the Prophet observed in a celebrated ha-

dith, “God is beautiful and loves beauty.” Although the subject

of Islamic art could cover music and literature as well as archi-

tecture, for simplicity I will restrict this discussion to visual art

and objects that might be seen in museums. Yet on closer exam-

ination, even this restricted concept of Islamic art is surprisingly

hard to define. As two prominent art historians have pointed

out, “It is easier to say what Islamic art is not than what it is. . . .

Islamic art refers neither to art of a specific era nor to that of a

particular place or people. . . . Islamic art is neither a style nor a

movement, and the people who made it were not necessarily
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Muslims. . . . Whereas some Islamic art was undoubtedly made

by Christians and Jews for Muslim patrons, some ‘Islamic’ art

made by Muslims was intended for Christians or Jews.”25 Con-

sidering the question of Islamic art raises a number of related is-

sues: the nature of religious art in general, the identity of users

and patrons as well as makers of art, the representation of Mus-

lims in European art, and Muslim participation in modern art.

The category of Islamic art was, in reality, coined by non-

Muslim scholars to describe beautiful artifacts coming from

Muslim countries.26 There is no equivalent term in premodern

Islamic cultures, although in modern times the European phrase

“fine arts” has been translated directly into Arabic and other

languages. From an early date, artisans in different Muslim

countries produced objects of high quality both for daily use

and for the luxury market; at various times, particularly after

the seventeenth century, Europeans were greatly interested in

collecting and even imitating high-quality artifacts from Mus-

lim regions. To a great extent, this artistic production simply

continued the traditions of existing arts from those regions

(Syria, Persia, India, Egypt, etc.). There was not necessarily any-

thing about them that directly related to the Islamic faith, al-

though pottery and metalwork, for instance, gradually came to

include wise sayings and advice written in Arabic, which might

have some more or less religious content. In the same way,

monuments of Islamic architecture used forms that were al-

ready current throughout the ancient world (the dome, the oc-

tagon, pillared galleries, etc.). With the possible exception of the

sculpted stalactite form called muqarnas (the delicate geometri-

cal tracery found in transition zones from domes to walls), there

is hardly a single architectural element that could be considered

uniquely Islamic.27

In Europe for the past 200 years the term “art” has meant fine

arts that are not for use, in contrast to crafts produced for every-
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day needs. Yet in major collections of Islamic art in the muse-

ums of New York or Washington, D.C., alongside miniature

paintings one can find a huge variety of beautiful but mundane

objects, ranging from pencil cases to candlesticks, inkwells,

metalwork, book bindings, carpets, coins, swords, and jewelry.

As in so many other cases, in art, too, there has been a tendency

to consider all the products of Muslim societies as the results of

religion, although we probably would not refer to ordinary

crafts produced in medieval Europe as “Christian art.” It only

makes sense to call art Islamic if it is directly connected to reli-

gion; the larger cultural sphere that is connected to Islamic reli-

gion can be called Islamicate, keeping in mind that Islamicate

culture includes nonreligious activities and participation of

non-Muslims.

Another way to understand the problem of Islamic art is to

distinguish between religious art, defined as art with religious

themes, and sacred art, which is art used in ritual for sacred pur-

poses.28 Islamic religious art would thus include books with

miniature illustrations containing stories about prophets and

saints. Islamic sacred art would comprise finely calligraphed

Qur’ans and prayer books, ornate mosque lamps, prayer car-

pets, and the architecture of the mosque itself—in short, art

that is used for religious practice. Paintings with religious con-

tent relating to Islam are not empty of religious significance, but

since they have no function in religious practice, they could not

be considered sacred. All the other everyday items produced by

artisans in majority Muslim countries are best called Islamicate,

both because they lack direct religious significance and because

they can be produced and consumed by Muslims as well as non-

Muslims.

The mention of miniature paintings raises the well-known

issue of the prohibition of images in Islamic law. Many people

have the impression that Islamic law decrees an absolute ban on
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portraits of living creatures, on the grounds that images and

representations of human beings encourage idolatry and at-

tempt to usurp divine creativity. The history of Islamic art dem-

onstrates, however, that pictorial art has a long and vigorous

tradition. The status of images in Islamic law is quite complex.

The Qur’an itself makes no direct reference to painting and the

visual arts, though like the Hebrew Bible it firmly rejects the

idolatrous worship of anything other than God. There are sev-

eral hadith reported where Muhammad apparently condemned

specific objects with images of humans or animals, but it is de-

bated whether the condemnation extended to all images or

merely to the context in which they were found (in one case,

Muhammad was distracted from prayer by curtains embroi-

dered with figures, but he had no objection to them being

trimmed and used as pillow cases).

In any case, Muslims frequently employed images in secular

contexts, including mural paintings in royal palaces and book il-

lustrations of subjects ranging from botany and astronomy to

tales of the prophets. In general, however, it is true that images

have generally been rejected in Muslim sacred places. Important

exceptions include the Umayyad mosque of Damascus, erected

early in the eighth century, with mosaic depictions of a heavenly

landscape of rivers, trees, and buildings, but it is noteworthy

that it contains no human or animal figures. The absence of im-

ages in Islamic sacred art has a parallel in the iconoclastic move-

ment of Eastern Christianity, which saw a large-scale rejection

of image worship at roughly the same time as the beginning

phase of Islamic civilization (eighth to ninth centuries). On the

other hand, the proliferation of images through modern tech-

nology and styles of mass political art derived from socialist

countries have yielded surprising changes in some localities.

The new mausoleum of Ayatollah Khomeini in Tehran, like

many sacred Shi‘i shrines in that country, contains gigantic free-
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standing portraits of Khomeini and his martyred son Ahmad,

reminiscent of the massive paintings of Lenin or Chairman Mao

that were displayed in Russia and China not long ago. Cemeter-

ies devoted to martyrs of the Iranian revolution or the Iran-Iraq

war are filled with photographs of the departed. Similarly, in

Iran one constantly sees popular portraits of Muhammad, ‘Ali,

and Husayn, either as full-sized posters or in the form of post-

cards available in any shop (see fig. 5.1). While Muslims in other

countries might find this objectionable, it seems to cause no

comment in Iran.

