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Chapter ].

The Institute of Ismaili Studies

The Institute of Ismaili Studies was established in 1977 with
the object of promoting scholarship and learning on Islam, in
the historical as well as contemporary contexts, and a better
understanding of its relationship with other societies
and faiths.

The Institute’s programmes encourage a perspective which
is not confined to the theological and religious heritage of
Islam, but seeks to explore the relationship of religious ideas to
broader dimensions of society and culture. The pro-
grammes thus encourage an interdisciplinary approach to the
materials of Islamic history and thought. Particular attention is
also given to issues of modernity that arise as Muslims seek to
relate their heritage to the contemporary situation.

Within the Islamic tradition, the Institute’s programmes pro-
mote research on those areas which have, to date, received rel-
atively little attention from scholars. These include the intellec-
tual and literary expressions of Shi‘ism in general, and Ismail-
ism in particular.

In the context of Islamic societies, the Institute’s pro-
grammes are informed by the full range and diversity of cul-
tures in which Islam is practised today, from the Middle East,
South and Central Asia, and Africa to the industrialised societ-
ies of the West, thus taking into consideration the variety of
contexts which shape the ideals, beliefs and practices of the
faith.

These objectives are realised through concrete programmes
and activities organised and implemented by various depart-
ments of the Institute. The Institute also collaborates periodic-
ally, on a programme-specific basis, with other institutions
of learning in the United Kingdom and abroad.



The Institute’s academic publications fall into a number of in-
terrelated categories:

1. Occasional papers or essays addressing broad themes of
the relationship between religion and society, with special ref-
erence to Islam.

2. Monographs exploring specific aspects of Islamic faith
and culture, or the contributions of individual Muslim
thinkers or writers.

3. Editions or translations of significant primary or second-
ary texts.

4. Translations of poetic or literary texts which illustrate
the rich heritage of spiritual, devotional and symbolic ex-
pressions in Muslim history.

5. Works on Ismaili history and thought, and the relationship
of the Ismailis to other traditions, communities and schools of
thought in Islam.

6. Proceedings of conferences and seminars sponsored by
the Institute.

7. Bibliographical works and catalogues which document
manuscripts, printed texts and other source materials.

This book falls into category two listed above.

In facilitating these and other publications, the Institute’s
sole aim is to encourage original research and analysis of rel-
evant issues. While every effort is made to ensure that the pub-
lications are of a high academic standard, there is naturally
bound to be a diversity of views, ideas and interpretations. As
such, the opinions expressed in these publications must be un-
derstood as belonging to their authors alone.
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Note on the Transliteration and
Abbreviations

The system of transliteration used in this book for the Arabic
and Persian scripts is that of the new edition of The Encyclo-
paedia of Islam, with a few modifications, namely ch for ¢, j for
dj, and q for k; ligatures are also dispensed with. Diacritic-
al marks are dispensed with for some of the dynastic and com-
munity names which occur frequently in the book and are
treated as common English words in The Concise Oxford
Dictionary. The most important of these are Abbasid for ‘Ab-
basid, Fatimid for Fatimid, Ismaili for Isma‘ili, Sufi for Sufi and
Sunni for Sunni. Certain articles, however, follow their own
transliteration systems notably those by Mohammad Ali
Amir-Moezzi and Bert Fragner.

The lunar years of the Islamic calendar are generally
followed by the corresponding Gregorian solar years (for ex-
ample, 11/632). The Islamic solar dates of the sources pub-
lished in modern Iran are indicated by the suffix Sh., and are
followed by the corresponding Christian years starting on 21
March.

The following abbreviations are used for certain periodicals
and encyclopaedias cited frequently in the essay notes.

AS/EA Asiatische Studien/Etudes Asiatiques

BCAI Bulletin Critique des Annales Islamologiques

BSOAS Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies

EAL The Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature,ed. ]J.
S.

Meisami and P. Starkey. London, 1998

EI2 Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. H. A. R. Gibb et

al.,



Elr

EJ
ER

EU
des Religions,

GAL
Literatur,

GALS
Literatur,

GAS
Schrifttums.

IJMES
Studies
JA
JAAR
JAOS
JIS
JNES
JRAS
JTS
ME]
MW
RT
SI
SIr
ZDMG
Gesellschaft

New Edition. Leiden, 1960-2004
Encyclopaedia Iranica, ed. E. Yarshater.
London and New York, 1982—.
Eranos Jahrbuch
Encyclopaedia of Religion, ed. M. Eliade.
New York and London, 1987

Encyclopaedia Universalis: Le Grand Atlas

ed. C. Baladier et al., 1988
C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen

2nd. ed. Leiden, 1943-1949
C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen

Supplementbande. Leiden, 1937-1942
F. Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen

Leiden, 1967—.
International Journal of Middle Eastern

Journal Asiatique
Journal of the American Academy of Religion
Journal of the American Oriental Society
Journal of Islamic Studies
Journal of Near Eastern Studies
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society
Journal of Turkish Studies
The Middle East Journal
The Muslim World
Religious Traditions
Studia Islamica
Studia Iranica
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen
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Chapter 5

Introduction

Todd Lawson

The contributions collected here, and the art work which
serves as the basis for the cover design, reflect the esteem,
respect and affection in which Hermann Landolt, as Pro-
fessor Emeritus of Islamic Thought at the Institute of Islamic
Studies of McGill University is held by his peers and students
around the world. The purpose of this Introduction must be to
say a few words about the one who is the object of such atten-
tion. The facts are easy: Hermann Albert Landolt was born in
1935 in Basel Switzerland. His academic interests were, from
his student days, anthropology, ethnology, philology, philo-
sophy, Islamology and religious studies. He studied at the
University of Basel under Alfred Buhler and Fritz Meier
with whom he eventually wrote his Ph.D. dissertation. But be-
fore this research had been completed, in medias resas it were,
Landolt - attracted to new scholarship in a slightly different
key - left Basel for Paris to work with Henry Corbin. The re-
search resulting from this would earn him a dipléome from the
religious studies section of the Sorbonne’s Ecole Practique des
Hautes Etudes. Landolt came to Canada in 1964 to teach at
McGill’s Institute of Islamic Studies. The Institute was, in those
days, a relatively new entity. It had been founded ten years
earlier by Wilfred Cantwell Smith, whose experience of the
Islamic world had inspired with him a deep and abiding mis-
sion: to establish a place of study dedicated to bringing schol-
ars from East and West together so that they might learn
something of and from each other. In the pursuit of such a
goal, the Institute had become a lively centre of Islam-
ic studies, attracting such internationally-known scholars as
Fazlur Rahman, Niyazi Berkes, and Toshihiko Izutsu, amongst



many others. So when the then director, Charles Adams, need-
ing a Persianist to round out the work of the Institute,
asked Corbin for a recommendation, it was to such a unique
milieu that Landolt would be welcomed for his first ‘job’ as a
young scholar. Over a period of thirty-five years, he acquired a
reputation as one of the Institute’s leading scholars and, in the
realm of student supervision, one of its more demanding task-
masters. From that day to this, his scholarly output has contin-
ued to be manifest in two distinct but profoundly related ways.
The first is through his publications and the second is through
his students. To some degree, his scholarship naturally reflects
an ongoing conversation with both of his renowned teachers,
Henry Corbin and Fritz Meier. But there are other traces as
well.

The interests and activities of Landolt’s professional life
might best be represented by the triad: Philosophy, Sufism and
Shi‘ism. This life includes the position as Professor of Islamic
Thought at McGill’s Institute of Islamic  Studies,
Senior Research Fellow at The Institute of Ismaili Studies
(where he was Head of Graduate Studies and Research in the
early 1980s), or Chercheur associéwith the Institut Francais de
Recherche en Iran and Guest Professor at the Sorbonne. But
the triad does not tell the whole story. Landolt started
academic life with an interest in ethnology and anthropo-
logy at Basel University where he also studied
classical philology. This was during the 1950s, and Basel was
home to scholars, such as the existentialists Karl Jaspers and
Karl Barth, who had transferred from German universities, and
Swiss scholars such as the above-mentioned Meier, or the eth-
nologist Alfred Buhler, who was the director of Landolt’s Ph. D.
thesis on the ‘institution’ of the prayer carpet in Sufism. Anoth-
er influence at Basel was the anthropologist, Rudolph Gelpke,
translator of, among other things, Nizami’'s Majnun and
Layla. The interest in anthropology and ethnology would even-
tually lead Landolt to spend his first year in Iran in 1960 as
part of a Swiss-sponsored ethno-linguistic research project.
But this interest would also lend a permanent and important
dimension to his scholarly approach that went beyond mere
philosophy.
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As mentioned above, Landolt departed from the usual regime
at Basel to embark upon a journey that would ultimately take
him closer to an intellectual and spiritual home. His work
with Henry Corbin has undoubtedly made by far the
deepest impression of all of the influences on him. Yet, the
‘Swiss approach’ would never be abandoned. Ultimately, and
reflecting what Islamic philosophical mysticism esteems as
the hallmark of the human vocation, Landolt has successfully
joined the two opposites in his own work. The proposition that
the intellect is incapable of winning the prize of absolute cer-
tainty is, of course, held as an absolute certitude by classical
Sufism. And, it is partly as a response to such paradoxes (or
tautologies) that some of the ideas in Landolt’s work have
taken form. One of these is characterised by a theme that
seems to run through Landolt’s publications, namely the prob-
lems that arise in the relationship between prophetic religion
and philosophy, or in terms used by Landolt, the dialogue
between a static and dynamic ontology. His scholarship in
depth, breadth and detail is remarkable for the insights it
gives us into the individual particularity of the datum, whether
it is an idea, or a motif, or an individual. The one orthodoxy he
appears to follow is that of rigorous and careful scholarly prax-
is. Of course he would be the first to admit that even such a
presumably transparent and benign orthodoxy will have
its effect in the end. Ultimately, it is clear that with Her-
mann Landolt, such ‘dogmatism’ is adopted in the service of
learning, and not in the service of itself.

His bibliography lists monographs on Isfara’ini and Simnani,
detailed studies of the thought of Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings, spir-
itual progeny (‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani) or influence (positive or
negative) on such Persian Kubra-influenced mystics as Sa‘d al-
Din Hamuya, Simnani, ‘Aziz Nasafl, and Haydar Amuli. In addi-
tion, he has published research on intricate and subtle prob-
lems in the works of Abu Hamid alGhazali, Suhrawardi’s al-
Maqtul, Najm al-Din ‘Daya’ al-Razi, Nasir al-Din Tusi and a
translation of most of the important work by the early Ismaili
philosopher, Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistan1 - the Kashf al-mahjub.
Numerous encyclopedia articles such as ‘Walayah’ in the Eli-
ade Encyclopedia of Religion, or “‘Wudjud’ in the Encyclopae-
dia of Islam, stand out as key summary contributions on the
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status of their respective questions. His many reviews in the
Bulletin critiqueand other major journals over the years may be
thought to give an insight into Landolt the teacher and direct-
or of student research, in addition to providing careful guid-
ance to the reader about whatever publication might be un-
der scrutiny at the time. In addition to these publications
in German, French and English, there have been over the years
numerous others in Persian books and periodicals, some as
conscious contributions, and others as ‘unauthorised’ transla-
tions of articles or lectures.

In Landolt’s scholarship there is perhaps a certain emphasis
on the spiritual (a very unsatisfactory word here) phenomenon,
but not to the exclusion of its context, what religious studies
calls the Sitz im Leben. This means the pertinent history, polit-
ical or otherwise, tragic or comic, that configures the circum-
stances in which the various thinkers that have attracted his
interest worked and lived. It is not so much that the disciplines
of history and/or historiography actually portray what really
happened in some way. Rather, in Landolt’s approach, they
provide the setting and context for what really happenedwhich
was mostly the internal movements and articulations in the hu-
man mind - in contemplation and meditation and discurs-
ive thought. To strike an analogy from Qur’anic studies, history
certainly does occur, but as asbab al-nuzul; Landolt is primarily
concerned with the tanzil. Although we frequently find the
former technical term translated as the Causes of the Revela-
tion, Islamic tradition would never see such causality in
the Aristotelian sense; rather it prefers to translate the term
asbabas ‘occasions’ or moyens, in keeping with that most
Islamic of convictions, that history and the world are theatres
for the performance of the ayat- ‘signs’ - in whatever garb they
happen to choose in order to best point to the haga’ig- ‘divine
realities’. It is obvious that our teacher, friend and colleague is
mightily attracted to and by these realities.

At McGill, Professor Landolt was responsible for - in addition
to Persian language studies - something called Islamic
Thought. For Landolt, this was mainly philosophy and mysti-
cism and his seminars typically were structured around
a given thinker, such as Mulla Sadra, al-Sijistani, or
Nasir-i  Khusraw, or around problems in technical
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terminology. Usually it was during these seminars
that students were introduced to his meticulous and painstak-
ing approach to texts and his insistence upon absolute honesty
(as distinct from ‘objectivity’) in scholarship, which would lead
ultimately to independent thought. The remarkable number
of Ph.D. dissertations and M.A. theses completed under his dir-
ect supervision indicate the degree to which such an approach
was welcomed by students. (He directly supervised thirty-eight
Master’s theses and twenty Doctoral dissertations covering a
wide variety of problems and themes.) Once the contract was
signed, so to speak, a student could expect clear criticism, a
willingness to spend generous amounts of time in consultation,
reasonable judgements, a rare openness to the seriousness of
the life of the mind and various scholarly approaches or meth-
odologies - all with a characteristic (if uncommon) measure of
fun and humour. This is called dedication.

Several of these dissertations went on to publication and, in
some instances, have become classics of contemporary
Islamic studies. One thinks here of the groundbreaking
work on the Tustar1 tafsir, or the pioneering study of the
Chishti ‘saint’ Gisudaraz (which, incidentally, had been an M.A.
thesis). Other Ph.D. dissertations directed by Landolt cover
such widely variegated topics as the life and work of Bayazid
al-Bistami (also published), nineteenth-century jihad move-
ments in West Africa, a structuralist study of ‘poverty’ in
Sufism, the thought of Hamid al-Din Kirmani, Ottoman Sufism
(published), the Qur’an commentary of the Bab (published), the
development in nineteenth-century Shi‘ism of the office of
Marja‘-i taglid (published), the theosophical Shi‘i milieu of
thirteenth-century Bahrain, the twelfth-century scholar of
religions, al-Shahrastani (published), early Shi‘i doctrine,
Hayy ibn Yaqgzan in his various guises, the role of ‘aqglin the
Ja‘far al-Sadiq corpus, contemporary Islamic political and reli-
gious thought, the thought of Abu Hatim al-Razi, al-Suhrawardi
on Avicenna, walaya according to Muhammad and Ali Wafa,
the influence of the Qadiriyya Nagshbandiyya on Indonesian
education, and finally al-Mu’ayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi.

We forbear listing each Master’s thesis directed by Landolt;
but it was well known that he required the same sort of rigour
(from both student and teacher) regardless of the level of the

13



particular project. Many of ‘his’ M.A.s are distinguished
as original, in-depth explorations and soundings in Islamic
Thought based on primary sources in Arabic and Persian.

In addition to the official teaching and supervision, and
of course the usual administrative committees, reports,
councils, and meetings that plague the contemporary uni-
versity scene, Landolt also found the time and energy to
provide what was truly an invaluable service to his students.
Hermann, with his wife Annette (or ‘Mrs Landolt’ in this con-
text), welcomed on a weekly basis into the warmth of their own
home, the international and diverse assortment of persons who
made up the student population at the Institute. These ‘chai
khana’s’ were deeply appreciated by all, whether they hailed
from the towering mountains of Hunza, the ‘old world’ culture
of Europe, or the ‘new world’ culture of North America. Even if
Montreal was not experienced as a foreign and inhospitable
city, the Institute itself, with a faculty and curriculum entailing
subjects, names and approaches frequently remote and aloof,
was at times experienced as an isolated impenetrable fortress
and a lonely place. The gatherings offered an opportunity for
stimulating conversation, a relaxed sociability and a welcome
respite from the anxieties and pressures academic life.

The essays and articles gathered here represent a significant
contribution to our knowledge of Islamic thought. As such, they
are published with the purpose of expressing our collective ad-
miration for, gratitude and appreciation to and affection for
Hermann Landolt: admiration for his unfailingly thorough and
stimulating scholarship, gratitude for his guidance along the
road of learning, appreciation for the knowledge he has either
imparted or catalysed, for his publications and teaching, and
affection he inspires as a practising human being.

The philosophy behind the selection process had less to do
with conforming to some strict, and therefore exclusive, them-
atic guideline than with taking account of just who had worked
under or with Landolt and those known to be scholars
whom Landolt particularly esteems. Contributors were asked
to conform to one stricture: their contribution should be made
with a view as to how, in their own minds, they might honour
our scholar. Hoping thus that the finished volume might
reflect the rigorous openness of Landolt’s own style and
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preoccupations, it was thought best to encourage invitees to
specify their own topics for this Festschrift. Thus, we have a
cornucopia, rather than a thematic volume as such. Many of
the articles are concerned with philosophers and philosophical
problems bearing the presence of Shi‘i Islam - Ismaili or Ith-
na‘ashari - and many are concerned with Sufism.

The passage of time being one thing we can all agree on, the
articles are arranged in chronological order. The contents are
divided into five major periods according to the imprecise des-
ignations: Classical, Early Medieval, Later Medieval, Pre-
Modern and Modern. The somewhat unscientific principle ob-
tains: articles have been assigned to one of these categories
based either on the date of death of the main subject in the
case of persons or on the date of the texts involved. If there is
a theme, then it is the very broad one of Islamicate Thought.
But since Hodgson’s perfectly sensible terminological sugges-
tion of forty or so years ago has not been adopted by scholars -
and we certainly do not wish to innovate - we have used the
formulation, Islamic Thought. Thus, all the papers deal with
matters theological, philosophical or mystical - or all three.
One might object that the few papers here on history or histori-
ography do not fall into this category. Contemporary tastes are
disinclined to see historical problems in the light (or the shade)
of spiritual concerns (how else could we possibly be objective
after all?) But, history was hardly seen by the great represent-
atives of the intellectual tradition treated here - beginning
with the Qur’an itself - to be beyond the pale of religious or
theological import and contemplation. Rather, in this tradition,
what the vulgar called ‘history’ has always been seen as a
religio-philosophical topic.

Ideally, the title of the volume Reason and Inspirationdoes
identify two modes of thought and expression frequently prob-
lematised in Landolt’s work. We hope he approves of the order
of the two elements here. But then, one can easily imagine re-
versing this order and deriving sense from the reversal. We
have a feeling that our scholar would consider this to be as it
should be. The title also could have explicitly signalled another
Islamic institution, that of friendship, walaya- a mode,
theme, and topic frequently present in Landolt’s distinctive
scholarship and teaching (and certainly present in several of
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the papers collected here). After all, walayais that which sup-
plies the link between reason and inspiration. Perhaps it
is also as it should be that this most important of topics re-
mains only tacitly alluded to and invisible.

Todd Lawson

Montreal
July 2005
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Chapter 6

Bibliography of the Works of Hermann
Landolt

1958

Review

Mazahéry, Aly, So lebten die Muselmanen im Mittelalter,
Stuttgart, 1957 (Literaturblatt der Basler Nachrichten,111/11,
?4 March 1958)

1960

‘Kulturelle Beziehungen’, Sonntagsblatt der Basler Na-
chrichten, 54. Jahrgang Nr. 29 - Beilage zu Nr. 310 (24 July
1960) [review-article of forum on a ‘dialogue islamochrétien
sur le plan théologique’ with contributions by H. Laoust, H.
Corbin, O. Yahya, et al., in Monde non chrétien, 51-52 (1960),
pp. 79-151].

1962

Translation‘Henry Corbin: Mir Damad und die Ispahaner
Schule der Theologie im 17. Jahrhundert’, Antaios, 3, 6 (1962),
pp. 497-521 [German translation of ‘Mir Damad et 1’école théo-
logique d’Ispahan au XVIIe siécle’ published in Etudes carméli-
taines: Polarité du symbole, 1960].

1963

Translation

‘Henry Corbin: Uber die philosophische Situation der Shi‘it-
ischen Religion’, Antaios5, 2 (1963), pp. 177-200 [German
translation of ‘De la situation philosophique du shi‘isme’ pub-
lished in Monde non chrétien, 70 (1964), pp. 61-85].

‘Henry Corbin: Uber die prophetische Philosophie im
shi‘itischen Islam’, EJ, 31 (1963), pp. 453-457 [German sum-
mary of ‘De la philosophie prophétique en Islam shi‘ite’ in the
same Eranos volume, pp. 49-116].

1964
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‘L’Epitre sur le soufisme de Niroddin ‘Abdorrahman-e Es-
fardyeni intitulée Kashif al-Asrar’, in Annuaire de 1'Ecole
Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Section des Sciences Religieuses,
72 (1964-1965), pp. 150-155.

1965

‘Gedanken zum islamischen Gebetsteppich. Eine
vorlaufige Skizze’, in C. A. Schmitz, ed., Festschrift Alfred
Buhler, Basler Beitrage zur Geographie und Ethnologie, Ethno-
logische Reihe, 2 (Basel, 1965), pp. 243-256.

1971

Editor with Mehdi Mohaghegh, Collected Papers on Islamic
Philosophy and Mysticism. Wisdom of Persia Series, IV
(Tehran, 1971).

‘Simnani on Wahdat al-Wujid’, in M. Mohaghegh and H. Lan-
dolt, ed.,Collected Papers on Islamic Philosophy and Mysti-
cism. Wisdom of Persia Series, IV (Tehran, 1971), pp. 91-112.

