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Muhammad and the Religion of Islam

family; it was promulgated by the Prophet Muham-

mad in Arabia in the 7th century aAD. The Arabic term
islam, literally “surrender,” illuminates the fundamental
religious idea of Islam—that the believer (called a Muslim,
from the active particle of islam) accepts “surrender to
the will of Allah (Arabic: God).” Allah is viewed as the
sole God—creator, sustainer, and restorer of the world.
The will of Allah, to which man must submit, is made
known through the sacred scriptures, the Qur*an (Koran),
which Allah revealed to his messenger, Muhammad. In
Islam Muhammad is considered the last of a series of
prophets (including Adam, Noah, Jesus, and others), and
his message simultaneously consummates and abrogates
the “revelations” attributed to earlier prophets.

Islam is a major world religion belonging to the Semitic

Retaining its emphasis on an uncompromisng monothe-
ism and a strict adherence to certain essential religious
practices, the religion taught by Muhammad to a small
group of followers spread rapidly through the Middle East
to Africa, Europe, the Indian subcontinent, the Malay
Peninsula, and China. Although many sectarian move-
ments have arisen within Islam, all Muslims are bound
by a common faith and a sense of belonging to a single
community.

This article deals with the founding of Islam by Muham-
mad, the fundamental beliefs and practices of the religion,
and the connection of religion and society in the Islamic
world. The history of the various peoples who embraced
Islam is covered in the article ISLAMIC WORLD.

This article is divided into the following major sections:

The foundations of Islam 1

Muhammad: the Prophet and his message 1
Life and works
Character and achievements
The legacy of Muhammad

Sources of Islamic doctrinal and social views 5

Islamic scripture: the Qur’an 5
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Doctrines of the Qur’an
Origins and compilation of the Qur’an
Interpretations
Translations

Hadith, traditions of the Prophet 10
Nature and origins
Historical development
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The compilations
Sectarian variations
Significance of Hadith

Fundamental practices and institutions of Islam 12
The Five Pillars
Sacred places and days

Islamic thought 14

Origins, nature, and significance of Islamic theology 14
Early developments
The Hellenistic legacy

Theology and sectarianism 15
The Khawarij
The Mu‘tazilah
The Sunnah
The Shi‘ah
Other groups

Islamic mysticism, Safism 18
History
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Theosophical Sifism
Saff orders
Significance

Islamic philosophy 24
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The Western philosophers

The new wisdom: synthesis of philosophy

and mysticism 28
Philosophy, traditionalism, and the new wisdom
Primary teachers of the new wisdom
Impact of modernism
The culture of Islam 31

Islamic law, Shari‘ah 31
Nature and significance of Islamic law
Historical development of Shari‘ah law
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Law in contemporary Islam

Social and ethical principles 36
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The state
Education
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Illustration of myth and legend
Significance and modern interpretations

THE FOUNDATIONS OF ISLAM

Muhammad: the Prophet and his message

LIFE AND WORKS

Muhammad (in full, Aba al-Qasim Muhammad ibn ‘Abd
Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib ibn Hashim) was born in
Mecca c¢. 570 after the death of his father, ‘Abd Allah.
Muhammad was at first under the care of his pater-
nal grandfather, ‘Abd al-Muttalib. Because the climate of
Mecca was considered to be unhealthful, he was given as
an infant to a wet nurse from a nomadic tribe and spent
some time in the desert. At six he lost his mother, Aminah
of the clan of Zuhra, and at eight his grandfather. Though
his grandfather had been head of the prestigious Hashem
(Hashim) clan and was prominent in Mecca politics, he
was probably not the leading man in Mecca, as some
sources suggest. Muhammad came under the care of the
new head of the clan, his uncle Abu Talib, and is reputed

to have accompanied him on trading journeys to Syria.
About 595, on such a journey, he was in charge of the
merchandise of a rich woman, Khadijah of the clan of
Asad, and so impressed her that she offered marriage. She
is said to have been about 40, but she bore Muhammad
at least two sons, who died young, and four daughters,
of whom the best known was Fatimah, the wife of Mu-
hammad’s cousin ‘Ali, who is regarded as Muhammad’s
divinely ordained successor by the Shi‘ah branch of Islam.
Until Khadijah’s death in 619, Muhammad took no other
wife. The marriage was a turning point in Muhammad’s
life. By Arab custom, minors did not inherit, and therefore
Muhammad had no share in the property of his father
or grandfather; but by his marriage he obtained sufficient
capital to engage in mercantile activity on a scale com-
mensurate with his abilities.

Prophetic call and early religious activity. Muhammad
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appears to have been of a reflective turn of mind and is
said to have adopted the habit of occasionally spending
nights in a hill cave near Mecca. The poverty and mis-
fortunes of his early life doubtless made him aware of
tensions in Meccan society. Mecca, inhabited by the tribe
of Quraysh (Koreish), to which the Hashim clan belonged,
was a mercantile centre formed around a sanctuary, the
Ka‘bah (Kaaba), which assured the safety of those who
came to trade at the fairs. In the later 6th century there was
extensive trade by camel caravan between the Yemen and
the Mediterranean region (Gaza and Damascus), bringing
goods from India and Ethiopia to the Mediterranean; and
the great merchants of Mecca had obtained monopoly
control of this trade. Mecca was thus prosperous, but
most of the wealth was in a few hands. Tribal solidarity
was breaking up; merchants pursued individual interests
and disregarded their traditional duties to the unfortunate.
About 610, as he reflected on such matters, Muhammad
had a vision of a majestic being (later identified with the
angel Gabriel) and heard a voice saying to him, “You are
the Messenger of God.” This marked the beginning of
his career as messenger (or apostle) of God (rasiil Allah),
or Prophet (nabi). From this time, at frequent intervals
until his death, he received “revelations”—that is, verbal
messages that he believed came directly from God. Some-
times these were kept in memory by Muhammad and his
followers, and sometimes they were written down. About
650 they were collected and written in the Qur'an (or Ko-
ran, the sacred scriptures of Islam), in the form that has
endured. Muslims believe the Qurian is divine revelation,
written in the words of God himself.

Muhammad is said to have been perturbed after the vi-
sion and first revelation but to have been reassured by his
wife, Khadijah. In his later experiences of receiving mes-
sages there was normally no vision. (Occasionally there
were physical concomitants, such as perspiring on a cold
day, and these gave rise to the suggestion, now agreed to
be unwarranted, that he was an epileptic.) Sometimes he
heard a noise like a bell but apparently never a voice. The
essence of such an experience was that he found a verbal
message in his heart—that is, in his conscious mind. With
the help of Khadijah’s Christian cousin Waraqah, he came
to interpret these messages as in general identical with
those sent by God through other prophets or messengers
to Jews, Christians, and others and to believe that by the
first great vision and by the receipt of the messages he was
commissioned to communicate them to his fellow citizens
and other Arabs. In addition to proclaiming the messages
he received, Muhammad must have offered explanations
and expositions of them in his own words, as is evident in
the large body of prophetic traditions that the community
has preserved.

Soon he gathered some sympathetic friends who accepted
his claim to be a prophet and joined him in common
worship and prayers. These culminated in an act of
prostration in which they touched the ground with their
foreheads in acknowledgment of God’s majesty—still a
cardinal act in Islamic worship. In about 613 Muhammad
began preaching publicly, and he and his followers spent
their days together in the house of a young man named
al-Argam. It is probable that they sometimes worshipped
together in the Ka‘bah, a sanctuary of the Arab pagans.

The people of Mecca at the time nominally worshipped
many gods, but few believed that man was dependent on
supernatural powers. The merchants thought most things
could be accomplished by wealth and by human planning.
Some men regarded Allah as a “high god” who stood above
lesser deities. (Allah, the Arabic word for God, is used
by Christian Arabs as well as by Muslims.) The earliest
passages of the Qur'an revealed to Muhammad emphasize
the goodness and power of God as seen in nature and in
the prosperity of the Meccans and call on the latter to be
grateful and to worship “the Lord of the Ka‘bah,” who is
thus identified with God. Gratitude is to be expressed in
generosity with one’s wealth and avoidance of niggardli-
ness. As a sanction, men are warned that they will appear
before God on the Last Day to be judged according to
their deeds and assigned to heaven or hell. (The doctrines
of the Qur'an are examined later in this article.)

By proclaiming this message publicly, Muhammad gained
followers—39, it is said—before he entered the house of
al-Argam. The names of 70 followers are known prior
to the appearance of opposition to the new religion, and
there were probably more. Most were young men under
30 when they joined Muhammad. They included sons
and brothers of the richest men in Mecca, though they
might be described as persons excluded from the most
lucrative forms of commerce. A handful of Muhammad’s
early followers are spoken of as “weak,” which merely
means that they were not of the tribe of Quraysh and so
not effectively protected by any clan. The new religion
was eventually called Islam—i.e.,, “surrender [to the will
of God]”—and its adherents were called Muslims—i.e.,
“those who have surrendered”—though the Quran speaks
of them primarily as “the believers.”

Opposition at Mecca. Although Muhammad’s preach-
ing was basically religious, there was implicit in it a cri-
tique of the conduct and attitudes of the rich merchants
of Mecca. Attempts were made to get him to soften his
criticism by offering him a fuller share in trade and a
marriage alliance with one of the wealthiest families, but
he decisively rejected such offers. About 615 more active
opposition appeared. Points in the message of the Quran
were questioned, such as the assertion that men would
be resurrected before the Judgment. Commercial pressure
was brought to bear on Muhammad’s supporters, and in
some families there was mild persecution of junior mem-
bers who followed him. It is sometimes suggested that
the main reason for opposition was the merchants’ fear
that the new religion would destroy the recognition of
the Ka‘bah as a sanctuary, but this is unlikely. Certainly
attacks on idols appeared in the Qur'an, and Islam began
to be characterized by the insistence that “there is no god
but God” (Allah), but no attack was made on the Ka‘bah,
and the idols mentioned had their chief shrines elsewhere.

A leader of the opposition arose in the person of Aba
Jahl, a contemporary of Muhammad, who probably felt
that the latter, despite his claim to be “only a warner”
(of Judgment to come), was building a position of author-
ity that might one day make him politically supreme in
Mecca, because Arabs deeply respected the kind of wisdom
or knowledge that Muhammad clearly had. In about 616
Abu Jahl organized a boycott of the clan of Hashim by the
chief clans of Mecca, allegedly because the clan continued
to protect Muhammad and did not curb his preaching;
but, since few of the clan were Muslims, other questions
may have been involved. After three years the boycott
lost momentum, perhaps because some of the participants
found they were harming their own economic interests.

Both Muhammad’s wife, Khadijah, and his uncle Aba
Talib died in about 619, and another uncle, Aba Lahab,
succeeded as head of the clan of Hashim. He was closer to
the richest merchants, and at their instigation he withdrew
the protection of the clan from Muhammad. This meant
that Muhammad could easily be attacked and therefore
could no longer propagate his religion in Mecca. He left
for the neighbouring town of at-Ta’if, but the inhabitants
were insufficiently prepared to receive his message, and
he failed to find support. Having secured the protection
of the head of another clan, he returned to Mecca. In
620 Muhammad began negotiations with clans in Medina,
leading to his emigration, or Aijrah, there in 622.

It is difficult to assess the nature and extent of the
persecution of the Muslims in Mecca. There was little
physical violence, and that almost always within the fam-
ily. Muhammad suffered from minor annoyances, such as
having filth deposited outside his door. The persecution is
said to have led to the emigration of some of the Muslims
to Ethiopia about 615, but they may have been secking
opportunities for trade or military support for Muham-
mad. Some remained until 628, long after Muhammad
was established in Medina. Whatever the nature of the
persecution, the Muslims were very bitter about it.

The emigration from Mecca to Medina. In the summer
of 621, 12 men from Medina, visiting Mecca for the
annual pilgrimage to the Ka‘bah (still a pagan shrine),
secretly professed themselves Muslims to Muhammad and
went back to make propaganda for him at Medina. At
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the pilgrimage in June 622 a representative party of 75
persons from Medina, including two women, not merely
professed Islam but also took an oath to defend Muham-
mad as they would their own kin. These are known as
the two Pledges of al-‘Agaba. Muhammad now encour-
aged his faithful Meccan followers to make their way to
Medina in small groups, and about 70 emigrated thus.
The Meccans are said to have plotted to kill Muham-
mad before he could leave. With his chief lieutenant he
slipped away unperceived, used unfrequented paths, and
reached Medina safely on September 24, 622. This is the
celebrated hijrah (Latin Hegira), which may be rendered
“emigration,” though the basic meaning is the severing of
kinship ties. It is the traditional starting point of Islamic
history. The Islamic Era (AH or Anno Hegirae) begins on
the first day of the Arabic year in which the hijrah took
place—July 16, 622, in the Western calendar.

Medina was different from Mecca. It was an oasis in
which date palms flourished and cereals could be grown.
Agriculture had been developed by several Jewish clans,
who had settled among the original Arabs, and they still
had the best lands. Later Arab immigrants belonging to
the tribes of al-Aws and al-Khazraj, however, were in a
stronger position. The effective units among the Arabs
were eight or more clans, but nearly all of these had
become involved in serious feuds. Much blood had been
shed in a battle in about 618, and peace was not fully
restored. In inviting Muhammad to Medina, many of the
Arabs there probably hoped that he would act as an arbiter
among the opposing parties. Their contact with the Jews
may have prepared them for a messianic religious leader,
who would deliver them from oppression and establish a
kingdom in which justice prevailed.

A document has been preserved known as the Constitu-
tion of Medina. In its present form it is a combination
of at least two earlier documents and is probably later
than 627, but its main provisions are almost certainly
those originally agreed upon between Muhammad and the
Muslims of Medina. In form the document creates a con-
federation on traditional Arab lines among nine groups—
eight Arab clans and the emigrants from Mecca. Muham-
mad is given no special position of authority, except that
the preamble speaks of the agreement as made between
“Muhammad the prophet” and the Muslims now resident
in Medina, and it is stated that serious disputes are to
be referred to him. The Jewish groups had refused to ac-
knowledge Muhammad as prophet and in the document
appear in a secondary character as attached to various
Arab clans. For at least five years, Muhammad had no
direct authority over members of other clans, but, in the
closing years of his life, the prestige of his military suc-
cesses gave him almost autocratic power. The revelations
he received at Medina frequently contained legal rules for
the community of Muslims, but they dealt with political
questions only rarely.

The first five years at Medina. The first 18 months at
Medina were spent in settling down. Muhammad was given
a piece of land and had a house built, which eventually
held apartments grouped around a central courtyard for
each of his wives. The Muslims often joined Muhammad
at prayers in his home, which, after his death, became the
mosque of Medina. The emigrants (muhdjirin, the men
from Mecca) were at first guests of brother Muslims in
Medina, but Muhammad cannot have contemplated this
situation continuing indefinitely. A few emigrants carried
on trade in the local market run by a Jewish clan. Oth-
ers, with the approval of Muhammad, set out in normal
Arab fashion on razzias (ghazawat, “raids”) in the hope
of intercepting Meccan caravans passing near Medina on
their way to Syria. Muhammad himself led three such
razzias in 623. They all failed, probably because traitors
betrayed the Muslim movements to the enemy. At last,
in January 624, a small band of men was sent eastward
with sealed orders telling them to proceed to Nakhlah,
near Mecca, and attack a caravan from Yemen. This they
did successfully, and in doing so they violated pagan ideas
of sanctity—thereby making the Meccans aware of the
seriousness of the threat from Muhammad.

About the same time there was a change in Muham-

mad’s general policy in important respects. One aspect
was the “break with Jews”; instead of making concessions
to the Jews in the hope of gaining recognition of his
prophethood, he asserted the specifically Arabian char-
acter of the Islamic religion. Hitherto the Muslims had
faced Jerusalem in prayer, but a revelation now bade
them face Mecca. Perhaps because of this change some
Muslims of Medina were readier to support Muhammad.
In March 624 he was able to lead about 315 men on a
razzia to attack a wealthy Meccan caravan returning from
Syria. The caravan, led by Aba Sufyan, the head of the
Umayyah clan, eluded the Muslims by devious routes and
forced marches. Abu Jahl, the head of the Makhzam clan,
however, leading a supporting force of perhaps 800 men,
wanted to teach Muhammad a lesson and did not with-
draw. On March 15, 624, near a place called Badr, the two
forces found themselves in a situation, perhaps contrived
by Muhammad, from which neither could withdraw with-
out disgrace. In the ensuing battle at least 45 Meccans
were killed, including Aba Jahl and other leading men,
and nearly 70 taken prisoner, while only 14 Muslims died.
To Muhammad this appeared to be a divine vindication
of his prophethood, and he and all the Muslims were
greatly elated.

In the flush of victory some persons in Medina who had
satirized Muhammad in verse were assassinated, perhaps
with his connivance. He also made a minor disturbance
an excuse for expelling the Jewish clan, which ran the
market. This weakened his most serious opponent there,
the “hypocrite” (mundfig), or nominal Muslim, ‘Abd Al-
lah ibn Ubayy, who was allied with the local Jews. The
remaining waverers among the Arabs probably became
Muslims about this time. Thus the victory of Badr greatly
strengthened Muhammad. At the same time he was using
marriage relationships to bring greater cohesion to the
emigrants. Of his daughters, Fatimah was married to ‘Ali
(later fourth caliph, or leader of the Islamic community)
and Umm Kulthtim to ‘Uthman (third caliph). He himself
was already married to ‘A’ishah, daughter of Aba Bakr
(first caliph), and was now espoused also to Hafsah, daugh-
ter of ‘Umar (second caliph), whose previous husband was
one of the Muslims killed at Badr.

In the same year Muhammad led larger Muslim forces
on razzias against hostile nomadic tribes and had some
success. Presumably, he realized that the Meccans were
bound to try to avenge their defeat. Indeed, Aba Sufyan
was energetically mobilizing Meccan power. On March
21, 625, he entered the oasis of Medina with 3,000 men.
One of the features of Medina was a large number of small
forts that were impregnable to Arab weapons and tactics.
Muhammad would have preferred the Muslims to retire
to these; but those whose cereal crops were being laid
waste persuaded him to go out to fight. By a night march
with 1,000 men, he reached the hill of Uhud on the fur-
ther side of the Meccan camp. On the morning of March
23 the Meccan infantry attacked and was repulsed with
considerable loss. As the Muslims pursued, the Meccan
cavalry launched aflank attack after the archers guarding
the Muslim left had abandoned their position. The Mus-
lims were thrown into confusion. Some made for a fort
and were cut down, but Muhammad and the bulk of his
force managed to gain the lower slopes of Uhud, where
they were safe from the cavalry. The Meccans, because of
their losses, were unable to press home their advantages
and without delay set out for home, while Muhammad
the next day made a show of pursuing. The battle pro-
duced neither a clear victor nor loser. In Badr and Uhud
together, the Meccans had killed about as many men as
they had lost; but they had boasted that they would make
the Muslims pay several times over, and they had not
shown the degree of superiority appropriate to their lead-
ing position in Arabia. Muhammad, though he had lost
above 70 men, realized that this was a military reverse, not
a defeat; but the confidence of the Muslims and perhaps
his own had been struck a serious blow. If the victory of
Badr was a sign of God’s support, did Uhud indicate that
he had abandoned the Muslims? Muhammad’s faith soon
overcame any momentary doubts, and he was gradually
able to restore the confidence of his followers.
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For two years after Uhud, both sides prepared for a
decisive encounter. In the razzias Muhammad led or
sanctioned, he seems to have aimed at extending his own
alliances and at preventing others from joining the Mec-
cans. In at least two cases a small party of Muslims was
tricked or ambushed, and most of their lives were lost.
And another Jewish clan was expelled from Medina. At
length, in April 627 Aba Sufyan led a great confederacy of
10,000 men against Medina. On this occasion Muhammad
had ordered the crops to be harvested and a trench to be
dug to defend the main part of the oasis from the Meccan
cavalry. For a fortnight the confederates besieged the Mus-
lims. Attempts to cross the trench failed, and fodder for
the horses was scarce, while Muhammad’s agents among
the attackers fomented potential dissensions. Then, after a
night of wind and rain the great army melted away. The
Meccans had exerted their utmost might and had failed
to dislodge Muhammad, whose position was now greatly
strengthened.

For more than two years now there had been opposi-
tion to Muhammad in Medina, chiefly from ‘Abd Allah
ibn Ubayy and other so-called hypocrites (munafiquin)
who had abandoned Muhammad at Uhud and who to-
gether had fostered disaffection. Shortly before the siege
Muhammad had a showdown with ‘Abd Allah ibn Ubayy,
who had joined in spreading slanders about Muhammad’s
wife ‘A’ishah. This confrontation revealed that ‘Abd Allah
had little support in Medina, and he became reconciled
to Muhammad. After the siege of Medina, Muhammad
attacked the Jewish clan of Qurayzah, which had proba-
bly been intriguing against him. When they surrendered,
the men were all executed and the women and children
sold as slaves.

The winning of the Meccans. Muhammad’s farsighted-
ness as a statesman is manifest in the policies he next
adopted. He might have proceeded to crush the Meccans,
and he indeed put economic pressure on them; but his
main aim was to gain their willing adherence to Islam.
He had already realized that, insofar as the Arabs became
Muslims, it would be necessary to direct outward the
energies expended on razzias against one another. There
could be no question of Muslims raiding Muslims. It is
noteworthy that his largest razzias, apart from the expedi-
tions against the Meccans, were along the route to Syria
followed by the Arab armies after his death (see ISLAMIC
woRLD). He doubtless realized that the administrative
skill of the Meccan merchants would be required for any
expansion of his embryonic state.

In a dream Muhammad saw himself performing the an-
nual pilgrimage to Mecca, and in March 628 he set out to
do so, driving sacrificial animals; but he was disappointed
because no more than 1,600 men would accompany him.
The Meccans were determined to prevent the Muslims
from entering their town, so Muhammad halted at al-
Hudaybiyah, on the edge of the sacred territory of Mecca.
After some critical days the Meccans made a treaty with
Muhammad. Hostilities were to cease, and the Muslims
were to be allowed to make the pilgrimage to Mecca
in 629. The orderly withdrawal showed how completely
Muhammad controlled his followers. Partly to reward this
orderly conduct, Muhammad two months later led the
same force against the Jewish oasis of Khaybar, north of
Medina. After a siege it submitted, but the Jews were
allowed to remain on condition of sending half of the
date harvest to Medina. Thus throughout 628 and 629
Muhammad’s power was growing, since success led more
men to become Muslims, for the religious attraction of
Islam was apparently supplemented by material motives.

Meanwhile Mecca was in decline. Several leading men
had emigrated to Medina and become Muslims. New
leaders had taken over from Abu Sufyan but had accom-
plished little, although the treaty with Muhammad had
removed his pressure on their caravans. Shortly after the
treaty, Muhammad had married Umm Habibah, a daugh-
ter of Abi Sufyan and a widow whose Muslim husband
had died in Ethiopia. This led to an understanding with
Abi Sufyan, who began to work for the peaceful surren-
der of Mecca. It was probably when he was in Mecca for
the pilgrimage in March 629 that Muhammad became

reconciled with another uncle, al-‘Abbas, and married his
uncle’s sister-in-law Maymiinah.

An attack by Meccan allies in about November 629
upon allies of Muhammad led to the latter’s denunciation
of the treaty of al-Hudaybiyah. After secret preparations
he marched on Mecca in January 630 with 10,000 men.
Abu Sufyan and other leading Meccans went out to meet
him and formally submitted, and Muhammad promised
a general amnesty. When he entered Mecca there was vir-
tually no resistance. Two Muslims and 28 of the enemy
were killed. A score of persons were specifically excluded
from the amnesty, but some were later pardoned. Thus
Muhammad, who had left Mecca as a persecuted prophet,
not merely entered it again in triumph but also gained
the allegiance of most of the Meccans. Though he did not
insist on their becoming Muslims, many soon did so.

Muhammad spent 15 to 20 days in Mecca settling var-
ious matters of administration. Idols were destroyed in
the Ka‘bah and in some small shrines in the neighbour-
hood. To relieve the poorest among his followers, he de-
manded loans from some of the wealthy Meccans. When
he marched east to meet a new threat, 2,000 Meccans
went with him.

The closing years: the unification of Arabia. Ever since
the hijrah, Muhammad had been forming alliances with
nomadic tribes. At first these were probably nonaggression
pacts, but, when he was strong enough to offer protection,
he made it a condition of alliance that the tribe should
become Muslim. While in Mecca Muhammad had word
of a large concentration of hostile nomads, and he set
out to confront them. A battle took place at Hunayn in
which part of Muhammad’s army was put to flight, but he
himself and some older Muslims stood firm. The enemy
was finally routed, and their dependents and possessions
were all captured. They were allowed to ransom wives and
children, but their livestock was divided as booty.

Muhammad was now militarily the strongest man in
Arabia. Most tribes sent deputations to Medina seeking al-
liance. It is difficult to say how much of Arabia joined his
alliance, for the inner politics of each tribe were complex,
and in some cases the deputation might represent only a
small section. Muhammad benefitted from the defeat of
the Persian Empire by the Byzantine (Christian) Empire
(627-628), for, in the Yemen and in places on the Persian
Gulf, minorities that had relied on Persian support against
Byzantium now turned to Muhammad instead.

March to the Syrian border. The greatest of all of
Muhammad’s razzias occurred at the end of 630, when
he took 30,000 men on a month’s journey to the Syrian
border. In this campaign he pioneered the invasion of
Syria and made agreements that became models for treaty
arrangements with captured peoples. Some of the tribes
near Syria were Christian and adhered to the Byzantines;
chiefly as a result of this, Muhammad’s earlier friendship
for the Christians, notably those of Ethiopia, changed to
hostility. Before his death, armed opposition to him ap-
peared in one or two parts of Arabia, but the Islamic state
was strong enough to deal with this. Thus he left most
of Arabia united and poised for expansion into Syria and
Iraq.

Muhammad personally led the pilgrimage to Mecca, in
March 632, in a form according with Islamic belief. Al-
though he had been in poor health for some time, no
arrangement had been made for the succession. Thus his
death at Medina in June 632 provoked a major crisis
among his followers. The dispute over the leadership of
the Muslim community eventually resulted in the most
important schism in the history of Islam. (This develop-
ment is discussed later in this article; see below Theology
and sectarianism.)

CHARACTER AND ACHIEVEMENTS

Although greatly maligned by medieval European schol-
ars—whose opinions still retain some influence—Muham-
mad came to be viewed more objectively in the 19th
century. Some of the evidence against him, such as his
connivance at assassinations and his approval of the exe-
cution of the men of a Jewish clan, are historical matters
that cannot be denied.
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By his contemporaries, however, Muhammad was ad-
mired for his courage, resoluteness, and impartiality, and
for a firmness that was tempered by generosity. He won
men’s hearts by his personal charm. He was gentle, espe-
cially with children. Though he was sometimes silent in
thought, for the most part he was engaged in purposeful
activity. He walked vigorously and spoke rapidly. He be-
came for later Muslims an exemplar of virtuous character,
and stories presented him as realizing the Islamic ideal
of human life.

Muhammad’s chief significance is as founder of a state
and of a religion. In his lifetime he created a federation of
Arab tribes, which, in less than 20 years after his death,
defeated the Byzantine and Persian empires, occupied a
vast territory from Libya to Persia, and then developed
into the Arab, or Islamic, Empire. He made the religion of
Islam the basis of Arab unity. Islamic doctrine maintains
that God is the founder of the religion, not Muham-
mad, but the latter played an obviously important part in
fostering the nascent religion. His concern with ultimate
questions, his mystical outlook, and his moral seriousness
were important adjuncts to the preaching of the Quranic
message. (W.M.W./Ed.)

THE LEGACY OF MUHAMMAD

From the very beginning of Islam, Muhammad had in-
culcated a sense of brotherhood and a bond of faith
among his followers, both of which helped to develop
among them a feeling of close relationship that was ac-
centuated by their experiences of persecution as a nascent
community in Mecca. The conspicuous socioeconomic
content of Islamic religious practices cemented this bond
of faith. In AD 622, when the Prophet fled to Medina, his
preaching was soon accepted, and the community-state of
Islam emerged. During this early period, Islam acquired
its characteristic ethos as a religion uniting in itself both
the spiritual and temporal aspects of life and seeking to
regulate not only the individual’s relationship to God
(through his conscience) but human relationships in a
social setting as well. Thus, there is not only an Islamic
religious institution but also an Islamic law, state, and
other institutions governing society. Not until the 20th
century were the religious (private) and the secular (pub-
lic) distinguished by some Muslim thinkers and separated
formally, as in Turkey.

This dual religious and social character of Islam, ex-
pressing itself in one way as a religious community com-
missioned by God to bring its own value system to the
world through the jihad (“holy war” or “holy struggle”),
explains the astonishing success of the early generations
of Muslims. Within a century after the Prophet’s death in
AD 632, they had brought a large part of the globe—from
Spain across Central Asia to India—under a new Arab
Muslim empire.

The period of Islamic conquests and empire building
marks the first phase of the expansion of Islam as a re-
ligion. Islam’s essential egalitarianism within the commu-
nity of the faithful and its official discrimination against
the followers of other religions won rapid converts. Jews
and Christians were assigned a special status as commu-
nities possessing scriptures and called the “people of the
Book” (ahl al-kitab) and, therefore, were allowed religious
autonomy. They were, however, required to pay a per
capita tax called jizyah, as opposed to pagans, who were
required to either accept Islam or die. The same status of
the “people of the Book” was later extended to Zoroastri-
ans and Hindus, but many “people of the Book” joined
Islam in order to escape the disability of the jizyah. A
much more massive expansion of Islam after the 12th cen-
tury was inaugurated by the Safis (Muslim mystics), who
were mainly responsible for the spread of Islam in India,
Central Asia, Turkey, and sub-Saharan Africa (see below).

Besides the jihdd and Sufi missionary activity, another
factor in the spread of Islam was the far-ranging influence
of Muslim traders, who not only introduced Islam quite
early to the Indian east coast and South India but who
proved as well to be the main catalytic agents (besides the
Safis) in converting people to Islam in Indonesia, Malaya,
and China. Islam was introduced to Indonesia in the 14th

century, hardly having time to consolidate itself there po-
litically before coming under Dutch colonial domination.

The vast variety of races and cultures embraced by Is-
lam (estimated to total from 600,000,000 to 700,000,000
persons worldwide) has produced important internal dif-
ferences. All segments of Muslim society, however, are
bound by a common faith and a sense of belonging to a
single community. With the loss of political power during
the period of Western colonialism in the 19th and 20th
centuries, the concept of the Islamic community (ummah),
instead of weakening, became stronger. The faith of Islam
helped various Muslim peoples in their struggle to gain
political freedom in the mid-20th century and the unity
of Islam contributed to later political solidarity.

Sources of Islamic doctrinal and social views

Islamic doctrine, law, and thinking in general are based
upon four sources, or fundamental principles (usil): (1)
the Quran, (2) the sunnah (“traditions™), (3) ijma (“con-
sensus”), and (4) ijtihad (“individual thought™).

The Qur’an (literally, Reading, or Recitation) is regarded
as the Word, or Speech, of God delivered to Muhammad
by the angel Gabriel. Divided into 114 sarahs (chapters)
of unequal length, it is the fundamental source of Islamic
teaching. The siirahs revealed at Mecca during the earliest
part of Muhammad’s career are concerned with ethical
and spiritual teachings and the Day of Judgment. The
suirahs revealed at Medina at a later period in the career
of the Prophet are concerned with social legislation and
the politico-moral principles for constituting and ordering
the community. Sunnah (“a well-trodden path”) was used
by pre-Islamic Arabs to denote their tribal or common
law; in Islam it came to mean the example of the Prophet;
i.e, his words and deeds as recorded in compilations
known as Hadith.

Hadith (a Report, or collection of sayings attributed to
the Prophet) provide the written documentation of the
Prophet’s word and deeds. Six of these collections, com-
piled in the 3rd century AH (9th century AD) came to be
regarded as especially authoritative by the largest group in
Islam, the Sunnah. Another large group, the Shi’ah, has
its own Hadith.

The doctrine of ijmd‘, or consensus, was introduced in
the 2nd century AH (8th century AD) in order to standard-
ize legal theory and practice and to overcome individual
and regional differences of opinion. Though conceived as
a “consensus of scholars,” in actual practice {jma was a
more fundamental operative factor. From the 3rd century
AH [jmd‘ has amounted to a principle of rigidity in think-
ing; points on which consensus was reached in practice
were considered closed and further substantial questioning
of them prohibited. Accepted interpretations of the Qur'an
and the actual content of the sunnah (i.e., Hadith and
theology) all rest finally on the ijma’.

Ijtihad, meaning “to endeavour” or “to exert effort,” was
required to find the legal or doctrinal solution to a new
problem. In the early period of Islam, because ijtihad took
the form of individual opinion (ra’y), there was a wealth
of conflicting and chaotic opinions. In the 2nd century AH
ijtihad was replaced by giyas (reasoning by strict analogy),
a formal procedure of deduction based on the texts of the
Quran and the Hadith. The transformation of ijma‘ into
a conservative mechanism and the acceptance of a defini-
tive body of Hadith virtually closed the “gate of ijtihad.”
Nevertheless, certain outstanding Muslim thinkers (e.g.,
al-Ghazali, died Ap 1111) continued to claim the right of
new ijtihad for themselves, and reformers of the 18th and
19th centuries, because of modern influences, have caused
this principle to once more receive wider acceptance.

The Qur'an and Hadith are treated in the following sec-
tions. The significance of ijma‘ and ijtihad are discussed
below in the contexts of Islamic theology, philosophy, and
law. (F.R./Ed.)

Islamic scripture: the Quran

The Quran (Arabic: Reading or Recitation; often spelled
Koran), the holy book of Islam, is regarded by believers
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as the true word of God as revealed to the Prophet Mu-
hammad. In its written form it is accepted as the earthly
reproduction of an uncreated and eternal heavenly origi-
nal, according to the general view referred to in the Quran
itself as “the well-preserved tablet” (al-lawh al-mahfiz;,
Quran 75:22). The word quran is derived from the verb
gard’a “to read,” “to recite,” but there is probably also
some connection with Syriac geryana, “reading,” used for
the scriptural lessons in the Syrian Church. In the Quran
itself the word is not used with reference to the book as
a whole but only as a term for separate revelations or
for the divine revelation in general. The Quran is held in
high esteem as the ultimate authority in all matters legal
and religious and is generally regarded as infallible in all
respects. Its Arabic language is thought to be unsurpassed
in purity and beauty and to represent the highest ideal of
style. To imitate the style of the Quran is a sacrilege.

FORM

In length the Quran is approximately comparable with
the New Testament. For purposes of recitation during the
holy month of Ramadan it is divided into 30 “portions”
(juz’, plural ajza’), one for each day of the month. Its main
division, however, is into 114 chapters, called sirahs, of
very unequal length. With the exception of the first sirah,
the so-called fatihah (“opening” of the book), which is a
short prayer, the sirahs are arranged roughly according
to length, sirah 2 being the longest and the last two or
three the shortest. Because the longest sirahs generally
derive from the latter part of Muhammad’s activity, the
consequence of this arrangement is that the oldest siurahs
are generally to be found toward the end of the book and
the youngest generally appear at its beginning.

In the accepted version of the Quran now in use, each
sirah has a heading containing the following elements: (1)
a title, which is usually derived from some conspicuous
word in the sirah, such as “The Cow,” “The Bee,” “The
Poets,” but is usually not an indication of the contents
of the whole chapter; (2) the basmalah; i.e., the formula-
prayer “In the name of God, the Merciful, the Com-
passionate”; (3) an indication of whether the sirah was
revealed at Mecca or at Medina and of the number of its
verses; and finally (4) in some cases one or more fawatih,
or detached letters (e.g., t@ sin, 1@ sin mim), or alif lam
mim, the meaning of which has not been satisfactorily
explained, though it is thought that they might stand for
abbreviated words, indicate certain collections of sirahs,
or have an esoteric significance.

The verses in the Quran are called gyah (plural ayat, lit-
erally “signs”) and vary considerably in length. The short-
est verses generally occur in the earliest sirahs, in which
the style of Muhammad’s revelation comes very close to
the rhymed prose (saj) used by the kahins, or soothsayers,
of his time. As the verses get progressively longer and
more circumstantial, the rhymes come farther and farther
apart. There is also a change of linguistic style: the earlier
stirahs are characterized by short sentences, vivid expres-
sions, and poetic force; and the later ones become more
and more detailed, complicated and, at times, rather pro-
saic in outlook and language. As a result, it is sometimes
difficult to decide whether or not a rhyme is intended to
indicate the end of a verse; and consequently, there are
variations in the numbering of verses (e.g., between the
European editions long used by Western scholars and the
official Egyptian edition that has now replaced them in
most scholarly works).

The Quran generally appears as the speech of God, who
mostly speaks in the first person plural (“we”). When the

_prophet Muhammad is speaking to his compatriots, his

words are introduced by the command, “Say,” thus em-
phasizing that he is speaking on divine injunction only. At
times the form is also dramatic, bringing in objections by
Muhammad’s opponents and answering them by counter-
arguments. Narrative passages are mostly brief. Stories
of prophets and biblical persons are often alluded to as
though they are known to the audience. The stress is not
on the narrative but on its didactic uses.

On closer analysis very few of the sirahs turn out to be
uniform in style or content. The longest text dealing with

one subject is sirah 12, which tells the story of Joseph,
differing from the biblical account in a great many details,
most of which seem to outside historians to have been
drawn from Jewish sources. Otherwise the longer sirahs
are composed of several brief sections dealing with a vari-
ety of topics. Thus the Quran does not give the appearance
of a planned, organized, or systematic treatise, an impres-
sion that is further heightened by the fact that certain
favourite phrases such as “but God is forgiving, compas-
sionate,” “God is knowing, wise,” “most of them know
nothing” often have little or no apparent connection with
the immediate context. In fact, some skeptics claim that
these additions served only to produce a needed rhyme.

It is often emphasized that Muhammad brought to his
people “an Arabic Quran”; i.e, a book or set of recita-
tions in the Arabs’ own language comparable to those
of Judaism and Christianity. Also the vocabulary of the
Qur’an is overwhelmingly of Arabic origin, but there are,
nevertheless, borrowed words, mostly from Hebrew and
Syriac, bearing witness to Muhammad’s debt to Judaism
and Christianity. These loan words are primarily technical
terms such as injil, “gospel” (Greek evangelion), taurat,
“the law, or Torah” of Judaism; Iblis, “the Devil” (Greek
diabolos); or translations or adaptations of theological
terms such as amana, “to believe” (Hebrew or Aramaic);
salat, “prayer” (probably Syriac). Such explanations are
usually regarded with suspicion by Muslims, since ortho-
dox doctrine holds that the language of the Qurian is the
purest Arabic. (H.R./Ed.)

DOCTRINES OF THE QUR’AN

God. The doctrine about God in the Quran is rigorously
monotheistic: God is one and unique; he has no partner
and no equal. Trinitarianism, the Christian belief that God
is three persons in one substance, is vigorously repudiated.
Muslims believe that there are no intermediaries between
God and the creation that he brought into being by his
sheer command: “Be.” Although his presence is believed
to be everywhere, he does not inhere in anything. He is
the sole Creator and sustainer of the universe, wherein
every creature bears witness to his unity and lordship. But
he is also just and merciful: his justice ensures order in his
creation, in which nothing is believed to be out of place,
and his mercy is unbounded and encompasses everything.
His creating and ordering the universe is viewed as the act
of prime mercy for which all things sing his glories. The
God of the Quran, described as majestic and sovereign, is
also a personal God; he is viewed as being nearer to man
than man’s jugular vein, and, whenever a person in need
or distress calls him, he responds. Above all, he is the God
of guidance and shows everything, particularly man, the
right way, “the straight path.”

This picture of God—wherein the attributes of power,
justice, and mercy interpenetrate—is related to the Judeo-
Christian tradition, whence it is derived with certain mod-
ifications, and also to the concepts of pagan Arabia, to
which it provided an effective answer. The pagan Arabs
believed in a blind and inexorable fate over which man
had no control. For this powerful but insensible fate the
Qur’an substituted a powerful but provident and merci-
ful God. The Qur'an carried through its uncompromising
monotheism by rejecting all forms of idolatry and elimi-
nating all gods and divinities that the Arabs worshipped in
their sanctuaries (harams), the most prominent of which
was Ka‘bah sanctuary in Mecca itself.

The universe. In order to prove the unity of God, the
Quran lays frequent stress on the design and order in
the universe. There are no gaps or dislocations in nature.
Order is explained by the fact that every created thing is
endowed with a definite and defined nature whereby it
falls into a pattern. This nature, though it allows every
created thing to function in a whole, sets limits; and this
idea of the limitedness of everything is one of the most
fixed points in both the cosmology and theology of the
Quran. The universe is viewed, therefore, as autonomous,
in the sense that everything has its own inherent laws of
behaviour, but not as autocratic, because the patterns of
behaviour have been endowed by God and are strictly
limited. “Everything has been created by us according to
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a measure.” Though every creature is thus limited and
“measured out” and hence depends upon God, God alone,
who reigns unchallenged in the heavens and the earth, is
unlimited, independent, and self-sufficient.

Man. According to the Quran, God created two ap-
parently parallel species of creatures, man and jinn, the
one from clay and the other from fire. About the jinn,
however, the Qurian says little, although it is implied that
the jinn are endowed with reason and responsibility but
are more prone to evil than man. It is with man that the
Quran, which describes itself as a guide for the human
race, is centrally concerned. The Judeo-Christian story of
the Fall of Adam (the first man) is accepted, but the Qur-
‘an states that God forgave Adam his act of disobedience,
which is not viewed in the Quran (in contradistinction to
its understanding in the Christian doctrine) as original sin.

In the story of man’s creation, angels, who protested
to God against the creation of man, who “would sow
mischief on earth,” lost in a competition of knowledge
against Adam. The Quran, therefore, declares man to be
the noblest of all creation, the created being who bore the
trust (of responsibility) that the rest of the creation refused
to accept. The Quran thus reiterates that all nature has
been made subservient to man: nothing in all creation
has been made without a purpose, and man himself has
not been created “in sport,” his purpose being service and
obedience to God’s will.

Despite this lofty station, however, the Quran describes
human nature as frail and faltering. Whereas everything
in the universe has a limited nature, and every creature
recognizes its limitation and insufficiency, man is viewed
as rebellious and full of pride, arrogating to himself the
attributes of self-sufficiency. Pride, thus, is viewed as the
cardinal sin of man, because by not recognizing in himself
his essential creaturely limitations he becomes guilty of
ascribing to himself partnership with God (shirk: associat-
ing a creature with the Creator) and of violating the unity
of God. True faith (iman), thus, consists of belief in the
immaculate Divine Unity and Islam in one’s submission
to the Divine Will.

Satan, sin, and repentance. In order to communicate
the truth of the Divine Unity, God has sent messengers or
prophets to men, whose weakness of nature makes them
ever prone to forget or even willfully reject the Divine
Unity under the promptings of Satan. According to the
Quranic teaching, the being who became Satan (Shaytan
or Iblis) had previously occupied a high station but fell
from divine grace by his act of disobedience in refusing
to honour Adam when he, along with other angels, was
ordered to do so. Since then, his work has been to beguile
man into error and sin. Satan is, therefore, the contem-
porary of man, and Satan’s own act of disobedience is
construed by the Quran as the sin of pride. Satan’s machi-
nations will cease only on the Last Day.

Judging from the accounts of the Quran, the record of
man’s accepting the prophets’ messages has been rather
dismal. The whole universe is replete with signs of God;
the human soul itself is viewed as a witness of the unity
and grace of God. The messengers of God have, through-
out history, been calling man back to God. Yet very few
men have accepted the truth; most of them have rejected
it and become disbelievers (kafir, plural kuffar: literally
“ungrateful”—i.e., to God), and when man becomes so
obdurate, his heart is sealed by God. Nevertheless, it is al-
ways possible for a sinner to repent (tawbah) and redeem
himself by a genuine conversion to the truth. There is no
point of no return, and God is always willing and ready
to pardon. Genuine repentance has the effect of removing
all sins and restoring a person to the state of sinlessness
with which he started his life.

Prophecy. Prophets are men specially elected by God
to be his messengers. Prophethood is indivisible, and the
Quran requires recognition of all prophets as such with-
out discrimination. Yet they are not all equal, some of
them being particularly outstanding in qualities of stead-
fastness and patience under trial. Abraham, Noah, Moses,
and Jesus were such great prophets. As vindication of the
truth of their mission, God often vests them with miracles:
Abraham was saved from fire, Noah from the deluge, and

Moses from the Pharaoh. Not only was Jesus born from
the Virgin Mary, but God also saved him from crucifixion
at the hands of the Jews. The conviction that God’s mes-
sengers are ultimately vindicated and saved is an integral
part of the Quranic doctrine.

All prophets are human and never part of divinity: they
are simply recipients of revelation from God. God never
speaks directly to a human: he either sends an angel mes-
senger to him or makes him hear a voice or inspires him.
Muhammad is accepted as the last prophet in this series
and its greatest member, for in him all the messages of
earlier prophets were consummated. He had no miracles
except the Quran, the like of which no human can pro-
duce. (Soon after the Prophet’s death, however, a plethora
of miracles was attributed to him by Muslims.) The angel
Gabriel brought the Quran down to the Prophet’s “heart.”
Gabriel is represented by the Quran as a spirit, but the
Prophet could sometimes see and hear him. According
to early traditions, the Prophet’s revelations occurred in
a state of trance when his normal consciousness was in
abeyance. This state was accompanied by heavy sweat-
ing. The Quran itself makes it clear that the revelations
brought with them a sense of extraordinary weight: “If we
were to send this Quran down on a mountain, you would
see it split asunder out of fear of God.”

This phenomenon at the same time was accompanied
by an unshakable conviction that the message was from
God, and the Quran describes itself as the transcript of a
heavenly “Mother Book” written on a “Preserved Tablet.”
The conviction was of such an intensity that the Quran
categorically denies that it is from any earthly source, for
in that case it would be liable to “manifold doubts and
oscillations.”

Eschatology. In Islamic doctrine, on the Last Day,
when the world will come to an end, the dead will be
resurrected and a judgment will be pronounced on every
person in accordance with his deeds. Although the Qur-
‘an in the main speaks of a personal judgment, there are
several verses that speak of the resurrection of distinct
communities that will be judged according to “their own
book.” In conformity with this, the Quran also speaks in
several passages of the “death of communities,” each one
of which has a definite term of life. The actual evaluation,
however, will be for every individual, whatever the terms
of reference of his performance. In order to prove that
the resurrection will occur, the Quran uses a moral and
a physical argument. Because not all requital is meted
out in this life, a final judgment is necessary to bring it
to completion. Physically, God, who is all-powerful, has
the ability to destroy and bring back to life all creatures,
who are limited and are, therefore, subject to God’s lim-
itless power.

According to strict Quranic doctrine, there is no inter-
cession, although God himself, in his mercy, may forgive
certain sinners. Those condemned will burn in hellfire,
and those who are saved will enjoy the abiding pleasures
of paradise. Hell and heaven are both spiritual and phys-
ical. Besides suffering in physical fire, the damned will
also experience fire “in their hearts”; similarly, the blessed,
besides physical enjoyment, will experience the greatest
happiness of divine pleasure. Quite early, however, Islamic
tradition developed the notion of intercession, probably in
answer to the Christian doctrine of redemption.

Social service. Because the purpose of the existence of
man, as of every other creature, is submission to the
Divine Will, God’s role in relation to man is that of
the commander. Whereas the rest of nature obeys God
automatically, man alone possesses the choice to obey or
disobey. With the deep-seated belief in Satan’s existence,
man’s fundamental role becomes one of moral struggle,
which constitutes the essence of human endeavour. Recog-
nition of the unity of God does not simply rest in the
intellect but entails consequences in terms of the moral
struggle, which consists primarily in freeing oneself of
narrowness of mind and smallness of heart. One must go
out of oneself and expend one’s best possessions for the
sake of others.

The doctrine of social service, in terms of alleviating
suffering and helping the needy, constitutes an integral
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part of the Islamic teaching. Praying to God and other
religious acts are deemed to be a pure facade in the
absence of active welfare service to the needy. In regard
to this matter, the Quranic criticisms of human nature
become very sharp: “Man is by nature timid; when evil
befalls him, he panics, but when good things come to him
he prevents them from reaching others.” It is Satan who
whispers into man’s ears that by spending for others he
will become poor. God, on the contrary, promises pros-
perity in exchange for such expenditure, which constitutes
a credit with God and grows much more than the money
people invest in usury. Hoarding of wealth without recog-
nizing the rights of the poor is threatened with the direst
punishment in the hereafter and is declared to be one of
the main causes of the decay of societies in this world.
The practice of usury is forbidden.

With this socioeconomic doctrine cementing the bond of
faith, the idea of a closely knit community of the faithful
who are declared to be “brothers unto each other” emerges.
Muslims are described as “the middle community bearing
witness on mankind,” “the best community produced for
mankind,” whose function it is “to enjoin good and forbid
evil” (Quran). Cooperation and “good advice” within the
community are emphasized, and a person who deliberately
tries to harm the interests of the community is to be given
exemplary punishment. Opponents from within the com-
munity are to be fought and reduced with armed force, if
issues cannot be settled by persuasion and arbitration.

Because the mission of the community is to “enjoin
good and forbid evil” so that “there is no mischief and
corruption” on earth, the doctrine of jihdd, in view of the
constitution of the community as the power base, is the
logical outcome. For the early community it was a basic
religious concept. Jihad, or holy war, means an active
struggle using armed force whenever necessary. The object
of jihad is not the conversion of individuals to Islam but
rather the gaining of political control over the collective
affairs of societies to run them in accordance with the
principles of Islam. Individual conversions occur as a by-
product of this process when the power structure passes
into the hands of the Muslim community. In fact, ac-
cording to strict Muslim doctrine, conversions “by force”
are forbidden, because after the revelation of the Quran
“good and evil have become distinct,” so that one may
follow whichever one may prefer (Quran), and it is also
strictly prohibited to wage wars for the sake of acquiring
worldly glory, power, and rule. With the establishment of
the Muslim empire, however, the doctrine of the jihad
was modified by the leaders of the community. Their
main concern had become the consolidation of the em-
pire and its administration, and thus they interpreted the
teaching in a defensive rather than in an expansive sense.
The Kharijite sect (see below Theology and sectarianism)
which held that “decision belongs to God alone,” insisted
on continuous and relentless jihad, but its followers were
virtually destroyed during the internecine wars in the
8th century.

Besides a measure of economic justice and the creation
of a strong community ideal, the Prophet Muhammad
effected a general reform of the Arab society, in particular
protecting its weaker segments—the poor, the orphans,
women, and slaves. Slavery was not legally abolished,
but emancipation of slaves was religiously encouraged as
an act of merit. Slaves were given legal rights, including
the right of acquiring their freedom against payment, in
installments, of a sum agreed upon by the slave and his
master out of his earnings. A slave woman who bore a
child by her master became automatically free after her
master’s death. The infanticide of girls that was practiced
among certain tribes—out of fear of poverty or a sense of
shame—was forbidden.

Distinction and privileges based on tribal rank or race
were repudiated in the Qur’an and in the celebrated “Fare-
well Pilgrimage Address” of the Prophet shortly before his
death. All men are therein declared to be “equal children
of Adam,” and the only distinction recognized in the sight

- of God is to be based on piety and good acts. The age-

old Arab institution of intertribal revenge (called tha’r)—
whereby it was not necessarily the killer who was exe-

cuted but a person equal in rank to the slain person—was
abolished. The pre-Islamic ethical ideal of manliness was
modified and replaced by a more humane ideal of moral
virtue and piety.

(F.R./Ed.)

ORIGINS AND COMPILATION OF THE QUR‘I_\N

Muslim tradition. According to Muslim tradition the
Quran was revealed to Muhammad in separate pieces
over some 20 years. On such occasions, Muhammad, it is
said, was in a kind of trance or ecstasy, during which the
revelations were brought to him by the angel Gabriel. On
his return to normal consciousness he recited the words
of revelation to those present. There are many traditions
about the occasions on which a certain sirah or part of a
stirah was revealed. Thus the revelation of the Quran is
connected with events in the life of the Prophet. Even the
traditional recension (version) of the Quran itself classifies
the siirahs as Meccan or Medinan.

Obviously, many people learned the words of the reve-
lation by heart, but there are also traditions that, at the
time of their revelation, Muhammad had them written
down on “pieces of paper, stones, palm-leaves, shoulder-
blades, ribs, and bits of leather,” i.e., whatever writing-
material there was at hand. It is believed that the Prophet
indicated to the scribes the context in which a certain
passage should be placed.

After the Prophet’s death, and especially after the battle
of Yamamah (633), in which a great number of those
who knew the Quran by heart had fallen, fear arose that
the knowledge of the Quran might disappear. So it was
decided to collect the revelations from all available written
sources and, as Muslim tradition has it, “from the hearts
[i.e., memories] of people.” A companion of the Prophet,
Zayd ibn Thabit, is said to have copied on sheets whatever
he could find and to have handed it over to the caliph
‘Umar. After Umar’s death the collection was left in the
care of his daughter Hafsah. Other copies of the Quran
appear to have been written later, and different versions
were used in different parts of the Muslim empire. So that
there would be no doubt about the correct reading of the
Quran, the caliph ‘'Uthman (644-656) is reported to have
commissioned Zayd ibn Thabit and some other learned
men to revise the Quran using the “sheets” of Hafsah,
comparing them with whatever material was at hand, and
consulting those who knew the Quran by heart. It was
decided that in case of doubt about the pronunciation, the
dialect of Quraysh, the Prophet’s tribe, was to be given
preference. Thus an authoritative text of the Quran (now
known as the ‘uthmanic recension) was established.

These traditions may have been reworked and changed to
some extent to suit certain dogmatic theories concerning
the Quran, but in the main they reflect historical truth.
It is obvious that the description of the method of rev-
elation has been somewhat simplified. The Quran itself
states (42:50-52) that God spoke to Muhammad “by sug-
gestion, or from behind a veil, or by sending a messenger
to suggest what he pleases.” The first term (Arabic wahy)
denotes a “suggestion” or “inspiration” of the kind that is
well known by many poets; the Quran also uses a term
meaning “it was sent down.” The second term seems to
suggest some kind of imaginative locution without any
accompanying vision. Only the third expression alludes to
an angel but without mentioning the name of Gabriel.

Views of those outside Islam. The chronology of the
surahs is a much debated problem. The existing traditions
concerning the occasions for the revelation of certain pas-
sages cannot always be controlled and may or may not
be reliable. European scholars have applied the criteria of
style and contents to establish the relative order of the
surahs or parts of siirahs. From the time when Theodor
Noldeke published his History of the Quran (1860), it has
been common to arrange the sirahs in four groups, de-
riving from three subsequent periods at Mecca and from
Medina. The above exposition of the content of the Qur-
‘an roughly follows this arrangement.

In the Muslim view, Muhammad received every word
of the Quran directly from God. The Quran describes,
and indignantly rejects, accusations that the Prophet had
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reproduced things that he had drawn from other sources.
Western scholars who have analyzed the contents of the
various revelations have shown that much of the narrative
material concerning biblical persons and events differs
from the biblical account and seems to have come from
later Christian and, above all, from Jewish sources (e.g.,
Midrash). Other motifs, such as the idea of the impend-
ing judgment and the descriptions of paradise agree with
standard topics in the missionary preaching of the con-
temporary Syriac church fathers. The dependence need
not, however, be of a literary kind, but might be due to
influence from oral traditions.

It would appear that learning the words of the revelation
by heart was the normal way of preserving them, and that
only on special occasions were the words written down
immediately. The existence of various early collections of
Quranic material seems to be a warranted fact, although
their nature and contents cannot be determined. Some of
the surahs beginning with separate letters (al-fawatih)—
certain consonant combinations detached from the main
text (mentioned above under the heading Form)—occur
together in the present Quran and in the order of de-
creasing length in such a way as to suggest that they
once formed separate collections. The establishment of a
vulgate recension (a standard version) was not sufficient
to secure the uniform and correct reading of the Quran
in all details. The Arabic script was incomplete; several
consonants were easy to confuse, and there was no way
of indicating the vowels to differentiate the variety of
possible meanings inherent in a particular combination of
consonants. To assure the correct recitation, therefore, it
was necessary to know the text more or less by heart. In
this way, differing variant readings arose, warranted by
this or that “reader” of the Quran.

The recorded variations, however, turned out to be re-
markably few, and though no complete listing of the
textual variants exists, it can safely be said that the textual
tradition of the Quran is much firmer and more uniform
than that of the New Testament. The Arabic script was
gradually improved. Diacritical signs were introduced to
distinguish the letters that were similar in form, and long
vowels were indicated by the letters alif (for a), waw (for
#), and ya (for i). It is known that this vowel system was
still disputed at the beginning of the 9th century. The spe-
cial vowel signs placed above or beneath the letters were
added in a different colour and did not count as part of
the text itself.

INTERPRETATIONS

The “readers” (qurra, singular gari) were the specialists
of the text of the Quran. They were at the same time
philologians, and it was to a great extent from their deal-
ings with the language of the Quran that the science of
Arabic grammar grew. Two schools developed, one at Bas-
ra (in present-day Iraq), which was especially interested in
systematizing and ordering the material to set up the rules
governing the language, and a rival one at Kufa (also in
Iraq), which took more interest in the exceptional. It was
theorized that several variant readings could be accepted
only if they were based on the ‘Uthmanic recension (ver-

'sion). It was also important that a reading be based on the

authority of some renowned reader.

There was also theological speculation as to the true
nature of the Qur’an. In the discussions initiated by the
Mu‘tazilites (Seceders; literally, “those who stand apart”;
a group that sought to introduce philosophical principles
from Greek rationalism into Islamic thought) the ques-
tion of the eternity of the Qur’an (i.e, of its heavenly
prototype) was one of the main points. The Mu‘tazilites,
who wanted to avoid everything that might compromise
or encroach upon the oneness of God, denied the doctrine
that the Qur’an was uncreated and eternal, because this
would mean that something else besides the God of eter-
nity would exist eternally and thus create an eternal and
irreconcilable “dualism.” Consequently they asserted that
the Qur’an was created by God. This doctrine, however,
was rejected by orthodox adherents of Islam. In popular
belief, the reverence for the Qur'an is often directed to-
ward the visible, physical book or parts of it. Oaths are

taken on it, and passages are sometimes copied out of it
to be used for magical or superstitious purposes.

In these and other doctrinal disputes the parties sought
support for their opinions in the sayings of the Quran,
since it was considered as the ultimate authority in all legal
and religious questions. The correct interpretation of the
Qur'an became the object of a special branch of learning,
the so-called tafsir, or Quranic exegesis. All kinds of re-
sources were utilized in order to elucidate the meaning of a
Quranic passage. Traditions concerning the circumstances
surrounding the revelation of certain passages or contain-
ing interpretative utterances of the Prophet that had been
transmitted orally were recorded and collected, together
with other traditions deriving from and concerning the
Prophet (Hadith). At times, in order to provide authority
for a certain theory, traditions were simply invented. Any
interpretation of a Quranic passage that could not be sup-
ported by Hadith was originally rejected. The results of
the study of grammar and lexicography were also utilized;
examples from contemporary poetry were often quoted
in order to elucidate the grammatical structure or the
lexical meaning of a passage. Thus, work on the Quran,
whose ultimate goal was the correct understanding and
application of its teachings, went hand in hand with the
development of Arabic grammar and lexicography.

Two works are especially renowned in the field of tafsir,
namely the commentary of at-Tabari (839-923), a huge
encyclopaedic collection that sums up everything that had
been done so far in the field, and the Kashshaf of Za-
makhshari (1075-1143), which has gained almost canon-
ical reputation, though its author was a Mu'tazilite and
began his work with the words, “Praise be to God who
created the Quran.” A handy commentary of Baydawi (d.
¢. 1280), which is often quoted as authoritative, is merely
an abridged revision of the latter work.

The theological schools of medieval Islam all sought to
support their doctrines with the aid of Quranic exege-
sis, and each of them produced their own commentaries.
There are also examples of allegorical interpretation (ta wil)
especially in Sufi (Islamic mystical) literature, in which
the doctrines of mysticism are found to be hidden behind
the literal sense of the Quranic word.

Quranic exegesis gained new significance with the ap--

pearance of modernism toward the end of the 19th cen-
tury. The modernists, who sought to revive Islam from
its degradation and to reconcile it with what they found
valuable in Western scientific traditions, set up the princi-
ple of returning to the pure and uncorrupted Islam of the
“ancestors.” As a consequence, the interpretation of the
oldest and original source of Islam was regarded as imper-
ative, and attempts were made to establish the principles
necessary for a correct understanding of the Quran. Tradi-
tional exegesis was accused of having introduced Israelite
legends and false traditions that had nothing to do with
the original teachings of the Prophet. On the other hand,
the authority of the Quran was never called in question.

Muhammad ‘Abduh, the founder of modernism in Egypt,
for several years published exegetical lectures in the jour-
nal al-Manar; and they were later published in book form
by his Syrian disciple Rashid Rida. In them he accepts
the Quran as the literally inspired word of God, in which
there can be nothing false or antiquated, and tries to show
that the results of modern science and many modern views
are already present in the Quran. This is often achieved
by twisted interpretations, reading modern ideas into the
words of the Quran. For instance, the jinn (genii) of sirah
2:176 that cause disease are interpreted as “microbes,”
and the words in 2:250, “How often a little company has
overcome a numerous company; and God is with those
who endure,” is taken to refer to ideas reminiscent of
Darwin’s theory of the struggle for life and the survival
of the fittest. Allegorical interpretation is also used when
it can serve the purpose of the author. Other modernistic
interpreters of the Quran have continued along the same
lines. The Quran is, however, left untouched by criticism;
as the infallible word of God it cannot have been influ-
enced by the circumstances under which it was revealed,
it can contain no mistake, and it cannot be superseded by
any new discovery.
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Later developments, however, have brought some new
ideas to the fore. In an Urdu commentary on the Qur-
'an, which has in part been made available in English,
Maulana Abul Kalam Azad (1888-1958), an Indian Mus-
lim scholar (minister of education of the Republic of India
at the time of his death), developed some new principles
for the interpretation of the Quran. He argues that it is
necessary to interpret the Quran against the background
of its environment; therefore it is necessary to study the
cultures and the languages of ancient Arabia and other
Semitic peoples. Study of the historical circumstances in
which the Quran came into being is said to facilitate the
understanding of what it meant to those who received
the revelation.

Scholars have no doubt, however, that there are new
developments in the field of Quranic exegesis. D. Rahbar,
in his study The God of Justice (1960), argues that in or-
der to elucidate a passage in the Quran one should quote
traditional exegesis and medieval dogmatics and, above
all, use other Quranic passages for comparison, letting
one passage throw light on another. Though such ideas
are looked upon with suspicion by orthodox Muslims and
are fervently rejected by most Muslim leaders, they may
indicate the inception of a more historical view of the
Quran, one that tries to distinguish between central reli-
gious ideas and those outward things that are dependent
on the historical environment.

TRANSLATIONS

The Quran was revealed to Muhammad as “an Arabic
book” or an Arabic reading (qur'an), to provide the Arabs
with a holy book in their own language, comparable with
the Scriptures of Judaism and Christianity. As has been
noted, the language of the Quran is regarded as surpassing
everything that can be written in Arabic. The Quran itself
is a miracle and cannot be imitated by man.

As a consequence of this, it is regarded as unfitting to
translate the Quran. In countries in which other languages
are spoken, the Quran is still recited in Arabic. There
exist Muslim translations of the Quran; e.g., into Turk-
ish, Urdu, and English (the latter during the Ahmadiyah
movement founded in 1889 by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad in
the Punjab region of India), but on principle these are
regarded as paraphrases, not as translations that can be
used for ritual purposes.

The Quran was first printed in Arabic at Rome by Pagni-
nus Brixiensis (1530), but the edition was never circulated.
A. Hinckelmann published an Arabic text at Hamburg in
1694. Since then several European editions have appeared;
one of the best was that of G. Fligel (1834), the first
critical edition, often reprinted. It is from this edition that
Western scholars have usually quoted the Quran. Several
editions are today printed in Muslim countries, and an
official Egyptian edition is gaining more and more ground
among Western scholars.