The artistic creativity of Muslims turned to new nonfigural

forms that have become easily recognized and distinctive hall-

marks of Islamic art. The chief nonfigural elements of Islamic

art, whether in small decorated objects or major monuments,

are calligraphy, vegetal ornamentation, and geometric pattern.

The infinitely repeating patterns of vegetal ornamentation and

geometry, often called arabesque, fill the margins of books and

the walls of buildings with a constant reminder of the beauty

and order that is the basis of the universe.29 Calligraphy derives

its prestige from the sacred book of the Qur’an. Although the

Arabic script existed in pre-Islamic times, it became a highly de-

veloped art form over a period of centuries in both sacred and

secular contexts. As the vehicle for the word of God, the Arabic

script was employed in Qur’ans to permit the contemplation of

the divine beauty, and this formed the basis for a calligraphic

aesthetic in multiple styles that extended to all languages that

used the Arabic script (including Persian, Turkish, and Urdu).30

The particular messages conveyed by the texts spelled out in

Arabic script were also crucial to the meaning of the buildings

they adorned. The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem quotes verses

from the Qur’an on the Islamic doctrine of the human nature 

of Jesus; the monument thus stands as an imperial statement

against the Christian ideology of the rival Byzantine Empire.
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Popular image of Husayn from Iran from a contemporary postcard



The margins of the enormous gateway of the Taj Mahal feature

Qur’anic verses describing the garden of paradise at the resur-

rection; although tourist guidebooks persistently explain this

building as the romantic monument to the Mughal emperor’s

love for his wife, art historians have convincingly argued that 

it represents the mystical interpretation of the afterlife accord-

ing to the Sufi metaphysics of Ibn ‘Arabi. The spectacular calli-

graphic decoration of the Alhambra palace in Granada includes

not only pious religious formulas but also Arabic court poetry

that subtly celebrates the imperial authority of the Moorish

ruler. Calligraphy has also conveyed distinctively modern mes-

sages, as in a poster from the 1979 Iranian revolution that spells

out the Muslim profession of faith (“There is no god but God”)

with revolutionary raised fists (fig. 5.2).

The immense history of Islamicate art, which can only be

hinted at here, includes art produced by and for both Muslims

and non-Muslims in ways that complicate and blur the bound-

aries of religious identity. In fifteenth-century India, a Sanskrit

manual for Hindu architects gave instructions on how to build

a mosque, described as a temple without images that is dedi-

cated to the formless supreme God; it also appears that Hindu

architects who restored the Qutb Minar in Delhi in 1368 had

their own theological understanding of the mosque structure.31

When the Spanish Christian king Pedro the Cruel (also known

as Pedro the Just) constructed a new palace in Seville in 1351, he

employed workmen from the Moorish kingdom of Granada

who filled this monument with Arabic calligraphy and ara-

besque design. Certainly Pedro was aware of the religious con-

tent and implications of these Islamicate design elements. His

use of Moorish architectural style seems to have been based on

the desire to emulate the most convincing available model of

imperial authority rather than on any notion of interreligious
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Muslim profession of faith (“There is no god but God”) 

spelled out by revolutionary fists on a 1979 poster from Iran



understanding. Despite the centuries-long anti-Muslim Chris-

tian militancy of the Spanish Reconquista, Spanish Christians

continued to use artistic styles and motifs taken from the Moors,

even after their expulsion and forced conversion commencing

in 1492. This so-called Mudejar art (the Spanish term is taken

from the Arabic word mudajjan, meaning a Moorish subject in

Christian territory) was a Christian appropriation of Islamicate

culture, despite a deep Christian ambivalence about the Islamic

faith.32

Another form of European appropriation of Islamicate cul-

ture came to the fore in the mid-nineteenth century in the

school of realistic painting known as Orientalist art. Born at

roughly the same time as the new technique of photography,

Orientalist painting was the creation of artists (especially but

not exclusively in France) who had traveled at least once to

North Africa or the Near East. For Europe at that time, Oriental

defined the immediate East, which was primarily the Ottoman

Empire, viewed as a stand-in for Muslim countries in general.

With the growth of printing and the immense popularity of

travel literature, pictorial representations of exotic cultures had

become a staple of visual illustration. Yet neither the travel

books nor the illustrations of faraway countries provided gen-

uine encounters with other cultures. Travelers tended to take

with them deeply ingrained prejudices frequently based on the

reading of earlier travel books rather than their own observa-

tion. Illustrations were often commissioned by publishers, who

frequently recycled stock images on the basis of well-established

stereotypes. Ironically, works of fantasy were often more eagerly

accepted as authentic representations of remote lands. This ten-

dency had been seen in medieval times, when the realistic travel

narrative of Marco Polo was generally considered far inferior to

the outrageous adventures of Sir John Mandeville, which are

filled with tales of encounters with fabulous beasts and mon-
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sters. The imagined Orient was a counterimage against which

Europe defined itself.

Even before European colonialism established its superiority

over the Ottoman Empire and other Muslim regions, European

authors took a regal and superior attitude toward the nations 

of the Orient, as shown by this declaration from an early-

eighteenth-century collection of pictures from the Near East:

“The reader imagines himself inspecting the other inhabitants

of the Earth, and exercising over them a kind of sovereignty, he

examines them with attention, approves or condemns their

choice of customs, amuses himself and often laughs at the odd-

ness of some, sometimes admires the beauty and majesty of

others, always preferring the customs of the country where he

was born.”33 The impulse to depict the Orient in visual form re-

ceived a major boost with Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt, which

issued ultimately in the publication (1803–28) of the massive

Description de l’Égypte by a team of French scholars, with nu-

merous maps and illustrations of both ancient and modern

Egypt. One of the most striking aspects of the Orientalist imag-

ination was how it collapsed the present into the ancient past,

invariably regarding Orientals as trapped in a time warp that

prevented them from being part of the present. This powerful

metaphor has become an omnipresent cliché in travel writing

and journalism; how many times has a writer ponderously ob-

served that visiting the country of X was like traveling back in

time 500 years?