1972

Editor of Correspondance spirituelle échangée entre
Niroddin Esfarayeni (ob. 717/1317) et son disciple ‘Ald’od-
dawleh Semnani (ob. 736/1336), Texte persan publié avec une
introduction. Bibliotheque Iranienne, XXI (Tehran and Paris,
1972).

‘Mystique iranienne: Suhrawardi Shaykh al-Ishraq(549/
1155-587/1191) et ‘Ayn alQudat-i Hamadani (429/1098-525/
1131)’, in C. J. Adams, ed.,Iranian Civilization and Culture. Es-
says in Honour of the 2500th Anniversary of the Founding of
the Persian Empire (Montreal, 1972), pp. 23-37.

1973

‘Der Briefwechsel zwischen Kasani und Simnani iber

Wahdat al-Wugud’, Der Islam, 50 (1973), pp. 29-81.
1974

‘Introduction’, in M. R. Shafi‘1-Kadkani, ed.,Marmuzat-i Asadi
dar Mazmurat-i Dawudi. Wisdom of Persia Series, VI (Tehran,
1974; rpr. Tehran, 2002), pp. 1-30.

1975

Review

Nasr, Seyyed Hossein, Sufi Essays, Albany, 1973 (Der Islam,
52, 1975, pp. 152-153).

1976
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(with  Annette Landolt-Tuller), ‘Qalamkar-Druck in
Isfahan’, in Beitrage zur Kenntnis traditioneller Textilfarbe-
techniken in Persien, Verhandlungen der Naturorschenden
Gesellschaft in Basel, 87/88 (1976/1977), pp. 47-80.

1977

Deux opuscules de Semnani sur le moi théophanique’, in S.
H. Nasr, ed., Mélanges offerts a Henry Corbin. Wisdom of Per-
sia Series, IX (Tehran, 1977), pp. 279-319.

Khalwa’,EI2, 1977.

Sakralraum und mystischer Raum im Islam’, EJ, 44 (1977),
pp. 231-265.

Two Types of Mystical Thought in Muslim Iran: An Essay’
(English translation of Mystique iranienne’), MW, 68, 3 (1977),
pp. 187-204.

1980

Editor of Niruddin ‘Abdurrahman-i Isfarayini (1242-1317),
Kashif al-Asrar, Texte persan publié avec deux annexes, une
traduction et une introduction. Wisdom of Persia Series, V
(Tehran, 1980).

Two Types of Mystical Thought in Muslim Iran: An Essay’
(English translation of Mystique iranienne’), MW, 70 (1980),
pp. 83-84.

1981

Stufen der Gotteserkenntnis und das Lob der Torheit
bei Najm-e Razi (ob. 654/1256)’, EJ, 46 (1981), pp. 175-204
[see below revised English translation, ‘Stages of God-cogni-
tion... " in SUFI, Autumn 2000].

Témoignage’, in C. Jambet, ed., Henry Corbin(Paris, 1981), p.
304.

1982

Reviews

Akhavi, Shahrough, Religion and Politics in Contemporary
Iran: Clergy-State Relations in the Pahlavi Period, Albany, NY,
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Chapter 7

The ‘Five Limbs’ of the Soul: A Manichaean
Motif in Muslim Garb?

Karim Douglas Crow

Manichaean dualism received much attention from Muslim
thinkers in the first three centuries of Islam, and appears
to have been one of the catalysts for the elaboration of
theological teachings defending Islamic monotheism. A number
of interesting thinkers may be seen to lie somewhere between
zandaga and the Shi‘a, although it is often difficult to distin-
guish a specifically Manichaean component in their ideas
from a Zoroastrian or a Christian Gnostic one. The Mani-
chaean ethical challenge was perhaps of even greater signific-
ance in provoking an Islamic response. At times, the Muslim
rebuttal could take the form of assimilating certain elements of
the Manichaean vision of man and the cosmos into an Islamic
framework. For example, this process can certainly be
glimpsed in the thought of the sixth Shi‘i Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq,
1 and, as we will discuss here, perhaps others, such al-Hakim
al-Tirmidhi and Ja‘far b. al-Hasan Mansur al-Yaman.

The ‘Limbs of the Soul

'Mani’s religion drew upon Daysani and Iranian dualism,
where evil is opposed to good from the very beginning. Two
Principles of Light and Darkness, Spirit and Matter, or God
and Devil, stand opposed to one another as two ‘natures’
or ‘substances’, with their opposition replicated within
man. Man’s physical nature and his ‘psyche’ (taken as sub-
limated matter) are engaged in a perpetual struggle against his
‘soul’ (pneuma) whose substance is divine Light. Man’s present
condition is thus one of ‘mixture’ of the Two Principles and
their associated natures. Divine activity intends to spiritualise
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matter, ‘distilling the Light from Matter to which it is bound; ...
which also implies the separation of good from evil and
the vanquishing of evil on an ethical level, ... particularly the
forces of the psyche in its negative aspects’.2

In his cosmology, Mani associated ethical and spiritual prin-
ciples with the concepts of divine/good and demonic/evil sub-
stances. Originally these are opposed in duality, and then
mixed in the unfolding cosmological drama which ‘projects into
cosmic dimensions a specific insight into the nature of man, his
divine origin, his present plight, and his potential for at-
taining salvation’. 3 The divine world sends man the Nous
(‘mind’) which teaches him gnosisor salvific knowledge of his
original source and ultimate destination, namely the World of
Light. The vivid mythological imagery of Manichaean teachings
often portrayed the Two zones of Light and Darkness as oppos-
ing kingdoms made up of five elements or ‘Areas’ (with corres-
ponding Trees), in contrast to the abstract conceptualisations
developed by Greek philosophy and established in Western
Christian thought.

An outstanding example of such imagery is the ‘Five Limbs’
or intellectual attributes of the Supreme Deity. These are five
attributes of the Father of Light, or the five limbs of the Great
Nous (Vahman): Reason, Mind, Intelligence, Thought and
Understanding.4 These five are forces in the body and are
composed of divine Light (i.e. ‘soul’), for the soul is a part of
the divine Light and the very substance of the structure of the
cosmos. The five basic aspects of God are figuratively
called his ‘limbs’ or his ‘dwellings’, and correspond variously to
five ‘Areas’ in the Realm of Light, as well as to the five Sons of
the First Man (Ohrmazd) as five divine powers or Elements of
Light (= Ether, Wind, Light, Water and Fire), which togeth-
er comprise the ‘Living Soul/Self’” or sum of these five Ele-
ments. 5 The correspondences are extended to include the five
classes of the Manichaean Church hierarchy. An interesting de-
tail within the overlapping schemes of pentadic correspond-
ences is that the first term may sum up all other members of
the pentad. Thus in Western Manichaeism the first Limb of the
soul, bam(Nous), encapsulates within itself the remaining
Limbs and represents the whole soul.6

29



Manichaean thinking shares certain essential points with
Zoroastrian tradition, such as ‘the assumption that there is an
identity of substance between the spiritual aspect of man and
the spiritual world, represented in Manichaeism by the deit-
ies’.7 Scholars have pointed out that the Iranian concept of
multiple souls was typical of the Zoroastrian mode of thought,
and was borrowed by Mani. There is a solid Avestan tradition
on the connections between man and the divine where hu-
man faculties are conceived as ‘similar in structure to the
menog (spiritual) world of the deities, or more precisely to the
organisation of the divine world’.8 A series of speculative writ-
ings elaborated this tradition, and several schools of thought
identified either four, five, or six spiritual entities in man,9even
conceiving of Ohrmazd as keeping his ‘limbs’ within man.10

The Great Nous is closely connected with the figure of
Jesus the Splendour, sharing the function of eschatological
Judge; both are referred to as ‘the God of the World of Wis-
dom’. Actually, the work of all great religious teachers includ-
ing Zoroaster, Buddha, Jesus and Mani, is that of the Great
Nous (‘Father of all Apostles’), who inspires them all. As
Klimkeit summarises it: “The five sons of the First Man ... are
“clothed” by his “limbs”, which are the limbs of God, so that
they appear as and assume the function of the “limbs” of the
soul. The Nousenters into the minds of those that open them-
selves to him, and he is instrumental in eradicating the seeds
of evil in man ... . It is the Nousthat awakens the individual
soul from its sleep of forgetfulness and imparts to it the know-
ledge of its divine origin ... .”11 In this fashion is born the ‘New
Man’ and his virtues, who prevails over the ‘Old Man’ and his
vices.

The Manichaean sets of five spiritual constituents in man and
God have been studied mainly in connection with earlier
schemes of human mental faculties.12 Little attention has been
given to the possible prolongation of this notion of the ‘Five
Limbs of the Soul’ in traditions which experienced creative in-
teraction with Manichaean thought, such as Islam or Taoism.
We now present textual data which suggest that these Mani-
chaean teachings might have had a certain impact upon
key spiritual exponents during the first three centuries of
Islam.
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Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765)

This revered spiritual leader and speculative teacher was
active in Medina in the Hijaz, as well as in Kufa in lower Iraq
for short periods, during the first half of the second/eighth cen-
tury. There are strong indications that his family preserved
an inner teaching reaching back to the earliest Muslim com-
munity. More than anyone else, Ja‘far and his father
Muhammad al-Baqir (d. ca. 117/735) were responsible for the
doctrinal and legal foundation of Shi‘i Islam. Furthermore, al-
Sadiqg elaborated a wisdom teaching on the role of human
cognition (al-‘aql) which had significant repercussions among
later thinkers.

However, almost all of the voluminous materials assigned to
his authority require careful scrutiny from various directions
before their possible authenticity may be established. Here, we
shall simply lay these issues aside, and select representat-
ive reports relevant to our topic.13 Among these materials,
certain reports found in the early literature appear to repres-
ent a body of teachings embraced by early Shi‘i thinkers work-
ing in the shadow of this Imam.

At the end of the opening chapter on ‘Intelligence and Ignor-
ance’ in his al-Kafi, al-Kulayn1i (d. 329/940) includes a report
treating the notion of the ‘inspiration /strengthening’ of the in-
telligence or cognitive faculty (ta’yid al-‘aql), related on the au-
thority of his teacher Ahmad al-Barqi ‘mursalan’ al-Sadiq:14

Man’s chief support is intelligence, and from intelligence
comes astuteness (al-fitna), comprehension (al-fahm), at-
tentiveness or memory (al-hifz), and knowledge (al-‘ilm).

By means of intelligence [man] becomes perfected, and
it his guide, his illuminator ... . If the ‘inspiration’ of his in-
telligence is through light, then he becomes knowing, attent-
ive, mindful, sagacious and ‘quick-of-Comprehension’ (kana
‘alimanhafizandhakiran [or = dhakiyyan] fatinanfahiman).15
Then he perceives (‘arafa) [with these five faculties] the how,
the why, the whence; and he perceives whomever sincerely
counsels him and whomever deceives him. When he perceives
[these things], then he perceives his proper course, what con-
nects him and what separates him; and he is pure and clear in
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[confirming] Oneness of God and establishing obedience [to
God].

If he accomplishes that, he becomes a redresser of past de-
fects and a recipient of what is yet to come, perceiving what he
is about, and for what purpose he is here, and from where it
reaches him, and to what end he is proceeding. All of this ac-
crues [to him] from the inspiration of intelligence.

Al-Sadiq’s statement represents an elaborately interiorised
form of the widespread ‘praise of intelligence’ ubiquitous in
Islamic wisdom teachings. The opening words echo early
Muslim maxims about intelligence being man’s chief guide
or support (di‘ama,dalil). Human intelligence or cognitive abil-
ity encompasses four or five primary perceptive faculties:
knowledge, memory/attentiveness, mindfulness, astuteness
and understanding or comprehension. These faculties, sub-
sumed under intelligence, lead to man’s acquisition of saving
knowledge and true monotheist faith (Islam). The perfection of
one’s cognitive ability is accomplished through the illumination
of intelligence when it is ‘strengthened’ through light
(mubsiruhu). Light is the source of perceptive faculties which
collectively constitute the powers of intelligence. This is con-
sonant with al-Sadiq’s portrayal of the creation of ‘aqglfrom di-
vine Light (or Throne Light), the Heavenly ‘aqlbeing the ‘intel-
ligence/wisdom’ at the source of each individual’s cognition.16

The five powers of intelligence, as well as ma‘rifa(perception,
‘deep cognition’, ‘cognisance’) itself, should be viewed as
divine aid or grace, not human. Here, ma‘rifamay be con-
strued as the mode of ‘grasping/perceiving’ one’s course in
the conduct of life and one’s final goal. Meditation upon and
cognition of the ultimate questions (e.g. whence?) permits
man to attain pure monotheism and proper obedience to
God.

Other passages assigned to al-Sadiq similarly mention intelli-
gence as the faculty by which man perceives and understands,
presenting the image of the higher part of the soul as ‘a light
strengthened through intelligence’.17 Certain of these pas-
sages seem also to echo Hermetic teachings about the human
person as a hierarchy of five enveloping substances (body, spir-
it, soul, reason, mind), with ‘mind’ (Nous) being ontologically
the highest or innermost (cf. Corpus Hermeticum X. 13).
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Scholars have sought for Stoic ideas on material pneuma, or
for Neoplatonic concepts that parallel this Hermetic doctrine.
The motif of a pentad of elements for man’s physical creation
was common among Muslim thinkers in the late first/seventh
and early second/eighth century. A typical scheme speaks of
man’s creation from fire, light, darkness, water and earth.18
There may be a reason to link such pentads endowed with in-
tellectual and ethical functions to the Manichaean and/or
Christian Gnostic teachings diffused throughout early Islam.19
However, such pentads detail physical components, not the
constituents of the human soul.

Another report which partially parallels the previous state-
ment by al-Sadig may be quoted here. It comes from both Ibn
Babawayh and al-Harrani:20

A man’s knowledge of himself is that he know the self
through four Natures [Constitutions], and four Supports, and
four Elements [Principles]. His Constitutions are blood, bile,
wind and phlegm. His four Supports are intelligence -
and from intelligence comes acumen, comprehension, at-
tentiveness (hifaz/al-hifzZ‘memory’), and knowledge. His Prin-
ciples are Light, Fire, Spirit and Water. He sees, hears and un-
derstands (‘agala) by means of Light; he eats and drinks
by means of Fire; he copulates and moves by means of Spirit;
and he experiences the taste of ... food by means of water. This
is the foundation of his [material] form.

If the ‘Inspiration’ of his ‘cognitive/aptitude’ is through Light
(ta’yid ‘aqlihi min nur),21 then he is knowing, attentive, intelli-
gent, astute and discerning; and he perceives what he is about
and from where things are coming to him ... .

This conception of four faculties or functions of ‘aqgl(the four
supports (da‘@’im): astuteness, comprehension, attentiveness
and knowledge, may be deemed a pentad if intelligence is
taken as the all-encompassing cognitive aptitude of man, by
means of which he receives divine inspiration or expanded
cognition. The association of intelligence with divine Light as
well as with Spirit (ruh) is certainly a definite feature of al-
Sadiqg’s teaching. One might see in these Four Supports an
echo of the Hermetic ‘four faculties of thought, conscious-
ness, memory and foresight (animus, sensus, memoria,
providentia) by means of which he knows all things
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divine’ (Asclepius 110-11).22 Or one may prefer to view them
as ultimately reaching back to platonising-neopythagorean
teachings, e.g. Iamblichus identified four powers of the soul:
intellect, science, opinion and sensation.23 Another model may
well be found in the Eastern Christian ascetic teaching of the
five ‘interior senses of the soul’ (intellect/spirit, reason, spiritu-
al perception, gnosis and knowledge);24 the five outer senses
can be trained to serve the spirit and intellect, promoting the
growth of these interior senses. It is also possible that they re-
flect the Manichaean ‘Five Limbs of the Soul’. Over a century
after al-Sadiq, through channels upon which one may only
speculate, one particular sage (hakim) took up this pentad of
cognitive powers subsumed under intelligence, in his remark-
able esoteric system.

Al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi (d. ca. 295/907-310/922)

The Central Asian mystic Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-Hakim
al-Tirmidh1 produced a major corpus of writings exhibiting
a profound appreciation of the essential sources of Islamic
consciousness, the Qur'an and the hadith. He seems to
have been independent in his inclinations: a self-initiated mys-
tic with no clear line of spiritual practice stemming from him.
Most of his writings were composed during ten years of forced
seclusion ending in 285/898. Among his published works, sev-
eral make mention of five (or variously four, or six) powers of
human spiritual cognition, referred to as ‘troops of the Spirit
(junud al-ruh)’, or ‘troops of the heart (junud al-qalb)’, or the
‘troops of cognitive/perception (junud al-ma‘rifa)’.25 At
times he makes a distinction and specifies certain powers or
faculties as comprising the ‘troops of ‘aql’.26 Another writing
entitled Ghawr al-umur (The Depth of the Issues), is problemat-
ic, for its attribution to al-Hakim has been questioned by the
leading Western student of al-Tirmidhi’s thought, Berndt
Radtke.27

In his Gnosis of the Saints, al-Tirmidhi gives a profound dis-
sertation on the ‘science’ of inner perception, including the
crucial idea of ‘knowledge within the heart’. His starting point
is the Qur’anic teaching that God ‘taught Adam all the
names’ (Qur’an 2 (al-Baqgara): 31).28 This notion is combined
with the scheme given in a famous saying (often cast as a
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Prophetic hadith) on the two types of knowledge: knowledge in
the heart (‘ilm fi'l-qalb) = ‘the profitable knowledge’ and know-
ledge on the tongue (‘ilm ‘ala ’l-lisan) = ‘God’s decisive argu-
ment against humans’ - respectively esoteric and exoteric
knowledge.29 While explaining these two types, al-Hakim clari-
fies the relation of knowledge to cognisance (‘ilm/ma‘rifa), link-
ing both to the interplay of intellect/heart (‘aqgl/qalb) and appet-
itive cravings/psyche (shahwa/nafs).

In effect, the ‘knowledge of the heart’ that truly profits one is
‘the cognisance of God’; God inspires the gnostics (al-‘ulama’
bi-llahi) with penetrating comprehension (fahm) and an abund-
ance of intelligence and expands faith in their hearts. They are
the executors of the decisive arguments (al-hujaj) in
every time and place, endowed with the powers of ex-
planation and proof (bayan). ‘Knowledge on the tongue’ is
merely knowledge memorised or held in one’s mind, not
fixed permanently in the heart.

Hifzis the consort of ‘aql, it is as if this knowledge is the re-
pository of ‘agland ‘acute understanding’ of (knowledge) is
knowing the good from the morally repugnant ... ; thus the
knowledge of the Mind (al-dhihn) shows you that which the eye
of the head apprehends. Whereas the former knowledge is the
repository of Cognisance and it is the knowledge of certainty,
showing you what the eye of the heart apprehends.30

A.31 The Heart and the Psyche are two partners in this
body; and the energy of the Heart comes from Cognisance
and (from) Intelligence, Knowledge, Comprehension, Mind
(dhihn), Sagaciousness (fitna) and Attention [or
Memory] (hifz); and (from) life for God, and from the joys of
these things taking place within him, energising him and [be-
ing] a source of life for him.

B.32 The servant needs to seek refuge in God and struggle
with his self (cf. psyche) by means of the [6] forces he was
given ...

C.33 ... as for the ‘goodly admonition’ (al-maw‘izat al-hasana;
cf., Quran 16 (alNahl):37 and 125), the admonition is the
‘impression’ (al-athara) ... the servant possesses a body in
which has been mounted the Spirit (al-ruh), and the Mind, the
Intelligence, Knowledge, Attentive Memory and Sagacity
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(al-kays); and these are the troops of the Spirit ... so the ad-
monition awakens or enlivens these qualities.

D.34 God created this Human (adami), and He created in his
interior a piece of flesh, named Heart on account of its perturb-
ations, and He made it the commander over the limbs (amir
‘ala’l-jawarih). God placed in the Heart Cognisance of Himself
and the Knowledge of Himself. He entrusted the Heart
with the preservation of the limbs, and He commissioned the
worshipper with the preservation of [the Heart] and with re-
straining it; He did not entrust [the Heart] to anyone else ... .

And He entrusted [the servant] with Intelligence, and He
placed within the Intelligence the Cognisance and the Know-
ledge of God. He made (the servant’s) belly to be the source of
appetitive cravings, and He placed in (the belly) the craving for
things, entrusted it with Desire (al-hawa), and placed in Desire
the gloom of the Ignorance of God (al-jahl bi-llahi).

Thus, ‘cognition’ (al-‘aql) of what is within [the person] of the
Cognisance of God and Knowledge of Him, conveys [the] Heart
towards God, whereas Desire invites [the] Psyche to passing
appetites. Rather, these two are two spirits, in each of
which is Life - one of them is celestial, the other earthly. The
name of the former is ‘Spirit’ and of the latter ‘Psyche’... [Spirit
resides in the head, Psyche in the belly; both are dispersed
throughout the entire corporeal body]... .

There occurs the battle between the Psyche and the
Heart, so the Heart inclines toward the joys of God and love
for him, while the Psyche is inclined to the joys of the appetit-
ive cravings and love for them. So Intelligence, Know-
ledge, Cognisance, Comprehension, Astuteness, Sagaciousness
and Mind are among the troops of the Heart; whereas desire
for cravings and joys and adornment are the troops of the
Psyche. Whoever loses the battle, the Psyche makes off with
their Heart and imprisons it - then [the Heart] has no power to
enjoin or forbid, and his interior becomes a town of the enemy
camp. While whoever fights with his Heart until he imprisons
the Psyche, then the sovereign authority belongs to
the Heart... .