The first Latin translation was made in 1143 at the
request of an abbot of the monastery of Cluny and was
published at Basle in 1543 by Theodor Bibliander and
afterward rendered into Italian, German, and Dutch. The
first French translation was by A. du Ryer (1647); it was
translated into English by Alexander Ross (1649-88). G.
Sale’s English translation first appeared in 1734 and has
passed through many new editions. It has become some-
thing of a classic and can still be useful in many respects.
A translation by J.M. Rodwell, with the sirahs arranged
in chronological order, appeared in 1861. E.H. Palmer’s
translation was published in Sacred Books of the East in
1880. Bell’s translation “with a critical rearrangement of
the surahs” (1937-39) tries to analyze the sirahs into their
smallest units and show how these were joined together to
form the present Quran. (See Bibliography for contempo-
rary English translations.)

The Quran has also been translated into most other
European languages. Special mention should be made of
R. Blachére’s French translation (1949-50) because of its
rather detailed notes, and of R. Paret’s German rendering
(1962), which is very accurate and makes extensive use of
parallel passages within the Quran itself, but is rather dry
in its style. (H.R./Ed.)

Hadith, traditions of the Prophet

Hadith is the record of the traditions or sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad, revered and received as a major
source of religious law and moral guidance, second only to
the authority of the Qur’an, or scripture of Islam. It might
be defined as the biography of Muhammad perpetuated
by the long memory of his community for their exem-
plification and obedience. The development of Hadith is
a vital element during the first three centuries of Islamic
history, and its study provides a broad index to the mind
and ethos of Islam.

NATURE AND ORIGINS

The term Hadith derives from the Arabic root hdth, mean-
ing “to happen,” and so, “to tell a happening,” “to report,”
“to have, or give, as news,” or “to speak of.” It means tra-
dition seen as narrative and record. From it comes sunnah
(literally, a “well-trodden path,” i.e., taken as precedent
and authority or directive), to which the faithful conform
in submission to the sanction that Hadith possesses and
that legalists, on that ground, can enjoin. Tradition in
Islam is thus both content and constraint, Hadith as the
biographical ground of law and sunnah as the system of
obligation derived from it. In and through Hadith, Mu-
hammad may be said to have shaped and determined from
the grave the behaviour patterns of the household of Islam
by the posthumous leadership his personality exercised.
There were, broadly, two factors operating to this end.
One was the unique status of Muhammad in the genesis
of Islam; the other was the rapid geographical expansion
of the new faith in the first two centuries of its history into
various areas of cultural confrontation. Hadith cannot be
rightly assessed unless the measure of these two elements
and their interaction is properly taken.

The experience of Muslims in the conquered territories
of west and middle Asia and of North Africa was re-
lated to their earlier tradition. Islamic tradition was firmly
grounded in the sense of Muhammad’s personal destiny as
the Prophet—the instrument of the Qur’an and the apos-
tle of God. The clue to tradition as an institution in Islam
may be seen in the recital of the Shahadah or “witness”
(“There is no god but God; Muhammad is the prophet
of God”), with its twin items as inseparable convictions—
God and the messenger. Islamic tradition follows from the
primary phenomenon of the Qur'an, received personally
by Muhammad and thus inextricably bound up with his
person and the agency of his vocation. Acknowledgment
of the Qur’an as scripture by the Islamic community was
inseparable from acknowledgment of Muhammad as its
appointed recipient. In that calling, he had neither fellow
nor partner, for God, according to the Qur’an, spoke
only to Muhammad. When Muhammad died, therefore,
in AD 632, the gap thus created in the emotions and the
mental universe of Muslims was shatteringly wide. It was
also permanent. Death had also terminated the revelation
embodied in the Quran. By the same stroke scriptural
mediation had ended, as well as prophetic presence.

The Prophet’s death was said to have coincided with
the perfection of revelation. But the perfective closure of
both the book and the Prophet’s life, though in that sense
triumphant, was also onerous, particularly in view of the
new changing circumstances, both of space and time, in
the geographical expansion of Islam. In all the new pres-
sures of historical circumstance, where was direction to be
sought? Where, if not from the same source as the scrip-
tural mouthpiece, who by virtue of that consummated
status had become the revelatory instrument of the divine
word and could therefore be taken as an everlasting index
to the divine counsel? The instinct for and the growth of
tradition are thus integral elements in the very nature of
Islam, Muhammad, and the Qur’an. Ongoing history and
the extending dispersion of Muslim believers provided the
occasion and spur for the compilation of Hadith.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

The appeal of the ordered recollection of Muhammad to
the Islamic mind did not become immediately formalized
and sophisticated. On the contrary, there is evidence that
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the full development of Hadith was slow and uneven.
Time and distance had to play their role before memory
became stylized and official.

Literary tradition in pre-Islamic Arabia. The first gen-
eration had its own immediacy of Islamic experience,
both within the life span of the Prophet and in the first
quarter century afterward. It had also the familiar pat-
terns of tribal chronicle in song and saga. Pre-Islamic
poetry celebrated the glory of each tribe and their war-
riors. Such poetry was recited in honour of each tribe’s
ancestors. The vigour and élan of original Islam took up
these postures and baptized them into Muslim lore. The
proud history of which Muhammad was the crux was,
naturally, the ardent theme, first of chronicle, and then of
history writing. Both needed and stimulated the cherishing
of tradition. The lawyers, in turn, took their clues from
the same source. While the Quran was being received,
there had been reluctance and misgiving about recording
the words and acts of the Prophet, lest they be confused
with the uniquely constituted contents of the scripture.
Knowledge of Muhammad’s disapproval of the practice of
recording his words is evidence enough that the practice
existed. With the Quran complete and canonized, those
considerations no longer obtained; and time and necessity
turned the instinct for Hadith into a process of gathering
momentum.

Developments of the 1st and 2nd centuries AH. With-
in the first century of the Prophet’s death, tradition had
come to be a central factor in the development of law
and the shape of society. Association by Hadith with
Muhammad’s name and example became increasingly the
ground of authority. The 2nd century brought the further
elaboration of this relationship by increasing formalism in
its processes. Traditions had to be sustained by an expert
“science” of attestation able to satisfy rigorous formal cri-
teria of their connection with the person of Muhammad
through his “companions,” by an unbroken sequence of
“reportage” (see below). This science became so meticu-
lous that it is fair (even if also paradoxical) to suspect that
the more complete and formally satisfactory the attestation
claimed to be, the more likely it was that the tradition was
of late and deliberate origin. The developed requirements
of acceptability that the tradition boasted simply did not
exist in the early, more haphazard and spontaneous days.

It is clear that many customs and usages native to non-
Arab societies prior to their Islamization found their way
into Islam in the form of reputed or alleged traditions
of Muhammad, though always on the condition of their
general compatibility with the Islamic religion. Implicit
in this sense in Muhammad’s personal example and ge-
nius, tradition inferred an elasticity and an embrace large
enough to comprehend and anticipate all that Islam in its
wide geographical experience was to become.

Quranic commentary, as it developed in the wake of
these other factors of law and custom, also leaned heavily
on traditional material, for the incidents of the Quranic
narrative and the occasions of revelation could best be
understood by what tradition had to say in its reporting
of them. Further, since the patterns of Quranic commen-
tary were largely hortatory, Hadith was a ready mine of
word and story calculated to exemplify and reinforce what
exhortation commended. Except in rare and controversial
cases (the so-called Hadith Qudsi, or Holy Tradition),
these traditional factors in Quranic interpretation were
only elucidatory, and the substance of tradition could in
no way dispute or displace the essential, primary, author-
ity of the Quranic text. For the obiter dicta (incidental
observations) of Muhammad, though sacrosanct, lacked
the hallmark of revelation, which belonged solely to the
Quran. Among earliest developed examples of Hadith are
the narratives of the biographer Ibn Ishaq (died aH 150
[AD 767]) and the compilation of laws by Malik ibn Anas,
known as al-Muwatta' (died AH 179 [AD 795]). But they
preceded by less than half a century the success of the
theory that made tradition indispensable to the valid de-
velopment of Islamic law.

3rd century AH and subsequent developments. The
chief protagonist of the view correlating tradition and law
was Muhammad ash-ShafiT (died AH 204 [aD 820]) who

claimed for tradition a divine imprint as an extension
of the revelation of the Quran. It was in line with this
conviction that the phrase “the Quran and the sunnah”
became current to describe the fount of authority in Sunni
Islam (the major traditionalist sect). By this mandate and
out of the needs and inventiveness of lawyers, the mass
of tradition grew apace. When virtually no issues could
be argued, still less settled, except by connection with
cited acts and opinions of Muhammad, the temptation
to require or to imagine or to allege such traditions be-
came irresistible. Supply approximated to demand, and
the growth of both made more ingenious and pretentious
the science of supporting attribution. The increasing vol-
ume and complexity of the material contained in Hadith
necessitated larger compilations and more detailed classi-
fication. These factors worked together to inspire a critical
editorial activity that in the course of the 3rd century gen-
erated what have come to be regarded as the six canonical
collections of Hadith by Sunni Muslims. The first two
of them have acquired a status of great sanctity. Before
noting these it is convenient to describe the editorial task
and the editorial procedures that constitute the developed
science of Hadith criticism.

THE SCIENCE OF HADITH

The study of tradition distinguishes between the substance,
or content, known as the “gist” (matn) of the matter,
and the “leaning” (isndd) or chain of corroboration on
which it hangs.

Form of Hadith and criteria of authentication. That
Muhammad observed, “Seek knowledge, though it be in
China” or “Beware of suspicion, for it is the falsest of
falsehoods” reveals the matn or “the meat of the matter.”
The formula introducing such a Hadith would speak in
the first person: “It was related to me by A, on the author-
ity of B, on the authority of C, on the authority of D, from
E (here a companion of Muhammad) that the Prophet
said . . ..” This chain of names constituted the isnad on
which the saying or event depended for its authenticity.
The major emphases in editing and arguing from tradition
always fell on the isnad, rather than on a critical attitude
to the matn itself. The question was not, “Is this the sort
of thing Muhammad might credibly be imagined to have
said or done?” but “Is the report that he said or did it well
supported in respect of witnesses and transmitters?” The
first question would have introduced too great a danger
of subjective judgment or independence of mind, though
it may be suspected that issues were in fact often decided
by such critical appraisal in the form of decisions ostensi-
bly relating only to isnad. The second question certainly
allowed a theoretically objective and reasonably precise
pattern of criteria.

If the adjacent names in the chain of transmission over-
lapped in life, there was certainty that they could have lis-
tened to one another. Their travels were also investigated
to see if their paths could have really crossed. Biographies
could be built up to show that they were honest men and
spoke truly. Comparative study could be made of their
reputations for veracity as acknowledged by their contem-
poraries or indicated by their traditions when compared.
The frequency of currency through several sources was
yet another element in the testing of traditions. Most im-
portant of all was the final link with the “companion,”
who in the first instance had the tradition from his or her
contact with the Prophet.

Classifications. In all these ways, and others involving
more minutiae, it was possible to establish categories of
Hadith quality. Traditions might be sound (sahih), good
(hasan), or weak (ddif). Other terms, such as healthy
(salih) and infirm (saqim), were also current. Each of the
three classifications was liable to subdivisions, depending
on refinements of assessment and, later, on their standing
with the classic compilers. Distinctions were less rigorously
seen if the traditions were cited not for legal definitions
but merely for moral purposes. A daif tradition, for ex-
ample, might well be salutary for exhortation, even if
lawyers were required to exclude or ignore it. Traditions
also varied in strength according to whether one or more
“companions” could be adduced, whether the isnad had
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parallels, whether they were continuous back to Muham-
mad (muttasil), or intermitted (mawqiif). The subtleties in
these and other questions were part of the active compe-
tence that attended the whole science.

The repute and authority of the canonical collections
did much to stabilize the situation, but only because their
emergence demonstrated that the zest for tradition had
overreached itself. By the end of the 3rd century AH it was
sorely necessary to solidify Hadith into a stable corpus
of material to which no new element could credibly be
added and from which extravagances had been purged.
The Hadith tradition within the various traditions had
by then become a permanent and disciplined element in
the authority structure of Islam—the second great source
of law and practice, complementary to the Qur’an and
available for analogical handling (giyas) and for consensus
(ijtihad) as further sources of legislation, arguing from the
Qur'an and the Sunnah as primary. Shi‘ah tradition (see
below) stands apart from this structure of authority.

THE COMPILATIONS

The most revered of all traditionalists was Muhammad
ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari (AH 194-56 [aD 810-870]), whose
Kitab al-Jami‘ as-Sahih (The Book of the Authentic Col-
lection) has a unique place in the awe and esteem of
Muslims as a work of great historical import and deep
piety. While a boy he made the pilgrimage to Mecca and
gathered traditions in wide travels. According to tradition,
he was inspired to his task by a vision of Muhammad
pestered by flies while asleep—flies that he (al-Bukhari)
fanned from the Prophet’s face. The flies represented the
cloud of spurious traditions darkening the true image,
and the fan was its tireless rescuer. Whatever the truth of
this narrative, it captures the temper of al-Bukhari’s voca-
tion. His Sahih occupied 16 years of editorial pains and
scrutiny. He included 7,397 traditions with full isnad. Al-
lowing for repetitions, the net total was 2,762, gathered, it
is said, from over 600,000 memorized items. He arranged
the whole into 97 books and 3,450 chapters or topics,
repeating the traditions that bore on several themes.

Of comparable stature was the Sahih of Muslim ibn al-
Hajjaj (A 202-261 [aD 817-875]), to which the com-
piler prefaced a discussion of the criteria of Hadith. The
material largely confirms his contemporaries, and all such
traditions common to these two authorities are known as
agreed (muttafaq). It became characteristic to give freer
rein to prevailing or communal assent in matters of isnad.

There are four other classical collections of tradition, all
belonging within the 3rd century AH, and interdependent
in part. Aba Da'ad al-Sijistani (aH 202-275 [AD 817~
889]) produced his Kitab as-Sunan (“Book of traditions”),
containing 4,800 traditions relating to matters of jurispru-
dence (as the term Sunan indicates, in contradistinction
to a Jami‘, or collection embracing all fields). Abu ‘Isa
Muhammad at-Tirmidhi (died AH 279 [AD 892]) edited
the Jami‘as-Sahih, adding notes on the distinctive inter-
pretations of the schools of law (madhahib). Aba‘ Abd ar-
Rahman an-Nasa'i (AH 216-303 [AD 830-915]) produced
another Kitab as-Sunan with special concern for the reli-
gious law relating to ritual acts. Abu ‘Abdallah ibn M3ja
(aH 210-273 [AD 824-886]), a pupil of Aba Da*ud, com-
piled another with the same title but tended to a readier
tolerance of less than satisfactory traditions. Preferences
shifted between these four, and some were slower of recog-
nition than others. Nor did they oust the earlier collection
of Malik ibn Anas, which maintained, if intermittently,
its wide appeal. But they formed the increasing reliance
of generations of Muslims, within the unique eminence of
the master “pair,” and formed the sources of later pop-
ular editions, intended to conflate material for didactic
purposes. One such was the work of Abia Muhammad
al-Baghawi (died AH 516 [AD 1122]) called Masabih as-
Sunnah (“The Lamps of the Sunnah”). Commentaries
on all these classical musannafat, or compilations, were
many, and important in education and piety.

SECTARIAN VARIATIONS

The tradition of the Shi‘ah, a minority branch of Islam,
(distinguished from the tradition of the Sunnah majority

by belief in the special role of the Prophet’s cousin ‘Ali
and his descendants) diverges sharply from a very early
date, though the emphasis on the personality of Muham-
mad was identical. The Shi‘ah broke away from the (to
be) dominant Sunni stream of Islam for deep reasons of
politics, emotion, and theology. There was the dispute
about caliphal succession and the role of ‘Ali, cousin and
son-in-law of Muhammad and fourth caliph, and bitter
cleavage because of the tragic fate of his two sons and
especially of Husayn in the massacre of Karbala‘, from
which there ultimately evolved the theology of vicarious
suffering epitomized in Shi‘i devotion and ritual. (Sec-
tarian disputes are treated in detail; see below Theology
and sectarianism.) All these factors inevitably involved the
business of tradition. The schism read the origins accord-
ing to the divided loyalties, and there was little that was
not potentially contentious, apart from obvious matters;
e.g.,, Muhammad’s intentions for ‘Ali and the caliphate.
The issues were fought out in rivalry for the mind of the
Prophet, the authority of which was the sole agreement
in the very disputing of it. The Shi‘ah thus rejected the
tradition of the Sunnis and developed their own corpus of
tradition (though there is evidence that an-Nasai, at least,
among the classical compilers, had sympathy with aspects
of their cause). They also questioned the Sunni notions of
isnad and of the community as a locus of authority and
evolved their own system of submission to their imams
(Shi‘ah leaders). This altered the whole role that tradition
might play. The major Shi‘i compilations date from the
4th and 5th centuries and allow only traditions emanating
from the house of ‘Ali. The first of them is that of Aba
Ja‘far Muhammad al-Qulini (died ax 328 [aD 939]), Kafi
fi Ilm ad-Din, which might be translated: “All You Need
About the Science of Religious Practice.”

SIGNIFICANCE OF HADITH

Canonical collections of Hadith are, for the non-Muslim,
an introduction to a world of faith, of behaviour and
authority, a world of almost encyclopaedic inclusiveness.
Provisions of law are the primary element, enlarging Qur-
anic legislation. They contain a whole array of moral,
social, commercial, and personal matters, as well as the
themes of eschatology. All reaches of public and private
conduct may be found there, from the disposal of a date
stone to the crisis of the deathbed, from the manner of
ablution to the duties of forgiveness, from the physical
routines of digestion to the description of the day of judg-
ment. There is a Talmudic capacity for detail and scrupu-
lousness in legal and ethical prescriptions and precepts.
There are stories of integrity and right action, for example,
that of the purchaser of a plot of ground who subsequently
unearthed in it a pot of gold, which he brought back to
the former owner, protesting that it was not within his
bargain. The vendor, likewise, refused to claim it since he
had not known the gold was there when he sold his field.
An arbitrator solved their dilemma of honesty by propos-
ing the marriage of the son of one with the daughter of
the other so that, after alms, the gold might be settled on
the couple. Through and in tradition, Islam aligned itself
authoritatively with all it found compatible in local usages
and brought hospitably and masterfully within its purview
the continuity of many cultures. There is wide evidence
of the impact of Jewish and Christian elements, notably
in the realm of eschatology, in the elaboration of the stark
and urgent Qur'anic doctrine of the last judgment. But
always the imprint of Islam is clear. Tradition is at once
a mine and a kind of currency, the source and the circu-
lation of the values it makes and preserves. (A.K.C./Ed.)

Fundamental practices and institutions of Islam

THE FIVE PILLARS

During the earliest decades after the death of the Prophet,
certain basic features of the religio-social organization of
Islam were singled out to serve as anchoring points of the
community’s life and formulated as the “Pillars of Islam.”
To these five, the Khawarij sect added a sixth pillar, the
Jjihad, which, however, was not accepted by the general
community.
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The shahadah or profession of faith. The first pillar is
the profession of faith: “There is no god but God; Mu-
hammad is the prophet of God,” upon which depends
the membership in the community. The profession must
be recited at least once in one’s lifetime, aloud, correctly,
and purposively, with an understanding of its meaning
and with an assent from the heart. From this fundamental
belief are derived beliefs in (1) angels (particularly Gabriel,
the Angel of Revelation), (2) the revealed Books (the Qur-
an and the sacred books of Judeo-Christian revelation
described in the Qur’an), (3) a series of prophets (among
whom Judeo-Christian figures are particularly eminent—
although it is believed that God has sent messengers to
every nation), and (4) the Last Day (Day of Judgment).

Prayer. The second pillar consists of five daily congre-
gational prayers, which may, however, be offered individ-
ually if one is unable to go to the mosque. The first prayer
is performed in the morning before sunrise, the second just
after noon, the third in the later afternoon, the fourth im-
mediately after sunset, and the fifth before retiring to bed
(only three prayers are mentioned in the Quran: morning,
evening, and the middle prayer in the afternoon).

Before a prayer, ablutions are performed by washing the
hands, face, and feet. The muezzin (one who gives the
call for prayer) chants aloud from a raised place (such as
a tower) in the mosque. When prayer starts, the imam, or
leader (of the prayer), stands in the front facing Mecca,
and the congregation stands behind him in rows, follow-
ing him in various postures. Each prayer consists of two
to four genuflection units (rak'ah); each unit consists of a
standing posture (during which verses from the Quran are
recited, in certain prayers aloud, in others silently), as well
as a genuflection and two prostrations. At every change in
posture, “God is great” is recited. Tradition has fixed the
materials to be recited in each posture.

Special congregational prayers are offered on Friday in-
stead of the prayer just after noon. The Friday service
consists of a sermon (khutbah), part of which consists of
preaching in the local language and part of recitation of
certain formulas in Arabic. In the sermon, the preacher
usually recites a verse of the Quran and builds his address
on it, which can be of a moral, social, or political content.
Friday sermons have usually considerable impact on pub-
lic opinion regarding sociopolitical questions.

Although not ordained as an obligatory duty, noctur-
nal prayers (called fahajjud) are encouraged, particularly
during the latter half of the night. During the month of
Ramadan (see below Fasting) lengthy prayers are offered
congregationally before retiring and are called tarawih.

In strict doctrine, the five daily prayers cannot be waived
even for the sick, who may pray in bed and, if necessary,
lying down. When on a journey, it is recommended that
the two afternoon prayers be combined into one and the
sunset and late evening prayers into one prayer as well. In
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practice, however, much laxity has occurred, particularly
in modern times, although Friday prayers are still attended
by large numbers.

The zakat. The third pillar is the obligatory tax called
zakat (“purification,” indicating that such a payment
makes the rest of one’s wealth religiously and legally pure).
This is the only permanent tax levied by the Quran and
is payable annually on food grains, cattle, and cash after
one year’s possession. The amount varies for different cat-
egories. Thus, on grains and fruits it is 10 percent if land
is watered by rain, 5 percent if land is watered artificially.
On cash and precious metals it is 2'/2 percent. Zakat is
collectable by the state and is to be used primarily for the
poor, but the Quran mentions other purposes: ransoming
Muslim war captives, redeeming chronic debts of people,
tax collectors’ fees, jihad (and by extension, according to
Quran commentators, education and health), and creating
facilities for travellers.

After the breakup of Muslim religio-political power, pay-
ment of zakat has become a matter of voluntary charity
dependent on individual conscience. Some Muslim coun-
tries are seeking to reintroduce it, and in several Middle
Eastern countries zakat is officially collected, but on a
voluntary basis.

Fasting.  Fasting during the month of Ramadan (ninth
month of the Muslim lunar calendar), laid down in the
Quran (2:183-185), is the fourth pillar of the faith. Fast-
ing begins at daybreak.and ends at sunset, and during
the day eating, drinking, and smoking are forbidden. The
Quran (2:185) states that it was in the month of Rama-
dan that the Quran was revealed. Another verse of the
Quran (97:1) states that it was revealed “on the night of
determination,” which Muslims generally observe on the
night of 26-27 Ramadan. For a person who is sick or on
a journey, fasting may be postponed until “another equal
number of days.” Daily feeding of one poor person is also
prescribed “for those who can afford it.”

The hajj. The fifth pillar is the annual pilgrimage (hajj)
to Mecca prescribed for every Muslim once in a lifetime—
“provided one can afford it” and provided a person has
enough provisions to leave for his family in his absence.
The pilgrimage rite begins every year on the 7th and ends
on the 10th of the month of Dha al-Hijjah (last month of
the Muslim year). When the pilgrim is about six miles (ten
kilometres) from the Holy City, he enters upon the state of
ihram: he wears two seamless garments and neither shaves
nor cuts his hair or nails until the ceremony ends. The
principal activities consist of walking seven times around
the Ka'bah, a shrine within the Sacred Mosque; the kissing
and touching of the Black Stone (Hajar al-Aswad); and the
ascent of and running between Mt. Safa and Mt. Marwah
(which are now, however, mere elevations) seven times.
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At the second stage of the ritual, the pilgrim proceeds
from Mecca to Mina, a few miles away; from there he
goes to ‘Arafat, where it is essential to hear a sermon and
to spend one afternoon. The last rites consist of spending
the night at Muzdalifah (between ‘Arafat and Mina) and
offering sacrifice on the last day of ihram, which is the ‘id
(“festival™) of sacrifice.

Many countries have imposed restrictions on the number
of outgoing pilgrims because of foreign-exchange diffi-
culties. Because of the improvement of communications,
however, the total number of visitors has greatly increased
in recent years. In 1965 the number of visitors was es-
timated to be about 1,500,000, approximately 600,000
of them from outside Arabia. All Muslim countries send
official delegations on the occasion, which is being increas-
ingly used for religio-political congresses. At other times in
the year, it is considered meritorious to perform the lesser
pilgrimage (umrah), which is not, however, a substitute
for the hajj pilgrimage.

SACRED PLACES AND DAYS

The most sacred place for Muslims is the Ka'bah sanctuary
at Mecca, the object of the annual pilgrimage. It is much
more than a mosque; it is believed to be the place where
the heavenly bliss and power touches the earth directly.
According to Muslim tradition, the Ka'bah was built by
Abraham. The Prophet’s mosque in Medina is the next
in sanctity. Jerusalem follows in third place in sanctity
as the first giblah (i.e., direction in which the Muslims
offered prayers at first, before the giblah was changed to
the Kabah) and as the place from where Muhammad,

according to tradition, made his ascent (mi'rdj) to heaven.
For the Shi'ah, Karbala’ in Iraq (the place of martyrdom of
‘AlT’s son, Husayn) and Meshed in Iran (where Imam ‘Ali
ar-Rida is buried) constitute places of special veneration
where the Shiah make pilgrimages.

Shrines of Sufi saints. For the Muslim masses in gen-
eral, shrines of Sufi saints are particular objects of rever-
ence and even veneration. In Baghdad, the tomb of the
greatest saint of all, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani, is visited ev-
ery year by large numbers of pilgrims from all over the
Muslim world.

The Sufi shrines, which were managed privately in earlier
periods, are almost entirely owned by governments in the
20th century and are managed by departments of awgaf
(plural of wagqf, a religious endowment). The official ap-
pointed to care for a shrine is usually called a mutawalli.
In Turkey, where such endowments formerly constituted
a very considerable portion of the national wealth, all
were confiscated by the regime of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk
(president, 1928-38).

The mosque. The general religious life of the Muslims
is centred around the mosque, and in the days of the
Prophet and early caliphs the mosque was, indeed, the
centre of all community life. Small mosques are usually
supervised by the imam (one who administers the prayer
service) himself, although sometimes also a muezzin is
appointed. In larger mosques, where Friday prayers are
offered, a khatib (one who gives the khutbah, or sermon)
is appointed for Friday service. Many large mosques also
function as religious schools and colleges. Mosque officials
are appointed by the government in most countries. In
some countries, e.g., Pakistan, most mosques are private
and are run by the local community, although some of
the larger ones are being increasingly taken over by the
government departments of awgaf.

Holy days. The Muslim calendar (based on the lunar
year) dates from the emigration (hijrah) of the Prophet
from Mecca to Medina in AD 622. The two festive days in
the year are the ‘ids, '1d al-Fitr celebrating the end of the
month of Ramadan and the other, Id al-Adha (the feast
of sacrifice), marking the end of the pilgrimage. Because
of the crowds, ‘id prayers are offered either in very large
mosques or on specially consecrated grounds. Other sa-
cred times include the “night of determination” (believed
to be the night in which God makes decisions about the
destiny of individuals and the world as a whole) and the
night of the ascension of the Prophet to heaven. The
Shiah celebrate the 10th of Muharram (the first month
of the Muslim year) to mark the day of the martyrdom
of Husayn. The Muslim masses also celebrate the death
anniversaries of various saints in a ceremony called ‘urs
(literally, “nuptial ceremony”). The saints, far from dying,
are believed to reach the zenith of their spiritual life on
this occasion. (F.R./Ed.)

ISLAMIC THOUGHT

Islamic theology (kalam) and philosophy (falsafah) are
two traditions of learning developed by Muslim thinkers
who were engaged, on the one hand, in the rational
clarification and defense of the principles of the Islamic
religion (mutakallimiin) and, on the other, in the pursuit
of the ancient (Greek and Hellenistic, or Greco-Roman)
sciences (falasifah). These thinkers took a position that was
intermediate between the traditionalists, who remained
attached to the literal expressions of the primary sources
of Islamic doctrines (the Qur’an, or the Islamic scripture,
and the Hadith, or the sayings and traditions of Mu-
hammad) and who abhorred reasoning, and those whose
reasoning led them to abandon the Islamic community
(the ummah) altogether. The status of the believer in Islam
remained in practice a juridical question, not a matter for
theologians or philosophers to decide. Except in regard to
the fundamental questions of the existence of God, Is-
lamic revelation, and future reward and punishment, the
juridical conditions for declaring someone an unbeliever
or beyond the pale of Islam were so demanding as to

make it almost impossible to make a valid declaration
of this sort about a professing Muslim. In the course of
events in Islamic history, representatives of certain theo-
logical movements, who happened to be jurists and who
succeeded in converting rulers to their cause, made those
rulers declare in favour of their movements and even en-
couraged them to persecute their opponents. Thus there
arose in some localities and periods a semblance of an
official, or orthodox, doctrine.

Origins, nature, and significance
of Islamic theology

EARLY DEVELOPMENTS
The beginnings of theology in the Islamic tradition in
the second half of the 7th century are not easily dis-
tinguishable from the beginnings of a number of other
disciplines—Arabic philology, Qur’anic interpretation, the
collection of the sayings and deeds of the prophet Mu-
hammad (Hadith), jurisprudence, and historiography. To-
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gether with these other disciplines, Islamic theology is
concerned with ascertaining the facts and context of the
Islamic revelation and with understanding its meaning
and implications as to what Muslims should believe and
do after the revelation had ceased and the Islamic com-
munity had to chart its own way. During the first half of
the 8th century, a number of questions—which centred
on God’s unity, justice, and other attributes and which
were relevant to man’s freedom, actions, and fate in the
hereafter—formed the core of a more specialized disci-
pline, which was called kalam (“speech”). This term (ka-
lam) was used to designate the more specialized discipline
because of the rhetorical and dialectical “speech” used in
formulating the principal matters of Islamic belief, debat-
ing them, and defending them against Muslim and non-
Muslim opponents. Gradually, kalam came to include all
matters directly or indirectly relevant to the establishment
and definition of religious beliefs, and it developed its own
necessary or useful systematic rational arguments about
human knowledge and the makeup of the world. Despite
various efforts by later thinkers to fuse the problems of
kalam with those of philosophy (and mysticism), theology
preserved its relative independence from philosophy and
other nonreligious sciences. It remained true to its origi-
nal traditional and religious point of view, confined itself
within the limits of the Islamic revelation, and assumed
that these limits as it understood them were identical with
the limits of truth.

THE HELLENISTIC LEGACY

The pre-Islamic and non-Islamic legacy with which early
Islamic theology came into contact included almost all
the religious thought that had survived and was being de-
fended or disputed in Egypt, Syria, Iran, and India. It was
transmitted by learned representatives of various Chris-
tian, Jewish, Manichaean (members of a dualistic religion
founded by Mani, an Iranian prophet, in the 3rd cen-
tury), Zoroastrian (members of a monotheistic, but later
dualistic, religion founded by Zoroaster, a 7th-century-BC
Iranian prophet), Indian (Hindu and Buddhist, primarily),
and Sabian (star worshippers of Harran often confused
with the Mandaeans) communities and by early converts
to Islam conversant with the teachings, sacred writings,
and doctrinal history of the religions of these areas. At
first, access to this legacy was primarily through conversa-
tions and disputations with such men, rather than through
full and accurate translations of sacred texts or theological
and philosophic writings, although some translations from
Pahlavi (a Middle Persian dialect), Syriac, and Greek must
also have been available.

The characteristic approach of early Islamic theology to
non-Muslim literature was through oral disputations, the
starting points of which were the statements presented
or defended (orally) by the opponents. Oral disputation
continued to be used in theology for centuries, and most
theological writings reproduce or imitate that form. From
such oral and written disputations, writers on religions
and sects collected much of their information about non-
Muslim sects. Much of Hellenistic (post-3rd century BC
Greek cultural), Iranian, and Indian religious thought was
thus encountered in an informal and indirect manner.

From the 9th century onward, theologians had access
to an increasingly larger body of translated texts, but by
then they had taken most of their basic positions. They
made a selective use of the translation literature, ignoring
most of what was not useful to them until the mysti-
cal theologian al-Ghazali (flourished 11th—12th centuries)
showed them the way to study it, distinguish between the
harmless and harmful doctrines contained in it, and refute
the latter. By this time Islamic theology had coined a vast
number of technical terms, and theologians (e.g., al-Jahiz)
had forged Arabic into a versatile language of science;
Arabic philology had matured; and the religious sciences
(jurisprudence, the study of the Qur’an, Hadith, criticism,
and history) had developed complex techniques of tex-
tual study and interpretation. The 9th-century translators
availed themselves of these advances to meet the needs of
patrons. Apart from demands for medical and mathemat-
ical works, the translation of Greek learning was fostered

by the early ‘Abbasid caliphs (8th-9th centuries) and their
viziers as additional weapons (the primary weapon was
theology itself) against the threat of Manichaeanism and
other subversive ideas that went under the name zandaqah
(“heresy” or “atheism™). (M.S.M./Ed.)

Theology and sectarianism

Despite the notion of a unified and consolidated com-
munity, as taught by the Prophet, serious differences
arose within the Muslim community immediately after his
death. According to the Sunnah, or traditionalist faction—
who now constitute the majority of Islam—the Prophet
had designated no successor. Thus the Muslims at Medina
decided to elect a separate chief. Because he would not
have been accepted by the Quraysh, the ummah, or Mus-
lim community, would have disintegrated. Therefore, two
of Muhammad’s fathers-in-law, who were highly respected
early converts as well as trusted lieutenants, prevailed
upon the Medinans to elect a single leader, and the choice
fell upon Abu Bakr, father of the Prophet’s favoured wife,
‘A’ ishah. All of this occurred before the Prophet’s burial
(under the floor of ‘A’ishah’s hut, alongside the courtyard
of the mosque).

According to the Shiah, or “Partisans” of ‘Ali, the
Prophet had designated as his successor his son-in-law ‘Ali
ibn Abi Talib, husband of his daughter Fatimah and fa-
ther of his only surviving grandsons, Hasan and Husayn.
His preference was general knowledge; yet, while ‘Ali and
the Prophet’s closest kinsmen were preparing the body for
burial, Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and Abi ‘Ubaydah from Mu-
hammad’s Companions in the Quraysh tribe, met with the
leaders of the Medinans and agreed to elect the aging Abu
Bakr as the successor (khalifah, hence “caliph”) of the
Prophet. ‘Ali and his kinsmen were dismayed but agreed
for the sake of unity to accept the fait accompli because
‘Al was still young

After the murder of 'Uthman, the third caliph, ‘Ali was
invited by the Muslims at Medina to accept the caliphate.
Thus ‘Ali became the fourth caliph (656-661), but the dis-
agreement over his right of succession brought about a ma-
jor schism in Islam, between the Shiah, or “legitimists”—
those loyal to ‘Ali—and the Sunnah, or “traditionalists.”
Athough their differences were in the first instance polit-
ical, arising out of the question of leadership, theological
differences developed over time.

THE KHAWARL

During the reign of the third caliph, 'Uthman, certain
rebellious groups accused the Caliph of nepotism and mis-
rule, and the resulting discontent led to his assassination.
The rebels then recognized the Prophet’s cousin and son-
in-law, ‘Ali, as ruler but later deserted him and fought
against him, accusing him of having committed a grave
sin in submitting his claim to the caliphate to arbitration.
The word kharaju, from which khariji is derived, means
“to withdraw” and Khawarij were, therefore, seceders who
believed in active dissent or rebellion against a state of
affairs they considered to be gravely impious.

The basic doctrine of the Khawarij was that a person or
a group who committed a grave error or sin and did not
sincerely repent ceased to be Muslim. Mere profession of
the faith—*there is no god but God; Muhammad is the
prophet of God”—did not make a person a Muslim unless
this faith was accompanied by righteous deeds. In other
words, good works were an integral part of faith and not
extraneous to it. The second principle that flowed from
their aggressive idealism was militancy, or jihdd, which
the Khawarij considered to be among the cardinal princi-
ples, or pillars, of Islam. Contrary to the orthodox view,
they interpreted the Quranic command about “enjoining
good and forbidding evil” to mean the vindication of truth
through the sword. The placing of these two principles
together made the Khawarij highly inflammable fanatics,
intolerant of almost any established political authority.
They incessantly resorted to rebellion and as a result were
virtually wiped out during the first two centuries of Islam.

Because the Khawarij believed that the basis of rule was
righteous character and piety alone, any Muslim, irrespec-
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tive of race, colour, and sex, could, in their view, become
ruler—provided he or she satisfied the conditions of piety.
This was in contrast to the claims of the Shiah (the party
of Muhammad’s son-in-law, ‘Ali) that the ruler must be-
long to the family of the Prophet and to the doctrine of the
Sunnah (followers of the Prophet’s way) that the head of
state must belong to the Prophet’s tribe, i.e., the Quraysh.

A moderate group of the Khawarij, the Ibadis, avoided
extinction, and its members are to be found today in
North Africa and in Oman and other parts of East Africa,
including Zanzibar Island. The Ibadis do not believe in
aggressive methods and, throughout medieval Islam, re-
mained dormant. Because of the interest of 20th-century
Western scholars in this sect, the Ibadis have become ac-
tive and have begun to publish their classical writings and
their own journals.

Although Kharijism is now essentially a story of the past,
it has left a permanent influence on Islam, because of
reaction against it. It forced the religious leadership of the
community to formulate a bulwark against religious intol-
erance and fanaticism. Positively, it has influenced the re-
form movements that have sprung up in Islam from time
to time and that have treated spiritual and moral placidity
and status quo with a quasi-Khawarij zeal and militancy.

THE MU TAZILAH

The question of whether works are an integral part of faith
or independent of it, as raised by the Khawarij, led to an-
other important theological question: are human acts the
result of a free human choice, or are they predetermined
by God? This question brought with it a whole series of
questions about the nature of God and of man. Although
the initial impetus to theological thought, in the case of the
Khawarij, had come from within Islam, full-scale religious
speculation resulted from the contact and confrontation
of Muslims with other cultures and systems of thought.

As a consequence of translations of Greek philosophical
and scientific works into Arabic during the 8th and 9th
centuries and the controversies of Muslims with Dualists
(e.g., Gnostics and Manichaeans), Buddhists, and Chris-
tians, a more powerful movement of rational theology
emerged; its representatives are called the Mu'tazilah (lit-
erally “those who stand apart,” a reference to the fact
that they dissociated themselves from extreme views of
faith and infidelity). On the question of the relationship
of faith to works, the Mu'tazilah—who called themselves
“champions of God’s unity and justice”—taught, like the
Khawarij, that works were an essential part of faith but
that a person guilty of a grave sin, unless he repented, was
neither a Muslim nor yet a non-Muslim but occupied a
“middle ground.” They further defended the position, as a
central part of their doctrine, that man was free to choose
and act and was, therefore, responsible for his actions. Di-
vine predestination of human acts, they held, was incom-
patible with God’s justice and human responsibility. The
Mu'tazilah, therefore, recognized two powers, or actors, in
the universe—God in the realm of nature and man in the
domain of moral human action. The Mu'tazilah explained
away the apparently predeterministic verses of the Quran
as being metaphors and exhortations.

They claimed that human reason, independent of reve-
lation, was capable of discovering what is good and what
is evil, although revelation corroborated the findings of
reason. Man is, therefore, under moral obligation to do
the right even if there were no prophets and no divine
revelation. Revelation has to be interpreted, therefore, in
conformity with the dictates of rational ethics. Yet rev-
elation is neither redundant nor passive. Its function is
twofold. First, its aim is to aid man in choosing the right,
because in the conflict between good and evil man often
falters and makes the wrong choice against his rational
judgment. God, therefore, must send prophets, for he must
do the best for man; otherwise, the demands of divine
grace and mercy cannot be fulfilled. Secondly, revelation
is also necessary to communicate the positive obligations
of religion—e.g., prayers and fasting—which cannot be
known without revelation.

God is viewed by the Mu'tazilah as pure Essence, without
eternal attributes, because they hold that the assumption

of eternal attributes in conjunction with Essence will re-
sult in a belief in multiple coeternals and violate the pure,
unadulterated unity of God. God knows, wills, and acts
by virtue of his Essence and not through attributes of
knowledge, will, and power. Nor does he have an eternal
attribute of speech, of which the Quran and other earlier
revelations were effects; the Quran was, therefore, created
in time and was not eternal.

The promises of reward that God has made in the Quran
to righteous people and the threats of punishment he has
issued to evildoers must be carried out by him on the
Day of Judgment. For promises and threats are viewed
as reports about the future, and if not fulfilled exactly
those reports will turn into lies, which are inconceivable
of God. Also, if God were to withhold punishment for
evil and forgive it, this would be as unjust as withholding
reward for righteousness. There can be neither undeserved
punishment nor undeserved reward; otherwise, good may
just as well turn into evil and evil into good. From this
position it follows that there can be no intercession on
behalf of sinners.

When, in the early 9th century, the ‘Abbasid caliph al-
Ma'miin raised Mu'tazilism to the status of the state creed,
the Mu'tazilite rationalists showed themselves to be illib-
eral and persecuted their opponents. Ahmad ibn Hanbal
(died 855), an eminent orthodox figure and founder of one
of the four orthodox schools of Islamic law, was subjected
to flogging and imprisonment for his refusal to subscribe
to the doctrine that the Quran, the word of God, was
created in time.

THE SUNNAH

In the 10th century a reaction began against the Mu'ta-
zilah that culminated in the formulation and subsequent
general acceptance of another set of theological proposi-
tions, which became Sunni, or “orthodox” theology.

The issues raised by these early schisms and the positions
adopted by them enabled the Sunni orthodoxy to define
its own doctrinal positions in turn. Much of the content
of Sunni theology was, therefore, supplied by its reactions
to those schisms. The term sunnah, which means a “well-
trodden path” and in the religious terminology of Islam
normally signifies “the example set by the Prophet,” in
the present context simply means the traditional and well-
defined way. In this context, the term sunnah usually is
accompanied by the appendage “the consolidated major-
ity” (al-jama ah). The term clearly indicates that the tradi-
tional way is the way of the consolidated majority of the
community as against peripheral or “wayward” positions
of sectarians, who by definition must be erroneous.

The way of the majority. With the rise of the ortho-
doxy, then, the foremost and elemental factor that came
to be emphasized was the notion of the majority of the
community. The concept of the community so vigorously
pronounced by the earliest doctrine of the Quran gained
both a new emphasis and a fresh context with the rise of
Sunnism. Whereas the Quran had marked out the Mus-
lim community from other communities, Sunnism now
emphasized the views and customs of the majority of the
community in contradistinction to peripheral groups. An
abundance of tradition (EHadith) came to be attributed to
the Prophet to the effect that Muslims must follow the ma-
jority’s way, that minority groups are all doomed to hell,
and that God’s protective hand is always on (the majority
of) the community, which can never be in error. Under
the impact of the new Hadith, the community, which
had been charged by the Quran with a mission and com-
manded to accept a challenge, now became transformed
into a privileged one that was endowed with infallibility.

Tolerance of diversity. At the same time, while con-
demning schisms and branding dissent as heretical, Sun-
nism developed the opposite trend of accommodation,
catholicity, and synthesis. A putative tradition of the
Prophet that says “differences of opinion among my com-
munity are a blessing” was given wide currency. This
principle of toleration ultimately made it possible for
diverse sects and schools of thought—notwithstanding a
wide range of difference in belief and practice—to rec-
ognize and coexist with each other. No group may be
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excluded from the community unless it itself formally
renounces Islam. As for individuals, tests of heresy may
be applied to their beliefs, but, unless a person is found
to flagrantly violate or deny the unity of God or ex-
pressly negate the prophethood of Muhammad, such tests
usually have no serious consequences. Catholicity was
orthodoxy’s answer to the intolerance and secessionism
of the Khawarij and the severity of the Mu‘tazilah. As
a consequence, a formula was adopted in which good
works were recognized as enhancing the quality of faith
but not as entering into the definition and essential nature
of faith. This broad formula saved the integrity of the
community at the expense of moral strictness and doctrin-
al uniformity.

On the question of free will, Sunni orthodoxy attempted
a synthesis between man’s responsibility and God’s om-
nipotence. The champions of orthodoxy accused the Mu-
‘tazilah of quasi-Magian Dualism (Zoroastrianism) insofar
as the Mu‘tazilah admitted two independent and original
actors in the universe: God and man. To the orthodox it
seemed blasphemous to hold that man could act wholly
outside the sphere of divine omnipotence, which had been
so vividly portrayed by the Qur’an but which the Mu‘ta-
zilah had endeavoured to explain away in order to make
room for man’s free and independent action.

Influence of Al-Ash‘ari and al-Maturidi. The Sunni
formulation, however, as presented by al-Ash‘ari and al-
Maturidi, Sunni’s two main representatives in the 10th
century, shows palpable differences despite basic unifor-
mity. Al-Ash‘ari taught that human acts were created by
God and acquired by man and that human responsibility
depended on this acquisition. He denied, however, that
man could be described as an actor in a real sense. Al-
Maturidi, on the other hand, held that although God
is the sole Creator of everything, including human acts,
nevertheless, man is an actor in the real sense, for acting
and creating were two different types of activity involving
different aspects of the same human act.

In conformity with their positions, al-Ash‘ari believed
that man did not have the power to act before he actually
acted and that God created this power in him at the time
of action; and al-Maturidi taught that before the action
man has a certain general power for action but that this
power becomes specific to a particular action only when
the action is performed, because, after full and specific
power comes into existence, action cannot be delayed.

Al-Ash‘ari and his school also held that human rea-
son was incapable of discovering good and evil and that
acts became endowed with good or evil qualities through
God’s declaring them to be such. Because man in his
natural state regards his own self-interest as good and that
which thwarts his interests as bad, natural human rea-
son is unreliable. Independently of revelation, therefore,
murder would not be bad nor the saving of life good.
Furthermore, because God’s Will makes acts good or bad,
one cannot ask for reasons behind the divine law, which
must be simply accepted. Al-Maturidi takes an opposite
position, not materially different from that of the Mu‘ta-
zilah: human reason is capable of finding out good and
evil, and revelation aids human reason against the sway
of human passions.

Despite these important initial differences between the
two main Sunni schools of thought, the doctrines of al-
Maturidi became submerged in course of time under the
expanding popularity of the Ash‘arite school, which gained
wide currency particularly after the 11th century because
of the influential activity of the Sufi theologian al-Ghazali.
Because these later theologians placed increasing emphasis
on divine omnipotence at the expense of the freedom and
efficacy of the human will, a deterministic outlook on life
became characteristic of Sunni Islam—reinvigorated by
the Sufi world view, which taught that nothing exists ex-
cept God, whose being is the only real being. This general
deterministic outlook produced, in turn, a severe reformist
reaction in the teachings of Ibn Taymiyah, a 14th-century
theologian who sought to rehabilitate human freedom and
responsibility and whose influence has been strongly felt
through the reform movements in the Muslim world since
the 18th century.

THE SHI‘AH

The Shi‘ah are the only important surviving sect in Is-
lam. As noted above, they owe their origin to the hos-
tility between ‘Ali (the fourth caliph and son-in-law of
the Prophet) and the Umayyad dynasty (661-750). After
‘Al7’s death, the Shi‘ah (Party; i.e., of ‘Ali) demanded the
restoration of rule to ‘Ali’s family, and from that demand
developed the Shi‘ite legitimism, or the divine right of the
holy family to rule. In the early stages, the Shi‘ah used this
legitimism to cover the protest against the Arab hegemony
under the Umayyads and to agitate for social reform.

Gradually, however, Shi‘ism developed a theological
content for its political stand. Probably under Gnostic
(esoteric, dualistic, and speculative) and old Iranian (dual-
istic) influences, the figure of the political ruler, the imam
(exemplary “leader”), was transformed into a metaphysical
being, a manifestation of God and the primordial light that
sustains the universe and bestows true knowledge on man.
Through the imam alone the hidden and true meaning of
the Qur’anic revelation can be known, because the imam
alone is infallible. The Shi‘ah thus developed a doctrine
of esoteric knowledge that was adopted also, in a modified
form, by the Sifis, or Islamic mystics (see below Islamic
mysticism, Siufism). The orthodox Shi‘ah recognize 12
such imams, the last (Muhammad) having disappeared
in the 9th century. Since that time, the mujtahids (i.e.,
the Shi‘i divines) have been able to interpret law and
doctrine under the putative guidance of the imam, who
will return toward the end of time to fill the world with
truth and justice.

On the basis of their doctrine of imamology, the Shi‘ah
emphasize their idealism and transcendentalism in con-
scious contrast with Sunni pragmatism. Thus, whereas the
Sunnis believe in the ijma‘ (“consensus”) of the commu-
nity as the source of decision making and workable knowl-
edge, the Shi‘ah believe that knowledge derived from
fallible sources is useless and that sure and true knowledge
can come only through a contact with the infallible imam.
Again, in marked contrast to Sunnism, Shi‘ism adopted
the Mu‘tazilite doctrine of the freedom of the human will
and the capacity of human reason to know good and evil,
although its position on the question of the relationship
of faith to works is the same as that of the Sunnis.

Parallel to the doctrine of an esoteric knowledge, Shi‘ism,
because of its early defeats and persecutions, also adopted
the principle of tagiyah, or dissimulation of faith in a
hostile environment. Introduced first as a practical prin-
ciple, tagiyah, which is also attributed to ‘Ali and other
imams, became an important part of the Shi‘ah religious
teaching and practice. In the sphere of law, Shi‘ism differs
from Sunni law mainly in allowing a temporary marriage,
called mut‘ah, which can be legally contracted for a fixed
period of time on the stipulation of a fixed dower.

From a spiritual point of view, perhaps the greatest
difference between Shi‘ism and Sunnism is the former’s
introduction into Islam of the passion motive, which
is conspicuously absent from Sunni Islam. The violent
death (in 680) of ‘Ali’s son, Husayn, at the hands of the
Umayyad troops is celebrated with moving orations, pas-
sion plays, and processions in which the participants, in
a state of emotional frenzy, beat their breasts with heavy
chains and sharp instruments, inflicting wounds on their
bodies. This passion motive has also influenced the Sunni
masses in Afghanistan and the Indian subcontinent, who
participate in passion plays called za‘ziyahs. Such celebra-
tions are, however, absent from Egypt and North Africa.

Although the Shi‘ah number only about 40,000,000
(Shi‘ism has been the official religion in Iran since the
16th century), Shi‘ism has exerted a great influence on
Sunni Islam in several ways. The veneration in which all
Muslims hold ‘Ali and his family and the respect shown
to ‘Al’s descendants (who are called sayyids in the East
and sharifs in North Africa) are obvious evidence of this
influence.

Isma‘ilis. Besides the main body of Twelver (Ithna ‘As-
hariyah) Shi‘ah, Shi‘ism has produced a variety of more or
less extremist sects, the most important of them being the
Isma‘ili. Instead of recognizing Misa as the seventh imam,
as did the main body of the Shi‘ah, the Isma ‘ilis upheld the
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Muslims carrying the ta‘ziyah to their cremation during a
procession commemorating the martyrdom of Husayn, in
Jaipur, India.
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claims of his elder brother Isma‘il. One group of Ismaflis,
called Seveners (Sab‘iyah), considered Isma‘il the seventh
and last of the imams. The majority of Isma‘ilis, how-
ever, believed that the imamate continued in the line of
Isma‘il’s descendants. The Isma‘ili teaching spread during
the 9th century from North Africa to Sind, in India, and
the Isma‘qli Fatimid dynasty succeeded in establishing a
prosperous empire in Egypt. Isma‘ilis are subdivided into
two groups—the Nizaris, headed by the Aga Khan, and
the Musta‘lis in Bombay, with their own spiritual head.
The Isma‘ilis are to be found mainly in East Africa, Pak-
istan, India, and Yemen.

In their theology, the Isma‘lis have absorbed the most
extreme elements and heterodox ideas. The universe is
viewed as a cyclic process, and the unfolding of each cycle
is marked by the advent of seven “speakers”—messengers
of God with Scriptures—each of whom is succeeded by
seven “silents”—messengers without revealed scriptures;
the last speaker (the Prophet Muhammad) is followed by
seven imams who interpret the Will of God to man and
are, in a sense, higher than the Prophet because they draw
their knowledge directly from God and not from the An-
gel of Revelation. During the 10th century, certain Isma‘ili
intellectuals formed a secret society called the Brethren of
Purity, which issued a philosophical encyclopaedia, The
Epistles of the Brethren of Purity, aiming at the liquidation
of positive religions in favour of a universalist spirituality.

The late Aga Khan III (1887-1957) had taken several
measures to bring his followers closer to the main body
of the Muslims. The Isma‘ilis, however, still do not have
mosques but jama‘at khanahs (“gathering houses”), and
their mode of worship bears little resemblance to that of
the Muslims generally.

Other Shi‘i sects. Several other sects arose out of the
general Shi‘ite movement—e.g., the Nusayris, the Yazidis,
and the Druzes—out of which only the Druzes have
any considerable following. The Druze sect, sometimes
considered as independent from Islam, arose in the 11th
century out of a cult of deification of the Fatimid caliph
al-Hakim. Some authorities believe that the growth of the
Freemasonry movement was influenced by Druze rituals.

During a 19th-century anticlerical movement in Iran,
a certain ‘Ali Mohammad of Shiraz appeared, declaring
himself to be the Bab (“Gate”; i.e., to God). At that
time the climate in Iran was generally favourable to Mes-
sianic ideas. He was, however, bitterly opposed by the
Shi‘ah ‘ulama’ (council of learned men) and was executed
in 1850. After his death, his two disciples, Sobh-¢ Azal
and Baha’ Ullah, broke and went in different directions.
Baha’ Ullah eventually declared his religion—stressing a
humanitarian pacificism and universalism—to be an in-
dependent religion outside Islam. The Baha’i faith won a
considerable number of converts in North America during

the early 20th century (see also in the Micropedia: DRUZE;
BAHA’T FAITH).

Islamic mysticism, or Sufism, emerged out of early as-
cetic reactions on the part of certain religiously sensitive
personalities against the general worldliness that had over-
taken the Muslim community and the purely “externalist”
expressions of Islam in law and theology. These persons
stressed the Muslim qualities of moral motivation, contri-
tion against overworldliness, and “the state of the heart”
as opposed to the legalist formulations of Islam. For a
complete exposition of Sufi history, beliefs, and practices,
see below Islamic mysticism, Sifism.

OTHER GROUPS

The Ahmadiyah. In the latter half of the 19th century
in Punjab, India, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad claimed to be
an inspired prophet. At first a defender of Islam against
Christian missionaries, he adopted certain doctrines of the
Indian Muslim modernist Sayyid Ahmad Khan—namely,
that Jesus died a natural death and was not assumed
into heaven as the Islamic orthodoxy believed and that
Jjihad “by the sword” had been abrogated and replaced
with jihad “of the pen.” His aim appears to have been
to synthesize all religions under Islam, for he declared
himself to be not only the manifestation of the Prophet
Muhammad but also the Second Advent of Jesus, as well
as Krishna for the Hindus, among other claims. He did
not announce, however, any new revelation or new law.

In 1914 a schism over succession occurred among the
Ahmadiyah. One group that seceded from the main body,
which was headed by a son of the founder, disowned the
prophetic claims of Ghulam Ahmad and established their
centre in Lahore (in modern Pakistan). The main body
of the Ahamadiyah evolved a separatist organization and,
after the partition of India in 1947, moved their head-
quarters to Rabwah in what was then West Pakistan.

Both groups are noted for their missionary work, par-
ticularly in the West and in Africa. Within the Muslim
countries, however, there is fierce opposition to the main
group because of its claim that Ghulam Ahmad was a
prophet (the Muslim community believes in the final-
ity of prophethood with Muhammad) and because of
its separatist organization. Outside the Muslim countries,
however, the Qadiani group (as the main body is called,
Qadian being the birthplace of the founder and first centre
of the sect) acts more like a movement than a sect, with a
relatively loose connection with its centre in Pakistan.

The “Black Muslims.” After World War II an Islamic
movement arose among blacks in the U.S.; members called
themselves the Nation of Islam, but they were popularly
known as Black Muslims. Although they adopted some
Islamic social practices, the group was in large part a black
separatist and social-protest movement. Their leader, Eli-
jah Muhammad, who claimed to be an inspired prophet,
interpreted the doctrine of Resurrection in an unorthodox
sense as the revival of oppressed (“dead”) peoples. The
popular leader and spokesman Malcolm X (el-Hajj Malik
el-Shabazz) broke with Elijah Muhammad and adopted
more orthodox Islamic views. He was assassinated in 1965.
After the death of Elijah Muhammad in 1975, the group
was renamed World Community of Islam in the West
and officially abandoned its separatist aims. The name
was again changed in the late 1970s, to American Muslim
Mission. (F.R./Ed.)

Islamic mysticism, Siifism

Mysticism is that aspect of Islamic belief and practice in
which Muslims seek to find the truth of divine love and
knowledge through direct personal experience of God. It
consists of a variety of mystical paths that are designed
to ascertain the nature of man and God and to facilitate
the experience of the presence of divine love and wisdom
in the world.

Islamic mysticism is called tasawwuf (literally, “to dress
in wool”) in Arabic, but it has been called Safism in West-
ern languages since the early 19th century. An abstract
word, Sifism derives from the Arabic term for a mystic,
sufi, which is in turn derived from suf, “wool,” plausibly a
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reference to the woollen garment of early Islﬁmic ascetics.
The Sifis are also generally known as “the poor,” fugard,
plural of the Arabic fagir, in Persian darvish, whence the
English words fakir and dervish.

Though the roots of Islamic mysticism formerly were
supposed to have stemmed from various non-Islamic
sources in ancient Europe and even India, it now seems
established that the movement grew out of early Islamic
asceticism that developed as a counterweight to the in-
creasing worldiness of the expanding Muslim community;
only later were foreign elements that were compatible
with mystical theology and practices adopted and made to
conform to Islam.

By educating the masses and deepening the spiritual con-
cerns of the Muslims, Sufism has played an important role
in the formation of Muslim society. Opposed to the dry
casuistry of the lawyer-divines, the mystics nevertheless
scrupulously observed the commands of the divine law.
The Sufis have been further responsible for a large-scale
missionary activity all over the world, which still contin-
ues. Sufis have elaborated the image of the prophet Mu-
hammad—the founder of Islam—and have thus largely
influenced Muslim piety by their Muhammad-mysticism.
Without the Sufi vocabulary, Persian and other literatures
related to it, such as Turkish, Urdu, Sindhi, Pashto, and
Panjabi, would lack their special charms. Through the
poetry of these literatures mystical ideas spread widely
among the Muslims. In some countries Sufi leaders were
also active politically.

HISTORY

Islamic mysticism had several stages of growth, including
(1) the appearance of early asceticism, (2) the development
of a classical mysticism of divine love, and (3) the rise and
proliferation of fraternal orders of mystics. Despite these
general stages, however, the history of Islamic mysticism
is largely a history of individual mystic experience.

The first stage of Stfism appeared in pious circles as
a reaction against the worldliness of the early Umayyad
period (AD 661-749). From their practice of constantly
meditating on the Quranic words about Doomsday, the
ascetics became known as “those who always weep” and
those who considered this world “a hut of sorrows.” They
were distinguished by their scrupulous fulfillment of the
injunctions of the Quran and tradition, by many acts of
piety, and especially by a predilection for night prayers.

Classical mysticism. The introduction of the element of
love, which changed asceticism into mysticism, is ascribed
to Rabiah al-Adawiyah (died 801), a woman from Basra
who first formulated the Sufi ideal of a love of God that
was disinterested, without hope for paradise and without
fear of hell. In the decades after Rabiah, mystical trends
grew everywhere in the Islamic world, partly through an
exchange of ideas with Christian hermits. A number of
mystics in the early generations had concentrated their ef-
forts upon tawakkul, absolute trust in God, which became
a central concept of Sifism. An Iragi school of mysticism
became noted for its strict self-control and psychological
insight. The Iraqi school was initiated by al-Muhasibi (died
857)—who believed that purging the soul in preparation
for companionship with God was the only value of asceti-
cism. Its teachings of classical sobriety and wisdom were
perfected by Junayd of Baghdad (died 910), to whom all
later chains of the transmission of doctrine and legitimacy
go back. In an Egyptian school of Sifism, the Nubian
Dhi an-Nun (died 859) reputedly introduced the techni-
cal term mda rifah (“interior knowledge”), as contrasted to
learnedness; in his hymnical prayers he joined all nature in
the praise of God—an idea based on the Quran and later
elaborated in Persian and Turkish poetry. In the Iranian
school, Abti Yazid al-Bistami (died 874) is usually consid-
ered to have been representative of the important doctrine
of annihilation of the self, fand (see below); the strange
symbolism of his sayings prefigures part of the terminol-
ogy of later mystical poets. At the same time the concept
of divine love became more central, especially among the
Iraqi Sufis. Its main representatives are Nuri, who offered
his life for his brethren, and Sumniin “the Lover.”

The first of the theosophical speculations based on mysti-

cal insights about the nature of man and the essence of the
Prophet were produced by such Siifis as Sahl at-Tustarl
(died c. 896). Some Hellenistic ideas were later adopted by
al-Hakim at-Tirmidhi (died 898). Sahl was the master of
aJ-Husayn ibn Mansir al-HallaJ, who has become famous
for his phrase ana al- haqq, “1 am the Creative Truth” (of-
ten rendered “I am God”), which was later interpreted in
a pantheistic sense but is, in fact, only a condensation of
his theory of huwa huwa (“He he”): God loved himself in
his essence, and created Adam “in his image.” Hallaj was
executed in 922 in Baghdad as a result of his teachings;
he is, for later mystics and poets, the “martyr of Love”
par excellence, the enthusiast killed by the theologians.
His few poems are of exquisite beauty; his prose, which
contains an outspoken Muhammad-mysticism—i.e., mys-
ticism centred on the prophet Muhammad—is as beautiful
as it is difficult.

Safi thought was in these early centuries transmitted in
small circles. Some of the shaykhs, Sufi mystical leaders
or guides of such circles, were also artisans. In the 10th
century, it was deemed necessary to write handbooks
about the tenets of Sufism in order to soothe the growing
susp1c10ns of the orthodox, the compendiums composed
in Arabic by Aba Talib Makki, Sarraj, and Kalabadhi in
the late 10th century, and by Qushayri and, in Persian, by
Hujviri in the 11th century reveal how these authors tried
to defend Sufism and to prove its orthodox character. It
should be noted that the mystics belonged to all schools
of Islamic law and theology of the times.

The last great figure in the line of classical Sufism is
Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (died 1111), who wrote, among
numerous other works, the Thya ‘ulum ad-din (“The Re-
vival of the Religious Sciences”), a comprehensive work
that established moderate mysticism against the growing
theosophical trends—which tended to equate God and
the world—and thus shaped the thought of millions of
Muslims. His younger brother, Ahmad al-Ghazali, wrote
one of the subtlest treatises (Sawanih; “Occurrences” [i.e.,
stray thoughts]) on mystical love, a subject that then be-
came the main subject of Persian poetry.

Rise of fraternal orders. Slightly later, mystical orders
(fraternal groups centring around the teachings of a leader-
founder) began to crystallize. The 13th century, though
politically overshadowed by the invasion of the Mongols
into the Eastern lands of Islam and the end of the ‘Abbasid
caliphate, was also the golden age of Sufism: the Spanish-
born Ibn al'Arabi created a comprehenswe theosophical
system (concerning the relation of God and the world)
that was to become the cornerstone for a theory of “Unity
of Being.” According to this theory all existence is one, a
manifestation of the underlying divine reality. His Egyp-
tian contemporary Ibn al-Farid wrote the finest mystical
poems in Arabic. Two other important mystics, who died
¢. AD 1220, were a Persian poet, Farid od-Din ‘Attar, one
of the most fertile writers on mystical topics, and a Central
Asian master, Najmuddin Kubra, who presented elabo-
rate discussions of the psychological experiences through
which the mystic adept has to pass.