Euro-Americans regarded the exotic Muslim Orient from

two primary angles. One was the scientific colonial perspective,

which forefronted the discoveries of ancient civilizations in

Egypt and Mesopotomia. These tableaux of antiquity were seen

as canvases of grandeur compared with which the modern resi-

dents of those regions were sadly in decline. The scientific im-

pulse of Orientalism expressed itself through a comprehensive
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identification and classification of the peoples of the East ac-

cording to their “types,” particularly in terms of the racial cate-

gories by which Europeans defined the rest of the world. The

other point of view was that of Protestant Christian pilgrims,

who eagerly sought the places in the Holy Land where the life of

Jesus had taken place. In either case, time played strange tricks.

Contemporary Arab Bedouin costume was viewed as the equiv-

alent of biblical garb, so that American travelers (who rarely

could converse with Arab Christians or Muslims) imagined

themselves transported back in time or understood the Near

East to exist in a timeless realm unaffected by history. The very

real effects of the nineteenth-century version of globalizing

trade (of which Euro-American tourism was a manifestation)

by then had intimately linked Muslim countries with the

economies of Europe and America. Yet these connections were

glossed over by powerful images of “East is East, and West is

West,” as the imperialist poet Kipling put it.

One of the most remarkable aspects of Orientalist art was the

erotic fantasy that permeated many paintings. The travelers,

usually males, who visited the territories of the Ottoman em-

perors of course had no access to the women’s quarters, which

are generally known as the harem or private residence. This was

no obstacle to their imagination, however, and there are count-

less harem scenes filled with dozens of naked women in the

bath. Far from being realistic portrayals of Turkish society, these

voyeuristic paintings (using nude European models) confused

the living quarters with the Turkish bath, and they reduced the

Muslim woman to the status of a plaything of unseen Eastern

males.34 Other favorite locations in paintings of Oriental

women depicted them for sale in the slave market like so much

horseflesh or as dancers performing in front of a male audience;

in either case, they were seen as oppressed. The erotic image is

the reversal of the stereotype of the veil; the only difference is
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that the veil has been removed by the imagination. Oriental

(i.e., Muslim) men, in the alternate stereotype, were frequently

depicted as warriors, whether engaged in fierce battle or in in-

dolent relaxation. These images reinforced the notion of violent

Islam while suggesting that these behind-the-times soldiers

could be easily conquered.

To be sure, the Orientalist imagination admired the pictur-

esque landscape and the striking individuals whom the painter

could observe in the village, the bazaar, or among the ruins of

ancient empires. Like romantic paintings of the American West,

with their idealized Indians and cowboys, Orientalist paintings

of the Islamic East provide a nostalgic access to an imagined

past that continues to captivate audiences today. This romantic

fascination, aided by Arabian Nights fantasies that still endure

in Disney cartoons, soon moved beyond academic art to the

realm of popular culture.35 Novels set in the East (such as

Thomas Moore’s popular Lalla Rookh) were accompanied by

Orientalist operas (Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio), com-

ical popular songs (“Ahab the Arab”), and advertisements

(Camel cigarettes) with Oriental settings. Dressing up in Orien-

tal costume (“harem pants”) was highly fashionable with the

upper classes and became the uniform for Masonic societies like

the Shriners. Fairs such as the Columbian Exposition of 1898 in-

troduced American audiences to mockups of Egyptian villages

and to belly-dancing. Films like The Sheik, with Rudolf Valen-

tino, and The Thief of Baghdad, with Douglas Fairbanks, further

entrenched the fantastic images of the Muslim East. The main

images in Hollywood films revolved around the eroticism of the

imagined Near Eastern female form and the dangerous violence

of the Arab.36 In an eerie parallel with the film depiction of

American Indians, Hollywood Arabs became increasingly iden-

tified with violence standing in the way of civilization. The

apogee of this sensational depiction of fanatic Muslims is seen
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in fantasies such as True Lies, with Arnold Schwarzenegger,

where mindless violence is shown as synonymous with Islam.

All these are examples of Euro-American artistic representa-

tions of Islam and Islamicate culture through the imagination.

The distinguishing feature of the Orientalist impulse, whether

in fine art or popular culture, is the use of the foreignness of the

Oriental as a contrast to define the civilization of the so-called

West as the opposite of barbarism.

Another question regarding Islamicate art arises when we

turn to the realm of modern art as an international phenome-

non.37 The lines between traditional art forms can become

blurred simply by the introduction of new physical media, as

when oil paints were adopted in Iran in the nineteenth century;

suddenly, murals and new kinds of portraiture replaced the Per-

sian miniature styles of the past.38 Yet even in modern media

such as film, there can also be distinctive artistic approaches re-

flecting local sensibilities. Recent Iranian films such as Gabbeh,

depicting love and beauty among the nomadic tribes of south-

ern Persia with lyrical intensity, or The Color of Paradise, with its

rich evocation of the spirituality of children, radically depart

from Hollywood styles of filmmaking. On the other hand, there

are modern Bangladeshi artists whose abstract compositions

would be hard to distinguish from the production of contem-

porary artists from Japan or the Netherlands. A recent publica-

tion of works by contemporary women artists from Iran refuses

to fit into any neat categories (especially since many of the

artists leave their works untitled).39 An example is a watercolor

titled Ascension, by Feeroozeh Golmohammadi (fig. 5.3). Her

painting contains “details reminiscent of Persian themes—the

costumes, headgear, prayer beads, and the phoenix-like bird at

the bottom. Her imagery and mystical theme is similar in style

and content to the work of the twentieth-century German artist

Sulamith Wülfing as well as the contemporary popular New Age
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artist Susan Seddon Boulet. This is not to suggest that Golmo-

hammadi’s painting is derivative. Instead, this similarity of

styles exemplifies how images, as well as ideas, are now globally

available and an increasingly shared medium.”40 The extent to

which these artistic productions can be called Islamicate is hard

to determine, particularly since many of them partake of global

trends in artistic media and conception.