E.35 Thanks be to God Who placed within you from among
those things (alashya’) that which He selected and upon which
His blessings have alighted - thelikes of Intelligence,
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Knowledge, Attentiveness, Mind, Comprehension, Sagacity. So
He appointed them as the ‘troops of Cognisance’ within your
Heart, which He invested with authority over your limbs. Then
He gave leave to those things to emit it’s (i.e. ma‘rifa’s) bene-
fits to your Heart so that the servant may bring forth from his
limbs the goodly qualities of deeds and words ... , and He
shall reward (the servant) on the morrow for those goodly
qualities - ‘Gardens of Eternity, which the Gracious God has
promised to His servants while (they are yet) hidden (from
their sight). Surely, His promise must come to pass ... .” Qur’an
19 (Maryam):61.

F.36 God created the human being; then He bestowed bene-
fits upon the folk from His Mercy; and He vivified their hearts;
and appointed a Light for them; and opened the eyes of their
Hearts to His light so that they draw upon Him and rely on
Him (or: ‘they draw upon the light and rely on it’). That light
is made manifest from their bosoms through a ‘word’ pos-
sessed of letters, in each letter of which is a meaning - the
‘word’ is ‘There is no divinity save The Divinity!” (This ‘word’
has a beam and a flare which penetrates the celestial re-
gions, reaches the Throne, rends the veils, and brings accept-
ance of good deeds and remission of sins ... ;37 and the more
abundant one’s share in being received and of forgiveness,
then the more abundantly one is endowed with a share of the
light in his bosom.) ...

He placed this light within the bosom of this faithful
one (mu’min), and appetitive craving in his ‘interior’, and de-
sire below it within the two sides [of the corporeal body]; and
the enemy is over the belly surrounded by cravings. So
whenever something of worldly cravings occurs to the mind of
the faithful one, his psyche is bestirred by the desire that is
within it- by means of its heat and its authority, so that heat
and desire flies to the bosom. And the Heart is the commander
of the limbs. Thus, when this commander arises, and briskly
sets to work to repel [that thing] if that thing was forbidden,
and he gathers his troops of Intelligence, Knowledge, Mind, At-
tentiveness, Comprehension and Sagacity - and [the Heart]
combats the Psyche and desire, then [the faithful one] is
saved. If that was a thing not forbidden, he employs the Intelli-
gence, Knowledge and all of these troops in pursuit of that
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thing until he performs it. Then he is possessed of Beauty and
a goodly condition; thereby [his deed] ascends to God in ad-
vance of him, and God is content with him ... .

G.38 Cognisance and Knowledge and Intelligence and
Comprehension and Mind and Attentive memory - they are
thingsplaced in the human being. Then when the [divine] au-
thorisation comes, they all become actual deeds; and if the au-
thorisation does not come, they remain in their condition ... .
With the (divine) authorisation, they pass by that which is in-
scribed on the Heart concerning the notification of faith 39... .

Thus, when the servant works an act, then he acts by means
of these things [thus they are ‘limbs’]. So his act and his Intelli-
gence, his Mind, his Attentiveness, and his Comprehension as-
cend to God, and likewise the thing that he works ... .

Thus, in the same measure as a thing ascends to God, then
the assistance (almadad) from God is reaching those things
that are there. ...

H.40 The ‘epitome of worship’ is that God Blessed and Exal-
ted, created our bodies as ‘moulded forms’ in order to place in
them that which the servant makes manifest by his motions
through that life which is within his spirit and his Psyche.
The spirit is celestial and life is within it, while the Psyche is
earthly and life is within it, so both of them move the limbs.
Then God placed cognisance in the heart, and the knowledge
of cognisance in the bosom,41 and the cognition of cognisance
in the head, and decreed fate in the forehead. He made mind
and comprehension and sagacity to be among the troops of in-
telligence. And He placed appetitive craving in the Psyche, and
made desire to be its leader and driver. ... Thus, the truly in-
spired fortunate person delves into cognisance and masters the
science of cognisance, and cleaves to cognisance and occupies
himself exclusively in all his affairs through his mind, his com-
prehension and his sagacity. His Heart clings to God until
‘certainty’ (al-yaqin) comes to him - and it is the joy which he
previously experienced from God (al-farah alladhi sabaqga la-hu
min Allah) ... .

[.42 On the science of ‘God-Mindfulness’ (‘ilm al-tagwa): the
Heart is the treasury of God, He placed in it a rare substance
of inestimable value - cognisance ... . Thus, God the Exalted
graciously favoured a great blessing upon the faithful by giving
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them the light of true guidance so that they declared His unity
with ‘There is no divinity save The Divinity’. He commanded
them to be mindful of what He gave them: which is the light ra-
diating in their hearts, and then from their Hearts to their
bosoms ... .

For cognisance is inspired (i.e. ‘strengthened’ ayyada)
through intelligence, comprehension, attentive-memory, mind
and remembrance, and these things are around it ... . Thus,
God the Exalted made ‘mindfulness’ incumbent on them by say-
ing: ‘O you who have faith, be mindful of God!” [Qur’an 8:29];
and so they comprehended of God Mighty and Majestic (fahimu
‘an Allah) that ‘Mindfulness’ (al-tagqwa) is binding on the seven
[!'] limbs [eye, tongue, ear, hand, foot, stomach, genitalia] ... .

Ghawr al-umur contains a gnostic-like creation myth about
the clay of Adam,43 followed by a chapter describing cognis-
ance/ma‘rifaand its garments, then one describing the creation
of Adam’s ‘clay’ (tina).44 Adam’s clay is composed of
earth kneaded with the water of mercy, into which the Light of
Cognisance is placed as a yeast. Upon the thorough interpenet-
ration of the Water with the Light making one light form, the
‘Spirit of Life’ is blown into it (‘and the Light is the Spirit,
and it is the “Spirit of Life”’). Then cognisance (‘it is the source
of the Light which had been placed into Adam a.s. when his
clay was kneaded with it’) is injected into the ‘Spirit of Life’.
The mutual mingling of this Light of cognisance with cognis-
ance, which is the result of the act of the servant, illumines the
Heart as these two cognisances recognise one another.
Through this light or illumination in the Heart, a ray of light is
cast up to the Throne and the Heart thereby perceives cognis-
ance and the divine potency (al-jalal). Thus the Heart knew its
Lord and confessed true monotheism on the ‘Day of Alast’... .
The author expounds on the cognisance exercised by the wor-
shipper:45

Cognisance is due to the act of the servant, and is attributed
to him ... . But the cause through which the servant attains it is
made up of five things; these things are not his, yet he is
praised by his Lord for employing them and perceives his Lord
by cognition. They are: comprehension, mental acuity, astute-
ness, attentive memory and knowledge - which is ‘the remem-
brance of the fitra [i.e. the “Day of Alast”]’. They are from God
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to his servant, and there is nothing owing to the servant from
their part; for he is praised when he employs them and blamed
when he forsakes them. As for the Light of cognisance, it is
from his Lord; the servant is not responsible for it in any way.

Placed in the clay of Adam was this most elevated thing
(shay’), namely the Light of cognisance, which is filled with the
Light of divine potency and uniqueness. The author then ex-
pounds in more detail on the five ‘things’ (ashya’):46

Through mental acuity one penetrates into all that is
hidden from him; and through comprehension one per-
ceives the Unseen; penetrating intelligence is that by which
the concealed is extracted through realisation; and through at-
tentiveness he fully comprehends; as for knowledge - by means
of it he recalls what elapsed. Thus, through employing [these
five things], they acknowledged their Lord, and by means of
them they understand thanks to their Lord.

These five (variously six) perceptive powers play an import-
ant role in al-Tirmidhi's understanding of human cognition.
It is correct to depict them as central to his concept of
the all important notion of cognisance as the ‘energy of the
heart’.47 Yet the same may be true to some extent for his no-
tion of intelligence, in so far as both are involved in the ‘sci-
ence of the heart’. The heart is the site where both cognis-
ance and knowledge of God himself are found (see D and H
above), as well as ‘mindfulness’. In terms of the powers of
cognition, clearly ma‘rifa/cognisance is superior to ‘aqgl/intel-
ligence and is depicted as the leader of the other troops (see A
and G above). Cognisance is described as the ‘peak of know-
ledge’, which is none other than knowledge of God himself.48
Yet at times we find intelligence apparently leading
these troops, or at least placed first, at the head of five or six
powers (see D and E above).

Recall the distinction drawn between the interior perception
of the heart and the exoteric knowledge ‘on the tongue’. Al-
Hakim specifies in this regard the functions of attention and
memory leading to vision:49

As for the science of the heart - its apparatus is the retentive
mind (dhihn) and attentive memory (hifz). The retentive mind
receives what the attentive memory consigns until it brings it
forth when it is needed ... . So when the eye of the
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heart ‘images’ in the bosom, the heart is empowered by what is
imaged - producing an illuminating knowledge [even while
there remains weakness and obscurity in the heart] then when
the covering of gloom and desire is lifted and knowledge
is present ... the vision of the heart alights on the image ... .

What he is concerned with here is the knowledge of certainty
(‘ilm al-yaqin) that induces comprehension producing vision
(ru’ya). The basic anthropology of this is rooted in early Islamic
normative piety, with the opposition of ‘agland ruhto the naf-
sand hawa. He comments: ‘We find that desire incites cravings,
while intelligence incites knowledge and cognisance.’50 Inter-
estingly, appetitive cravings are taken as a neutral force inher-
ent in the human constitution, whose leanings or impulses may
be positive or negative (see F above):51

Desire and cravings come to the Psyche and occupy the
Heart, surrounding the cognisance; then the strength of the
cognisance departs and becomes suspended by a hair, and the
bosom becomes the kingdom of the enemy [Iblis] ...; and
the intelligence is drunk, and the authority of desire and its
power appear. Thus, intelligence becomes latent, and compre-
hension is blocked, and the mind becomes stupid, and memory
is sealed, and knowledge becomes buried, and cognisance dis-
solves and ignorance unfurls [its banner] ... .

The theatre of operations is within the interior arena of
awareness, the bosom. The heart must exercise authority over
the limbs, and upon the impulses of desire, so as to allow the
operation of cognisance to take place. This is an obvious differ-
ence between Manichaean imagery, where the ‘limbs’ are in-
terior faculties of soul, and Islamic traditions in which the im-
age of ‘limbs’ usually refers to the corporeal components of the
person. In an esoteric linguistic exegesis of the Qur’anic
term ula’l-nuha‘possessors of understanding’, al-Hakim points
out that the word is a form of nuhya ‘mind-understanding’:
‘al-nuhya is the “pool” (al-ghadir) where water terminates
and stagnates; it is denominated “ghadir” because water re-
mains and subsists in it and is left behind; thus it is said, “ula’l-
nuha”, because there collects together in the bosom al-‘aql, al-
‘ilm, al-dhihn, al-fahmand al-fitna; and all of these are nuhya:
mind-cognition.’52
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Although the materials from al-Sadiq are tantalising,
their placement with the Imam is uncertain, and they could
well reflect Hellenic and/or Eastern Christian concepts. When
considering al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi, the important details
on these powers termed the ‘troops of the spirit/the heart/cog-
nisance /intelligence’ are striking. One might argue al-Hakim
was the author of Ghawr al-umurpartly on the basis of their
occurrence (although the style of this work differs
from his authenticated writings). Of more relevance would
be detecting functional relations between Manichaean no-
tions and the idea of ‘five powers of human [ap]prehen-
sion’ as developed by al-Hakim. Here, indeed, one could make
links, and see parallels between these two spiritual practices.
But to argue for a conscious impact of Manichaean thought on
the Sage from Tirmidh requires a very fertile imagination
indeed.

Ja‘far b. al-Hasan Mansur al-Yaman (d. ca. 380/990)

Finally, we point to another possible occurrence of this
notion of ‘five powers’ constituting spiritual perception. This
is found in a work by the Ismaili missionary Ja‘far b. al-Hasan
Mansur al-Yaman, Sara’ir wa-asrar al-nutaqga’.53 In his ver-
sion of the early Ismaili gnostic myth of the creation of Adam,
there is a description of the three ‘hypostases’ of the creation
drama: Jadd, Fath, Khayal. These three levels in the cosmic
hierarchy are also given angelic names: Jibra’ill, Mikha’ll,
Israfil.54 ‘Inspiration’ (ta’yid) reaches Adam by means of
‘aqgl(intellect, also termed sabiq) and the nafs (world soul, also
termed al-tal1). Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman here effects a co-re-
lation of these three ‘hypostases’ with fikr, dhikrand hifz (p.
27). Later, when portraying the five hujajrepresenting the spir-
itual hududoperative at the epoch of the dispatching of the
Prophet Muhammad, he gives a suggestive co-relation (pp.
81-82):

Abu Talib Khadija Zayd b. ‘Amr ‘Amr
b. Nufayl Maysara
Sabiq Tali Jadd Fath
Khayal
‘Aql Nafs Dhikr Dhihn
Fikr
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Whether this scheme is to be linked with the above materials
associated with Imam al-Sadiq is a pertinent question. One
truth is evident from all the Islamic material examined here:
the primary issue involving ‘aql and ma‘rifa, or the process
of higher human cognition, has to do with a synergy of forces
exchanged betweenthe human and the divine: the
‘strengthening’ of the cognitive function (ta’yid al-‘aql). We
refrain from pursuing the question beyond this point, hoping
that the interested reader will take the materials presented
here and ponder the questions raised. Such an exercise may
make a fitting gift for my inspired teacher and friend, Professor
Hermann Landolt.
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Chapter 8

Narrative Themes and Devices in al-Waqidr’s
Kitab al-maghaz

Donald P. Little

Although Ibn Ishaq’s Sirat al-nabiis generally regarded as the
chief, earliest, source for the biography of the Prophet
Muhammad,1 al-Waqidi’s Kitab al-maghazi has received con-
siderable scholarly attention as a later, and therefore, ancillary
source.?2 The question which first exercised scholars regarding
the originality of al-Waqid1 and the nature and degree of his in-
debtedness to Ibn Ishaq is still being debated. Until recently
Marsden Jones was thought to have said the last word on this
subject. By detailed comparison of a specific episode, Jones re-
futes the Wellhausen-Horowitz claim of al-Waqidi’s plagiarism,
arguing that the two authors drew upon a common fund of ma-
terials, consisting of traditions and popular stories, to con-
struct their own versions of events;3 Patricia Crone concurs in
her analysis of the sources in Meccan Trade and the Rise of
Islam.4 But in a painstaking study of the sources used by the
two authors for the famous ‘A’isha scandal, focusing on the is-
nads that introduced the various hadiths and khabars, Gregor
Schoeler insists that ‘al-Waqidi actually plagiarised Ibn Ishaq’
and went so far as to change the latter’s isnads.5 In Schoeler’s
view, to be sure, Ibn Ishaq was only one of al-Waqidi’s three
main sources. Nevertheless, al-Waqidi may have sporadically
used still other sources, and ‘some may have originated in his
own imagination.’6 Oddly enough, Schoeler gives only scant
notice to Michael Lecker’s article, “‘The Death of the Prophet
Muhammad’s Father: Did al-Waqidi Invent Some of the Evid-
ence?’, published the previous year, where it is argued that, on
the contrary, al-Waqidi invented nothing but rather selected
and redacted materials from the same or different
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sources.7 Another scholar, G. H. A. Juynboll, anticipated
Schoeler’s opinion that al-Waqidi’s isnads for the most part
‘sprouted from al-Waqidi’s imagination.’8 As ingenious as
these detailed, sometimes tortured, studies of isnads may be,
they are in the last analysis speculative. Indeed, although
Juynboll argues ‘for the historical acceptability of most of
its [the ‘A’isha scandal’s] constituent features,” he concedes
that ‘the question of whether or not the story, and the Qur’anic
verse [associated with it], both stem from one and the same
historical situation can then justly be reduced to one to be sor-
ted out by faith, with or without a measure of rationalism, or by
rationalism alone.’9 Ella Landau-Tasseron has argued on the
basis of comparative analysis of another specific episode that
al-Waqidl unintentionally conflated and confused two riwayas,
whereas Ibn Ishaq retained their discreteness and thus was
more faithful to the original material.10 Lecker demonstrates
the same tendency in al-Wagqidi, attributing its cause to the au-
thor’s use of ‘combined reports’ rather than single isnads.11 In
a more general comparative study using ‘form criticism,’
John Wansbrough argues, again using the example of the
‘N’isha episode, that al-Wagqidl occupies an intermediate posi-
tion between Ibn Ishaq and al-Bukhari, Kitab al-maghazi
being a refined version of the Sira narratiobut without the re-
ductive ‘normative preoccupations’ of al-Bukhari’'s exem-
plum.12 More conventionally, Rizwi S. Faizer has used compar-
ative analysis of Muhammad’s conflicts with the Jews of Med-
ina to claim that al-Waqidi ‘had a unique interpretation of the
Prophet’s life,” without, however, explaining what this inter-
pretation is other than to suggest that al-Waqidi had greater
recourse to certain rhetorical devices, mainly repetition, than
did Ibn Ishaq.13 Finally, and most recently, Fred M. Donner,
following the path blazed by Albrecht Noth, has studied the
themes, or topoi, of early Islamic historiography.14 Focusing
on al-Tabari rather than Ibn Ishaqg or al-Waqidi, Donner’s dis-
cussion of the nubuwwa and ummathemes in the life of the
Prophet is nevertheless applicable to our two writers, and his
approach has influenced my own work.15

Building on this body of research, I will examine still another
episode in the Prophet’s biography, an integral part of the
‘AN’isha scandal that has been neglected even by those scholars
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who discuss this story at length. All these scholars re-
strict their attention to the scandal as an isolated, discrete
episode that occurred afterthe raid against the Banu'l-
Mustaliq, without scrutinising the accounts of the raid itself,
despite the fact that these two aspects form one continuous
narrative, bound together chronologically and, especially in al-
Wagqidi, thematically. Although my main objective is to
illustrate al-Waqidi’'s use of motifs and other narrative
devices, I will also refer to the relationship of his version to Ibn
Ishaq’s. In the process I suggest that the scandal, when placed
in its narrative and thematic context, takes on resonance.

We will begin with Ibn Ishaqg’s short and simple account of
the raid as a basis of comparison. (G 490-493) In Sha‘ban of
the year 6, according to a combined report, the Prophet
marched against the Banu’l-Mustaliq, who he had heard
‘were gathering together against him’. (G 490) The
Muslims defeated them and took their women, children, and
property as booty. No details of the fighting are given other
than the fact that some of the Banu’l-Mustaliq fled and others
were Kkilled,including two men slain by ‘Al1, and another in er-
ror. Instead of the raid itself, Ibn Ishaq focuses on five associ-
ated incidents:

1. A melee that broke out between the Muhajirun and the
Ansar at a watering place belonging to the Banu’l-Mustaliq, in
which the leader and would-be king of the Khazraj, ‘Abd Allah
b. Ubayy, threatened to drive the ‘vagabonds of Quraysh’ out
of Medina. (G 491) A young boy, Zayd b. Arqam, reported this
threat to the Prophet, but Ibn Ubayy denied having uttered it.
In order to prevent further communal strife, Muhammad rejec-
ted ‘Umar’s advice to execute Ibn Ubayy as well as the offer of
the latter’s own son to kill him lest someone else might do
so and start thereby a blood feud. On the march back to Med-
ina, Ibn Ishaq says, ‘The sura came down in which God men-
tioned the disaffected with Ibn Ubayy and those like-minded
with him’, but he does not quote the actual words of the fam-
ous verse of the Munafiqun. Zayd’s claim of Ibn Ubayy’s
treachery, Ibn Ishaq implies, was confirmed by this revelation.
(G 491-492)

2. When the troops reached a watering place in the Hijaz,
they were alarmed by a violent wind. The Prophet calmed them
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by interpreting it as a harbinger of ‘the death of one of the
greatest of the unbelievers’, who turned out to be an influential
Jewish leader in Medina. (G 491)

3. Vengeance of the brother of the Muslim killed in error.
Despite the fact that the Prophet agreed to pay him blood wit,
the man killed his brother’s slayer and then apostasised. He
commemorated this act with verses glorifying himself and
his tribe. (G 492)

4. Muhammad’s marriage to Juwayriyya, daughter of the
chief of the Banu’l Mustaliq. Interestingly enough, this in-
cident is related on the authority of ‘A’isha, who accompan-
ied the Prophet on the raid. Whether or not her report is au-
thentic, it is certainly psychologically sound, and colourful, re-
flecting as itdoes ‘A’isha’s resentment of the beautiful
Juwayriyya: ‘She captivated every man who saw her ... . As
soon as I saw her at the door of my room I took a dislike to her,
for I knew that he [the Prophet] would see her as I saw her.” (G
493) Despite her jealous pique, ‘A’isha was forced to concede
the salutary effect of the marriage when the one hundred
Banu’l-Mustaliq families that Muhammad released from captiv-
ity converted to Islam.