The greatest mystical poet in the Persian language, Jalal
ad-Din ar-Rumi (1207-73), was moved by mystical love
to compose his lyrical poetry that he attributed to his
mystical beloved, Shams ad-Din of Tabriz, as a sym-
bol of their union. Rumi’s didactic poem Masnavi in
about 26,000 couplets—a work that is for the Persian-
reading mystics second in importance only to the Qur-
‘an—is an encyclopaedia of mystical thought in which
everyone can find his own religious ideas. Rumi inspired
the organization of the whirling dervishes—who sought
ecstasy through an elaborate dancing ritual, accompanied
by superb music. His younger contemporary Yunus Emre
inaugurated Turkish mystical poetry with his charming
verses that were transmitted by the Bektashiyah (Bektasi)
order of dervishes and are still admired in modern Turkey.
In Egypt, among many other mystical trends, an order—
known as Shadhiliyah—was founded by ash-Shadhili (died
1258); its main literary representative, Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah of
Alexandria, wrote sober aphorisms (hikam).

At that time, the basic ideals of Sufism permeated the
whole world of Islam; and at its borders as, for example, in
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India, Sufis largely contributed to shaping Islamic society.
Later some of the Sifis in India were brought closer to
Hindu mysticism by an overemphasis on the idea of divine
unity which became almost monism—a religiophilosophic
perspective according to which there is only one basic re-
ality, and the distinction between God and the world (and
man) tends to disappear. The syncretistic attempts of the
Mughal emperor Akbar (died 1605) to combine different
forms of belief and practice, and the religious discussions
of the crown prince Dara Shukoh (executed for heresy,
1659) were objectionable to the orthodox. Typically, the
countermovement was again undertaken by a mystical
order, the Nagshbandiyah, a Central Asian fraternity
founded in the 14th century. Contrary to the monistic
trends of the school of wahdat al-wujid (“existential unity
of being”), the later Nagshbandiyah defended the wahdat
ash-shuhud (“unity of vision”), a subjective experience of
unity, occurring only in the mind of the believer, and not
as an objective experience. Ahmad Sirhindi (died 1624)
was the major protagonist of this movement in India. His
claims of sanctity were surprisingly daring: he considered
himself the divinely invested master of the universe. His
refusal to concede the possibility of union between man
and God (characterized as “servant” and “Lord”) and his
sober law-bound attitude gained him and his followers
many disciples, even at the Mughal court and as far away
as Turkey. In the 18th century, Shah Wali Allah of Delhi
was connected with an attempt to reach a compromise
between the two inimical schools of mysticism; he was
also politically active and translated the Quran into Per-
sian, the official language of Mughal India. Other Indian
mystics of the 18th century, such as Mir Dard, played a
decisive role in forming the newly developing Urdu poetry.

In the Arabic parts of the Islamic world, only a few
interesting mystical authors are found after 1500. They
include ash-Sha‘rani in Egypt (died 1565) and the prolific
writer ‘Abd al-Ghani an-Nabulusi in Syria (died 1731).
Turkey produced some fine mystical poets in the 17th
and 18th centuries. The influence of the mystical orders
did not recede; rather new orders came into existence, and
most literature was still tinged with mystical ideas and
expressions. Political and social reformers in the Islam-
ic countries have often objected to Sufism because they
have generally considered it as backward, hampering the
free development of society. Thus, the orders and dervish
lodges in Turkey were closed by Kemal Atatiirk in 1925.
Yet, their political influence is still palpable, though under
the surface. Such modern Islamic thinkers as the Indian
philosopher Muhammad Igbal have attacked traditional
monist mysticism and have gone back to the classical
ideals or divine love as expressed by Hallaj and his con-
temporaries. The activities of modern Muslim mystics in
the cities are mostly restricted to spiritual education.

SUFI LITERATURE

Though a prophetic saying (Hadith) claims that “he who
knows God becomes silent,” the Sufis have produced a
literature of impressive extent and could defend their writ-
ing activities with another Hadith: “He who knows God
talks much.” The first systematic books explaining the
tenets of Siifism date from the 10th century; but earlier,
Muhasibi had already written about spiritual education,
Hallaj had composed meditations in highly concentrated
language, and many Sifis had used poetry for conveying
their experiences of the ineffable mystery or had instructed
their disciples in letters of cryptographic density. The ac-
counts of Sufism by Sarraj and his followers, as well as
the tabagat (biographical works) by Sulami, Abi Nuaym
al-Isfahani, and others, together with some biographies
of individual masters, are the sources for knowledge of
early Sufism.

Early mystical commentaries on the Quran are only
partly extant, often preserved in fragmentary quotations
in later sources. With the formation of mystical orders,
books about the behaviour of the Sufi in various situations
became important, although this topic had already been
touched on in such classical works as Adab al-muridin
(“The Adepts’ Etiquette”) by Aba Najib as-Suhrawardi
(died 1168), the founder of the Suhrawardiyah order and

uncle of the author of the oft translated ‘Awarif al-ma'arif
(“The Well-known Sorts of Knowledge™). The theosophists
had to condense their systems in readable form; Ibn al-
‘Arabr’s al-Futahat al-Makkiyah (“The Meccan Revela-
tions”) is the textbook of wahdat al-wujud (God and
creation as two aspects of one reality); his smaller work on
the peculiar character of the prophets—Fusis al-hikam
(“The Bezels—or cutting edges—of Wisdom”)—became
even more popular.

Later mystics commented extensively upon the classical
sources and, sometimes, translated them into their mother
tongues. A literary type that has flourished especially in
India since the 13th century is the malfiizat, a collection
of sayings of the mystical leader, which are psychologically
interesting and allow glimpses into the political and social
situation of the Muslim community. Collections of let-
ters of the shaykhs are similarly revealing. Sufi literature
abounds in hagiography, either biographies of all known
saints from the Prophet to the day of the author, or of
saints of a specific order, or of those who lived in a cer-
tain town or province, so that much information on the
development of Sufi thought and practice is available if
sources are critically sifted.

The greatest contribution of Stifism to Islamic literature,
however, is poetry—beginning with charming, short Ara-
bic love poems (sometimes sung for a mystical concert,
sama) that express the yearning of the soul for union with
the beloved. The love-relation prevailing in most Persian
poetry is that between a man and a beautiful youth; less
often, as in the writings of Ibn al-'Arabi and Ibn al-Farid,
eternal beauty is symbolized through female beauty; in
Indo-Muslim popular mystical songs the soul is the loving
wife, God the longed-for husband. Long mystic-didactic
poems (masnavis) were written to introduce the reader to
the problems of unity and love by means of allegories and
parables. After SanaTs (died 1131?) Hadigat al-haqgiqgah
wa shariat at-tarigah (“The Garden of Truth and the Law
of Practice”),came ‘Attar’s Manteq ot-teyr (“The Birds’
Conversation”) and Rami’s Masnavi-ye ma'navi (“Spiri-
tual Couplets”). These three works are the sources that
have furnished poets for centuries with mystical ideas and
images. Typical of Sufi poetry is the hymn in praise of
God, expressed in chains of repetitions.

The mystics also contributed largely to the development
of national and regional literatures, for they had to convey
their message to the masses in their own languages: in
Turkey as well as in the Panjabi-, the Sindhi-, and the
Urdu-speaking areas of South Asia, the first true religious
poetry was written by Sufis, who blended classical Islamic
motifs with inherited popular legends and used popular
rather than Persian metres. Sufi poetry expressing divine
love and mystical union through the metaphors of pro-
fane love and union often resembled ordinary worldly
love poetry; and nonmystical poetry made use of the Sufi
vocabulary, thus producing an ambiguity that is felt to
be one of the most attractive and characteristic features
of Persian, Turkish, and Urdu literatures. Sufi ideas thus
permeated the hearts of all those who hearkened to poetry.
An example is al-Husayn ibn Mansar al-Hallaj, the 10th-
century martyr-mystic, who is as popular in modern pro-
gressive Urdu poetry as he was with the “God-intoxicated”
Sufis; he has been converted into a symbol of suffering for
one’s ideals.

SUFI THOUGHT AND PRACTICE

Important aspects. The mystics drew their vocabulary
largely from the Quran, which for Muslims contains
all divine wisdom and has to be interpreted with ever-
increasing insight. In the Quran, mystics found the threat
of the Last Judgment, but they also found the statement
that God “loves them and they love him,” which became
the basis for love-mysticism. Strict obedience to the re-
ligious law and imitation of the Prophet were basic for
the mystics. By rigid introspection and mental struggle
the mystic tried to purify his baser self from even the
smallest signs of selfishness, thus attaining ikhlds, absolute
purity of intention and act. Tawakkul (trust in God) was
sometimes practiced to such an extent that every thought
of tomorrow was considered irreligious. “Little sleep, little
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talk, little food” were fundamental; fasting became one of
the most important preparations for the spiritual life.

The central concern of the Sufis, as of every Muslim,
was tawhid, the witness that “There is no deity but God.”
This truth had to be realized in the existence of each
individual, and so the expressions differ: early Sufism pos-
tulated the approach to God through love and voluntary
suffering until a unity of will was reached; Junayd spoke
of “recognizing God as He was before creation”; God is
seen as the One and only actor; He alone “has the right to
say ‘I’.” Later, tawhid came to mean the knowledge that
there is nothing existent but God, or the ability to see God
and creation as two aspects of one reality, reflecting each
other and depending upon each other (wahdat al-wujid).

The mystics realized that beyond the knowledge of out-
ward sciences intuitive knowledge was required in order
to receive that illumination to which reason has no ac-
cess. Dhawgq, direct “tasting” of experience, was essential
for them. But the inspirations and “unveilings” that God
grants such mystics by special grace must never contradict
the Qur’an and tradition and are valid only for the per-
son concerned. Even the Malamatis, who attracted public
contempt upon themselves by outwardly acting against the
law, in private life strictly followed the divine commands.
Mystics who expressed in their poetry their disinterest in,
and even contempt of, the traditional formal religions
never forgot that Islam is the highest manifestation of
divine wisdom.

The idea of the manifestation of divine wisdom was also
connected with the person of the prophet Muhammad.
Though early Sufism had concentrated upon the relation
between God and the soul, from AD 900 onward a strong
Muhammad-mysticism developed. In the very early years,
the alleged divine address to the Prophet—“If thou hadst
not been I had not created the worlds”—was common
among Sufis. Muhammad was said to be “Prophet when
Adam was still between water and clay.” Muhammad is
also described as light from light, and from his light all the
prophets are created, constituting the different aspects of
this light. In its fullness such light radiated from the his-
torical Muhammad and is partaken of by his posterity and
by the saints; for Muhammad has the aspect of sanctity
in addition to that of prophecy. An apocryphal tradition
makes even God attest: “I am Ahmad (= Muhammad)
without ‘m’ (i.e., Ahad, ‘One’).”

A mystic may also be known as wall. By derivation the
word walf (“saint”) means “one in close relation; friend.”
The awliya® (plural of wali) are “friends of God who have
no fear nor are they sad.” Later the term wall came to
denote the Muslim mystics who had reached a certain
stage of proximity to God, or those who had reached the
highest mystical stages. They have their “seal” (i.e., the
last and most perfect personality in the historical process;
with this person, the evolution has found its end—as in
Muhammad’s case), just as the prophets have. Woman
saints are found all over the Islamic world.

The invisible hierarchy of saints consists of the 40 abdal
(“substitutes”; for when any of them dies another is elected
by God from the rank and file of the saints), seven awtad
(“stakes,” or “props,” of faith), three nugaba (“leader”;
“one who introduces people to his master”), headed by
the qutb (“axis, pole”), or ghawth (“help”)—titles claimed
by many Sufi leaders. Saint worship is contrary to Islam,
which does not admit of any mediating role for human
beings between man and God; but the cult of living and
even more of dead saints—visiting their tombs to take
vows there—responded to the feeling of the masses, and
thus a number of pre-Islamic customs were absorbed into
Islam under the cover of mysticism. The advanced mystic
was often granted the capacity of working miracles called
karamat (charismata or “graces”); not mujizat (“that
which men are unable to imitate”), like the miracles of
the prophets. Among them are “cardiognosia” (knowledge
of the heart), providing food from the unseen, presence in
two places at the same time, and help for the disciples, be
they near or far. In short, a saint is one “whose prayers are
heard” and who has tasarruf, the power of materializing in
this world possibilities that still rest in the spiritual world.
Many great saints, however, considered miracle working

as a dangerous trap on the path that might distract the
Safi from his real goal.

The path. The path (tarigah) begins with repentance. A
mystical guide (shaykh, pir) accepts the seeker as disciple
(murid), orders him to follow strict ascetic practices, and
suggests certain formulas for meditation. It is said that the
disciple should be in the hands of the master “like a corpse
in the hand of the washer.” The master teaches him con-
stant struggle (the real “Holy War”) against the lower soul,
often represented as a black dog, which should, however,
not be killed but merely tamed and used in the way of
God. The mystic dwells in a number of spiritual stations
(magam), which are described in varying sequence, and,
after the initial repentance, comprise abstinence, renun-
ciation, and poverty—according to Muhammad’s saying,
“Poverty is my pride”; poverty was sometimes interpreted
as having no interest in anything apart from God, the
Rich One, but the concrete meaning of poverty prevailed,
which is why the mystic is often denoted as “poor,” fakir
or dervish. Patience and gratitude belong to higher sta-
tions of the path, and consent is the loving acceptance of
every affliction.

On his way to illumination the mystic will undergo such
changing spiritual states (ha/) as gabd and bast, constraint
and happy spiritual expansion, fear and hope, and long-
ing and intimacy, which are granted by God and last for
longer or shorter periods of time, changing in intensity
according to the station in which the mystic is abiding at
the moment. The way culminates in ma'rifah (“interior
knowledge,” “gnosis™) or in mahabbah (“love”), the cen-
tral subject of Sufism since the 9th century, which implies
a union of lover and beloved, and was therefore violently
rejected by the orthodox, for whom “love of God” meant
simply obedience. The final goal is fana (“annihilation”),
primarily an ethical concept of annihilating one’s own
qualities, according to the prophetic saying “Take over the
qualities of God,” but slowly developing into a complete
extinction of the personality. Some mystics taught that
behind this negative unity where the self is completely
effaced, the baga, (“duration, life in God”) is found: the
ecstatic experience, called intoxication, is followed by the
“second sobriety”; i.e., the return of the completely trans-
formed mystic into this world where he acts as a living
witness of God or continues the “journey in God.” The
mystic has reached hagigah (“realty”), after finishing the
tarigah (“path”), which is built upon the shariah (“law”).
Later, the disciple is led through fana fi ashshaykh (“an-
nihilation in the master”) to fand fiar-Rasul (“annihilation
in the Prophet”) before reaching, if at all, fana fi-Allah
(“annihilation in God”).

One of the means used on the path is the ritual prayer, or
dhikr (“remembrance”), derived from the Qur*anic injunc-
tion “And remember God often” (sirah 62:10). It consists
in a repetition of either one or all of the most beauti-
ful names of God, of the name “Allah,” or of a certain
religious formula, such as the profession of faith: “There
is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet.”
The rosary with 99 or 33 beads was in use as early as
the 8th century for counting the thousands of repetitions.
Man’s whole being should eventually be transformed into
remembrance of God.

In the mid-9th century some mystics introduced sessions
with music and poetry recitals (samd) in Baghdad in
order to reach the ecstatic experience—and since then
debates about the permissibility of samda, filling many
books, have been written. Narcotics were used in periods
of degeneration, coffee by the “sober” mystics (first by the
Shadhiliyah after 1300).

Besides the wayfarers (salik) on the path, Sufis who have
no master but are attracted solely by divine grace are also
found; they are called Uwaysi, after Uways al-Qarani, the
Yemenite contemporary of the Prophet who never saw
him but firmly believed in him. There are also the so-
called majdhub (“attracted”) who are often persons gener-
ally agreed to be more or less mentally deranged.

Symbolism in Sufism. The divine truth was at times
revealed to the mystic in visions, auditions, and dreams,
in colours and sounds, but to convey these nonrational
and ineffable experiences to others the mystic had to
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rely upon such terminology of worldly experience as that
of love and intoxication—often objectionable from the
orthodox viewpoint. The symbolism of wine, cup, and
cupbearer, first expressed by Abu Yazid al-Bistami in the
9th century, became popular everywhere, whether in the
verses of the Arab Ibn al-Farid, or the Persian Traqi, or
the Turk Yunus Emre, and their followers. The hope for
the union of the soul with the divine had to be expressed
through images of human yearning and love. The love for
lovely boys in which the divine beauty manifests itself—
according to the alleged Hadith “I saw my Lord in the
shape of a youth with a cap awry”—was commonplace in
Persian poetry. Union was described as the submersion of
the drop in the ocean, the state of the iron in the fire,
the vision of penetrating light, or the burning of the moth
in the candle (first used by Hallaj). Worldly phenomena
were seen as black tresses veiling the radiant beauty of
the divine countenance. The mystery of unity and di-
versity was symbolized, for example, under the image of
mirrors that reflect the different aspects of the divine, or
as prisms colouring the pure light. Every aspect of nature
was seen in relation to God. The symbol of the soulbird—
in which the human soul is likened to a flying bird—
known everywhere, was the centre of ‘Attar’s Manteq ot-
teyr (“The Birds’ Conversation”). The predilection of the
mystical poets for the symbolism of the nightingale and
rose (the red rose = God’s perfect beauty; nightingale =
soul; first used by Bagqli [died 1206]) stems from the soul-
bird symbolism. For spiritual education, symbols taken
from medicine (healing of the sick soul) and alchemy
(changing of base matter into gold) were also used. Many
descriptions that were originally applied to God as the
goal of love were, in later times, used also for the Prophet,
who is said to be like the “dawn between the darkness of
the material world and the sun of Reality.”

Allusions to the Quran were frequent, especially so to
verses that seem to imply divine immanence (God’s pres-
ence in the world), such as “Whithersoever ye turn, there
is the Face of God” (sirah 2:109), or that God is “Clos-
er than your neck-vein” (siarah 50:8). Sarah 7:172—i.e.,
God’s address to the uncreated children of Adam (“Am I
not your Lord” [alastu birabbikum])—came to denote the
pre-eternal love relation between God and man. As for
the prophets before Muhammad, the vision of Moses was
considered still imperfect, for the mystic wants the actual
vision of God, not His manifestation through a burning
bush. Abraham, for whom fire turned into a rose garden,
resembles the mystic in his afflictions; Joseph, in his per-
fect beauty, the mystical beloved after whom the mystic
searches. The apocryphal traditions used by the mystics
are numerous; such as “Heaven and earth do not contain
me, but the heart of my faithful servant contains Me”;
and the possibility of a relation between man and God is
also explained by the traditional idea: “He (God) created
Adam in His image.”

THEOSOPHICAL SUFISM
Sifism, in its beginnings a practical method of spiritual
education and self-realization, grew slowly into a theo-
sophical system by adopting traditions of Neoplatonism,
the Hellenistic world, Gnosticism (an ancient esoteric reli-
giophilosophical movement that viewed matter as evil and
spirit as good), and spiritual currents from Iran and various
countries in the ancient agricultural lands from the east-
ern Mediterranean to Iraq. One master who contributed
to this development was the Persian as-Suhrawardi, called
al-Magqtul (“killed”), executed in 1191 in Aleppo. To him
is attributed the philosophy of ishrag (“illumination™),
and he claimed to unite the Persian (Zoroastrian) and
Egyptian (Hermetic) traditions. His didactic and doctrinal
works in Arabic among other things taught a complicated
angelology (theory of angels); some of his smaller Persian
treatises depict the journey of the soul across the cos-
mos; the “Orient” (East) is the world of pure lights and
archangels, the “Occident” (West) that of darkness and
matter; and man lives in the “Western exile.”

At the time of Suhrawardi’s death the greatest represen-
tative of theosophic Sufism was in his 20s: Ibn al-'Arabi,
born at Murcia, Spain, where speculative tendencies had

been visible since Ibn Masarrah’s philosophy (died 931).
Ibn al-'Arabi was instructed in mysticism by two Spanish
woman saints. Performing the traditional pilgrimage to
Mecca, he met there an accomplished young Persian lady
who represented for him the divine wisdom. This experi-
ence resulted in the charming poems of the Tarjuman al-
ashwag (“Interpreter of Yearning™), which the author later
explained mystically. Ibn al-‘Arabi composed at least 150
volumes. His magnum opus is al-Futithat al-Makkiyah
(“The Meccan Revelations™) in 560 chapters, in which he
expounds his theory of unity of being.

The substance of theosophic Sufism is as follows. Ac-
cording to the Hadith qudsi, or “holy tradition”—*I was
a hidden treasure and wanted to be known”—the abso-
lute, or God, yearned in his loneliness for manifestation
and created the world by effusing being upon the heav-
enly archetypes, a “theophany (a physical manifestation
of deity) through God’s imaginative power.” The universe
is annihilated and created every moment. Every divine
name is reflected in a named one. The world and God are
said to be like ice and water, or like two mirrors contem-
plating themselves in each other, joined by a sympathetic
union. The Prophet Muhammad is the universal man, the
perfect man, the total theophany of the divine names, the
prototype of creation. Muhammad is the “word,” each
particular dimension of which is identified with a prophet,
and he is also the model for the spiritual realization of the
possibilities of man. The mystic has to pass the stages of
the Qur'anic prophets as they are explained in the Fusis
al-hikam (“Bezels of Wisdom™) until he becomes united
with the hagiga Muhammadiya (the first individualization
of the divine in the “Muhammadan Reality”). Man can
have vision only of the form of the faith he professes, and
Ibn al-'Arabi’s oft-quoted verse, “I follow the religion of
love wherever its camels turn,” with its seeming religious
tolerance means, as S.H. Nasr puts it: “the form of God is
for him no longer the form of this or that faith exclusive
of all others but his own eternal form which he encoun-
ters.” The theories of the perfect man were elaborated by
Jili (died c¢. 1424) in his compendium Al-insan al-kamil
(“The Perfect Man”) and became common throughout the
Muslim world.

Ibn al-'Arabi’s theosophy has been attacked by orthodox
Muslims and mystics of the “sober” school as incongruent
with Islam because “a thoroughly monistic system cannot
take seriously the objective validity of moral standards.”
Even the adversaries of the “greatest master” could not,
however, help using part of his terminology. Innumerable
mystics and poets propagated his ideas, though they only
partly understood them, and this circumstance led also to
a misinterpretation of the data of early Sufism in the light
of existential monism. Later Persian poetry is permeated
by the pantheistic feeling of hama ost (“everything is He™).

Ibn al-‘Arabi’s contemporary in Egypt, the poet Ibn al-
Farid, is usually mentioned together with him; Ibn al-
Farid, however, is not a systematic thinker but a full-
fledged poet who used the imagery of classical Arabic po-
etry to describe the state of the lover in extremely artistic
verses and has given, in his Td@iyat al-kubra (“Poem of
the Journey”), glimpses of the way of the mystic, using,
as many poets before and after him did, for example, the
image of the shadow play for the actions of the creatures
who are dependent upon the divine playmaster. His uni-
fying experience is personal and is not the expression of a
theosophical system.

SUFI ORDERS

Organization. Mystical life was first restricted to the
relation between a master and a few disciples; the founda-
tions of a monastic system were laid by the Persian Abu
Sa‘id ebn Abi ol-Kheyr (died 1049), but real orders or
fraternities came into existence only from the 12th cen-
tury onward: ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (died 1166) gathered
the first and still most important order around himself;
then followed the Suhrawardiyah, and the 13th century
saw the formation of large numbers of different orders in
the East (for example, Kubrawiya in Khvarezm) and West
(Shadhiliyah). Thus, Sufism ceased to be the way of the
chosen few and influenced the masses. A strict ritual was
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elaborated: when the adept had found a master for whom
he had to feel a preformed affinity, there was an initiation
ceremony in which he swore allegiance (bay*at) into the
master’s hand; similarities to the initiation in Isma‘ilism,
the 9th-century sect, and in the guilds suggest a possible
interaction. The disciple (murid) had to undergo a stern
training; he was often ordered to perform the lowest work
in the community, to serve the brethren, to go out to
beg (many of the old monasteries subsisted upon alms).
A seclusion period of 40 days under hard conditions was
common for the adepts in most orders.

Investiture with the khirgah, the frock of the master,
originally made from shreds and patches, was the decisive
act by which the disciple became part of the silsilah, the
chain of mystical succession and transmission, which leads
back—via Junayd—to the Prophet himself and differs in
every order. Some mystical leaders claimed to have re-
ceived their khirgah directly from al-Khidr, a mysterious
immortal saint.

In the earliest times, allegiance was sworn exclusively to
one master who had complete power over the disciple,
controlling each of his movements, thoughts, visions, and
dreams; but later many Sufis got the khirgah from two
or more shaykhs. There is consequently a differentiation
between the shaykh at-tarbiyah, who introduces the dis-
ciple into the ritual, forms, and literature of the order,
and the shaykh as-suhbah, who steadily watches him and
with whom the disciple lives. Only a few members of
the fraternity remained in the centre (dargah, khanqgah,
tekke), close to the shaykh, but even those were not bound
to celibacy. Most of the initiated returned to their daily
life and partook in mystic services only during certain
periods. The most mature disciple was invested as khall
fah (“successor™) to the shaykh and was often sent abroad
to extend the activities of the order. The dargahs were
organized differently in the various orders; some relied
completely upon alms, keeping their members in utmost
poverty; others were rich, and their shaykh was not very
different from a feudal lord. Relations with rulers varied—
some masters refused contacts with the representatives of
political power; others did not mind friendly relations with
the grandees.

Discipline and ritual. Each order has peculiarities in
its ritual. Most start the instruction with breaking the
lower soul; others, such as the later Nagshbandiyah, stress
the purification of the heart by constant dhikr (“remem-
brance”) and by discourse with the master (suhbah). The
forms of dhikr vary in the orders. Many of them use the
word Allah, or the profession of faith with its rhythmical
wording, sometimes accompanied by movements of the
body, or by breath control up to complete holding of the
breath. The Mawlawis, the whirling dervishes, are famous
for their dancing ritual, an organized variation of the ear-
lier sama‘ practices, which were confined to music and
poetry. The Rifa‘is, the so-called Howling Dervishes, have
become known for their practice of hurting themselves
while in an ecstatic state that they reach in performing
their loud dhikr. (Such practices that might well degener-
ate into mere jugglery are not approved by most orders.)
Some orders also teach the dhikr khafi, silent repetition of
the formulas, and meditation, concentrating upon certain
fixed points of the body; thus the Nagshbandis do not
allow any emotional practices and prefer contemplation
to ecstasy, perhaps as a result of Buddhist influence from
Central Asia. Other orders have special prayers given to
the disciples, such as the protective hizb al-bahr (“The pro-
tective armour of the sea”; i.e., for seafaring people—then
extended to all travellers) in the Shadhiliyah order. Most
of them prescribe for their disciples additional prayers and
meditation at the end of each ritual prayer.

Function and role in Islamic society. The orders formed
an excellent means of bringing together the spiritually
interested members of the community. They acted as a
counterweight against the influence of hairsplitting lawyer-
divines and gave the masses an emotional outlet in enthu-
siastic celebrations (‘urs, “marriage™) of the anniversaries
of the deaths of founders of mystic orders or similar
festivals in which they indulged in music and joy. The
orders were adaptable to every social level; thus, some

of them were responsible for adapting a number of un-
Islamic folkloristic practices such as veneration of saints.
Their way of life often differed so much from Islamic
ideals that one distinguishes in Iran and India between
orders ba shar (law-bound) and bi shar (not following the
injunctions of the Quran). Some orders were more fitting
for the rural population, such as the Ahmadiyah (after
Ahmad al-Badawi; died 1286) in Egypt. The Ahmadiyah,
however, even attracted some Mamluk rulers. The Turk-
ish Bektashiyah (Haci Bektas, early 14th century), together
with strange syncretistic cults, showed a prevalence of the
ideals of the Shiites (from Shiah—the followers of ‘Ali,
son-in-law of the prophet Muhammad, whose descendants
claimed to be rightful successors to the religious leadership
of Islam). The figure of ‘Ali played a role also in other
fraternities, and the relations between Sufism in the 14th
and 15th centuries and the Shi‘ah still have to be explored,
as is also true of the general influence of Shiite ideas on
Suafism. Other orders, such as the Shadhiliyah, an offshoot
of which still plays an important role among Egyptian
officials and employees, are typically middle class. This
order demands not a life in solitude but strict adherence to
one’s profession and fulfillment of one’s duty. Still other
orders were connected with the ruling classes, such as, for
a time, the Chishtiyah in Mughal India, and the Mawlaw-
iyah, whose leader had to invest the Ottoman sultan with
the sword. The Mawlawiyah is also largely responsible for
the development of classical Turkish poetry, music, and
fine arts, just as the Chishtiyah contributed much to the
formation of classical Indo-Muslim music.

The main contribution of the orders, however, is their
missionary activity. The members of different orders who
settled in India from the early 13th century attracted thou-
sands of Hindus by their example of love of both God
and their own brethren and by preaching the equality of
men. Missionary activity was often joined with political
activity, as in 17th- and 18th-century Central Asia, where
the Nagshbandiyah exerted strong political influence. In
North Africa the Tijaniyah, founded in 1781, and the
Sanusiyah, active since the early 19th century, both her-
alded Islam and engaged in politics; the Sanusiyah fought
against Italy, and the former king of Libya was the head
of the order. The Tijaniyah extended the borders of Is-
lam toward Senegal and Nigeria, and their representatives
founded large kingdoms in West Africa. Their influence,
as well as that of the Qadiriyah (see below), is still an
important sociopolitical factor in those areas.

Geographical extent of Sufi orders. It would be impos-
sible to number the members of mystical orders in the
Islamic world. Even in such countries as Turkey, where
the orders have been banned since 1925, many people
still cling to the mystical tradition and feel themselves
to be links in the spiritual chains of the orders and try
to implement their ideals in modern society. The most
widely spread group is, no doubt, the Qadiriyah, whose
adherents are found from West Africa to India—the tomb
of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani in Baghdad still being a place
of pilgrimage. The areas where the Sanusiyah live are re-
stricted to the Maghrib, the Atlas Massif, and the coastal
plain from Morocco to Tunisia, whereas the Tijaniyah has
some offshoots in Turkey. Such rural orders as the Egyp-
tian Ahmadiyah and Dasuqiyah (named after Ibrahim ad-
Dasugqi; died 1277) are bound to their respective coun-
tries, as are the Mawlawis and Bektashiyah to the realms
of the former Ottoman Empire. The Bektashiyah had
gained political importance in the empire because of its
relations with the Janissaries, the standing army. Albania,
since 1929, has had a strong and officially recognized
group of Bektashiyah who were even granted independent
status after World War II. The Shattariyah (derived from
‘Abd ash-Shattar; died 1415) extends from India to Java,
whereas the Chishtiyah (derived from Khwajah Mu‘inud-
Din Chishtip; died 1236 in Ajmer) and Suhrawardiyah
remain mainly inside the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent. The
Kubrawiyah reached Kashmir through ‘Ali Hama-dhani
(died 1385), a versatile author, but the order later lost
its influence.

The great variety of possible forms may be seen by
comparing the Haddawah, vagabonds in Morocco, who
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“do not spoil God’s day by work” and the Shadhiliyah
with a sober attitude toward professional life and careful
introspection. Out of the Shadhiliyah developed the aus-
tere Darqawiyah, who, in turn, produced the ‘Alawiyah,
whose master has attracted even a number of Europeans.
The splitting up and formation of suborders is a nor-
mal process, but most of the subgroups have only local
importance. The High Sufi Convent in Egypt counts 60
registered orders.

SIGNIFICANCE
Suafism has helped to shape large parts of Muslim society.
The orthodox disagree with such aspects of Siifism as saint
worship, visiting of tombs, musical performances, miracle
mongering, degeneration into jugglery, and the adaptation
of pre-Islamic and un-Islamic customs; and the reformers
object to the influences of the monistic interpretation of
Islam upon moral life and human activities. The impor-
tance given to the figure of the master is accused of yielding
negative results; the shaykh as the almost infallible leader
of his disciples and admirers could gain dangerous au-
thority and political influence, for the illiterate villagers in
backward areas used to rely completely upon the “saint.”
Yet, other masters have raised their voices against social
inequality and have tried, even at the cost of their lives, to
change social and political conditions for the better and to
spiritually revive the masses. The missionary activities of
the Safis have enlarged the fold of the faithful. The impor-
tance of Sufism for spiritual education, and inculcation
in the faithful of the virtues of trust in God, piety, faith
in God’s love, and veneration of the Prophet, cannot be
overrated. The dhikr formulas still preserve their consoling
and quieting power even for the illiterate. Mysticism per-
meates Persian literature and other literatures influenced
by it. Such poetry has always been a source of happiness
for millions, although some modernists have disdained its
“narcotic” influence on Muslim thinking.
Industrialization and modern life have led to a constant
decrease in the influence of Sufi orders in many countries.
The spiritual heritage is preserved by individuals who
sometimes try to show that mystical experience conforms
to modern science. Today in the West, Siifism is popular-
ized, but the genuinely and authentically devout are aware
that it requires strict discipline, and that its goal can be
reached—-if at all—as they say, only by throwing oneself
into the consuming fire of divine love. (An.Sc.)

Islamic philosophy

The origin and inspiration of philosophy in Islam are
quite different from those of Islamic theology. Philosophy
developed out of and around the nonreligious practical
and theoretical sciences; it recognized no theoretical limits
other than those of human reason itself, and it assumed
that the truth found by unaided reason does not disagree
with the truth of Islam when both are properly under-
stood. Islamic philosophy was not a handmaid of theology.
The two disciplines were related, because both followed
the path of rational inquiry and distinguished themselves
from traditional religious disciplines and from mysticism,
which sought knowledge through practical, spiritual pu-
rification. Islamic theology was Islamic in the strict sense:
it confined itself within the Islamic religious community,
and it remained separate from the Christian and Jewish
theologies that developed in the same cultural context and
used Arabic as a linguistic medium. No such separation
is observable in the philosophy developed in the Islamic
cultural context and written in Arabic: Muslims, Chris-
tians, and Jews participated in it and separated themselves
according to the philosophic rather than the religious doc-
trines they held.

THE EASTERN PHILOSOPHERS

Background and scope of philosophical interest in Islam.
The background of philosophic interest in Islam is found
in the earlier phases of theology. But its origin is found in
the translation of Greek philosophic works. By the mid-
dle of the 9th century, there were enough translations of
scientific and philosophic works from Greek, Pahlavi, and

Sanskrit to show those who read them with care that sci-
entific and philosophic inquiry was something more than
a series of disputations based on what the theologians had
called sound reason. Moreover, it became evident that
there existed a tradition of observation, calculation, and
theoretical reflection that had been pursued systematically,
refined, and modified for over a millennium.

The scope of this tradition was broad: it included the
study of logic, the sciences of nature (including psychology
and biology), the mathematical sciences (including music
and astronomy), metaphysics, ethics, and politics. Each of
these disciplines had a body of literature in which its prin-
ciples and problems had been investigated by classical au-
thors, whose positions had been, in turn, stated, discussed,
criticized, or developed by various commentators. Islamic
philosophy emerged from its theological background when
Muslim thinkers began to study this foreign tradition, be-
came competent students of the ancient philosophers and
scientists, criticized and developed their doctrines, clarified
their relevance for the questions raised by the theologians,
and showed what light they threw on the fundamental
issues of revelation, prophecy, and the divine law.

Relation to the Mu'tazilah and interpretation of theolog-
ical issues. The teachings of al-Kindi. Although the first
Muslim philosopher, al-Kindi, who flourished in the first
half of the 9th century, lived during the triumph of the
Mu'tazilah of Baghdad and was connected with the ‘Abbas-
id caliphs who championed the Mu'tazilah and patronized
the Hellenistic sciences, there is no clear evidence that he
belonged to a theological school. His writings show him
to have been a diligent student of Greek and Hellenistic
authors in philosophy and point to his familiarity with
Indian arithmetic. His conscious, open, and unashamed
acknowledgment of earlier contributions to scientific in-
quiry was foreign to the spirit, method, and purpose of the
theologians of the time. His acquaintance with the writings
of Plato and Aristotle was still incomplete and technically
inadequate. He improved the Arabic translation of the
“Theology of Aristotle” but made only a selective and
circumspect use of it.

Devoting most of his writings to questions of natural
philosophy and mathematics, al-Kindi was particularly
concerned with the relation between corporeal things,
which are changeable, in constant flux, infinite, and as
such unknowable, on the one hand, and the permanent
world of forms (spiritual or secondary substances), which
are not subject to flux yet to which man has no access
except through things of the senses. He insisted that a
purely human knowledge of all things is possible, through
the use of various scientific devices, learning such things
as mathematics and logic, and assimilating the contribu-
tions of earlier thinkers. The existence of a “supernatural”
way to this knowledge in which all these requirements can
be dispensed with was acknowledged by al-Kindi: God
may choose to impart it to his prophets by cleansing and
illuminating their souls and by giving them his aid, right
guidance, and inspiration; and they, in turn, communi-
cate it to ordinary men in an admirably clear, concise,
and comprehensible style. This is the prophets’ “divine”
knowledge, characterized by a special mode of access and
style of exposition. In principle, however, this very same
knowledge is accessible to man without divine aid, even
though “human” knowledge may lack the completeness
and consummate logic of the prophets’ divine message.

Reflection on the two kinds of knowledge—the human
knowledge bequeathed by the ancients and the revealed
knowledge expressed in the Quran—Ied al-Kindi to pose
a number of themes that became central in Islamic phi-
losophy: the rational-metaphorical exegesis of the Quran
and the Hadith; the identification of God with the first
being and the first cause; creation as the giving of being
and as a kind of causation distinct from natural causation
and Neoplatonic emanation; and the immortality of the
individual soul.

The teachings of Abui Bakr ar-Razi. The philosopher
whose principal concerns, method, and opposition to au-
thority were inspired by the extreme Mu'tazilah was the
physician Abu Bakr ar-Razi (flourished 9th—10th centu-
ries). He adopted the Mu'tazilah’s atomism and was intent
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on developing a rationally defensible theory of creation
that would not require any change in God or attribute
to him responsibility for the imperfection and evil preva-
lent in the created world. To this end, he expounded the
view that there are five eternal principles—God, Soul,
prime matter, infinite, or absolute, space, and unlimited,
or absolute, time—and explained creation as the result of
the unexpected and sudden turn of events (faltah). Faltah
occurred when Soul, in her ignorance, desired matter and
the good God eased her misery by allowing her to satisfy
her desire and to experience the suffering of the material
world, and then gave her reason to make her realize her
mistake and deliver her from her union with matter, the
cause of her suffering and of all evil. Ar-Razi claimed that
he was a Platonist, that he disagreed with Aristotle, and
that his views were those of the Sabians of Harran and the
Brahmins (Hindu teachers).

Isma'ili theologians became aware of the kinship between
certain elements of his cosmology and their own. They
disputed with him during his lifetime and continued after-
ward to refute his doctrines in their writings. According to
their account of his doctrines, he was totally opposed to
authority in matters of knowledge, believed in the progress
of the arts and sciences, and held that all reasonable men
are equally able to look after their own affairs, equally
inspired and able to know the truth of what earlier men
had taught, and equally able to improve upon it. Isma‘li
theologians were incensed, in particular, by his wholesale
rejection of prophecy, particular revelation, and divine
laws. They were likewise opposed to his criticisms of re-
ligion in general as a device employed by evil men and
a kind of tyranny over men that exploits their innocence
and credulity, perpetuates ignorance, and leads to con-
flicts and wars.

Although the fragmentary character of al-Kindi’s and
ar-Razi’s surviving philosophic writings does not permit
passing firm and independent judgment on their accom-
plishments, they tend to bear out the view of later Muslim
students of philosophy that both lacked competence in the
logical foundation of philosophy, were knowledgeable in
some of the natural sciences but not in metaphysics, and
were unable to narrow the gap that separated philosophy
from the new religion, Islam.

The teachings of al-Farabi. Political philosophy and the
study of religion. The first philosopher to meet this chal-
lenge was al-Farabi (flourished 9th-10th centuries). He
saw that theology and the juridical study of the law were
derivative phenomena that function within a framework
set by the prophet as lawgiver and founder of a human
community. In this community, revelation defines the
opinions the members of the community must hold and
the actions they must perform if they are to attain the
earthly happiness of this world and the supreme happiness
of the other world. Philosophy could not understand this
framework of religion as long as it concerned itself almost
exclusively with its truth content and confined the study
of practical science to individualistic ethics and personal
salvation.

In contrast to al-Kindi and ar-Razi, al-Farabi recast phi-
losophy in a new framework analogous to that of the
Islamic religion. The sciences were organized within this
philosophic framework so that logic, physics, mathematics,
and metaphysics culminated in a political science whose
subject matter is the investigation of happiness and how
it can be realized in cities and nations. The central theme
of this political science is the founder of a virtuous or ex-
cellent community. Included in this theme are views con-
cerning the supreme rulers who follow the founder, their
qualifications, and how the community must be ordered
so that its members attain happiness as citizens rather
than isolated human beings. Once this new philosophical
framework was established, it became possible to conduct
a philosophical investigation of all the elements that con-
stituted the Islamic community: the prophet-lawgiver, the
aims of the divine laws, the legislation of beliefs as well
as actions, the role of the successors to the founding leg-
islator, the grounds of the interpretation or reform of the
law, the classification of human communities according
to their doctrines in addition to their size, and the critique

of “ignorant” (pagan), “transgressing,” “falsifying,” and
“erring” communities. Philosophical cosmology, psychol-
ogy, and politics were blended by al-Farabi into a political
theology whose aim was to clarify the foundations of
the Islamic community and defend its reform in a direc-
tion that would promote scientific inquiry and encourage
philosophers to play an active role in practical affairs.

Interpretation of Plato and Aristotle. Behind this pub-
lic, or exoteric, aspect of al-Farabi’s work stood a massive
body of more properly philosophic or scientific inquiries,
which established his reputation among Muslims as the
greatest philosophical authority after Aristotle, a great in-
terpreter of the thought of Plato and Aristotle and their
commentators, and a master to whom almost all major
Muslim as well as a number of Jewish and Christian
philosophers turned for a fuller understanding of the con-
troversial, troublesome, and intricate questions of philoso-
phy. Continuing the tradition of the Hellenistic masters of
the Athenian and Alexandrian philosophical schools, al-
Farabi broadened the range of philosophical inquiry and
fixed its form. He paid special attention to the study of
language and its relation to logic. In his numerous com-
mentaries on Aristotle’s logical works, he expounded for
the first time in Arabic the entire range of the scientific
and nonscientific forms of argument and established the
place of logic as an indispensable prerequisite for philo-
sophic inquiry. His writings on natural science exposed
the foundation and assumptions of Aristotle’s physics and
dealt with the arguments of Aristotle’s opponents, both
philosophers and scientists, pagan, Christian, and Muslim.

The analogy of religion and philosophy. Al-Farabi’s
theological and political writings showed later Muslim
philosophers the way to deal with the question of the
relation between philosophy and religion and presented
them with a complex set of problems that they continued
to elaborate, modify, and develop in different directions.
Starting with the view that religion is analogous or sim-
ilar to philosophy, al-Farabi argued that the idea of the
true prophet-lawgiver ought to be the same as that of the
true philosopher-king. Thus, he challenged both al-Kindi’s
view that prophets and philosophers have different and
independent ways to the highest truth available to man
and ar-Razi’s view that philosophy is the only way to
that knowledge. That a man could combine the functions
of prophecy, lawgiving, philosophy, and kingship did not
necessarily mean that these functions were identical; it
did mean, however, that they all are legitimate subjects
of philosophic inquiry. Philosophy must account for the
powers, knowledge, and activities of the prophet, lawgiver,
and king, which it must distinguish from and relate to
those of the philosopher. The public, or political, func-
tion of philosophy was emphasized. Unlike Neoplatonism,
which had for long limited itself to the Platonic teaching
that the function of philosophy is to liberate the soul from
the shadowy existence of the cave—in which knowledge
can only be imperfectly comprehended as shadows reflect-
ing the light of the truth beyond the cave (the world of
senses)—al-Farabi insisted with Plato that the philosopher
must be forced to return to the cave, learn to talk to its
inhabitants in a manner they can comprehend, and engage
in actions that may improve their lot.

Impact on Ismdili theology. Although it is not always
easy to know the immediate practical intentions of a
philosopher, it must be remembered that in al-Farabi’s
lifetime the fate of the Islamic world was in the balance.
The Sunni caliphate’s power hardly extended beyond
Baghdad, and it appeared quite likely that the various
Shii sects, especially the Ismaflis, would finally over-
power it and establish a new political order. Of all the
movements in Islamic theology, Isma‘li theology was the
one that was most clearly and massively penetrated by
philosophy. Yet, its Neoplatonic cosmology, revolutionary
background, antinomianism (antilegalism), and general
expectation that divine laws were about to become super-
fluous with the appearance of the ga'im (the imam of the
“resurrection”) all militated against the development of a
coherent political theory to meet the practical demands of
political life and present a viable practical alternative to
the Sunni caliphate. Al-Farabi’s theologico-political writ-
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ings helped point out this basic defect of Isma‘ili theology.
Under the Fatimids in Egypt (969-1171), Isma‘ili theology
modified its cosmology in the direction suggested by al-
Farabi, returned to the view that the community must
continue to live under the divine law, and postponed the
prospect of the abolition of divine laws and the appear-
ance of the ga@'im to an indefinite point in the future.

The teachings of Avicenna. The “Oriental Philosophy.”
Even more indicative of al-Farabi’s success is the fact that
his writings helped produce a philosopher of the stature
of Avicenna (flourished 10th-11th centuries), whose ver-
satility, imagination, inventiveness, and prudence shaped
philosophy into a powerful force that gradually penetrated
Islamic theology and mysticism and Persian poetry in
eastern Islam and gave them universality and theoretical
depth. His own personal philosophic views, he said, were
those of the ancient sages of Greece (including the genuine
views of Plato and Aristotle), which he had set forth in the
“Oriental Philosophy,” a book that has not survived and
probably was not written or meant to be written. They
were not identical with the common Peripatetic (Aristo-
telian) doctrines and were to be distinguished from the
learning of his contemporaries, the Christian “Aristoteli-
ans” of Baghdad, which he attacked as vulgar, distorted,
and falsified. His most voluminous writing, Kitab ash-
shifa’ (“The Book of Healing”), was meant to accommo-
date the doctrines of other philosophers as well as hint at
his own personal views, which are elaborated elsewhere in
more imaginative and allegorical forms.

Distinction between essence and existence and the doc-
trine of creation. Avicenna had learned from certain
hints in al-Farabi that the exoteric teachings of Plato
regarding “forms,” “creation,” and the immortality of in-
dividual souls were closer to revealed doctrines than the
genuine views of Aristotle, that the doctrines of Plotinus
and later Neoplatonic commentators were useful in har-
monizing Aristotle’s views with revealed doctrines, and
that philosophy must accommodate itself to the divine law
on the issue of creation and of reward and punishment in
the hereafter, which presupposes some form of individual
immortality. Following al-Farabi’s lead, Avicenna initi-
ated a full-fledged inquiry into the question of being, in
which he distinguished between essence and existence. He
argued that the fact of existence cannot be inferred from
or accounted for by the essence of existing things and
that form and matter by themselves cannot interact and
originate the movement of the universe or the progressive
actualization of existing things. Existence must, therefore,
be due to an agent-cause that necessitates, imparts, gives,
or adds existence to an essence. To do so, the cause
must be an existing thing and coexist with its effect. The
universe consists of a chain of actual beings, each giving
existence to the one below it and responsible for the ex-
istence of the rest of the chain below. Because an actual
infinite is deemed impossible by Avicenna, this chain as
a whole must terminate in a being that is wholly simple
and one, whose essence is its very existence, and therefore
is self-sufficient and not in need of something else to give
it existence. Because its existence is not contingent on or
necessitated by something else but is necessary and eternal
in itself, it satisfies the condition of being the necessitating
cause of the entire chain that constitutes the eternal world
of contingent existing things.

All creation is necessarily and eternally dependent upon
God. It consists of the intelligences, souls, and bodies
of the heavenly spheres, each of which is eternal, and
the sublunary sphere, which is also eternal, undergoing
a perpetual process of generation and corruption, of the
succession of form over matter, very much in the manner
described by Aristotle.

The immortality of individual souls. There is, however,
a significant exception to this general rule: the human ra-
tional soul. Man can affirm the existence of his soul from
direct consciousness of his self (what he means when he
says “I”); and he can imagine this happening even in the
absence of external objects and bodily organs. This proves,
according to Avicenna, that the soul is indivisible, immate-
rial, and incorruptible substance, not imprinted in matter,
but created with the body, which it uses as an instrument.

Unlike other immaterial substances (the intelligences and
souls of the spheres), it is not pre-eternal but is generated,
or made to exist, at the same time as the individual body,
which can receive it, is formed. The composition, shape,
and disposition of its body and the soul’s success or failure
in managing and controlling it, the formation of moral
habits, and the acquisition of knowledge all contribute to
its individuality and difference from other souls. Though
the body is not resurrected after its corruption, the soul
survives and retains all the individual characteristics, per-
fections or imperfections, that it achieved in its earthly
existence and in this sense is rewarded or punished for its
past deeds. Avicenna’s claim that he has presented a philo-
sophic proof for the immortality of generated (“created™)
individual souls no doubt constitutes the high point of his
effort to harmonize philosophy and religious beliefs.

Philosophy, religion, and mysticism. Having accounted
for the more difficult issues of creation and the immor-
tality of individual souls, Avicenna proceeded to explain
the faculty of prophetic knowledge (the “sacred” intellect),
revelation (imaginative representation meant to convince
the multitude and improve their earthly life), miracles, and
the legal and institutional arrangements (acts of worship
and the regulation of personal and public life) through
which the divine law achieves its end. Avicenna’s expla-
nation of almost every aspect of Islam is pursued on the
basis of extensive exegesis of the Quran and the Hadith.
The primary function of religion is to assure the happi-
ness of the many. This practical aim of religion (which
Avicenna saw in the perspective of Aristotle’s practical
science) enabled him to appreciate the political and moral
functions of divine revelation and account for its form
and content. Revealed religion, however, has a subsidiary
function also—that of indicating to the few the need to
pursue the kind of life and knowledge appropriate to rare
individuals endowed with special gifts. These men must
be dominated by the love of God to facilitate the achieve-
ment of the highest knowledge. In many places Avicenna
appears to identify these men with the mystics. The iden-
tification of the philopher as a kind of mystic conveyed a
new image of the philosopher as a member of the religious
community who is distinguished from his coreligionists
by his otherworldliness, dedicated to the inner truth of
religion, and consumed by the love of God.

Avicenna’s allegorical and mystical writings are usually
called “esoteric” in the sense that they contain his personal
views cast in an imaginative, symbolic form. The esoteric
works must, then, be interpreted. Their interpretation
must move away from the explicit doctrines contained
in “exoteric” works such as the Shifad and recover “the
unmixed and uncorrupted truth” set forth in the “Orien-
tal Philosophy.” The “Oriental Philosophy,” however, has
never been available to anyone, and it is doubtful that it
was written at all. This dilemma has made interpretation
both difficult and rewarding for Muslim philosophers and
modern scholars alike.

THE WESTERN PHILOSOPHERS

Background and characteristics of the western Muslim
philosophical tradition. Andalusia (in Spain) and west-
ern North Africa contributed little of substance to Islamic
theology and philosophy until the 12th century. Legal
strictures against the study of philosophy were more ef-
fective than in the east. Scientific interest was channelled
into medicine, pharmacology, mathematics, astronomy,
and logic. More general questions of physics and meta-
physics were treated sparingly and in symbols, hints, and
allegories. By the 12th century, however, the writings of
al-Farabi, Avicenna, and al-Ghazali had found their way
to the west. A philosophical tradition emerged, based
primarily on the study of al-Farabi. It was critical of Av-
icenna’s philosophic innovations and not convinced that
al-Ghazali’s critique of Avicenna touched philosophy as
such, and it refused to acknowledge the position assigned
by both to mysticism. The survival of philosophy in the
west required extreme prudence, emphasis on its scientific
character, abstention from meddling in political or reli-
gious matters, and abandonment of the hope of effecting
extensive doctrinal or institutional reform.
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The teachings of Ibn Bajjah. Theoretical science and
intuitive knowledge. Ibn Bajjah (died 1138) initiated this
tradition with a radical interpretation of al-Farabi’s polit-
ical philosophy that emphasized the virtues of the perfect
but nonexistent city and the vices prevalent in all existing
cities. He concluded that the philosopher must order his
own life as a solitary individual, shun the company of
nonphilosophers, reject their opinions and ways of life, and
concentrate on reaching his own final goal by pursuing
the theoretical sciences and achieving intuitive knowledge
through contact with the Active Intelligence. The multi-
tude live in a dark cave and see only dim shadows. Their
ways of life and their imaginings and beliefs consist of
layers of darkness that cannot be known through reason
alone. Therefore, the divine law has been revealed to
enable man to know this dark region. The philosopher’s
duty is to seek the light of the sun (the intellect). To do
so, he must leave the cave, see all colours as they truly are
and see light itself, and finally become transformed into
that light. The end, then, is contact with Intelligence, not
with something that transcends Intelligence (as in Ploti-
nus, Isma‘ilism, and mysticism), a doctrine criticized by
Ibn Bajjah as the way of imagination, motivated by desire,
and aiming at pleasure. Philosophy, he claimed, is the
only way to the truly blessed state, which can be achieved
only by going through theoretical science, even though it
is higher than theoretical science.

Unconcern of philosophy with reform. Ibn Bajjah’s cryp-
tic style and the unfinished form in which he left most
of his writings tend to highlight his departures from al-
Farabi and Avicenna. Unlike al-Farabi, he is silent about
the philosopher’s duty to return to the cave and partake
of the life of the city. He appears to argue that the aim
of philosophy is attainable independently from the philo-
sopher’s concern with the best city and is to be achieved
in solitude or, at most, in comradeship with philosophic
souls. Unlike Avicenna, who prepared the way for him by
clearly distinguishing between theoretical and practical sci-
ence, Ibn Bajjah is concerned with practical science only
insofar as it is relevant to the life of the philosopher. He
is contemptuous of allegories and imaginative representa-
tions of philosophic knowledge, silent about theology, and
shows no concern with improving the multitude’s opin-
ions and way of life.

The teachings of Ibn Tufayl. The philosopher as a soli-
tary individual. In his philosophic story Hayy ibn Yaqzan
(“Alive Son of Awake™), the philosopher Ibn Tufayl (died
1185) fills gaps in the work of his predecessor Ibn Bajjah.
The story communicates the secrets of Avicenna’s “Or-
iental Philosophy” as experienced by a solitary hero, who
grows up on a deserted island, learns about the things
around him, acquires knowledge of the natural universe
(including the heavenly bodies), and achieves the state
of “annihilation” (fan@) of the self in the divine reality.
This is the apparent and traditional secret of the “Oriental
Philosophy.” But the hero’s wisdom is still incomplete,
for he knows nothing about other human beings, their
way of life, or their laws. When he chances to meet one
of them—a member of a religious community inhabiting
a neighbouring island, who is inclined to reflect on the
divine law and seek its inner, spiritual meanings and who
has abandoned the society of his fellow men to devote
himself to solitary meditation and worship—he does not
at first recognize that he is a human being like himself,
cannot communicate with him, and frightens him by his
wild aspect. After learning about the doctrines and acts of
worship of the religious community, he understands them
as alluding to and agreeing with the truth that he had
learned by his own unaided effort, and he goes as far as
admitting the validity of the religion and the truthfulness
of the prophet who gave it. He cannot understand, how-
ever, why the prophet communicated the truth by way of
allusions, examples, and corporeal representations or why
religion permits men to devote much time and effort to
practical, worldly things.

Concern for reform. His ignorance of the nature of
most men and his compassion for them make the solitary
hero insist on becoming their saviour. He persuades his
companion to take him to his coreligionists and help him

convert them to the naked truth by propagating among
them “the secrets of wisdom.” His education is completed
when he fails in his endeavour. He learns the limits be-
yond which the multitude cannot ascend without becom-
ing confused and unhappy. He also learns the wisdom of
the divine lawgiver in addressing them in the way they
can understand, enabling them to achieve limited ends
through doctrines and actions suited to their abilities. The
story ends with the hero taking leave of these people after
apologizing to them for what he did and confessing that
he is now fully convinced that they should not change
their ways but remain attached to the literal sense of the
divine law and obey its demands. He returns to his own
island to continue his former solitary existence.

The hidden secret of Avicenna’s “Oriental Philosophy.”
The hidden secret of Avicenna’s “Oriental Philosophy”
appears, then, to be that the philosopher must return to
the cave, educate himself in the ways of nonphilosophers,
and understand the incompatibility between philosophical
life and the life of the multitude, which must be governed
by religion and divine laws. Otherwise, his ignorance will
lead him to actions dangerous to the well-being of both
the community and philosophy. Because Ibn Tufayl’s hero
had grown up as a solitary human being, he lacks the
kind of wisdom that could have enabled him to pursue
philosophy in a religious community and be useful to such
a community. Neither the conversion of the community
to philosophy nor the philosopher’s solitary life is a vi-
able alternative.

The teachings of Averroés. Philosophy. To Ibn Tufayl’s
younger friend Averroés (Ibn Rushd, flourished 12th cen-
tury) belongs the distinction of presenting a solution to
the problem of the relation between philosophy and the
Islamic community in the west, a solution meant to be
legally valid, theologically sound, and philosophically sat-
isfactory. Here was a philosopher fully at home in what
Ibn Bajjah had called the many layers of darkness. His
legal training (he was a judge by profession) and his ex-
tensive knowledge of the history of the religious sciences
(including theology) enabled him to speak with authority
about the principles of Islamic law and their application
to theological and philosophic issues and to question the
authority of al-Ghazali and the Ash'aris to determine cor-
rect beliefs and right practices. He was able to examine in
detail from the point of view of the divine law the respec-
tive claims of theology and philosophy to possess the best
and surest way to human knowledge, to be competent to
interpret the ambiguous expressions of the divine law, and
to have presented convincing arguments that are theoreti-
cally tenable and practically salutary.

The divine law. The intention of the divine law, he
argued, is to assure the happiness of all members of the
community. This requires everyone to profess belief in the
basic principles of religion as enunciated in the Quran,
the Hadith, and the ijma’ (consensus) of the learned and
to perform all obligatory acts of worship. Beyond this,
the only just requirement is to demand that each pursue
knowledge as far as his natural capacity and makeup
permit. The few who are endowed with the capacity for
the highest, demonstrative knowledge are under a divine
legal obligation to pursue the highest wisdom, which is
philosophy, and they need not constantly adjust its certain
conclusions to what theologians claim to be the correct
interpretation of the divine law. Being dialecticians and
rhetoricians, theologians are not in a position to determine
what is and is not correct interpretation of the divine law
so far as philosophers are concerned. The divine law di-
rectly authorizes philosophers to pursue its interpretation
according to the best—i.e., demonstrative or scientific—
method, and theologians have no authority to interfere
with the conduct of this activity or judge its conclusions.

Theology. On the basis of this legal doctrine, Averroés
judged the theologian al-Ghazali’s refutation of the philoso-
phers ineffective and inappropriate because al-Ghazali did
not understand and even misrepresented the philosophers’
positions and used arguments that only demonstrate his
incompetence in the art of demonstration. He criticized
al-Farabi and Avicenna also for accommodating the the-
ologians of their time and for departing from the path of
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the ancient philosophers merely to please the theologians.
At the other extreme are the multitude for whom there
are no more convincing arguments than those found in
the divine law itself. Neither philosophers nor theologians
are permitted to disclose to the multitude interpretations
of the ambiguous verses of the Quran or to confuse them
with their own doubts or arguments. Finally, there are
those who belong to neither the philosophers nor the mul-
titude, either because they are naturally superior to the
multitude but not endowed with the gift for philosophy or
else are students in initial stages of philosophic training.
For this intermediate group theology is necessary. It is
an intermediate discipline that is neither strictly legal nor
philosophic. It lacks their certain principles and sure meth-
ods. Therefore, theology must remain under the constant
control of philosophy and the supervision of the divine
law so as not to drift into taking positions that cannot be
demonstrated philosophically or that are contrary to the
intention of the divine law. Averroé€s himself composed a
work on theology to show how these requirements can be
met: Kitab al-kashf 'an manahij al-adillah (“Exposition of
the Methods of Proofs”). In the Latin West he was best
known for his philosophical answer to al-Ghazali, Tahafut
at-tahafut (“Incoherence of the Incoherence™), and for his
extensive commentaries on Aristotle, works that left their
impact on medieval and renaissance European thought.

The new wisdom: synthesis
of philosophy and mysticism

PHILOSOPHY, TRADITIONALISM, AND THE NEW WISDOM

Philosophy. The western tradition in Islamic philoso-
phy formed part of the Arabic philosophic literature that
was translated into Hebrew and Latin and that played
a significant role in the development of medieval philos-
ophy in the Latin West and the emergence of modern
European philosophy. Its impact on the development of
philosophy in eastern Islam was not as dramatic, but was
important nevertheless. Students of this tradition—e.g.,
the prominent Jewish philosopher Maimonides (flourished
12th century) and the historian Ibn Khaldan (flourished
14th century)—moved to Egypt, where they taught and
had numerous disciples. Most of the writings of Ibn
Bajjah, Ibn Tufayl, and Averroés found their way to the
east also, where they were studied alongside the writings
of their eastern predecessors. In both regions thinkers who
held to the idea of philosophy as formulated by the eastern
and western philosophers thus far discussed continued to
teach. They became isolated and overwhelmed, however,
by the resurgence of traditionalism and the emergence of
a new kind of philosophy whose champions looked on the
earlier masters as men who had made significant contri-
butions to the progress of knowledge but whose overall
view was defective and had now become outdated.

Traditionalism and the new wisdom. Resurgent tradi-
tionalism found effective defenders in men such as Ibn
Taymiyah (13th-14th centuries) who employed a massive
battery of philosophic, theological, and legal arguments
against every shade of innovation and called for a return
to the beliefs and practices of the pious ancestors. These
attacks, however, did not deal a decisive blow to phi-
losophy as such. It rather drove philosophy underground
for a period, only to re-emerge in a new garb. A more
important reason for the decline of the earlier philosophic
tradition, however, was the renewed vitality and success
of the program formulated by al-Ghazali for the integra-
tion of theology, philosophy, and mysticism into a new
kind of philosophy called wisdom (hikmah). It consisted
of a critical review of the philosophy of Avicenna, pre-
serving its main external features (its logical, physical,
and, in part, metaphysical structure, and its terminology)
and introducing principles of explanation for the universe
and its relation to God based on personal experience and
direct vision.

Characteristic features of the new wisdom. If the popu-
lar theology preached by the philosophers from al-Farabi
to Averroés is disregarded, it is evident that philosophy
proper meant to them what al-Farabi called a state of mind
dedicated to the quest and the love for the highest wisdom.

None of them claimed, however, that he had achieved
this highest wisdom. In contrast, every leading exponent
of the new wisdom stated that he had achieved or received
it through a private illumination, dream (at times inspired
by the Prophet), or vision and on this basis proceeded to
give an explanation of the inner structure of natural and
divine things. In every case, this explanation incorporated
Platonic or Aristotelian elements but was more akin to
some version of a later Hellenistic philosophy, which had
found its way earlier into one or another of the schools of
Islamic theology, though, because of the absence of an ad-
equate philosophic education on the part of earlier theolo-
gians, it had not been either elaborated or integrated into
a comprehensive view. Like their late-Hellenistic counter-
parts, exponents of the new wisdom proceeded through
an examination of the positions of Plato, Aristotle, and
Plotinus. They also gave special attention to the insights
of the pre-Socratic philosophers of ancient Greece and
the myths and revelations of the ancient Near East, and
they offered to resolve the fundamental questions that had
puzzled earlier philosophers. In its basic movement and
general direction, therefore, Islamic philosophy between
the 9th and the 19th centuries followed a course parallel
to that of Greek philosophy from the 5th century BC to
the 6th century AD.

Critiques of Aristotle in Islamic theology. The critique
of Aristotle that had begun in Mu'tazili circles and had
found a prominent champion in Abu Bakr ar-Razi was
provided with a more solid foundation in the 10th and
11th centuries by the Christian theologians and philoso-
phers of Baghdad, who translated the writings of the
Hellenistic critics of Aristotle (e.g., John Philoponus) and
made use of their arguments in commenting on Aristotle
and in independent theological and philosophic works.
Avicenna’s attack on these so-called Aristotelians and their
Hellenistic predecessors (an attack that had been initiated
by al-Farabi and was to be continued by Averroés) did
not prevent the spread of their theologically based anti-
Aristotelianism among Jewish and Muslim students of
philosophy in the 12th century, such as Abu al-Barakat al-
Baghdadi (died ¢. 1175) and Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi. These
theologians continued and intensified al-Ghazali’s attacks
on Avicenna and Aristotle (especially their views on time,
movement, matter, and form, the nature of the heavenly
bodies, and the relation between the intelligible and sensi-
ble worlds). They suggested that a thorough examination
of Aristotle had revealed to them, on philosophic grounds,
that the fundamental disagreements between him and the
theologies based on the revealed religions represented open
options and that Aristotle’s view of the universe was in
need of explanatory principles that could very well be sup-
plied by theology. This critique provided the framework
for the integration of philosophy into theology from the
13th century onward.