These different aspects of what may loosely be called Islamic

art testify to centuries of development of the sense of beauty

within Muslim cultures. Even the European appropriation and

objectification of Islamic art and the participation of Muslims

in international modern art still engage the aesthetic dimension

of artistic creativity. But a powerful counterimpulse has arisen

in certain extreme manifestations of Islamist ideology in recent

years that would abolish the sense of beauty altogether from

Muslim societies. The most prominent intellectual exponents 

of this extreme iconoclastic trend are undoubtedly the propo-

nents of the Wahhabi ideology that emerged from Arabia in the

nineteenth century and which has gained a certain amount of

acceptance among other highly conservative groups that do 

not consider themselves Wahhabis. Current authorities of this

school, such as Shaykh al-Baz in Saudi Arabia, have called for a

total ban on images of any kind, extending even to the prohibi-

tion of photographs in family albums. In part, this rejection of

images should be seen in the context of the deep ambivalence

generated by global advertising, with its heavy reliance on sex to

sell everything one can imagine. To protect their control over

the social order, the constituents of the Wahhabi movement and

allied groups define sexuality through rigid delimitations of

separate spaces for males and females. Somehow the alienation

of the feminine from public spaces appears to be linked with the

extreme rejection of visual images.

Most dramatically, the Taliban of Afghanistan demonstrated
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Ascension, by Feeroozeh Golmohammadi 

(from Manifestation of Feeling: A Selection of Painting 

by Iranian Female Artists [Tehran: Center for Visual Arts,

Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, 1995], 89)



their extreme abhorrence of images when they destroyed the

colossal Buddhas of Bamiyan that had stood in Afghanistan

since the time of Alexander. The demolition of these statues was

only the most spectacular event in a campaign of destruction

that reduced the irreplaceable contents of the Kabul Museum to

rubble. In a stroke the Taliban annihilated (or sold on the black

market) more than 2,000 years of treasures from the many cul-

tures that traversed the Silk Road. They also proclaimed their

unprecedented austerity by outlawing all photographs (except

identity cards) and all forms of music except recitation of the

Qur’an. Meanwhile, organs of the Saudi government have

echoed the iconoclastic policy of tomb destruction by demol-

ishing, under the euphemistic formula of renovation, Ottoman-

era buildings in Arabia that do not fit their austere definition of

art. They have also succeeded, using the same logic, in destroy-

ing Ottoman mosques in Bosnia that had survived Serbian at-

tack during the Yugoslavian civil war.41 Astonishingly, this new

breed of Islamists declares that all forms of beauty—even geo-

metric ornament, vegetal arabesque, and calligraphy—must be

banished from the earth. Doubtless the Taliban feel a great at-

traction in resisting the powerful and enticing advertising im-

ages with which globalizing business floods the world. But the

abolition of images by Wahhabis and their allies comes at the

cost of renouncing both beauty and spirituality.
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Chapter 6

Postscript
Reimagining Islam 

in the 
Twenty-first Century



/m
Beyond East and West

The most common contemporary concept of Islam is based on

the dynamics and inner drives of recent history, particularly the

colonial period. Far from representing an eternal and unchang-

ing essence, Islam is a symbol that has shifted in meaning as dif-

ferent actors have appropriated it. In Europe and America, Islam

is still understood through relentlessly colonial attitudes that

are often combined with a near-total amnesia about the history

of colonialism. This climate of opinion provides the unsuspect-

ing with a persuasive portrait of the West as the apex of civiliza-

tion. Those who fall outside the West are viewed either as oppo-

nents of progress or as part of an undeveloped culture whose

ultimate destiny is to become like the West. Although one hopes

that the age of outright colonial domination has passed, colo-

nial attitudes persist in the economic globalization that markets

the products of Europe and the United States to the rest of the

world. Colonial attitudes continue to underlie even the well-

meaning theories of development and modernization that are

institutionalized in foreign aid policies and nongovernmental

organizations. In these circumstances, significant cultural dif-

ferences are seen as potential impediments to the rational

spread of a homogeneous civilization.

The identification of “the West” with advanced science and

technology confers an intoxicating sense of superiority on its

beneficiaries, so that even those of us who find it difficult to

program a  still consider ourselves the proprietary owners

of modern science. The doctrine of progress places less techno-

logical societies further back on the timeline of advancement, so

{ 200 }



that tourists and armchair travelers can marvel at the prospect

of countries that are stuck in a time several centuries ago. The

power of this metaphor of technological progress on a timeline

can blind us to the fact that people in countries with less tech-

nology are still our contemporaries. Even people who plow by

water buffalo or drive horse carts today are part of the contem-

porary world—and in their village there may be a television on

which they watch . Forcing ourselves to acknowledge this

apparently simple fact may also help us become aware of the

many relationships—economic, political, and cultural—that

have joined Euro-America with the so-called East for many

years.

In the nineteenth century, colonial thinking opposed the sci-

entific West to the superstitious East, which was thought to be

still mired in medieval times. Some Asian thinkers sought to

turn this stereotype on its head by proclaiming the East the

home of spirituality and the West the abode of soulless materi-

alism. As an anticolonial rallying cry, this position has had con-

siderable appeal until the present day, and leaders and ideo-

logues from Gandhi to Khomeini have invoked it with great

success. But there are serious conceptual problems in the oppo-

sition of East and West, Asia and Europe, Orient and Occident.