5. Revelation of verse 49:6 regarding the evil done by false
messengers. The Prophet’s envoy to the converts falsely repor-
ted that they had refused to pay the poortax and had
threatened to kill him. When the converts denied this, God re-
vealed the verse. (G 493)

With only two exceptions al-Waqidi covers, and greatly amp-
lifies, all of this material. (W I, 404-413; II, 415-426) The ex-
ceptions are the verses mentioned in (3) and the whole of (5).
As we shall see he adds episodes that are not found in
Ibn Ishaq. I do not intend to rehash here the whole issue of is-
nads except to repeat that al-Waqidil does frequently use com-
bined isnads (as does Ibn Ishaq) and does not use isnads
quoted by Ibn Ishaq, even for the same or similar material.
Nor, as is well known, does he ever mention the latter’s name,
despite evidence of plagiarism. The most that can be said is
that there are sometimes striking instances of nearly identical
phrasing. An example will suffice. In the Sira of Ibn Ishaq, ‘Abd
Allah b. Ubayy delivers the following words regarding the
Ansar in Medina:
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fa-qala wa-qad fa‘aluha qad nafaruna wa-katharuna fi
biladina wallahi ma a‘udduha wa-jalabib quraysh illa kama
qala’l-awwal sammin kalbak ya’kulka amma wallahi la’in ra-
ja‘na ila al-madina la-yukhrijanna al-a‘azz minha al-adhall

(He said: ‘Have they actually done this? They dispute our pri-
ority, they outnumber us in our own country, and nothing so
fits us and the vagabonds of Quraysh as the ancient saying
“Feed a dog and it will devour you.” By Allah, when we re-
turn to Medina the stronger will drive out the weaker.”) (S I:2,
726; G 491)

With only a few minor changes and the addition of a
sentence, al-Waqidi quotes virtually the same words:

qad fa‘aluha qad nafaruna wa-katharuna fi baladina wa-
ankaru minnatana wallahi ma sirna wa-jalabib quraysh hadhihi
illa kama qala al-qa’il sammin kalbak ya’kulka wallahi la-qad
zanantu anni sa-amut qabla an asma‘ hatif yahtif bima hatafa
bihi jahja wa-ana hadir la yakun li-dhalik mini ghiyar wallahi
la’in raja‘na ila al-madina la-yukhrijanna al-a‘azz minha al-
adhall

(They have done this. They dispute our priority, they out
number us in our own town, and they deny our benevolence
so that we and these vagabonds of the Quraysh have be-
come fit for the saying ‘Feed a dog and it will devour you’.
By Allah, I thought I would die before hearing someone shout-
ing what Jahja did while I was present, without taking offence
at that. By Allah, when we return to Medina the stronger will
drive out the weaker.) (W 1I, 416)

There are other instances of close parallelism so that it is
easy to see why some scholars have concluded that al-Waqidi
borrowed from Ibn Ishaq and embellished his language without
acknowledgment and even changed his isnads in order to con-
ceal his indebtedness. And yet, if it be accepted that both were
drawing upon common sources, there is room for the possibil-
ity that these sources contained variants which each author
may have edited for his own purposes.

But if indeed (as it would seem) the problem of plagiarism is
insoluble, the nature and intentions of al-Waqidi’s full and de-
tailed elaboration of the story can be glimpsed. First of all is
evident a desire for precision, specificity, and explicitness. For
example, as is often the case, al-Waqid1 assigns a specific date
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to the raid different from Ibn Ishaq’s: Monday 28 Sha‘ban, year
5, as opposed to Ibn Ishaq’s Sha‘ban, year 6. Al-Waqidi
provides no explanation for choosing a date a year earlier, just
as he gives no reason for omitting material - verses and a
whole episode - included by Ibn Ishaqg. Conceivably the se-
quence of events that took place before and after the raid
could have influenced al-Waqidi’s choice of the date, but, then
again, he may have merely opted for the reliability of his un-
named source. It should also be noted that al-Waqidi breaks
Ibn Ishaq’s chronological narration by discussing the mel-
ee between the Muhajirun and Ansar at the watering hole in a
separate section entitled ‘The Affair of Ibn Ubayy’ (W II,
415-426) following the section entitled ‘The Raid on al-
Muraysr’. (W I, 404-413) Concern for specificity is evident
chiefly in unique details provided by al-Waqidi: the length
of the campaign (twenty-eight days’ absence from Medina);
the tribal affiliations and location of the Banu’l-Mustaliq, their
preparations for attacking the Prophet; the names of eight of
twenty-three eminent participants in the expeditionary force,
comprising eight Muhajirun and fifteen Ansar, plus a large
group of Munafiqun who had never participated in such a raid).
Later, al-Waqidi provides the names of eight of these hypo-
crites associated with ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy whereas Ibn Ishaq is
content with a general reference to a‘raht min gqawmihi’ (‘a
group of his people/tribe’). (W 1II, 416; G 491) In addition
to enumerating and naming the participants, al-Waqid1 relates
that the expeditionary force had ‘thirty horses, ten for the
Muhajirun, twenty for the Ansar, plus two for the Prophet.” (W
I, 405) In al-Maghaz1 we find a wealth of concrete detail, some
of which is important, if not essential, to al-Waqidr’s character-
isation of the nature and significance of the raid, while others
are of purely incidental, narrative interest. An example of the
former is the fact, missing in the Sira, that before attacking
the Banu’l-Mustaliq, the Prophet ordered ‘Umar to call upon
them to convert to Islam in order to protect their lives and
property. Indeed, with a typically realistic narrative touch, ‘U-
mar’s actual words are reproduced: ‘Qulu la ilah illa Allah tam-
na‘u biha anfusakum wa-amwalakum’ (‘Say there is no god but
Allah, protecting thereby yourselves and your property!’). (W I,
407) In the same vein al-Waqidi provides a concrete reason for
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launching the raid with a report of how a scout was able
to confirm by deceit the Banu’l-Mustaliq’s evil intentions.
Surely there could be no reason other than a storyteller’s love
of immediacy and realistic detail for al-Waqidi to tell us that
the Prophet was resting under a tree, having his back rubbed
by a little black slave, because he had hurt it when he fell from
his camel during the night? Interestingly enough, this vignette
is attributed to none other than ‘Umar in order to set the scene
for his offer to assassinate ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy. (W II, 418)
Beyond matters of detail, al-Waqidi narrates several signific-
ant reports left unmentioned by Ibn Ishag. Some of these serve
as examples of, or possible precedents for, Muslim beliefs
and practices. Among these I have already mentioned
the Prophet’s invitation, through ‘Umar, to the Banu'l-
Mustaliq to avoid an attack by converting to Islam, which is, of
course, a foreshadowing of the juristic ‘necessity of invitation’
as a preliminary to fighting pagan unbelievers.16 Another an-
ecdote with similar import concerns a spy for the Banu'l-
Mustalig who, when captured,refuses to disclose any informa-
tion about the activities of his fellow tribesmen, whereupon
Muhammad invites him to convert. He refuses until such time,
he says, as the Mustalig make a joint decision in this regard.
Decapitation is his reward, carried out by ‘Umar with the
Prophet’s sanction. (W I, 406) Another instance of exemplary
conversion occurs on the march to the camp of the Banu’l-
Mustalig when a man of the ‘Abd al-Qays presents himself to
the Prophet to bear witness that ‘I believe in you, and testify
that you have brought the truth, and to fight with you against
your enemy’. (W I, 406) The Prophet takes this encounter as an
occasion to instruct the convert on ‘God’s favourite acts’,
namely the prompt performance of the prescribed daily pray-
ers, which at this time were three. (W I, 406) Al-Wagqidi rein-
forces the theme of conversion during the expedition with two
more instances: (1) after the battle the Prophet awarded a
freedman who claimed to have induced the ‘Abd al-Qaysi to
convert, with a generous portion of the booty, since ‘his con-
version to Islam at your hands is the best thing that could hap-
pen to you between the rising and setting of the sun’. (W 1,
409) In a typical narrative embellishment of this episode, al-
Wagqidi claims that the tribesman declined the Prophet’s
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original offer of sheep and camels for his service in favour of
camels alone, to the Prophet’s bemusement, and that he en-
joyed the benefit of the camels for the rest of his life. (2)
Juwayriyya’s declaration to the Prophet, after the division of
spoils that ‘I am a Muslim woman, testifying that there is no
god but God and that you are His Prophet!” (W I, 411) Ibn
Ishag makes no mention at all of Juwayriyya’s conver-
sion, though his editor, Ibn Hisham, does claim that ‘she be-
came an excellent Muslim’ after her converted father, al-
Harith, handed her over to the Prophet. (G 768) The rewards
of conversion in the form of camels on the one hand
and marriage to the Prophet on the other are obvious. In ad-
dition it should be noted that both alWaqidi and Ibn Ishaq men-
tion an example of the obverse of conversion, apostasy, when
the brother of the Muslim slain in error abandoned Islam even
though he was compensated by the Prophet for his brother’s
death. (W I, 408; G 492) Finally it should be mentioned that Ibn
Ishaq narrates one exemplary anecdote involving conversion
that al-Waqidi does not mention at all, namely the incident in-
volving the false messenger to the Banu’l-Mustaliq converts,
which became the occasion for a Qur’anic revelation. (G 493)
Al-Waqidil gives three more examples of Muhammad’s pre-
cedents for Muslim practices. Two of these, neither of which is
mentioned by Ibn Ishaq, relate to the Mustaliq women taken as
booty. While the Muslims who were awarded the captive wo-
men desired to get the ransom which would be paid for them,
they also lusted after them because the celibacy imposed on
them by the raid ‘bore heavily upon them’. (W I, 413) Accord-
ingly they asked for and received the Prophet’s permission to
practice coitus interruptus (‘azl) until the women were
ransomed or sold. In the same vein, when this practice was [la-
belled] as ‘al-maw’uda al-sughra’ (the lesser coitus) by a Jewish
vendor in Medina, the Prophet denounced the Jews as liars.
(W I, 413) Finally al-Waqidi is much more expansive than Ibn
Ishaq on the subject of the booty in general taken on the raid.
In contrast to the latter, who states merely that ‘God gave the
apostle their wives, children, and property as booty’, (G 490)
alWaqidi explains in detail how the Muslims’ fifth was separ-
ated into alms (sadaqga) and booty (fay’) and distributed by an
individual assigned this task by Muhammad, the former being

55



given to ‘orphans, poor persons, and the weak.” (W I,
410-411) Interestingly enough, according to al-Waqidj,
orphans who had reached the age of puberty were given a
share of the booty rather than alms, provided that they ac-
cept the obligation of jihad. But if they refused the obligation,
they received nothing at all. (W I, 410) The remaining four-
fifths of the booty was also distributed in an orderly manner
under the supervision of Muslims appointed by the Prophet.
Other episodes developed more fully by al-Waqidi do not
function so overtly as Muhammadan precedents or examples
but seem to serve other purposes in the author’s presenta-
tion of the Sira. One such purpose, I believe, was al-
Wagqidi’s desire to emphasise the role and significance of spe-
cific individuals or groups. In this respect, considerable atten-
tion is drawn to ‘Umar b. al-Khattab representing the Prophet’s
staunch defender and supporter; to ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy b.
Salul as a hypocrite; and to the Muhajirun and the Ansar as a
source of dissension and disunity in the Muslim community.
‘Umar, it is true, does figure in Ibn Ishaq’s narrative,
primarily as the one who impulsively but unsuccessfully
advised the Prophet to have ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy executed for
his denunciation of the ‘vagabond’ Quraysh Emigrants in the
melee before the battle. When Muhammad later reminded ‘U-
mar of the unsoundness of his advice, ‘Umar contritely acknow-
ledged that ‘the apostle’s order is more blessed than mine’. (G
492) In al-Waqidi’s version, ‘Umar plays a more active role. Al-
though his deferral to the Prophet’s priority is not cited, he is
credited, it will be recalled, with executing the recalcitrant un-
believer who refused to convert and with publicly inviting the
Banu’l-Mustaliq to convert to Islam as an alternative to war. (W
I, 406, 407) More importantly, perhaps, ‘Umar is the eyewit-
ness quoted in two of al-Waqidi’s isnads, as the authoritative
source, in other words, of some of what transpired during the
raid and its aftermath. (W I, 413; II, 418) One of these, on the
authority of Ishaq b. Yahya from al-Zuhri, from Malik b. Aws b.
al-Hadathan gives only the interesting report that the Prophet
treated Juwayriyya, the Mustaliq beauty whom he married, like
all his other wives, i.e. he ‘used to distribute (booty) to her in
the same way as he did with his (other) wives, and he imposed
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the veil (al-hijab) upon her’. (W I, 413) In the other he offered
to kill ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy. (W II, 418)

In contrast to the loyalty of ‘Umar the role of the hypocrisy of
‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy is also more fully developed by al-Waqidi
than by Ibn Ishaq. In the development of this theme al-Waqidi
focuses on ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy but takes pains to stress that
the entire raid was marred and threatened by the presence of
dissident hypocrites - many of whom are identified by name (W
II, 416) - who joined the expedition ‘with no desire for jihad ex-
cept the profits of this world that they would gain’. (W I, 405)
Upon comparing the different treatments of this motif, it is
striking that Ibn Ishaq goes out of his way to present ‘Abd
Allah in a sympathetic light by offering rationalisations of his
conduct. Thus, Ibn Ishaq says, the Ansar told the Prophet ‘that
the boy, Zayd b. Arqam, may have misheard or misunderstood
‘Abd Allah’s threat to drive the Quraysh from Medina, “sym-
pathising with Ibn Ubayy and protecting him”’. (G 491) Even
stronger support is offered by Usayd b. Hudayr, who advises
the Prophet to ‘treat him [‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy] kindly,
for Allah brought you to us when his people were stringing
beads to make him a crown, and he thinks that you have de-
prived him of a kingdom’. (G 491, 278) Al-Waqidi, on the other
hand, says nothing about ‘Abd Allah’s kingly ambitions and
transforms the Ansar’s attempt to impeach Zayd’s report into
an opportunity to dramatise the boy’s vehement insistence that
he had heard and quoted ‘Abd Allah correctly: ‘The Prophet
disliked his report, so that his faced changed colour, and he
said, “Boy, perhaps you were angry at him?” “No,” Zayd said,
“I heard this from him!” The Prophet said, “Perhaps your hear-
ing was faulty?” “No, O Prophet of God!” The Prophet then
said, “Perhaps it was obscure to you?” Zayd said, “No, by God!
I did hear it from him, O Messenger of God!”’ (W II, 420)

Zayd voiced similar protestations when some of the
Ansar rebuked him for slandering ‘the leader of his
people (sayyid gawmika) and breaking the ties of kinship’.
“By God,” Zayd said, “I did hear that from him! By God, there
is not one man of the Khazraj who is dearer to me than ‘Abd
Allah b. Ubayy! Even, by God, if I heard these words from my
father I would convey them to the Prophet! I hope that God the
Exalted will send down a revelation to his Prophet in
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confirmation of my words!”’ (W II, 417) Here appears another
motif to which al-Waqidl gives greater emphasis than Ibn
Ishaq, namely the desire, and its fulfilment, for a revelation
confirming the integrity of a Muslim doubted by other
Muslims, including the Prophet himself. The revelation does in-
deed come, complete with sweat and signs of pain on the
Prophet’s face. (W II, 418) But before it does, ‘Abd Allah b.
Ubayy insists on his innocence to the Prophet himself and even
after the revelation refuses to retract his slander or to repent.
(W I, 420)

The motif of confirmatory revelation appears again in al-
Waqidi’'s version, again in the context of the theme of the op-
position of hypocrites, when, on the rapid march back to Med-
ina from the raid, one of Muhammad’s camels goes astray
and cannot be found. On this occasion one Zayd b. al-Lusayt, a
hypocrite and an affiliate of some of the Ansar, taunts the
Muslims about God’s failure to reveal to their prophet so trivial
a thing as the whereabouts of his camel! Sure enough, a revel-
ation soon comes down with the needed information, and Zayd,
with this confirmation of Muhammad’s prophethood along with
reproaches from loyal Muslims, professes his rebirth as a
Muslim. But al-Waqid1 gives the conversion theme still another
twist when he suggests that Zayd remained a false convert un-
til his death and repeated his duplicitous behaviour on the raid
against Tabuk. (W II, 423-425) No mention of this episode is
found in Ibn Ishaq’s Sira.

Another prominent theme of the raid in both accounts is the
Prophet’s ransom of and marriage to Juwayriyya, the daughter
of the chief of Banu’l-Mustaliq. In the Siralbn Ishaq tells us
merely, on the authority of the jealous ‘A’isha, that when the
Prophet, impressed by her beauty, agreed to pay her ransom to
the Muslim to whom she had been assigned as booty and then
married her, the Muslims released a hundred families of her
tribe, ‘now that the Banu’l-Mustaliq were the Prophet’s rela-
tions by marriage’. (G 493) Al-Waqidl recounts this story and
repeats, along with Ibn Ishaq, ‘A’isha’s words that ‘I do not
know of a woman who was greater blessing to her people than
she’. (G 493; W I, 410) Later, he states his preference
for ‘A’isha’s account to one which claimed that it was
Juwayriyya’s father, rather than the Prophet, who ransomed
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her and, moreover, gave his permission to Muhammad to
marry her. (W I, 412) In this respect it should be noted paren-
thetically that on no less than four occasions in his narration of
the raid al-Waqidi declares his preference for one hadith over
another, suggesting, perhaps, that he was not so cavalier in his
citations of sources as some scholars have claimed. (W I, 407,
412; 11, 419) Juwayriyya appears in other narrative and didact-
ic guises in al-Maghazi. To her are ascribed reports and
portents of the fate that awaited her tribe as Muhammad
and his followers approached their territory. After she
converted, al-Waqidl states, she used to say that when news
reached the Banu’l-Mustaliqg that ‘Umar had executed the spy
who refused to convert, fear filled her father and his followers,
so that the Bedouin Arabs who had joined them quickly deser-
ted. (W I, 406) She also had a vision, before the arrival of the
Muslim raider, of the moon alighting in her lap from Medina;
although this was an obvious portent of what was to occur she
did not reveal it to her fellow tribesmen. (W I, 412) The signi-
ficance of this vision was bound up with the issue of her con-
version and marriage and, more importantly, the subsequent
ransoming and freeing of her captive tribesmen and women.
Her vision, she claimed, had nothing to do with later events
since she never spoke to the Prophet about her tribe after he
had freed and married her. Other reports state that the Proph-
et agreed to free all or some of the Banu’l-Mustaliq prisoners
as her bride price. But the soundest report in al-Waqidi’s view
(wa-hadha’l-thabat) was that all the Banu’l-Mustaliq women
who had been taken prisoner were ransomed once they were
taken to Medina. (W I, 412) Finally, in another instance of the
vision motif Juwayriyya used to say after her conversion and
marriage that before the attack the Muslims and their horses
appeared innumerable which proved to be an illusory ‘fear that
God the Exalted had cast into the hearts of the Unbeliev-
ers’. (W1, 408-409)

Enough has been said, I think, to establish the originality of
Kitab al-maghazias a source and to demonstrate some of the
means al-Waqidi used to tell his own story in his own way.
First, it is obvious that his version of the raid is much
longer than Ibn Ishaq’s. Events recorded by both are amplified
by al-Waqidi with greater specificity and narrative detail,
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including direct quotations from the participants in the raid.
Both, it is true, recount episodes omitted by the other, but al-
Wagqidi clearly outstrips Ibn Ishaq in this regard. However,
most significant in my opinion, is al-Waqidi’s selection of anec-
dotes which illustrate specific motifs, in an attempt, I believe,
to give his expanded narration of events some degree of them-
atic unity. Among those that we have cited is the dissension
between the loyal Muslims and the Munafiqun. Although this
theme also appears in the Sira, al-Waqidil as we have seen rein-
forces and individualises the drama by the increased attention
he gives to individuals such as ‘Umar and ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy.
Juwayriyya also receives greater attention as a part of al-
Waqidi’s desire to emphasise the role of women on the raid in
particular and in Muhammad’s life in general, focusing here on
the roles of two of his wives. In this respect, the conversion of
Juwayriyya is important as a variation on the several permuta-
tions of this theme, most of which stress the rewards of conver-
sion and the penalty for refusing it. Who can have been better
rewarded than Juwayriyya with her marriage to the Prophet
and the freedom of her kinsfolk? Who could have been more
grievously punished than the unrepentant spy with the loss of
his life? The motif of confirmatory revelation apparent in the
story of Zayd b. Argam’s suspect veracity is reinforced by al-
Waqgidi when Muhammad found his lost camel only through di-
vine intervention. Minor motifs are also repeated by al-Waqidi:
signs and portents, for example, such as Zayd’s recognition of
the physical change in Muhammad when he was receiving the
revelation and those premonitions received by Juwayriyya re-
garding the threat posed by the Muslim raiders, echoed by the
violent wind (mentioned by both authors) portending the death
of a prominent Jew in Medina.