Synthesis of philosophy and mysticism. Although it
made use of such theological criticisms of philosophy, the
new wisdom took the position that theology did not offer a
positive substitute for and was incapable of solving the dif-
ficulties of “Aristotelian” philosophy. It did not question
the need to have recourse to the Quran and the Hadith
to find the right answers. It insisted (on the authority of a
long-standing mystical tradition), however, that theology
concerns itself only with the external expressions of this
divine source of knowledge. The inner core was reserved
for the adepts of the mystic path whose journey leads to
the experience of the highest reality in dreams and visions.
Only the mystical adepts are in possession of the one
true wisdom, the ground of both the external expressions
of the divine law and the phenomenal world of human
experience and thought.

PRIMARY TEACHERS OF THE NEW WISDOM

The teachings of as-Sulirawardi. The first master of the
new wisdom, as-Suhrawardi (12th century), called it the
“Wisdom of Illumination.” He rejected Avicenna’s dis-
tinction between essence and existence and Aristotle’s dis-
tinction between substance and accidents, possibility and
actuality, and matter and form, on the ground that they
are mere distinctions of reason. Instead, he concentrated
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on the notion of being and its negation, which he called
“light” and “darkness,” and explained the gradation of be-
ings as gradation of their mixture according to the degree
of “strength,” or “perfection,” of their light. This gradation
forms a single continuum that culminates in pure light,
self-luminosity, self-awareness, self-manifestation, or self-
knowledge, which is God, the light of lights, the true One.
The stability and eternity of this single continuum result
from every higher light overpowering and subjugating the
lower, and movement and change in it result from each
of the lower lights desiring and loving the higher.

As-Suhrawardi’s “pan-lightism” is not particularly close
to traditional Islamic views concerning the creation of the
world and God’s knowledge of particulars. The structure of
his universe remains largely that of the Platonists and the
Aristotelians. And his account of the emanation process
avoids the many difficulties that had puzzled Neoplaton-
ists as they tried to understand how the second hypostasis
(reality) proceeds from the One. He asserted that it pro-
ceeds without in any way affecting the One and that the
One’s self-sufficiency is enough to explain the giving out
that seems to be both spontaneous and necessary. His doc-
trine is presented in a way that suggests that it is the inner
truth behind the exoteric (external) teachings of Islam as
well as Zoroastrianism, indeed the wisdom of all ancient
sages, especially Iranians and Greeks, and the revealed
religions as well. This neutral yet positive attitude toward
the diversity of religions, which was not absent among
Muslim philosophers and mystics, was to become one of
the hallmarks of the new wisdom. Different religions were
seen as different manifestations of the same truth, their
essential agreement was emphasized, and various attempts
were made to combine them into a single harmonious
religion meant for all of mankind.

As-Suhrawardi takes an important step in this direction
through his doctrine of imaginative-bodily “resurrection.”
After their departure from the prison of the body, souls
that are fully purified ascend directly to the world of sepa-
rate lights. The ones that are only partially purified or are
evil souls escape to a “world of images” suspended below
the higher lights and above the corporeal world. In this
world of images, or forms (not to be confused with the
Platonic forms, which as-Suhrawardi identifies with higher
and permanent intelligible lights), partially purified souls
remain suspended and are able to create for themselves
and by their own power of imagination pleasing figures
and desirable objects in forms more excellent than their
earthly counterparts and are able to enjoy them forever.
Evil souls become dark shadows, suffer (presumably be-
cause their corrupt and inefficient power of imagination
can create only ugly and frightening forms), and- wander
about as ghosts, demons, and devils. The creative power
of the imagination, which as a human psychological phe-
nomenon was already used by the philosophers to explain
prophetic powers, was seized upon by the new wisdom as
“divine magic.” It was used to construct an eschatology, to
explain miracles, dreams, and other saintly theurgic (heal-
ing) practices, to facilitate the movement between various
‘orders of being, and for literary purposes.

The teachings of Ibn al-Arabi. The account of the doc-
trines of Ibn al-'Arabi (12th—13th centuries) belongs prop-
erly to the history of Islamic mysticism. Yet his impact
on the subsequent development of the new wisdom was
in many ways far greater than was that of as-Suhrawardi.
This is true especially of his central doctrine of the “unity
of being” and his sharp distinction between the absolute
One, which is undefinable Truth (haqg), and his self-
manifestation (zuhiir), or creation (khalg), which is ever
new (jadid) and in perpetual movement, a movement
that unites the whole of creation in a process of constant
renewal. At the very core of this dynamic edifice stands
nature, the “dark cloud” (ama) or “mist” (bukhar), as
the ultimate principle of things and forms: intelligence,
heavenly bodies, and elements and their mixtures that
culminate in the “perfect man.” This primordial nature is
the “breath” of the Merciful God in his aspect as Lord.
It “flows” throughout the universe and manifests Truth
in all its parts. It is the first mother through which Truth
manifests itself to itself and generates the universe. And

it is the universal natural body that gives birth to the
translucent bodies of the spheres, to the elements, and to
their mixtures, all of which are related to that primary
source as daughters to their mother.

Ibn al-‘Arabi attempted to explain how Intelligence pro-
ceeds from the absolute One by inserting between them
a primordial feminine principle, which is all things in
potentiality but which also possesses the capacity, readi-
ness, and desire to manifest or generate them, first, as
archetypes in Intelligence, and then as actually existing
things in the universe below. Ibn al-'Arabi gave this prin-
ciple numerous names, including prime “matter” (‘unsur),
and characterized it as the principle “whose existence
makes manifest the essences of the potential worlds.”
The doctrine that the first simple originated thing is not
Intelligence but “indefinite matter” and that Intelligence
was originated through the mediation of this matter was
attributed to Empedocles, Sth-century-Bc Greek philoso-
pher, in doxographies (compilations of extracts from the
Greek philosophers) translated into Arabic. It represented
an attempt to bridge the gulf between the absolute One
and the multiplicity of forms in Intelligence. The Andalu-
sian mystic Ibn Masarrah (9th-10th centuries) is reported
to have championed pseudo-Empedoclean doctrines, and
Ibn al-‘Arabi (who studied under some of his followers)
quotes Ibn Masarrah on a number of occasions. This
philosophic tradition is distinct from the one followed by
the Isma’ili theologians, who explained the origination of
Intelligence by the mediation of God’s will.

The teachings of Twelver Shiism and the school of
Isfahan. After Ibn al-‘Arabi, the new wisdom developed
rapidly in intellectual circles in eastern Islam. Commenta-
tors on the works of Avicenna, as-Suhrawardi, and Ibn al-
‘Arabi began the process of harmonizing and integrating
the views of the masters. Great poets made them part of
every educated man’s literary culture. Mystical fraternities
became the custodians of such works, spreading them into
Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent and transmit-
ting them from one generation to another. Following the
Mongol khan Hiilagii’s entry into Baghdad (1258), the
Twelver Shiah were encouraged by the Il Khanid Tatars
and Nagsir ad-Din at-Tusi (the philosopher and theologian
who accompanied Hiilagii as his vizier) to abandon their
hostility to mysticism. Mu'tazili doctrines were retained
in their theology. Theology, however, was downgraded to
“formal” learning that must be supplemented by higher
things, the latter including philosophy and mysticism, both
of earlier Shi1 (including Isma‘ili) origin and of later Sunni
provenance. Al-Ghazali, as-Suhrawardi, Ibn al-'Arabi, and
Avicenna were then eagerly studied and (except for their
doctrine of the imamate) embraced with little or no reser-
vation. This movement in Shii thought gathered momen-
tum when the leaders of a mystical fraternity established
themselves as the Safavid dynasty (1501-1732) in Iran,
where they championed Twelver Shiism as the official
doctrine of the new monarchy. During the 17th century,
Iran experienced a cultural and scientific renaissance that
included a revival of philosophic studies. There, Islamic
philosophy found its last creative exponents. The new
wisdom as expounded by the masters of the school of
Isfahan radiated throughout eastern Islam and continued
as a vital tradition until modern times.

The major figures of the school of Isfahan were Mir
Damad (Muhammad Bagir ibn ad-Damad, died 1631/
32) and his great disciple Mulla Sadra (Sadr ad-Din ash-
Shirazi, ¢. 1571-1640). Both were men of wide culture
and prolific writers with a sharp sense for the history and
development of philosophic ideas.

The teachings of Mir Damad. Mir Damad was the first
to expound the notion of “eternal origination” (hudith
dahri) as an explanation for the creation of the world.
Muslim philosophers and their critics had recognized the
crucial role played by the question of time in the discus-
sion of the eternity of the world. The proposition that
time is the measure of movement was criticized by Abu
al-Barakat al-Baghdadi, who argued that time is prior to
movement and rest, indeed to everything except being.
Time is the measure or concomitant of being, lasting and
transient, enduring and in movement or rest. It character-
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izes or qualifies all being, including God. God works in
time, incessantly willing and directly creating everything
in the world: his persistent will creates the eternal beings
of the world, and his ever-renewed will creates the tran-
sient beings. The notion of a God who works in time was
of course objectionable to theology, and Fakhr ad-Din ar-
Razi refused to accept this solution despite its attractions.
Ar-Razi also saw that it leads to the notion (attributed to
Plato) that time is a self-subsistent substance, whose rela-
tion to God would further compromise his unity. Finally,
ar-Razi explained that this self-subsistent substance will
have to be related to different beings in different ways. It
is called “everlastingness” (sarmad) when related to God
and the Intelligences (angels) that are permanent and do
not move or change in any way, “eternity” (dahr) when
related to the totality of the world of movement and
change, and “time” (zaman) when related to corporeal
beings that make up the world of movement and change.

Mir Damad returned to Avicenna and sought to harmo-
nize his views with those of as-Suhrawardi on the assump-
tion that what Avicenna meant by his “Oriental” (mash-
rigiyah) philosophy was identical with as-Suhrawardi’s
wisdom of “illumination” (ishrag), which he interpreted
as a Platonic doctrine that asserted the priority of essence
(form) over being (existence). Time, for Mir Damad, was
neither a mere being of reason nor an accident of existing
things. It belongs to the essence of things and describes
their mode and rank of being. It is a “relation” that beings
have to each other because of their essential nature. There
must, therefore, be three ranks of order of time corre-
sponding to the three ranks of order of being. Considered
as the relation of God to the divine names and attributes
(Intelligences or archetypes), the relation is “everlasting-
ness.” Considered as the relation between the Intelligences,
or archetypes, and their reflections in the mutable things
of the world below, the relation is “eternity.” And con-
sidered as the relation between these mutable things, the
relation is “time.” Creation, or origination, is this very
relation. Thus, the origination of the immutable Intelli-
gences, or archetypes, is called “everlasting creation,” the
origination of the world of mutable beings as a whole is
called “eternal creation,” and the generation of mutable
things within the world is called “temporal creation.”

The teachings of Mulla Sadra. Mulla Sadra superim-
posed Ibn al-'Arabi’s mystical thought (whose philosophic
implications had already been exposed by a number of
commentators) on the “Aristotelian”-Illuminationist syn-
thesis developed by Mir Damad. Against his master, he
argued with the Aristotelians for the priority of being
(existence) over essence (form), which he called an ab-
straction; and, with Ibn al-'Arabi, he argued for the “unity
of being” within which beings differ only according to
“priority and posteriority,” “perfection and imperfection,”
and “strength and weakness.” All being is thus viewed
as a graded manifestation, or determination, of absolute,
or pure, Being, and every level of being possesses all the
attributes of pure Being, but with varying degrees of in-
tensity or perfection.

Mulla Sadra considered his unique contribution to Is-
lamic philosophy to be his doctrine of nature, which
enabled him to assert that everything other than God and
his knowledge—i.e., the entire corporeal world, including
the heavenly bodies—is originated “eternally” as well as
“temporally.” This doctrine of nature is an elaboration of
the last manifestation of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s “nature” or prime
“matter,” articulated on philosophic grounds and within
the general framework of Aristotelian natural science and
defended against every possible philosophic and theologi-
cal objection.

Nature for Mulla Sadra is the “substance” and “power”
of all corporeal beings and the direct cause of their move-
ment. Movement (and time, which measures it) is there-
fore not an accident of substance or an accompaniment of
some of its accidents. It signifies the very change, renewal,
and passing of being—itself being in constant “flow,” or
flux. The entire corporeal world, both the celestial spheres
and the world of the elements, constantly renews itself.
The “matter” of corporeal things has the power to become
a new form at every instant; and the resulting matter—

form complex is at every instant a new matter ready for,
desiring, and moving toward another form. Men fail to
observe this constant flux and movement in simple bodies
not because of the endurance of the same form in them
but because of the close similarity between their ever-
new forms. What the philosophers call “movement” and
“time” are not, as they believed, anchored in anything
permanent—e.g., in what they call “nature,” “substance,”
or “essence”; essence is permanent only in the mind,
and nature and substance are permanent activity. Nature
as permanent activity is the very being of natural things
and identical with their substance. Because nature is “per-
manent” in this sense, it is connected to a permanent
principle that manifests activity in it permanently. Because
nature constantly renews itself, all renewed and emergent
things are connected to it. Thus, nature is the link between
what is eternal and what is originated, and the world of
nature is originated both eternally and temporarily.

Mulla Sadra distinguishes this primary “movement-in-
substance” (al-harakah fi al-jawhar) from haphazard, com-
pulsory, and other accidental movements that lack proper
direction, impede the natural movement of substance, or
reverse it. Movement-in-substance is not universal change
or flux without direction, the product of conflict between
two equally powerful principles, or a reflection of the
nonbeing of the world of nature when measured against
the world of permanent forms. It is, rather, the natural
beings’ innate desire to become more perfect, which di-
rects this ceaseless self-renewal, self-origination, or self-
emergence into a perpetual and irreversible flow upward
in the scale of being—from the simplest elements to the
human body-soul complex and the heavenly body-soul
complex (both of which participate in the general insta-
bility, origination, and passing of being that characterizes
the entire corporeal world). This flow upward, however,
is by no means the end. For the indefinite “matter” (Ibn
al-Arabr’s “cloud” and the mystics’ “created Truth”) is
the “substratum” of everything other than its Creator, the
mysterious pure Truth. It “extends” beyond the body-
soul complex to the Intelligences (divine names) that are
Being’s first, highest, and purest actualization or activity.
This “extension” unites everything other than the Creator
into a single continuum. The human body-soul complex
and the heavenly body-soul complex are not moved ex-
ternally by the Intelligences. Their movement is an exten-
sion of the process of self-perfection. Having reached the
highest rank of order of substance in the corporeal world,
they are now prepared, and still moved by their innate
desire, to flow upward and transform themselves into pure
intelligence. .

IMPACT OF MODERNISM

The new wisdom lived on during the 18th and 19th cen-
turies, conserving much of its vitality and strength but
not cultivating new ground. It attracted able thinkers such
as Shah Wali Allah of Delhi and Hadi Sabzevari and
became a regular part of the program of higher education
in the cultural centres of the Ottoman Empire, Iran, and
the Indian subcontinent, a status never achieved by the
earlier tradition of Islamic philosophy. In collaboration
with its close ally Persian mystical poetry, the new wisdom
determined the intellectual outlook and spiritual mood of
educated Muslims in the regions where Persian had be-
come the dominant literary language.

The wholesale rejection of the new wisdom in the name
of simple, robust, and more practical piety (which had
been initiated by Ibn Taymiyah and which continued to
find exponents among jurists) made little impression on its
devotees. To be taken seriously, reform had to come from
their own ranks and be espoused by such thinkers as the
eminent theologian and mystic of Muslim India Ahmad
Sirhindi (flourished 16th—17th centuries)—a reformer who
spoke their language and attacked Ibn al-Arabi’s “unity of
being” only to defend an older, presumably more ortho-
dox form of mysticism. Despite some impact, however,
attempts of this kind remained isolated and were either
ignored or reintegrated into the mainstream, until the
coming of the modern reformers. The 19th- and 20th-
century reformers Jamal ad-Din al-Afghani, Muhammad
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Abduh, and Muhammad Igbal were initially educated in
this tradition, but they rebelled against it and advocated
radical reforms.

The modernists attacked the new wisdom at its weakest
point; that is, its social and political norms, its individu-
alistic ethics, and its inability to speak intelligently about
social, cultural, and political problems generated by a long
period of intellectual isolation that was further compli-
cated by the domination of the European powers. Unlike
the earlier tradition of Islamic philosophy from al-Farabi
to Averroés, which had consciously cultivated political
science and investigated the political dimension of phi-
losophy and religion and the relation between philosophy
and the community at large, the new wisdom from its
inception lacked genuine interest in these questions, had
no appreciation for political philosophy, and had only a
benign toleration for the affairs of the world.

None of the reformers was a great political philosopher.
They were concerned with reviving their nations’ latent
energies, urging them to free themselves from foreign
domination, and impressing on them the need to reform
their social and educational institutions. They also saw
that all this required a total reorientation, which could
not take place so long as the new wisdom remained not
only the highest aim of a few solitary individuals but
also a social and popular ideal as well. Yet, as late as
1917, Igbal found that “the present-day Muslim prefers
to roam about aimlessly in the valley of Hellenic-Persian
mysticism, which teaches us to shut our eyes to the hard
reality around, and to fix our gaze on what is described
as ‘illumination.” ” His reaction was harsh: “To me this
self-mystification, this nihilism, i.e., seeking reality where
it does not exist, is a physiological symptom, giving me a
clue to the decadence of the Muslim world.”

To arrest the decadence and infuse new vitality in a
society in which they were convinced religion must re-
main the focal point, the modern reformers advocated

a return to the movements and masters of Islamic the-
ology and philosophy antedating the new wisdom. They
argued that these, rather than the “Persian incrustation of
Islam,” represented Islam’s original and creative impulse.
The modernists were attracted, in particular, to the views
of the Mu'tazilah: affirmation of God’s unity and denial
of all similarity between him and created things; reliance
on human reason; emphasis on man’s freedom; faith in
man’s ability to distinguish between good and bad; and
insistence on man’s responsibility to do good and fight
against evil in private and public places. They were also
impressed by the traditionalists’ devotion to the original,
uncomplicated forms of Islam and by their fighting spirit,
and by the Ash'aris’ view of faith as an affair of the heart
and their spirited defense of the Muslim community. In
viewing the scientific and philosophic tradition of east-
ern and western Islam prior to the Tatar and Mongol
invasions, they saw an irrefutable proof that true Islam
stands for the liberation of man’s spirit, promotes critical
thought, and provides both the impetus to grapple with
the temporal and the demonstration of how to set it in or-
der. These ideas initiated what was to become a vast effort
to recover, edit, and translate into the Muslim national
languages works of earlier theologians and philosophers,
which had been long neglected or known only indirectly
through later accounts.

The modern reformers insisted, finally, that Muslims
must be taught to understand the real meaning of what
has happened in Europe, which in effect means the un-
derstanding of modern science and philosophy, including
modern social and political philosophies. Initially, this
challenge became the task of the new universities in the
Muslim world. In the latter part of the 20th century, how-
ever, the originally wide gap between the various programs
of theological and philosophic studies in religious colleges
and in modern universities narrowed considerably.

(M.S.M./Ed.)

THE CULTURE OF ISLAM

Islamic Law, Shariah

Total and unqualified submission to the will of Allah (God)
is the fundamental tenet of Islam: Islamic law is therefore
the expression of Allah’s command for Muslim society
and, in application, constitutes a system of duties that are
incumbent upon a Muslim by virtue of his religious belief.
Known as the Shariah (literally, “the path leading to the
watering place”), the law constitutes a divinely ordained
path of conduct that guides the Muslim toward a practical
expression of his religious conviction in this world and the
goal of divine favour in the world to come.

NATURE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF ISLAMIC LAW

Muslim jurisprudence, the science of ascertaining the pre-
cise terms of the Shariah, is known as figh (literally
“understanding”). The historical process of the discovery
of Allah’s law (see below) was regarded as completed by
the end of the 9th century when the law had achieved
a definitive formulation in a number of legal manuals
written by different jurists. Throughout the medieval pe-
riod this basic doctrine was elaborated and systematized
in a large number of commentaries, and the voluminous
literature thus produced constitutes the traditional textual
authority of Shariah law.

In classical form the Shariah differs from Western sys-
tems of law in two principal respects. In the first place
the scope of the Shariah is much wider, since it regulates
man’s relationship not only with his neighbours and with
the state, which is the limit of most other legal systems,
but also with his God and his own conscience. Ritual
practices, such as the daily prayers, almsgiving, fasting,
and pilgrimage, are an integral part of Shariah law and
usually occupy the first chapters in the legal manuals. The
Shari‘ah is also concerned as much with ethical standards
as with legal rules, indicating not only what man is en-
titled or bound to do in law, but also what he ought,

in conscience, to do or refrain from doing. Accordingly,
certain acts are classified as praiseworthy (mandib), which
means that their performance brings divine favour and
their omission divine disfavour, and others as blamewor-
thy (makrith), which means that omission brings divine
favour and commission divine disfavour; but in neither
case is there any legal sanction of punishment or reward,
nullity or validity. The Shariah is not merely a system of
law, but a comprehensive code of behaviour that embraces
both private and public activities.

The second major distinction between the Shariah and
Western legal systems is the result of the Islamic concept
of law as the expression of the divine will. With the death
of the Prophet Muhammad in 632, communication of the
divine will to man ceased so that the terms of the divine
revelation were henceforth fixed and immutable. When,
therefore, the process of interpretation and expansion of
this source material was held to be complete with the
crystallization of the doctrine in the medieval legal manu-
als, Shariah law became a rigid and static system. Unlike
secular legal systems that grow out of society and change
with the changing circumstances of society, Shariah law
was imposed upon society from above. In Islamic jurispru-
dence it is not society that moulds and fashions the law,
but the law that precedes and controls society.

Such a philosophy of law clearly poses fundamental prob-
lems of principle for social advancement in contemporary
Islam. How can the traditional Shariah law be adapted
to meet the changing circumstances of modern Muslim
society? This is now the central issue in Islamic law. (See
below Reform of Shariah law).

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF SHARIAH LAW

For the first Muslim community established under the
leadership of the Prophet at Medina in 622, the Quranic
revelations laid down basic standards of conduct. But the
Quran is in no sense a comprehensive legal code. No
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more than 80 verses deal with strictly legal matters; while
these verses cover a wide variety of topics and introduce
many novel rules, their general effect is simply to modify
the existing Arabian customary law in certain important
particulars.

During his lifetime Muhammad, as the supreme judge of
the community, resolved legal problems as they arose by
interpreting and expanding the general provisions of the
Quran, and the same ad hoc activity was carried on after
his death by the caliphs (temporal and spiritual rulers) of
Medina. But the foundation of the Umayyad dynasty in
661, governing from its centre of Damascus a vast military
empire, produced a legal development of much broader
dimensions. With the appointment of judges, or gadis, to
the various provinces and districts, an organized judiciary
came into being. The gadis were responsible for giving
effect to a growing corpus of Umayyad administrative and
fiscal law; and since they regarded themselves essentially
as the spokesmen of the local law, elements and institu-
tions of Roman-Byzantine and Persian-Sasanian law were
absorbed into Islamic legal practice in the conquered ter-
ritories. Depending upon the discretion of the individual
gadi, decisions would be based upon the rules of the
Qur'an where these were relevant; but the sharp focus in
which the Quranic laws were held in the Medinian period
had become lost with the expanding horizons of activity.

Development of different schools of law. A reaction to
this situation arose in the early 8th century when pious
scholars, grouped together in loose, studious fraternities,
began to debate whether or not Umayyad legal practice
was properly implementing the religious ethic of Islam.
Actively sponsored by the ‘Abbasid rulers, who came to
power in the mid-8th century pledged to build a truly
Islamic state and society, the activities of the jurists (fagih,
plural fugaha) in these early schools of law marked the
real beginning of Islamic jurisprudence. Their aim was to
Islamize the law by reviewing the current legal practice in
the light of the Quranic principles and then on this basis
adopting, modifying, or rejecting the practice as part of
their ideal scheme of law.

Of the many early schools of law the two most impor-
tant were those of the Malikis in Medina and the Hanafis
in al-Kuafah, named after two outstanding scholars in the
respective localities, Malik ibn Anas and Aba Hanifah.
Inevitably the Maliki and Hanafi doctrines, as they were
then being recorded in the first compendiums of law,
differed considerably from each other, not only because
free juristic speculation was bound to produce varying
results but also because the thought of the scholars was
conditioned by their different social environments. A deep
conflict of juristic principle emerged within the schools
between those who maintained that outside the terms of
the Quran scholars were free to use their reason (ra’y) to
ascertain the law and those who insisted that the only valid
source of law outside the Quran lay in the precedents set
by the Prophet himself.

The jurist ash-Shafi1 (died 820) aimed to eliminate these
schisms and produce greater uniformity in the law by
expounding a firm theory of the sources from which the
law must be derived. Ash-ShafiT’s fundamental teaching
was that knowledge of the Shari'ah could be attained only
through divine revelation found either in the Quran or
in the divinely inspired traditions (sunnah) of the Prophet
as ascertained through authentic reports (Hadith). Human
reason in law should be strictly confined to the process of
analogical deduction, or giyas—problems not specifically
answered by the divine revelation were to be solved by
applying the principles upon which closely parallel cases
had been regulated by the Quran or sunnah.

ShafiT’s insistence upon the importance of the sunnah as
a source of law produced a great activity in the collec-
tion and classification of Hadiths, particularly among his
own supporters, who formed the Shafi school, and the
followers of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (died 855) who formed
the Hanbali school. Muslim scholarship maintained that
the classical compilations of Hadiths—especially those of
Bukhari (died 870) and Muslim (died 875)—constituted
an authentic record of the Prophet’s precedents. The
general view of Western orientalists, however, is that a

considerable part of the sunnah represents the views of
later jurists fictitiously ascribed to the Prophet to give the
doctrine a greater authority.

Later developments. Shafii’s thesis formed the basis of
the classical theory of the roots of jurisprudence (usul al-
figh), which crystallized in the early 10th century. Juristic
“effort” to comprehend the terms of the Shari‘ah is known
as ijtihad, and legal theory first defines the course that jjzi-
had must follow. In seeking the answer to a legal problem
the jurist must first consult the Quran and the sunnah.
Failing any specific solution in this divine revelation he
must employ analogy (giyas) or certain subsidiary prin-
ciples of reasoning—istihsan (equitable preference) and
istislah (the public interest). The legal theory then evalu-
ates the results of ijtihad on the basis of the criterion of
ijma (consensus). As an attempt to define Allah’s law, the
ijtihad of individual scholars could result only in a tenta-
tive conclusion termed zann (“conjecture”). But where a
conclusion became the subject of unanimous agreement
by the qualified scholars, it became a certain (yagin) and
infallible expression of Allah’s law.

Two major effects flowed from this classical doctrine of
ijmd. It served first as a permissive principle to admit the
validity of variant opinions as equally probable attempts
to define the Shariah. Second, it operated as a restrictive
principle to ratify the status quo; for once the jjma had
cast an umbrella authority not only over those points that
were the subject of a consensus but also over existing
variant opinions, to propound any further variant was to
contradict the infallible jjma and therefore tantamount to
heresy. )

Ijmd set the final seal of rigidity upon the doctrine,
and from the 10th century onward independent juristic
speculation ceased. In the Arabic expression, “the door
of ijtihad was closed.” Henceforth jurists were mugqallids,
or imitators, bound by the doctrine of taqglid (“clothing
with authority” i.e., unquestioned acceptance) to follow
the doctrine as it was recorded in the authoritative le-
gal manuals.

Shariah law is a candidly pluralistic system, the phi-
losophy of the equal authority of the different schools
being expressed in the alleged dictum of the Prophet:
“Difference of opinion among my community is a sign
of the bounty of Allah.” But outside the four schools of
Sunni, or orthodox, Islam stand the minority sects of the
Shiah and the Ibadis whose own versions of the SharTah
differ considerably from those of the Sunnis. Shii law in
particular grew out of a fundamentally different politico-
religious system in which the rulers, or imams, were held
to be divinely inspired and therefore the spokesmen of the
Lawgiver himself. Geographically, the division between
the various schools and sects became fairly well defined as
the gadis’ courts in different areas became wedded to the
doctrine of one particular school. Thus Hanafi law came
to predominate in the Middle East and the Indian sub-
continent; Maliki law in North, West, and Central Africa;
ShafiT law in East Africa, the southern parts of the Ara-
bian peninsula, Malaysia, and Indonesia; Hanbali law in
Saudi Arabia, Shi1 law in Iran and the Shi1 communities
of India and East Africa; Ibadi law in Zanzibar, 'Uman,
and parts of Algeria.

Although Shariah doctrine was all-embracing, Islamic le-
gal practice has always recognized jurisdictions other than
that of the gadis. Because the gadis’ courts were hidebound
by a cumbersome system of procedure and evidence, they
did not prove a satisfactory organ for the administration
of justice in all respects, particularly as regards criminal,
land, and commercial law. Hence, under the broad head
of the sovereign’s administrative power (siyasah), compe-
tence in these spheres was granted to other courts, known
collectively as mazalim courts, and the jurisdiction of the
gadis was generally confined to private family and civil
law. As the expression of a religious ideal, Shariah doctrine
was always the focal point of legal activity, but it never
formed a complete or exclusively authoritative expression
of the laws that in practice governed the lives of Muslims.

THE SUBSTANCE OF TRADITIONAL SHARTAH LAW
Shari'ah duties are broadly divided into those that an in-
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dividual owes to Allah (the ritual practices or ‘ibadat) and
those that he owes to his fellow men (muamalat). 1t is
the latter category of duties alone, constituting law in the
Western sense, that is described here.

Penal law. Offenses against the person, from homicide
to assault, are punishable by retaliation (gisas), the of-
fender being subject to precisely the same treatment as his
victim. But this type of offense is regarded as a civil injury
rather than a crime in the technical sense, since it is not
the state but only the victim or his family who have the
right to prosecute and to opt for compensation or blood
money (diyah) in place of retaliation.

For six specific crimes the punishment is fixed (hadd):
death for apostasy and for highway robbery; amputation
of the hand for theft; death by stoning for extramarital
sex relations (zina) where the offender is a married per-
son and 100 lashes for unmarried offenders; 80 lashes for
an unproved accusation of unchastity (gadhf) and for the
drinking of any intoxicant.

Outside the hadd crimes, both the determination of of-
fenses and the punishment therefore lies with the discre-
tion of the executive or the courts.

Law of transactions. A legal capacity to transact belongs
to any person “of prudent judgment” (rdshid), a quality
that is normally deemed to arrive with physical maturity
or puberty. There is an irrebuttable presumption of law
(1) that boys below the age of 12 and girls below the age
of 9 have not attained puberty, and (2) that puberty has
been attained by the age of 15 for both sexes. Persons who
are not rashid, on account of minority, mental deficiency,
simplicity, or prodigality, are placed under interdiction:
their affairs are managed by a guardian and they cannot
transact effectively without the guardian’s consent.

The basic principles of the law are laid down in the four
root transactions of (1) sale (bay), transfer of the own-
ership or corpus of property for a consideration; (2) hire
(ijarah), transfer of the usufruct (right to use) of property
for a consideration; (3) gift (hibah), gratuitous transfer of
the corpus of property, and (4) loan ('ariyah), gratuitous
transfer of the usufruct of property. These basic principles
are then applied to the various specific transactions of, for
example, pledge, deposit, guarantee, agency, assignment,
land tenancy, partnership, and waqf foundations. Wagfis
a peculiarly Islamic institution whereby the founder re-
linquishes his ownership of real property, which belongs
henceforth to Allah, and dedicates the income or usufruct
of the property in perpetuity to some pious or charitable
purpose, which may include settlements in favour of the
founder’s own family.

The Islamic law of transactions as a whole is dominated
by the doctrine of riba. Basically, this is the prohibition
of usury, but the notion of riba was rigorously extended
to cover, and therefore preclude, any form of interest on
a capital loan or investment. And since this doctrine was
coupled with the general prohibition on gambling trans-
actions, Islamic law does not, in general, permit any kind
of speculative transaction the results of which, in terms
of the material benefits accruing to the parties, cannot be
precisely forecast.

Family law. A patriarchal outlook is the basis of the tra-
ditional Islamic law of family relationships. Fathers have
the right to contract their daughters, whether minor or
adult, in compulsory marriage. Only when a woman has
been married before is her consent to her marriage neces-
sary; but even then the father, or other marriage guardian,
must conclude the contract on her behalf. In Hanafi and
Shii law, however, only minor girls may be contracted
in compulsory marriage, and adult women may conclude
their own marriage contracts, except that the guardian
may have the marriage annulled if his ward has married
beneath her social status.

Husbands have the right of polygamy and may be validly
married at the same time to a maximum of four wives.
Upon marriage a husband is obliged to pay to his wife her
dower, the amount of which may be fixed by agreement
or by custom; and during the marriage he is bound to
maintain and support her provided she is obedient to him,
not only in domestic matters but also in her general social
activities and conduct. A wife who rejects her husband’s

dominion by leaving the family home without just cause
forfeits her right to maintenance.

But it is in the traditional law of divorce that the scales
are most heavily weighted against the wife. A divorce
may be effected simply by the mutual agreement of the
spouses, which is known as kAul when the wife pays some
financial consideration to the husband for her release; and
according to all schools except the Hanafis a wife may
obtain a judicial decree of divorce on the ground of some
matrimonial offense—e.g., cruelty, desertion, failure to
maintain—committed by the husband. But the husband
alone has the power unilaterally to terminate the marriage
by repudiation (talag) of his wife. Talaq is an extrajudicial
process: a husband may repudiate his wife at will and his
motive in doing so is not subject to scrutiny by the court
or any other official body. A repudiation repeated three
times constitutes a final and irrevocable dissolution of the
marriage; but a single pronouncement may be revoked
at will by the husband during the period known as the
wife’s ‘iddah, which lasts for three months following the
repudiation (or any other type of divorce) or, where the
wife is pregnant, until the birth of the child.

The legal position of children within the family group,
as regards their guardianship, maintenance, and rights of
succession, depends upon their legitimacy, and a child is
legitimate only if it is conceived during the lawful wedlock
of its parents. In Sunni law no legal relationship exists
between a father and his illegitimate child; but there is a
legal tie, for all purposes, between a mother and her ille-
gitimate child. Guardianship of the person (e.g., control
of education and marriage) and of the property of minor
children belongs to the father or other close male, agnate
relative, but the bare right of custody (hadanah) of young
children, whose parents are divorced or separated, belongs
to the mother or the female, maternal relatives.

Succession law. An individual’s power of testamentary
disposition is basically limited to one-third of his net es-
tate (i.e., the assets remaining after the payment of funeral
expenses and debts) and two-thirds of the estate passes to
the legal heirs of the deceased under the compulsory rules
of inheritance.

There is a fundamental divergence between the Sunni
and the Shii schemes of inheritance. Sunni law is essen-
tially a system of inheritance by male agnate relatives or
‘asabah—i.e., relatives who, if they are more than one
degree removed from the deceased, trace their connection
with him through male links. Among the ‘asabah, pri-
ority is determined by: (1) class, descendants excluding
ascendants, who in turn exclude brothers and their issue,
who in turn exclude uncles and their issue; (2) degree,
within each class the relative nearer in degree to the de-
ceased excluding the more remote; (3) strength of blood
tie, the germane, or full blood, connection excluding the
half blood, or consanguine, connection among collateral
relatives. This agnatic system is mitigated by allowing
the surviving spouse and a limited number of females
and nonagnates—the daughter; son’s daughter; mother;
grandmother; germane, consanguine, and uterine sisters;
and uterine brother—to inherit a fixed fractional portion
of the estate in suitable circumstances. But the females
among these relatives only take half the share of the male
relative of the same class, degree, and blood tie, and none
of them excludes from inheritance any male agnate, how-
ever remote. No other female or non-agnatic relative has
any right of inheritance in the presence of a male agnate.
Where, for example, the deceased is survived by his wife,
his daughter’s son, and a distant agnatic cousin, the wife
will be restricted to one-fourth of the inheritance, the
grandson will be excluded altogether, and the cousin will
inherit three-fourths of the estate.

Shi1 law rejects the criterion of the agnatic tie and
regards both the maternal and paternal connections as
equally strong grounds of inheritance. In the Shii system
the surviving spouse always inherits a fixed portion, as in
Sunni law, but all other relatives, including females and
nonagnates, are divided into three classes: (1) parents and
lineal descendants; (2) grandparents, brothers and sisters,
and their issue; (3) uncles and aunts and their issue. Any
relative of class one excludes any relative of class two, who
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in turn excludes any relative of class three. Within each
class the nearer in degree excludes the more remote, and
the full blood excludes the half blood. While, therefore,
a male relative normally takes double the share of the
corresponding female relative, females and nonagnates are
much more favourably treated than they are in Sunni law.
In the case mentioned above, for example, the wife would
take one-fourth, but the remaining three-fourths would go
to the daughter’s son, or indeed to a daughter’s daughter,
and not to the agnatic cousin.

Under Shii law the only restriction upon testamentary
power is the one-third rule, but Sunni law goes further
and does not allow any bequest in favour of a legal heir.
Under both systems, however, bequests that infringe these
rules are not necessarily void and ineffective; the testator
has acted beyond his powers, but the bequest may be
ratified by his legal heirs.

Further protection is afforded to the rights of the legal
heirs by the doctrine of death sickness. Any gifts made by
a dying person in contemplation of his death are subject
to precisely the same limitations as bequests, and, if they
exceed these limits, will be effective only with the consent
of the legal heirs.

Procedure and evidence. Traditionally, Shariah law was
administered by the court of a single gadi, who was the
judge of the facts as well as the law, although on difficult
legal issues he might seek the advice of a professional
jurist, or mufii. There was no hierarchy of courts and no
organized system of appeals. Through his clerk (katib) the
gadr controlled his court procedure, which was normally
characterized by a lack of ceremony or sophistication.
Legal representation was not unknown, but the parties
would usually appear in person and address their pleas
orally to the gadr.

The first task of the gadi was to decide which party
bore the burden of proof. This was not necessarily the
party who brought the suit, but was the party whose
contention was contrary to the initial legal presumption
attaching to the case. In the case of an alleged criminal
offense, for example, the presumption is the innocence
of the accused, and in a suit for debt the presumption
is that the alleged debtor is free from debt. Hence the
burden of proof would rest upon the prosecution in the
first case and upon the claiming creditor in the second.
This burden of proof might, of course, shift between the
parties several times in the course of the same suit, as, for
example, where an alleged debtor pleads a counterclaim
against the creditor.

The standard of proof required, whether on an initial, in-
termediate or final issue, was a rigid one and basically the
same in both criminal and civil cases. Failing a confession
or admission by the defendant, the plaintiff or prosecutor
was required to produce two witnesses to testify orally
to their direct knowledge of the truth of his contention.
Written evidence and circumstantial evidence, even of the
most compelling kind, were normally inadmissible. More-
over, the oral testimony (shahadah) had usually to- be
given by two male, adult Muslims of established integrity
or character. In certain cases, however, the testimony of
women was acceptable (two women being required in
place of one man), and in most claims of property the
plaintiff could satisfy the burden of proof by one witness
and his own solemn oath as to the truth of his claim.

If the plaintiff or prosecutor produced the required de-
gree of proof, judgment would be given in his favour. If
he failed to produce any substantial evidence at all, judg-
ment would be given for the defendant. If he produced
some evidence, but the evidence did not fulfill the strict
requirements of shahadah, the defendant would be offered
the oath of denial. Properly sworn this oath would secure
judgment in his favour; but if he refused it, judgment
would be given for the plaintiff, provided, in some cases,
that the latter himself would swear an oath.

In sum, the traditional system of procedure was largely
self-operating. After his initial decision as to the incidence
of the burden of proof, the gadi merely presided over the
predetermined process of the law: witnesses were or were
not produced, the oath was or was not administered and
sworn, and the verdict followed automatically.

LAW IN CONTEMPORARY ISLAM

The scope of Shariah law and the mode of its
administration. During the 19th century the impact of
Western civilization upon Muslim society brought about
radical changes in the fields of civil and commercial trans-
actions and criminal law. In these matters the Shariah
courts were felt to be wholly out of touch with the needs
of the time, not only because of their system of procedure
and evidence but also because of the substance of the
Shariah doctrine, which they were bound to apply.

As a result, the criminal and general civil law of the
Shariah was abandoned in most Muslim countries and re-
placed by new codes based upon European models with a
new system of secular tribunals to apply them. Thus, with
the notable exception of the Arabian peninsula, where the
Shariah is still formally applied in its entirety, the appli-
cation of Shariah law in Islam has been broadly confined,
from the beginning of the 20th century, to family law,
including the law of succession at death and the particular
institution of waqf endowments.

Nor, even within this circumscribed sphere, is Shariah
law today applied in the traditional manner. Throughout
the Middle East generally Shariah family law is now ex-
pressed in the form of modern codes, and it is only in
the absence of a specific relevant provision of the code
that recourse is had to the traditionally authoritative legal
manuals. In India and Pakistan much of the family law is
now embodied in statutory legislation, and since the law is
there administered as a case-law system, the authority of
judicial decisions has superseded that of the legal manuals.

In most countries, too, the court system has been, or
is being, reorganized to include, for instance, the provi-
sion of appellate jurisdictions. In Egypt and Tunisia the
Shariah courts, as a separate entity, have been abolished,
and Shariah law is now administered through a unified
system of national courts. In India, and, since partition,
in Pakistan it has always been the case that Shariah law
has been applied by the same courts that apply the general
civil and criminal law.

Finally, in many countries, special codes have been en-
acted to regulate the procedure and evidence of the courts
that today apply Shariah law. In the Middle East doc-
umentary and circumstantial evidence are now generally
admissible; witnesses are put on oath and may be cross-
examined, and the traditional rule that evidence is only
brought by one side and that the other side, in suitable
circumstances, takes the oath of denial has largely broken
down. In sum, the court has a much wider discretion in
assessing the weight of the evidence than it had under
the traditional system of evidence. In India and Pakistan
the courts apply the same rules of evidence to cases of
Islamic law as they do to civil cases generally. The system
is basically English law, codified in the Indian Evidence
Act, 1872.

Reform of Shariah law. Traditional Islamic family law
reflected to a large extent the patriarchal scheme of Ara-
bian tribal society in the early centuries of Islam. Not
unnaturally certain institutions and standards of that law
were felt to be out of line with the circumstances of Mus-
lim society in the 20th century, particularly in urban areas
where tribal ties had disintegrated and movements for the
emancipation of women had arisen. At first this situation
seemed to create the same apparent impasse between the
changing circumstances of modern life and an allegedly
immutable law that had caused the adoption of Western
codes in civil and criminal matters. Hence, the only solu-
tion that seemed possible to Turkey in 1926 was the total
abandonment of the Shariah and the adoption of Swiss
family law in its place. No other Muslim country, how-
ever, has as yet followed this example. Instead, traditional
Shariah law has been adapted in a variety of ways to meet
present social needs.

From the outset the dominating issue in the Middle East
has been the question of the juristic basis of reforms—
i.e., granted their social desirability, their justification in
terms of Islamic jurisprudential theory, so that the reforms
appear as a new, but legitimate, version of the Shari‘ah.

In the early stages of the reform movement, the doctrine
of taqlid (unquestioning acceptance) was still formally ob-
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served and the juristic basis of reform lay in the doctrine
of siyasah, or “government,” which allows the political
authority (who, of course, has no legislative power in the
real sense of the term) to make administrative regulations
of two principal types.

The first type concerns procedure and evidence and re-
stricts the jurisdiction of the Shariah courts in the sense
that they are instructed not to entertain cases that do not
fulfill defined evidential requirements. Thus, an Egyptian
law was enacted in 1931 that no disputed claim of mar-
riage was to be entertained where the marriage could not
be proved by an official certificate of registration, and no
such certificate could be issued if the bride was less than
16 or the bridegroom less than 18 years of age at the time
of the contract. Accordingly the marriage of a minor con-
tracted by the guardian was still perfectly valid but would
not, if disputed, be the subject of judicial relief from the
courts. In theory the doctrine of the traditional authorities
was not contradicted, but in practice an attempt had been
made to abolish the institution of child marriage. The
second type of administrative regulation was a directive to
the courts as to which particular rule among existing vari-
ants they were to apply. This directive allowed the political
authority to choose from the views of the different schools
and jurists the opinion that was deemed best suited to
present social circumstances. For example, the traditional
Hanafi law in force in Egypt did not allow a wife to
petition for divorce on the ground of any matrimonial
offense committed by the husband, a situation that caused
great hardship to abandoned or ill-treated wives. Maliki
law, however, recognizes the wife’s right to judicial disso-
lution of her marriage on grounds such as the husband’s
cruelty, failure to provide maintenance and support, and
desertion. Accordingly, an Egyptian law of 1920 codified
the Maliki law as the law henceforth to be applied by the
Shariah courts.

By way of comparison, reform in the matters of child
marriage and divorce was effected in the Indian subconti-
nent by statutory enactments that directly superseded the
traditional Hanafi law. The Child Marriage Restraint Act,
1929, prohibited the marriage of girls below the age of 14
and boys below the age of 16 under pain of penalties; while
the Dissolution of Muslim Marriages Act, 1939, modelled
on the English Matrimonial Causes Acts, allowed a Hanafi
wife to obtain judicial divorce on the standard grounds of
cruelty, desertion, failure to' maintain, etc.

In the Middle East, by the 1950s, the potential for legal
reform under the principle of siyasah had been exhausted.
Since that time the basic doctrine of taglid has been chal-
lenged to an ever-increasing degree. On many points the
law recorded in the medieval manuals, insofar as it repre-
sents the interpretations placed by the early jurists upon
the Quran and the sunnah, has been held no longer to
have a paramount and exclusive authority. Contemporary
jurisprudence has claimed the right to renounce those in-
terpretations and to interpret for itself, independently and
afresh in the light of modern social circumstances, the
original texts of divine revelation: in short to reopen the
door of jjtihad that had been in theory closed since the
10th century.

The developing use of ijtihad as a means of legal re-
form may be seen through a comparison of the terms of
the Syrian law of Personal Status (1953) with those of
the Tunisian Law of Personal Status (1957) in relation
to the two subjects of polygamy and divorce by repudia-
tion (talag).

As regards polygamy the Syrian reformers argued that the
Quran itself urges husbands not to take additional wives
unless they are financially able to make proper provision
for their maintenance and support. Classical jurists had
construed this verse as a moral exhortation binding only
on the husband’s conscience. But the Syrian reformers
maintained that it should be regarded as a positive legal
condition precedent to the exercise of polygamy and en-
forced as such by the courts. This novel interpretation
was then coupled with a normal administrative regulation
that required the due registration of marriages after the
permission of the court to marry had been obtained. The
Syrian Law accordingly enacts: “The gadi may withhold

permission for a man who is already married to marry a
second wife, where it is established that he is not in a po-
sition to support them both.” Far more extreme, however,
is the approach of the Tunisian reformers. They argued
that, in addition to a husband’s financial ability to sup-
port a plurality of wives, the Quran also required that co-
wives should be treated with complete impartiality. This
Qur'anic injunction should also be construed, not simply
as a moral exhortation, but as a legal condition precedent
to polygamy, in the sense that no second marriage should
be permissible unless and until adequate evidence was
forthcoming that the wives would in fact be treated impar-
tially. But under modern social and economic conditions
such impartial treatment was a practical impossibility.
And since the essential condition for polygamy could not
be fulfilled the Tunisian Law briefly declares: “Polygamy
is prohibited.”

With regard to taldq the Syrian law provided that a wife
who had been repudiated without just cause might be
awarded compensation by the court from her former hus-
band to the maximum extent of one year’s maintenance.
The reform was once again represented as giving practical
effect to certain Quranic verses that had been generally
regarded by traditional jurisprudence as moral rather than
legally enforceable injunctions—namely, those verses that
enjoin husbands to “make a fair provision” for repudiated
wives and to “retain wives with kindness or release them
with consideration.” The effect of the Syrian law, then,
is to subject the husband’s motive for repudiation to the
scrutiny of the court and to penalize him, albeit to a lim-
ited extent, for abuse of his power. Once again, however,
the Tunisian ijtihad concerning repudiation is far more
radical. Here the reformers argued that the Quran orders
the appointment of arbitrators in the event of discord
between husband and wife. Clearly a pronouncement of
repudiation by a husband indicated a state of discord be-
tween the spouses. Equally clearly the official courts were
best suited to undertake the function of arbitration that
then becomes necessary according to the Quran. It is on
this broad ground that the Tunisian law abolishes the right
of a husband to repudiate his wife extrajudicially and en-
acts that: “Divorce outside a court of law is without legal
effect.” Although the court must dissolve the marriage if
the husband persists in his repudiation, it has an unlim-
ited power to grant the wife compensation for any damage
she has sustained from the divorce—although in practice
this power has so far been used most sparingly. In regard
to polygamy and tal/aq therefore, Tunisia has achieved by
reinterpretation of the Quran reforms hardly less radical
than those effected in Turkey some 30 years previously by
the adoption of the Swiss Civil Code.

In Pakistan a new interpretation of the Qur’an and sun-
nah was the declared basis of the reforms introduced by
the Muslim Family Laws Ordinance of 1961, although the
provisions of the Ordinance in relation to polygamy and
talag are much less radical than the corresponding Middle
Eastern reforms, since a second marriage is simply made
dependent upon the consent of an Arbitration Council
and the effect of a husband’s repudiation is merely sus-
pended for a period of three months to afford opportunity
for reconciliation.

Judicial decisions in Pakistan have also unequivocally
endorsed the right of independent interpretation of the
Quran. For example, in Khurshid Bibi v. Muhammad
Amin (1967) the Supreme Court held that a Muslim wife
could as a right obtain.a divorce simply by payment of
suitable compensation to her husband. This decision was
based on the Court’s interpretation of a reievant Quranic
verse. But under traditional Shariah law this form of di-
vorce, known as khul, whereby a wife pays for her release,
is a contract between the spouses and as such entirely
dependent upon the husband’s free consent.

These are but a few examples of the many far-reaching
changes that have been effected in the Islamic family law.
But the whole process of legal reform as it has so far devel-
oped still involves great problems of principle and practice.
A hard core of traditionalist opinion still adamantly rejects
the validity of the process of reinterpretation of the basic
texts of divine revelation. The traditionalists argue that the
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texts are merely being manipulated to yield the meaning
that suits the preconceived purposes of the reformers, and
that therefore, contrary to fundamental Islamic ideology,
it is social desirability and not the will of Allah that is the
ultimate determinant of the law.

As regards the practical effect of legal reform, there exists
in many Muslim countries a deep social gulf between a
Westernized and modernist minority and the conservative
mass of the population. Reforms that aim at satisfying
the standards of progressive urban society have little sig-
nificance for the traditionalist communities of rural areas
or for the Mulsim fundamentalists, whose geographical
and social distribution crosses all apparent boundaries. It
is also often the case that the gadis, through their back-
ground and training, are not wholly sympathetic with the
purposes of the modernist legislators—an attitude often
reflected in their interpretations of the new codes.

Such problems are, of course, inevitable in the transi-
tional stage of social evolution in which Islam finds itself.
But the one supreme achievement of jurisprudence over
the past few decades has been the emergence of a func-
tional approach to the question of the role of law in
society. Jurisprudence has discarded the introspective and
idealistic attitude that the doctrine of taglid had imposed
upon it since early medieval times and now sees its task to
be the solution of the problems of contemporary society.
It has emerged from a protracted period of stagnation to
adopt again the attitude of the earliest Muslim jurists,
whose aim was to relate the dictates of the divine will to
their own social environment. It is this attitude alone that
has ensured the survival of the Shariah in modern times
as a practical system of law and that alone provides its
inspiration for the future. (N.J.C)

Social and ethical principles

FAMILY LIFE

A Dbasic social teaching of Islam is the encouragement
of marriage, and the Quran regards celibacy definitely
as something exceptional—to be resorted to only under
economic stringency. Thus, monasticism as a way of life
was severely criticized by the Quran. With the appearance
of Sufism, however, many Sufis preferred celibacy, and
some even regarded women as an evil distraction from
piety, although marriage remained the normal practice
also with Sufis.

Polygamy, which was practiced in pre-Islamic Arabia,
was permitted by the Quran, which, however, limited the
number of simultaneous wives to four, and this permis-
sion was made dependent upon the condition that justice
be done among co-wives. The Quran even suggests that
“You shall never be able to do justice among women, no
matter how much you desire.” Medieval law and society,
however, regarded this “justice” to be primarily a private
matter between a husband and his wives, although the
law did provide redress in cases of gross neglect of a wife.
Right of divorce was also vested basically in the husband,
who could unilaterally repudiate his wife, -although the
woman could also sue her husband for divorce before a
court on certain grounds.

The virtue of chastity is regarded as of prime importance
by Islam. The Quran advanced its universal recommen-
dation of marriage as a means to ensure a state of chastity
(ihsan), which is held to be induced by a single free wife.
The Quran states that those guilty of adultery are to be
severely punished with 100 lashes. Tradition has intensi-
fied this injunction and has prescribed this punishment
for unmarried persons, but married adulterers are to be
stoned to death. A false accusation of adultery is punish-
able by 80 lashes.

The general ethic of the Quran considers the marital
bond to rest on “mutual love and mercy,” and the spouses
are said to be “each other’s garments.” The detailed laws
of ‘inheritance prescribed by the Quran also tend to con-
firm the idea of a central family—husband, wife, and
children, along with the husband’s parents. Easy access to
polygamy (although the normal practice in Islamic society
has always been that of monogamy) and easy divorce on
the part of the husband led, however, to frequent abuses in

the family. In recent times, most Muslim countries have
enacted legislation to tighten up marital relationships.

Rights of parents in terms of good treatment are stressed
in Islam, and the Quran extols filial piety, particularly ten-
derness to the mother, as an important virtue. A murderer
of his father is automatically disinherited. The tendency
of the Islamic ethic to strengthen the immediate family
on the one hand and the community on the other at the
expense of the extended family or tribe did not succeed,
however. Muslim society, until the encroachments upon
it of modernizing influences, has remained basically one
composed of tribes or quasi-tribes. Despite urbanization,
tribal affiliations offer the greatest resistance to change
and development of a modern polity. So strong, indeed,
has been the tribal ethos that, in most Muslim societies,
daughters are not given their inheritance share prescribed
by the sacred law in order to prevent disintegration of the
joint family’s patrimony.

THE STATE

Because Islam draws no distinction between the religious
and the temporal spheres of life, the Muslim state is
by definition religious. The main differences between the
Sunni, Khawarij, and Shii concepts of rulership have al-
ready been pointed out above. It should be noted that,
although the office of the Sunni caliph (khalifah, one who
is successor to the Prophet in rulership) is religious, this
does not imply any functicns comparable to those of the
pope. The caliph has no authority either to define dogma
or, indeed, even to legislate. He is the chief executive of a
religious community, and his primary function is to im-
plement the sacred law and work in the general interests
of the community. He himself is not above the law and if
necessary can even be deposed, at least in theory.

Sunni political theory is essentially a product of cir-
cumstance—an after-the-fact rationalization of historical
developments. Thus, between the Shiah legitimism that
restricts rule to ‘Ali’s family and the Khawarij democratism
that allowed rulership to anyone, even to “an Ethiopian
slave,” Sunnism held the position that “rule belonged to
the Quraysh” (the Prophet’s tribe)—the condition that ac-
tually existed. Again, in view of the extremes represented
by the Khawarij, who demanded rebellion against what
they considered to be unjust or impious rule, and Shiites,
who raised the imam to a metaphysical plane of infallibil-
ity, Sunnites took the position that a ruler has to satisfy
certain qualifications but that rule cannot be upset on
small issues. Indeed, under the impact of civil wars started
by the Khawarij, Sunnism drifted to more and more con-
formism and actual toleration of injustice.

The first step taken in this direction by the Sunnites
was the enunciation that “one day of lawlessness is worse
than 30 years of tyranny.” This was followed by the
principle that “Muslims must obey even a tyrannical rul-
er.” Soon, however, the sultan (ruler) was declared to be
“shadow of God on earth.” No doubt, the principle was
also adopted—and insisted upon—that “there can be no
obedience to the ruler in disobedience of God”; but there
is no denying the fact that the Sunni doctrine came more
and more to be heavily weighted on the side of political
conformism. This change is also reflected in the princi-
ples of legitimacy. Whereas early Islam had confirmed the
pre-Islamic democratic Arab principle of rule by consul-
tation (shura) and some form of democratic election of
the leader, those practices soon gave way to dynastic rule
with the advent of the Umayyads. The shiira was not de-
veloped into any institutionalized form and was, indeed,
soon discarded. Soon the principle of “might is right”
came into being, and later theorists frankly acknowledged
that actual possession of effective power is one method of
the legitimization of power.

In spite of this development, the ruler could not become
absolute because a basic restraint was placed upon him
by the Shariah law under which he held his authority
and which he dutifully was bound to execute and defend.
When, in the latter half of the 16th century, the Mughal
emperor Akbar in India wanted to arrogate to himself the
right of administrative-legal absolutism, the strong reac-
tion of the orthodox thwarted his attempt. In general, the
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‘ulama’ (religious scholars) jealously upheld the sovereign
position of the Shariah against the political authority.

The effective shift of power from the caliph to the sultan
was, again, reflected in the redefinition of the functions
of the caliph. It was conceded that, if the caliph adminis-
tered through wazirs (viziers or ministers) or subordinate
rulers (amirs), it was not necessary for him to embody all
the physical, moral, and intellectual virtues theoretically
insisted upon earlier. In practice, however, the caliph was
no more than a titular head from the middle of the 10th
century onward, when real power passed to self-made and
adventurous amirs and sultans, who merely used the cal-
iph’s name for legitimacy.

EDUCATION

Muslim educational activity began in the 8th century, pri-
marily in order to disseminate the teaching of the Quran
and the sunnah of the Prophet. The first task was to col-
lect and systematize the knowledge that was handed down
by the previous generations concerning the meaning of
the Quran and the activity and precepts of the Prophet.
Thus, in the early period, the character of learning was
traditional. that tradition was committed to writing in the
2nd century AH and systematized and developed in the
3rd century AH. This vast activity of “seeking knowledge”
(talab al-ilm) resulted in the creation of specifically Arab
sciences of tradition, history, and literature.

When the introduction of the Greek sciences—philos-
ophy, medicine, and mathematics—created a formidable
body of lay knowledge, a creative reaction on the tradi-
tional religious base resulted in the rationalist theological
movement of the Mu'tazilah. Based on that Greek legacy,
from the 9th to the 12th century AD a brilliant philo-
sophical movement flowered and presented a challenge to
orthodoxy on the issues of the eternity of the world, the
doctrine of revelation, and the status of the Shariah.

The orthodox met the challenges positively by formulat-
ing the religious dogma. At the same time, however, for
fear of heresies, they began to draw a sharp distinction be-
tween religious and secular sciences. The custodians of the
Shariah developed an unsympathetic attitude toward the
secular disciplines and excluded them from the curriculum
of the madrasah (college) system. Their exclusion from
the Sunni system of education proved fatal, not only for
those disciplines but, in the long run, for religious thought
in general because of the lack of intellectual challenge and
stimulation. A typical madrasah curriculum included logic
(which was considered necessary as an “instrumental” sci-
ence for the formal correctness of thinking procedure),
Arabic literature, law, Hadith, Quran commentary, and
theology. Despite sporadic criticism from certain quarters,
the madrasah system remained impervious to change.

One important feature of Muslim education was that pri-
mary education (which consisted of Quran reading, writ-
ing, and rudimentary arithmetic) did not feed candidates
to institutions of higher education, and the two remained
separate. In higher education, emphasis was on books
rather than on subjects and on commentaries rather than
on original works. This, coupled with the habit of learning
by rote (which was developed from the basically tradi-
tional character of knowledge that encouraged learning
more than thinking), impoverished intellectual creativity
still further.

Despite these grave shortcomings, however, the madrasah
produced one important advantage. Through the unifor-
mity of its religio-legal content, it gave the ‘ulama the
opportunity to effect that overall cohesiveness and unity
of thought and purpose that, despite great variations in io-
cal Muslim cultures, has become a palpable feature of the
world Muslim community. This uniformity has withstood
even the serious tension created against the seats of formal
learning by Sufism through its peculiar discipline and its
own centres.

In contrast to the Sunni attitude toward it, philosophy
continued to be seriously cultivated among the Shiah,
even though it developed a strong religious character. In-
deed, philosophy has enjoyed an unbroken tradition in
Persia down to the present and has produced some highly

original thinkers. Both the Sunni and the Shiah medieval -

systems of learning, however, have come face to face with
the greatest challenge of all—the impact of modern edu-
cation and thought.

Organization of education developed naturally in the
course of time. Evidence exists of small schools already
established in the first century of Islam that were devoted
to reading, writing, and instruction in the Quran. These
schools of “primary” education were called kuttabs. The
well-known governor of Iraq at the beginning of the 8th
century, the ruthless al-Hajjaj, had been a schoolteacher
in his early career. When higher learning in the form of
tradition grew in the 8th and 9th centuries, it was centred
around learned men to whom students travelled from
far and near and from whom they obtained a certificate
(ijazah) to teach what they had learned. Through the mu-
nificence of rulers and princes, large private and public
libraries were built, and schools and colleges arose. In the
early 9th century, a significant incentive to learning came
from the translations made of scientific and philosophical
works from the Greek (and partly Sanskrit) at the famous
bayt al-hikmah (“house of wisdom™) at Baghdad, which
was officially sponsored by the caliph al-Ma'mun. The
Fatimid caliph al-Hakim set up a dar alhikmah (“hall
of wisdom™) in Cairo in the 10-11th centuries. With the
advent of the Seljuq Turks, the famous vizier Nizam al-
Mulk created an important college at Baghdad, devoted
to Sunni learning, in the latter half of the 11th century.
The oldest surviving university, al-Azhar at Cairo, was
established by the Fatimids, but Saladin (Salah ad-Din
al-Ayyubi), after ousting the Fatimids, consecrated it to
Sunni learning in the 12th century. Throughout sub-
sequent centuries, colleges and quasi-universities (called
madrasah or dar al-ulum) arose throughout the Muslim
world from Spain (whence philosophy and science were
transmitted to the Latin West) across Central Asia to
India. In Turkey, a new style of madrasah came into
existence; it had four wings, for the teaching of the four
schools of Sunni law. Professorial chairs were endowed in
large colleges by princes and governments, and residen-
tial students were supported by college endowment funds.
Myriads of smaller centres of learning were endowed by
private donations.

CULTURAL DIVERSITY

Underneath the legal and creedal unity, the world of Islam
harbours a tremendous diversity of cultures, particularly
in the outlying regions. The expansion of Islam can be
divided into two broad periods. In the first period of the
Arab conquests, the assimilative activity of the conquering
religion was far-reaching. Although Persia resurrected its
own language and a measure of its national culture after
the first three centuries of Islam, its culture and language
had come under heavy Arab influence. Only after Safavid
rule installed Shiism as a distinctive creed in the 16th
century did Persia regain a kind of religious autonomy.
The language of religion and thought, however, continued
to be Arabic.

In the second period, the spread of Islam was not con-
ducted by the state with ‘ulama influence but was largely
the work of Sufi missionaries. The Sufis, because of their
latitudinarianism, compromised with local customs and
beliefs and left a great deal of the pre-Islamic legacy in
every region intact. Thus, among the Central Asian Turks,
shamanistic practices were absorbed, while in Africa the
holy man and his barakah (an influence supposedly caus-
ing material and spiritual well-being) are survivors from
the older cults. In India there are large areas geographically
distant from the Muslim religio-political centre of power
in which customs are still Hindu and even pre-Hindu and
in which people worship a motley of saints and deities
in common with the Hindus. The custom of sati, under
which a widow burned herself alive along with her dead
husband, persisted in India even among some Muslims
until late into the Mughal period. The 18th- and 19th-
century reform movements exerted themselves to “purify”
Islam of these accretions and superstitions.