One of the supporters of the idea of the spiritual East was In-

dian poet Rabindranath Tagore, who won the Nobel Prize for

literature in 1912. Tagore attempted to take his message of Asian

spirituality to China and Japan to seek solidarity for his India-

based critique of the West. To his surprise, he found that the

Chinese and Japanese had no patience for his notion of spiritu-

ality, which they found obscure and impractical. Instead, they

were seeking to bootstrap their industrial and military estab-

lishments to withstand the economic and political aggression of

Europe and the United States.1

Where, indeed, is the East? Asia, originally a Greek term for
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the lands to the east (Asia Minor was the coast of modern

Turkey), has become a very elastic and relative concept. Most

Americans think of Asia and the Orient as China, Japan, and

neighboring countries, despite the fact that they lie to the west

of America. Is Japan now part of the West because of its ad-

vanced economy? If so, South Korea, China, and Malaysia may

not be far behind, but East and West will have lost any geo-

graphic significance by then. The cultural definition of Western

civilization as the heritage of Hebrew prophecy and Greek phi-

losophy has already been shown to be problematic, since these

are the sources of Islamic civilization as well. Yet in numerical

terms, Islam is the largest Asian religion, with more followers

than either Hinduism or Buddhism. Unless we wish to retain

the colonial attitude, it seems absurd to retain the opposition of

East and West, since the reality is that people of all nations today

are intertwined in the same processes and experiences. If we

simply want to describe major economic divisions, there are al-

ternative terms. The use of North and South to indicate the in-

dustrialized economies and the poor countries of the world is

an attempt to point out this dichotomy, but without the ideo-

logical and colonial implications of East and West. Since East

and West carry so much historical baggage, those who have sec-

ond thoughts about colonial attitudes may wish to dispense

with them once and for all.

Similarly, it should be acknowledged that an extreme form of

Islamic ideology underlies the recent emergence of terrorist net-

works that have organized attacks on centers of American polit-

ical, military, and economic power. While it is technically cor-

rect to say that this Islamic extremism occurs in the context of

colonialism and globalization, that historical explanation should

not be construed as an excuse for criminal acts of violence.2 The

encouragement of fanatical hatred of a monolithic and satanic

West is a distorted view of history that serves a savage will to
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power. For the minority of Muslim ideologues who wage an

apocalyptic struggle against godless Europe and America, the

lives of innocent civilians and of willing foot soldiers are equally

expendable. The rhetoric of Islam against the West, from this

perspective, too, can only lead to confrontation and violence.

The perpetuation of an extremist anticolonial mentality in

Muslim societies will continue to jeopardize the ethical values

that underlie Islamic tradition.

/m
New Images of Islam

The effect of colonialism on the concept of Islam has been to re-

arrange priorities and religious identities worldwide, because of

the us-versus-them character of colonial ideologies. Through

the new communications technologies unleashed by globaliza-

tion, Islam became a badge of transnational solidarity against

European invaders. In the nineteenth century, nationalism

spread as a concept of “imagined community” by which people

identified themselves as part of a theoretical society that joined

them to multitudes of strangers. In an analogous way, advocates

of the transnational concept of Islam gave that notion priority

over concrete local communities, despite the ethnic, cultural,

and linguistic diversity of those communities. As the chief con-

tender with Christianity for religious domination of the globe,

the reformist concept of Islam was also taking on the character

of a religion in the European sense, partly in response to the at-

tacks of Christian missionaries. Colonial authorities interpreted

Islamic personal law in ways that were much narrower and

more restrictive than premodern Muslim judicial systems. Post-

colonial advocates of Islamic government used the mechanisms

of the modern nation-state to implement inflexible new codes
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of unprecedented harshness in the guise of restoring the pris-

tine Islamic law of an idealized Medina at the time of the

Prophet.

The process of redefining Islam as ideology has proceeded

unabated, with sometimes surprising results. This ideological

concept of Islam requires activism to overturn undesirable situ-

ations, particularly the imposition of colonial foreign rule and

its successor, the secular state. This ideological activism requires

the transformation of Islam into a very political tool, objectify-

ing it into a thing that is instrumental to the attainment of other

ends. The radical innovation of this ideological notion of Islam

was brought home to me forcefully in a conversation with an

Iranian American student in California some years ago. We were

discussing the prominent Shi‘i theologian Ayatollah Khu’i, who

resided in Iraq.“He is only a religious mullah,” observed the stu-

dent,“because he does not really talk about Islam.”What was as-

tonishing about this remark was the way it dismissed a major re-

ligious scholar on the grounds that he was not an ideological

activist; the fact that his work concentrated on traditional

ethics, ritual, and interpretation of authoritative texts made him

irrelevant to the transnational political concerns of the student.

Most remarkably, the term “Islam” had shifted into an almost

entirely political register.

Another surprising definition of Islam comes from Pakistan,

which since its founding in 1947 has struggled to define itself as

an Islamic state. One of the most contentious issues among the

many sectarian disputes that have troubled the state has been

the status of the Ahmadi sect. This group has tested the bound-

aries of orthodoxy because of claims that the nineteenth-century

founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, could have been a prophet after

Muhammad (many Muslims regard the prophethood of Mu-

hammad as the final revelation, so that any claimant to proph-

ecy is typically looked upon with great suspicion). In 1974 the
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government of President Z. A. Bhutto passed a law that declared

Ahmadis (also called Qadianis) to be non-Muslims. Subsequent

challenges to this law, on the basis of fundamental rights guar-

anteed by Pakistan’s constitution, succeeded in calling this law

into question.