Finally it should be recognised that several of these themes
and motifs of the raid recur in its aftermath, the story of the
slander of ‘A’isha, in which the role of women is again stressed
by both authors but for which al-Waqidi has given better pre-
paration by his greater attention to Juwayriyya, regarded by
‘N’isha as a rival for the Prophet’s affections. Revelation con-
firming ‘A’isha’s innocence has been prefigured by the one
confirming Zayd’s, again more fully elaborated by al-
Wagqidi. Another case in point is the subversive role played by
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‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy in both the raid and the slander. Al-
Wagqidi’s greater attention to exemplary events can be seen in
this unique report on the Prophet’s condoning coitus interrup-
tuson the raid and the substitution of sand for water in ablu-
tions during the slander story. (W II, 427) Other minor motifs
which I have not mentioned but which, with hindsight, might
serve as unifying narrative elements include the races that al-
Wagqidi alone says Muhammad used to run with ‘A’isha, pre-
figured in the raid by mention of camel and horse races that
the Muslims organised on their way back from the raid.
(WII, 427, 426) Surely both these competitions serve only nar-
rative - almost comic - relief? Camels, in fact, as trivial as they
may seem, appear prominently in al-Waqidi’s raid - the lost
camel and the convert’s preference for camels to sheep have
already been mentioned, perhaps as precursors to the camel
bearing ‘A’isha’s litter and Safwan b. al-Mu‘attal’s beast which
bore her back in disgrace to Medina. Lost objects,
Muhammad’s camel and ‘A’isha’s necklace, also constitute a
unifying device for al-Waqidi, as does water, or the scarcity of
it. (W I, 415, 425, 427)

In conclusion, a couple of caveats: although I have been
suggesting that alWaqidi can be seen on the basis of one
episode as a better, fuller, storyteller than Ibn Ishaq, with
closer attention to detail and specifics, exemplary anecdotes
and recurring motifs, it may well be that analysis of other epis-
odes might yield different results, so that it would be foolhardy
to make generalisations on the basis of this particular raid. Se-
condly, the whole basis of comparison is skewed by the as-
sumption that Ibn Hisham’s edition of Ibn Ishaq’s Sirais a faith-
ful one, disregarding the substantial additions made by Ibn
Hisham, some of which turn up in al-Waqidi. The need for a full
comparison of the two - three, if we count Ibn Hisham’s edi-
tion separately - works, with full attention to the use of isnads,
and, I might add, citations of Qur’anic revelations, is apparent.
Finally, I would suggest that insufficient attention has been
given by scholars to al-Tabarl’s biography of the Prophet, giv-
en the fact that he used both Ibn Ishaq and al-Waqidi, complete
with citations, as sources.
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Chapter

The Rise and Decline of Taqiyyain Twelver
Shi‘ism

L. Clarke

The secret ... the hiding of realities by negative or positive
means, is one of man’s greatest achievements. The secret pro-
duces an immense enlargement of life: numerous contents of
life cannot even emerge in the presence of full publicity.
The secret offers ... the possibility of a second world alongside
the manifest world.

Georg Simmel 1

Taqgiyya (synonym kitman) means among the Twelver Shi‘a
either ‘precautionary dissimulation of belief” or ‘esoteric si-
lence’. The first is the legal tagiyya, meant to guarantee, when
necessary, the safety of the individual or community. The
second (which is, I believe, quite distinct from the first) refers
to the permanent guarding of a secret doctrine - essentially,
that is, to esotericism. According to numerous hadiths handed
down from the Imams, the purpose of this second type is to
protect the Truth from those not worthy of it. Such dicta,
however, are only the seal of a wider esoteric complex with
many functions and meanings. And this esoteric complex -
aptly characterised by Henry Corbin as ‘la discipline de 1'ar-
cane’2- does indeed facilitate ‘numerous contents’ of the Shi‘i
worldview.

The first part of this essay demonstrates how esoteric
tagiyya(to which the term taqgiyya unless otherwise specified,
henceforth refers) originally formed a necessary and integral
part of Twelver Shi‘ism. Without it, basic articles of
early Shi‘ism do not make sense and the system loses coher-
ence. This proposition is illustrated through three central
premises presented in the Traditions: first, the election of the
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Shi‘i community; second, the existence of a body of priv-
ileged Knowledge (‘ilm) belonging to the Imams; and third,
quietism. The texts are sayings attributed to the Imams in
books of Tradition collected before - or, inthe case of
Nu‘mani’s Kitab al-ghayba, shortly after - the Occultation of
the last, Twelfth Imam in the mid tenth century.3 I thus present
an image of tagiyyain the early Imami community.

Many Twelver Shi‘a today 4 nevertheless denytagiyyaany
special significance in their religion. The second part of the es-
say traces briefly some of the history behind this development.
The evolution of tagiyya in Shi‘ism is of interest not only for
its own sake, but for the light it sheds on certain tensions with-
in the tradition as a whole. A consideration of these brings the
essay to a close.

I

According to the dicta of the Imams, the Shi‘a are an elect
community, superior to and apart from the others; this is a
central proposition of the Tradition. Election is initially ex-
plained by several parallel myths of origin. It is said, for in-
stance, that the only true believers are the Shi‘a because it was
they who concluded the Covenant (mithaq) with God in the
primordial age by accepting the central tenet of loy-
alty (walaya) to the Imams.5 And since the Shi‘a were created
of a special substance - of pure clay and sweet water - a kin to
that of the Imams, no one can become a Shi‘i who was not cre-
ated a Shi‘a, nor can a Shi‘i become a non-Shi‘i (for those
‘rabble’ were created of brackish water and inferior
clay).6 Thus love for the family of the Prophet and the Imams is
the privilege of the created Shi‘a only. Others may wish to love
them, but if they are among those who refused the walaya be-
fore they were created, they cannot. Similarly, as much as
those who are numbered among the believers may try to disbe-
lieve, they cannot: ‘If a Shi‘i tries to abandon the right opinion,
God shall return him to it by force!’7

Taqiyya plays a very important role in justifying and main-
taining the central concept of election. God, we are told,
has granted the Imams a special, occult knowledge (‘ilm).
This knowledge is so extraordinary as to be oppressive;

[

‘Our words (hadith)’, the Imams say in the Traditions, ‘are

65



difficult (sa‘b), such that none can bear them save an angel
(mugarrab), a prophet sent with a message (murassal), or the
servant whose heart God has tested for faith.’8 When the
Imams were commanded by God to propagate the ‘secret’ (sirr)
and the knowledge (‘ilm) he gave them, they found no one to
deposit it with except the Shi‘a.9 As with loyalty, ‘ilm can be-
long only to them; even if knowledge is revealed to a non-Shi‘i,
he cannot really obtain it, since he is sure to misunderstand it.
Possession of the secret confirms that the Shi‘a are an elite.

That the Shi‘a are elected to uniquely bear secret knowledge
also makes them similar to the Imams, for the rare knowledge
that they preserve through taqgiyya from the unworthy is like
the occult knowledge of the Imams. Taqiyya thus not only gives
the Shi‘a a sense of superiority and solidarity against the ma-
jority; it also associates them in action with their sacred fig-
ures, the Imams. Taqiyya is the Shi‘i Imitatio of the Imams.

In order to understand the importance of taqiyyain relation
to the ‘ilmof the Imams (the second ‘central premise’ to be
tested), it is necessary to focus on the form rather than sup-
posed content of the secret. Prohibition against
revealing knowledge serves to increase its value. This is the
principle of the secret; human imagination enlarges that which
it does not - and even more that which it cannot - know. In
fact, it could be said that without taqgiyya, there is no ‘ilm; or,
to borrow a phrase, ‘taqgiyya is the message’. For, quite often
(and I believe this to be largely true also for the Imami1 Shi‘a),
the actual contents of the ‘secret’ of a sect or organisation are
either not very significant in themselves, or not, in reality, hid-
den.10 As the sociologist Simmel puts it, the allure of a secret
exists separate from the ‘momentary content’ of what is con-
cealed; the secret is instead primarily ‘a discursive strategy
that transforms a given piece of knowledge into a scarce and
precious resource, a valuable commodity the possession of
which bestows status, prestige, or symbolic capital on its own-
er’.11 This is the function of statements attributed to the
Imams asserting that, for instance, the divine mystery is ‘a
secret veiled in a secret’;12 or ‘God likes to be worshipped in
secret’.13 It is also at least a part of the function of the strict
prohibition against idha‘a, the antonym of tagiyya denoting de-
liberate ‘divulging’ of supposed secrets to non-Shi‘is.
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The largest number of pronouncements on taqgiyya, however,
speaks of the need to keep secrets from many or most inside
the community. What could the function of these Traditions be?
Would they not have undone the work of election by undermin-
ing feelings of community solidarity and intimacy with the
Imams? Before attempting to answer this question, let us look
at a few of the texts concerned.

The Traditions tell us that even the number of Shi‘a able to
bear the full truth is small. The Sixth Imam, Ja‘far al-Sadiq, re-
ports that he brought up the subject of tagiyya one day in the
presence of his grandfather the Fourth Imam, who was moved
to declare:

By God, if Abu Dharr had known what was in the heart of
Salman [al-Farisi], he would have killed him - and the Prophet
had made them ‘brothers’! What then do you think would hap-
pen to the rest of the people [if the truth were revealed
to them]? The knowledge possessed by learned men seems dif-
ficult, and is indeed so; none can bear it except a prophet sent
with a message [and so on as in the similar Tradition cited
above].14

Taqiyya applies, it is claimed, in different degrees to differ-
ent kinds of knowledge. Some the Imams keep entirely to
themselves, either because it was never meant to be re-
vealed to humankind before the coming of the Mahdi, because
they fear the consequences for themselves and their followers
if their unconventional doctrine should come to the notice of
the non-Shi‘a who would misunderstand it, or because they ex-
pect that their own followers would commit unbelief (kufr) by
rejecting what they have to say.15 For instance, the Eighth
Imam, al-Rida, upon being asked about the sensitive issue of
the vision of God (ru’ya), simply refused to answer, saying only:
‘If we were to give to you everything you wanted, it would be
harmful for you, and “The Master of this Affair” [that is the
Imam, meaning himself] would be seized by his neck!’16
Another portion of the knowledge of the Imams may be dis-
closed to a select few, and a certain part may be revealed to
the multitude:

Some of our words we relate freely from the pulpit, and they
are an adornment for us and put our enemies to shame. Others
we speak of only to our Shi‘a, and they in turn speak of them
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only when they gather by themselves or visit one another. Then
there are those of our words we relate only to one person or
two persons - certainly not as many as three. And finally there
are the words we entrust only to high fortresses, to secure
hearts, firm minds, and unshakeable intellects ... . 17

If a Shi‘i relates a saying of the Imam to one who cannot bear
it and is not fit to hear it, he deserves to be cursed and the
Imam does bara’a of him, that is he disassociates himself from
him entirely;18 that he had transmitted the narrative ac-
curately does not help him.19

The function of Traditions such as these is to further accen-
tuate the value of the exclusive Truth possessed by the com-
munity. For a Truth that is accessible to all or a substantial
number of persons even within the group itself is still a less-
er truth. The members of the group should feel that whatever
learning they possess is valuable and unique; but they should
not feel that there is nothing more to be had. Such a possibility
would cancel a large part of the attraction of esoteric reli-
gion. Inaccessibility also sustains the ambition of the believers
to attain higher levels of knowledge; it sustains, that is, their
wonder and devotion.20 To put it another way, the knowledge
of the Imams becomes valuable to their followers not primarily
as knowledge, but as mystery and charisma that can never be
compassed, while it is, at the same time, a constant focus of as-
piration. The mere idea or form of a secret has created for the
Shi‘a ‘a second world alongside the manifest world’.

Thus the value of the statement that the secret knowledge
concealed by the heavy veil of taqgiyya is ‘unbearable’ to most
of humankind, that it is fully known only by ‘less than three’
persons and not even by the closest companions of the Imams,
is that it keeps the secret always just out of reach. The lan-
guage of such Traditions seems designed to build up ‘symbolic
capital’. They are not real statements about the distribution of
knowledge, and there is no reason to suppose an actual
secret kept from insiders or even outsiders. Similarly, the func-
tion of the Tradition that declares that the full meaning (ta’wil)
of the Qur’an is known only by the Imams and will be finally re-
vealed only at the end of time 21 is to underscore the mys-
tery and inexhaustible potential of the revelation. The prohibi-
tion against naming the Mahdi is another example of the
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coining of symbolic capital. This is really sacred magic - of the
order, perhaps, of refusing to pronounce the Name of God. It
could have done nothing outside the logic of magic to actually
‘conceal and protect’ the Mahdi.22 The existence of the whole
recorded literature of the Traditions is itself, of course, evid-
ence that tagiyya was often a discursive strategy rather than a
real practice, since written communication is inherently op-
posed to secrecy.23

Taqiyya, then, does not simply guard Knowledge. It has, in
effect, created the Knowledge on which so much of the
prestige of the Imams and of the community depends. Without
tagiyya, there is no ‘ilm. Some of the Traditions quoted
above, as well as in the first part of the section on quietism be-
low, may in fact be read as protests or assurances that the fam-
ous Knowledge, despite its unavailability, does actually exist
somewhere under the cover of taqgiyya.

Finally, as for the importance of tagiyya to quietism: the ne-
cessity of tagiyya explains both why the Imams do not reveal
all their knowledge - which would then trigger a final struggle
with their enemies - and why they do not immediately rise up
to defeat them, despite being the rightful rulers appointed by
God. The ‘discursive strategy’ of taqgiyya serves, in other
words, as a check on messianic expectation.

The consequences of messianic fulfilment for a religious tra-
dition are unsettling. Fulfilment or imminent fulfilment raises
anticipation of a new age, which the Tradition has already
painted in dramatic colours. The time of fulfilment, if it is
ever felt to be near, is thus an ‘open’ one, in which the guardi-
ans of the Tradition must demonstrate their claims to authority
and during which new claims may emerge. The degree to
which expectation had been raised, in at least some Shi‘i
circles, of a truly new and revolutionary order to be instituted
by the returning Twelfth Imam can be seen in a group of tradi-
tions published in Nu‘mani’s late tenth-century Kitab al-ghayba
(‘Book of the Occultation’). Here, the Fifth Imam Muhammad
al-Baqir is reported as saying that the Mahdi when he comes
would ‘destroy that which came before him, just as the Mes-
senger of God destroyed the order of pre-Islamic times - and
then shall Islam begin anew’.24 The Mahdi, say the Traditions
in the Kitab al-ghayba, shall come with ‘a new book’
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(apparently meaning a new order and dispensation, rather than
a book to replace the Qur’an) and ‘new Sunna’, ‘a new rule’
(amr, political order) and ‘new judgement’ (qada’, a new legal
order).25

The authoritative texts of a messianic tradition postpone the
moment of fulfilment by locating it in an ever-receding future.
In other words, in order to survive, the messianic tradition
must both sustain and suspend the premise it is built on. Im-
position of taqgiyya, as we shall now see, accomplishes just that.

Taqiyya, it is said, is a ‘trial’, one of many which the Shi‘a un-
dergo in this world to prove their faith, as in the words of Ja‘far
al-Sadiq: ‘Our Shi‘a are tested ... by their keeping of our
secrets.’26 But the Shi‘a have failed the trial. Thus the
Imams do not reveal all their knowledge, because their
followers cannot keep it from others. The Imams were
ready, but the community was careless. This theme is ad-
dressed in the Traditions in the sharpest terms. Ja‘far al-Sadiq
witnessed the behaviour of his Shi‘a as they divulged his state-
ments and remarked in disgust: “These people claim that I am
their Imam. By God, I am not any such thing! May God curse
them; whenever I keep a secret, they violate it.”27 Muhammad
al-Baqir, in a similar mood, declared: ‘God confided His secret
to Gabriel, who confided it to Muhammad, who confided it to
‘Al1, who then passed it on to those whom he wished, one after
the other [that is to the Imams in succession] - and now
you talk about it on the streets!’28

If, say the Traditions, the Imams could have relied on their
secret being kept, they would have revealed much more.
The Fifth Imam says: ‘By God, if your mouths were tied
with thongs [if you were so reluctant to speak that one
might think your mouths were bound - a phrase common
in the Tradition], I would have told every man among you
what was in store for him ... I’29 The Fifth Imam sought only
three men together to whom he could divulge his ‘ilm, and if he
had found these, he would, he claimed, have told them
everything about the halal (permitted) and haram (forbidden)
until the coming of the Twelfth Imam.30 If the Imams, further-
more, could have trusted their followers to say exactly as they
said and no more, they would have acknowledged them as
Companions. Do not Abu Hanifa and Hasan al-Basri have

70



Companions (ashab)? Should not then the Imams, who know all
that is in the universe, have their own companions? (yet they
do not, since there are no reliable persons to be found).31 The
message of these texts is that messianic fulfilment is postponed
because of the failings of the believers themselves - specific-
ally, their failure to keep tagiyya - and not because the
leadership or tradition has failed (which could not, of course,
be admitted).

The Imams ‘All and Husayn did, of course, rise up and that,
say that the traditions, is because their followers did, for a
time, keep tagiyya. The companion Abu Basir was told by Ja‘far
al-Sadiq that the ‘door’ to the Knowledge of the Imams
had been opened to the companions of Husayn for a time dur-
ing his reign, for in that period ‘there were thongs on their
mouths’, that is they behaved as if their mouths were bound
and could be trusted to keep a secret.32 But the age of know-
ledge came to an end because the followers of subsequent
Imams could no longer be relied on to keep taqgiyya. According
to Ja‘far al-Sadiq, the realisation of the ‘affair’, or amr, of the
Imams was first put off because of the martyrdom of Husayn -
and then finally because people noised it about.33 In another
tradition, the Sixth Imam suggests that the taqgiyya was first
broken with the advent of the Abbasids: ‘Our secret was well
kept (maktum) until it got into the hands of the Kaysanis and
they talked about it on the streets and in the villages of Iraq
(al-sawad).’34 Abu Basir asked Ja‘far: ‘Is there no one to tell us
about what is in the future, as ‘Al1 used to do for his Compan-
ions [i.e. will you not reveal to us the same knowledge]?
‘By God, yes!” the Imam replied, ‘But can you give me an ex-
ample of one tradition I have related to you which you have
kept secret?” Abu Basir recalled: ‘By God, I could not think of
one!’35 Because of these failings, taqgiyya shall end only
when the Mahdi returns.36

The Imams - or those who put into circulation the sayings at-
tributed to them - go so far as to make taqiyya the ruling force
of history. According to Shi‘i Tradition, there have always been
two alternating dawlas - ‘cycles’ or ‘reigns’ - on the earth, one
belonging to Satan, and one to God.37 But there is, of course,
no dawlathat is not from God; rather it is God Himself who
gives a cycle to Satan and a cycle to Adam.38 What this implies
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is that it is not allowed to resist the cycle of Satan when it is
ascendant. Thus the Fifth Imam is said to have remarked con-
cerning the Umayyads (in whose time he lived) that they have
a reign that people cannot shake; but when their time comes,
those who are righteous and possess the truth (ahl al-haqq)
shall rule instead.39 The Abbasids, similarly, have a dawla that
is fixed.40 Even if the whole world were to rebel against the
Abbasids, the rebels would only be ‘drenched in their own
blood’, if they rose before the proper signs of the coming of the
Mahdi.41

Those who rise up before the appointed time are attempting
to ‘hasten’ (‘-j-1) God’s calendar.42 The ‘hasteners’, as they are
called, commit the sin of relying on their own will rather than
the Will of God. Nu‘mani comments:

This sorrow [the Occultation] must exist and must also be lif-
ted through the Will of God - not by the Will of His creatures
and through their schemes ... . The ones who will be destroyed
during it are those who [attempt to] choose for themselves and
are not content with the choice of their Lord, who attempt to
hasten forward God’s plan and are not patient.43

The Occultation, in other words, is a period in history to be
characterised by complete and profound taqgiyya. Messianic ful-
filment is now out of the question.

It is characteristic of the believer that he views his
whole life as rendered meaningful by his belief, and thus
every adversity must also be shown to have meaning. In the
face of the political necessity of quietism, it was for the
Shi‘a the idea of taqgiyya that supplied that meaning. It is for
this reason that we find statements in the Tradition to the ef-
fect that patient faith and worship during the cycle of Satan,
while maintaining taqgiyya and awaiting the ‘cycle of truth’
(dawlat al-haqgq), are more praiseworthy than open worship
after the appearance of the Mahdi. Worship in the former, says
the Tradition, is always to be in secret and worship in the latter
always public, and those who observe this rule - which
has been, in fact, the rule of all prophets and believing com-
munities in all ages 44- shall go to Paradise.45 Ja‘far al-Sadiq
was asked: ‘Which is better: worship in secret while the Imam
is hidden during the reign of falsehood, or worship while Truth
and its reign are manifest, and the Imam is apparent?’ ‘By
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God,” the Imam replied, ‘Your faithfulness in secret is better
than your faithfulness in the open, and your worship in the
reign of falsehood (batil) while your Imam is hidden and you
are fearful of the enemy and there is a truce [between us and
them] is better than worship when the truth is manifest.” Ja‘far
then went on to describe the greater reward to be gained for
each act of worship performed in secret, by those who ‘adhere
to tagiyya with regard to their religion, their Imam, and them-
selves, and who hold their tongues’.46 Any distress the Shi‘a
suffer is simply a condition of that cycle of history,47 and actu-
ally better for them than the ease their enemies enjoy.
When the Mahdi comes with ‘the reign of the friend of God’,
the enemies of the Shi‘a will pay for their enjoyment with ter-
rible punishment - while the Shi‘a will be well compensated for
their suffering.48 Shi‘ism has had to reconcile the reality
of defeat, compounded by everyday integration into the
community of the ‘enemy’,49 with thorough going triumphal-
ism. As Momen puts it, there is a ‘strange paradox’ in Shi‘ism’s
‘two contradictory attitudes of ... patient endurance in suffer-
ing ... [and] not submitting to tyranny and rising up and fight-
ing even in the face of overwhelming odds and the certainty
of martyrdom’.50 Such a thoroughly reversed world, a world in
which quietism - or better, forbearance in expectation of re-
venge - is superior to action could only be maintained in the
hidden space created by taqgiyya. Thus while the com-
munity appears to lose, it is victorious and knows so; while the
Imams appear powerless, they foresee both the defeats they
will suffer 51 and their final victory, and therefore, knowing
God’s plan, are in control of history; while the Shi‘a ap-
pear to suffer, they cannot ever really be harmed 52 and are
in fact gathering blessings, while their enemies store up tor-
ment. ‘Al1 is reported to have told a group of select followers in
the month of Ramadan in which he was killed: ‘Adhere [hence-
forth] to silence (sukut), for they shall not be able to annihilate
you while you maintain your own religion, and the enemy cov-
ets [what you have] and is envious.’53 Taqiyya also served to
demonstrate to the followers of the Imams the error of their
rivals, the most activist branch of the ‘Alids, the Hasanids.
There is enough preoccupation in the Tradition with the Has-
anids to make one think that some of the elements of the
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doctrines of ‘ilmand taqgiyya were formulated specifically in re-
sponse to this group: that the Imam, knowing the future,
knows also who shall rule; that history is governed by dawlas;
and that the Imams keep hidden with them special books con-
taining secret knowledge, along with the sword and other re-
galia of the Prophet.