Indonesia affords a striking example of this phenomenon.
Because Islam reached there late and soon thereafter came
under European colonialism, the Indonesian society has
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retained its pre-Islamic world view beneath an overlay of
Islamic practices. It keeps its customary law (called adar)
at the expense of the Shariah; many of its tribes are
still matriarchal; and culturally the Hindu epics Ramay-
ana and Mahabharata hold a high position in national
life. Since the 19th century, however, orthodox Islam has
gained steadily in strength because of fresh contacts with
the Middle East.

Apart from regional diversity, the main internal division
within Islamic society is brought about by urban and
village life. Islam originally grew up in the two cities of
Mecca and Medina, and as it expanded, its peculiar ethos
appears to have developed in urban areas. Culturally, it
came under a heavy Persian influence in Iraq, where the
Arabs learned the ways and style of life of their conquered
people, who were culturally superior to them. The cus-
tom of veiling women (which originally arose as a sign
of aristocracy but later served the purpose of segregating
women from men—the pardah), for example, was ac-
quired in Iraq.

Another social trait derived from outside cultures was
the disdain for agriculture and manual labour in general.
Because the people of the town of Medina were mainly
agriculturists, this disdain could not have been initially
present. In general, Islam came to appropriate a strong
feudal ethic from the peoples it conquered. Also, because
the Muslims generally represented the administrative and
military aristocracy and because the learned class (the ‘ula-
ma) was an essential arm of the state, the higher culture
of Islam became urban based.

This city orientation explains and also underlines the
traditional cleavage between the orthodox Islam of the
‘ulamd and the folk Islam espoused by the Sufi orders
of the countryside. In the modern period, the advent of
education and rapid industrialization threatened to make
this cleavage still wider. With the rise of a strong and
widespread fundamentalist movement in the second half
of the 20th century, this dichotomy has decreased.

Religion and the arts

THE VISUAL ARTS

The Arabs before Islam had hardly any art except poetry,
which had been developed to full maturity and in which
they took great pride. As with other forms of culture, the
Muslim Arabs borrowed their art from Persia and Byzan-
tium. Whatever elements the Arabs borrowed, however,
they Islamized in a manner that fused them into a homo-
geneous spiritual-aesthetic complex. The most important
principle governing art was aniconism; i.e., the religious
prohibition of figurization and representation of living
creatures. Underlying this prohibition is the assumption
that God is the sole author of life and that a person who
produces a likeness of a living being seeks to rival God.
The tradition ascribed to the Prophet that a person who
makes a picture of a living thing will be asked on the Day
of Judgment to infuse life into it, whether historically gen-
uine or not, doubtless represents the original attitude of
Islam. In the Quran (3:49, 5:113), reflecting an account in
a New Testament apocryphal work, it is counted among
the miracles of Jesus that he made likenesses of birds from
clay “by God’s order,” and, when he breathed into them,
they became real birds, again, “by God’s order.”

Hence, in Islamic aniconism two considerations are fused
together: (1) rejection of such images that might become
idols (these may be images of anything) and (2) rejec-
tion of figures of living things. Plato and Plotinus, Greek
philosophers, had also dismissed representative art as an
“imitation of nature”; i.e.,, as something removed from
reality. The Islamic attitude is more or less the same, with
the added element of attributing to the artist a violation of
the sanctity of the principle of life. The same explanation
holds for the Quranic criticism of a certain kind of poetry,
namely, free indulgence in extravagant image mongering:
“They [poets] recklessly wander in every valley” (26:225).

This basic principle has, however, undergone modifica-
tions. First, pictures were tolerated if they were confined
to private apartments and harems of palaces. This was
the case with some members of the Umayyad and ‘Ab-

basid dynasties, Turks, and Persians—in particular with
the Shiah, who have produced an abundance of pictorial
representations of the holy family and of the Prophet
himself. Second, in the field of pictorial representation,
animal and human figures are combined with other or-
namental designs such as fillets and arabesques—stressing
their ornamental nature rather than representative func-
tion. Third, for the same reason, in plastic art they appear
in low relief. In other regions of the Muslim world—
in North Africa, Egypt, and India (except for Mughal
palaces)—representational art was strictly forbidden. Even
in paintings, the figures have little representational value
and are mostly decorative and sometimes symbolic. This
explains why plastic art is one of the most limited areas of
Islamic art. The only fullfledged plastic figures are those of
animals and a few human figures that the Seljugs brought
from eastern Turkistan.

Much more important than plastic art were paintings,
particularly frescoes and later Persian and Perso-Indian
miniatures. Frescoes are found in the Umayyad and ‘Ab-
basid palaces and in Spain, Iran, and in the harem quarters
of the Mughal palaces in India. Miniature paintings, in-
troduced in Persia, assumed much greater importance in
the later period in Mughal India and Turkey. Miniature
painting was closely associated with the art of book illumi-
nation, and this technique of decorating the pages of the
books was patronized by princes and other patrons from
the upper classes. (Miniature painting is also discussed
below; see Illustration of myth and legend.)

MUSIC

Instrumental music was forbidden by the orthodox in the
formative stages of Islam. As for vocal music, its place
was largely taken by a sophisticated and artistic form of
the recitation of the Quran known as tajwid. Nevertheless,
the Muslim princely courts generously patronized and
cultivated music. Arab music was influenced by Persian
and Greek music. Al-Farabi, a 10th-century philosopher,
is credited with having constructed a musical instrument
called the arghanuin (organ). In India, Amir Khosrow, a
14th-century poet and mystic, produced a synthesis of In-
dian and Persian music and influenced the development
of later Indian music.

Among the religious circles, the Sufis introduced both
vocal and instrumental music as part of their spiritual
practices. The sama, as this music was called, was opposed
by the orthodox at the beginning, but the Sufis persisted
in this practice, which slowly won general recognition.
The great Safi poet Jalal ad-Din ar-Riumi (died 1273)—
revered equally by the orthodox and the Siifis—heard the
divine voice in his stringed musical instrument when he
said “Its head, its veins (strings) and its skin are all dry
and dead; whence comes to me the voice of the Friend?”

LITERATURE

In literature, drama and pure fiction were not allowed—
drama because it was a representational art and fiction
because it was akin to lying. Similar constraints operated
against the elaboration of mythology (see below Islam-
ic myth and legend). Story literature was tolerated, and
the great story works of Indian origin—The Thousand
and One Nights and Kalilah wa Dimnah—were translated
from the Persian, introducing secular prose into Arabic.
Didactic and pious stories were used and even invented
by popular preachers. Much of this folklore found its way
back into enlarged editions of The Thousand and One
Nights and, through it, has even influenced later history
writing. Because of the ban on fictional literature, there
grew a strong tendency in later literary compositions—in
both poetry and prose—toward hyperbole (mubalaghah),
a literary device to satisfy the need of getting away from
what is starkly real without committing literal falsehood,
thus often resulting in the caricature and the grotesque.
Poetry lent itself particularly well to this device, which
was freely used in panegyrics, satires, and lyrics. As a form
of effective expression, poetry is eminently characteristic
of the East. The Arab genius is almost natively poetical
with its strong and vivid imagination not easily amenable
to the rigorous order that reason imposes upon the mind.
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This borderline attitude between the real and the unreal
was particularly favourable to the development, in all me-
dieval Islamic literatures of the Middle East, of the lyric
and panegyric forms of poetry wherein every line is a self-
contained unit. Much more importantly, it afforded a spe-
cially suitable vehicle for a type of mystic poetry in which
it is sometimes impossible to determine whether the poet
is talking of earthly love or spiritual love. For the same
reason, poetry proved an effective haven for thinly veiled
deviations from and even attacks on the literalist religion
of the orthodox.

ARCHITECTURE

Architecture is by far the most important expression of
Islamic art, particularly the architecture of mosques. It il-
lustrates both the diversity of cultures that participated in
the Islamic civilization and the unifying force of Islamic
monotheism represented by the spacious expanse of the
mosque—a veritable externalization of the all-enveloping
divine unity, heightened by the sense of infinity of the
arabesque design. The arabesque, though ornately decora-
tive, spiritually represents the infinite vastness of God.

Among the earliest monuments are the mosque of ‘Amr
built in Egypt in 641-642 and the famous Dome of the
Rock of Jerusalem (finished in 691), which, however,
is not a mosque but a monument, a concentric-circular
structure consisting of a wooden dome set on a high drum
and resting on four tiers and 12 columns. The Umayyad
ruler al-Walid (died 715) built the great mosque at Dam-
ascus and al-Aqsa Mosque at Jerusalem with two tiers of
arcades in order to heighten the ceiling. The early Syro-
Egyptian mosque is a heavily columned structure with a
prayer niche (mihrab) oriented toward the Kabah sanctu-
ary at Mecca.

In Spanish and North African architecture these features
are combined with Roman-Byzantine characteristics, the
masterpieces of Spanish architecture being the famous
Alhambra Palace at Granada and the Great Mosque of
Cordoba. In the famous Persian mosques, the character-
istic Persian elements are the tapered brick pillars, the
arches (each supported by several pillars), the huge ar-
cades, and the four sides called eyvans. With the advent of
the Seljugs in the 11th century, faience decoration (glazed
earthenware) of an exquisite beauty was introduced, and
it gained further prominence under the Timurids (14th-
16th centuries).

In the number and greatness of mosques, Turkey has the
pride of first place in the Muslim world. Turkey began
with a Persian influence and then later Syrian in the 13th
and 14th centuries, but Turkey developed its own cupola
domes and monumental entrances. The Turkish architects
accomplished symmetry by means of one large dome, four
semidomes, and four small domes among them. In the
Indo-Pakistan subcontinent, Muslim architecture first em-
ployed Hindu architectural features (e.g., horizontal rather
than arcuate, or bowlike, arches and Hindu ornamenta-
tion), but later the Persian style predominated.

(F.R./Ed.)

Islamic myth and legend

The strict monotheism of Islam does not allow for much
mythological embellishment, and only reluctantly were
the scriptural revelations of the Quran elaborated and
enlarged by commentators and popular preachers. Thus,
in the first three centuries, a number of ideas from the
ancient Near East, from Hellenistic and especially from
Judeo-Christian traditions were absorbed into Islam and
given at least partial sanction by the theologians. At the
same time, legends were woven around the Prophet Mu-
hammad and the members of his family. Though incon-
sistent with historical reality, these legends formed for the
masses the main sources of inspiration about the famous
figures of the past.

Since early times Islamic theologians have sought to dis-
regard the Quranic interpretation of both storytellers and
mystics. The qussas, or storytellers, made the Quranic
revelation more understandable to the masses by filling
in the short texts with detailed descriptions that were not

found in scripture. Though the mystics tried to maintain
the purity of the divine word, they also attempted a spir-
itualization of both the Quran and the popular legends
that developed around it. Their way of giving to the
Quranic words a deeper meaning, however, and discover-
ing layer after layer of meaning in them, sometimes led
to new quasi-mythological forms. Later Islamic mystical
thinkers built up closed systems that can be called almost
mythological (e.g., the angelology—theory of angels—of
Suhrawardi al-Magqtul, executed 1191). An interesting de-
velopment ‘is visible in poetry, especially in the Persian-
speaking areas, where mythological figures and pious leg-
end often were turned into secular images that might
awaken in the reader a reminiscence of their religious
origin. Such images contribute to the iridescent and am-
biguous character of Persian poetry.

SOURCES AND VARIATIONS

The Qurian and non-Islamic influences. The sources of
Islamic mythology are first of all the Quranic revelations.
Since, for the Muslims, the Quran is the uncreated word
of God (the text revealed to Muhammad considered an
earthly manifestation of the eternal and uncreated origi-
nal in heaven), it contains every truth, and whatever is
said in it has been the object of meditation and explana-
tion through the centuries. Thus, since the 9th century,
commentators on the Quran have been by far the most
important witnesses for Islamic “mythology.” They wove
into their explanations various strands of Persian and an-
cient oriental lore and relied heavily on Jewish tradition.
For example, the Jewish convert, Kab al-Ahbar brought
much of the Isr@iliyat (things Jewish) into Islamic tradi-
tion. Later on, the mystics’ commentaries expressed some
gnostic (a dualistic viewpoint in which spirit is viewed
as good and matter as evil) and Hellenistic concepts, of
which the Hellenistic idea of the Perfect Man—personified
in Muhammad—was to gain greatest prominence. Com-
mentaries written in the border areas of Islamic countries
now and then accepted a few popular traditions from
their respective areas; however, the formative period was
finished quite early. Traditions about the life and sayings
of the Prophet grew larger and larger and are interesting
for the study of the adoption of foreign mythological
material. A valuable source for Islamic legends are the
gisas al-anbiya—stories of the prophets, such as those by
Tha'alibi (born 1035) and Kisa1 (1 1th century)—traditions
concerning the prophets of yore in which a large number
of pre-Islamic and non-Islamic ideas were incorporated.

While the classical mythology of Islam, as far as it can be
properly called so, is spread over the whole area of Islam,
the miracles and legends around a particular Muslim saint
are found chiefly in the area of his special influence (espe-
cially where his order is most popular). Even if the names
of the saints differ, the legends woven around them are
very similar to each other and almost interchangeable. In
the area where Persian was read—from Ottoman Turkey
to India—the mythological concepts of Ferdowsi’s Shah-
nameh are found side by side with the legends taken from
‘Attar’s and Rumi’s works.

The mystics. From the 11th century onward, the bi-
ographies of the mystics often show interesting migrations
of legendary motifs from one culture to another. For the
Persian-speaking countries the Tazkerat ol-Owliya (“Me-
moirs of the Saints”) of Farid od-Din ‘Attar (died c. 1220)
has become the storehouse of legendary material about
the early Sufi mystics. ‘Attar’s Persian epics (especially
his Manteq ot-teyr, the “Birds’ Conversation™) also con-
tain much material that was used by almost every writer
after him. The Masnavi (a sort of poetic encyclopaedia
of mystical thought in 26,000 couplets) of Jalal od-Din
Rumi (died 1273) is another important source for leg-
ends of saints and prophets. For the Iranian world view,
Ferdowst’s (died c. 1020) Shah-nameh (“Book of Kings”)
gave a poetical account of the mythology of old Iran, and
its heroes became models for many poets and writers. The
whole mythological and legendary heritage is condensed
in allusions found in lyrical and panegyrical poetry. The
Persian poet Ebrahim ebn ‘Ali Khagani’s (¢. 1121-c. 1199)
works, gasidahs (“Odes”), are typical. The close connec-
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tion of the Sufi orders with the artisans’ lodges and. guilds
was instrumental in the dissemination of legendary mate-
rial, especially about the alleged founder, or patron, of the
guild (such as Hallaj as patron of cottoncarders and Idris
as patron of the tailors).

Muslim historians interested in world history often be-
gan their works with mythological tales; central Asian
traditions were added in Iran during the II-Khanid period
(AD 1256-1335). Folk poetry, in the different languages
spoken by Muslims, provides a popular representation of
traditional material, be it in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, the
Indian and Pakistani languages (Urdu, Bengali, Sindhi,
Panjabi, Baluchi, etc.), or the African languages; in all of
them allusions to myth and legend are found down to
the level of riddles and lullabies. Typical of the legendary
tradition of the Shiah are the ia'ziyas (“passion-plays”)
in Iran, commemorating the death of Husayn ibn ‘Ali in
Karbala' (680) and the marsiyehs (threnodies or elegies
for the dead), which form an important branch of the
Urdu poetry of India and Pakistan. A proper study of the
distribution of most aspects of mythology in the various
Muslim areas has not been undertaken, since much of the
popular material is rarely available in print or is written in
less-known languages—a good example is the extremely
rich collections of legends and popular pious works in the
Pakistani language, Sindhi.

TYPES OF MYTH AND LEGEND

Cosmogony and eschatology. The world was created by
God’s word kun (“Be”) out of nothing; after the creation
of the angelic beings from light, Adam was formed from
clay and destined to be God’s vicegerent, khalifah. All
of the angels obeyed God’s order to prostrate themselves
before Adam, except Iblis (Satan), who refused and was
cursed; due to Iblis’ instigation Adam ate the forbidden
fruit (or grain) and was driven out of paradise. Ques-
tions of original sin or of Eve’s role do not arise in the
Muslim version of creation. Satan’s disobedience has been
explained by the mystics as actually an expression of his
obedience to the divine will that does not allow worship of
any but the Lord and that conflicted with the order that
Satan prostrate himself before Adam.

By courtesy of the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris
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Satan’s refusal to worship Adam, depicting the rebellious
angel Iblis, or Satan, as the human figure on a prayer

rug (right). From a 17th-century manuscript of Majales
ol-‘Oshshagq. In the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris (supplément
Persan 1559).
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Before the creation, God addressed the posterity of
Adam: “Am I not your Lord,” alastu birabbikum, and
they answered “Yes” (Quran, sirah 7:172). This pre-
eternal covenant is the favourite topic of mystical poetry,
especially in the Persian-speaking areas for expressing pre-
eternal love between God and man, or the unchangeable
fate that was accepted that very day, the Yesterday as con-
trasted to the Tomorrow of resurrection. Angels and jinns
(genies) are living powers that become visible in human
life; they are accepted as fully real.

Every destmy is written on the “well- preserved tablet,”
and now “the pen has dried up”—a change in destiny
is not possible. Later mystics have relied on an extra-
Qur'anic revelation in which God attests: “I was a hidden
treasure” and have seen the reason for creation in God’s
yearning to be known and loved. For them, creation is
the projection of divine names and qualities onto the
world of matter.

The central event of Islam is death and resurrection.
The dead will be questioned by two terrible angels (that
is why the profession of faith is recited to the dying);
only the souls of martyrs go straight to heaven where
they remain in the crops of green birds around the divine
throne (green is always connected with heavenly bliss).
The end of the world will be announced by the coming
of the mahdi (literally, “the directed or guided one”)—a
messianic figure who will appear in the last days and is
not found in the Quran but developed out of Shiah spec-
ulations and sometimes identified with Jesus. The mahdi
will slay the Dajjal, the one-eyed evil spirit, and combat
the dangerous enemies, Yajij and Majij, who will come
from the north of the earth. The trumpet of Israfil, one
of the four archangels, will awaken the dead for the day
of resurrection, which is many thousands of years long
and the name of which has come to designate a state of
complete confusion and turmoil.

The eschatological inventory as described in the Quran
was elaborated by the commentators: the scales on which
the books or deeds are weighed (an old Egyptian idea),
the book in which the two recording angels have noted
down man’s deeds, and the narrow bridge that is said to
be sharper than a sword and thinner than a hair and leads
over hell (an Iranian idea). The dreadful angels of hell and
the horrors of that place are as thoroughly described by
theologians as the pleasures of paradise, with its waters and
gardens and the houris who are permanent virgins. Pious
tradition promises space in heavenly mansions, filled with
everything beautiful, to those who repeat certain prayer
formulas a certain number of times, or for similar reward-
ing deeds, whereas the mystic longs not “for houris some
thousand years old” but for the vision of God, who will
be visible like the full moon. In the concept of the sidrah
tree as the noblest place in paradise a remnant may be
found of the old tree of life. God’s throne is on the wa-
ters (Quran, siirah 11:9) in the highest world, surrounded
by worshipping angels. The created world, the earth, is
surrounded by the mountain Qaf and enclosed by two
oceans that are separated by a barrier. Mecca is the navel
of the earth, created 2,000 years before everything else,
and the deluge did not reach to proto-Ka'bah. Often the
world is conceived as a succession of seven heavens and
seven earths, and a popular tradition says that the earth is
on water, on a rock, on the back of a bull, on a kamkam
(meaning unknown), on a fish, on water, on wind, on the
veil of darkness—hence the Persian expression az mah
ta mahi, from the moon to the fish; i.e., throughout the
whole world.

Tales and legends concerning religious figures. The ma-
jority of popular legends concern the leading personalities
of Islam.

Muhammad. Muhammad, whose only miracle, accord-
ing to his own words, was the bringing of the Quran, is
credited with innumerable miracles and associated with
a variety of miraculous occurrences: his finger split the
moon, the cooked poisoned meat warned him not to
touch it, the palm trunk sighed, the gazelle spoke for him;
he cast no shadow; from his perspiration the rose was
created, etc. His ascension to heaven (mi'raj) is still cele-
brated: he rode the winged horse Buraq in the company of
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the angel Gabriel through the seven spheres, meeting the
other prophets there, until he reached the divine presence,
alone, even without the angel of inspiration. Muhammad-
mysticism proper was developed in the late 9th century;
he is shown as the one who precedes creation, his light is
pre-eternal, and he is the reason for and goal of creation.
He becomes the perfect man, uniting the divine and the
human sphere as dawn is between night and day. His birth
was surrounded by miracles, and his birthday (12. Rab?
I) became a popular holiday on which numerous poems
were written to praise his achievements. The hope for him
who has been sent as “mercy for the worlds” and will
intercede for his community on Doomsday is extremely
strong, especially among the masses, where these legends
have completely overshadowed his historical figure.

Other Quranic figures. In addition to Muhammad him-
self, his cousin and son-in-law °‘Ali, the Shi‘ah hero, has
been surrounded by legends concerning his bravery, his
miraculous sword, Dhua’l-figar, and his wisdom. ‘Ali’s
son, Husayn, is the subject of innumerable poems that
concern the day of his final fight in Karbala’.

Almost every figure mentioned in the Quran has become
the centre of a circle of legends, be it Yasuf, the sym-
bol of overwhelming beauty, or Jesus with the lifegiving
breath, the model of poverty and asceticism. Of special
interest is Khidr, identified with the unnamed companion
of Moses (Quran, sirah 20). He is the patron saint of
the wayfarers, connected with green, the colour of heav-
enly bliss, appearing whenever a pious person is in need,
and immortal since he drank from the fountain of life,
which is hidden in the darkness. In many respects, he is
the Islamic counterpart of Elijah. Strong influences of the
Alexander romances (a widely distributed literary genre
dealing with the adventures of Alexander the Great) are
visible in his figure.

Mystics and other later figures. The great religious per-
sonalities have become legendary, especially the martyr-
mystic Hallaj (executed in Bagdad, 922). His word ana al-
Hagq, “1 am the Creative Truth,” became the motto of
many later mystics. His death on the gallows is the model
for the suffering of lovers, and allusions to his fate are fre-
quent in Islamic literature. An earlier mystic, Abta Yazid
al-Bistami (died 874), was the first to speak about the
ascension of the mystic to heaven, which is a metaphor
for higher unitive, mystical experience. A variation of the
Buddha legend has been transferred onto the person of
the first Safi (mystic) who practiced absolute poverty and
trust in God, the Central Asian Ibrahim ibn Adham (died
c. 780). The founders of mystical orders were credited by
their followers with a variety of miracles, such as riding
on lions, healing the sick, walking on water, being present
at two places at the same time, and cardiognosia (which
is the knowledge of what is in another’s heart, or thought
reading). ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (died 1166), the founder
of the widespread Qadiriyah order of mystics, and many
others have attracted upon themselves a large number of
popular stories that formerly had been told about pre-
Islamic saints or about some divinities, and these motifs
can easily be transferred from one person to the other.
In this sphere the survival of pre-Islamic customs and
legends is most visible. The idea of the hierarchy of saints,
culminating in the qu¢b, the pole or axis, thanks to whose
activities the world keeps going, belongs to the mythology
of Safism (Islamic mysticism).

Mythologization of secular tales. A feature of Islamic
mythology is the transformation of unreligious stories into
vehicles of religious experience. The old hero of romantic
love in Arabic literature, Majniin, “the demented one,”
became a symbol of the soul longing for identification with
God, and in the Indus Valley the tales of Sassui or Sohni,
the girls who perish for their love, and other romantic fig-
ures, have been understood as symbols of the soul longing
for union with God through suffering and death.

Tales and beliefs about numbers and letters. Many
Muslim tales, legends, and traditional sayings are built
upon the mystical value of numbers, such as the threefold
or sevenfold repetition of a certain rite. This is largely
explained by examples from the life of a saintly or pious
person, often the Prophet himself, who used to repeat this

or that formula so and so many times. The number 40,
found in the Qur’an (as also in the Bible) as the length of a
period of repentance, suffering, preparation, and steadfast-
ness, plays the same role in Islam where it is connected,
for example, with the 40 days’ preparation and medita-
tion, or fasting, of the novice in the mystical brotherhood.
To each number, as well as to each day of the week,
special qualities are attributed through the authority of
both actual and alleged statements of the Prophet. Many
pre-Islamic customs were thus justified. The importance
given to the letters of the Arabic alphabet is peculiar to
Muslim pious thought. Letters of the alphabet were as-
signed numerical values: the straight alif (numerical value
one), the first letter of the alphabet, becomes a symbol of
the uniqueness and unity of Allah; the b (numerical value
two), the first letter of the Quran, represents to many
mystics the creative power by which everything came into
existence; the 4 (numerical value five) is the symbol of
huwa, He, the formula for God’s absolute transcendence;
the m (numerical value 40) is the “shawl of humanity” by
which God, the One (al-Ahad), is separated from Ahmad
(Muhammad). M is the letter of human nature and hints
at the 40 degrees between man and God. The sect of
the Hurafis developed these cabalistic interpretations of
letters, but they are quite common in the whole Islamic
world and form almost a substitute for mythology.

ILLUSTRATION OF MYTH AND LEGEND

Since the art of representation is opposed in Islam, illus-
trations of mythological and legendary subjects are rarely
found. Miniature painting developed only in the Persian
and, later on, in the Turkish and Indo-Muslim areas.
Books such as Zakariya® ebn Mohammad al-Qazvini’s
Cosmography contain in some manuscripts a few pictures
of angels, like Israfil with the trumpet, and histories of
the world or histories of the prophets, written in Iran or
Turkey, also contain in rare manuscripts representations
of angels or of scenes as told in the Quran, especially the
story of Yisuf and Zalikha, which inspired many poems.
The Shah-nameh has been fairly frequently illustrated.
When the Prophet of Islam is shown at all, his face is
usually covered and in several cases his companions or his
family members are also shown with veiled faces.

The only subject from the legends surrounding Muham-
mad that has been treated by miniaturists several times is
his ascension to heaven. There are a number of splendid
Persian miniatures depicting this. In poetical manuscripts
that contain allusions to legends of the saints, these topics
were also sometimes illustrated (e.g., Jonah and the great
fish or scenes from the wanderings of Khidr). Several
miniatures deal with the execution of the mystic al-Hallaj.
Mythological themes proper are found almost exclusively
in the paintings of Mughal India; especially in the period
of Jahangir, in which the eschatological peace of lion and
lamb lying together is illustrated as well as the myth of the
earth resting on the bull, on the fish, etc. But by that time
European influence was also already visible in Mughal art.

SIGNIFICANCE AND MODERN INTERPRETATIONS

Mythology proper has only a very small place in official
Islam and is mostly an expression of popular traditions
through which pre-Islamic influences seeped into Islam.
Reformers tried to purge Islam of all non-Quranic ideas
and picturesque elaborations of the texts, whereas the
mystics tried to spiritualize them as far as possible. Mod-
ern Muslim exegesis attempts to interpret many of the
mythological strands of the Quran in the light of modern
science, as psychological factors, like Muhammad’s ascen-
sion to heaven, and especially deprives the eschatological
parts of the Quran of their religious significance. Cosmic
events are interpreted as predictions of modern scientific
research. To some interpreters, jinns and angels are spiri-
tual forces; to others, jinns are microbes or the like. Thus
the religious text is confused with a textbook of science.
Popular legends surrounding the Prophet and the saints
are still found among the masses but are tending to dis-
appear under the influence of historical research, though
many of them have formed models for the behaviour and
spiritual life of the Muslim believer. (An.Sc.)
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temporary materials on Muhammad, but it is difficult to assess
them without broader historical knowledge. The vast collec-
tions of Traditions (Hadith), or anecdotes about Muhammad’s
words and deeds, are historically disputable and, besides, sel-
dom tell us anything significant about Muhammad’s career.
The main sources of historical value are the early biographies
(8th-9th century), especially the Sirah of IBN ISHAQ, as adapted
by IBN HISHAM, and the Maghazi (“Expeditions”) of AL-WAQIDI,
together with the supplementary materials recorded by his as-
sociate 1BN sA‘D. The last item contains much material about
the Companions (persons in contact with Muhammad) and
thus about the Prophet’s relation to and work with them. Some
contemporary documents are preserved in the early biographi-
cal works, the most important being the so-called “Constitution
of Medina.” The latter is in Guillaume’s translation of Ibn
Ishaq cited above; other documents are in Watt’s Muham-
mad at Medina.

The Quran. The basic work is T. NOLDEKE, Geschichte
des Qorans (1860, 2nd ed. by FRIEDRICH SCHWALLY 1909-38,
reprinted 1970). Less comprehensive but more modern are
RICHARD BELL, Introduction to the Quran, new ed., rev. and
enl. by w. MONTGOMERY WATT (1970); and REGIS BLACHERE,
Introduction au Coran, 2nd ed. (1977). The history of Quranic

interpretation is set forth in IGNAC GOLDZzIHER, Die Richtun-
gen der islamischen Koranauslegung (1920, reprinted 1970).
It should be supplemented by JOHANNES M.s. BALJON, Mod-
ern Muslim Koran Interpretation, 1880-1960 (1961, reprinted
1968). ARTHUR JEFFERY, The Quran as Scripture (1952,
reprinted 1980), deals with the Quran’s view of its own func-
tion. KENNETH CRAGG, The Event of the Quran (1971), deals
with the meaning of the Quran in Islamic life. English trans-
lations include The Meaning of the Glorious Quran: Text and
Explanatory Translation, by MUHAMMAD M. PICKTHALL (1938,
reissued 1977); The Koran Interpreted by ARTHUR J. ARBERRY
(1964), which is well known for its literary qualities; and HEL-
MUT GATIE, The Quran and Its Exegesis: Selected Texts with
Classical and Modern Muslim Interpretations, trans. and ed. by
ALFORD T. WELCH (1977).

Hadith. 3. rROBsON, “Hadith,” in The Encyclopaedia of Is-
lam, new ed., vol. 3, pp. 23-28 (1971), and TH.W. JUYNBOLL,
“Hadith,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. 2, pp. 189-194
(1927), two important summaries with extensive bibliographies;
ALFRED GUILLAUME, The Traditions of Islam (1924, reprinted
1980), a general introduction serviceable for a first study;
IGNAC GOLDZIHER, Etudes sur la tradition islamique, ed. by
LEON BERCHER (1952), a French trans. of the major part of vol.
2 of Muhammedanische Studien, 2 vol. (1888-90, Eng. trans.
by C.R. BARBER and s.M. STERN, Muslim Studies, ed. by s.M.
STERN, 1967-71), a classic work on the early development of
Hadith, reflecting the early history of religious ideas in Islam;
MAULANA MUHAMMAD ALI, A Manual of Hadith (1944), a gen-
eral selection, mainly from al-Bukhari, in Arabic and English;
A.J. WENSINCK, A Handbook of Early Muhammadan Tradition
(1927, reprinted 1971), an alphabetical arrangement by a great
Dutch scholar;, MUHAMMAD z. siDDIQI, ‘Hadith Literature: Its
Origin, Development, Special Features and Criticism (1961), an
Asian Muslim’s presentation.

Theology and philosophy. FRANZ ROSENTHAL (ed.), The Clas-
sical Heritage in Islam, trans. from the German by EMILE
MARMORSTEIN and JENNY MARMORSTEIN (1975), and RICHARD
WALZER, Greek into Arabic: Essays on Islamic Philosophy (1962,
reissued 1970), deal with the Greek and Hellenistic background
and its appropriation. PARVIZ MOREWEDGE (ed.), Islamic Philo-
sophical Theology (1979), is a major contribution by nine inter-
nationally known authorities written for advanced students; w.
MONTGOMERY WATT, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought
(1973), is a study of the evolution of theological thought in
the 300 years after Muhammad’s death, and his Free Will and
Predestination in Early Islam (1948, reissued 1972), is an ex-
cellent treatment of the formative period of Islamic theology;
ASAF A.A..FYZEE (ed. and trans.),,.. a Shi‘ite Creed (1942),
is an annotated translation of a standard Shi‘ite creed by Ibn
Babawayh; LOUIS GARDET and M.-M. ANAWATI, Introduction a
la théologie musulmane, 2nd ed. (1970), is a comprehensive
handbook on Sunni theology; and A.J. WENSINCK, The Muslim
Creed (1932, reprinted 1965), discusses the background and
development of Sunni doctrines. The theology of the Shi‘ah
is given a prominent place in HENRY CORBIN, Histoire de la
philosophie islamique (1964- ); and its early development is
discussed by WILFERD MADELUNG in both Der Imam al-Qasim
ibn Ibrahim und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen (1965), and
“Imamism and Mu‘tazilite Theology,” in Le Shi‘isme imdmite,
pp. 13-30 (1970). M.M. SHARIF (ed.), A History of Muslim Phi-
losophy, 2 vol. (1963-66), is a comprehensive collective work
on the history of Islamic philosophy and related subjects; it
is especially useful for the later medieval and modern periods.
MAJID FAKHRY, A History of Islamic Philosophy (1970), is a
general history. FAZLUR RAHMAN discusses the development
of the later synthesis between mysticism and philosophy in
“Dream, Imagination and ‘Alam al-Mithal,” Islamic Studies,
vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 167-180 (June 1964) in the introduction
to Selected Letters of Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi (1968), and in
“The Eternity of the World and the Heavenly Bodies in Post-
Avicennan Philosophy,” in GEORGE F. HOURANI (ed.), Essays
on Islamic Philosophy and Science (1975), a collection repre-
senting recent trends in interpreting Islamic philosophy.

Islamic mysticism. Introductory works: ARTHUR H. PALMER
(comp.), Oriental Mysticism: A Treatise on Sufiistic and Uni-
tarian Theosophy of the Persians, 2nd ed. by ARTHUR J. AR-
BERRY (1938, reprinted 1974), an exposition of later mystical
ideas; ANNEMARIE SCHIMMEL, Mystical Dimensions of Islam
(1975), a multifaceted, introductory study of Safism; REYNOLD
A. NICHOLSON, The Mpystics of Islam (1914, reprinted 1975), a
very readable introduction to classical Sofism and Sufi poetry;
ARTHUR J. ARBERRY, Sufism: An Account of the Mystics of Islam
(1950), a historical survey of classical Stafism; G.-C. ANAWATI
and LOUIS GARDET, Mystique musulmane, 3rd ed. (1976), an
excellent study of the major trends and leading personalities in
classical Stfism; ROBERT C. ZAEHNER, Hindu and Muslim Mys-
ticism (1960, reissued 1969), a thought-provoking study of the
possible relations between Indian and early Muslim mysticism.



History: MARGARET SMITH, Rabi‘a the Mystic & Her Fellow-
Saints in Islam: Being the Life and Teachings of Rabia al-
‘Adawiyya al-Qaysiyya of Basra, Together with Some Account
of the Place of the Women Saints in Islam (1928, reprinted
1977), the first study of the herald of mystical love in Islam;
JOSEPH VAN Ess, Die Gedankenwelt des Harit al-Muhasibi an-
hand von iibersetzungen aus seinen Schrifien dargestellt und
erldutert (1961), an excellent introduction to the theology and
psychology of early mystical thought in Islam; Louls MAs-
SIGNON, La Passion de Husayn ibn Mansiir Halldj: martyr
mystique de I'Islam, new ed. 4 vol. (1975), an indispensable
source book for the history of Sufism in the classical period;
ANNEMARIE SCHIMMEL, Al-Halladsch, Mdrtyrer der Gottesliebe
(1968), a German translation of parts of Hallaj’s poetry and
prose, and a study of his influence on the literatures of the
different Islamic peoples; SERGE DE LAUGIER DE BEAURECUEIL,
Khwadja ‘Abdullah Angari (396-481 H./1006-1089): Mystique

Hanbalite (1965), a biography of the author of the beauti-

ful Persian munajat (prayers) and other mystical books; A.J.
WENSINCK, La Pensée de Ghazzalr (1940), a short and reliable
introduction to Ghazal’s thought; JOHN A. SUBHAN, Sufism: Its
Saints and Shrines (1938, reissued 1978), a useful survey of the
later development of Islamic mysticism.

Safi literature: HELMUT RITTER, Das Meer der Seele (1955,
reissued 1978), an exhaustive work on Farid ud-Din ‘Attar’s
thought as reflected in his mystical poetry; JALALU'DDIN RUM(,
The Mathnawi, ed. with critical notes, translation, and com-
mentary by REYNOLD A. NICHOLSON, 8 vol. (1925-40), the
encyclopaedia of mystical thought in the 13th century in mas-
terly translation; H.T. SORLEY, Shah Abdul Latif of Bhit (1940;
reprinted 1966), a study of the greatest mystical poet of Sind.

Siifi thought and practice: BENEDIKT REINERT, Die Lehre vom
Tawakkul in der klassischen Sufik (1968), the first fundamental
study of a single concept central to early Islamic mysticism,
built upon a critical analysis of all available sources; ARTHUR
J. ARBERRY, The Doctrine of the Sifis (1935, reprinted 1977),
a useful translation of Kalabadhi’s Kitab at-ta‘arruf, one of the
early treatises on Sufi thought; The Kashf al-Mahjub: The Old-
est Persian Treatise on Sufism by ALI BIN UTHMAN al-HUJWIRI,
trans. by REYNOLD A. NICHOLSON (1911, reprinted 1976), a
masterly translation of the voluminous 11th-century account
of Safi thought; G.-H. BOUSQUET (ed.), Ik’yd ‘oulotim ed-din; ou
Vivification des sciences de la foi (1955), an analytical index
of the most widely read work on moderate mystical thought,
prepared with the assistance of numerous scholars; CONSTANCE
E. PADWICK, Muslim Devotions (1961), the only account of the
popular mystically tinged piety of the Muslims as reflected in
their prayer books; LALEH BAKHTIAR, Sufi: Expressions of the
Mystic Quest (1976), discusses and shows through illustrations
the Sufi experience and its expression in the arts.

Theosophical Sufism: A.E. AFFIFL, The Mystical Philosophy
of Muhyid Din-Ibnul ‘Arabi (1939, reissued 1974), the first
attempt, in a Western language, to systematize the pantheistic
system of the 13th-century theosophist; HENRY CORBIN, Cre-
ative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi, trans. by RALPH
MANHEIM (1970); REYNOLD A. NICHOLSON, Studies in Islamic
Mpysticism (1921, reissued 1978), a study of Aba Sa‘id and a
discussion of Jili’'s Perfect Man and of Ibn al-Farid, with a
superb translation of most of his odes.

Sufi orders: OCTAVE DEPONT and XAVIER CAPPOLANI, Les
Confréries religieuses musulmanes (1897), a comprehensive ac-
count of Sufi brotherhoods; HANS J. KISSLING, “Die Wunder der
Derwische,” ZDMG (Zeitschrift der deutschen morgenlindis-
chen Gesellschaft), vol. 107, no. 2, pp. 348-361 (August 1957),
a fully documented account of the kinds of miracles performed
by dervishes; KHALIQ A. NizaMli, The Life and Times of Shaikh
Faridud-din Ganj-i-Shakar (1955, reprinted 1973), a good sur-

vey of the life of one of the leading Chishti saints in India;
RENE BRUNEL, Le Monachisme errant dans I'Islam: Sidi Heddi
et les Heddawa (1955), a penetrating study of a little known
fraternity of dervishes in North Africa; JAMIL M. ABUN-NASR,
The Tijaniyya: A Sufi Order in the Modern World (1965), a
study of the development of political activities of this 19th-
century order in the northern and western parts of Africa; J.
SPENCER TRIMINGHAM, The Sufi Orders in Islam (1971), the
first attempt to give a survey of all orders in Islam, and, as
such, quite useful. .

Islamic law. A general survey of the Islamic legal system,
covering its historical development, jurisprudential theory, and
the most important spheres of the substantive law, is contained
in JOSEPH SCHACHT, An Introduction to Islamic Law (1964),
JAMES N.D. ANDERSON, Islamic Law in the Modern World
(1959, reprinted 1975); and NOEL J. COULSON, History of Is-
lamic Law (1964, reprinted 1971). The reader is referred to the
bibliographies of these books, particularly for the numerous ar-
ticles written by James N.D. Anderson on developments in the
law. JOSEPH SCHACHT, Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence
(1950, reissued with corrections and additions, 1967), is a fun-
damental work of modern research on the early development
of legal theory written by the pioneer scholar of this subject. A
sound analysis of traditional legal theory is presented in ABDUR
RAHIM, Muhammadan Jurisprudence (1911, reprinted 1981);
and in The Philosophy of Jurisprudence in Islam, (1961), an
Eng. trans. by FARMAT J. ZIADEH of the Arabic text of an out-
standing Muslim jurist, Subhi Mahmassani. MAJID KHADDURI
and HERBERT J. LIEBESNY (eds.), Law in the Middle East (1955),
includes chapters by Muslim scholars and Western Orientalists
on the various spheres of substantive Islamic law, traditional
and modern. ASAF A.A. FYZEE, Outlines of Muhammadan Law,
4th ed. (1974), is a standard text dealing with Islamic law as
it is applied in India and Pakistan. NORMAN ANDERSON, Law
Reform in the Muslim World (1976), is a comparative study of
the history, philosophy, and achievements of legal reform. The
Encyclopaedia of Islam (1913-42; new ed., 1960- ), contains
numerous articles on individual legal topics.

Islamic myth and legend. TOR ANDRAE, Die Person
Muhammeds in Lehre und Glauben seiner Gemeinde (1917),
on the development of Muhammad-mysticism; ISRAEL FRIED-
LANDER, Die Chadhirlegende und der Alexander-Roman (1913),
on the relation between the Alexander romance and the figure
of Khidr; MAX J.H. HORTEN, Die religidse Gedankenwelt der
gebildeten Muslime in heutigen Islam (1916), an account of
popular Islam, and Die religidse Gedankenwelt des Volkes im
heutigen Islam, 2 pt. (1917-18), an account of the ideas of
educated people in Islam; A.J. WENSINCK, “The Ocean in the
Literature of the Western Semites,” Verhandelingen der Konin-
klijke Akademie van Wetenschappen, vol. 19, no. 2 (1918), and
“The Ideas of the Western Semites Concerning the Navel of
the Earth,” ibid., vol. 17, no. 1 (1916); SEYYED H. NASR, Three
Muslim Sages (1964, reissued 1976), an account of the theories
of Suhrawardi al-Maqtal and Ibn ‘Arabi; JOSEPH HOROWITZ,
“The Growth of the Mohammed Legend,” Moslem World, vol.
10, no. 1, pp. 49-58 (January 1920), stresses the haggadic influ-
ences; WALTHER EICKMANN, Angelologie und Ddmonologie des
Korans . .. (1908), a study of the Qurianic concepts of angels
and demons; ERNST A. ZBINDEN, Die Djinn des Islam und der
altorientalische Geisterglaube (1953), a study of the different
types of spirits in Islamic folklore and tradition; RUDOLF KRISS
and HUBERT KRISS-HEINRICH, Volksglaube im Bereich des Islam,
2 vol. (1960-62), useful studies in Islamic folklore, with exten-
sive bibliographies; TAUFIC CANAAN, Mohammedan Saints and
Sanctuaries in Palestine (1927), on Palestinian folklore; articles
in the Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam (1953), an authoritative
collection of information, each article furnished with an exten-
sive bibliography.
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he vast populations of the Middle East and else-

| where that adopted the Islamic faith from the 7th
century onward have created such an immense va-

riety of literatures, performing arts, visual arts, and music
that it virtually defies any comprehensive definition. In
the narrowest sense, the arts of the Islamic peoples might
be said to include only those arising directly from the
practice of Islam; more commonly, however, the term is
extended to include all of the arts produced by Muslim

peoples, whether connected with their religion or not. In
this article, the subject includes the arts created in pre-Is-
lamic times by Arabs and other peoples in Asia Minor and
North Africa who eventually adopted the Islamic faith.
On the other hand, arts produced in cultural areas that
were only partially Muslim, such as South Asia, Southeast
Asia, and Central Asia, are discussed primarily in articles
on arts of those regions.
This article is divided into the following sections:
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General considerations

It is difficult to establish a common denominator for all
of the artistic expressions of the Islamic peoples. Such
a common denominator would have to be meaningful
for miniature painting and historiography, for a musical
mode and the form of a poem. The relationship between
the art of the Islamic peoples and its religious basis is
anything but direct.

Like most prophetic religions, Islam is not conducive to
fine arts. Representation of living beings is prohibited—
not in the Quran but in the prophetic tradition. Thus, the
centre of the Islamic artistic tradition lies in calligraphy,
a distinguishing feature of this culture, in which the word
as the medium of divine revelation plays such an im-
portant role. Representational art was found, however, in
some early palaces and “at the doors of the bathhouses,”
according to later Persian poetry. After the 13th century
a highly refined art of miniature developed, primarily in
the non-Arab countries; it-dwells, however, only rarely

upon religious subjects. The typical expression of Muslim
art is the arabesque, both in its geometric and in its
vegetabilic form—one leaf, one flower growing out of the
other, without beginning and end and capable of almost
innumerable variations—only gradually detected by the
eye—which never lose their charm. An aversion to empty
spaces distinguishes that art; neither the tile-covered walls
of a mosque nor the rich imagery of a poem allows an
unembellished area; and the decoration of a carpet can be
extended almost without limit.

The centre of Islamic religion is the clean place for prayer,
enlarged into the mosque, which comprises the community
and all its needs. The essential structure is similar through-
out the Muslim world. There are, of course, period and
regional differences—large, wide court mosques of early
times; court mosques, with big halls, of Iran and adjacent
countries; central buildings with the wonderfully shaped
domes of the Ottoman Empire. The implements, however,
are the same: a niche (mihrab)—pointing to Mecca—
made of wood, marble, mosaic, stone, tiles; a small pulpit
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for the Friday sermon; minarets, locally differently shaped
but always rising like the call to prayer that is uttered from
their tops; the wooden carved stands for the Qur'an, which
is to be written in the most perfect form; sometimes highly
artistic lamps (made in Syria and proverbially mentioned
all over the Muslim world); perhaps bronze candlesticks,
with inlaid ornaments; and rich variations of the prayer
mats. If any decoration was needed, it was the words of
God, beautifully written or carved in the walls or around
the domes. At first connected with the mosques and later
independent of them are schools, mausoleums, rooms for
the students, and cells for the religious masters.

The poetry of the Arabs consisted in the beginning of
praise and satirical poems thought to be full of magic
qualities. The strict rules of the outward form of the po-
ems (monorhyme, complicated metre) even in pre-Islamic
times led to a certain formalism and encouraged imitation.

Goethe’s statement that the stories of The Thousand
and One Nights have no goal in themselves shows his
understanding of the character of Arabic belles lettres,
contrasting them with the Islamic religion, which aims at
“collecting and uniting people in order to achieve one
high goal.” Poets, on the other hand, rove around without
any ethical purpose, according to the Quran. For many
pious Muslims, poetry was something suspect, opposed to
the divine law, especially since it sang mostly of forbidden
wine and of free love. The combination of music and po-
etry, as practiced in court circles and among the mystics,
has always aroused the wrath of the lawyer divines who
wielded so much authority in Islamic communities. This
opposition may partly explain why Islamic poetry and fine
arts took refuge in a kind of unreal world, using fixed
images that could be correctly interpreted only by those
who were knowledgeable in the art.

The ambiguity of Persian poetry, which oscillates be-
tween the worldly, the divine, and often the political level,
is typical of Islamic writings. Especially in Iran and the
countries under its cultural influence, this kind of po-
etry formed the most important part of literature. Epic
poetry of all kinds developed exclusively outside the Ara-
bic-speaking countries; Western readers look in vain for
an epical structure in such long poems (as in the case
of the prose-romances of the Arabs) and find, instead, a
rather aimless representation of facts and fictions. A sim-
ilar characteristic even conditions innumerable historical
works in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish, which, especially
in classical times, contain much valuable information,
put together without being shaped into a real work of
art; only rarely does the historian or philosopher reach a
comprehensive view. The first attempt at a philosophy of
history, Ibn Khaldiin’s Mugaddimah, in the 14th century,
was rarely studied by his Arab compatriots.

The accumulation of large amounts of material, which
is carefully organized up to the present, seems typical of
all branches of Islamic scholarship, from theology to nat-
ural sciences. There are many minute observations and
descriptions but rarely a full view of the whole process.
Later, especially in the Persian, Turkish, and Indo-Muslim
areas, a tendency to overstress the decorative elements of
prose is evident; and the contents even of official chroni-
cles are hidden behind a network of rhymed prose, which
is difficult to disentangle.

This tendency is illustrated in all branches of Islamic
art: the lack of “architectural” formation. Instead, there
is a kind of carpet-like pattern; the Arabic and Persian
poem is, in general, judged not as a closed unity but
rather according to the perfection of its individual verses.
Its main object is not to convey a deep personal feeling
but to perfect to the utmost the traditional rules and in-
herited metaphors, to which a new image may sometimes
be added; thus the personality of the poet becomes visi-
ble only through the minimal changes of expression and
rhythm and the application of certain preferred metaphors,
just as the personality of the miniature painter can be
detected by a careful observation of details, of his way of
colouring a rock or deepening the shade of a turban. The
same holds true for the arabesques, which were developed
according to a strict ritual to a mathematical pattern and
were refined until they reached a perfection of geomet-
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rical complicated figures, as in the dome of the Karatay
Medrese in Konya (1251); it corresponds both to the most
intricate lacelike Kiific inscriptions around this dome and
to the poetical style of Jalal ad-Din ar-Rami, who wrote
in that very place and during those years. His immortal
mystical poems comprise thousands of variations on the
central theme of love. Although such a perfect congruency
of poetry and fine arts is not frequently found, the pre-
cept about Persian art that “its wings are too heavy with
beauty” can also be applied to Persian poetry. Thus, the
tile work of a Persian mosque, which combines different
levels of arabesque work with different styles of writing, is
reminiscent of the way Persian poetry combines at least
two levels of reality. And a perfect harmony is reached
in some of the miniature manuscripts of Iran, Muslim
India, or Ottoman Turkey, which, in their lucid colours
and fine details of execution, recall both the perfection of
the calligraphy that surrounds them on delicate paper and
the subtlety of the stories or poems that they accompany
or illustrate.

Those accustomed to the Western ideals of plasticity or
form in the fine arts and literature or to the polyphonic
interweaving of melodic lines in music have some diffi-
culties in appreciating this art. The palaces seem to be
without a fixed architectural plan; rooms and gardens are
simply laid out according to daily needs. The historian
offers an astounding amount of detailed reports and facts
but with no unifying concept. The Muslim writer prefers
this carpet-like form; he adds colour to colour, motif to
motif, so that the reader only understands the meaning
and end of the whole web from a certain distance. Mu-
sic, differentiated as it may be in the countries between
Morocco and India, follows the same model: variations
of highest subtlety on a comparatively simple given sub-
ject or theme.

Drama and opera in the Western sense did not develop
in the Islamic countries until the 19th century; and the
art of the novel is a very recent development. There was
no reason for drama: in the Muslim perception God is the
only actor who can do whatever he pleases, whose will is
inscrutable. Man is, at best, a puppet on a string, behind
whose movement those with insight detect the hand of the
play master; neither is the problem of personal guilt and
absolution posed as it is in the West, nor is a catharsis, or
purging of emotion, needed through drama. The atomist
theory, widely accepted in Islam since the 10th century,
leaves no room for a “dramatic” movement; it teaches
that God creates everything anew in every moment, and
what is called a “law of nature” is nothing but God’s
custom, which he can interrupt whenever he pleases.

It is true that certain other forms are found in the more
folkloristic arts of Islam. Every region has produced po-
etry, in regional languages, that is more lively and more
realistic than the classical court poetry; but such poetry
tends to become restricted to certain fixed forms that
can be easily imitated. Attempts at drama in Islam come
from these more popular spheres in Iran (and, rarely, in
Lebanon and Iraq), where the tragic events of the murder
of Husayn (680) at Karbala’ were dramatized in strange
forms, using the vocabulary of traditional Persian poetry
and theology. Thus, strangely hybrid forms emerge in the
Islamic arts, highly interesting for the historian of religion
and the student of literature but not typical of the classical
Islamic ideals. Popular illustrations of tales and legends
and those of some of the Shi‘ah heroes are similarly inter-
esting but atypical. In modern times, of course, there have
been imitations of all forms of Western literary and visual
arts: paintings in the Impressionist or Cubist style, the
use of free verse instead of the stern classical forms; and
novels, dramas, motion pictures, and music combining
Western and Eastern modes. Belief in the Qur'anic dictum
“Whatever is on earth will perish save His face” discour-
aged artistic endeavour on a large scale; but the Prophetic
tradition “Verily God is beautiful and loves beauty” has
inspired numberless artists and artisans, writers and poets,
musicians, and mystics to develop their arts and crafts as
a reflection of that divine beauty. A theory of aesthetics
comprising the various artistic expressions of the Muslim
peoples has yet to be written. Although there have been a
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number of studies in literary criticism, the formal indebt-
edness of some of the best modern poets and painters to
the Islamic heritage has never been studied in full.

It is notable that the arts of the Islamic peoples have had
relatively little impact on other cultures, certainly far less
than their artistic merit would appear to warrant.

Europe has known art objects of Islamic origin since
the early Middle Ages, when they were brought home by
the crusaders or manufactured by the Arabs in Sicily and
Spain. Much admired and even imitated, they formed
part of the material culture in those times, so much so
that even the coronation robes of the German emperor
were decorated with an Arabic inscription. At the same
time, Islamic motives wandered into the belles lettres of
Europe, and Islamic scientific books formed a basis for the
development of Western science. Islamic culture as such,
however, was rather an object of hatred than of admira-
tion; a more objective appreciation of both the works of
art and of literature did not start until the mid-17th cen-
tury, when travelers told of the magnificent buildings in
Iran and Mughal India, and the first works from Persian
literature were translated, influencing German classical
literature. Indian miniatures inspired Rembrandt, just as
European paintings were imitated by Islamic, especially
Mughal, artists. Persian carpets were among the most cov-
eted gifts for princes and princesses.

A bias against the cultures of the East persisted, however,
until after the 18th-century Age of Enlightenment; the in-
defatigable work of the British scholars at Fort William at
Calcutta brought new literary treasures to Europe, where
they were studied carefully by specialists in the emerging
field of Islamic studies. Poets such as Goethe in Germany
in the early 19th century paved the way for a deeper un-
derstanding of Islamic poetry. Islamic literatures, however,
continue to be known to the larger Western public almost
exclusively by The Thousand and One Nights, or The
Arabian Nights’ Entertainment (translated first in the early
18th century), Omar Khayyam’s robd‘iyat, and the lyrics
of Hafez. Even experts who are aware of the immense
wealth of the literatures in the different Islamic languages
(such as Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Urdu) until now
have rarely appreciated the literatures from an aesthetic
viewpoint; rather, they have used them as a source for
lexicography and for philological and historical research.
The situation in Islamic fine arts and architecture is sim-
ilar. Although the beauty of the Alhambra, for example,
had already inspired European scholars and artists in the
early 19th century, a thorough study of Islamic art as an
independent field began only in the 20th century. There
was even less interest in the music of Islamic peoples,
the arabesque-like uniformity of which seems strange to
Western ideals of harmony.

Islamic literatures

NATURE AND SCOPE

It would be almost impossible to make an exhaustive
survey of Islamic literatures. There are so many works,
of which hundreds of thousands are available only in
manuscript, that even a very large team of scholars could
scarcely master a single branch of the subject. Islamic lit-
eratures, moreover, exist over a vast geographical and lin-
guistic area, for they were produced wherever the Muslims
went, pushing out from their heartland in Arabia through
the countries of the Near and Middle East as far as Spain,
North Africa, and, eventually, West Africa. Iran (Persia)
is a major centre of Islam, along with the neighbouring
areas that came under Persian influence, including Turkey
and the Turkic-speaking peoples of Central Asia. Many
Indian vernaculars contain almost exclusively Islamic lit-
erary subjects; there is an Islamic content in the literature
of Malaysia and in that of some East African languages,
including Swahili. In many cases, however, the Islamic
content proper is restricted to religious works—mystical
treatises, books on Islamic law and its implementation,
historical works praising the heroic deeds and miraculous
adventures of earlier Muslim rulers and saints, or devo-
tional works in honour of the prophet Muhammad.

The vast majority of Arabic writings are scholarly—the

same, indeed, is true of the other languages under discus-
sion. There are superb, historically important translations
made by medieval scholars from Greek into Arabic; his-
torical works, both general and particular; a range of
religiously inspired works; books on grammar and on
stylistics, on ethics and on philosophy. All have helped
to shape the spirit of Islamic literature in general, and it
is often difficult to draw a line between such works of
“scholarship” and works of “literature” in the narrower
sense of that term. Even a strictly theological commentary
can bring about a deeper understanding of some problem
of aesthetics. A work of history composed in florid and
“artistic” language would certainly be regarded by its au-
thor as a work of art as well as of scholarship, whereas the
grammarian would be equally sure that his keen insights
into the structure of Arabic grammar were of the utmost
importance in preserving that literary beauty in which
Arabs and non-Arabs alike took pride.

In this treatment of Islamic literatures, however, the
definition of “literature” is restricted to poetry and belles
lettres, whether popular or courtly in inspiration. Other
categories of writing will be dealt with briefly if these shed
light on some peculiar problem of literature.

The range of Islamic literatures. Although Islamic lit-
eratures appear in such a wide range of languages and in
so many different cultural environments, their unity

is safeguarded by the identity of the basic existential experi-

ence, by the identity of the fundamental intellectual interests,

by the authoritativeness of certain principles of form and
presentation, not to mention the kindred political and social
organization within which those peoples aspire to live.

Arabic: language of the Quran. The area of Islamic cul-
ture extends from western Africa to Malaysia, Indonesia,
and the Philippines; but its heartland is Arabia, and the
prime importance and special authority of the Arabic lan-
guage was to remain largely unquestioned after the spread
of Islam. The Arabic poetry of pre-Islamic Arabia was
regarded for centuries afterward as the standard model for
all Islamic poetic achievement, and it directly influenced
literary forms in many non-Arab literatures. The Quran,
Islam’s sacred scripture, was accepted by pious Muslims
as God’s uncreated word and was considered to be the
highest manifestation of literary beauty. A whole literature
defended its inimitability (ij@z) and unsurpassable beauty.
Because it was God’s own word, the Quran could not le-
gitimately be translated into any other language; the study
of at least some Arabic was therefore required of every
Muslim. Arabic script was used by all those peoples who
followed Islam, however much their own languages might
differ in structure from Arabic. The Quran became the
textbook of the Muslims’ entire philosophy of life; theol-
ogy, lexicography, geography, historiography, and mysti-
cism all grew out of a deep study of its form and content;
and even in the most secular works there can be found
allusions to the holy book. Its imagery not unexpectedly
permeates all Islamic poetry and prose.

Between the coming of Islam in the 7th century and the
11th, a great deal of poetry and prose in Arabic was pro-
duced. One branch of literature in Spain and North Africa
matured in perfect harmony with the classical ideals of
the Muslim East although its masters, during the 11th and
12th centuries, invented a few strophic forms unknown to
classical Arabic poetry. In modern times, North African
Muslim literature—mainly from Algeria and Morocco—
often uses French as a means of expression, since the
tradition of Arabic writing was interrupted by the French
occupation in the 19th century and has had to be built up
afresh.

Persian. In 641 the Muslims entered Iran, and Persian
influence on literary taste becomes apparent in Arabic
literature from the mid-8th century onward. Many stories
and tales were transmitted from, or through, Iran to the
Arab world and often from there to western Europe. Soon
Iran could boast a large literature in its own tongue. Per-
sian literature was more varied in its forms and content
than that written in classical Arabic. Although Persian
adopted many of the formal rules of the Arabic language
(including prosody and rhyme patterns), new genres, in-
cluding epic poetry, were introduced from Iran. The lyric,
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elegant and supple, also reached its finest expression in
the Persian language.

South Asian. Persian culture was by no means restricted
to Iran itself. Northwestern India and what is now Pak-
istan became a centre of Islamic literature as early as the
11th century, with Delhi and Agra being of special impor-
tance. It was to remain a stronghold of Muslim cultural
life, which soon also extended to the east (Bengal) and
south (Deccan). Persian remained the official language of
Muslim India until 1835, and not only its poetry but even
its historiography was written in the high-flown manner
that exemplified the Persian concept of fine style. Muslim
India can further boast a fine heritage of Arabic poetry
and prose (theological, philosophical, and mystical works).

At various times in its history the Indian subcontinent
was ruled by princes of Turkish origin (indeed, the words
Turk and Muslim became synonymous in some Indian
languages). The princes surrounded themselves with a mil-
itary aristocracy of mainly Turkish extraction, and thus
a few poetical and prose works in Turkish were written
at some Indian courts. In various regions of the subcon-
tinent an extremely pleasing folk literature has flourished
throughout the ages: Sindhi in the lower Indus Valley,
for example, and Punjabi in the Punjab are languages
rich in an emotional poetry that uses popular metres and
forms. At the Indo-Iranian border the oldest fragments of
the powerful Pashto poetry date from the Middle Ages.
The neighbouring Baluchi poetry consists largely of bal-
lads and religious folksongs. All the peoples in this area
have interpreted Islamic mysticism in their own simple,
touching imagery. In the east of the subcontinent, Bengali
Muslims possess a large Islamic literary heritage, including
religious epics from the 14th and 15th centuries and some
lovely religious folksongs. The achievements of modern
novelists and lyric poets from Bangladesh are impressive.
To the north, where Islam came in the 14th century, a
number of classical themes in Islamic lore were elaborated
in Kashmiri lyric and epic poetry. To the south, an occa-
sional piece of Islamic religious poetry can be found even
in Tamil and Malayalam. Some fine Muslim short stories
have been produced in modern Malayalam.

Urdu, now the chief literary language of Muslim India
and Pakistan, borrowed heavily from Persian literature
during its classical period in the 18th century. In many
writings only the verbs are in Urdu, the rest consisting of
Persian constructions and vocabulary; and the themes of
traditional Urdu literature were often adapted from Per-
sian. Modern Urdu prose, however, has freed itself almost
completely from the past, whereas in poetry promising
steps have been taken toward modernization of both forms
and content (see SOUTH ASIAN ARTS).

Turkish. An elaborate “classical” style developed in
Turkish after the 14th century, reaching its peak in the
17th. Like classical Urdu, it was heavily influenced by
Persian in metrics and vocabulary. Many exponents of
this “high” style came from the Balkan provinces of the
Ottoman Empire. On the other hand, a rich and moving
folk poetry in popular syllable-counting metres has always
flourished among the Turkish population of Anatolia and
Rumelia. The mystical songs of their poet Yunus Emre
(died c. 1321) contributed greatly toward shaping this body
of literature, which was preserved in the religious centres
of the Sufi orders of Islam. From this folk tradition, as
well as from Western literature, modern Turkish literature
has derived a great deal of its inspiration.

Turkic languages. A great deal of the Muslim litera-
ture of Central Asia is written in Turkic languages, which
include Uzbek, Tatar, and Kirgiz. Its main cultural cen-
tres (Samarkand, Bukhara, Fergana) became part of the
Muslim empire after 711. Central Asia was an important
centre of Islamic learning until the Tsarist invasions in
the 1870s, and the peoples of this region have produced
a classical literature in Arabic. Many of the most fa-
mous Arabic and Persian scholars and poets writing in
the heyday of Muslim influence were Central Asians by
birth. Central Asians also possess a considerable literature
of their own, consisting in large part of epics, folktales,
and mystical “words of wisdom.” The rules of prosody
which hold for Arabic and Persian languages have been
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deliberately imposed on the Turkic languages on several
occasions, notably by ‘Ali Shir Nava’i (died 1501), a mas-
ter of Chagatai poetry and prose in Herat, and by Babur
(died 1530), the first Mughal emperor in India. Tadzhik
literature is basically Persian, both as it is written today in
the Tadzhik Soviet Socialist Republic and as it existed in
earlier forms, when it was indistinguishable from classical
Persian. After the Russification of the country, and espe-
cially after the 1917 Revolution, a new literature emerged
that is part and parcel of the Soviet Union’s literature.
The same can be said, by and large, about the literatures
of other Muslim Turkic peoples of Central Asia.

Other languages. Smaller fragments of Islimic litera-
ture, in Chinese, are found in China (which has quite
a large Muslim population) and in the Philippines. The
literary traditions of Indonesia and of Malaysia, where the
religion of Islam arrived long ago, are also worth noting.
Historical and semimythical tales about Islamic heroes are
a feature of the literature in these areas, a fact of immense
interest to folklorists.