A major reversal took place, however, in a 1993 judicial deci-

sion that perhaps for the first time in history actually spelled out

a detailed governmental definition of Islam. The presiding

judge declared that the symbols and rites of Islam (such as the

profession of faith, and buildings called mosques) were the

equivalent of intellectual property that could be copyrighted by

the rightful owners, although he never spelled out just how such

claims of ownership could be established. Therefore anyone

who improperly recited the profession of faith or called their

place of worship a mosque was in effect using a copyrighted

logo without permission and was liable to legal penalties.3 The

implications of this decision are breathtaking. Not only is a reli-

gion being defined as a commodity or piece of property, which

the judge actually compared to Coca-Cola, but also the courts—

not religious communities—are entitled to decide what is es-

sential to any religion.4 Moreover, in this decision the limits of

Islam are being defined in relation to a modern sectarian group.

Current Pakistani passports now require professed Muslim 

citizens to sign a declaration that they adhere to the finality of

the prophethood of Muhammad—that is, that they are not 

Ahmadis. Such an outcome (reminiscent of oaths of orthodox

interpretation of Holy Communion during the Protestant Re-

formation) can only be imagined as a result of very recent local

history.

We are left with a confusing situation, particularly in terms of

the many concepts of religion described earlier in this book. By

“Islam” do we mean the scriptural definition of performing the

basic ritual actions that denote submission to God (profession
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of faith, ritual prayer, fasting in Ramadan, giving alms, and pil-

grimage)? If so, should we restrict the term “Islam” to the level

of minimum conformity with the expectations of a particular

Muslim community? That would follow classical theologians

such as Ghazali, who considered that membership in the Mus-

lim community applies to anyone who prays toward Mecca (al-

though in practice he took serious issue with philosophers and

Shi‘is over their theologies). But the problem with any authori-

tative definition of religion remains the same: Who is entitled to

define Islam? In any society in the world today, religious plural-

ism is a sociological fact. If one group claims authority over all

the rest, demanding their allegiance and submission, this will 

be experienced as the imposition of power through religious

rhetoric.

There will always be a gap between the prescriptive, norma-

tive, ideal concept of religion and the descriptive, historical, and

sociological accounts of religion. In contrast to the authoritative

declarations of theologians and the apparatus of the nation-

state, scholars and other outsiders have to be content with a

much broader notion of what can be considered Islamic. In this

sense, we could describe as Islamic a number of competing the-

ologies that are based on the Qur’an. We could include various

ethical systems (including basic rituals) that appeal to Muham-

mad as a model of behavior. Among other Islamic institutions

would be the many important lineages of charismatic spiritual

transmission, whether Sufi or Shi‘i, and a variety of local prac-

tices such as pilgrimage to shrines. Rituals of the life cycle, such

as birth, marriage, and death, would also fall into the category of

Islamic. The extended range of culture associated with Islamic

religion, covering such aspects of life as music, poetry, art, ar-

chitecture, and government, can be regarded in a related sense

as Islamicate.

But neither practice nor belief as the definition of religion
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has much to do with the modern objectification of religion, the

tendency to view religion as a thing with fixed essential charac-

teristics. One of the great innovations of Islamist reform has

been to introduce the notion of Islam as a totalizing system that

controls all aspects of public and private life. Expressed by oft-

repeated slogans (“There is no separation of politics from reli-

gion in Islam” or “Islam is not just a religion, but a way of life”),

this new concept of Islam was argued with the techniques of

Protestant Christianity, appealed to scriptural authority, and re-

jected centuries of historical tradition. Muslim fundamentalists

made the tactical decision to deploy all the resources of modern

globalizing media technology to communicate their antimod-

ernist message, in this way leveraging a platform they could

never command on their own. What is most remarkable about

the spread of this new image of Islam is not the successful in-

roads of this ideology among traditional Muslim populations,

where it remains a minority view. The real surprise is, instead,

the successful and overwhelming triumph of this view of Islam

among non-Muslims. Through the uncritical broadcast of fun-

damentalist screeds by well-meaning but uninformed media

outlets, Islamist ideology has managed to be the only form of

Islam that most non-Muslims have ever encountered. In a huge

irony, the gift of the Protestant principle of scriptural authority

has been returned with interest, as Islamists convert most of

their opponents to a fundamentalist interpretation of Islam.

One unsuspected corollary of this ideological approach to

Islam has been the identification of the Islamic religion with

particular political regimes or empires. While this identification

has doubtless been encouraged by rulers who claim religious le-

gitimacy, there are serious problems in merging religion with

particular governments. For one thing, when Saddam Hussein

or Yasser Arafat calls upon the authority of Islam to buttress his

political positions, it should be recalled that he has fewer reli-
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gious credentials than American politicians such as Richard

Nixon. On a more profound level, if history has taught us any-

thing, it is that the rise and fall of empires has no moral mean-

ing in itself, nor does superior military technology confer civi-

lizational advancement. Although there is an understandable

human desire for winners to interpret victory as divine favor,

there are few who would candidly agree that military conquest

is equivalent to moral supremacy.

Beyond this moral issue, there are further conceptual prob-

lems with politicizing religion. If Islam is incarnated in govern-

ments rather than in people, does “Islam” mean only countries

with Muslim majorities or Muslim-majority-countries-plus-

countries-with-significant-Muslim-minorities? If one considers

only Muslim majority countries that call Islam the state reli-

gion, one excludes countries with explicitly secular constitu-

tions, such as Indonesia (the largest Muslim country), Turkey,

and the former Soviet republics. On closer examination, even

countries that call themselves Islamic republics have composite

structures. Their hybrid legal systems replace theoretical Islamic

law with appeals to Islamic authority, recast in the legal codes of

nation-states that also draw on colonial law, local custom, and

administrative decree.