The Hasanids, descendants of the Second Imam Hasan b.
‘Al1, would not accept Abbasid rule. The first and most signific-
ant uprisings were theirs. Their ambition was to lead the
‘Alids, and they asserted, like another rival activist
branch, the Zaydis, that the mark of the true Imam was that
he would ‘rise up’ to establish his own rule. Neither did the
Hasanids believe in the prescient and universal knowledge of
the Imams, and in this too, they resembled the Zaydis. This
suggests an association between the idea of hidden knowledge
and quietism; the connection, in fact, is a close one, as will
shortly become clear. Tradition reports that Ja‘far al-Sadiq was
informed of the Hasanid Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. al-Has-
an’s claim to possess the scabbard of the Messenger of
God. We know from history that ‘Abd Allah b. al-Hasan, better
known as al-Nafs al-Zakiyya or ‘The Pure Soul’, had indeed re-
vived the military practices of the Prophet in Medina where his
rebellion was staged, and that he claimed to use the Proph-
et’s sword. Ja‘far, however, denied that ‘Abd Allah had the
sword - that is he denied that the Hasanid was authorised to
rise up in the name of the descendants of the Prophet.54
Another Tradition relates how Ja‘far al-Sadiq, asked when the
‘relief’ (faraj, i.e. the coming of the Mahdi) of his Shi‘a would
come, stated that this would be after ‘the Hasanid’ had
‘hastened’ - that is before the proper time - to come out and
fight. The Hasanid would, Ja‘far said, be defeated and his head
sent to Damascus - as was, in fact, done with the head of the
unfortunate ‘Pure Soul’. 55 The Sixth Imam, hearing that
Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah had asserted that he (Ja‘far) did not
have the knowledge (al-‘ilm), replied that indeed, he had, and
that he also possessed the Prophet’s sword and armour - ready
to be used, it is implied, at the proper time known exclusively
to him through ‘ilm - whereas Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah had
neither one nor the other.56 Yahya b. ‘Abd Allah b. al-Has-
an, the brother of al-Nafs al-Zakiyya, is also reported by
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Shi‘i Tradition to have reproached the Sixth and Seventh
Imams for not rising up. Yahya asserted that this was a
sign that they were not worthy ofthe Imamate. The
Seventh Imam, Musa al-Kazim, is supposed to have replied
by writing to Yahya, demanding that he prove his claims by an-
swering two difficult questions about human anatomy (Yahya,
we are meant to understand, could not answer because he did
not have the ‘ilma true Imam would have had). Al-Kazim pre-
dicted that Yahya would be killed and advised him to
seek clemency from the Abbasid caliph, Harun al-Rashid.
The Tradition goes on to relate how the caliph intercepted
the letter and, reading it, remarked: ‘People are trying to
turn me against Musa the son of Ja‘far, but he is innocent of
that of which they accuse him!’57 Husayn b. ‘All, the Hasanid
who rose up in the mid eighth century against the caliph al-
Hadi, is reported in a Tradition to have asked the
Seventh Imam, Musa al-Kazim, to swear fealty (bay‘a) to him.
The Imam refused and stated that the Hasanid’s uprising
would be defeated and he himself killed - all of which
came about exactly as he had predicted.58 The Hasanids rise
up tragically unaware that they are acting contrary to
God’s plan but the Imams, in the meantime, fortified by the
perfect occult Knowledge (convincingly embodied in the secret
books they own) that opens up to them the long view of history,
remain quiet and keep the arms of the Prophet, the exclus-
ive sign of legitimate uprising, hidden. (In the Tradition,
the secret books of ‘ilm and the arms are often mentioned
together as the warrant of the Imams, again highlighting the
close relation between hidden knowledge and quietism.) The
relations of the Twelver Imams with their Hasanid and Zaydi
cousins are not portrayed in the Traditions as unfriendly.
Rather, they feel pity for them and try to warn them.59
This tone skilfully communicates the essence of their position -
they feel pity rather than rivalry because their privileged know-
ledge of the certain course of events makes them utterly con-
fident of their own position. Tradition reports that after al-Nafs
al-Zakiyya once visited Ja‘far al-Sadiq, the Imam'’s eyes filled
with tears. His follower, curious, remarked: ‘I see you doing on
his account what you have never done for anyone before.” Ja‘-
far explained: ‘I pity him because he claims a thing [lit. ‘an
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affair’, also meaning legitimate rule] that does not belong to
him. [Looking into] the [occult] Book of ‘Ali, I find him neither
among the successors of this community, nor among its
kings.’60

I1

In the first section, I presented a picture of taqgiyya from the
world of early Imami1 Shi‘ism. The heritage of that world is still
carried by the Twelvers in the Traditions. Nevertheless, the
dominant (though not exclusive) trend among Twelver Shi‘a
in our time is to minimise taqiyya; as Walker has observed,
there is ‘almost always’ present in modern Shi‘ism ‘a tendency
to claim that the nobler course is to abstain from practising it,
if at all possible’.61 How did this change come about?

A full historical study of the development of Twelver taqgiyya
might reveal an ebb and flow, rather than the linear progress
sketched below.62 A detailed survey of current tendencies
would also likely reveal nuances in the landscape of mod-
ern Shi‘ism. For the purposes of this study, however, I have
limited myself to a preliminary review.

The first outstanding figure to be noticed after the
early Traditions is Ibn Babawayh (d. 413/991). Ibn
Babawayh’s writings highlight the moderate face of Tradi-
tion, bridging the Traditionists who preceded him and the juris-
prudents who came after. Nevertheless, in his ‘Articles of
Faith’ (i‘tigadat), he says straightforwardly of taqgiyya that it is
‘obligatory’ (wajiba). He who abandons (t-r-k, the word
used for abandonment of a positive duty) taqiyya, warns Ibn
Babawayh, is like one who abandons prayer. ‘It is not permit-
ted to lift one’s taqiyya until such time as “He Who Shall Arise”
[the Twelfth Imam] emerges; and he who does so before places
himself outside God’s religion and the religion of the
Imamis.’63 Like Nu‘mani, the author of the Kitab al-ghayba,
Ibn Babawayh imposes the ‘deep tagiyya’ of the Occultation.

An important shift - in my view, the crucial shift - in the ex-
position of taqgiyyathen occurs with the rationalist theologian
Shaykh al-Mufid’s (d. 413/1022) revision of Ibn Babawayh’s
‘Articles of Faith’, in his equally famous ‘Correction of
the Creed Through Just Critique’ (Tashih al-i‘tigad fi sawab al-
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intiqad). According to al-Mufid, taqgiyya consists of nothing
more than...

concealing one’s beliefs concerning the Truth and refraining
from conversing openly about them with those opposed to one-
self, both in regard to religion and worldly affairs, as necessity
dictates. Taqgiyya becomes obligatory if there is known to exist
or if it may be reasonably supposed that there exists a ‘dire ne-
cessity’. But if there is no certain or likely harm in publishing
the Truth, the duty of tagiyya does not apply.

It is true, admits al-Mufid, that the Imams had advised some
of their Shi‘a to practise taqgiyya because it was in their own
best interests; but they also used to urge others for whom it
was not dangerous to openly engage with their opponents.
Thus, the shaykh concludes, taqgiyya is obligatory in some cir-
cumstances, but void as a duty in others; and if Ibn Babawayh
had taken care to make a qualified instead of an absolute state-
ment, he would not have found himself tangled in the contra-
diction of prescribing taqgiyya while making Shi‘i belief known,
‘to the ends of the earth’, through his own writings and public
pronouncements.64 What al-Mufid has done is to shift the fo-
cus from the taqgiyya of esotericism to tagiyyaas a legal subject.
He has cast off the first, and limited himself to arguing about
the second. This is highlighted by his dense use of legal
language: ‘duty’ (fard), the ‘voiding’ or ‘becoming null’ (s-q-t)
of a duty, ‘abandoning an obligation’ (tark al-wajib), and
‘absolute’ (t-I-q) and ‘restricted” (g-y-d), as in the
wording of a command or prohibition. The crucial legal term,
however, is ‘dire necessity’ (darura). Here is the clearest indic-
ation that al-Mufid is speaking not of a permanent duty or be-
lief (as in Ibn Babawayh’s parallel between taqgiyya and pray-
er), but something that is almost the direct opposite, since it
takes effect only when forced by circumstances - that is the
practical, necessitous, legal taqgiyya. Ibn Babawayh, on the oth-
er hand, consistent with the aims of a Creed, is speaking about
tagiyya as a sacred belief - that is about esotericism. He re-
commends the formof a secret, a ‘discursive strategy’; and
there is no contradiction between open publication of his be-
liefs and advocacy of this taqgiyya, as long as he continues to as-
sert that a ‘secret’ does nevertheless exist, that there is still
more to be known. Al-Mufid, I think, knew the distinction
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between the two; but he was, after all, engaging in polem-
ics, and his tactic serves the useful purpose of allowing him to
sidestep the (for him) difficult question of esotericism.

Another attraction away from taqiyya for the Shi‘a has been
the prospect of rapprochement with the majority Sunni com-
munity. The two attractions were, in fact, twins, since ratio-leg-
alism once did provide (even if it does no longer today) a
grounds for rapprochement.65

The move away from taqiyya- and then, following in con-
sequence, even from legal, necessitous taqgiyya- was thus ac-
celerated by Sunni polemic. The favourite tactic of this polem-
ic, not only in the case of tagiyya but also other controver-
sial Shi‘i positions, was and still is to ‘put the Shi‘a in their
place’ as heretics by bringing up Traditionalist beliefs - and
sometimes also extremist ghulat beliefs - that most of the com-
munity had already shed. The Hanbali reformer Ibn Tay-
miyya’s (728/1328) characterisation of taqgiyya in his Minhaj al-
sunna f1 nagd kalam al-shi‘a (‘Refutation of Shi‘i Doctrine by
Way of the Sunna’) is the mother of subsequent anti-Shi‘i po-
lemic on this subject. According to Ibn Taymiyya, tagiyya is a
Shi‘i ‘principle of religion’, that is an article of the Shi‘i creed.
Taqiyya is lying and ‘hypocrisy’ - for what is hypocrisy other
than that a man speak what he does not hold in his heart? The
Shi‘a even go so far as to put in the mouth of Ja‘far al-Sadiq
the words: ‘Tagiyya is my religion and the religion of my fath-
ers’ - whereas (says Ibn Taymiyya) these were in reality the
most truthful of men.66

The further path along which the Shi‘a presentation of
tagiyya was driven as it was pursued by Sunni polemics can be
seen in an exchange between the philosopher-theologian and
exegete Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1 (d. 606/1209) and
Twelver philosopher-theologian Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 672/
1274). In his Muhassal, al-Razi characterises, rather offhan-
dedly, ‘permissibility’ of taqgiyya as one of the
‘rules’ (gqa‘ida) of the Shi‘a. This essentially accurate mention
elicits from al-Tusi a disproportionately strong reaction.
Taqgiyya, he rejoins, ‘is not permitted by the Shi‘a, except if
someone were to fear harm against himself or those associated
with him, such that an injury or corruption (fasad, a strong
word) would inevitably befall a vital aspect (amr azim) of
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religion’; but if such a condition does not obtain (al-Tusl re-
peats for emphasis) the Shi‘a do not allow it.67 Here al-
Tusl, while unable to claim that taqgiyya is foreign to Shi‘ism
altogether, (something he might have liked to do), again limits
it to the legal, necessitous kind - and then severely re-
stricts even that.

More recently, modern politics has brought about a further
downgrading of both esoteric and necessitous taqgiyya. The
problem is essentially this: both forms of taqgiyya imply a quiet-
ism incompatible with the activism of the politicised religion
that Shi‘ism has become for many people. Objections by Sunnis
against the perceived heretical colouring of tagiyya are also
detrimental to the hope many of the Shi‘a currently cherish of
rapprochement between themselves and other Muslims
so that they can take a leading role in the Muslim world. The
declaration of Ayatollah Khomeini during unrest in Iran in the
early 1960s that non-involvement in politics under cover of
taqgiyya is illicit was one significant result of this.68 Minimisa-
tion of tagiyya has not, however, resulted in a significant in-
crease in messianic expectation; for the reason, I think, that
the eternal hope has been replaced by expectations of political-
economic restoration - what I would call ‘political
messianism’.

The present-day standard Shi‘i apologetic concerning
tagiyya now typically combines a severe restriction upon it, as
a defence against Ibn Taymiyya-like attacks, with the political
argument. The ‘Origin and Principles of the Shi‘a’ or Asl al-
shi‘a wa-usuluha of Shaykh Muhammad Husayn Kashif al-
Ghita’ (d. 1954) is one widely read example. Taqgiyya, Kashif
al-Ghita’ argues, applies only ‘when necessary’, while the
martyrdom of Shi‘is in the past demonstrates that, far from be-
ing secretive or fearful, Shi‘ism actively propagates the
truth.69 The phrase ‘when necessary’ alludes to a Tradition,
obviously aimed at the practical, legal taqiyya,that describes it
as applying to ‘instances in which it is necessary’. This legal
text is the one now popularly cited by the Shi‘a in defence of
their position; it is taken, apparently, to mean only instances in
which it is absolutely necessary, as in threat to life.70 Con-
sequently, according to many and possibly a majority of mod-
ern believers, Shi‘ism is active and open. Taqiyya is reduced to,
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at the most, something like the legal taqgiyya found in Sunnism,
the concept in both traditions being based on the incident in
which a revelation relieved the Companion of the Prophet, ‘Am-
mar ibn Yasir, of blame for having outwardly denied his faith
under torture.71

Thus the ‘second world’ of the Twelvers created by taqiyya
and the propositions it once sheltered appear to have collapsed
together. Not only quietism, but also election (which had
already begun to be moderated by the time of the collection of
al-Kulayn1i’'s Kafi, that is by the tenth century)72 are no longer
central tenets of Twelver Shi‘ism. In fact, the Traditions
that support election, as far as they are known at all, are
regarded by the Shi‘a as strange and repugnant. Most
Twelvers seem to prefer the proposition that Muslims are one
community and that, as far as the Shi‘i way is superior, that
can be demonstrated to any person through open argument.
The symbolic strategy of tagiyya is of no use to this attitude.

As for the knowledge of the Imams, that was displaced in the
tenth or eleventh century by ‘isma, divine ‘protection’ from er-
ror. That is to say, whereas the most important claim of the
Imams in the Traditional literature is to knowledge, in sub-
sequent systematic and rationalist arguments, the lynchpin of
their pre-eminence is protection. Protection is still a mysteri-
ous quality, but not one that has to be adorned by secrecy.
There is also increased focus in the present day on the mor-
al qualities of the Imams, which can be understood and imit-
ated by ordinary people;73 the impenetrable mystique of
tagiyya is not relevant to this view. The idea of privileged oc-
cult knowledge within the group has also lost its appeal, since
the ambitions of believers are presently focused on acquired
and discussable kinds of knowledge - for instance, ordinary re-
ligious learning such as sectarian history and ethics.

As for the secret as an inter-group strategy, sociologists have
tended, apparently following Simmel’s lead, to emphasise the
fascination of secrecy and the secret as ‘adornment’. But
secrecy can also, of course, draw suspicion and hostility and be
a liability. As we have just seen, prominent Twelver scholars
decided fairly early on that the advantages of esoteric tagiyya
for the community such as solidarity and self-esteem were far
outweighed by just those disadvantages.
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Why, one wonders, did the Twelver faction of Shi‘ism move
away from esotericism, while others such as the Ismailis
and Druze remained drawn towards it? The answer is to
be found, perhaps, in an accumulation of historical
and social circumstances. The Imamis gained enough strength
to be able to establish open communities even under non-Shi‘i
regimes; and they had at times both the chance to rule, and the
gratifying experience of being acknowledged by Sunnis as a
force - as, for instance, in the episode with the caliph al-
Ma‘mun. There was the critical mass, that is, to begin to pull
them toward the centre; and as the scholars responded with
their own initiatives, such as the construction of a system of
law parallel to that of the Sunni majority and moderation of Ex-
tremist doctrines, that momentum was generally sustained.
Ironically, the first step in the process that would eventually
whittle down Twelver esotericism was the preservation
and growth of the community under shelter of quietism -
which depended, ultimately, on the idea of taqgiyya.
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Chapter ]. O

Walaya According to al-Junayd (d. 298/910)

Ahmet T. Karamustafa
Introduction

Walaya, ‘friendship with God’, is a central Sufi doctrine. Our
understanding of the evolution and development of this
concept has increased considerably with the recent publication
of new studies on this topic by Chodkiewicz, Landolt, Radtke
and O’Kane.1 More particularly, we know more than we did a
decade ago about the history of the idea that walaya, much like
nubuwwa, ‘prophethood’, has a ‘seal’ or ‘seals’, (khatm/
khatam). The line that connects the first surviving fully-fledged
exposition of this idea in the Kitab Sirat/Khatm al-awliya’of al-
Tirmidhi (d. ca. 298/910) to the thought of Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/
1240) has now been more finely drawn, even if its itinerary still
remains obscure. Other aspects of the Sufi doctrine of
walaya, however, still await attention. Questions about the
identity, appointment, function and description of the awliya’,
‘friends of God’, have not yet been systematically explored (one
exception is Cornell 1990). Specifically, the study of the earli-
est phase in the history of walaya may be said to suffer from
excessive concentration on the above-mentioned work of al-Tir-
midhi. On balance, less attention has been paid to the ap-
proaches to this issue of other major figures of the ‘classical’
period, such as al-Tustar1 (d. 283/896) and al-Kharraz (d. prob-
ably 286/899) to this issue.2 This paper is an attempt to re-
dress the balance by reconstructing the views of al-Junayd (d.
298/910) on walaya.

Abu’l-Qasim al-Junayd b. Muhammad, a pivotal figure in early
Sufism, was not a prolific writer. Only a limited number of
mostly short treatises and letters by him are extant. A perusal
of these works suggest that though al-Junayd was silent about
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the question of ‘sealing’, he had highly developed notions
about walaya. His writings touch upon issues such as the selec-
tion and making of the awliya’, their social and spiritual func-
tions, as well as the proper signs or marks of being a wali.

The present paper extracts this information from al-Junayd’s
work and presents it in a systematic manner.3

The Elect

It is commonly acknowledged that the doctrines of the
covenant (al-mithaq) and passing away (fana’) form the pillars
of al-Junayd’s thought. While this is certainly an accurate
characterisation, it is noteworthy for our purposes that
al-Junayd clearly restricts the application of these key doc-
trines to a select group of individuals whom we can describe as
the friends of God. Numerous passages in his writings leave no
doubt that the doctrines of the covenant and passing away are
applicable not to the generality of humankind, but only to the
‘elect’. I quote, as an example, from the beginnings of ‘The
Book of the Covenant’, Kitab al-mithaq:

God has select ones among His worshippers and pure ones
among His creatures. He has chosen them for friendship, selec-
ted them [for] His graciousness and [thus] set them aside for
Himself. He has made their bodies to be of this world, their
spirits of light, their ideas of spirit, their understanding of the
throne of God, and their intellects of the veil.4

This passage and its continuation lead smoothly to the expos-
ition of al-Junayd’s understanding of the covenant, so that it be-
comes patently clear that only the elect were party to the pre-
eternal covenant. Numerous other passages in al-Junayd’s writ-
ings evince this same exclusive concern with the spiritual
elect. In the more systematic tractates such as ‘The Book of
the Covenant’, Kitab al-mithaq; ‘The Book of Passing
Away’,Kitab al-fana’and ‘On Divinity’,F1 uluhiyya these pas-
sages appear as explicit statements built into the general dis-
cussion, while in the letters he sent to fellow Sufis, they are
normally incorporated into the opening invocations or the con-
cluding blessings in the form of a supplication (‘May God make
us and you among His closest friends in station!’).5 In either
case, there can be no doubt that in his attempts to give verbal
expression to mystical experiences, al-Junayd focused on the
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collective experiences of the elect, of whom he considered him-
self a representative or typical member. In this respect, it is re-
vealing that al-Junayd never describes these experiences as his
own. Narrative in the first person is minimal, and his discus-
sions are almost invariably cast in the third person. Moreover,
he switches freely back and forth between the third person sin-
gular and the third person plural, which confirms the reader’s
initial impression that al-Junayd is really describing a stock of
experiences common to the elect. In his letters, al-Junayd
makes no bones about this conception of fellowship and his
own connection with it. I quote from a letter to an anonymous
‘fellow’:

You are one of my close companions, [one of] those who
share in my longings.