Contact with Islam and its “written” culture also helped
to preserve national idioms in many regions. Often such
idioms were enriched by Arabic vocabulary and Islamic
concepts. The leaders of the Muslims in such areas in
northern Nigeria, for example, preferred to write poetry
and chronicles in Arabic, while using their mother tongue
for more popular forms of literature (see AFRICAN ARTS).
Of particular interest in this connection is Kurdish litera-
ture, which has preserved in an Iranian language several
important, popular heterodox texts and epics.

Islamic literatures and the West. Small fragments of
Arabic literature have long been known in the West.
There were cultural interrelations between Muslim Spain
(which, like the Indus Valley, became part of the Mus-
lim empire after 711) and its Christian neighbours, and
this meant that many philosophical and scientific works
filtered through to western Europe. It is also likely that
the poetry of Muslim Spain influenced the growth of
certain forms of Spanish and French troubadour poetry
and provided an element, however distorted, for medieval
Western romances and heroic tales.

Investigation of Oriental literatures by Western scholars
did not begin until the 16th century in the Netherlands and
England. First attempts toward an aesthetic understanding
of Arabic and Persian poetry came even later: they were
made by the British Orientalists of Fort William, Calcutta,
and by German pre-Romantics of the late 18th century.
In the first half of the 19th century the publication of
numerous translations of Oriental poetry, especially into
German, began to interest some Europeans. The poetical
translations from Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit made by
the German Orientalist and poet Friedrich Riickert can
scarcely be surpassed, either in accuracy or in poetical
mastery. The Persian poet Hafez became well known in
German-speaking countries, thanks to Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe’s enchanting poems, West-Gstlicher Divan
(1819), a collection which was the first response to Persian
poetry and the first aesthetic appreciation of the character
of Oriental poetry by an acknowledged giant of Euro-
pean literature. An “Orientalizing style,” which employed
Arabo-Persian literary forms such as the ghazal (a short,
graceful poem with monorhyme), became fashionable at
times in Germany. Later, Edward FitzGerald aroused new
interest in Persian poetry with his free adaptations of Omar
Khayyam’s robd‘iyat (The Rubdiydt of Omar Khayydm,
1859). The fairy tales known as The Thousand and One
Nights, first translated in 1704, provided abundant raw
material for many a Western writer’s play, novel, story, or
poem about the Islamic East.

EXTERNAL CHARACTERISTICS

In order to understand and enjoy Oriental literature, the
external characteristics of it have to be studied most care-
fully. The literatures of the Islamic peoples are “intellec-
tual”; in neither poetry nor prose are there many examples
of subjective lyricism, as it is understood in the West. The
principal genres, forms, and rules were inherited from pre-
Islamic Arabic poetry but were substantially elaborated
afterward, especially by the Persians.

First
Western
studies
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Rhyme and metre. Arabic poetry is built upon the
principle of monorhyme, and the single rhyme, usually
consisting in one letter, is employed throughout every
poem, long or short. The structure of Arabic permits such
monorhymes to be achieved with comparative ease. The
Persians and their imitators often extended the rhyming
part over two or more syllables (radif’) or groups of words,
which are repeated after the dominant rhyming conso-
nant. The metres are quantitative, counting long and short
syllables (‘ariid). Classical Arabic has 16 basic metres in
five groupings; they can undergo certain variations, but
the poet is not allowed to change the metre in the course
of his poem. Syllable-counting metres, as well as strophic
forms, are used in popular, or “low,” poetry; only in
post-classical Arabic were some strophic forms introduced
into “high” poetry. Many modern Islamic poets, from
Pakistan to Turkey and North Africa, have discarded the
classical system of prosody altogether. In part they have
substituted verse forms imitating Western models such as
strophic poems with or without rhyme; since about 1950
free verse has almost become the rule, although a certain
tendency toward rhyming or to the use of alliterative
quasi-rhymes can be observed.

Genres. The chief poetic genres, as they emerged ac-
cording to traditional rules, are the gagsidah, the ghazal,
and the gif‘ah; in Iran and its adjacent countries there are,
further, the roba‘i and the masnavi.

Qasidah. The qasidah (literally “purpose poem”), a
genre whose form was invented by pre-Islamic Arabs, has
from 20 to more than 100 verses and usually contains
an account of the poet’s journey. In the classic pattern,
the parts followed a fixed sequence, beginning with a
love-poem prologue (nasib), followed by a description of
the journey itself, and finally reaching its real goal by
flattering the poet’s patron, sharply attacking some adver-
saries of his tribe, or else indulging in measureless self-
praise. Everywhere in the Muslim world the gasidah be-
came the characteristic form for panegyric. It could serve
for religious purposes as well: solemn praise of God, eu-
logies of the Prophet, and songs of praise and lament for
the martyr heroes of Shi‘ah Islam were all expressed in
this form. Later, the introductory part of the gasidah often
was taken up by a description of nature or given over to
some words of wisdom; or the poet took the opportunity
to demonstrate his skill in handling extravagant language
and to show off his learning. Such exhibitions were made
all the more difficult because, though it varied according
to the rank of the person to whom it was addressed, the
vocabulary of each type of gasidah was controlled by rigid
conventions. This type of poetry, however, could obvi-
ously lend itself easily to empty verbosity or to pedantry.

Ghazal. The ghazal possibly originated as an indepen-
dent elaboration of the gasidah’s introductory section,
and it usually embodies a love poem. Ideally, its length
varies between five and 12 verses. It can be used either
for religious or secular expression, the two often being
blended indistinguishably. Its diction is light and graceful,
its effect comparable to that of chamber music, whereas
the gasidah-writer employs, so to speak, the full orches-
tral resources.

Qit‘ah. Monorhyme is used in both the gasidah and
ghazal. But while these two forms begin with two rhyming
hemistiches (half-lines of a verse), in the git‘ah (“section”)
the first hemistich does not rhyme, and the effect is as
though the poem had been “cut out” of a longer one
(hence its name). The gif‘ah is a less serious literary form
that was used to deal with aspects of everyday life; it
served mainly for occasional poems, satire, jokes, word
games, and chronograms.

Roba'i. The form of the robai, which is a quatrain
in fixed metre with a rhyme scheme of a a b a, seems
to go back to pre-Islamic Persian poetical tradition. It
has supplied the Persian poets with a flexible vehicle for
ingenious aphorisms and similarly concise expressions of
thought for religious, erotic, or skeptical purposes. The
peoples who came under Persian cultural influence hap-
pily adopted this form.

Masnavi. Epic poetry was unknown to the Arabs, who
were averse to fiction, whether it was expressed in poetry

or in prose. The development of epic poetry was thus
hindered, just as was the creation of novels or short sto-
ries. Nevertheless, masnavi—which means literally “the
doubled one,” or rhyming couplet, and by extension a
poem consisting of a series of such couplets—became a
favourite poetical form of the Persians and those cultures
they influenced. The masnavi enabled the poet to develop
the thread of a tale through thousands of verses. Yet even
in such poetry, only a restricted number of metres was
employed, and no metre allowed more than 11 syllables
in a hemistich. Metre and diction were prescribed in ac-
cordance with the topic; a didactic masnavi required a
style and metre different from a heroic or romantic one.
The masnavi usually begins with a praise of God, and this
strikes the keynote of the poem.

Other poetic forms. There is a variety of other forms
that are more or less restricted to folk poetry, such as the
stharfi (“golden alphabet”), in which each line or each
stanza begins with succeeding letters of the Arabic alpha-
bet. In Muslim India the baramdasa (“12 months”) is a
sort of lovers’ calendar in which the poet, assuming the
role of a young woman of longing, expresses the lover’s
feelings in accord with the seasons of the year. Apart from
these, later writers tried to develop strophic forms. Some-
times ghazals with the same metre were bound together
as “stanzas” to form a longer unit through the use of a
linking verse. When the linking verse was recurrent, the
poem was called a tarji'-band (literally “return-tie”); when
the linking verse was varied, the poem was called a tarkib-
band (literally “composite-tie”). True stanzas of varying
lengths were also invented. Among these, mainly in Urdu
and Turkish, a six-line stanza known as musaddas became
the form used for the marsiyeh (dirge for the martyrs of
Karbala’). Because it had come to be associated with lofty
feeling and serious thought, musaddas later was used for
the first reformist modern poems.

The Arabs inherited a love for rhymed prose from pre-
Islamic Arabia. Although the extent of prose literature,
even in the field of belles lettres, is very large, the novel
and novella were introduced only after contact with Eu-
ropean literatures.

Magamah. The most typical expression of the Arabic—
and Islamic—spirit in prose is the magamah (gathering,
assembly), which tells basically simple stories in an ex-
tremely and marvelously complicated style (abounding in
word plays, logographs, double entendre, and the like) and
which comes closest to the Western concept of the short
story.

The versatility and erudition of the classical magamah
authors is dazzling, but the fables and parables that, during
the first centuries of Islam, had been told in a compara-
tively easy flowing style, later became subject to a grow-
ing trend toward artificiality, as did almost every other
literary genre, including expository prose. Persian histori-
ographers and Turkish biographers, Indo-Muslim writers
on mysticism and even on science all indulged in a style
in which rhyme and rhetoric often completely obscured
the meaning. It is only since the late 19th century that
a matter-of-fact style has slowly become acceptable in lit-
erary circles; the influence of translations from European
languages, the role of journalism, and the growing pride
in a pure language freed from the cobwebs of the past
worked together to make Islamic languages more pliable
and less artificial.

Imagery. In all forms of poetry and in most types of
prose, writers shared a common fund of imagery that was
gradually refined and enlarged in the course of time. The
main source of imagery was the Quran, its figures and ut-
terances often divested of their sacred significance. Thus,
the beautiful Joseph (sizrah 12) is a fitting symbol for the
handsome beloved; the nightingale may sing the psalms
of David (sarah 21:79 a.o); the rose sits on Solomon’s
wind-borne throne (sirah 21:81 a.0), and its opening
petals can be compared to Joseph’s shirt rent by Potiphar’s
wife (sarah 12:25 ff.), its scent to that of Joseph’s shirt,
which cured blind Jacob (sirah 12:94). The tulip reminds
the poet of the burning bush before which Moses stood
(sirah 20:9 ff.), and the coy beloved refuses the lover’s de-
mands by answering, like God to Moses, “Thou shalt not
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see me” (sirah 7:143); but her (or his) kiss gives the dying
lover new life, like the breath of Jesus (sirah 3:49). Classi-
cal Persian poetry often mentions knights and kings from
Iran’s history alongside those from Arabic heroic tales.
The cup of wine offered by the “old man of the Magians”
is comparable to the miraculous cup owned by the Iranian
mythical king Jamshid or to Alexander’s mirror, which
showed the marvels of the world; the nightingale may sing
“Zoroastrian tunes” when it contemplates the “fire temple
of the rose.” Central scenes from the great Persian mas-
navis contributed to the imagery of later writers in Persian-,
Turkish-, and Urdu-speaking areas. Social and political
conditions are reflected in a favourite literary equation be-
tween the “beautiful and cruel beloved” and “the Turk™:
since in Iran and India the military caste was usually of
Turkish origin, and since the Turk was always considered
“white” and handsome, in literary imagery he stood as
the “ruler of hearts.” Minute arabesque-like descriptions
of nature, particularly of garden scenes, are frequent: the
rose and the nightingale have almost become substitutes
for mythological figures. The versatile writer was expected
to introduce elegant allusions to classical Arabic and Per-
sian literature and to folklore and to know enough about
astrology, alchemy, and medicine to use the relevant
technical terms accurately. Images inspired by the pas-
times of the grandees—chess, polo, hunting, and the like—
were as necessary for a good poem as were those referring
to music, painting, and calligraphy. Similarly, allusions
in poetic imagery to the Arabic letters—often thought to
be endowed with mystical significance or magical prop-
erties—were very common in all Islamic literatures. The
poet had to follow strict rules laid down by the masters
of rhetoric, rigidly observing the harmonious selection of
similes thought proper to any one given sphere (four al-
lusions to Quranic figures, for example; or three garden
images all given in a single verse). The poet was expected
to invent new fantastic etiologies (sosn-e ta‘lil): he had to
describe natural phenomena in some elegant and surpris-
ing metaphor. Thus, “The narcissus has strewn silver in
the way of the bride rose ...” means simply “The nar-
cissus has withered”—for when the rose (dressed in red,
like an Oriental bride) appears in late spring it is time for
the narcissus to shed its white petals, just as people would
shed silver coins in the way of a bridal procession.

Skills required of the writer. The writer was also ex-
pected to use puns and to play with words of two or more
meanings. He might write verses that could provide an
intelligible meaning even when read backward. He had
to be able to handle chronograms, codes based on the
numerical values of a phrase or verse, which, when under-
stood, gave the date of some relevant event. Later writers
sometimes supplied the date of a book’s compilation by
hiding a chronogram in its title. A favourite device in
poetry was the “question and answer” form, employed in
the whole poem, or only in chosen sections.

One was expected to show his talent at both improvisa-
tion and elaboration on any theme if he wished to attract
the interest of a generous patron. His poetry was judged
according to the perfection of its individual verses. Only in
rare cases was the poem appreciated as a whole: the lack
of coherent argument, which often puzzles the Western
reader in ghazal poetry, is in fact deliberate.

It would be idle to look for the sincere expression of per-
sonal emotion in Arabic, Turkish, or Persian poetry. The
conventions are so rigid that the reader is allowed only a
rare glimpse into the poet’s feelings. Indeed, such feelings
were put through the sieve of intellect, and personal expe-
riences were thereby transformed into arabesque-like work
of artistry, if not art. In the hands of mediocre versifiers
and prose writers, however, literature became mannered
and completely artificial. The reader soon tires of the
constantly recurring moon faces, hyacinth curls, ruby lips,
and cypress statures (that is, tall and slender). Yet the
great masters of poetry and rhetoric (who all have their
favourite imagery, rhymes, and rhythmical patterns) will
sometimes allow the patient reader a glimpse into their
hearts by a slight rhythmical change or by a new way of
expressing a conventional thought.

These are, of course, quite crude generalizations. Folk
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poetry, for instance, has to be judged by different stan-
dards, though even here conventional forms and inherited
imagery make it, on the whole, more standardized than
might be wished. Only in the 20th century has a complete
break with classical ideals been made—sincerity instead of
monotonous imitation, political and social commitment
instead of empty panegyric, realism instead of escapism:
these are the characteristic features of modern literatures
of the Muslim countries.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS:

PRE-ISLAMIC LITERATURE

The first known poetic compositions of the Arabs are of
such perfect beauty and, at the same time, are so conven-
tionalized, that they raise the question as to how far back

an actual poetic tradition does stretch. A great number-

of pre-Islamic poems, dating from the mid-6th century,
were preserved by oral tradition. The seven most famous
pieces are al-Mu‘allagat (“The Suspended Ones,” known
as The Seven Odes), and these are discussed more fully
below. The term mu‘allagat is not fully understood: later
legend asserts that the seven poems had been hung in the
most important Arab religious sanctuary, the Ka‘bah in
Mecca, because of their eloquence and beauty and had
brought victory to their authors in the poetical contests
traditionally held during the season of pilgrimage. Apart
from these seven, quite a number of shorter poems were
preserved by later scholars. An independent genre in pre-
Islamic poetry was the elegy, often composed by a woman,
usually a deceased hero’s sister. Some of these poems,
especially those by the poetess al-Khansa’ (died after 630)
are notable for their compact expressiveness.

Poetry. The poet (called a shd'ir, a wizard endowed
with magic powers) was thought to be inspired by a spirit
(jinn, shaytan). The poet defended the honour of his tribe
and perpetuated their deeds. Religious expression was rare
in pre-Islamic poetry. In the main it reflects the sense of
fatalism that was probably needed if the harsh circum-
stances of Bedouin life in the desert were to be endured.

The most striking feature of pre-Islamic poetry is the
uniformity and refinement of its language. Although the
various tribes, constantly feuding with one another, all
spoke their own dialects, they shared a common language
for poetry whether they were Bedouins or inhabitants of
the small capitals of al-Hirah and Ghassan (where the
influence of Aramaic culture was also in evidence).

Arabic was even then a virile and expressive language,
with dozens of synonyms for the horse, the camel, the
lion, and so forth; and it possessed a rich stock of descrip-
tive adjectives. Because of these features, it is difficult for
foreigners and modern Arabs alike to appreciate fully the
artistic qualities of early Arabic poetry. Imagery is precise,
and descriptions of natural phenomena are detailed. The
sense of universal applicability is lacking, however, and
the comparatively simple literary techniques of simile and
metaphor predominate. The imaginative power that was
later to be the hallmark of Arabic poetry under Persian
influence had not yet become evident.

The strikingly rich vocabulary of classical Arabic, as well
as its sophisticated structure, is matched by highly elabo-
rate metrical schemes, based on quantity. The rhythmical
structures were analyzed by the grammarian Khalil of
Basra (died c¢. 791), who distinguished 16 metres. Each
was capable of variation by shortening the foot or part of
it; but the basic structure was rigidly preserved. One and
the same rhyme letter had to be maintained throughout
the poem. (The rules of rhyming are detailed and very
complicated but were foliowed quite strictly from the 6ih
to the early 20th century.)

As well as rules governing the outward form of poetry, a
system of poetic imagery already existed by this early pe-
riod. The sequence of a poem, moreover, followed a fixed
pattern (such as that for the gasidah). Pre-Islamic poetry
was not written down but recited; and therefore sound and
rhythm played an important part in its formation, and
the rawis (reciters) were equally vital to its preservation. A
rawi was associated with some famous bard and, having
learned his master’s techniques, might afterward become
a poet himself. This kind of apprenticeship to a master
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whose poetic style was thus continued became a common
practice in the Muslim world (especially in Muslim India)
right up to the 19th century.

From pre-Islamic times the seven authors of The Seven
Odes, already described, are usually singled out for special
praise. Their poems and miscellaneous verses were col-
lected during the 8th century and ever since have been
the subject of numerous commentaries in the East. They
have been studied in Europe since the early 19th century.

The poet Imru’ al-Qays (died ¢. AD 550), of the tribe of
Kindah, was foremost both in time and in poetic merit.
He was a master of love poetry; his frank descriptions of
dalliance with his mistresses are considered so seductive
that (as orthodox Puritanism claims) the Prophet Muham-
mad called him “the leader of poets on the way to Hell.”
His style is supple and picturesque. It grips the attention
whether his poems sing of his love adventures or describe a
seemingly endless rainy night. Of all classical Arabic poets
he is probably the one who appeals most to modern taste.
At the other extreme stands Zuhayr, praising the chiefs of
the rival tribes of ‘Abs and Dhubyan for ending a long
feud. He is chiefly remembered for his serious gasidah in
which, old, wise, and experienced, he meditates upon the
terrible escalation of war. Various aspects of Bedouin life,
as well as the attitude of the Arabs to the rulers of the
small kingdom of al-Hirah on the Euphrates, are reflected
in the poems of an-Nabighah adh-Dhubyani, ‘Amr, and
Tarafah. The boastful pride of the self-centred Arab war-
rior can be observed best in the poems of al-Harith, who
became proverbial for his arrogance. ‘Antarah, son of a
black slave girl, won such fame on the battlefield and for
his poetry that he later became the hero of an Arabic
folk romance.

Two other masters can stand beside these seven. Exciting
for their savagery and beauty are some poems by Ta’ab-
bata Sharran and Shanfara, both outlaw warriors. Their
verses reveal the wildness of Bedouin life, with its ideals
of bravery, revenge, and hospitality. Ta’abbata Sharran is
the author of a widely translated “Song of Revenge” (for
his uncle), composed in a short, sharp metre. Shanfara’s
lamiyah (literally “poem rhyming in 17) vividly, succinctly,
and with a wealth of detail tells of the experiences to be
had from life in the desert. This latter poem has some-
times been considered a forgery, created by a learned
grammarian. The suggestion highlights the question, often
posed, of how much pre-Islamic poetry is genuine and
how much is the product of later scholars. Some modern
critics—without proper justification—would dismiss the
entire corpus as counterfeit.

Prose. While poetry forms the most important part of
early Arabic literature and is an effective historical preser-
vation of the Arabs’ past glory, there is also a quantity of
prose. Of special interest is the rhymed prose (saj ‘) pe-
culiar to soothsayers, which developed into an important
form of ornate prose writing in every Islamic country.
Tales about the adventures and battle days of the various
tribes (ayyam al-‘Arab, or “The Days of the Arabs”) were
told and handed down from generation to generation,
usually interspersed with pieces of poetry. Proverbs and
proverbial sayings were as common as in most cultures
at a comparable level of development. The “literary”
genre most typical of Bedouin life is the musamarah, or
“nighttime conversation,” in which the central subject is
elaborated not by plot but by carrying the listener’s mind
from topic to topic through verbal associations. Thus, the
language as language played a most important role. The
musamarah form inspired the later magamah literature.

It has been said—and this certainly holds true for the mu-
samarah—that Arabic literature demands attention from
its listeners only in short bursts; for listeners are carried
from' verse to verse, from anecdote to anecdote, from pun
to pun, along a theme whose broad outline is entirely
familiar. Western Orientalists have for this reason spoken
of the “molecular,” or “atomic,” structure both of classical
Arabic literature and of traditional Islamic thought. An
audience listening to one of the ancient bards—or to a
modern poet or orator in the Muslim world—would be
able to listen without tiring. The sheer emotive power of
the Arabic language to enrapture and bewitch its listeners

by sound alone should be kept in mind when considering
any piece of Arabic literature. Only a people endowed
with peculiar sensibility to the word could properly appre-
ciate the refinement of pre-Islamic poetry and be ready to
accept the concept of divine revelation appearing through
the word in the Qurian.

EARLY ISLAMIC LITERATURE

With the coming of Islam the attitude of the Arabs
toward poetry seems to have changed. The new Mus-
lims, despite their long-standing admiration for powerful
language, often shunned poetry as reminiscent of pagan
ideals now overthrown. For the Qur’an, in sirah 26:225
ff., condemned the poets “who err in every valley, and
say what they do not do. Only the perverse follow them!”
The Quran, as the uncreated word of God, was now con-
sidered the supreme manifestation of literary beauty. It
became the basis and touchstone of almost every cultural
and literary activity and attained a unique position in
Arabic literature.

Age of the caliphs. It might be expected that a new
and vigorous religion would stimulate a new religious lit-
erature to sing of its greatness and glory. This, however,
was not the case. Maybe the once boastful poets felt, at
least for a while, that they were nothing but humble ser-
vants of Allah. At any rate, no major poet was inspired
by the birth and astonishingly rapid expansion of Islam.
Only much later did poets claim that their work was the
“heritage of prophecy” or draw upon a tradition that calls
the tongues of the poets “the keys of the treasures beneath
the Divine Throne.” The old, traditional literary models
were still faithfully followed: a famous ode by Ka‘b, the
son of Zuhayr, is different from pre-Islamic poetry only
insofar as it ends in praise of the Prophet, imploring his
forgiveness, instead of eulogizing some Bedouin leader.
Muhammad’s rather mediocre eulogist, Hassan ibn Tha-
bit (died c. 659), also slavishly repeated the traditional
patterns (even including the praise of wine that had been
such a common feature of pre-Islamic poetry at the court
of al-Hirah, despite the fact that wine had been by then
religiously prohibited).

Religious themes are to be found in the khutbahs, or
Friday sermons, which were delivered by governors of the
provinces. In these khutbahs, however, political consid-
erations frequently overshadow the religious and literary
aspects. The qussas (storytellers), who interpreted verses
from the Qur’an, attracted large audiences and may be re-
garded as the inventors of a popular religious prose. Their
interpretations were highly fanciful, however, and hardly
squared with the theologian’s orthodoxy.

The desire to preserve words of wisdom is best reflected
in the sayings attributed to ‘Ali, the fourth caliph (died
661). These, however, were written down, in superbly
concise diction, only in the 10th century under the title
Nahj al-balaghah (“The Road of Eloquence”), a work that
is a masterpiece of the finest Arabic prose and that has
inspired numerous commentaries and poetical variations
in the various Islamic languages.

Umayyad dynasty. The time of the “Four Righteous
Caliphs,” as it is called, ended with ‘Ali’s assassination in
661. The Umayyad dynasty then gained the throne, and
a new impetus in poetry soon became perceptible. The
Umayyads were by no means a pious dynasty, much en-
joying the pleasures of life in their residence in Damascus
and in their luxurious castles in the Syrian desert. One of
their last rulers, the profligate al-Walid ibn Yazid (died
744), has become famous not so much as a conqueror
(although in 711 the Muslims reached the lower Indus
basin, Transoxania, and Spain) but as a poet who excelled
in frivolous love verses and poetry in praise of wine. He
was fond of short, light metres to match his subjects and
rejected the heavier metres preferred by gasidah writers.
His verses convey a sense of ease and gracious living. Al-
Walid was not, however, the first to attempt this kind of
poetry: a remarkable poet from Mecca, ‘Umar ibn Abi
Rabiah (died ¢. 712 or 720), had contributed in large
measure to the separate development of the love poem
(ghazal) from its subordinate place as the opening section
of the gasidah. Gentle and charming, in attractive and
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lively rhythms, his poems sing of amorous adventures with
the ladies who came to Mecca on pilgrimage. His gay,
melodious poems still appeal to modern readers.

In Medina, on the other hand, idealized love poetry was
the vogue; its invention is attributed to Jamil (died 701),
of the tribe ‘Udhrah, “whose members die when they
love.” The names of some of these “martyrs of love,” to-
gether with the names of their beloved, were preserved and
eventually became proverbial expressions of the tremen-
dous force of true love. Such was Qays, who went mad
because of his passion for Layla and was afterward known
as Majniin (the “Demented One”). His story is cherished
by later Persian, Turkish, and Urdu poets; as a symbol of
complete surrender to the force of love, he is dear both to
religious mystics and to secular poets.

Notwithstanding such new developments, the traditional
qasidah form of poetry was by no means neglected during
the Umayyad period. Moreover, as the satirists of Iraq rose
to fame, the naq@’id (“polemic poetry matches”) between
Jarir (died c¢. 729) and al-Farazdaq (died c. 728 or 730)
excited and delighted tribesmen of the rival settlements
of Basra and Kiifah (places that later also became rival
centres of philological and theological schools). The work
of these two poets has furnished critics and historians with
rich material for a study of the political and social situa-
tion in the early 9th century. The wealth of al-Farazdaq’s
vocabulary led one of the old Arabic critics to declare: “If
Farazdaq’s poetry did not exist, one-third of the Arabic
language would be lost.” Philologists, eager to preserve as
much of the classical linguistic heritage as possible, have
also paid a great deal of attention to the largely satirical
poetry of al-Hutay’ah (died 674). The fact that Christians
as well as Muslims were involved in composing classical
Arabic poetry is proved by the case of al-Akhtal (died c.
710), whose work preserves the pre-Islamic tradition of al-
Hirah in authentic form. He is particularly noted for his
wine songs. Christians and Jews had been included among
the pre-Islamic poets.

Prose literature was still restricted to religious writing.
The traditions of the Prophet began to be compiled, and,
after careful sifting, those regarded as trustworthy were
preserved in six great collections during the late 9th cen-
tury. Two of these—that of al-Bukhari and that of Muslim
ibn al-Hajjaj—were considered second only to the Quran
in religious importance. The first studies of religious law
and legal problems, closely connected with the study of
the Qur’an, also belong to that period.

The ‘Abbasids. It was not until the ‘Abbasids assumed
power in 750, settling in Baghdad, that the golden age
of Arabic literature began. The influx of foreign elements
added new colour to cultural and literary life. Hellenistic
thought and the influence of the ancient cultures of the
Near East, for example, contributed to the rapid intel-
lectual growth of the Muslim community. Its members,
seized with insatiable intellectual curiosity, began to adapt
elements from all the earlier high cultures and to incorpo-
rate them into their own. They thus created the wonderful
fabric of Islamic culture that was so much admired in
the Middle Ages by western Europe. Indian and Iranian
threads were also woven into this fabric, and a new sen-
sitivity to beauty in the field of poetry and the fine arts
was cultivated.

The classical Bedouin style was still predominant in lit-
erature and was the major preoccupation of grammarians.
These men were, as the modern critic Sir Hamilton Gibb
has emphasized, the true humanists of Islam. Their ef-
forts helped to standardize “High Arabic,” giving it an
unchangcabk structuic once and for all. B DY now the in-
habitants of the growing towns in Iraq and Syria were be-
ginning to express their love, hatred, religious fervour, and
frivolity in a style more appealing to their fellow towns-
men. Poets no longer belonged exclusively to what had
been the Bedouin aristocracy. Artisans and freed slaves,
of non-Arab origin, were included among their number.
Bashshar ibn Burd (died c. 784), the son of a Persian slave,
was the first representative of the new style. This ugly,
blind workman excelled as a seductive love poet and also
as a biting satirist—“Nobody could be secure from the
itch of his tongue,” it was later said—and he added a new
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degree of expressiveness to the old forms. The category of
zuhdiyat (didactic-ascetic poems) was invented by the poet
Abi al-‘Atahiyah (died 825 or 826) from Basra, the centre
of early ascetic movements. His pessimistic thoughts on
the transitory nature of this world were uttered in an un-
pretentious kind of verse that rejected all current notions
of style and technical finesse. He had turned to ascetic
poetry after efforts at composing love songs.

The same is said of Aba Nuwas (died c¢. 813), the most
outstanding of the ‘Abbasid poets. His witty and cynical
verses are addressed mainly to handsome boys; best known
are his scintillating drinking songs. His line “Accumulate
as many sins as you can” seems to have been his motto;
and compared with some of his more lascivious lines,
even the most daring passages of pre-Islamic poetry sound
chaste. Abia Nuwas had such an incomparable command
over the language, however, that he came to be regarded
as one of the greatest Arabic poets of all time. Neverthe-
less, orthodox Muslims would quote of him and of his
imitators the Prophet’s alleged saying that “poetry is what
Satan has spit out,” since he not only described subjects
prohibited by religious law but praised them with carefree
lightheartedness.

The “new” style. The new approach to poetry that de-
veloped during the 9th century was first accorded scholarly
discussion in the Kitab al-badi © (“Book of the Novel and
Strange”) by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (died 908), caliph for one day,
who laid down rules for the use of metaphors, similes,
and verbal puns. The ideal of these “modern” poets was
the richest possible embellishment of verses by the use
of tropes, brilliant figures of speech, and farfetched poetic
conceits. Many later handbooks of poetics discussed these
rules in minute detail, and eventually the increasing use of
rhetorical devices no longer produced art but artificiality.
(Ibn al-Mu‘tazz was himself a fine poet whose descriptions
of courtly life and nature are lovely; he even tried to com-
pose a tiny epic poem, a genre otherwise unknown to the
Arabs.) The “modern” poets, sensitive to colours, sounds,
and shapes, also were fond of writing short poems on
unlikely subjects: a well-bred hunting dog or an inkpot; de-
licious sweetmeats or jaundice; the ascetic who constantly
weeps when he remembers his sins; the luxurious garden
parties of the rich; an elegy for a cat; or a description
of a green ewer. Their amusing approach, however, was
sooner or later bound to lead to mannered compositions.
The growing use of colour images may be credited to the
increasing Persian influence upon ‘Abbasid poetry; for the
Persian poets were, as has been often observed, on the
whole more disposed to visual than to acoustic imagery.

New attitudes toward love, too, were being gradually de-
veloped in poetry. Eventually, what was to become a clas-
sic theme, that of hubb ‘udhri (““Udhrah love”)—the lover
would rather die than achieve union with his beloved—
was expounded by the Zahiri theologian Ibn Da’ud (died
910) in his poetic anthology Kitab az-zahrah (“Book of
the Flower™). This theme was central to the ghazal poetry
of the following centuries. Although at first completely
secular, it was later taken over as a major concept in
mystical love poetry. (The first examples of this adoption,
in Iraq and Egypt, took place in Ibn Da’ud’s lifetime.)
The wish to die on the path that leads to the beloved be-
came commonplace in Persian, Turkish, and Urdu poetry;
and most romances in these languages end tragically. Ibn
Da’ud’s influence also spread to the western Islamic world.
A century after his death, the theologian Ibn Hazm (died
1064), drawing upon personal experiences, composed in
Spain his famous work on “pure love” called Tawq al-
hamamah (The Ring of the Dove). Its lucid prosc, intcr-
spersed with poetry, has many times been translated into
Western languages.

The conflict between the traditional ideals of poetry and
the “modern” school of the early ‘Abbasid period also led
to the growth of a literary criticism, the criteria of which
were largely derived from the study of Greek philosophy.

Traditional poetry, meanwhile, was not neglected. But its
style was somewhat modified in accordance with the new
ideas. Two famous anthologies of Bedouin poetry, both
called Hamasah (“Poems of Bravery”), were collected by
the Syrian Aba Tammam (died 845 or 846) and his dis-
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ciple al-Buhturi (died 897), both good classical poets in
their own right. They provide an excellent survey of those
poems from the stock of early Arabic poetry that were
considered worth preserving. A century later Aba al-Faraj
al-Isbahani (died 967), in a multivolume work entitled Ki-
tab al-aghani (“Book of Songs™), collected a great number
of poems and biographical notes on poets and musicians.
This material gives a colourful and valuable panorama of
literary life in the first four centuries of Islam.

In the mid-10th century a new cultural centre emerged
at the small court of the Hamdanids in Aleppo. Here
the Central Asian scholar al-Farabi (died 950) wrote his
fundamental works on philosophy and musical theory.
Here, too, for a while, lived Abu at-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi
(died 965), who is in the mainstream of classical gasidah
writers but who surpasses them all in the extravagance
of what has been called his “reckless audacity of imagi-
nation.” He combined some elements of Iraqi and Syrian
stylistics with classical ingredients. His compositions—
panegyrics of rulers and succinct verses (which are still
quoted)—have never ceased to intoxicate the Arabs by
their daring hyperbole, their marvelous sound effects, and
their formal perfection. The Western reader is unlikely
to derive as much aesthetic pleasure from Mutanabbi’s
poetry as does one whose mother tongue is Arabic. He
will probably prefer the delicate verses about gardens and
flowers by Mutanabbi’s colleague in Aleppo, as-Sanawbari
(died 945), a classic exponent of the descriptive style. This
style in time reached Spain, where the superb garden and
landscape poetry of Ibn Khafajah (died 1139) displayed
an even higher degree of elegance and sensitivity than that
of his Eastern predecessors.

Before turning to the development of prose, it is neces-
sary to mention a figure unique among those writing in
Arabic. This was Aba al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arri (died 1057), a
blind poet of Syria, whose verses have appealed greatly to
young Arabs of the present because of the poems’ sincerity
and humanity. But al-Ma‘arri’s vocabulary is so difficult,
his verses, with their double rhymes, are so compressed
in meaning, that even his contemporaries, flocking to his
lectures, had to ask him to interpret their significance. His
outlook is deeply pessimistic and skeptical. Although his
poems display a mastery of the Arabic traditional stylistic
devices, they run counter to the conventional ideals of
Arab heroism by speaking of bitter disappointment and
emphasizing asceticism, compassion, and avoidance of
procreation.

Taking reason for his guide he judges men and things with

a freedom which must have seemed scandalous to the rulers

and privileged classes of the day. Among his meditations on

the human tragedy a fierce hatred of injustice, hypocrisy, and
superstition blazes out. Vice and folly are laid bare in order
that virtue and wisdom may be sought . ..

says Reynold A. Nicholson, al-Ma‘arri’s foremost inter-
preter in the West, who has also translated his Risalat
al-ghufran (“Epistle of Pardon”), which describes a visit
to the Otherworld. Ma‘arri’s extremely erudite book also
contains sarcastic criticism of Arabic literature. His A/
Fusul wa al-ghayat (“Paragraphs and Periods™) is an ironic
commentary on man and nature but is presented as a
sequence of pious exhortations in rhymed prose. It has
scandalized the pious, some of whom see it as a parody
of the Qur'an. Ma‘arri’s true intention in this book, which
came to light only recently, is unknown.

Development of literary prose. During the ‘Abbasid pe-
riod, literary prose also began to develop. Ibn al-Mugaffa‘
(died c. 756), of Persian origin, translated the fables of
Bidpai into Arabic under the title Kalilah wa Dimnah.
These fables provided Islamic culture with a seemingly
inexhaustible treasure of tales and parables, which are
to be found in different guises throughout the whole of
Muslim literature. He also introduced into Arabic the fic-
titious chronicles of the Persian Khwatay-namak (“Book
of Kings”). This was the source of a kind of pre-Islamic
mythology that the literati preferred above the some-
what meagre historical accounts of the Arab pagan past
otherwise available to them. These activities demanded
a smooth prose style, and Ibn al-Muqaffa® has therefore
rightly been regarded as the inaugurator of what is called

“secretarial literature” (that produced by secretaries in
the official chancelleries). He also translated writings on
ethics and the conduct of government, which helped to
determine the rules of etiquette (adab). His works are the
prototype of the “Mirror for Princes” literature, which
flourished during the late Middle Ages both in Iran and in
the West. In this literature, a legendary Persian counselor,
Bozorgmehr, was presented as a paragon of wise con-
duct. Later, stories were invented that combined Qur’anic
heroes with historical characters from the Iranian past.

A growing interest in things outside the limits of Bedouin
life was reflected in a quantity of didactic yet entertaining
prose by such masters as the broadminded and immensely
learned al-Jahiz (died 869). In response to the wide-ranging
curiosity of urban society, the list of his subjects includes
treatises on theology, on misers, on donkeys, and on
thieves. His masterpiece is Kitab al-Hayawan (“Book of
Animals”), which has little to do with zoology but is
a mine of information about Arab proverbs, traditions,
superstitions, and the like. Al-Jahiz’s style is vigorous,
loquacious, and uninhibited. His work, however, is not
well constructed, and it lacks the clear sobriety of the
“secretarial style.” Yet the glimpses it affords into the life
of various strata of society during the 9th century have
rightly attracted the special interest of Western scholars.
Less impressive, but almost as multifaceted, are the trea-
tises of Ibn Abi ad-Dunya (died 894).

The concept of adab was soon enlarged to include not
only educational prose dealing with etiquette for all classes
of people but belles lettres in general. The classic example
of Arabic style for prose writers in this field, accepted as
such for almost a millennium, is the writing of the Persian
Ibn Qutaybah (died 889). His ‘Uyin al-akhbar (“Foun-
tains of Stories”), in 10 books, each dealing with a given
subject, provided a model to which numberless essayists
in the Muslim world conformed. In his book on poetry
and poets, Ibn Qutaybah dared, for the first time, to doubt
openly that pre-Islamic poetry was incomparable. The
most vigorous prose style was achieved by Aba Hayyan
at-Tawhidi (died 1023), who portrayed the weaknesses of
the two leading viziers, both notorious for their literary
ambitions, “...with such bitterness,” as Gibb remarks,
“that the book was reputed to bring misfortune upon all
who possessed a copy.” This work, like others by Tawhidi
that have quite recently been discovered, reveals the au-
thor’s sagacity and striking eloquence. His correspondence
on problems of philosophy with Miskawayh (died 1030),
the author of a widely circulated book on ethics and of
a general history, helps to complete the picture of this
extraordinary writer.

Some time about 800 the Arabs had learned the art of
papermaking from the Chinese. Henceforth, cheap writing
material was available, and literary output was prodigious.
The Fihrist (“Index”), compiled by the bookseller Ibn an-
Nadim in 988, gave a full account of the Arabic literature
extant in the 10th century. This Index covered all kinds
of literature, from philology to alchemy; but most of these
works unfortunately have been lost. In those years man-
uals of composition (insh@’) were written elaborating the
technique of secretarial correspondence, and they grew
into an accepted genre in Arabic as well as in Persian
and Turkish literature. The devices thought indispensable
for elegance in modern poetry were applied to prose. The
products were mannered, full of puns, verbal tricks, rid-
dles, and the like. The new style, which was also to affect
the historian’s art in later times, makes a good deal of
this post-classical Arabic prose look very different from
the terse and direct expression characteristic of the early
specimens. Rhymed prose, which at one time had been re-
served for such religious occasions as the Friday sermons,
was now regarded as an essential part of elegant style.

This rhetorical artistry found its most superb expression
in the maqgamah, a form invented by Badi‘ az-Zaman al-
Hamadhani (died 1008). Its master, however, was al-Hariri
(died 1122), postmaster (head of the intelligence service)
at Basra and an accomplished writer on grammatical sub-
jects. His 50 magamahs, which tell the adventures of Aba
Zayd as-Sariiji, with a wealth of language and learning,
come closer to the Western concept of short story than
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anything else in classical Arabic literature. They abound
in verbal conceits, ambivalence, assonance, alliteration,
palindromes; they change abruptly from earnest to jest,
from the crude to the most sublime, as the modern scholar
G.E. von Grunebaum has pointed out in his evaluation
of this form, which he regards as the most typical literary
reflection of the Islamic spirit. The work of al-Hariri has
certainly been widely admired in the East; it has been
imitated in Syriac and in Hebrew and has formed part of
the syllabus in Muslim high schools of India. The pleasure
to be derived from the brilliant artifice and ingenuity be-
hind such compositions has led to their being imitated in
other literary fields: quite often, in later Persian literature,
one finds poems—sometimes whole books—composed of
letters without diacritical marks (which distinguish other-
wise similar-looking letters) or even made up entirely of
unconnected letters. Even a commentary on the Quran,
in undotted letters, has been written in India (by Fayzi,
died 1595).

Achievements in the western Muslim world. The Ara-
bic literature of Moorish Spain and of the whole Maghrib
developed parallel with that of the eastern countries but
came to full flower somewhat later. Cérdoba, the seat of
the Umayyad rulers, was the centre of cultural life. Its
wonderful mosque has inspired Muslim poets right up to
the 20th century (such as Sir Muhammad Igbal, whose
Urdu ode, “The Mosque of Cordoba,” was written in
1935). Moorish Spain was a favourite topic for reformist
novelists of 19th-century Muslim India, who contrasted
their own country’s troubled state with the glory of classi-
cal Islamic civilization. Moorish Spain reached its cultural,
political, and literary heyday under ‘Abd ar-Rahman III
(912-961). Literary stylistic changes, as noted in Iraq and
Syria, spread to the west: there the old Bedouin style had
always been rare and soon gave way to descriptive and love
poetry. Ibn Hani’ (died 973) of Seville has been praised as
the Western counterpart of al-Mutanabbi, largely because
of his eulogies of the Fatimid caliph al-Mu‘izz, who at
that time still resided in North Africa. The entertaining
prose style of Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi (died 940) in his al-Igd
al-farid (“The Unique Necklace™) is similar to that of his
elder contemporary Ibn Qutaybah, and his book in fact
became more famous than that of his predecessor. Writers
on music and philology also flourished in Spain; literary
criticism was practiced by Ibn Rashiq (died 1064) and,
later, by al-Qartajanni (died 1285) in Tunis. Ibn Hazm
(died 1064), theologian and accomplished writer on pure
love, has already been mentioned.

Philosophy: Averroés and Avicenna.  Philosophy, medi-
cine, and theology, all of which flourished in the ‘Abbasid
East, were also of importance in the Maghrib; and from
there strong influences reached medieval Europe. The in-
fluences often came through the mediation of the Jews,
who, along with numerous Christians, were largely Arab-
ized in their cultural and literary outlook. The eastern
Muslim countries could boast of the first systematic writers
in the field of philosophy, including al-Kindi (died c. 870),
al-Farabi (died 950), and especially Avicenna (Ibn Sina,
died 1037). Avicenna’s work in philosophy, science, and
medicine was outstanding and was appreciated as such in
Europe. He also composed religious treatises and tales with
a mystical slant. One of his romances was reworked by the
Maghribi philosopher Ibn Tufayl (died 1185) in his book
Hayy ibn Yaqzan (“Alive Son of Awake”), or Philosophus
Autodidactus (the title of its first Latin translation, made
in 1671). It is the story of a self-taught man who lived
on a lonely island and who, in his maturity, attained the
full knowledge taught by philosophers and prophets. This
theme was elaborated often in later European literature.

The dominating figure in the kingdom of the Almohads,
however, was the philosopher Averroés (Ibn Rushd, died
1198), court physician of the Berber kings in Marrakush
(Marrakech) and famous as the great Arab commentator
on Aristotle. The importance of his frequently misinter-
preted philosophy in the formation of medieval Christian
thought is well known. Among his many other writings,
especially notable is his merciless reply to an attack on
philosophy made by Ghazali (died 1111). Ghazali had
called his attack Tahafut al-falasifah (The Incoherence of
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the Philosophers), while Averroés’ equally famous reply
was entitled Tahafut at-tahafut (The Incoherence of the In-
coherence). The Persian-born Ghazali had, after giving up
a splendid scholarly career, become the most influential
representative of moderate Sufism. His chief work, Ihy@
‘ulim ad-din (“The Revival of the Religious Sciences”),
was based on personal religious experiences and is a
perfect introduction to the pious Muslim’s way to God.
It inspired much later religious poetry and prose. The
numerous writings by mystics, who often expressed their
wisdom in rather cryptic language (thereby contributing to
the profundity of Arabic vocabulary), and the handbooks
of religious teaching produced in eastern Arab and Per-
sian areas (Sarrdj, Kalabadhi, Qushayri, and, in Muslim
India, al-Hujwiri) are generally superior to those produced
in western Muslim countries. Yet the greatest Islamic
theosophist of all, Ibn al-‘Arabi (died 1240), was Spanish
in origin and was educated in the Spanish tradition. His
writings, in both poetry and prose, shaped large parts of
Islamic thought during the following centuries. Much of
the later literature of eastern Islam, particularly Persian
and Indo-Persian mystical writings, indeed, can be under-
stood only in the light of his teachings. Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
lyrics are typical ghazals, sweet and flowing. From the late
9th century, Arabic-speaking mystics had been composing
verses often meant to be sung in their meetings. At first
a purely religious vocabulary was employed, but soon the
expressions began to oscillate between worldly and heav-
enly love. The ambiguity thus achieved eventually became
a characteristic feature of Persian and Turkish lyrics.

Among the Arabs, religious poetry mainly followed the
classical gasidah models, and the poets lavishly decorated
their panegyrics to the Prophet Muhammad with every
conceivable rhetorical embellishment. Examples of this
trend include al-Burdah (“The Mantle”) of al-Busiri (died
1298), upon which dozens of commentaries have been
written (and which has been translated into most of the
languages of Muslims because of the power to bless at-
tributed to it). More sophisticated but less well known is
an ode on the Prophet by the Iraqgi poet Safi ad-Din al-
Hilli (died 1350), which contains 151 rhetorical figures.
The “letters of spiritual guidance” developed by the mys-
tics are worth mentioning as a literary genre. They have
been popular everywhere; from the western Islamic world
the letters of Ibn ‘Abbad (died 1390) of Ronda (in Spain)
are outstanding examples of this category, being written
clearly and lucidly.

Geographical literature. The Maghrib also made a sub-
stantial contribution to geographical literature, a field ea-
gerly cultivated by Arab scholars since the 9th century.
The Sicilian geographer ash-Sharif al-Idrisi produced a fa-
mous map of the world and accompanied it with a detailed
description in his Kitab nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ikhtiraq al-
afaq (“The Delight of Him Who Wishes to Traverse the
Regions of the World,” 1154), which he dedicated to his
patron, Roger II. The Spanish traveler Ibn Jubayr (died
1217), while on pilgrimage to Mecca, kept notes of his
experiences and adventures. The resulting book became
a model for the later pilgrims’ manuals that are found
everywhere in the Muslim world. The Maghribi explorer
Ibn Battutah (died 1368/69 or 1377) described his exten-
sive travels to the Far East, India, and the region of the
Niger in a book filled with information about the cultural
state of the Muslim world at that time. The value of his
narrative is enhanced by the simple and pleasing style in
which it is written.

Poetry. In the field of poetry, Spain, which produced a
considerable number of masters in the established poetical
forms, also began to popularize strophic poetry, possibly
deriving from indigenous models. The muwashshah (“gir-
dled”) poem, written in the classical short metres and
arranged in four- to six-line stanzas, was elaborated, en-
riched by internal rhymes, and, embodying some popular
expressions in the poem’s final section, soon achieved
a standardized form. The theme is almost always love.
Among the greatest lyric poets of Spain was Ibn Zaydin
of Coérdoba (died 1071), who was of noble birth. After
composing some charming love songs dedicated to the
Umayyad princess Walladah, he turned his hand to po-
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etic epistles. He is the author of a beautiful muwashshah
about his hometown, which many later poets imitated.
When the muwashshah was transplanted to the eastern
Arabic countries, however, it lost its original spontaneity
and became as stereotyped as every other lyric form of
expression during the later Middle Ages. Another strophic
form developed in Spain is the songlike zajal (melody), in-
teresting for its embodiment of dialect phrases and the use
of occasional words from Romance languages. Its master
was Ibn Quzman of Cordoba (died 1160), whose life-style
was similar to that of Western troubadours. His approach
to life as expressed in these melodious poems, together
with their mixed idiom, suggests an interrelationship with
the vernacular troubadour poetry of Spain and France.

Historiography: Ibn Khaldiin. Any survey of western
Muslim literary achievements would be incomplete if it
did not mention the most profound historiographer of
the Islamic world, the Tunisian Ibn Khaldin (died 1406).
History has been called the characteristic science of the
Muslims because of the Quranic admonition to discover
signs of the divine in the fate of past peoples. Islamic
historiography has produced histories of the Muslim con-
quests, world histories, histories of dynasties, court annals,
and biographical works classified by occupation—scholars,
poets, and theologians. Yet, notwithstanding their learn-
ing, none of the earlier writers had attempted to produce
a comprehensive view of history. Ibn Khaldin, in the fa-
mous Mugaddimah or introduction to a projected general
history, Kitab al-ibar, sought to explain the basic factors
in the historical development of the Islamic countries. His
own experiences, gained on a variety of political missions
in North Africa, proved useful in establishing general prin-
ciples that he could apply to the manifestations of Islamic
civilization. He created, in fact, the first “sociological”
study of history, free from bias. Yet his book was little
appreciated by his fellow historians, who still clung to
the method of accumulating facts without shaping them
properly into a well-structured whole. Ibn Khaldan’s work
eventually attracted the interest of Western Orientalists,
historians, and sociologists alike; and some of his analyses
are still held in great esteem.

Decline of the Arabic language. Ibn Khaldin, who had
served in his youth as ambassador to Pedro I the Cruel,
of Castile, and in his old age as emissary to Timur, died
in Cairo. After the fall of Baghdad in 1258, this city had
become the centre of Muslim learning. Historians there
recorded every detail of the daily life and the policies of
the Mamluak sultans; theologians and philologists worked
under the patronage of Turkish and Circassian rulers who
often did not speak a word of Arabic. The amusing,
semicolloquial style of the historian Ibn lyas (died after
1521) is an interesting example of the deterioration of
the Arabic language. While classical Arabic was still the
ideal of every literate man, it had become exclusively a
“learned” language. Even some copyists who transcribed
classical works showed a deplorable lack of grammatical
knowledge. It is hardly surprising that poetry composed
under such circumstances should be restricted to insipid
versification and the repetition of well-worn clichés.

MIDDLE PERIOD: THE RISE
OF PERSIAN AND TURKISH POETRY

The new Persian style. During the ‘Abbasid period, the
Persian influence upon the Arabic had grown consider-
ably: at the same time, a distinct Modern Persian literature
came into existence in northeastern Iran, where the house
of the Samanids of Bukhara and Samarkand had revived
the memory of Sasanian glories.

The first famous representative of this new literature was
the poet Radaki (died 940/941), of whose gasidahs only
a few have survived. He also worked on a Persian version
of Kalilah wa Dimnah, however, and on a version of the
Sendbad-nameh. Rudaki’s poetry, modeled on the Arabic
rules of prosody that without exception had been applied
to Persian, already points ahead to many of the charac-
teristic features of later Persian poetry. The imagery in
particular is sophisticated, although when compared with
the mannered writing of subsequent times his verse was
considered sadly simple. From the 10th century onward,

Persian poems were written at almost every court in the
Iranian areas, sometimes in dialectical variants (for exam-
ple, in Tabarestani dialect at the Zeyarid court). In many
cases the poets were bilingual, excelling in both Arabic
and Persian (a gift shared by many non-Arab writers up
to the 19th century).

Influence of Mahmiud of Ghazna. The first important
centre of Persian literature existed at Ghazna (present-day
Ghazni, Afg.), at the court of Mahmud of Ghazna (died
1030) and his successors, who eventually extended their
empire to northwestern India. Himself an orthodox war-
rior, Mahmaud in later love poetry was transformed into a
symbol of “a slave of his slave” because of his love for a
Turkmen officer, Ayaz. Under the Ghaznavids, lyric and
epic poetry both developed, as did the panegyric. Classical
Iranian topics became the themes of poetry, resulting in
such diverse works as the love story of Vameq and ‘Azra
(possibly of Greek origin) and the Shah-nameh (“Book of
Kings”). A number of gifted poets praised Mahmud, his
successors, and his ministers. Among them was Farrokhi
of Seistan (died 1037), who was the author of a powerful
elegy on Mahmud’s death, one of the finest compositions
of Persian court poetry.

Epic and romance. The main literary achievement of
the Ghaznavid period, however, was that of Ferdowsi
(died 1020). He compiled the inherited tales and legends
about the Persian kings in one grand epic, the Shah-
nameh, which contains between 35,000 and 60,000 verses
in short rhyming couplets. It deals with the history of
Iran from its beginnings—that is, from the “time” of the
mythical kings—passing on to historical events, giving in-
formation about the acceptance of the Zoroastrian faith,
Alexander’s invasion, and, eventually, the conquest of the
country by the Arabs. A large part of the work centres on
tales of the hero Rostam. These stories are essentially part
of a different culture, thus revealing something about the
Indo-European sources of Iranian mythology. The strug-
gle between Iran and Turan (the central Asian steppes
from which new waves of nomadic conquerors distributed
Iran’s urban culture) forms the central theme of the
book; and the importance of the legitimate succession of
kings, who are endowed with royal charisma, is reflected
throughout the composition. The poem contains very few
Arabic words and is often considered the masterpiece of
Persian national literature, although it lacks proper histor-
ical perspective. Its episodes have been the inspiration of
miniaturists since the 14th century. Numerous attempts
have been made to emulate it in Iran, India, and Turkey.

Other epic poems, on a variety of subjects, were composed
during the 11th century. The first example is Asadi’s (died
¢. 1072) didactic Garshasb-nameh (“Book of Garshasb”),
whose hero is very similar to Rostam. The tales of Alexan-
der and his journeys through foreign lands were another
favourite topic. Poetical romances were also being written
at this time; they include the tale of Varqeh o-Golshah by
‘Eyyuqi (11th century) and Vis o-Ramin by Fakhr od-Din
Gorgani (died after 1055), which has parallels with the
Tristan story of medieval romance. These were soon su-
perseded, however, by the great romantic epics of Nezami
of Ganja (died ¢. 1209), in Caucasia. The latter are known
as the Khamseh (“Quintet”) and, though the names of Vis
or Vameq continued for some time to serve as symbols of
the longing lover, it was the poetical work of Nezami that
supplied subsequent writers with a rich store of images,
similes, and stories to draw upon. The first work of his
Khamseh, Makhzan ol-asrar (“Treasury of Mysteries™), is
didactic in intention; the subjects of the following three
poems are traditional love stories. The first is the Arabic
romance of Majniin, who went mad with love for Layla.
Second is the Persian historical tale of Shirin, a Christian
princess, loved by both the Sasanian ruler Khosrow II
Parviz and the stonecutter Farhad. The third story, Haft
peykar (“Seven Beauties”), deals with the adventures of
Bahram Gur, a Sasanian prince, and seven princesses,
each connected with one day of the week, one particular
star, one colour, one perfume, and so on. The last part of
the Khamseh is Eskandar-nameh, which relates the adven-
tures of Alexander III the Great in Africa and Asia, as well
as his discussions with the wise philosophers. It thus follows

Ferdowsi’s
literary
achieve-
ment

The epics
of Nezami



Decline of
the qasidah
form

the traditions about Alexander and his tutor, Aristotle,
emphasizing the importance of a counselor-philosopher
in the service of a mighty emperor. Nezami’s ability to
present a picture of life through highly refined language
and a wholly apt choice of images is quite extraordinary.
Human feelings, as he describes them, are fully believ-
able; and his characters are drawn with a keen insight
into human nature. Not surprisingly, Nezami’s work in-
spired countless poets’ imitations in different languages—
including Turkish, Kurdish, and Urdu—while painters
constantly illustrated his stories for centuries afterward.

Other poetic forms. In addition to epic poetry, the lesser
forms, such as the gasidah and ghazal, developed during
the 11th and 12th centuries. Many poets wrote at the
courts of the Seljugs and also at the Ghaznavid court
in Lahore, where the poet Masud-e Sa‘d-e Salman (died
1121) composed a number of heartfelt gasidahs during
his political imprisonment. They are outstanding exam-
ples of the category of habsiyah (prison poem), which
usually reveals more of the author’s personal feelings than
other literary forms. Other famous examples of habsiyahs
include those written by the Arab knight Aba Firas (died
968) in a Byzantine prison; those by Muhammad II al-
Mu‘tamid of Seville (died 1095) in the dungeons of the
Almohads; those by the 12th-century Persian Khagani;
those by the Urdu poets Ghalib, in the 19th, and Faiz, in
the 20th century; and by the contemporary Turkish poet
Nazim Hikmet (died 1963).

The most complicated forms were mastered by poets
of the very early period, the limits of artificiality being
reached in Azerbaijani gasidahs by the poet Qatran (died
1072), whose work displays virtuosity for virtuosity’s sake.
The court poets tried to top one another in the accumu-
lation of complex metaphors and paradoxes, each hoping
to win the coveted title “Prince of Poets.” Anvari (died
c. 1189), whose patrons were the Seljugs, is considered
the most accomplished writer of panegyrics in the Persian
tongue. His verses contain little descriptive material but
abound in learned allusions. His “Tears of Khorasan,”
mourning the passing of Seljuq glory, is among the best
known of Persian gasidahs. In the west of Iran, Anvari’s
contemporary Khagani (died ¢. 1190), who wrote mainly
at the court of the Shirvan-Shahs of Transcaucasia, is the
outstanding master of the hyperbolic style. His mother
was a Christian, and his imagery has more than the usual
amount of allusions to Christian themes. His vocabulary
seems inexhaustible; he uses uncommon rhetorical devices
and very strong language. His poems, with their long
chains of oath-formulae (sowgandnameh), are as impres-
sive as his poignant antithetic formulations. Khagani’s
verses on the ruined Taq Kisra at Ctesiphon on the Tigris
have become proverbial. His gasidahs on the pilgrimage
to Mecca, which also ihspired his masnavi, Tuhfat al-
‘Iragayn ol-‘Erageyn (“Gift of the Two Irags™), translate
most eloquently the feelings of a Muslim at the festive
occasion. In the hand of lesser poets, however, gasidah
writing became more and more conventionalized, repeat-
ing outworn clichés and employing inflated terms entirely
devoid of feeling.

Scholarship: al-Biriini. The Ghaznavid and Seljuq pe-
riods produced first-rate scholars such as al-Birtuni (died
1048) who, writing in Arabic, investigated Hinduism and
gave the first unprejudiced account of India—indeed, of
any non-Islamic culture. He also wrote notable books on
chronology and history. In his search for pure knowledge
he is undoubtedly one of the greatest minds in Islamic
history. Interest in philosophy is represented by Naser-e
Khosrow (died 1087/88) who acted for a time as a mis-
sionary for the Isma‘ili branch of Shi‘ah Islam. His book
about his journey to Egypt, entitled Safar-nameh, is a
pleasing example of simple, clearly expressed, early Per-
sian prose. His poetical works in the main seek to combine
Greek wisdom and Islamic thought: the gnostic Isma‘ili
interpretation of Islam seemed, to him, an ideal vehicle
for a renaissance of the basic Islamic truths.

Robd‘iyat: Omar Khayyam. The work done in math-
ematics by early Arabic scholars and by al-Birini was
continued by Omar Khayyam (died 1122), to whom the
Seljuq empire in fact owes the reform of its calendar.
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But Omar has become famous in the West through the
free adaptations by Edward FitzGerald of his robd‘iyat.
These quatrains have been translated into almost every
known language and are largely responsible for colouring
European ideas about Persian poetry. The authenticity of
these verses has often been questioned. The quatrain is an
easy form to use—many have been scribbled on Persian
pottery of the 13th century—and the same verse has been
attributed to many different authors. The latest research
into the question of the robd‘iyat has established that a
certain number of the quatrains can, indeed, be traced
back to the great scientist who condensed in them his
feelings and thoughts, his skepticism and love, in such
an enthralling way that they appeal to every reader. The
imagery he uses, however, is entirely inherited; none of it
is original. (One of the most noted, and notorious, writers
of this genre was the poetess Mahsati [first half of the 12th
century], who frequently addressed members of different
professions in rather frivolous lines.) The quatrain was
also popular as a means of embodying pieces of mystical
wisdom. One has to do away with the old theory that the
first author of such mystical robd‘iyat was Abu Sa‘id ibn
Abu al-Khayr (died 1049). A number of his contempo-
raries, however, including Baba Taher ‘Oryan (died after
1055), used simpler forms of the quatrain, sometimes in
order to express their mystical concepts.

The mystical poem. Whereas the mystical thought stem-
ming from Iran had formerly been written in Arabic, writ-
ers from the 11th century onward turned to Persian. Along
with works of pious edification and theoretical discussions,
what was to be one of the most common types of Persian
literature came into existence: the mystical poem. Khwa-
jah ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari of Herat (died 1088), a prolific
writer on religious topics in both Arabic and Persian, first
popularized the literary “prayer,” or mystical contempla-
tion, written in Persian in thyming prose interspersed with
verses. Sana’i (died 1131?), at one time a court poet of the
Ghaznavids, composed the first mystical epic, the didactic
Hadiqat al-hagiqat wa shari ‘at aj-tarigah (“The Garden of
Truth and the Law of the Path”), which has some 10,000
verses. In this lengthy and rather dry poem, the pattern
for all later mystical masnavis is established: wisdom is
embodied in stories and anecdotes; parables and proverbs
are woven into the texture of the story, eventually leading
back to the main subject, although the argument is with-
out thread and the narration puzzling to follow. Among
Sana’t’s smaller masnavis, Sayr al-‘ibad ila al-ma‘ad (“The
Journey of the Servants to the Place of Return™) deserves
special mention. Its theme is the journey of the spirit
through the spheres, a subject dear to the mystics and still
employed in modern times as, for example, by Igbal in
his Persian Javid-nameh (1932). Sana’i’s epic endeavours
were continued by one of the most prolific writers in the
Persian tongue, Farid od-Din ‘Attar (died c¢. 1220). He
was a born storyteller, a fact that emerges from his lyrics
but even more so from his works of edification. The most
famous among his masnavis is the Mantiq ut-tayr (The
Conversation of the Birds), modeled after some Arabic al-
legories. It is the story of 30 birds, who, in search of their
spiritual king, journey through seven valleys. The poem is
full of tales, some of which have been translated even into
the most remote Islamic languages. (The story of the pious
Sheykh San‘an, who fell in love with a Christian maiden,
is found, for example, in Kashmiri.) ‘Attar’s symbolism
of the soul-bird was perfectly in accord with the existing
body of imagery beloved of Persian poetry, but it was he
who added a scene in which the birds eventually realize
their own identity with God (because they, being si morgh,
or “30 birds,” are identified with the mystical Semorgh,
who represents God). Also notable are his Eldhi-nameh,
an allegory of a king and his six sons, and his profound
Mogsibat-nameh (“Book of Affliction”), which closes with
its hero’s being immersed in the ocean of his soul after
wandering through the 40 stages of his search for God.
The epic exteriorizes the mystic’s experiences in the 40
days of seclusion.