The images of Islam that have dominated the past two cen-

turies were generated in a context of conflict, either/or, and East

against West. These were images without dialogue, which like

Orientalist painting, defined Euro-American culture in contrast

to the exotic other. Yet Muslims around the world, like it or not,

have been engaged with the main issues of modernity through-

out this same period when they have been defined as nonmod-

ern, non-Western, and noncivilized. Muslims have been debating

the same questions that have agitated Europeans and Ameri-

cans: women’s rights, human rights, Marxism, nationalism, rev-

olution, democracy, and now globalization. Remarkably, the
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terms most often used to demonize Muslims have arisen within

the heart of Euro-American modernity. It was the French Revo-

lution that gave birth to the words “terrorism” and “fanaticism,”

and American Protestantism brought forth “fundamentalism.”

The momentum and the aftershocks of colonialism will proba-

bly continue on the international stage for some time.

What will the new images of Islam look like? The growing

presence of educated Muslim minorities in America and Europe

will be the decisive ingredient that will finally make possible a

true dialogue that can create new images for a single world in

which both Muslims and non-Muslims exist. Some of this dia-

logue will doubtless take place through debates that attempt to

locate the sources of Islamic tradition in relation to contempo-

rary issues. Yet the effort to create new images for a single world

has been under way for many years. Perhaps the chief resource,

still largely unrecognized, is the creative activity of Muslims,

particularly in the form of the novel, a distinctively European

literary form that has been widely practiced in Muslim majority

countries for more than a century. Muslims have certainly been

using other artistic media such as music (hip-hop, rai, beur, and

other genres) to reflect on contemporary issues. But the novel,

with its psychological reflection and sociological commentary,

is perhaps the best source for realistic depiction of the lives of

Muslims.5 In these writings, in contrast with ideological presen-

tations, Islam turns out to be one thread interwoven with the

rest of life, as in a tapestry, but there are many other issues that

undergo examination; secular issues, politics, class, gender rela-

tions, colonialism, and local history make up the substance of

most of these narratives. It is to these creative forms that we

should look for the elaboration of the new images of Islam that

will frame our future.

One more aspect of modernity that needs to be considered as

a source of new images of Islam is technology, particularly in
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the field of communications. This process began initially with

the shift from hand production of manuscripts to the printed

book, and it soon proceeded to other forms of communication,

including radio and television, cassette tapes, and the Internet.

In European history it is commonly observed that the Protes-

tant Reformation was to a certain extent the child of print;

Gutenberg’s invention of movable type made possible the first

modern best-seller, Martin Luther’s German translation of the

Bible. Print put the sacred text into the hands of the ordinary

believer, thus empowering the individual to interpret scripture

without license from the church. For a variety of reasons that

are still disputed, it was not until the nineteenth century that

printing became a major factor in the dissemination of Islamic

sacred texts. Here, too, the new media of print made it possible

to deliver copies of scripture and other religious writings to un-

precedented numbers of literate believers, and groups ranging

from Islamists to Sufis have made full use of this medium to

spread their messages.

The most recent forms of communications technology, par-

ticularly the Internet, have introduced new dynamics into the

notion of religious community associated with Islam.6 Texts are

being published on the Internet as authoritative sources for

guidance on all aspects of behavior. Some Islamic websites,

loaded with extensive texts, graphics, and links, are comprehen-

sive vehicles for virtual communities where new forms of per-

sonal interaction are carried out and mediated by the technol-

ogy itself. One of the most remarkable aspects of the new

technology is the use of email for religious questions that can be

answered by teams of experts, in an “Ask the Imam” format.

With complete anonymity, Muslims are able to ask questions

about the most intimate matters of personal behavior, and they

receive rulings from a wide range of authoritative positions. In

addition, sectarian minority groups are able to publish their po-
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sitions with considerable freedom. Although it is too soon to say

what the effects of these technologies will be, it appears likely

that multiple voices will be able to contribute their own distinc-

tive accounts of Islam to global audiences.

/m
Islam and Pluralism

The historical argument set forth in this book suggests that

Islam has never meant one thing, nor will it in the future. His-

tory reveals multiple interpretive authorities clustered around

core texts and practices, with variations manifest in local tradi-

tions. Modern communications and the new concept of Islam

as an anticolonial ideology have made it appealing to invoke the

idea of Muslim unity. Dissident views are discouraged as frac-

tures in the universal community of Muslims. Distinctive local

practices are frowned upon as deviations from a homogeneous

norm. Yet who is entitled to decide what Islam is, once and for

all?

At the same time that globalizing communications have

opened up the possibility of a monolithic Islamist discourse,

previously unheard voices are now being heard. Among the new

developments is a reevaluation of tradition by feminists, includ-

ing Islamist women. While it will be tempting for development-

minded Euro-American feminists to view their own trajectory

as the only possible model for Muslim women, they will need to

resist that assumption if they wish to hear the voices of their

Muslim sisters. We are likewise now able to hear the voices of

Muslim minority groups, including those who have been dis-

missed as sectarian heretics. Countries that define themselves as

Islamic states are wrestling with the questions of the rights of

women and the rights of religious minorities as human rights
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issues. These debates about pluralism will answer not only to

local constituencies but also to international scrutiny through

the media.

For non-Muslims, the larger question remains whether there

can be a tolerance of pluralistic ethics. All ethical systems con-

tain elements of both reason and authority, but it is tempting

particularly for modern Europeans and Americans to regard

their own ethical ideals (or the idealized versions of their soci-

eties) as both rational and universal. The possibility that there

might be elements of irrationality, injustice, or the force of cus-

tom in our society is not often entertained directly. Democracy,

for instance, is generally regarded as the highest form of govern-

ment, containing in itself the elements of virtue. We tend to for-

get that democracy in the United States has evolved over time;

that it originally excluded women, slaves, and the poor; and that

its application even today is not without problems. As shown

earlier, the resources of Islamic ethics (whether scriptural,

philosophical, or local) cover a broad range of activities from

ritual purity to diet, family relations, and government. As Au-

gustine pointed out in his analysis of religion, it is the historical

dimension of revelation that allows a distinctive dispensation

for particular times and places. Muslims will continue to make

their ethical decisions in a context of both Islamic scriptural re-

sources (Qur’an and hadith) and external traditions (Greek phi-

losophy and modern European thought). Will Euro-Americans

be able to tolerate the existence of a distinctively Islamic dispen-

sation within their midst? Whatever their differences, will Mus-

lims be permitted, like Jews and Christians, to raise questions of

ethics and social justice based on their own traditions? That will

be another test of pluralism in the future.