You are one of the distinguished ones of my fellowship and
the friends of my heart with sincere devotion. Are you not one
of the distinguished ones that remain of our brotherhood, one
of our kind who has been singled out?6

It was, therefore, not a coincidence that much of al-Junayd’s
writing took the form of letters to fellow members of this spir-
itual club. One suspects that his other discourses preserved for
us in the form of independent tractates were also originally dir-
ected to specific spiritual fellows. In short, it is hard to avoid
the conclusion that al-Junayd viewed himself as one of the
elect, and that he wrote exclusively forthe elect.

Election

Several features of al-Junayd’s conception of spiritual elec-
tion call for our attention at this point. To begin with, al-Junayd
makes it clear that such election is the work of God alone. I
quote from his letter to Yusuf b. al-Husayn al-Razi:

May God uncover for you the truth of His revelations, and
grant you the greatness of His favour and graciousness. May
He contain you by His embrace in the fullness of His benefi-
cences. These reach you by His raising you and exalting you.
Then you will be where no other is a mediator between you and
Him, in a relationship with God based on that which God had
given you. He selects you by that which He chooses you from
among the pure ones among the elect. He singles you out by
rendering you among those on whom He bestowed his
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friendship. He chooses you by His choice of the great ones of
His love. These are they whom He has marked out by his selec-
tion for the height of His companionship.7

Or, in another short passage:

Know that you are veiled from him through yourself, and that
you do not reach him through yourself but that you reach Him
through Him.8

In these and other passages, al-Junayd seems to close

the door to spiritual advancement through personal striving:
the status of the elect is reserved only for those so designated
by God. Furthermore, the spiritual elect appear, according
to al-Junayd, to be perfectly cognisant of their own elite status.
Indeed, not only is each friend of God conscious of being so
chosen by God, he also seems to possess the power to identify
all other friends of God. In this select company the individu-
al identity of any given member is actually or potentially known
to all other members, yet the collective identity of the elect as
a group remains, on the whole, hidden from the public.

Interestingly, however, there is no sign in al-Junayd’s writ-
ings of any hierarchical differentiation among the elect. While
further spiritual progress always remains a distinct option for
each friend of God, none is singled out as being superior to the
others on any level. There is, as I have already indicated earli-
er, no question of ‘sealing’ in al-Junayd’s conception of walaya,
and al-Junayd himself certainly does not seem to have viewed
himself as, for instance, the ‘pole’ of his time, to use an expres-
sion that is not found in al-Junayd’s writing. Also noteworthy in
this connection is the fact that al-Junayd does not care to clari-
fy the relationship between the spiritual elect and the proph-
ets. The connection between nubuwwa and walayais, of course,
a thorny issue, one that al-Junayd might simply have
avoided altogether. Curiously, however, in this instance his si-
lence on this front gives rise to the distinct impression that

he may have seen too great a degree of overlap between
prophethood and friendship with God than he could admit to in
writing. Indeed, in one treatise of questionable authenticity
(Dawa‘ al-arwah), al-Junayd seems to move seamlessly back
and forth from a discussion of prophetic revelation to an expos-
ition of spiritual gnosis. Admittedly, it is possible to read this
piece asa discourse on the prophetic experience of
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Muhammad. It is, however, preferable to see it for what it is,
namely a meditation on the elect’s knowledge of God that re-
volves around the topic of revelation, wahy. If this reading is
warranted (and if the treatise really belongs to al-Junayd), then
it would appear that al-Junayd may have come close to col-
lapsing nubuwwa and walayainto a single phenomenon, at least
from the perspective of the question of human knowledge of
God. Relevant to all this is the question of terminology. It is
evident to the careful reader that alJunayd does not utilise spe-
cialised or standard terms when referring to the elect or to the
process of election. The former are variously designated by
such phrases as ‘the choice of believers’ (safwa min ‘ibad), ‘the
pure ones of his creation’ (khulasa’ min khalq), or simply ‘our
brethren’ (ikhwanuna). Normally, al-Junayd simply uses the
third person plural or resorts to longer descriptive expressions.
I quote from ‘The Book on the Distinction between Sincerity
and Righteousness’, Kitab fi’'l-farq bayn al-ikhlas wa’l-sidq:

May He make your refuge near to Him, where He has made
to abide the souls of His privileged ones - those to whom
He has given His protection, whom naught can overtake
and naught can hinder and whose devotion to God naught can
disturb.9

This fluidity is also witnessed in the terms that al-Junayd
uses to talk about God’s appointment of the elect. Intakhaba,
istafa, istana‘a, akhlasa and akhassa are some of the verbs
most often used in this connection, yet one does not see any at-
tempt on al-Junayd’s part to develop a specialised terminology
of election, as it were. This absence of a technical language
about the elect and their election not only confirms our view
that al-Junayd addressed himself only to the elect, who, of
course, did not stand in need of self-identification, but also in-
dicates that al-Junayd was careful to preserve the anonymity
and secrecy of the friends of God by equivocating on the ques-
tion of their identity in his writings.

Function
I have so far argued (1) that al-Junayd had a developed con-
ception of what we can retrospectively call walaya; (2) that in-
deed, all of al-Junayd’s writing was an internal affair confined
to the circle of a select group of God’s friends; (3) that al-
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Junayd did not elaborate on the identity or constitution of the
elect; and tentatively, (4) that al-Junayd may have viewed the
elect as an undifferentiated body inclusive of the prophets.
With these observations it has been my intention to re-view al-
Junayd not with an outlook based on the nature of mystical ex-
perience, but from one based on his doctrines of the covenant
and passing away. If my approach is warranted, then there re-
mains at least one other central question to be considered, and
this is the issue of the function of the spiritual elect. Why does
God appoint a select group of individuals as His privileged
friends? Is this simply the divinely designed state of affairs that
has to be accepted at face value (bi-la kayf, so to speak), or
do the elect serve a specific purpose? Al-Junayd seems to
prefer the second option.In a short piece about fana’and
baga’, al-Junayd describes how God’s selection of His friends
through fana’eventually causes them to lose favour with the
common people. Then, he continues:

Surely, God has a design over him [that is, His friend who
just achieved baga’ through the annihilation of fana’] in return-
ing him to the community. He returns him to them by manifest-
ing His grace to him, so that the lights of His gifts in the return
of his [human] traits scintillate in order to attract the com-
munity to him.10

A very similar passage ends:

When he [the friend of God] has reached the zenith of spiritu-
al achievement vouch safed by God, he becomes a pattern for
his fellow men.11

The friend of God has, then, the explicit function of

acting as a role model (iqtida’ bi-fi‘lihi) for the community
of believers. Al-Junayd provides us with a more detailed
coverage of his understanding of the function of the elect in his
letter to ‘Amr b. ‘Uthman al-Makki. This letter is cast in the
form of a conversation between a wise sage (hakim) and a
scholar (‘alim). On the surface, it can be read as al-Junayd the
Sage’s advice to ‘Amr b. ‘Uthman the Scholar. I think,
however, that this long letter could be better understood as a
discussion on certain knowledge based on experience versus
discursive knowledge based on scholarship. Here, alJunayd
quite cleverly demonstrates how religious scholarship should
go hand in hand with gnostic experience and further, how it is
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desirable, even imperative, to weld the two together. Al-
Junayd’s description of this ideal combination is lengthy; I
quote only the following from it:

God has made them unfurled flags of truth, lighthouses erec-
ted for guidance, made up paths for humanity. These are in-
deed the scholars among the Muslims, the truly trusting among
the faithful, the noblest of those who are pious. They are those
who guide in the crises of religion, and theirs is the light which
leads in the darkness of ignorance, the brilliance of their know-
ledge shines through darkness. God has made them the symbol
of His mercy for His creatures, and a blessing for whom He
chooses. They are the instruments whereby He instructs the ig-
norant, reminds the negligent, guides the seeker aright ... .
They pass their lives in good and fine works and thus they
leave behind them for their fellow men a praiseworthy memory
and the brilliance of their light shines clearly for their fellow
creatures. He who makes a choice from the brilliance of their
light is illuminated thereby, he who follows in their footsteps is
guided on the right path, he who follows their mode of life will
be happy and never depressed.12

The elect, then, according to al-Junayd, are the instruments
of God through whom God guides humanity to Himself and the
springs with which He showers His mercy on His creatures. In
a curious turn, the friends of God thus emerge as the friends of
His creation. This is because the spiritual elect are the hinges
that connect God to His creation; in al-Junayd’s cryptic words,
‘in God’s manifesting them they are the hidden witnesses of
God’s concealment’, kanu fi ibda’ihi shawahid maknun ikh-
fa’ihi.13

All this leads us to the issue of the public identity of the
elect. As I have indicated earlier, it is well known that al-
Junayd was extremely cautious about making the discussions
about the spiritual experiences of the elect available to the
general public. To simplify matters for our purposes here, it
can be said that he made a distinction between private discus-
sion within the group - and all his writing belongs to this cat-
egory - and public guidance. The former was an internal affair,
which needed to be kept secret, while the latter was made pos-
sible not through the public revelation of gnostic truths but
through the communal acceptance of the elect as pious
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role models. The friends of God, in other words, needed to
have public recognition in order to fulfil their salvific function.
Al-Junayd himself was a case in point, and if the judgement of
posterity is a criterion, then he certainly lived up to the dic-
tates of his own understanding of friendship with God:
rahimahu’llah.
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sion of Existence in Classical Islam: The Qur’anic Hermeneut-
ics of the Sufi Sahl at-Tustari (d. 283/869) (Berlin and New
York, 1980), pp. 233-241, also pp. 64-65 on Sahl’s claim to be
Hujjat Allah; pp. 67 ff. on Sahl’s view of himself as a wali; and
p. 91 for a statement on the awliya’by Muhammad b. Salim (a
disciple of Tustari). Al-Kharraz’s Kitab al-kashf wa’l-bayan, a
treatise on walaya, is discussed in P. Nwyia, Exégese cora-
nique et langage mystique: nouvel essai sur le lexique tech-
nique des mystiques musulmans(Beirut, 1970), pp. 237-242;
also B. Radtke, “The Concept of Wilayain Early Sufism’, in
L. Lewisohn, ed., The Heritage of Sufism, Vol. I, Classical Per-
sian Sufism from its Origins to Rumi(London, 1993), pp.
484-486. ‘Amr b. ‘Uthman al-Makki (d. 291/903-904 or 297/
909-910) also had things to say on the subject, see R. Gram-
lich, Alte Vorbilder des Sufitums (Wiesbaden, 1995), vol. 1, pp.
178-180. One should also check the index of this latter work
under ‘erwahlt, Erwahlung, Elite, Gottesfreund,
Gottesfreundschaft’.

3. Detailed information on the life, times, and works of al-
Junayd can be found in A. H. Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality
and Writings of al-Junayd, E. J. W. Gibb Memorial Series, New
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series (London, 1962) and S. Ates, Cuneyd-i Bagdadi: Hayati,
Eserleri ve Mektuplari(Istanbul, 1962). In what follows, I have
used Abdel-Kader’s English translation as a basis for my own
rendering of al-Junayd’s Arabic, with at times substantial revi-
sions, unless otherwise noted.

4. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 40, English p. 160; Ates, Arabic p.
43, Turkish p. 141.

5. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 2, English p. 123; Ates, Arabic p.
2, Turkish p. 108.

6. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 6, English p. 127; Ates, Arabic p.
6, Turkish p. 113.

7. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 27, English p. 147; Ates, Arabic p.
29, Turkish p. 218.

8. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 54, English p. 175; Ates, Arabic p.
57, Turkish p. 154.

9. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 47, English p. 167 [reproduced as
is]; Ates, Arabic p. 50, Turkish p. 108.

10. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 54, English p. 174; Ates, Arabic
p. 57, Turkish p. 153.

11. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 52, English p. 172 [retained];
Ates, Arabic p. 55, Turkish p. 150.

12. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 23, English pp. 143-144 [repro-
duced with one revision]; Ates, Arabic p. 25, Turkish p. 124.

13. Abdel-Kader, Arabic p. 45, English p. 166 (he translates:
‘the elect ... are themselves the testimonies to the mysteries
which He has concealed’); Ates, Arabic p. 48, Turkish p. 146.
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Chapter ]. ].

L’importancedu Traitédel’harmonied’al-
Farabi: ses visées politiques

Fabienne Pironet
Introduction

S’interroger sur l'importance et le réle du Traité de
I’harmonied’al-Farabi, c’est toucher plusieurs questions tres
importantes: ce traité est-il bien d’al-Farabi? Si oui, quel est
son statut et quelle importance faut-il lui accorder par rapport
au reste de l'ceuvre d’al-Farabi et dans 1'histoire de la philo-
sophie en Islam de maniere générale?

A une exception pres, sur laquelle je reviendrai plus tard,
I’authenticité de ce texte n’est pas remise en cause, et ce mal-
gré les flagrantes différences de style et de doctrines qui ap-
paraissent quand on compare ce texte aux autres ouvrages du
méme auteur. Ces particularités conferent au Traité de 1’har-
monieun statut particulier qu’il convient de mieux cerner.

Il ne m’est pas possible de retracer ici toutes les contro-
verses qui ont eu cours a ce sujet; le lecteur en trouvera
un bon résumé dans le livre de Galston.1 On peut cepend-
ant distinguer deux extrémes parmi les interprétations: d’un
coté, se trouvent ceux qui accordent une tres grande import-
ance au Traité de ’harmonie. Pour Madkour, par exemple, ce
texte est l’expression la plus haute du syncrétisme philo-
sophique, doctrine qu’il éleve au rang de ‘pierre angulaire de
la philosophie musulmane’ dans son ensemble.2 De l'autre
coté, Strauss et ses éleves pensent que le Traité de 1’har-
monieest une ceuvre rhétorique, défensive et populaire a
laquelle il ne faut pas accorder trop d’importance parce qu’al-
Farabl n’y a, volontairement, livré ni sa compréhension la plus
profonde des philosophies de Platon et d’Aristote ni sa pensée
réelle.3
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N’étant tout a fait d’accord ni avec les uns ni avec les autres,
je voudrais proposer une nouvelle interprétation du Traité de
I’harmoniequi repose sur les theses suivantes:

1. le Traité de 1’harmonieest une oeuvre authentique d’al-
Farabi;

2. le Traité de ’harmonie est une ceuvre ou al-Farabi défend
la philosophie contre les attaques des théologiens et contre les
mauvaises opinions sur la philosophie que ceux-ci peuvent dif-
fuser dans le peuple;

3. le Traité de I’harmonieest une ceuvre exotérique ou popu-
laire, au sens ou alFarabi ne s’y adresse pas a un public de
philosophes avertis et n'y a recours a des procédés rhétoriques
et dialectiques;

4. le Traité de I’harmonie est une ceuvre qui a pour but de
réfuter les arguments de ceux qui pensent qu’il y a désaccord
entre Platon et Aristote plutét que d’établir effectivement un
accord entre les theses des deux sages;

5. le Traité de I'harmonie est une ceuvre qui peut se lire a
plusieurs niveaux;

6. le Traité de I’harmonie est une ceuvre politique, non par le
contenu mais par la visée, dans laquelle al-Farabi expose les
théses les plus importantes de son propre systeme
philosophique.

Les cinq premieres théses ne sont pas originales et sont
aujourd’hui quasi unanimement acceptées; je me con-
centrerai donc sur la derniere. Mais avant d’argumenter en
sa faveur, je voudrais faire deux remarques préliminaires, une
sur le syncrétisme et une autre sur le recours a la dialectique.

Remarques préliminaires

1. Le syncrétisme

A cause de ses nombreuses connotations péjoratives et
de l'habitude qu’on a d’associer ce terme a la démarche
particuliere des néoplatoniciens de 1’Ecole d’Alexandrie, je
pense que, s’agissant de caractériser l’entreprise philo-
sophique d’al-Farabi, le terme ‘syncrétisme’ devrait étre rem-
placé par le terme, avant tout musical, ‘harmonisation’.4L’har-
monie, en effet, s’oppose autant a l'unisson, qu’a
la cacophonie; elle est composée de plusieurs notes différentes
gui, mises ensemble, sonnent bien, c’est-a-dire sonnent
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agréablement a l'oreille. Transposant ces termes a la philo-
sophie, on pourrait dire que construire un systeme philo-
sophique qui se fonde sur I’harmonie entre les opinions de
deux philosophes, ici Platon et Aristote, ne consiste ni a
montrer la convergence de la substance matérielle de leurs
vues, c’est-a-dire 1'identité de leurs opinions, ni a juxtaposer de
maniere incohérente, et souvent en les déformant, des doc-
trines ou des éléments de doctrines incompatibles entre eux.
Au contraire, un tel systeme est composé de plusieurs theses
qui, mises ensemble, forment un ensemble cohérent. L’har-
monie étant ainsi définie, al-Farabi, qui était aussi musicien,
pourrait a juste titre étre qualifié de ‘philosophe de
I’harmonie’, non seulement parce que ce theme est au coeur de
ses doctrines métaphysiques, politiques et cosmologiques, les
trois étant d’ailleurs tres intimement reliées, mais aussi, et sur-
tout, parce que pour élaborer son systeme cohérent et
harmonieux, al-Farabi s’est inspiré a la fois de Platon et d’Aris-
tote: recherchant la vérité, il a adopté certaines theses de 1'un
et de l'autre et il n’est pas exagéré de dire que son systeme
constitue en ce sens une harmonisation de la pensée
des deux sages. Il me faudra montrer que 1’harmonie que
propose al-Farabi dans le Traité de 1’harmonie n’est pas d’'un
autre type que celle qu’il propose dans ses autres ceuvres.

2. Les utilités de la

est évident que le Traité de ’harmoniese situe sur le terrain
de la dialectique. Il est aussi évident qu’al-Farabi, comme Aris-
tote et Platon mais avec des accents qui lui sont propres, ac-
corde a la dialectique une importance énorme tant du point
de vue théorique que du point de vue politique: la dialectique
est susceptible de mener a la science, et elle est un instrument
d’éducation en méme temps qu'un outil de protection pour le
philosophe. L’extrait suivant de la paraphrase des Topiquesil-
lustre a souhait toutes les utilités qu’al-Farabi reconnait a la
dialectique:

Nous autres, philosophes, sommes politiques par nature.
Il nous incombe de vivre en harmonie avec le vulgaire, de
I’aimer et de préférer agir ainsi qu’il lui est profitable. Il nous
revient d’améliorer sa condition, tout de méme que la
méme chose lui incombe a notre égard. Nous devons 1’associer
a la jouissance des biens dont la garde nous est conférée, lui
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faire percevoir la vérité dans les opinions qui appartiennent a
ses religions. Quand il s’associe a nous dans la vérité, il lui
devient possible, dans la mesure de ses possibilités, de s’asso-
cier aux philosophes dans le bonheur de la philosophie. De
méme, il nous incombe de détourner le vulgaire des argu-
ments, des opinions et des lois dans lesquelles nous voyons bi-
en qu’il n’atteint pas la vérité.

Tout cela, il n’est pas possible de le faire avec des démon-
strations certaines, car celles-ci, il ne peut les comprendre;
elles lui paraissent étranges et lui sont difficiles. Cela n’est
possible qu’en utilisant les connaissances que nous part-
ageons avec lui; c’est-a-dire en s’adressant a lui avec des argu-
ments qui sont, chez lui, généralement acceptés, qu’il connait
bien et qu'’il recoit bien. De ce genre d’enseignement nait la
philosophie répandue que 1’on appelle la philosophie populaire
et publique. Dans beaucoup de ses livres, Aristote dit qu’il a
rédigé des livres sur la philosophie populaire, livres dans
lesquels il cherche a instruire le vulgaire au moyen des choses
généralement acceptées. Nous n’acquerrons la faculté de nous
adonner a ce genre de philosophie que lorsque les
choses généralement acceptées nous deviennent acquises et
disponibles et cela ne nous arrive que par le moyen de la dia-
lectique.Gracea elle, le philosophe s’associe au vulgaire
et devient bien protégé: il ne passe pas pourennuyeuxni pour
s’occuper de choses blamables, puisqu’il entre dans les
habitudes du vulgaire de trouver ennuyeux ce qui lui est
étrange et de blamer ce qu’il ne peut atteindre.5

Ce texte est, a mon avis, fondamental pour comprendre 1'in-
tention d’al-Farabi dans le Traité de 1’harmonie: recourant a
toutes les armes de la dialectique, al-Farabi y offre au vulgaire
un exposé systématique de sa philosophie. Ainsi instruit sans
étre choqué ou perturbé dans ses croyances, le vulgaire pourra
vivre en harmonie avec les philosophes et, qui sait, s’il en a les
capacités, se convertir a la philosophie. Les théologiens seront
obligés de constater que les philosophes ne soutiennent pas
des theéses opposées a la religion et recourrent méme a 1’occa-
sion a des types d’argument qu’ils utilisent eux-mémes. Quant
au philosophe averti, il saura reconnaitre la vérité voilée sous
les artifices rhétoriques et dialectiques. Sachant quel public
est surtout visé par ce livre, il ne se choquera pas de ce qu’il
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pourrait juger étre un manque de rigueur et prendra plutot
plaisir a dévoiler la vérité parfois si habilement énoncée et a
décoder les nombreuses piques lancées aux théologiens. C’est
en ce sens que le Traité de ’harmonieest susceptible d’une lec-
ture a plusieurs niveaux selon le public ciblé (these 5).

Preuve de la these 6

Pour appuyer cette these, il me faut d’abord montrer que les
doctrines exposées dans le Traité de I’harmonie correspondent
bien aux doctrines exposées dans les autres ceuvres d’al-Farabi
et que les contradictions habituellement relevées pour
prouver que ce texte est de peu de valeur pour comprendre la
pensée réelle d’al-Farabi ne sont pas de réelles contradictions.