Importance of Mawlana Jalal ad-Din ar-Rumi. The
most famous of the Persian mystical masnavis is by Maw-
lana (“Our Lord™) Jalal ad-Din ar-Rami (died 1273) and
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is known simply as the Masnavi. It comprises some 26,000
verses and is a complete—though quite disorganized—
encyclopaedia of all the mystical thought, theories, and
images known in the 13th century. It is regarded by most
of the Persian-reading orders of Sufis as second in impor-
tance only to the Qur'an. Its translation into many Islamic
languages and the countless commentaries written on it up
to the present day indicate its importance in the formation
of Islamic poetry and religious thought. Jalal ad-Din, who
hailed from Balkh and settled in Konya, the capital of
the Rim, or Anatolian Seljugs (and hence was surnamed
“Rami”), was also the author of love lyrics whose beauty
surpasses even that of the tales in the Masnavi. Mystical
love poetry had been written since the days of Sana’i, and
theories of love had been explained in the most subtle prose
and sensitive verses by the Sufis of the early 12th century.
Yet Rumi’s experience of mystical love for the wandering
mystic, Shams ad-Din of Tabriz, was so ardent and en-
raptured him to such an extent that he identified himself
completely with Shams, going so far as to use the beloved’s
name as his own pen name. His dithyrambic lyrics, num-
bering more than 30,000 verses altogether, are not at all
abstract or romantic. On the contrary, their vocabulary
and imagery are taken directly from everyday life, so that
they are vivid, fresh, and convincing. Often their rhythm
invites the reader to partake in the mystical dance prac-
ticed by Rumi’s followers, the Mawlawiyah. His verses
sometimes approach the form of popular folk poetry; in-
deed, Rimi is reputed to have written mostly under inspi-
ration; and despite his remarkable poetical technique, the
sincerity of his love and longing is never overshadowed,
nor is his personality veiled. In these respects he is unique
in Persian literature.

Zenith of Islamic literature. During the 13th century,
the Islamic lands were exposed, on the political plane, to
the onslaught of the Mongols and the abolition of the
‘Abbasid caliphate, while vast areas were laid to waste.
Yet this was in fact the period in which Islamic literatures
reached their zenith. Apart from Rami’s superb poetry,
written in the comparative safety of Konya, there was also
the work of the Egyptian Ibn al-Farid (died 1235), who
composed some magnificent, delicately written mystical
poems in gagsidah style, and that of Ibn al-‘Arabi, who
composed love lyrics and numerous theosophical works
that were to become standard. In Iran, one of the great-
est literati, Mosleh od-Din Sa‘di (died 1292), returned in
about 1256 to his birthplace, Shiraz, after years of jour-
neying; his Biistan (“The Orchard”) and Golestan (“Rose
Garden”) have been popular ever since. The Bustan is
a didactic poem telling wise and uplifting moral tales,
written in polished, easy-flowing style and a simple me-
tre; the Golestan, completed one year later, in 1258, has
been judged “. . . the finest flower that could blossom in a
Sultan’s garden” (Herder). Its eight chapters deal with dif-
ferent aspects of human life and behaviour. At first sight,
its prose and poetical fragments appear to be simple and
unassuming; but not a word could be changed without
destroying the perfect harmony of the sound, imagery, and
content. Sa‘'di’s Golestan is thus essential in discovering
the nature of the finest Persian literary style. Since the
mid-17th century, its moralizing stories have been trans-
lated into many Western languages. Sa‘di was likewise the
author of some spirited ghazals; he may have been the
first writer in Iran to compose the sort of love poetry
that is now thought of as characteristic of the ghazal. A
few of his gasidahs are also of note, although he is at his
best in shorter forms. His elegant aphoristic poems, words
of wisdom, and sensible advice all display what has been
called the philosophy of common sense—how to act in
any given situation so as to make the best of it both for
oneself and others, basing one’s conduct on the virtues of
gentleness, elegance, modesty, and polite behaviour.

The influence of mysticism, on the one hand, and of the
elaborate Persian poetical tradition, on the other, is ap-
parent during the later decades of the 13th century, both
in Anatolia and in Muslim India. The Persian mystic,
Fakhr-ud-Din ‘Iraqi (died 1289), a master of delightful love
lyrics, lived for almost 25 years in Multan (in present-day
Pakistan), where his lively ghazals are still sung. His short

treatises, in a mixture of poetry and prose (and written
under Ibn al-‘Arabi’s influence), have been imitated of-
ten. While in Multan he may have met the young Amir
Khosrow of Delhi (died 1325), who was one of the most
versatile authors to write in Persian, not only in India
but in the entire realm of Persian culture. Amir Khosrow,
son of a Turkish officer, but whose mother was Indian, is
often styled, because of the sweetness of his speech, “the
parrot of India.” (In Persian, it should be noted, parrots
are always “sugar-talking”; they are, moreover, connected
with Paradise and are thought of as wise birds—thus mod-
els of the sweet-voiced sage.) He wrote panegyrics of seven
successive kings of Delhi and was also a pioneer of Indian
Muslim music. Imitating Nezami’s Khamseh, Khosrow
introduced a novelistic strain into the masnavi by recount-
ing certain events of his own time in poetical form, some
parts of which are lyrics. His style of lyrical poetry has been
described as “powdered”; and his ghazals contain many
of the elements that in the 16th and 17th centuries were
to become characteristic of the “Indian” style. Khosrow’s
poetry surprises the reader in its use of unexpected forms
and unusual images, complicated constructions and verbal
plays, all handled fluently and presented in technically
perfect language. His books on the art of letter writing
prove his mastery of high-flown Persian prose. Khosrow’s
younger contemporary, Hasan of Delhi (died 1328), is less
well known and had a more simple style. He nevertheless
surpassed Khosrow in warmth and charm, qualities that
have earned him the title of “the Sa‘di of Hindustan.”
Turkish literature. As for the literary developments in
Turkey around 1300, the mystical singer Yunus Emre is
the first and most important in a long line of popular
poets. Little is known about his life, which he probably
spent not far from the Sakarya River of Asia Minor.
Before him, in Central Asia, the religious leader Ahmed
Yesevi (died 1166) had written some rather dry verses
on wisdom in Turkish. Yunus, in Anatolia, however, was
the first known poet to have caught something of Rumi’s
fervour and translated it into a provincial setting, creat-
ing “...a Turkish vernacular poetry that was to be the
model for all subsequent literary productions of popular
religion.” Sometimes he used the inherited Arabo-Persian
prosody, but his best poems are those written in four-line
verses using syllable-counting metres. Yunus drew heavily
on the reservoir of imagery that had been collected by
the great Persian writing mystics, notably Rami; but his
classical technique did not hinder the expression of his
own unself-conscious simplicity, which led him to intro-
duce new images taken from everyday life in Anatolian
villages. His ilahis (hymns), probably written to be sung at
the meetings of the Sufis in the centres of their orders, are
still loved by the Turks and memorized by their children.
Influence of Yunus Emre. The Turkish people rightly
claim Yunus as the founder of Turkish literature proper.
His poetry is considered the chief pillar of poetry of the
Bektashiyah Sifi order, and many poets of this and other
orders have imitated his style (though without reaching the
same level of poetic truth and human warmth). Among
the later poets claimed by the Bektashis may be mentioned
Kaygusuz Abdal (15th century), who probably came from
the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire. His
verses are full of burlesque and even coarse images: in
their odd mixture of worldliness and religious expression
they are often as amusing as they are puzzling. In the 16th
century, Pir Sultan Abdal (executed c¢. 1560) is noted for
a few poems of austere melancholy. He was executed for
collaboration with the Safavids, the archenemies of the
Ottomans; and in this connection it is worth remember-
ing that the founder of the Iranian Safavid dynasty, Shah
Esma‘il I (died 1524), wrote Turkish poetry under the pen
name Khata’i and is counted among the Bektashi poets.
Religious poetry. Mystically tinged poetry has always
been very popular in Turkey, both in cities and rural areas.
The best loved religious poem of all was, and still is, Siiley-
man Celebi’s (died 1419) Mevlid, a quite short masnavi
in honour of the Prophet Muhammad’s birth. This type
of poetry has been known in the Islamic countries since
at least the 12th century and was soon adopted wherever
Islam spread. There are a great number of mevliid written
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in Turkish, but it was Silleyman Celebi’s unpretentious
description of the great religious event that captured the
hearts of the Turks; and it is still sung on many occasions
(on the anniversary of a death, for example). The poem
makes an excellent introduction to an understanding of
the deep love for the Prophet felt by the pious Muslim.

Persian literature: 1300-1500. In the Iran of the Middle
Ages, a vast number of poets flourished at the numerous
courts. Not only professional poets but even the kings and
princes contributed more or less successfully to the body of
Persian poetry. Epics, panegyrics, and mystico-didactical
poetry had all reached their finest hour by the end of the
13th century; the one genre to attain perfection slightly
later was the ghazal, of which Mohammad Shams od-Din
Hafez (died 1389/90) is the incontestable master.

Lyric poetry: Mohammad Shams od-Din Hafez. Hafez
lived in Shiraz; his pen name—“Who Knows the Qur-
’an by Heart”—indicates his wide religious education, but
little is known about the details of his life. The same
is true of many Persian lyrical poets, since their prod-
ucts rarely contain much trustworthy biographical mate-
rial. Hafez’s comparatively small collection of work—his
Divan contains about 400 ghazals—was soon acclaimed
as the finest lyrical poetry ever written in Persian. The
discussion of whether or not to interpret its wine and
love songs on a mystical plane has continued for cen-
turies. Yet this discussion seems sterile since Hafez, whose
verbal images shine like jewels, is an outstanding expo-
nent of the ambiguous and oscillating style that makes
Persian poetry so attractive and so difficult to trans-
late. The different levels of experience are all expressed
through the same images and symbols: the beloved is
always cruel, whether a chaste virgin (a rare case in Per-
sian poetry!) or a professional courtesan, or, as in most
cases, a handsome young boy, or God himself, mysteri-
ous and unattainable—or even, on the political plane, the
remote despot, the wisdom of whose schemes must never
be questioned by his subjects. Since mystical interpreta-
tion of the world order had become almost second nature
to Persians during the 13th century, the human beloved
could effortlessly be regarded as God’s manifestation; the
rose became a symbol of highest divine beauty and glory;
the nightingale represented the yearning and complaining
soul; wine, cup, and cupbearer became the embodiment of
enrapturing divine love. The poets’ multicoloured images
were not merely decorative embroidery but were a struc-
tural part of their thought. One must not expect Hafez (or
any other poet) to unveil his personal feelings in a lyrical
poem of experience. But no other Persian poet has used
such complex imagery on so many different levels with
such harmonious and well-balanced lucidity as did Hafez.
His true greatness lies in this rather than in the content
of his poetry. It must be stressed again that, according
to the traditional view, each verse of a ghazal should be
unique, precious for its own sake, and that the apparent
lack of logic behind the sequence of verses was considered
a virtue rather than a defect. (It may help to think of the
glass pieces in a kaleidoscope, which appear in different
patterns from moment to moment, yet themselves form
no logical pattern.) To what extent an “inner rhythm”
and a “contrapuntal harmony” can be detected in Hafez’s
poetry is still a matter for discussion; but that he perfected
the ghazal form is indisputable. Whether he is praised as
a very human love poet, as an interpreter of esoteric lore,
or, as has been recently suggested, as a political critic,
his verses have a continuing appeal to all lovers of art
and artistry.

Parodies of classic forms. Hafez’s contemporary in
Shiraz was the satirist ‘Obeyd-e Zakani (died 1371), noted
for his obscene verses (even the most moralistic and mys-
tical poets sometimes produced surprisingly coarse and
licentious lines) and for his short masnavi called Miish
o-gorbeh (“Mouse and Cat™), an amusing political satire.
Since few new forms or means of expression were open to
them, ‘Obeyd and other poets began ridiculing the classic
models of literature: thus, Boshaq (died ¢. 1426) composed
odes and ghazals exclusively on the subject of food.

The Timurid period in Iran produced only moderately
good poetry, despite the rulers’ interest in art. Allegorical
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masnavis were much in vogue, such as the Shabestan-e
khayal (“Bedchamber of Fantasy”) by the prolific writer
Fattahi of Nishapiir (died 1448) and Gy o-chowgan (“Ball
and Polo-stick”) by ‘Arefi (died 1449); the latter work is
an elaboration of the cliché that the lover is helpless before
the will of his beloved, just as the ball is subject to the
will of the polo-stick (“...the head of the lover in the
polo-stick of the beloved’s tresses”).

Eclecticism of ‘Abd or-Rahman Jami. The last great
centre of Islamic art in the region of Iran was the Timurid
court of Herat, where Dowlatshah (died 1494) composed
his much-quoted biographical work on Persian poets. The
leading figure in this circle was ‘Abd or-Rahman Jami
(died 1492), who is sometimes considered the last and
most comprehensive of the “seven masters” in Persian lit-
erature, since he was a master of every literary genre and
did not specialize in one form only, as Anvari and Hafez,
among others, had done. Jami wrote an excellent imita-
tion of Nezami’s Khamseh, enlarging it by the addition
of two mystical masnavis into a septet called Haft owrang
(“The Seven Thrones,” or “Ursa Major”). His interest in
Safism—he was initiated into the Nagshbandiyah order—
is clear from his famous biographies of the Sufi saints
(which were an elaboration of a similar work by the 11th-
century ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari). In imitation of Sa‘di, Jami
also composed the Baharestan (“Orchard of Spring”), writ-
ten in prose interspersed with verses. He left no less than
three large divans, which contain work of high quality
and demonstrate his gift for inventing picturesque images.
Although his work abounds in lavishly ornamented verses,
his style on the whole lacks the perfect beauty of Hafez’s
lyrics and is already tending toward the heavier, more
opaque “Indian” style. Jami also wrote treatises about
literary riddles and various kinds of intellectual games, of
which Muslim society in the late 15th century was very
fond and which remain a feature of erudite Persian and
Turkish poetry. His influence on the work of later poets,
especially in Ottoman Turkey, was very powerful.

An interesting aspect of the Timurid court in Herat was
the attention given to Chagatai Turkish, which was spoken
in the eastern regions of Islam. ‘Ali Shir Nava’i, minister
at the court (and a close friend of Jami), emphasized the
beauties of his Turkic mother tongue as compared with
Persian in his Muhakamat al-lughatayn (“Judgment of
the Two Languages”). He composed most of his lyrics
and epics in Chagatai, which previously had been used by
some members of the Timurid family and their courtiers
for poetry but which became, thanks to him, an estab-
lished literary medium. Even the arts-loving ruler of He-
rat, Husayn Bayqara (died 1506), wrote poetry in Turkic,
following in every respect conventional literary taste.

Prose works: the “Mirror for Princes.” During the first
five centuries of Modern Persian literary life, a multitude
of prose works were written. Among them, the “Mirror for
Princes” deserves special mention. This genre, introduced
from Persian into Arabic as early as the 8th century,
flourished once more in Iran during the late 11th century.
One important example is the Qabiis-nameh by the Zey-
arid prince ‘Onsor ol-Ma‘ali Keykavus (died 1098), which
presents “a miscellany of Islamic culture in pre-Mongol
times.” At the same time, Nizam al-Mulk (died 1092), the
grand vizier of the Seljugs, composed his Seydsat-nameh
(“Book of Government”), a good introduction to the
statesman’s craft according to medieval Islamic standards.
The Seyasat-nameh was heavily influenced by pre-Islamic
Persian tradition. In the same period and environment,
even a mystic like al-Ghazali felt disposed to write a Na-
sthat al-mulitk (Counsel for Kings), although the idealized
relationship he makes between religious theory and prac-
tical statesmanship was not very realistic. A later mystic
to compose a similar work was Sayyid ‘Ali Hamadhani
(died 1385), who had settled in Kashmir and initiated its
Safi poetry. Others, especially in India, exhorted rulers in
their writings.

Belles lettres. Belles lettres proper found a fertile soil
in Iran. The fables of Kalilah wa Dimnah, for example,
were retold several times in Persian. The most famous ver-
sion, though a rather turgid one, is called Anvar-e soheyli
(“Lights of Canopus”) and was composed by a famous

Poetry
of the
Timurid
period

The “Book
of Gov-
ernment”



58 Islamic Arts

“Anec-
dotal”
writing

mystic, Hoseyn Wa‘ez-e Kashefi of Herat (died 1504).
The “cyclic story” form (in which several unconnected
tales are held together by a common framework or nar-
rator device), inherited from India, became as popular in
Iran as it had been in the Arabic-speaking countries. The
Sendbad-nameh and the Tuti-nameh (“Parrot Book™),
which is based on Indian tales, are both good examples of
the popular method whereby a variety of instructive stories
are skillfully strung together within a basic “running” story.
The first comprehensive collection of entertaining prose is
Jawami* al-hikayat (“Collections of Stories™), a veritable
storehouse of tales and anecdotes, by ‘Owfi (died c. 1230).
Anecdotes were an important feature of the biographical
literature that became popular in Iran and Muslim India.
Biographies of the poets of a certain age or of a specified
area were collected together. They provide the reader with
few concrete facts about the subjects concerned; but they
abound in anecdotes, sayings, and verses attributed to the
subjects, thus preserving material that otherwise might
have been lost. Many of these biographical manuals, such
as ‘Owfi’s Lubab al-albab (“Quintessence of the Hearts”)
or Dowlatshah’s Tazkirat ash-shu‘ara (“Biography of the
Poets”), make agreeable reading. The authors concerned
wished to demonstrate their own erudition and rhetorical
technique as much as to immortalize their subjects; con-
sequently, their books are important equally as stylistic
documents and as historical sources. One of the most
remarkable works in this field is Chahar magqaleh (“Four
Treatises”) by Nezami-ye ‘Aruzi, a writer from eastern
Iran. Written in about 1156, this little book is an excellent
introduction to the ideals of Persian literature and its writ-
ers, discussing in detail what is required to make a perfect
poet, giving a number of instances of the sort of poetic
craftsmanship thought especially admirable, and allowing
glimpses into the various arts in which the literary man
was expected to excel.

This tendency toward “anecdotal” writing, which is also
manifest in the work of a number of Arab historians, can
be observed in the cosmographical books and in some
of the historical books produced in medieval Iran. Ham-
dollah Mostowfi’s (died after 1340) cosmography, Nuzhat
al-qulub (“Pleasure of the Hearts”), like many earlier
works of this genre, underlined the mysterious aspects
of the marvels of creation and was the most famous of
several instructive collections of mixed folkloristic and
scientific material. Early miniaturists, too, loved to illus-
trate the most unlikely tales and pieces of information
given in such works. Historical writing proper had been
begun by the Persians as early as the late 10th cen-
tury, when Bal‘ami’s abridged translation of at-Tabari’s
(died 923) vast Arabic chronicle first acquainted them
with this outstanding piece of early Arabic historical lit-
erature. The heyday of historiography in Iran, however,
was the I1-Khanid period (mid-13th to mid-14th century).
Iran was then ruled by the successors of Genghis Khan,
and scholars began to extend their interest back to the
history of pre-Islamic Central Asia, whence the rulers had
come. Tarikh-e jehan-goshay (“History of the World Con-
queror”) by ‘Ata Malek-e Joveyni (died 1283) and Jami* at-
tawarikh (“Collector of Chronicles”) by the physician and
vizier Rashid ad-Din (executed 1318) are both outstand-
ing examples of histories filled with valuable information.
Although the writing of history became a firmly estab-
lished art in Iran and the adjacent Muslim countries, the
facts were unfortunately all too often concealed in a bom-
bastic style and a labyrinth of cumbersome, long-winded
sentences. A history written by Vassaf (died 1323) is the
most notorious example of turgidity, but even his style
was surpassed by some later writers. These stylistic tenden-
cies deeply influenced Turkish prose writing: 17th-century
Turkish historical works, such as those of Pegevi (died c.
1650) and Naima (died 1716), for this reason almost defy
translation. Later Persian prose in India suffered from the
same defects. This development in Persian and Turkish
prose is also reflected in the handbooks on style and letter
writing that were written during the 14th and 15th cen-
turies and afterward. They urged the practice of all the
artificial tricks of rhetoric by this time considered essential
for an elegant piece of prose.

Popular literature. Islamic literatures, however, should
not be thought to consist only of erudite and witty court
poetry, of frivolous or melancholy love lyrics full of liter-
ary conceits, or of works deeply mystical in content. Such
works are counterbalanced by a great quantity of popular
literature, of which the most famous expression is Alf lay-
lah wa laylah (The Thousand and One Nights, also known
as The Arabian Nights’ Entertainment). The tales collected
under this title come from different cultural areas; their
nucleus is of Indian origin, first translated into Persian as
Hazar afsanak (“Thousand Tales”) and then into Arabic.
These fanciful fairy tales were later expanded with stories
and anecdotes from Baghdad. Subsequently, some tales—
mainly from the lower strata of society—about rogues,
tricksters, and vagabonds were added in Egypt. Indepen-
dent series of stories, such as that of Sindbad the Sailor,
were also included. The entire collection is very important
as a reflection of several aspects of Oriental folklore and
allows, now and then, glimpses into the court life of the
various dynasties. Since its first translation into French
(1704), it has inspired many Western readers’ dreams
about the “romantic” East.

From pre-Islamic times the Arabs had recounted tales
of the ayyam al-“Arab (“Days of the Arabs™), which were
stories of their tribal wars, and had dwelt upon tales of the
heroic deeds of certain of their brave warriors, such as ‘An-
tarah. Modern research, however, suggests that his story in
its present setting belongs to the period of the Crusades.
The Egyptian queen, Shajar ad-Durr (died 1250), and the
first brave Mamliik ruler, Baybars I (died 1277), as well as
the adventures of the Bedouin tribe Bani Hilal on its way
to Tunisia, are all the subjects of lengthy popular tales.

In Iran, many of the historical legends and myths had
been borrowed and turned into high literature by Fer-
dowsi. Accounts of the glorious adventures of heroes from
early Islamic times were afterward retold throughout Iran,
India, and Turkey. Thus, the Dastan-e Amir Hamzeh, a
story of Muhammad’s uncle Hamzah ibn ‘Abd al-Muttal-
ib, was slowly enlarged by the addition of more and more
fantastic details. This form of dastan, as such literature
is called, to some extent influenced the first attempts at
novel writing in Muslim India during the 19th century.
The epics of Koroglu are common to both Iranian and
Turkish tradition. He was a noble warrior-robber who
became one of the central figures in folk literature from
Central Asia to Anatolia.

Some popular epics were composed in the late Middle
Ages, having as their basis local traditions. One such epic
had as its basis the Turco-Iranian legend of an 8th-century
hero, Abaa Muslim, another the Turkish tales of the knight
Danishmend. Other epics, such as the traditional Turkish
tale of Dede Korkut, were preserved by storytellers who
improvised certain parts of their tales (which were noted
down only afterward). Also, the role of the Safi orders
and of the artisans’ lodges in preserving and transmit-
ting such semihistorical popular epics seems to have been
considerable. Apart from heroic figures, the Muslim peo-
ples further share a comic character—basically a type of
low-class theologian, called Nasreddin Hoca in Turkish,
Juha in Arabic, and Mushfiqi in Tadzhik. Anecdotes about
this character, which embody the mixture of silliness and
shrewdness displayed by this “type,” have amused genera-
tions of Muslims.

Shortly after the introduction of the printing press,
Turkey and Iran began to produce cheap books, some-
times illustrated, containing popular romantic love stories.
Large numbers of fairy tales were published in these cheap
editions, and still other fairy tales have been collected by
European and Muslim folklorists.

A truly popular poetry is everywhere to be found: lul-
labies sung by Baluchi, Kurdish, and Ibo mothers have
obvious similarities; workers sing little rhythmical poems
to accompany their work, and nomads remember the ad-
ventures of their ancestors in their ballads. Such popular
poems often contain dialect expressions, and the metres
differ from the classical quantitative system. Some of
these simple verses, such as a two-line /anday in Pashto,
are among the most graceful products of Islamic poetry.
Many folksongs—Ilullabies, wedding songs, and dirges—
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have a distinct mystical flavour and reflect the simple
Muslim’s love for the Prophet and his trust in God’s
grace even under the most difficult circumstances. Irony
and wit are features of the riddle poem, a favourite form
among Muslims everywhere. Folk poets were also fond of
humorous descriptions of imaginary disputations between
two entities—they might compose dialogues between cof-
fee and tobacco (Morocco), between a big and a small
mosque (Yemen), between a cat and a dog, or between a
boy and a girl. This kind of literature in the semicolloquial
or dialectical Arabic poetry of the 17th and 18th centuries
in Yemen, Upper Egypt, and central Arabia would bear
a thorough study. All the Iranian and Turkic languages,
too, possess a rich heritage of popular poetry, which in
many cases appeals more immediately to modern tastes
than does the rather cerebral high literature of the urban
and court cultures.

THE PERIOD FROM 1500 TO 1800

According to Persian tradition, the last classic author
in literature was Jami, who died in 1492. In that year,
Christopher Columbus discovered America, and the Chris-
tians reconquered Granada, the last Moorish stronghold
of Spain. The beginning of the 16th century was as crucial
in the history of the Muslim East as in that of the West-
ern Hemisphere. In 1501, the young Esma‘il founded the
Safavid rule in Iran, and the Shi‘ah persuasion of Islam
was declared the state religion. At the same time, the
kingdoms of the last Timurid rulers in Central Asia were
overthrown by the Uzbeks, who, for a while, tried to con-
tinue the cultural tradition in both Persian and Turkic at
their courts in Bukhara. In 1526, after long struggles, one
member of the Timurid house, Babur, laid the foundation
of the Mughal Empire in India. In the Near East, the
Ottoman Turks, having expanded their empire (beginning
in the late 13th century) from northwestern Anatolia into
the Balkans, conquered crumbling Mamlik Egypt and ad-
jacent countries, including the sacred places of Mecca and
Medina in 1516-17. Thus, three main blocks emerged,
and the two strongholds of Sunni Islam—Ottoman Turkey
and Mughal India—were separated by Shi‘ah Iran.

Decentralization of Islamic literatures. Safavid Iran, as
it happened, lost most of its artists and poets to the neigh-
bouring countries: there were no great masters of poetry
in Iran between the 16th and 18th centuries. And while
the Persian Shah Esma‘l wrote Turkish mystical verses,
his contemporary and enemy, Sultan Selim I of Turkey
(died 1520), composed quite elegant Persian ghazals. Ba-
bur (died 1530), in turn, composed his autobiography in
Eastern Turkic. .

Babur’s autobiography is a fascinating piece of Turkish
prose and at the same time one of the comparatively
rare examples of Islamic autobiographical literature. The
classic example in this genre, however, was a lively Ara-
bic autobiography by Usamah ibn Mungidh (died 1188),
which sheds much light upon the life and cultural back-
ground of a Syrian knight during the Crusades. A number
of mystics, too, had written their spiritual autobiographies
in a variety of languages, with varying degrees of artistic
success. Babur’s book, however, gives a wonderful insight
into the character of this intrepid conqueror. It reveals
him as a master of concise, matter-of-fact prose, as a keen
observer of daily life, full of pragmatic common sense,
and also as a good judge of poetry. Babur even went so
far as to write a treatise in Turkish about versification.
Many of his descendants, both male and female, inherited
his literary taste and talent for poetry; among them are
remarkably good poets in Persian, Turkish, and Urdu,
as well as accomplished authors of autobiographies (Ja-
hangir) and letters (Aurangzeb). Among the nobility of
India, the Turkish language remained in use until the 19th
century. Lovely Turkish verses were written, for example,
by Akbar’s general, Khan-e Khanan ‘Abd-ur-Rahim (died
1626), who was a great patron of fine arts and poetry.

In the Arab world, there was hardly a poet or original
writer of note during the three centuries that followed
the Ottoman conquest, apart from some theologians
(‘Abd al-Wahhab ash-Sha‘rani, died 1565; ‘Abd al-Ghani
an-Nabulusi, died 1731) and grammarians. Yet Arabic
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still remained the language of theology and scholarship
throughout the Muslim world; both Turkey and India
could boast a large number of scholars who excelled in
the sacred language. In Ottoman Turkey, Taskopriizade
(died 1560) compiled a historical survey of outstanding
Turkish intellectuals in Arabic. Although a fine example
of Islamic learning, it does not compare in usefulness with
the bibliographical work in Arabic by Haci Halifa (KAtib
Celebi; died 1658), which is a valuable source for modern
knowledge of literary history.

New importance of Indian literature. India’s share in
the development of Arabic literature at this time was es-
pecially large. In addition to the quantity of theological
work written in the language of the Quran, from the con-
quest of Sind in 711 right up until the 19th century, much
philosophical and biographical literature in Arabic was
also being written in the subcontinent. Persian taste pre-
dominated in the northwest of India, but in the southern
provinces there were long-standing commercial and cul-
tural relationships with the Arabs, especially in Yemen and
Hadramawt, and an inclination toward preserving these
intact. Thus, much poetry in conventional Arabic style
was written during the 16th and 17th centuries, mainly
in the kingdom of Golconda. There are even attempts at
the epic form. A century after the heyday of Arabic in the
Deccan, Azad Bilgrami (died 1786) composed numerous
poetical and biographical works in Persian; but his chief
fame was as the “Hassan of Hind,” since he, like the
Prophet Muhammad’s protégé Hassan ibn Thabit, wrote
some powerful Arabic panegyrics in honour of the Prophet
of Islam. He even attempted to make a comparison of
the characteristics of Arabic and Sanskrit poetry and tried
to prove that India was the real homeland of Islam. It
should be added that al-Sayyid Murtada az-Zabid (died
1791), a leading philologist, author of the fundamental
work of lexicography 74dj al-‘ariis (“The Bride’s Crown”),
and commentator on Ghazali’s main work, was of Indian
origin. Laudatory poems and belles lettres in Arabic were
still popular in the early 19th century at the Shi‘ite court
of Lucknow, then the chief centre of Urdu poetry.

Indian literature in Persian. Nevertheless, the main
contribution of Muslim India to high literature was made
in the Persian tongue. Persian had been the official lan-
guage of the country for many centuries. The numerous
annals and chronicles that were compiled during the 14th
and 15th centuries, as well as the court poetry, had been
composed exclusively in this language even by Hindus.
During the Mughal period, its importance was enhanced
both by Akbar’s attempt to have the main works of clas-
sical Sanskrit literature translated into Persian and by the
constant influx of poets from Iran who came seeking their
fortune at the lavish tables of the Indian Muslim grandees.
At this time what is known as the “Indian” style of Per-
sian emerged. The translations from Sanskrit enriched the
Persian vocabulary, and new stories of Indian origin added
to the reservoir of classical imagery. The poets, bound
to the inherited genres of masnavi, qasidah, and ghazal,
tried to outdo each other in the use of complex rhyme
patterns and unfamiliar, often stiff, metres. It became fash-
ionable to conceive a poem according to a given zamin
(“ground”), in emulation of a classical model, and then to
enrich it with newly invented tropes. The long-held ideal
of “harmonious selection of images” was not always met.
Difficult, even awkward grammatical constructions and
inverted metaphors can be found. At times, pseudo-philo-
sophical utterances in the second hemistich of a verse con-
trast strangely with semicolloquial expressions elsewhere.
Objects recently introduced to India, such as the eyeglass
or hourglass, were eagerly adopted as images by the poets,
who wanted new-fangled conceits to bolster their tortuous
inventiveness. Notwithstanding the colourful descriptive
poems written in praise of such subjects as Mughal palaces,
marvelously illuminated manuscripts, rare elephants, or
court scenes, the general mood of lyric poetry became
more gloomy. The transitory nature of the world, also a
central theme in classical Persian poetry, was stressed and
depicted in bizarre images: “burnt nest,” “breakdown,”
“yawning” (indicating insatiable thirst); these were some
of the new “stylish” words.
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Yet some truly great poets are to be found even in this
period. ‘Urfi, who left Shiraz for India and died in his
mid-30s in Lahore (1592), is without doubt one of the
few genuine masters of Persian poetry, especially in his
gasidahs. His verses pile up linguistic difficulties; yet their
dark, glowing quality cannot fail to touch the hearts and
minds even of critical modern readers—more so than the
elegant but rather cerebral verses of his colleague Fayzi
(died 1595), one of Akbar’s favourites. Fayzi’s brother
Abii-ul-Fazl ‘Allami (died 1602), the author of an impor-
tant, though biased, historical work, deeply influenced the
Emperor’s religious ideas. Among 17th-century Mughal
court poets, the most outstanding is Aba Talib Kalim
(died 1651), who came from Hamadan. Abounding in
descriptive passages of great virtuosity, his poignant and
often pessimistic verses have become proverbial, thanks
to their compact diction and fluent style. Also of some
importance is Sa’ib of Tabriz (died 1677), who spent only
a few years in India before returning to Iran. Yet, of
his immense poetical output (300,000 couplets), the great
majority belongs to the stock-in-trade expression of the
Persian-speaking world. Other poets described the lives
and adventures of members of the royal families, usually
in verbose masnavis (this kind of descriptive historical
poetry was practiced throughout Muslim India and also
in Ottoman Turkey). Outside the Mughal environment,
the lyrics and masnavis by Zuhuri (died 1615) at the
court of Bijapur are charming and enjoyable. The heir
apparent of the Mughal Empire, Dara Shikoh (execut-
ed 1659), also followed Akbar’s path. His inclination
to mysticism is reflected in both his prose and poetry. The
Persian translation of the Upanisads, which he sponsored
(and in part wrote himself), enriched Persian religious
prose and made a deep impression on European idealistic
philosophy in the 19th century. A group of interesting
poets gathered about him, none of them acceptable to or-
thodoxy. They included the convert Persian Jew Sarmad
(executed 1661), author of mystical robd‘iyat, and the
Hindu Brahman (died 1662), whose prose work Chahar
chaman (“Four Meadows”) gives an interesting insight into
life at court. With the long rule of Dara Shikoh’s brother,
the austere Aurangzeb (died 1707), the heyday of both po-
etry and historical writing in Muslim India was over. Once
more, orthodox religious literature gained preeminence,
while poets tried to escape into a fantasy world of dreams.
The style of the two leading poets of this age, Nasir ‘Ali
Sirhindi (died 1697) and Mirza Bedil (died 1721), is con-
voluted and obscure, prompting the Persian poet Hazin
(died 1766), who came to India in the early 18th century,
to write ironic comments about its incomprehensibility.
Bedil, however, was a very interesting writer. His lyric po-
etry is difficult but often rewarding, while his many philo-
sophical masnavis deserve deep study. His prose work,
interspersed with poetry, is called Chahar ‘unsur (“Four
Elements”) and contains some biographical details. His
prose is nearly as difficult as his poetry, and consequently
his works rarely have been read west of India. His poetry,
however, has had a great influence in Afghanistan and
Central Asia. Many Persian-speaking people there consider
him the forerunner of Tadzhik literature, since virtually
everyone in Bukhara and Transoxania who tried his hand
at poetry followed Bédil’s example. His ideas, sometimes
astoundingly modern and progressive, have also impressed
the 20th-century poet and philosopher Muhammad Iqbal
in Muslim India.

With Bédil, the “Indian summer” of Persian literature
comes to an end, even though the output of Persian poetry
and prose during the 18th century in the subcontinent
was immense. Some of the biographical dictionaries and
handbooks of mysticism are valuable for the scholar but
are less interesting as part of the general history of litera-
ture. The main vehicle of poetry now became Urdu, while
mystical poetry flourished in Sindhi and Punjabi.

Pashto poetry: Khushhal Khan Khatak. From the bor-
derlands of the Persian-speaking zone, culturally under
the Mughal rule, one man deserves special attention. The
chief of the Pashtun tribe of ‘Khatak, Khushhal Khan
(died 1689), rightly deserves to be called the “father” of
Pashto poetry, for he virtually created a literature of his

own in his mother tongue. His skill in translating the
sophisticated traditions of Persian literature into the not
too highly developed idiom of the Pashtuns is astonishing,.
His lively lyric poems are his finest works, reflecting that
passionate love of freedom for which he fought against the
Mughals. The poems he wrote from prison in “hell-like
hot India” are as dramatic as they are touching in their
directness. Many members of his family took to poetry;
and during the 18th century original works, both religious
and secular, were composed in Pashto, and the classics of
Persian literature were translated into that language.

Ottoman Turkey. The development of literature in Ot-
toman Turkey is almost parallel with that of Iran and
India. Yunus Emre had introduced a popular form of mys-
tical poetry; yet the mainstream of secular and religious
literature followed Persian models (although it took some
time to establish the Persian rules of prosody because of
the entirely different structure of the Turkish language).
In the religious field, the vigour and boldness expressed in
the poems of Nesimi (executed 1417) left their traces in
the work of later poets, none of whom, however, reached
his loftiness and grandeur of expression. The 14th- and
15th-century representatives of the classical style had dis-
played great charm in their literary compositions, their
verses simple and pleasing. Sultan Cem (Jem; died 1495),
son of Mehmed the Conqueror, is an outstanding repre-
sentative of their number. But soon the high-flown style
of post-classical Persian was being imitated by Ottoman
authors, rhetoric often being more important to them than
poetical content. The work of Baki (Baqi; died 1600) is
representative of the entire range of these Baroque prod-
ucts. Yet his breathtaking command of language is unde-
niable; it is brilliantly displayed in his elegy on Siileyman
the Magnificent. In his time, according to a popular say-
ing, one could find “a poet under every stone of Istanbul’s
pavement.” Istanbul was the unique cultural centre of the
Near East, praised throughout the ages by all who lived in
the imperial city.

Poetry of Fuzilli of Baghdad. Much greater than most
of these minor poets, however, was a writer living outside
the capital, Fuzili of Baghdad (died 1556), who wrote
in Arabic, Persian, and Azeri Turkish. Apart from his
lyrics, his Turkish masravi on the traditional subject of
the lovers Majnun and Layla is admirable. From earliest
times, Turkish poets had emulated the classical Persian
romantic masnavis, sometimes surpassing their models in
expressiveness. Fuzili’s diction is taut, his command of
imagery masterly. His style unfortunately defies poetical
translation, and his complicated fabric of plain and in-
verted images, of hidden and overt allusions is well-nigh
impossible for all but the initiated Muslim reader to disen-
tangle. Fuziili, moreover, like his fellow poets, would blend
Arabic, Persian, and Turkish constructions and words to
make up a multifaceted unit. The same difficulty is found
in Turkish prose literature of the same period. It is a major
task to unravel the long trailing sentences of a writer such
as Evliya Celebi (died after 1679), who, in an account
of his travels (Seyahatndme), has left extremely valuable
information about the cultural climate in different parts
of the Ottoman Empire.

Later developments. Growing interest in the Indo-
Persian style, particularly in ‘Urfi’s gasidahs, led the 17th-
century Ottoman poets to a new integrated style and pre-
cision of diction. An outstanding representative was Nef'},
whose bent for merciless satire made him dreaded in the
capital and eventually led to his assassination. At the start
of the 18th century, a marked but short-lived movement
in Turkish art known as the “Tulip Period” was the Ot-
toman counterpart of European Rococo. The musical po-
ems and smooth ghazals of Nedim (died 1730) reflect the
manners and style of the slightly decadent, relaxed, and at
times licentious high society of Istanbul and complement
the miniatures of his contemporary Levni. Good Turkish
poetry is characterized by an easy grace, to be found even
in such mystically tinged poems (thousands of which were
written throughout the centuries) as those of Niyazi Misri
(died 1697). The Mevlevi (Mawlawi) poet Gélib Dede
(died 1799) was already standing at the threshold of what
can now be recognized as modern poetical expression in
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some of the lyrical parts of his masnavi, called Hiisn u ask
(“Beauty and Love”), which brought fresh treatment to a
well-worn subject of Iran’s philosophical and secular liter-
ature. His work cannot be properly understood, however,
without a thorough knowledge of mystical psychology,
expressed in multivalent images.

Folk poetry. One branch of literature, however, was
totally neglected by the sophisticated inhabitants of the
Ottoman capital. Nobody thought much of the folk poets
who wandered through the forgotten villages of Anatolia
singing in simple syllable-counting verses of love, longing,
and separation. The poems of the mid-17th-century figure
Karacaoglan, one of the few historically datable folk poets,
give a vivid picture of village life, of the plight of girls
and boys in remote Anatolian settlements. This kind of
poetry was rediscovered only after the foundation of the
Turkish Republic in 1923 and then became an important
influence on modern lyric poetry.

EUROPEAN AND COLONIAL INFLUENCES:
EMERGENCE OF WESTERN FORMS

The rise of nationalism. For the Islamic countries, the
19th century marks the beginning of a new epoch. Napo-
leon’s conquest of Egypt, as well as British colonialism,
brought the Muslims into contact with a world whose
technology was far in advance of their own. The West
had experienced the ages of Renaissance, Reformation,
and Enlightenment, whereas the once-flourishing Muslim
civilization had for a long while been at a near stagnation
point despite its remarkable artistic achievements. The
introduction of Muslim intellectuals to Western literature
and scholarship—the Egyptian at-Tahtawi (died 1873), for
example, studied in France—ushered in a new literary era
the chief characteristic of which was to be “more matter,
less art.” The literatures from this time onward are far
less “Islamic” than those of the previous 1,000 years, but
new intellectual experiences also led to “the liberation of
the whole creative impulse within the Islamic peoples”
(Kritzeck). The introduction of the printing press and the
expansion of newspapers helped to shape a new literary
style, more in line with the requirements of the modern
times, when “the patron prince has been replaced by a
middle-class reading public” (Badawi). Translations from
Western languages provided writers with the model exam-
ples of genres previously unknown to them, including the
novel, the short story, and dramatic literature. Of those
authors whose books were translated, Guy de Maupassant,
Sir Walter Scott, and Anton Chekhov have been most in-
fluential in the development of the novel and the novella.
Important also was the ideological platform derived from
Tolstoy, whose criticism of Western Christianity was grate-
fully adopted by writers from Egypt to Muslim India.
Western influences can further be observed in the gradual
discarding of the time-hallowed static (and turgid) style
of both poetry and prose; in the tendency toward simpli-
fication of diction; and in the adaptation of syntax and
vocabulary to meet the technical demands of emulating
Western models. Contact with the West also encouraged a
tendency toward retrospection. Writers concentrated their
attention on their own country and particular heritage,
such as the “pharaoic myth” of Egypt, the Indo-European
roots of Iran, and the Central Asian past of Turkey. In
short, there was an emphasis on differentiation, inevitably
leading to the rise of nationalism, instead of an emphasis
on the unifying spirit and heritage of Islam.

Arab literatures. Characteristically, therefore, given this
situation, the heralds of Arab nationalism (as reflected in
literature) were Christians. The historical novels of Jurji
Zaydan (died 1914), a Lebanese living in Egypt, made
a deep impression on younger writers by glorifying the
lion-hearted national heroes of past times. Henceforth, the
historical novel was to be a favourite genre in all Islamic
countries, including Muslim India. The inherited tradition
of the heroic or romantic epic and folktale was blended
with novelistic techniques learned from Sir Walter Scott.
Two writers in the front rank of Arab intellectuals were:
Amir Shakib Arslan (died 1946), of Druze origin, and Mu-
hammed Kurd ‘Ali (died 1953), the founder of the Arab
Academy of Damascus, each of whom, by encouraging a
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new degree of awareness, made an important contribution
to the education of modern historians and men of letters.
An inclination toward Romanticism can be detected in
prose writing but not, surprisingly, in poetry; thus, the
Egyptian al-Manfalati (died 1924) poured out his feelings
in a number of novels that touch on Islamic as well as
national issues.

Poetry. It is fair to say of this transition period that the
poetry being written was not as interesting as the prose.
The gasidahs of the “Prince of Poets,” Ahmad Shawqi
(died 1932), are for the most part ornate imitations of
classical models. Even the “Poet of the Nile,” Muhammad
Hafiz Ibrahim (died 1932), who was more interested in the
real problems of the day, was nonetheless content to follow
conventional patterns. In his poems, Khalil Mutran (died
1949) attempted to achieve a unity of structure hitherto
almost unknown; and he also adopted a more subjective
approach to expressive lyricism. Thus, he can be said to
have inaugurated an era of “Romantic” poetry, staunchly
defended by those men of letters who had come under
English rather than French influence. These included the
poet and essayist Ibrahim al-Mazini (died 1949) and the
prolific writer of poetry and prose ‘Abbas Mahmiud al-
‘Aqqad (died 1964).

Prose. A major contribution to the development of
modern prose in the Arabic language was made by a
number of writers born between 1889 and 1902. One of
them, the “humanist” Taha Hussein, became well known
in the West as a literary critic who attacked the historical
authenticity of pre-Islamic poetry and stressed the impor-
tance of Greek and Latin for the literatures of the modern
Near East. He is also the author of a successful novel
called The Tree of Misery; but his best creative writing
is in his autobiographical notes, al-Ayyam (“The Days”),
which describe in simple language the life of a blind Egyp-
tian village boy. Taha Hussein’s generation became more
and more absorbed by the problems of the middle classes
(to which most of them belonged), and this led them to
realism in fiction. Some turned to fierce social criticism,
depicting in their writings the dark side of everyday life in
Egypt and elsewhere. The leading writer of this group is
Mahmid Taymur, who wrote short stories, a genre devel-
oped in Arabic by a Lebanese Christian who settled in the
United States, the noted and versatile poet Khalil Gibran
(Jibran Khalil Jibran; died 1931). Muhammad Husayn
Haykal (died 1956), a leading figure of Egyptian cultural
and political life and the author of numerous historical
studies, touched for the first time, in his novel Zaynab
(1913), on the difficulties of Egyptian villagers. This sub-
ject quickly afterward became fashionable, although not
all the writers had firsthand knowledge of the feelings and
problems of the fellahin. The most fertile author of this
group was al-‘Aqqad, who tirelessly produced biographies,
literary criticism, and romantic poetry. To what extent
the Islamic reform movement led by Muhammad ‘Abduh
(died 1905) and his disciples, which centred on the journal
al-Manar (“The Lighthouse”), has influenced present-day
Arabic prose style cannot yet be ascertained. It has, how-
ever, been important in shaping the religious outlook of
many authors writing in the 1920s and 1930s.

The diaspora. A considerable amount of Arabic litera-
ture has been produced by numerous writers who settled
in non-Islamic countries, especially in the United States
and Brazil. Most of these writers came from Christian
Lebanese families. A feeling of nostalgia often led them to
form literary circles or launch magazines or newspapers.
(The Arabic-language newspaper al-Huda [or Al-Hoda,
“The Guidance”], established in 1898, was published in
New York City as al-Huda al-jadidah [Al-Hoda Aljadi-
dah, or “The New Al-Hoda,” or “The New Guidance™].)
It was largely because of their work that the techniques
of modern fiction and modern free verse entered Arabic
literature and became a decisive factor in it.

One of the best known authors in this group was Amin
ar-Rihani (died 1941), whose descriptions of his journeys
through the Arab world are informative and make agree-
able reading. The fact that so many Lebanese emigrated to
foreign countries led to the creation of a standard theme in
Lebanese fiction: the emigrant who returns to his village.
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Iraqi modern literature is best represented by “the poet of
freedom” Ma'ruf ar-Rusafi (died 1945), and Jamil Sidqi
az-Zahawi (died 1936), whose satire “Rebellion in Hell”
has incurred the wrath of the traditionalists.

Turkish literatures. The same changing attitude toward
the function of literature and the same shift toward re-
alism can be observed in Turkey. After 1839, Western
ideas and forms were taken up by a group of modernists:
Ziya Pasa (died 1880), the translator of Rousseau’s Em-
ile (which became a popular textbook for 19th-century
Muslim intellectuals), was among the first to write in a
less traditional idiom and to complain in his poetry—
just as Hali was to do in India a few years later—about
the pitiable conditions of Muslims under the victorious
Christians. Ziya Pasa, together with Sinasi (died 1871) and
Namik Kemal (died 1888), founded an influential Turkish
journal, Tasvir-i Efkdr (“Picture of Ideas”). The essential
theme of the articles, novels, poems, and dramas com-
posed by these authors is their fatherland (vatan), and they
dared to advocate freedom of thought, democracy, and
constitutionalism. Abdillhak Hamid (died 1935), though
considerably their junior, shared in their activities. In 1879
he published his epoch-making Sahra (“The Country”),
a collection of ten Turkish poems that were the first to
be composed in Western verse forms and style. Later,
he turned to weird and often morbid subject matter in
his poetic dramas. He, like his colleagues, had to endure
political restrictions on writing, imposed as part of the
harsh measures taken by Sultan Abdiilhamid II against the
least sign of liberal thought. Influenced by his work, later
writers aimed to simplify literary language: Ziya Gokalp
(died 1924) laid the philosophical foundations of Turk-
ish nationalism; and Mehmed Emin, a fisherman’s son,
sang artless Turkish verses of his pride in being a Turk,
throwing out the heavy rhetorical ballast of Arabo-Persian
prosody and instead turning to the language of the people,
unadulterated by any foreign vocabulary. The stirrings of
social criticism could be discerned after 1907. Mehmed
AKif (died 1936), in his masterly narrative poems, gave
a vivid critical picture of conditions in Turkey before
World War ). His powerful and dramatic style, though
still expressed in traditional metres, is a testimony to his
deep concern for the people’s sorrows. It was he who com-
posed the Turkish National Anthem after Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk’s victory; but soon afterward he left the country,
disappointed with the religious policies of the Kemalists.

Atatiirk’s struggle for freedom also marks the real be-
ginning of modern Turkish literature. The mainstream
of novels, stories, and poems written during the 19th
century had been replete with tears, world-weariness, and
pessimism. But a postwar novel, Atesten gomlek (“The
Fire Shirt”), written by a woman, Halide Edib, reflected
the brave new self-awareness of the Turkish nation. Some
successful short stories about village life came from the
pen of Omer Seyfeddin (died 1920). The most gifted in-
terpreter and harshest critic of Turkey’s social structure
was Sabaheddin Ali, who was murdered on his flight to
Bulgaria in 1948. His major theme was the tragedy of
the lower classes, and his writing is characterized by the
same merciless realism that was later to be a feature of
stories by many left-wing writers throughout the Islamic
world. The “great old man of Turkish prose,” Yakup
Kadri Karaosmanoglu, displayed profound psychological
insight, whether ironically describing the lascivious life in
a Bektashi centre or a stranger’s tragedy in an Anatolian
village. Most of the Turkish novelists of the 1920s and
1930s concentrated on the problems of becoming a mod-
ern nation, and in particular they reinterpreted the role of
women in a liberated society.

Literary energies were set completely free when Atatirk
introduced the Latin alphabet in 1928, hoping that his
people would forget their Islamic past along with the Ara-
bic letters. From this time onward, especially after the lan-
guage reform that was meant to rediscover the pre-Islamic
roots of the Turkish language, Turkish literature followed
the pattern of Western literature in all major respects,
though with local overtones. Poets experimented with new
forms and new topics. They discovered the significance
of the Anatolian village, neglected—even forgotten—dur-

ing the Ottoman period. Freeing themselves from the
traditional rules of Persian poetry, they adopted simpler
forms from Europe. In some cases the skillful blending
of inherited Ottoman grace and borrowed French lyricism
produced outstandingly beautiful poems, such as those of
Ahmed Hasim (died 1933) and of Yahya Kemal Beyath
(died 1958), in which the twilight world of old Istanbul is
mirrored in soft, evocative hues and melodious words. At
the same time, the figure of Nazim Hikmet (died 1963)
looms large in Turkish poetry. Expressing his progressive
social attitude in truly poetical form, he used free rhyth-
mical patterns quite brilliantly to enrapture his readers;
his style, as well as his powerful, unforgettable images, has
deeply influenced not only Turkish but also progressive
Urdu and Persian poetry from the 1930s onward.

Persian literatures. In Iran, the situation to a certain
extent resembled that in Turkey. While the last “classical”
poet, Qaani (died 1854), had been displaying the tradi-
tional glamorous artistry, his contemporary, the satirist
Yaghma (died 1859), had been using popular and com-
prehensible language to make coarse criticisms of contem-
porary society. As in the other Islamic countries, a move
toward simplicity is discernible during the last decades of
the 19th century. The members of the polytechnic college
Dar ol-Fonun (founded 1851), led by its erudite principal
Reza Qoli Khan Hedayat, helped to shape the “new” style
by making translations from European languages. Shah
Naser od-Din himself described his journeys to Europe in
the late 1870s in a simple, unassuming style and in so
doing set an example to future prose writers.

At the turn of the century, literature became for many
younger writers an instrument of modernization and of
revolution in the largest sense of the word. No longer did
they want to complain, in inherited fixed forms, of some
boy whose face was like the moon. Instead, the feelings
and situation of women were stated and interpreted. Their
oppression, their problems, and their grievances are a ma-
jor theme of literature in this transition period of the first
decades of the 20th century. The “King of Poets,” Bahar
(died 1951), who had been actively working before World
War I for democracy, now devoted himself to a variety of
cultural activities. But his poems, though highly classical
in form, were of great influence; they dealt with contem-
porary events and appealed to a wide public.

One branch of modern Persian literature is closely con-
nected with a group of Persian authors who lived in Berlin
after World War I. There they established the Kaviani
Press (named after a mythical blacksmith called Kaveh,
who had saved the Iranian kingdom), and among the
poems they printed were several by ‘Aref Qazvini (died
1934), one of the first really modern writers. They also
published the first short stories of Mohammad ‘Ali Ja-
malzadeh, whose outspoken social criticism and complete
break with the traditional inflated and pompous prose style
inaugurated a new era of modern Persian prose. Many
young writers adopted this new form, among them Sadeq
Hedayat (died 1951), whose stories—written entirely in a
direct, everyday language with a purity of expression that
was an artistic achievement—have been translated into
many languages. They reflect the sufferings of living indi-
viduals; instead of dealing in literary clichés, they describe
the distress and anxiety of a hopeless youth. The influence
of Franz Kafka (some of whose work Hedayat translated)
is perceptible in his writing, and he has a tendency toward
psychological probing shared by many Persian writers.

As in neighbouring countries, women played a consider-
able role in the development of modern Persian literature.
The lyrics of Parvin E'tesami (died 1940) are regarded
as near classics, despite a trace of sentimentality in their
sympathetic treatment of the poor. Some Persian writers
whose left-wing political ideas brought them into conflict
with the government left for the Tadzhik S.S.R. Of these,
the gifted poet Lahuti (died 1957) is their most important
representative.

India: Urdu and Persian. Persian literature in the Indian
subcontinent did not have such importance as in earlier
centuries, for English replaced Persian as the official lan-
guage in 1835. Nevertheless, there were some outstanding
poets who excelled in Urdu. One of them was Mirza Asa-
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dullah Khan Ghalib (died 1869), the undisputed master of
Urdu lyrics. He regarded himself, however, as the leading
authority on high Persian style and was an accomplished
writer of Persian prose and poetry. But much more impor-
tant was a later poet, Sir Muhammad Igbal (died 1938),
who chose Persian to convey his message not only to the
peoples of Muslim India but also to Afghans and Persians.
Reinterpreting many of the old mystical ideas in the light
of modern teachings, he taught the quiescent Muslim
peoples self-awareness, urging them to develop their per-
sonalities to achieve true individualism. His first masnavi,
called Asrar-e khudi (1915; “Secrets of the Self”), deeply
shocked all those who enjoyed the dreamlike sweetness of
most traditional Persian poetry. One of his later Persian
works, Payam-e Mashrig (1923; “Message of the East™),
is an effective answer to Goethe’s West-Ostlicher Divan
(1819). In the Javid-nameh (1932) he poetically elaborated
the old topic of the “heavenly journey,” discussing with
the inhabitants of the spheres a variety of political, social,
and religious problems. Igbal’s approach is unique. Al-
though he used the conventional literary forms and leaned
heavily on the inspiration of Jalal ad-Din ar-Rami, he
must be considered one of the select few poets of modern
Islam who, because of their honesty and their capacity
for expressing their message in memorable poetic form,
appeal to many readers outside the Muslim world.

THE MODERN PERIOD

The modern period of Islamic literatures can be said to
begin after World War I1. The topics discussed before then
still appeared, but outspoken social criticism became an
even more important feature. Literature was no longer a
leisurely pastime for members of the upper classes. Writers
born in the villages and from non-privileged classes began
to win literary fame through their firsthand knowledge
of social problems. Many writers started their careers as
journalists, developing a literary style that retained the
immediacy of journalistic observation.

Prose. In Egypt, a great change in literary preoccupa-
tions came about after 1952. The name of Najib Mahfuz is
of particular importance. He was at first a novelist mainly
concerned with the lower middle classes (his outstanding
work is a trilogy dealing with the life of a Cairo family);
but afterward he turned to socially committed literature,
using all the techniques of modern fiction—of which he
is the undisputed master in Arabic. Yasuf Idris deals first
and foremost with the problems facing poor and destitute
villagers, a subject also treated in Shargawi’s novel al-Ard
(The Earth; 1954). In Turkey, Yagar Kemal’s village story
Ince Memed has won acclaim for its stark realism. The
young left-wing writers in Iraq and Syria share the critical
and aggressive attitudes of their contemporaries in Turkey
and Egypt and are involved in every political issue. Most
of them have responded to the works of Bertolt Brecht
and Karl Marx. They are also quite familiar with at least
the externals of modern psychology. Freudian influence—
often in its crudest form—can be detected in many mod-
ern short stories or novels in the Islamic countries; and it
is often the prelude to coarse descriptions of sexuality, ap-
pealing to the lowest instincts of the reading public. In the
Near and Middle East, the existentialist philosophy gained
many followers who tried to reflect its interpretation of
life in their literary works. In fact, almost every current of
modern Western philosophy and psychology, every artis-
tic trend and attitude, has been eagerly adopted—though
often only half-understood—by young Arab, Turkish, or
Persian writers. Some of them, nevertheless, have achieved
interesting results from time to time: an exampie 1s Layla
Ba‘labakki, whose semiautobiographical novel, I Live, is
regarded as an outstanding literary achievement in Arabic.

Poetry. Arabic. The new attitudes that have informed
literature are even more conspicuous in poetry than in
prose. Arabic poetry has at last freed itself completely
from the fetters of classical tradition. Both French and
English influences helped to shape the new art. The danger
is that Western fashions are imitated uncritically, just as
Arabic, Persian, or Turkish models were slavishly followed
in the past. T.S. Eliot’s poetry and criticism were influen-
tial in dethroning the Romanticism that many poets had
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adopted earlier, in the 1920s and ’30s. One of the first
and most important attempts at creating a modern Arabic
poetic diction was made in the late 1940s by the Iraqi
poet and critic Nazik al-Mala’ikah, whose poems, in free
but rhyming verse, give substance to the shadow of her
melancholia. Free rhythm and a colourful imagination dis-
tinguish the best poems of the younger Arabs: even when
their poems do not succeed, their experimentation, their
striving for sincerity, their burning quest for identity, their
rebellion against social injustice can be readily perceived.
Indeed, one of the most noticeable aspects of contem-
porary Arabic poetry is its political engagement, evident
in the poems of Palestinian writers such as Mahmuad
Darwish, whose verses once more prove the strength, ex-
pressiveness, and vitality of the Arabic language. An Iraqi,
‘Abdul Wahhab al-Bayati, combines political engagement
with lyrical mysticism. Others, without withdrawing into
a world of uncommitted dreams, manage to create an
atmosphere that breaks up the harsh light of reality into
its colourful components. Poets like the Lebanese Adonis
(‘Ali Ahmad Sa‘id) and Tawfiq as-S2’igh, or the Egyptian
dramatist Salah ‘Abd as-Sabur, make use of traditional
imagery in a new, sometimes esoteric, often fascinating
and daring way.

Persian. Almost the same situation developed in Iran.
One notable poet was Forugh Farrokhzad, who wrote pow-
erful yet very feminine poetry. Her free verses, interpreting
the insecurities of the age, are full of longing; though
often bitter, they are yet truly poetic. Poems by such crit-
ically minded writers as Seyavish Kasra’i also borrow the
classical heritage of poetic imagery, transforming it into
expressions that win a response from modern readers.

Turkish. In Turkey, the adoption of Western forms
began in the 1920s. Of major importance in modern
Turkish literature was Orhan Veli Kanik, who combined
perfect technique with “Istanbulian” charm. His work is
sometimes melancholy, sometimes frivolous, but always
convincing. He strongly influenced a group of poets whose
names are connected with the avant-garde literary maga-
zine Varlik (“Existence”). The powerful poetry of the left-
ist writer Nazim Hikmet has influenced progressive poets
all over the Muslim world. It is still too early, however,
to determine what will be most representative of modern
Turkish poetry: a return to Anatolian subjects, sometimes
in picturesque diction, influenced by earlier folk-poetry,
or the continuation of lovely poems in praise of Istanbul;
surrealism or a somewhat detached and ironic approach
to a subject. The same question, indeed, could be raised
of almost any contemporary literature in Islamic lands.

Contemporary features. In the Arab-speaking world, the
problem of language has loomed large for many years.
Classical high Arabic is still the common literary language
of Morocco and Iraq, Tunisia and Kuwait. Spoken Arabic
in dialectal variations is beginning to be used—but tenta-
tively—in higher literature. It is more frequently employed
in the popular spheres of theatre and cinema. But the
local differences that exist in Arabic spoken from country
to country have today become perceptible in literature;
popular grammatical forms and syntactical constructions
are occasionally used in modern poetry. A special prob-
lem arises in the North African countries, where French
continues to be the chief literary language for most writ-
ers, especially in Morocco and Algeria. Yet there is no
hard and fast rule: a leading member of the Senegal
community, Amadou Bamba, who founded the politically
important group of the Muridis, wrote (quite apart from
practical words of wisdom in his mother tongue) some

Throughout the Islamic countries, the press and radio
have helped to disseminate literary works; prizes for lit-
erary achievements have stimulated interest in writing;
low-priced books have made the more or less valuable
output of a growing number of writers available to the
majority—the more so since literacy among the popula-
tion steadily increases. But to what degree this means a
continuation of the cultural role that Islamic literatures
have played in the formation and education of society
over the centuries is not yet clear. Literature was never
restricted to a privileged high society; in olden times even
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the illiterate villager and the “uneducated” womenfolk had
a fund of poems, proverbs, songs, and quotations from
classical sources that they knew by heart and to which
they turned for both pleasure and spiritual strength.

One final symptom should be noted. The introduction of
modern methods of criticism, of psychology and philoso-
phy, has kindled a new interest in significant figures of the
Islamic past. Thus, to quote one instance, the figure of al-
Hallaj (executed 922), who often served as a symbol figure
of “the martyr of love” in both classical and folk poetry
after the 11th century, has in recent years been made the
subject of a Turkish drama, a Persian passion play, and
an Arabic tragedy and plays an important role in Arabic,
Turkish, Persian, and Indian Muslim lyrical poetry. He is
interpreted as a symbol of suffering for one’s ideals, and
he is therefore acceptable both to conservative Muslims
and to progressive social critics.

STUDY AND EVALUATION

Early Islamic criticism. The development of literature
during the early Middle Ages soon produced among the
Arabs much lively literary criticism. Even the choice of
quotations made by the ancient grammarians from the
classical stock of poetry implies a degree of critical (though
subjective) activity. Attempts toward making a more ob-
jective study of poetic technique were first made in the
late 9th century, when for the first time “beauties” and
“faults” of verses were discussed and the ideals of the “new
style” were defined by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz in his Kitab al-
badi‘. The relation between lafz (word) and ma‘na (mean-
ing) has been a matter of some controversy—many earlier
critics stress the importance of outward form rather than
of content. There was some question, too, as to whether
the most “poetical” verse was that which was the most
“untrue”—that is to say, hyperbolic—or that which was
closer to the heart of things. The matter was debated along
with the problem of inspiration and imagination and their
function in poetry. The most thorough analysis of the
art of poetry was made by ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, who
allowed equal weight to the idea and to the way it was
expressed. An illuminating work about poetics was com-
posed by the Tunisian critic al-Qartajanni (13th century),
and this has been carefully studied by the German scholar
Wolfhart Heinrichs in Arabische Dichtung und griechische
Poetik (1969). This study analyzes al-Qartajanni’s theories
in relation to Aristotle’s theories of poetics. (Heinrichs,
one of the few Islamic scholars specializing in the study of
literary problems, has shown that classical Arabic criticism
rarely interested itself in the poem as a whole but concen-
trated upon individual verses.) In later centuries, manuals
of poetics and rhetoric written in every Islamic country
reveal the prevailing interest in purely formal problems.

Modern criticism. A similar interest long dominated
the work of Western Orientalists. The first scholars who
attempted to introduce Persian poetry to Western readers
(such as Sir William Jones in the 18th century) thought it
necessary to compare it with the compositions of Greek
and Latin poetry. The verbal ingenuity of Hariri’s Maqa-
mat attracted the European scholars, who took great plea-
sure in disentangling the grammatically difficult forms.
Pre-Islamic poetry at first interested only the grammar-
ian-antiquarian until its importance as a source of knowl-
edge of early Bedouin life was recognized. The art of
versification and problems of classical Arabic metrics are
forever matters of discussion among Orientalists.

Although a large amount of translation, mainly from Per-
sian poetry, was produced in the 18th and 19th centuries,
most of it suffered for lack of proper understanding: the
translators took the poetical statements about wine and
love or the outbursts against established religious forms
at their face value and failed to recognize them for the
stereotyped forms and images they are. A deep study of the
imagery of Persian, Turkish, and Arabic is required before
their poetry and belles lettres can be properly understood
and enjoyed. This was realized as early as 1818 by the
Austrian Orientalist Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall (whose
own translations from the three great Islamic languages
are, nevertheless, failures).