If the distinctiveness of the Islamic tradition, like any other

religious tradition, derives from the historical dimension of rev-

elation, then we are more than ever confronted with the central-
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ity of Muhammad. Yet the unity of Islamic revelation, manifest

in the Qur’an, the Prophet, and the central ritual of Meccan pil-

grimage, is also refracted by history and locality. Muslims will

undoubtedly continue to debate whether this prophetic heritage

is a system that can be seized and implemented by authoritative

decree or whether it is to be continually renegotiated on the

basis of individual responsibility. Muslim thinkers have specu-

lated about the question of Muhammad’s authority for many

years. On one hand, he said, “Difference of opinion is a mercy

for my community.” Yet on the other hand, he stated, “My com-

munity will never agree upon error.” In the effort to work out

inconsistencies, some resort to the technical expedient of reject-

ing these hadith on the basis of traditional criticism of the

transmitters. Among the casualties of this process are the writ-

ings of major figures such as al-Ghazali; notorious for employ-

ing “weak” hadith, his writings have been recently republished

in expurgated form, with all questionable quotations from the

Prophet removed or marked as suspicious. Yet for al-Ghazali

and generations of his successors, the wisdom of the Prophet

was clearly greater than the narrowest scholarly canon.

Who has the authority to define Islam? The pragmatic plural-

ism of historical times and places works against the will to power

that would reduce Islam to a single voice. An analogy would be

the ritual process of determining the beginning of the sacred

month of Ramadan, which is done by the physical sighting of

the moon. In practice, because of differing weather conditions,

this means that even in fairly close localities, people might differ

about exactly when Ramadan begins. Following Muhammad,

like the sighting of that moon, is the responsibility of those who

consider themselves Muslims. It is the responsibility of non-

Muslims to acknowledge the legitimacy of that enterprise.
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Chapter One

Arabic epigraph: From the “Light Verse” of the Qur’an (24:35) (epigraph

portion marked in italics): “God is the light of the heavens and earth. The

likeness of his light is as a niche, in which there is a lamp. The lamp in a

glass—the glass as though it were a shining star—is kindled from a blessed

tree, an olive that is neither of the east nor west, the oil of which nearly lights

up without fire touching it. It is light upon light. God guides by his light

those whom he wishes. God speaks to humanity in similitudes; God is

knowing with all things.”
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lizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon and Schus-

ter, 1996). As of November 2001, Huntington’s book was the number 18

best-seller on Amazon.com.
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an Image (Oxford: Oneworld, 1993), and Islam, Europe, and Empire (Edin-

burgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1966).

9. The “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian

Religions” is available online at

‹http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/

documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html›.

10. Hans Küng, Josef Van Ess, Heinrich von Stietencron, and Heinz

Bechert, Christianity and World Religions: Paths of Dialogue with Islam,

Hinduism, and Buddhism (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1986).

11. For many years the most influential work on Muhammad in English

was Humphrey Prideaux’s The True Nature of Imposture Fully Display’d in

the Life of Mahomet (London, 1697).

12. An instructive example is the massive book of Richard Knolles, The

generall historie of the Turkes, from the first beginning of that nation to the

rising of the Othoman familie; with all the notable expeditions of the Chris-

tian princes against them (London: A. Islip, 1603). This went through nu-

merous editions and was very popular in the next two centuries.
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Chapter Two

Arabic epigraph: From the Andalusian Sufi master Ibn ‘Arabi: “I follow the

religion of love; wherever its camels turn, love is my religion and my

faith.” As Ibn ‘Arabi notes in his own commentary on this verse, “This ap-

plies especially to the followers of Muhammad, since Muhammad (God

bless him and give him peace), out of all the rest of the prophets, pos-

sessed the station of love in its perfection” (Tarjuman al-ashwaq [Beirut:

Dar Sadir, 1966], 44). By “followers of Muhammad” Ibn ‘Arabi does not
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document.asp?documentID=3979›).
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musalman: (1) a term of humility meaning “resembling a Muslim”
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tion is rejected by Dihkhuda on linguistic grounds); (2) a plural of the
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taken from the name of the Prophet’s disciple Salman the Persian, which
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Islam (St. Paul, Minn.: Paragon House, 1995).
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see Khaled Abou El Fadl, “The Ugly Modern and the Modern Ugly: Re-

claiming the Beautiful in Islam,” in Progressive Muslims on Gender, Justice,

and Pluralism, ed. Omid Safi (Oxford: Oneworld, 2003), 33–78.
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Chapter Three

Arabic epigraph: “We only sent you as a mercy for creation” (Qur’an

21:107). This verse, in which God addresses the Prophet Muhammad, is a

fundamental Qur’anic statement about the universal role of the Prophet.

1. Jalal al-Din Muhammad Balkhi, Mathnawi, 6 vols., ed. with com-
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collection of Ackland Art Museum, University of North Carolina at
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs, interestingly, has a website with more hilya

examples and information at

‹http://www.mfa.gov.tr/grupc/cj/cja/holydesc.htm›.
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plete versions of the Qur’an, see the translations of A. J. Arberry, The

Koran Interpreted (New York: Macmillan, 1955); Ahmed Ali, al-Qur’an: A
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an interesting variant on Qur’an 3:19, “religion (or service), with God, is

submission (islam)”; the last word in his copy was hanifiyya, the generic
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Chapter Four

Arabic epigraph: A famous hadith of the Prophet Muhammad: “Anoint

yourself with the character of God.” The term “character” (akhlaq) is also

the standard Arabic translation for “ethics” in philosophical texts.
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