In the 20th century the critical study of imagery in Ori-

ental poetry was taken up by Hellmut Ritter in his booklet
Uber die Bildersprache Nizamis (1927; “On the Imagery
of Nezami”), which gives a most sensitive philosophical
interpretation of Nezami’s metaphorical language and of
the role of imagery in the structure of Nezami’s thought.
Ritter’s criticism is basic to the study of many other
Persian poets. Slightly later, the Polish scholar Tadeusz
Kowalski tried to interpret the “molecular” structure of
Arabic literature—the absence of large units of thought
or architectural structure—typical of the greater part of
Islamic literatures, which might be described as “carpet-
like.” This “molecular” structure can be related to the
atomist theories and occasionalist world view embodied
in Islamic theology, which, unlike Christianity, does not
admit of secondary causes and requires only short spans
of hope from the faithful. In a number of articles, and in
many books, E.G. von Grunebaum has pioneered this in-
terpretation of literary structure. Other important critical
works include S.A. Bonebakker’s book on the rhetorical
importance of tawriyah (ambiguous wording); Manfred
Ullmann’s excellent study of rajaz-poetry and its place in
Arabic literature; and C.H. de Fouchécour’s detailed analy-
sis of the descriptions of nature in early Persian poetry.

Among the Arabs themselves, modern literary criticism
began during the early 1920s. Most famous was Taha
Hussein’s attempt to prove the whole corpus of pre-
Islamic poetry as counterfeit. All the Islamic countries,
from Turkey to Pakistan, and especially Iran have spon-
sored reviews in which Western-trained scholars critically
survey the literary achievements of the Islamic world.

A full evaluation of literature as the most faithful mirror
of past (and to some extent present-day) Islamic life is
still lacking. Notwithstanding the conventionalized style
of most Islamic poetry, a deeper study of individual poets’
expressions, use of verbal and nominal forms, rhythmi-
cal preferences, and the like would certainly reveal more
about the personalities of outstanding writers. The impact
of poetry on the Islamic mind was, and to some extent still
is, much deeper than a modern Western reader might sup-
pose. The poets must be viewed, therefore, in relation to
their society, for their work corresponded to the measure
of receptiveness, their new modes of expression developed
according to the widening awareness of their audiences.
They had to use a language and imagery to which those
whom they addressed were accustomed. A new idea, em-
bodied in traditional imagery and a beguiling metre, could
capture the attention of thousands of people. The role of
the poet as religious and political herald (even though his
political thought was all too often subservient to courtly
flattery) was widely acknowledged, and the impact of a
poet like Muhammad Iqbal bears witness to the real power
of poetical expression. Thus, even the most conventional
Persian or Turkish poem can reflect certain attitudes of
the Muslim mind more accurately than many a learned
lecture. A modern short story, even if not particularly well
wrought, often tells the reader more about the feelings and
reactions of the people than scholarly sociological research
papers can. The magic of language is still a living force in
the East. (An.Sc.)

Music

The period of Islamic music begins with the advent of
Islam in about 610. A new art emerged, elaborated both
from pre-Islamic Arabian music and from important con-
tributions by Persians, Byzantines, Turks, Berbers, and
Moors. In this development the Arabian element acted as
a catalyst, and, within a century, the new art was firmly
established from Central Asia to the Atlantic. Such a fu-
sion of musical styles succeeded because there were strong
affinities between Arabian music and the music of the
nations occupied by the expanding Arabic peoples. Not all
Arab-dominated areas adopted the new art; Indonesia and
parts of Africa, for example, retained native musical styles.
The folk music of the Berbers in North Africa, the Moors
in Mauretania, and other ethnic groups (e.g., in Turkey)
also remained alien to classical Islamic music. The farther
one looks from the axis reaching from the Nile Valley to
Persia, the less one finds undiluted Islamic music.
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(It should be remembered that the word music and
its concept were reserved for secular art music; separate
names and concepts belonged to folk songs and to reli-
gious chants.)

NATURE AND ELEMENTS OF ISLAMIC MUSIC

Islamic music is characterized by a highly subtle organiza-
tion of melody and rhythm, in which the vocal component
predominates over the instrumental. It is based on the
skill of the individual artist, who is both composer and
performer and who benefits from a relatively high degree
of artistic freedom. The artist is permitted, and indeed
encouraged, to improvise. He generally concentrates on
the details forming a work, being less concerned with fol-
lowing a preconceived plan than with allowing the music’s
structure to emerge empirically from its details. Melodies
are organized in terms of magamat (singular magam), or
“modes,” characteristic melodic patterns with prescribed
scales, preferential notes, typical melodic and rhythmic
formulas, variety of intonations, and other conventional
devices. The performer improvises within the framework
of the magam, which is also imbued with ethos (Arabic
ta’thir), a specific emotional or philosophical meaning at-
tached to a musical mode. Rhythms are organized into
rhythmic modes, or iga@‘at (singular iqa’), cyclical patterns
of strong and weak beats.

Classical Islamic music is the aristocratic music of the
court and the upper class, which underwent development
and modification in the hands of gifted musicians through-
out several centuries. Rhythmic and melodic modes grew
in number and complexity, and new vocal and instrumen-
tal genres arose. In addition, a body of theoretical works
grew up, influencing both Islaimic and—in some cases—
European music. Its later popularization did not alter its
intimate and entertaining character.

The relation of music to poetry and dance. In pre-
Islamic times music was closely connected with poetry and
dance. Being essentially vocal, pre-Islamic music was an
emotional extension of the solemn declamation of poems
in Bedouin society. Later, the art of vocal composition
itself was largely based upon prosody: only by respecting
the poetic metre in the music could the text, when sung,
be clear in meaning and correct in pronunciation and
grammatical inflection. In turn, prosody itself was used to
explain the musical rhythm.

Words and rhetorical speech were the principal means
through which the Bedouin expressed feelings. The sha‘ir,
or poet-musician, said to be possessed by supernatural
powers, was feared and respected. His satirical song poems
were a formidable arm against enemies, and his poems
of praise enhanced the prestige of his tribe. Musician-
poets, especially women, accompanied the warriors, in-
citing them by their songs, and those who fell in battle
benefited from the elegies of the singer-poets. Musically,
these elegies resembled the Aud@ (“caravan song”), possi-
bly used by camel drivers as a charm against the desert
spirits, or jinn.

Music and dance were closely associated from early times.
Bedouin music had a pronounced collective character,
with well-defined functions and usages, and dance occu-
pied an important place in Bedouin life. Most common
was a simple communal dance that emphasized common,
or social, rather than individual movement. Places of en-
tertainment in the towns and oases employed professional
dancers, mainly women. Art dancing embellished events
in the courts of the Sasanians, the pre-Islamic rulers of
Persia. In the Islamic period, solo and ensemble forms of
dance were an integral part of the intense musical activity
in the palaces of the caliphs and in wealthy houses. Dance
also was prominent in the dhikr ceremony of certain mys-
tical fraternities; forms ranged from obsessional physical
movements to refined styles similar to those of secular
art dancing.

After the advent of Islam a deep change occurred in the
social function of music. Emphasis was laid on music as
entertainment and sensual pleasure rather than as a source
of high spiritual emotion, a change mainly resulting from
Persian influence. Knowledge of music was obligatory for
the cultured person. Skilled professional musicians were
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highly paid and were admitted to the caliphs’ palaces
as courtesans and trusted companions. The term tarab,
which designates a whole scale of emotions, characterizes
the musical conception of the time and even came to
mean music itself.

Music and religion. Fashionable secular music—and its
clear association with erotic dance and drinking—stimu-
lated hostile reactions from religious authorities. As Mus-
lim doctrine does not sanction permitting or prohibiting a
given practice by personal decision, the antagonists relied
on forced interpretations of a few unclear passages in the
Qur’an (the sacred scripture of Islam) or on the Hadith
(traditions of the Prophet, sayings and practices that had
acquired force of law). Thus both supporters and adver-
saries of music found arguments for their theses.

In the controversy, four main groups emerged: (1) un-
compromising purists opposed to any musical expression;
(2) religious authorities admitting only the cantillation of
the Quran and the call to prayer, or adhan, (3) scholars
and musicians favouring music, believing there to be no
musical difference between secular and religious music;
and (4) important mystical fraternities, for whom music
and dance were a means toward unity with God.

Except in the Sufi brotherhoods, Muslim religious music
is relatively curtailed because of the opposition of religious
leaders. It falls into two categories: the call to prayer,
or adhan (in some places, azan), by the mwadhdhin, or
muezzin, and the cantillation of the Quran. Both devel-
oped from relatively solemn cantillation to a variety of
forms, both simple and highly florid. The cantillation of
the Qur’an reflected the ancient Arabic practice of decla-
mation of poetry, with careful regard to word accents and
inflections and to the clarity of the text. Yet it was pos-
sibly also influenced by early secular art song. Opponents
of music considered the cantillation of the Quran to be
technically distinct from singing, and it acquired a sep-
arate terminology. Synagogues and the Eastern Christian
churches, unhampered by such opposition, developed ex-
tensive musical repertories based on melodic modes: the
Eastern churches used the eight modes of Byzantine mu-
sic, while synagogue music followed the magam system of
Muslim art music.

Aesthetic traditions. Even in its most complicated as-
pects, Islamic music is traditional and is transmitted
orally. A rudimentary notational system did exist but it
was used only for pedagogical purposes. A large body of
medieval writing about music survives in which musical
theory is related to various areas of intellectual activity,
hence the extreme importance of understanding music as
an element of the culture involved. The medieval writings
fall mainly into two categories: (1) literary, encyclopaedic,
and anecdotal sources, and (2) theoretical, speculative
sources. The first group includes precious information on
musical life, musicians, aesthetic controversies, education,
and the theory of musical practice. The second deals
with acoustics, intervals (distances between notes), mu-
sical genres, scales, measures of instruments, the theory
of composition, rhythm, and the mathematical aspects of
music. These documents show that, as in the modern
era, medieval Islamic music was principally an individ-
ual, soloistic art. Small ensembles were actually groups
of soloists with the principal member, usually the singer,
predominating. Being an essentially vocal music, it dis-
played many singing and vocal techniques, such as special
vocal colour, guttural nasality, vibrato, and other stylistic
ornaments. Although the music was based upon strict
rules, preexisting melodies, and stylistic requirements, the
performer enjoyed great creative freedom. The artist was
expected to bring his contribution to a given traditional
piece through improvisation, original ornamentation, and
his own approach to tempo, rhythmic pattern, and the
distribution of the text over the melody. Thus the artist
functioned as both performer and composer.

Melodic organization. Islamic music is monophonic;
i.e., it consists of a single line of melody. In performance
everything is related to the refinement of the melodic line
and the complexity of rhythm. The notion of harmony is
completely absent, although occasionally a simple combi-
nation of notes, octaves, fifths, and fourths, usually below
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the melody notes, may be used as an ornamentation.
Among the elements contributing to the enrichment of
the melody are microtonality (the use of intervals smaller
than a Western half step or lying between a half step
and a Western whole step) and the variety of intervals
used. Thus the three-quarter tone, introduced into Islamic
music in the 9th or 10th century, exists alongside larger
and smaller intervals. Musicians show a keen sensibility
to nuances of pitch, often slightly varying even the perfect
consonances, the fourth and fifth.

As the fourth is the basic melodic frame, theorists or-
ganized the intervals and their nuances into genres, or
small units, often tetrachords (units the highest and lowest
notes of which are a fourth apart), combining genres into
larger units, or systems. More than 130 systems resulted;
on these are based the musical scales of the magamat, or
modes. The scale of a magam can thus be broken down
into small units that are of importance in the formation
of melodies. A magam is a complex musical entity given
distinct musical character by its given scale, small units,
range and compass, predominant notes, and preexisting
typical melodic and rhythmic formulas. It serves the mu-
sician as rough material for his own composition. Each
magam has a proper name that may refer to a place
(as Hejaz, Iraq), to a famous man, or to an object, feel-
ing, quality, or special event. Emotional or philosophical
meaning (ethos, or ta’thir) and cosmological background
are attached to a magam and also to the rhythmic modes.
The Arabic term magam is the equivalent of dastgah in
Persia, naghmah in Egypt, and cbat in North Africa.

Rhythmic organization. Rhythms and their organiza-
tion into cycles of beats and pauses of varying lengths
(rhythmic modes, or iga‘at) are much discussed in theo-
retical writings and are of supreme importance in perfor-
mance. Each cycle consists of a fixed number of time units
with a characteristic distribution of strong and weak beats
and pauses. In performance some of the pauses may be
filled in, but the underlying pattern must be maintained.
Parallel to the growth of the number of melodic modes—
from 12 in the 8th century to more than 100 in the 20th—
is the increase in the number of rhythmic modes from
eight in the 9th century to more than 100 in the 20th.

Musical forms. The repertoire in common use com-
prises a wide variety of forms. One category includes un-
measured improvised pieces, such as the /ayali, in which
the singer puts forth the characteristics of the magam,
using long vocalises and meaningless syllables. An equiv-
alent instrumental improvisation is called tagsim, and
this in some cases may be accompanied by a uniform
pulsation, called tagsim ‘ala al-wuhdah. The category of
metrical songs embraces various poetic forms and metric
structures, such as gasidah, dor, and muwashshah. Both
categories, metrical and unmeasured, are almost always
accompanied by either one or more instruments to enrich
the performance. Important traditional forms combined
both categories to create large compositions similar to a
suite, using vocal and instrumental features. The whole
was linked by the unity of the mode and a defined rhyth-
mical development. Examples are the Andalusian niibah,
which survives in North Africa, the Persian dastgah, the
Turkish fasil, the Egyptian wasla, and the Iraqi macam.
Under the pressure of modernization and westernization
have emerged new forms showing the influence of light
dance music, operetta, and musical comedy.

Instruments of music. Instrumental music is not con-
sidered an independent art from vocal music. Yet many
instruments were fully described by early writers, and their
use in folk, art, religious, and military music pointed out.
The most favoured instrument of ancient Near Eastern
civilization, the harp, was gradually overshadowed by both
long- and short-necked lutes.

Percussion instruments. Among idiophones (instru-
ments the hard bodies of which vibrate to produce sound)
commonly used are the gadib (“percussion stick™), the
zil and sunij (“cymbals”), and the kdsat, or small fin-
ger cymbals. Membranophones, or vibrating membrane
instruments, include a variety of tambourines, or frame
drums, which all fall under the generic name duff. These
include the North African ghirbal and bendir, instruments

that have a number of “snares” across the skin and are
used for folk dances; and the d@’irah, or tar, with jingling
plates or rings set in the frame. The da’irah and the
vase-shaped drum darabukka (in Iran, zarb) are used in
folk and art music, and the small kettledrums naqqarah
and nugayrat are used in art music and in military music
(such as janissary music, the Turkish ensemble adopted
by European military musicians). The large two-headed
cylindrical drum, the tabl (Turkish davul), is generally
played with the oboe-like zorna or gayta in processions
and open-air ceremonies.

Wind instruments. Classed with the zorna and gayta as
aerophones, or wind instruments, are the biig, or horn,
the nafir, or long trumpet, and a variety of flutes called
nay or shabbabah. Clarinetlike (single-reed) double-piped
instruments such as the dunay, zammarah, and urghul are
used in folk events and open-air ceremonies.

Stringed instruments. Chordophones, or stringed in-
struments, constitute the most important family. The
favourite instrument of Islamic classical music is the ‘id,
a short-necked lute having four or five strings and resem-
bling the Western lute, which derived from the ‘id. In
addition to holding musical supremacy, it was important
in medieval theoretical and cosmological speculations. It
has two derivatives in North Africa, the kuwitra and the
gunbri. The long-necked lutes favoured in Turkey, Iran,
and the countries eastward include the funbir, tar, and
setar. Another plucked instrument is the ganiin, or trape-
zoid-shaped psaltery, played at least from early medieval
times. The trapezoidal dulcimer, or santir, the strings of
which are struck with two thin sticks, is widespread and is
especially prominent in Persian art music. Bowed lutes, or
fiddles, include the rabab, used by epic singers and beggars,
and the kaman, or kamanja, a hemispherically-shaped
fiddle the body of which, like that of the rabab, is pierced
by the length of wood forming the neck (such instruments
are known as spike fiddles). The violin, played either on
the knee like the kamanja, or beneath the collarbone, is
also common.

The relation of Islamic music to music of other cultures.
The relation of Islamic music to the West reveals itself
in both musical theory and practice. By the 9th century
many Greek treatises had been translated into Arabic.
Arabic culture preserved Greek musical writings, and most
of those that reached the West did so in their Arabic
versions. Arab theorists followed Greek models, often de-
veloping them further. The Muslim occupation of Spain
and Portugal and the Crusades to the Near East brought
Europeans in contact with Arabic theoretical writings and
the flourishing Islamic art music. Musical instruments
such as the lute, the rebec (a small bowed instrument de-
rived from the rabab), and the kettledrum (in the form of
a pair of small kettledrums called nakers, from the Arabic
naqqarah) became firmly established in European music.
Arabic writings were translated, among them the De sci-
entiis, a work on the arts and sciences by the great 10th-
century philosopher and musician al-Farabi (Latinized as
Alpharabius). Such translations give further indication of
the influence exerted by Muslim writers. Arabian influ-
ence on European medieval music is difficult to prove.
Borrowed elements were possibly completely transformed.
The influence of Islamic music on European music is, at
present, a subject of controversy.

As early as 711, Arab conquerors reached India, and
Mongol and Turkmen armies later invaded the Near East,
with resulting contact between Islamic and Far Eastern
music. There are similarities between the modal systems
of India (the ragas) and of the Near East (the magam
system) and between some cosmological and ethical con-
ceptions of music. The migration of musical instruments
from the Islamic area to the Far East can also be traced.
The Chinese oboe, the sona, apparently derived its name
from its Near Eastern counterpart, the zorna, or sorna.
The Indian long-necked lute sitar, having a different num-
ber of strings from the Persian setar, received its name,
and perhaps part of its form, from the setar. The Chinese
dulcimer, yang ch’in (“foreign zither”), originated in the
Middle Eastern santiir. On the other hand, the musical
instruments appearing in the pre-Islamic Tag-e Bostan re-
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liefs in Persia show a mouth organ similar to the Chinese
sheng, indigenous to the Far East.

THE HISTORY OF ISLAMIC MUSIC

The earliest extant writings on Islamic music are from
the end of the 9th century, more than 250 years after the
advent of Islam. In the absence of historical documents,
musicians, writers, and philosophers began to speculate
on the origins of their music. They filled the gaps by
legendary sources or vague traditions. Thus Lamak is said
to have made the first lute from the leg of his dead son,
whose loss he lamented with it. His lamentation is con-
sidered to be the first song.

The pre-Islamic period. In nomadic encampments mu-
sic emphasized every event in man’s life, embellished so-
cial meetings, incited the warriors, encouraged the desert
traveler, and exhorted the pilgrims to the black stone
of the Ka‘bah (in Mecca), a holy shrine even in pre-
Islamic times. Among the earliest songs were the huda
from which the ghind@ derived, the nasb, sanad, rukbani,
and the hazaj, a dancing song. In the markets of the
Arabs, particularly the fair at the western Arabian town of
‘Ukaz, competitions of poetry and musical performances
were held periodically, attracting the most distinguished
poet-musicians. Their music, more sophisticated than that
practiced in the nomadic encampments, was related to that
of the gaynatr (“singing girls”), who performed at court,
in noble households, and in scattered taverns. Cultural
contact with Byzantium was strong in the kingdom of
Ghassan, where, in the 7th century, five Byzantine gaynat
were known to have performed songs of their homeland
at court. The culture of the other Arabic kingdom of al-
Hirah under the Lakhmid dynasty was closely connected
with that of Persia under the pre-Islamic Sasanian empire.
The Sasanians esteemed both secular and religious music.
In the belief of the Mazdak sect (a dualistic Persian reli-
gion related to Manichaeanism, a Gnostic religion), music
was considered as one of the four spiritual powers. In the
king’s entourage musicians occupied high rank. Some be-
came famous, such as Barbad, to whom is attributed the
invention of the complicated pre-Islamic system of modes.
The compositions of Barbad, who became a model of
artistic achievement in Arabic literature, survived at least
until the 10th century.

The beginning of Islam and the first four caliphs. Mu-
hammad was said to have been hostile to music and
musicians; yet there are indications that he tolerated func-
tional music such as war songs, pilgrimage chants, and
public or private festival songs. In addition, he himself
instituted in 622 or 623 the adhan (“call to prayer”),
chanted by the mwadhdhin (muezzin). For this task he
chose the Abyssinian singer Bilal, who became the pa-
tron of the mwadhdhin and their guilds throughout the
Islamic world. Within 12 years after Muhammad’s death,
the armies of Islam took possession of Syria, Iraq, Persia,
Armenia, Egypt, and Cyrenaica (in modern Libya). The
contact with the refined cultures of the conquered and
the appearance of a new class of warriors who benefited
from the spoils of the conquered nations deeply affected
Arabian society. In spite of the austere regime of the
four orthodox caliphs (632-660), joy of life and eagerness
for pleasure dominated the two holy cities of Mecca and
Medina. Wealthy men acquired slave musicians, who were
often liberated and became the pillars of musical life. The
wealthy competed with one another in the brilliance of
the concerts held in their houses, and in sophisticated lit-
erary and musical salons, contests revealed and rewarded
the best talents. In this milieu the great Islamic musical
tradition began to take shape, to be firmly established and
codified in subsequent periods. A new generation of musi-
cians was educated in the traditional manner and refined
through constant hearing of the best music performed
by the best masters. Through the contributions of the
conquered “foreigners,” and through intense emulation of
their music, new techniques, improved instruments, and
elaborated musical forms developed. Persian lute tuning
was adopted for the lute (‘zZd), which became the classical
instrument of the Arabs. Melodies and rhythms were reg-
ulated by a modal system that was later codified. Among
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the most famous female musicians was ‘Azza al-Mayla’,
who excelled in al-ghin@ ar-ragig, or “gentle song.” Her
house was the most brilliant literary salon of Medina, and
most of the famous musicians of the town came under
her tutelage. Also famed were the female musician Jamila,
around whom clustered musicians, poets, and dignitaries;
the male musician Tuways, who, attracted by the melodies
sung by Persian slaves, imitated their style; and Sa’ib
Khathir, the son of a Persian slave. Songs were generally
accompanied by the lute (‘#d), the frame drum (duff’), or
the percussion stick (qadib). :

The Umayyad and ‘Abbasid dynasties: classical Islam-
ic music. Under the Umayyad caliphate (661-750) the
classical style of Islamic music developed further. The
capital was moved to Damascus (in modern Syria) and
the courts were thronged with male and female musicians,
who formed a class apart. Many prominent musicians
were Arab by birth or acculturation, but the alien element
continued to play a predominant role in Islamic music.
The first and the greatest musician of the Umayyad era
was Ibn Misjah, often honoured as the father of Islamic
music. Born in Mecca of a Persian family, he was a musi-
cal theorist and a skilled singer and lute player. Ibn Mis-
jah traveled to Syria and Persia, learning the theory and
practice of Byzantine and Persian music and incorporat-
ing much of his acquired knowledge into the Arabian art
song. Although he adopted new elements such as foreign
musical modes, he rejected other musical traits as unsuit-
able to Arabian music. Knowledge of his contributions is
contained in the most important source of information
about music and musical life in the first three centuries of
Islam. This is the 10th-century Kitab al-Aghani, or “Book
of Songs,” by Abu al-Faraj al-Isbahani. In the 8th century
Yiinus al-Katib, author of the first Arabic book of musical
theory, compiled the first collection of songs. Other no-
table musicians of the period were Ibn Mubhriz, of Persian
ancestry; Ibn Surayj, son of a Persian slave and noted
for his elegies and improvisations (murtajal); his pupil al-
Gharid, born of a Berber family; and the Negro Ma‘bad.
Like Ibn Surayj, Ma‘bad cultivated a special personal style
adopted by following generations of singers.

By the end of the Umayyad period, the disparate ele-
ments of conqueror and conquered were fused into the
style of classical Islamic music. With the establishment
of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in 750, Baghdad (in modern
Iraq) became the leading musical centre. The ‘Abbasid
caliphate is the period of the Golden Age in Islamic mu-
sic. Music, obligatory for every learned man, was dealt
with in varied aspects—among them virtuosity, aesthetic
theory, ethical and therapeutic goals, mystical experience,
and mathematical speculation. The artist was required to
possess technical proficiency, creative power, and almost
encyclopaedic knowledge. Among the finest artists of the
period were Ibrahim al-Mawsili and his son Ishag. Mem-
bers of a noble Persian family, they were chief court
musicians and close companions of the caliphs Hartun ar-
Rashid and al-Ma’'mun.

Ishaq, a singer, composer, and virtuoso lutenist, was the
outstanding musician of his time. A man of wide cul-
ture, he is credited with authorship of nearly 40 works
on music, which were subsequently lost. According to the
“Book of Songs,” he is the originator of the earliest Is-
lamic theory of melodic modes. Called asbi* (“fingers™), it
structured the modes according to the frets of the lute and
the fingers corresponding to them. Indications above each
song in the “Book of Songs” show the mode, the type of
third (major, minor, or neutral), and often the rhythmic
mode. (The third is the interval encompassing three notes
of the scale. It can vary considerably in exact size without
losing its character. Western music uses the major and the
minor third; much non-Western and folk music also uses
a neutral third, between the major and minor in size.)
The neutral third, introduced into Islamic music about
this time, increased the number of melodic modes from
eight to 12 by making more intervals available from which
to build melodies. At this time the number of rhythmic
modes varied from six to eight, their actual structure and
content differing from author to author.

Ishaq and Ibrahim al-Mawsili actively participated in the
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contemporary controversy between modernism, a Persian
romantic style tending toward exuberance of embellish-
ments, and Arabian classicism, characterized by simplicity
and artistic severity. The Mawsilis represented the older
classical tradition; the proponents of modernism were Ibn
Jami‘ and the celebrated singer Prince Ibrahim ibn al-
Mahdi.

In the second half of the 8th century, the extensive Is-
lamic literature of music theory began to flourish. Greek
treatises were translated into Arabic, and scholars, who
were acquainted with the Greek writings, began to de-
vote books or sections of books to the theory of music.
In their works they expanded, changed, improved, or
shed new light on Greek musical theory. The well-known
philosopher al-Kindi, who was deeply immersed in Greek
learning, wrote more than 13 musical treatises, including
the earliest Arabic musical treatise that is known to have
survived. He also dealt with the theory of ethos (ta’thir)
and with cosmological aspects of music. Members of the
Ikhwan as-Safa, an important 10th-century brotherhood,
dealt also with these two themes and advanced a theory
of sound that went well beyond ancient Greek theories.
Philosophers such as al-Farabi, author of the monumental
Kitab al-musiqi al-Kabir (“Grand Book on Music”), and
Ibn Sina (known in Europe as Avicenna) dealt with such
topics as the theory of sound, intervals, genres and systems,
composition, rhythm, and instruments, as did others such
as as-Sarakhsi, his contemporary Thabit ibn Qurrah, and
Avicenna’s pupil Ibn Zayla. The last important theorist to
emerge during the ‘Abbasid period was Safi ad-Din, who
codified the elements of the modal practice as it was then
known into a highly sophisticated system. His achieve-
ment became the chief model for subsequent generations.
In the numerous treatises written between the 13th and
19th centuries, the system devised by Safi ad-Din was split
into multiple local traditions.

Islamic music in Spain. Parallel to the flourishing of
music at the eastern centres of Damascus and Baghdad,
another important musical centre developed in Spain, first
under the survivors of the Umayyad rulers and later under
the Berber Almoravids (rulers of North Africa and Spain in
the 11th and 12th centuries) and Almohads, who expanded
into Spain after the fall of the Almoravids. In Spain, en-
counter with different cultures stimulated the development
of the Andalusian, or Moorish, branch of Islamic music.
The most imposing figure in this development is Ziryab
(fl. 9th century), a pupil of Ishaq al-Mawsili, who, because
of the jealousy of his teacher, emigrated from Baghdad to
Spain. A virtuoso singer and the leading musician at the
court of Cordoba, Ziryab introduced a fifth string to the
lute, devised a number of new forms of composition, and
developed a variety of new methods of teaching singing in
his well-known school of music. Musical activity spread
to large towns, and Seville became a leading centre of
musical-instrument manufacture.

New poetic forms were developed, such as the muwash-
shah and the zajal, that were freer in rhyme and metre
than the classical gasidah or formal ode. These innova-
tions in prosody opened the way to further musical devel-
opments. Especially important was the nawbah (“suite”),
a form that included songs and instrumental music, free
or metrical, that were linked together by melodic mode
and rhythmic patterns. The 24 traditional nawbahs were
invested with symbolic and cosmological significance. Af-
ter the expulsion of the Muslims from Spain in 1492 this
musical tradition was transported to North African cen-
tres, where it partially survived.

After the Mongol invasion of Baghdad in 1258 and the
Spanish reconquest of Granada in 1492, the magnificence
of Islamic culture gradually waned. Music continued to
be cultivated, receiving new influences from Mongol and
Turkmen conquerors. Persia enjoyed artistic independence
for about 450 years, until 1918; but during this period a
huge area, from the Balkans to Tunisia, was submitted to
a strong Turkish influence, which itself was heavily influ-
enced by Arab and Persian music.

The modern period. From the beginning of the 19th
century, Islamic music was affected by the intensification
of contacts and relationships with Western music. For

the first time Islamic music existed in juxtaposition with
Western music. For example, European composers and
musicians were summoned to create military bands and
conservatories in Turkey (1826) and in Persia (1856), and
Giuseppe Verdi’s opera Aida inaugurated the opera house
in Cairo in 1871. Expanding contact with Western mu-
sic caused certain alterations in traditional musical styles.
There was a widespread musical renaissance, with two
main centres: the leading school in Egypt was open to
modernism and Western influences, while in Syria and
Iraq traditional music was supported. Music in Syria and
Iraq, together with North African, Iranian, and Turkish
music, remained restricted to its own periphery. The Egyp-
tian school developed Middle Eastern music in what can
be called the mainstream style; and this music was widely
diffused through the media of radio, television, recordings,
and the cinema. Mainstream music borrowed instruments
such as the cello, saxophone, and accordion; melodies
and rhythms from European serious and light music; the
concept of large ensembles; and the use of electronic
amplification. Emphasis shifted from the display of indi-
vidual virtuosity and personal creativity to performance as
an ensemble, and the use of short songs underscored the
separation, rather than the traditional union, of composer
and performer. Classical and local genres coexist, however,
with the innovative mainstream style.

Persian art music continues to be organized into 12
traditional modes, or dastgah, each of which contains a
repertory of from 20 to 50 small pieces called giishehs
(“corners™). In performance of instrumental and vocal
music, the artist improvises on the chosen giishehs of a
dastgah in a specific order.

Vocal music still predominates even in countries such as
Iran, in which instrumental music is cultivated indepen-
dently. Thus almost all of the Near Eastern musicians who
are well known are singers; those particularly influential
in the modern renaissance, in chronological order, include
‘Abduh al-Hamali, Dahud Hussni, Sayyid Darwish, ‘Abd
al-Wahhab, Umm Kultham, Farid al-Atrash, Fayrouz,
Rashid al-Hundarashi, Sadiga al-Mulaya, and Muham-
mad al-Gubanshi.

Modern Arab theorists also have produced valuable
treatises. For example, the 19th-century theorists Michel
Muchaga of Damascus and Mohammed Chehab ad-Din
of Cairo introduced the theoretical division of the scale
into 24 quarter tones. In 1932 the international Congress
of Arabian Music was held in Cairo, providing a forum for
current analysis of subjects such as musical scales, modes,
rhythms, and musical forms. (A.Sh.)

Dance and theatre

The performing arts have received comparatively little
attention in the otherwise rich literature of the Islamic
peoples. This is most probably a result of the suspicions
entertained by some orthodox Muslim scholars concern-
ing the propriety of the dance and the theatre. Because
this applies particularly in relation to the vexing theolog-
ical question of human portrayal and its connection with
idolatry, the performing arts have traditionally been re-
garded by the faithful with more than usual caution. Even
as late as the 19th and early 20th centuries, most research
on the subject, in what may loosely be called the Islamic
world, was carried out by Western scholars, chiefly from
European nations; and only in the 20th century have
indigenous scholars started publishing significant research
on the subject.

There are no known references to the dance or theatre in
pre-Islamic Arabia, although nomad tribes were probably
acquainted with the dance. The Islamic peoples them-
selves seem to have developed this particular art form less
than they did music or architecture; and, in addition to
medieval Islam’s cool attitude toward dance and theatre
as art forms, it must be added that most women, leading a
life of seclusion, could hardly be expected to play an active
part in them. Nevertheless, there has been an active tradi-
tion of folk dance in most Islamic countries, in addition
to dancing as an entertainment spectacle and, particularly
in Persia, as an art form. A ritual dance was instituted in
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Dance as entertainment for the aristocracy, shown in “A
Festive Party,” manuscript illumination from the Masnavi of
Jalal ad-Din ar-RUmi, AD 1295-96. In the British Museum (MS.
OR. 7693, fol. 225 b.).

By courtesy of the trustees of the British Museum; photograph, J.R. Freeman & Co. Ltd.

the Sufi mystical order of the Mawlawiyah (Mevleviyah)
in Turkey. The dance, performed by dervishes (members
of the mystical order), is considered to be a manifestation
of mystical ecstasy rather than an entertainment or an
expression of aesthetic urges.

The theatre has not flourished as a major art under Islam,
although as a form of popular entertainment, particularly
in mime and shadow-puppet shows, it has persisted vig-
orously. Nevertheless, the theatre with live actors received
support from the Ottomans in Turkey, and a live popular
drama has been strong in Persia, where a passion play
also took root. Otherwise, the theatrical record of Islam
is meagre. Moreover, few neighbouring peoples had a
well-developed theatre of their own; hence, outside stim-
ulus was lacking, and the Islamic disapproval of idolatry
was so intense that, when the shadow theatre evolved in
the East in the late Middle Ages, the puppets were regu-
larly punched with holes to show that they were lifeless.
Nonetheless, drama has had some ties with religion, as
in Iran and other areas where the Shi‘ite branch of Islam

Dervishes dancing in a tekke, engraving by J. Fougeron from A Tour to the East

By courtesy of the University of Chicago Library
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is concentrated. Here a passion play developed, rooted
in traumatic memories of the bloody warfare of Islam’s
early years. This was a local phenomenon, uninfluenced
by Christian Europe, and, though stereotyped, it movingly
reenacted Shi‘ite martyrdom.

A popular theatre, frequently including dance, evolved
independently from about the 17th century in some Mus-
lim countries. West European and, later, U.S. influences
were largely the main factors in the development of an
artistic theatre in the 19th and 20th centuries. But conser-
vative Muslims have consistently disapproved of theatre,
and in Saudi Arabia, for example, no native theatrical es-
tablishment exists. In such an atmosphere, women’s parts
were at first taken by men; later, Christian and Jewish
women took the roles, and only in the 20th century have
Muslim women participated.

TYPES AND SOCIAL FUNCTIONS
OF DANCE AND THEATRE

The dance. Folk dancing existed among medieval Is-
lamic peoples; but such sources as exist are mainly con-
cerned with artistic dance, which was performed chiefly
at the caliph’s palace by skilled women. The aristocracy
was quick to imitate this patronage by providing similar
performances, its members vying with one another on
festive occasions. One of these dances, the kurrag (some
times called kurra), developed into a song and dance fes-
tival held at the caliph’s court. Since the latter part of
the 19th century, the dancing profession has lost ground
to the performance of U.S., Latin-American, and western
European dances in cabarets. In a reaction that set in after
World War II, fervent nationalists have tried to create
native dance troupes, revive traditional motifs in costume
and interpretation, and adapt tribal figures to modern
settings. Few traditional dances have survived unchanged;
among those that have are the dervish dances, performed
mainly in Turkey.

Folk dance. Though now performed and fostered chiefly
as an expression of national culture, folk dances were
long regarded as pure entertainment and were either com-
bined with theatrical shows or presented alone. Dance
performances, accompanied by music, took place in a
special hall or outdoors; many dancers, particularly the
males, were also mimes. Sometimes the dance enacted a
pantomime, as in Turkey, of physical love or of a stag
hunt, representing the pursuit of a suspicious husband
deceived by his wife.

Folk dance, except in Iran, has almost always been
mimetic or narrative, a tradition still fostered by many
tribes.

Dance as entertainment. The Turks considered dancing
as a profession for the low-born; as a result, most dancers

in the Years 1763 and 1764, with Remarks on the City of Constantinople and the Turks,

by Frederick Calvert, 6th Baron Baltimore, 1767.
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were members of minority groups: mostly Greeks, Jews,
and Armenians. This judgment has usually applied to the
status of professional dancers and indeed to most profes-
sional entertainers at most periods and in most societies
until modern times. In 19th-century Egypt, both male
and female dancers were regarded as public entertainers.
Many of the women entertainers (ghawazi ) belonged to a
single tribe and were usually considered little better than
prostitutes. The erotic element in dancing has become
focused in the belly dance, which has become the lead-
ing form of exhibition dance in modern Turkey and the
Arab countries.

The mimetic tradition of folk dance has blended well
in countries of the Sunnite persuasion with comedy and
with the passion-play tragedy in Shi‘ite countries. In recent
years, however, the theatre has been increasingly divorced
from the dance, with most plays being consciously mod-
eled on European patterns; only in the operetta does the
old combination remain.

Dance as an art form. In pre-Islamic times in Iran,
dance was both an art form and a popular entertainment.
There are pictures of dancers in miniatures, on pottery,
and on walls, friezes, and coins. Some of these ancient
dances lived on partially in tribal dances, but again, un-
der Islam’s restrictions on women, the art became a male
monopoly. Women were permitted to dance in private,
however, as in the harem.

Iran is perhaps the only Muslim country with a tradition
of dance regarded as an art form. When revived after
World War II, folk dancing was encouraged and adapted
for the foundation of a national ballet.

Muslim orthodoxy’s very uncertainty over the exact
status of the artistic dance ensured that it was always
considered as an adjunct to music. Accordingly, although
there are many detailed treatises on Islamic music, none
is available on dance.

Dervish dancing. There is one outstanding example of
pure dance: that of the whirling dervishes, an art that has
been practiced for more than seven centuries. The proce-
dure is part of a Muslim ceremony called the dhikr, the
purpose of which is to glorify God and seek spiritual per-
fection. Not all dervish orders dance; some simply stand
on one foot and move the other foot to music. Those
who dance, or rather, whirl, are the Mawlawi dervishes,
an order that was founded by the Persian poet and mys-
tic Jalal ad-Din ar-Rami at Konya, in Anatolia, in the
13th century.

The performance, for which all of the participants don
tall, brown, conical hats and black mantles, takes place in
alarge hall in the tekke, the building in which the dervishes
live. The dervishes sit in a circle listening to music. Then,
rising slowly, they move to greet the shaykh, or master,
and cast off the black coat to emerge in white shirts and

Brian Brake—Magnum

A storyteller in Kashmir.

waistcoats. They keep their individual places with respect
to one another and begin to revolve rhythmically. They
throw back their heads and raise the palms of their right
hands, keeping their left hands down, a symbol of giving
and taking. The rhythm accelerates, and they whirl faster
and faster. In this way they enter a trance in an attempt
to lose their personal identities and to attain union with
the Almighty. Later they may sit, pray, and begin all over
again. The dhikr ceremony always ends with a prayer and
a procession.

The theatre. In lands where the Sunnite sect was strong,
mime shows were frequent and popular attractions during
the later Middle Ages. The Ottoman sultans were accom-
panied on military campaigns by their own troupe of ac-
tors; and, as the Ottoman Empire grew larger and richer,
the court became ever more partial to entertainment,
whether at the accession of a sultan, a royal wedding, a
circumcision, an official visit, or a victory. On such occa-
sions, dances and theatrical performances played their part
along with parades, fireworks, music, mock fights, and cir-
cus performances in one huge, sumptuous pageant. This
lavishing of entertainment reached a height of splendour
that the admiring Ottoman aristocracy strove to imitate
throughout the empire. In Arabia and North Africa, pop-
ular shows on a lesser scale were performed in the open
air. Another aspect of the Islamic theatre was represented
in the shadow plays, which were given chiefly to while
away the time during the month of fasting, Ramadan (the
sacred ninth month of the Muslim year).

Among Shi‘ites the passion play was regularly performed,
by both professional and amateur actors. The performance
always took place during the first 10 days of the month of
Muharram (the first in the Muslim year), the period when
the suffering and death of the descendants and relatives
of the fourth caliph ‘Ali were commemorated. For gener-
ations this largely theatrical event served as a focal point
of the year, gripping audiences in total involvement with
its blend of symbolism and realism.

Mime shows. In the medieval Muslim theatre, mime
shows aimed to entertain rather than to uplift their au-
diences. Regrettably, few mime shows were recorded in
writing, and those that were recorded were set down
primarily to serve as guidelines for directors, who might
tamper with the wording, as in the improvisation of the
Italian commedia dell’arte. Some plays were on historical
themes, but preference was for comedies or farces with an
erotic flavour. The audience was largely composed of the
poor and uneducated.

A rudimentary theatrical form, the mime show long en-
joyed widespread popularity in Anatolia and other parts of
the Ottoman Empire. Called meddah (eulogist) or mukallit
(imitator) in Turkish, the mimic had many similarities to
his classical Greek forerunners. Basically he was a story-
teller who used mimicry as a comic element, designed to
appeal to his largely uneducated audience. By gesture and
word he would imitate animals, birds, or local dialects; he
was very popular in Arabic- and Turkish-speaking areas.
Even today, he has not been wholly supplanted in the Is-
lamic world by literacy or by such modern entertainments
as radio, television, and the cinema. Sometimes several
meddahs performed together, and this may have been the
source of a rural theatrical performance.

Ortaoyunu. The ortaoyunu (middle show) was the first
type of genuine theatre the Turks, and possibly other
Muslim peoples, ever had. The Ottoman sultans pro-
vided subsidies for ortaoyunu companies of actors, who
consequently became generally accepted; also some were
retained by the princes of the Romanian principalities un-
der Ottoman rule. The fact that they continued to enjoy
popularity to World War I may be explained by their sim-
ple dramatic appeal, which was coupled with sharp satire
of the well-to-do and the ruling classes (but hardly ever
of Islam). This irreverence frequently resulted in fines and
imprisonment for the actors, but it never produced a basic
change of style.

During the 19th and 20th centuries, the ortaoyunu was
generally performed in an open square or a large coffee-
house. There was no stage, and props were simple: they
generally comprised a table or movable screen, while other
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objects were represented by paintings glued on paper. An
orchestra of about four musicians enlivened the show and
gave the performers, who were all male, their cues. Roles
were generally stereotyped, with stock characters, such as
a dandy, the foreign physician, and regional types (Kurds,
Albanians, Armenians, Arabs, and Jews) quarreling and
fighting in slapstick style. Mimicry was important, and
some actors changed roles and costumes. The plot was
flimsy, a mere frame for the dialogue, which was itself
frequently improvised.

The marionette theatre. In comparison with ortaoyunu,
the marionette theatre, although popular in Turkistan
(under the name of ¢adir hayal) and other parts of Mus-
lim Central Asia, never really caught on in the Ottoman
Empire.

Shadow plays (Karagéz). On the other hand, the
shadow play had been widely popular for many centuries
in Turkish- or Arabic-speaking countries. Its essence, like
that of the mime shows, was entertainment without moral
import; and few plays were recorded in writing beyond a
sketch of the action. Most were comedies and farces that
were performed for the enjoyment of an audience that
was, for the most part, very poor and uneducated.

In Turkey, the Karagoz (a character, “Black-eye”) the-
atre was the prevalent form of shadow play. This art
apparently came from China or perhaps from Southeast
Asia, as the French term ombres chinoises indeed hints,

Karag6z shadow puppets.

Ortaoyunu theatre, painting by Muazzez. In the collection of Dr. Metin And.
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though the prevailing element of the grotesque was prob-
ably inherited from ancient Greece by way of Byzantium.
The Karagdz was well known in Turkey during the 16th
century but was so fully developed that it must have been
introduced much earlier, and it quickly spread from Syria
to North Africa and the Greek islands. Its performers were
in great demand at the sultan’s court as well as elsewhere,
and they soon organized their own guild. Since only the
framework of the play was sketched in writing, there was
scope for a great deal of impromptu wit, and Karagbz
shows, like the ortaoyunu, were inevitably satirical. But
with the coming of motion pictures the Karagoz declined,
and performances are now mostly confined to the month
of Ramadan.

In the traditional performance of the Karagoz, the stage
is separated from the audience by a frame holding a sheet;
the latter has shrunk over the years from about six by 7'/2
feet (1.8 by 2.3 metres) to about three by two feet (0.9
by 0.6 metres). The puppets, which are flat and made of
leather, are controlled by the puppeteers with rods and are
placed behind the screen. An oil lamp is then placed still
farther back so that it will throw the puppets’ shadows
onto the screen.

A standard shadow play has three main elements: in-
troduction, dialogue, and plot. The introduction is fairly
stereotyped and consists of an argument and usually a
quarrel between Karagoz and Hacivat, the two most com-

Marc Riboud—Magnum

From left: Yahudi (the Jew) with donkey, Karagdz, Zenne (the woman), and Tasuz Deli Bekir.
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mon characters. The former is a simple, commonsense
fellow, while the latter is more formal and polished,
if shallow and pedantic. The dialogue between the two
varies with the occasion but always contains impromptu
repartee, though most puppet masters have at least 28
different plots in stock—a different one for each night of
Ramadan. Some are historical, many ribald, but all are
popular entertainment. Additional characters or animals
may be introduced, calling for great skill on the part
of the puppet master and his assistant in manipulating
several simultaneously, as well as in reciting the text in
changing tones and playing music. Some have one or two
musicians to help.

Mimicry and caricature, while essential to both the med-
dah and the ortaoyunu, are technically more developed
in the shadow play. Here entire productions are based
on a comedy of manners or of character. In addition to
the stock characters from various ethnic groups, there is,
for example, the drug addict who wraps his narcotic in
dissolving gum before the fast begins so as not to sin,
the light-headed Turk (“he who eats his inheritance”) who
is a prodigal and a debauchee, the highway robber, the
stutterer, and the policeman.

Karagoz is the most frequently performed but not the
sole type of shadow play in Muslim countries. In Egypt a
shadow theatre is known to have existed as early as the
13th century, long before records of Karagdz shows were
kept in Turkey. A physician, Muhammad ibn Daniyal,
wrote three shadow plays that have survived. They were
performed in the 13th century and display humour and
satire and the lampooning of match-making and marriage.
These plays also introduce a parade of popular contempo-
rary characters, many of whom earn their living in shady
or amusing trades. A positively phallic element is as evi-
dent here as it is in the Karagoz.

Iranian popular theatre. Popular theatre existed among
the Iranians, who were proud of a long-lived cultural tra-
dition and preserved their national language under Arab
domination: indeed, even their branch of Islam, Shi‘ism,
set them apart from the Sunnism of the majority of
Islam. The Ottomans’ failure to conquer Iran increased
competition between the respective intellectual elites. Iran
had inherited a considerable theatrical tradition from pre-
Islamic times; it is not surprising that a popular comic
theatre flourished there. The central figure of this theatre
was the Katchal Pahlavan (or “bald actor”), and mimicry
was important, both in comedy and in pantomime. The
Bagqal-Bazi (“Play of the Grocer™), in which a grocer
repeatedly quarrels with his good-for-nothing servant, is
a typical example of the popular comic tradition. The
marionette theatre, or Lobet-Bazi, while using Iranian
puppets, was similar to its Turkish counterpart. At least
five puppets appeared, and singing was an integral part
of a production that sometimes resembled Italian and
French puppet shows. The ortaoyunu, particularly in the
region of Azerbaijan, is almost identical with the Turkish
of the same name. The shadow play in Iran, however, has
always been less popular and obscene than the Ottoman
or Arab Karagoz.

Passion plays (ta‘ziyah). Quite different was the passion
play, derived mainly from early Islamic lore and assembled
as a sequence of tragedies representing Shi‘ite martyrdom.
Both shadow and passion play were interlarded with mu-
sical prologues, accompaniment, and interludes; but these
were not necessarily an integral part, serving rather to
create a mood.

A preoccupation with religion is characteristic of Persian
theatrical performances, and, during the first 10 days of
the month of Muharram, the martyrdom of ‘Ali’s de-
scendants at the hands of the Umayyads is reenacted.
Although these shows are also performed among Shi‘ite
Turks in Central Asia and Shi‘ite Arab communities in
Iraq and elsewhere, Iran is their centre. Some plays are
satirical, directed against wrongdoers, but most form a set
of tragedies, performed as passion plays on these 10 suc-
cessive days. Named ta‘ziyah (“consolation”), this type of
drama is an expression of Persian patriotism and, above
all, of piety, both elements combining in an expression of
the national religion, Shi‘ism.

In order to understand the mood of the ta‘ziyah it is
necessary to remember that storytellers in Iran recite the
gruesome details of the martyrdom of Hasan, Husayn,
and other descendants of ‘Ali all year long. Thus pre-
pared, people swell the street processions during the days
of Muharram, chain themselves, flagellate their bodies,
and pierce their limbs with needles, shouting in unison
and carrying images of the martyrs, made of straw and
covered with blood—contrary to the injunctions of Islam.
Sometimes men walk in the processions with heads hidden
and collars bloodied, all part of a pageant dating from the
9th or 10th century. Its peak is reached daily in the play
describing the martyrdom of ‘Ali’s family and entourage,
which used to be presented in the large mosques, but
which, when the mosques proved too small, was given a
special place. The roles of reciter of the martyrdom and
of participant in a procession have blended over the years
to produce the ta‘ziyah play, in which the reciters march
in procession to the appointed place and there recite their
pieces, which can be considered as a prologue before the
play itself begins.

The chief incidents narrated in the ta‘ziyah are not nec-
essarily presented in chronological order, but in any case
the ta‘ziyah texts (manuscripts from the 17th and 18th
centuries, thenceforth, printed texts) give an inadequate
impression of their forceful effect. Indeed, the audience
identifies itself so closely with the play that foreigners
have, on occasion, been manhandled. Since half of the
actors play the supporters of the ‘Alids and half play their
opponents, the latter are sometimes attacked and beaten
at the end of the play. The decor, too, is half-realistic
and half-symbolic: blood is real, yet sand is represented
by straw. The stage effects are frequently overdone, and
this clearly further excites the audience. For instance,
Husayn’s gory head is made to recite holy verses; or an
armless warrior is seen to kill his opponent with a sword
he holds in his teeth. The horses are real, although most
of the other animals are played by humans. In general, the
actors, though chiefly nonprofessional, infect the audience
with their enthusiasm and absorption.

DANCE AND THEATRE IN MODERN TIMES

Developments in dance. Insofar as dance is related to
the modern theatre, there is little difference between Mus-
lim production and its European or American counterpart.
Dance and drama are combined according to the artistic
needs of the production or the personal tastes of the pro-
ducer and director. Perhaps more important is the dance
itself, independently performed as artistic self-expression.
The geographical centre of folk dance is in the area east
of the Mediterranean, though remnants of other cultures
have survived. There are Balkan traces in western and
northern Turkey, for example, and Berber and even black
African traces in Morocco and elsewhere in North Africa.

Arab countries. In some Arab countries, dancing is pop-
ular, varying in town, village, or with nomad tribe. In the
town, dancing is generally reserved for special occasions,
chiefly Western social dances. On the other hand, villages
have such favourites as the dabkah. The dabkah is danced
mainly by men and is quite common in festivities in
the area between northern Syria and southern Israel; for
instance, the Druzes (sectarian Arab communities located
in Lebanon, Syria, and Israel) are very fond of it. The
performers dance in a straight line, holding handkerchiefs
high in the air, while the first dancer in the row gives the
sign for stepping or jumping. Among the Bedouin almost
any pretext suffices for dancing, although since the mid-
20th century dancing has been practiced most often at
weddings and similar festivities. Usually two male dancers,
or two rows of male dancers, repeatedly advance toward
each other or the audience and retire. To this basic fig-
ure, there are numerous variations that give the different
dances their names.

Turkey. The Turks are also lovers of music and dance
and when they meet frequently sing and dance. There is
no single national dance popular throughout the coun-
try; dances vary in the numbers required, some being
for solo performance, others designed for pairs or groups,
though nearly all have instrumental accompaniment.” As
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illustration of the possibilities of a basic step, there are at
least 40 variations of the group dance known as bar, a
chain dance. Again, several folk dances have characteris-
tics akin to pantomime, breaking up into five main types
of imitation: village life, nature, combat, courtship, and
animals or birds.

Opera is popular in Turkey, reflected in a long tradition of
invitations to foreign companies, and the musical theatre,
which frequently includes dancing, is also widespread. On
the other hand, classical ballet was unknown until a school
of ballet was opened by foreign teachers with government
encouragement. Although most of the ballet performances
are in Istanbul, they are well received on tour.

Iran. In Iran a national dance company was formed
with government support after World War II, and ancient
customs were revived. Until it was closed in 1979, the
Iranian ballet company was outstanding in the Muslim
world, drawing on ancient war dances, fire-priest dances,
dervish dances, and tribal folklore, as well as on scenes
and decor from painting, sculpture, and the rich imagery
of classical Persian poetry. Various folk dances are like-
wise performed all over Iran; they are accompanied by
music and reflect local traditions and customs. Some are
mimetic, others erotic, others, again, war dances (chiefly
in the mountain areas) and comic dances (usually with
masks). Many of these are dying out as new tastes and
customs evolve, and Iranian dance companies have tried
to preserve some of these dying forms.

The contemporary theatre. The modern Muslim the-
atre is almost wholly a western European importation,
unconnected with the traditional medieval theatre, which
has almost completely disappeared, although there are
vestiges of it.

Arab countries. Contemporary Arabic theatre owes
much to the imaginative daring of the Nagqash family in
19th-century Beirut, which was then under Turkish rule.
Significantly, they were Christians, then better educated
and more cosmopolitan than Muslims, and they had the
advantages of Beirut’s contacts with Europe and position
as the headquarters of missionary activity. A Beirut Mar-
onite (a Roman Catholic following the Syrio-Antiochene
rite, widespread in the area), Maran an-Naqqash (died
1855), who knew French and Italian as well as Arabic
and Turkish, adapted Moliére’s L’Avare (“The Miser”)
and presented it on a makeshift stage in Beirut in 1848.
He did so before a select audience of foreign dignitaries
and local notables, and he wrote his play in colloquial
Arabic and revised the plot to suit the taste and views of
his audience. Further, he changed the locale to an Arab
town and Arabicized the names of the participants. Other
touches included instrumental and vocal music and the
playing of women’s roles by men, in the traditional man-
ner. The above features characterized the Arabic theatre
for about half a century. An-Naqqash, together with his
family, composed and presented two other musical plays,
one based on Moliére’s Tartuffe, the other on the story,
in The Thousand and One Nights, of Abu al-Hasan, who
became caliph for a day.

Soon the main centre of Arabic theatre moved to Egypt,
whose comparatively tolerant autonomy offered an atmo-
sphere for literary and artistic creativity more congenial
than other parts of the Ottoman Empire. Syrian and
Lebanese intellectuals and actors emigrated there, par-
ticularly after the anti-Christian riots of 1860 in Syria.
Though a somewhat crippled Arabic theatre continued in
Syria, its influence was carried into Egypt by émigrés and
later spread to other Arabic-speaking regions. The num-
ber of theatres, a potentially large public, the muniticence
of Egypt’s rulers, increasing prosperity under British rule
after 1882, and increasing education soon made Egypt
the centre of Arabic theatre, a position it has successfully
maintained since.

The colloquial Arabic of Egypt was increasingly employed
in the theatre, and several companies toured the country
and neighbouring parts. The composition of these com-
panies was fluid, for the actors were prone to be fickle in
their loyalties; nevertheless, certain types of Egyptian the-
atre can be discerned in the late 19th century and during
the early 20th. Some, like the company of Salamah Hijazi,
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used music to such an extent that their productions ap-
proached being labelled opera or operetta. Others, like that
of ‘Ali al-Kassar, specialized in downright farce, expressed
in revue form, with a Nubian hero, the “Barbarin,” who
made a specialty of ridicule and mimicry. Yet others, like
the company of Najib ar-Rihani, oscillating between out-
right farce and comedy, skillfully depicted contemporary
Egyptian manners; in particular, Najib ar-Rihani created
a character called Kish-Kish Bey, whose misadventures
and unsolicited advice on every subject have made him
a classic creation. A conventional theatre sprang up in
Egypt, too, catering to a growing number of intellectuals
and presenting dramas and tragedies in polished, literary
Arabic. Its chief exponent was Jarj Abyad, who had spent
time studying acting in Paris. In contrast, Yusuf Wahbi’s
National Troupe performed realistic plays, usually dramas
or melodramas, using either colloquial or literary Arabic
and sometimes a combination of both.

The plays performed by the Egyptian troupes and others
in Arabic-speaking lands developed through three overlap-
ping but distinguishable stages: adaptations, translations,
and original plays. Adaptations came first in the 19th
century (see above). Translations of established works ap-
pealed to a discriminating public, but original plays, part
of the evolution of modern Arabic literature, reflected
a growing interest in political and social problems. The
decline of foreign influence and the arrival of political in-
dependence encouraged creativity, which, however much
under European influence, has some original works to its
credit. Two 20th-century Arabic playwrights, both Egyp-
tian, are Tawfiq al-Hakim, a sensitive shaper of both
social and symbolic dramas, and Mahmid Taymar, a
novelist and comedy writer who strikes deep into Egypt’s
social problems.

Turkey. The development of the modern Turkish the-
atre strongly resembles its Arabic counterpart. In Istan-
bul, theatrical performances were not unusual among the
diplomatic and international set, and some local Turks
were acquainted with them. Nonetheless, Turkish plays for
live actors—barring ortaoyunu—date only from 1839. The
first Turkish playhouse was built in Pera (now Beyoglu),
significantly in the middle of the foreign and embassy
quarter of Istanbul. Many of the actors were members of
non-Muslim minorities, such as the Armenian; and the
first plays presented in Turkish were adaptations from the
French, chiefly Moliére. They were done during the 1840s,
when music was an important item.

The Gedik Pasa Theatre, which is named for the area
in Istanbul where it was located, was the first theatre
in which Turkish plays were produced by native actors
speaking in Turkish. The actors received a salary, and
local writers presented their own plays. Originally built for
foreign companies, the theatre was reconstructed in 1867
and reopened in 1868 for a Turkish company headed by
an Armenian, Agop, who was later converted to Islam
and changed his name to Yakup. For almost 20 years the
Gedik Paga Theatre was the dramatic centre of the city;
and plays in translation were soon followed by original
plays, several with a nationalist appeal, such as Namik
Kemal’s Vatan yahut Silistre (Fatherland), which was
first produced in 1873. The actors had to struggle against
prejudice and the playwrights against censorship (some of
them were imprisoned or exiled), but the Turkish theatre
spread beyond Istanbul in the 1870s and 1880s to such
places as Adana (in southern Anatolia) and Bursa (just
south of Istanbul, across the Sea of Marmara).

After the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, censorship was
not relaxed, but interest in the theatre grew, particuiariy
over political matters; and plays about the new constitu-
tion were written and performed. After the foundation of
the Turkish Republic in 1923, the state subsidized several
theatre companies and a school for dramatic arts, and an
opera house was built in Ankara. Official support not only
gave financial encouragement but also implied a change of
attitude over such matters as the participation of Muslim
women in productions.

By the middle of the 20th century, theatrical life was
mostly centred on Istanbul and Ankara, although the-
atres and companies continued in the small towns too.

The Gedik
Pasa
Theatre
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A growing number of original plays, some of which were
influenced by American literature, have been written and
produced; the standard has been higher than it was before
World War I, when Turkish poetry and fiction were rather
more impressive than the drama. Subjects, too, have been
more diverse since that time. To topics such as the posi-
tion of women, marriage and divorce, and the character
of Islamic institutions—all popular under the Ottomans—
have been added the Greco-Turkish War, education, vil-
lage conditions, secularization, class struggle, and psycho-
logical problems. The Dormen Theatre was founded in
Istanbul in 1955 by Haldun Dormen; in the 1971 World
Theatre season in London the company performed 4 Tale
of Istanbul, a comedy that included elements of folklore,
a puppet show, singing, and a belly dance. The Dormen
Theatre also produces 20th-century Western plays.

Iran. In Iran the birth of the modern theatre dates
from the second half of the 19th century. Adaptations and
translations from European plays appeared in Persian, of-
ten with the location and names suited to Iran. Moli€re,
again, was a favourite and western European influence
considerable, though Russian literature also left its mark,
particularly in Azerbaijan, whose northern population had
a chance to watch Russian actors during World War 1.

Playwrights began to write original plays almost at once;
one of the earliest playwrights was an Azerbaijani, named
Akhundof, living in the Caucasus. He wrote seven come-
dies ridiculing Persian and Causasian Muslim society; all
were translated into Persian and printed in 1874. Other
plays likewise showed pronounced yearnings for social
reform presented in a satirical style; some of these were
published in a magazine called Tyatr (“Theatre™), which
first appeared in 1908. Another type was the patriotic
play, extolling Iran’s history.

Some pre-World War I pieces were designed for reading
rather than production. They were performed usually in
schools, but there were hardly any professional actors, and
the stage and props were very simple. After World War
1, suitable halls were built in Tehran and other cities, but
the iron hand of Reza Shah (1925-41) curtailed devel-
opment through continuous censorship and surveillance.
After 1942 many new companies were formed, and there
was speedy development, with growing interest in social
and political subjects, though competition from foreign
films was considerable. The revolutionary Islamic regime
established in 1979 severely curtailed theatrical activity.

J.M.L)

Visual arts

In order to answer whether or not there is an aesthetic,
iconographic, or stylistic unity to the visually perceptible
arts of Islamic peoples, it is first essential to realize that
no ethnic or geographical entity was Muslim from the
beginning. There is no Islamic art, therefore, in the way
there is a Chinese art or a French art. Nor is it simply a
period art, like Gothic art or Baroque art, for once a land
or an ethnic entity became Muslim it remained Muslim, a
small number of exceptions like Spain or Sicily notwith-
standing. Political and social events transformed a number
of lands with a variety of earlier histories into Muslim
lands. But, since early Islam as such did not possess or
propagate an art of its own, each area could continue, in
fact often did continue, whatever modes of creativity it
had acquired. It may then not be appropriate at all to talk
about the visual arts of Islamic peoples, and one should
instead consider separately each of the areas that became
Muslim: Spain, North Africa, Egypt, Syria, Mesopotamia,
Iran, Anatolia, India. Such, in fact, has been the direction
taken by some recent scholarship. Even though tainted at
times with parochial nationalism, the approach has been
useful in that it has focused attention on a number of
permanent features in different regions of Islamic lands
that are older than and independent from the faith itself
and from the political entity created by it. Iranian art, in
particular, exhibits a number of features (certain themes
such as the representation of birds or an epic tradition in
painting) that owe little to its Islamic character since the
7th century. Ottoman art shares a Mediterranean tradition

of architectural conception with Italy rather than with the
rest of the Muslim world.

Such examples can easily be multiplied, but it is prob-
ably wrong to overdo their importance. For if one looks
at the art of Islamic lands from a different perspective, a
totally different picture emerges. The perspective is that of
the lands that surround the Muslim world or of the times
that preceded its formation. For even if there are ambigu-
ous examples, most observers can recognize a flavour, a
mood in Islamic visual arts that is distinguishable from
what is known in East Asia (China, Korea, and Japan)
or in the Christian West. This mood or flavour has been
called decorative, for it seems at first glance to emphasize
an immense complexity of surface effects without appar-
ent meanings attached to the visible motifs. But it has
other characteristics as well; it is often colourful, both in
architecture and in objects; it avoids representations of
living things; it gives much prominence to the work of
artisans and counts among its masterpieces not merely
works of architecture or of painting but also the creations
of weavers, potters, and metalworkers. The problem is
whether these uniquenesses of Islamic art, when compared
to other artistic traditions, are the result of the nature of
Islam or of some other factor or series of factors.

These preliminary remarks suggest at the very outset the
main epistemological peculiarity of Islamic art: it con-
sists of a large number of quite disparate traditions that,
when seen all together, appear distinguishable from what
surrounded them and from what preceded them through
a series of stylistic and thematic characteristics. The key
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