Il ne me sera pas possible ici de fournir une preuve exhaust-
ive, je me limiterai donc a quelques themes et, particuliere-
ment, a ceux que Lameer a mis de ’avant pour nier 'attribu-
tion de ce texte a al-Farabi.6

Je ne m’étendrai pas sur les aspects formels de la discussion
de Lameer:7il est assez habituel que les manuscrits ne portent
pas tous la mention explicite de I'auteur du texte; il est clair
par ailleurs que l’attribution a un auteur dans un ou
méme plusieurs manuscrits ne peut étre le seul argument en
faveur de l’'authenticité d'un texte.

En ce qui concerne le style du Traité de 1’harmonie, bien
différent de celui que l'on retrouve dans les autres oceuvres
d’al-Farabi, cela s’explique aisément par le recours a la rhét-
orique adopté dans ce texte, a cause de 1’auditoire ciblé.

Les arguments sur lesquels insiste Lameer portent sur le
contenu doctrinal: il y a sur plusieurs sujets importants contra-
diction entre les doctrines présentées dans le Traité de l'har-
monieet les doctrines que 1'on trouve dans les ceuvres authen-
tiques d’al-Farabi; le Traité de 1’harmonie ne peut donc
étre d’al-Farabi lui-méme. Ces contradictions sont les
suivantes:

1. La convergence des opinions

L’auteur du Traité de ’harmonie prétend établir la con-
vergence de la susbtance matérielle des vues des deux philo-
sophes alors que dans ses ceuvres authentiques, al-Farabi ne
fait part que d’'une convergence des intentions des deux philo-
sophes, ce qui n’est, certes, pas la méme chose.8
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Pour savoir ce que le Traité de I’harmoniecherche a établir, il
faut nous référer d’abord a son introduction:

Lorsque je vis la plupart des gens de notre époque se
disputer et discuter a propos de la création du monde et de
son éternité et prétendre qu’entre les deux principaux sages
éminents il y a une opposition dans l'affirmation de
I’existence du premier Créateur et dans l'existence des causes
secondes a partir de lui puis a propos de I'’ame et de l'intellect,
a propos de la rémunération des actions, les bonnes et les
mauvaises, et a propos de nombreuses questions politiques,
morales et logiques, j’'ai voulu, dans ce traité, établir 1’har-
monie entre leurs opinions et exposer en termes clairs ce que
signifie le contenu véritable de leurs discours, pour qu’appar-
aisse 1'accord entre ce dont ils étaient convaincus, que le doute
et ’hésitation se dissipent dans le coeur de ceux qui étud-
ient leurs livres et que s’éclairent les endroits de leurs
traités qui laissent place aux incertitudes et aux doutes car
c’est la, de ce qu’on se propose d’éclaircir, le plus important, et
de ce qu’on souhaite expliquer et élucider, le plus utile.

Le Traité de I’harmonie s’adresse tout d’abord aux théologi-
ens, la nature et I'ordre de présentation des themes de dispute
ici évoqués en est un signe, mais aussi a tous ceux qui étudient
les livres de Platon et d’Aristote et éprouvent quelque diffi-
culté a les bien comprendre. Contre les théologiens qui
prétendentqu’il y a opposition entre les deux sages et pour aid-
er ceux qui doutent a propos de certains passages, al-Farabi a
donc trois objectifs:

1. établir I’'harmonie’ entre les opinions des deux sages: il
est clair que pour défendre la philosophie face aux attaques
des théologiens, premiere visée politique de cette ceuvre, al-
Farabi doit montrer 1'accord entre Platon et Aristote, d’une
part, et entre la philosophie et la religion, d’autre part. Pour
éduquer le vulgaire a la philosophie, seconde visée politique de
cette ceuvre, al-Farabi doit montrer qu’il y a accord, ou a tout
le moins absence de désaccord, entre Platon et Aristote, la
philosophie et la religion. Mais I’expression ‘établir I’harmonie’
est ambigué: comme je ’ai dit plus haut, établir I’harmonie, ou
I’accord, entre deux choses n’est pas nécessairement établir
que ces deux choses sont identiques (c’est toute la différence
entre 1’harmonie polyphonique et l'unisson). Seule 1'étude du
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texte nous indiquera en quel sens il faut interpréter cette ex-
pression ‘établir I'harmonie’;

2. ‘exposer en termes clairs ce que signifie le contenu vérit-
able de leurs discours’: il s’agit donc d’une entreprise her-
méneutique. A la différence de ce qu'’il fait dans La philosophie
de Platon et Aristote,9al-Farabi ne livrera pas ici un exposé
des doctrines des deux philosophes, un relevé de ce qu’ils ont
dit, mais présentera le contenu que lui-méme considére vérit-
able dans leurs oeuvres, a savoir ce que selon lui ils ont voulu
dire;

3. ‘pour qu’apparaisse l’accord entre ce dont ils étaient con-
vaincus’: que le terme ‘accord’ soit pris ou non dans un sens
qui implique l'identité d’opinion, je ne vois ici aucune contra-
diction avec d’autres ceuvres d’al-Farabi, car l’expression ‘ce
dont ils étaient convaincus’ est suffisamment floue pour étre
interprétée en deux sens: elle peut aussi bien se référer a
la convergence d’intention, qu’alFarabi ne nie pas entre
Platon et Aristote, qu’a l'identité de leurs opinions. Ici encore,
c’est I’étude du texte et non cette seule affirmation qui nous in-
diquera quelle interprétation adopter.

Quand on examine chacun des chapitres ou al-Farabi
traite des aspects particuliers sur lesquels Platon et Aristote
seraient en opposition, on constate que ce qu'’il établit est I’ab-
sence de divergence d’opinion entre les deux philosophes,
et que ses raisons pour arriver a cette conclusion sont d’un des
types suivants:

- ce n’est pas une divergence d’opinion, mais une différence
physique (§610)

- il y a une apparence opposée, mais que réunit une méme
intention (§7)

- il ne peut pas y avoir opposition, les jugements n’étant pas
opposés sous le méme rapport et en relation avec un but
unique (88, §10, §13)

- il n'y a d’opposition ni dans les principes ni dans les buts
poursuivis (§9)

- 'apparente contradiction est due a la subtilité des concepts
utilisés, que des commentateurs a l’esprit partisan ont d’ail-
leurs pu ou voulu déformer (§11, §14)

- I'apparente contradiction vient du fait qu’on s’en tient au
sens littéral des énoncés sans les examiner séparément et sans
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considérer attentivement la place ou se trouve 1’énoncé, son
rang et la science dont il est tiré (§12, §15, §16)- il n’y a pas di-
vergence d’opinion si on n’omet pas d’examiner des textes im-
portants ou ces opinions sont établies (§17).

Il apparait donc évident que la premiere objection de Lameer
n’est pas valable: ce qu’al-Farabi cherche a établir dans le
Traité de 'harmonien’est pas la convergence de la substance
matérielle des vues de Platon et Aristote.

2. La définition de la philosophie

Dans le Traité de 1’harmonie, l'auteur prend la définition
aristotélicienne de la métaphysique pour une définition de la
philosophie en général alors que dans les ceuvres authentiques
d’al-Farabi, la science qui étudie l'étre en tant qu’étre est
la métaphysique et non la philosophie en général.11

Pour répondre a cette objection, il faut d’abord se rappeler
I’objectif du Traité de I’harmonieet considérer qu’on ne s’em-
barrasse pas d’autant de nuances lorsqu’on s’adresse a des
non-spécialistes.12 Ensuite, il ne faut pas nécessairement voir
la une contradiction, car donner comme définition de la philo-
sophie la définition de sa branche la plus haute et la plus
noble, la métaphysique, n’implique nullement contradiction.
Enfin, il faut considérer 1’aspect stratégique de cette définition
de la philosophie et y voir une maniere habile de poser a la fois
sa suprématie et son exclusivité. En effet, si les autres discip-
lines comprises sous le terme ‘philosophie’, c’est-a-dire la
physique, la logique, les mathématiques et la politique,
peuvent étre, sans trop de problemes, revendiquées par les
philosophes, la science de l'étre en tant qu’étre, Dieu étant
I’étre supréme, pourrait quant a elle étre revendiquée
par d’autres que les philosophes, a savoir les théologiens. Et si
on se souvient que ce livre se veut, entre autres, une réponse
aux théologiens hostiles a la philosophie ...

3. L’évidence et la certitude les plus solides

Pour l'auteur du Traité de 1’harmonie, 1’évidence et la certi-
tude les plus solides se fondent sur la convergence d’opin-
ions du plus grand nombre, sur le consensus donc, alors
que dans les ceuvres authentiques d’al-Farabi ‘la certitude est
considérée comme une conviction individuelle de la nécessité
de la vérité d'une proposition mentale’ et 1’opinion des autres
comme impertinente.13
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Cette objection, qui porte sur le §4 du Traité de ’harmonie,
peut paraitre tout a fait fondée a premiere lecture, mais si on
lit ce passage avec attention, on verra qu’al-Farabi réussit ici
un coup double. D’'un c6té, son discours est de nature a
faire plaisir a ceux a qui il s’adresse, les théologiens et
le wvulgaire, pour quile consensus est source d’évidence
et de certitude. En conformité avec ce qu’il écrit dans sa
Paraphrase des Topiques, al-Farabi entre ici dans les habitudes
du vulgaire et l'instruit au moyen des choses généralement ac-
ceptées. S’il parvient a montrer que de nombreuses intelli-
gences, c’est-a-dire la plupart des gens qui ont une raison
saine et un cceur pur, reconnaissent que Platon et Aristote sont
de grands philosophes et leur accordent la prééminence, il em-
portera l’adhésion de son auditoire, théologien ou wvulgaire.
D’un autre co6té, son discours n’est pas en contradiction avec
ce qu’il dit dans d’autres traités, car apres avoir dit que
‘nous savons avec certitude qu’il n’est aucune preuve plus
forte, plus persuasive ni plus siire que quand les connais-
sances différentes témoignent d’'une seule et méme chose
et que de nombreuses intelligencess’accordent a son sujet’, il
s’explique en ces termes:

Car lintelligence sert partout de preuve, mais comme
celui qui est doué d’intelligence peut bien imaginer une
chose comme différente de ce qu’elle est en réalité a cause de
la ressemblance des signes auxquels on demande de faire con-
naitre 1’état de la chose, on a besoin que s’accordent de nom-
breuses intelligences différentes. Chaque fois qu’elles s’ac-
cordent, il n’est pas de preuve plus forte ni de certitude mieux
établie.

Que l'existence d'un grand nombre de créatures dont les
opinions sont erronées ne te trompe pas, car l’assemblée de
ceux qui suivent aveuglément une seule opinion et se sou-
mettent a un guide qui les commande et les dirige en cela sur
quoi ils s’accordent occupe le méme rang que l’intelligence
unique et, ainsi que nous l'avons dit, I'intelligence unique peut
bien errer a propos de la chose unique, surtout si elle n’a pas
médité plusieurs fois, examiné a plusieurs reprises, avec
ténacité et trés attentivement 1’opinion dont elle est convain-
cue. La seule bonne opinion que 1'on a d’une chose et la négli-
gence dans I’étude peuvent cacher, aveugler et égarer.
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Quant aux intelligences différentes, si elles se sont accordées
apres qu’elles aient attentivement médité, considéré prudem-
ment, recherché et examiné avec ténacité, tenu compte des ob-
jections et des opinions opposées, alors rien n’est plus juste
que ce qu’elles jugent, dont elles témoignent et au sujet de
quoi elles s’accordent.14

On remarquera d’abord que le sous-titre que Mallet a
donné a ce chapitre (Il n’est pas de preuve plus ferme
que l'accord unanime des esprits’) pourrait mal orienter la
compréhension du lecteur, car al-Farabi ne dit pas qu’il n’est
pas de preuve plus ferme que l'accord unanime des es-
prits, mais qu’il n’est pas de preuve plus ferme que l'accord
unanime des intelligences. Mais quelles sont les ‘nombreuses
intelligences’ qui fondent une preuve ferme? S’agit-il de nom-
breuses personnes intelligentes qui sont d’accord sur une
méme chose? Dans ce cas, on pourrait peut-étre reprocher a
al-Farabi de dire ici que c’est la convergence des opinions de
plusieurs qui fonde la certitude la plus solide. S’agit-il de nom-
breuses intellections, faites par la méme personne, qui s’ac-
cordent? Dans ce cas, on ne peut adresser le méme reproche a
al-Farabi. Les deux alternatives sont possibles, mais la seconde
me semble étre, pour al-Farabi, une condition nécessaire de
la premiere, car le terme sur lequel il insiste est ‘intelligence’.
Et qui, selon al-Farabi, mérite d’étre appelé intelligent? Si
on se reporte au De intellectu, dans lequel al-Farabi défin-
it et expose les différents sens du mot ‘intellect’, on voit
qu'’il opere une distinction entre l'intelligent selon le vulgaire,
I'intelligent selon les théologiens et l’'intelligent selon la philo-
sophie. Est intelligent selon le vulgaire, celui qui est prudent,
au sens aristotélicien du terme;15 est intelligent selon les théo-
logiens, ce qui apparait reconnu au jugement de tous comme
acceptable.16 En ce qui concerne la philosophie, al-Farabi en-
seigne que pour atteindre le plus haut degré d’intelligence, il
faut avoir acquis tous les intelligibles, ou la majeure partie
d’entre eux:17

Les formes pures ne peuvent étre intelligées complete-
ment qu’apres que tousles intelligibles, ou la majeure
partie d’entre eux, soient actualisés en tant qu’intelligibles
en acte et que soit actualisé l'intellect acquis.18
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Il apparait donc que plus on intellige des choses différentes,
plus on est intelligent 19 et, pour avoir une preuve forte et une
certitude bien établie, on a besoin que ces intelligences ou in-
tellections ou intelligibles s’accordent, c’est-a-dire per-
mettent de former une proposition mentale dont on est con-
vaincu qu’elle est nécessairement vraie.

Si une intelligence unique, c’est-a-dire un seul individu intel-
ligent, a acces individuellement a une certitude ferme,
plusieurs individus intelligents peuvent avoir acces a une certi-
tude ferme, mais cela n’implique d’aucune maniere que le
nombre des individus ajoute quoi que ce soit au degré de
certitude atteint par chacun. L’'intelligence est donc bien
une affaire personnelle, fondée sur un grand nombre de con-
naissances et qui requiert la méditation, la recherche attentive,
la prudence et la persévérance.

On remarquera, en passant, que la note ironique d’al-
Farabi a l’égard des théologiens ‘l’assemblée de ceux qui
suivent aveuglément une seule opinion et se soumettent a
un guide [Imam, terme qui est habituellement réservé au
guide religieux]’ reflete le peu d’intérét qu’il accorde a la
définition de l'intelligent selon les théologiens dans le De intel-
lectu. Dans ce traité, le vulgaire est présenté comme ayant une
opinion plus juste de ce qu’est I'intelligent, méme s’il n’emploie
pas le mot adéquat, que les théologiens qui, eux, ‘font allusion
a une chose tout en employant une autre’.20

4. Les universaux

Selon Lameer, les dires de l'auteur du Traité de 1’har-
monie a ce sujet ont deux implications:

1. que I'objet de la logique et de la physique est I'individuel;

2. que l'existence éternelle des Formes consiste en ceci que
Dieu a en lui comme une partie de son essence des images de
toutes les choses qu’il crée, tandis que dans les ceuvres au-
thentiques d’al-Farabi, 1'objet de la logique et de la physique,
mais aussi des mathématiques, de la métaphysique, de
I’éthique et de la politique n’est pas l'individuel, mais 1'uni-
versel, et les universaux ne sont pas contenus en Dieu mais
dans I'Intellect Agent qui est différent du Premier (Dieu); ils ne
peuvent donc étre une partie de 1’essence de Dieu.21

A ce sujet, on pourrait dire qu’al-Farabi procéde a quelques
simplifications: en gardant a l'esprit que son but est de
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convaincre un non-spécialiste en philosophie qu’il n'y a pas de
contradiction fondamentale entre Platon et Aristote sur la
question des universaux, adopter une telle distinction entre les
champs disciplinaires permeta al-Farabi d’évacuer le probleme
sans sacrifier sa propre doctrine. En effet, s’il ne résout pas
véritablement le probleme de l'opposition entre Platon et Aris-
tote surle statut ontologique des universaux, al-Farabi fait
cette réponse, habile, en deux temps:

1. en ce qui concerne la logique et la physique, les sub-
stances individuelles sont antérieures et supérieures aux uni-
versaux représentés. Il ne s’agit donc pas d’une priorité ontolo-
gique, mais d'une priorité épistémologique;22

2. du point de vue de la métaphysique, les universaux,
c’est-a-dire les formes pures de toute matiere et les intellects
séparés, sont antérieurs et supérieurs aux substances individu-
elles. Il s’agit bien ici d’une priorité ontologique.

Cette réponse n’est pas du tout en désaccord avec la doc-
trine d’al-Farabi sur les intelligibles telle qu’exposée, par ex-
emple, dans le De intellectu: les intelligibles existent de man-
iere permanente indivisibles dans 'Intellect Agent, mais il ar-
rive qu’ils existent immanents a une matiere et individualisés
dans une matiere. Alors, tout le travail de notre intellect, avec
I’aide de l'Intellect Agent, est de les abstraire pour finalement
les intelliger purs de toute matiere.

On pourrait encore ajouter que 1’on retrouve ici des éléments
de la classification des sciences, chere a al-Farabi, la logique,
science auxiliaire par excellence, etla physique étant an-
térieures a la métaphysique ou science divine dans l'ordre
de 'apprentissage, mais postérieures a celle-ci dans I'ordre de
la noblesse. Au §9 du Traité de I’harmonie, al-Farabi a recours
a une métaphore que l'on pourrait aussi bien appliquer ici: si
on considere les choses du point de vue
épistémologique, on peut dire qu'on monte Il'escalier de
I'individuel a I'universel; si on considére les choses du
point de vue ontologique, il faut descendre l’escalier de 1'uni-
versel a l'individuel.

En ce qui concerne l'assimilation Dieu/Intellect Agent
opérée dans le Traité de I’harmonie, il ne faut probable-
ment y voir rien d’autre qu'une simplification stratégique
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gu’al-Farabi consent pour ne pas paraitre étrange au vulgaire
ou impie aux théologiens.

5. La Théologie d’Aristote

Il y a dans le Traité de I'harmonieplusieurs références a la
Théologied’Aristote, alors que dans les ceuvres authentiques
d’al-Farabi, aucune référence n’est faite a ce texte qui n’est de
toute maniere pas d’Aristote.23

Ce ne serait pas la seule fois dans ce texte qu’al-Farabi dé-
tourne un texte d’Aristote; il faut y voir un artifice rhétorique,
a mettre sur le méme pied que la citation tronquée des Se-
conds analytiquesl, 1, 71al24au §13. Mais, dans un cas comme
dans l'autre, les doctrines qu’al-Farabi va présenter ne sont ni
platoniciennes ni aristotéliciennes, mais farabiennes: doctrine
de l'acquisition des connaissances (§13), d'un monde
créé coéternel a son auteur (§14), de l’existence de formes im-
muables dans le monde divin - sans préciser ici s’il s’agit de
Dieu ou de I'Intellect Agent (§15).

Al-Farabi croyait-il sincerement que la Théologie est une
ceuvre d’Aristote? Sans doute pas. Comme on le souligne
généralement, il ne la mentionne nulle part ailleurs dans son
ceuvre. Les raisons pour lesquelles il a pu attribuer la Théolo-
giea Aristote dans le Traité de I’harmoniesont cependant assez
faciles a comprendre. Et si certains devaient considérer qu’al-
Farabil n’est pas excusable d’avoir eu recours a une telle su-
percherie, je leur répondrai en soulignant 1’extrait suivant du
§15, qui me parait étre le sommet de l'ironie d’al-Farabi a
I’égard des théologiens:

Nous trouvons qu’Aristote, dans son livre sur la souveraineté
intitulé la Théologie, affirme 1’existence des formes spirituelles
et dit clairement qu’elles existent dansle monde de la
souveraineté. Si on les prend dans leur sens littéral, il en va né-
cessairement de ces propos 25 selon I'un de ces trois cas: ou
bien ils se contredisent les uns les autres; ou bien les uns sont
d’Aristote et les autres non; ou, enfin, ils ont des sens et des in-
terprétations dont les significations profondes s’accordent au
point que leur sens littéral en devient concordant. Que l'on
croie qu’Aristote, malgré son mérite, sa grande vigilance et
I’éminence qu’il reconnait a ces concepts - je veux dire les
formes spirituelles - se contredise lui-méme dans une
méme science - a savoir, la science souveraine - est chose
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invraisemblable et inadmissible. Que certains de ces propos
soient d’Aristote et d’autres non, est chose plus inv-
raisemblable encore, puisque les livres qui les rapportent sont
trop connus pour que 1’'on pense qu’il en est, parmi eux, d’apo-
cryphes. Reste que ces discours aient des significations et des
interprétations telles que le doute et ’embarras se dissipent
quand on les découvre.26

Al-Farabi applique ici aux textes d’Aristote, ou soi-disant
d’Aristote, une des pratiques les plus communes en exégese
théologique: il est impossible qu’Aristote se contredise dans
une méme science, comme il est impossible que les textes sac-
rés se contredisent entre eux; en se basant sur la notoriété de
la plupart des témoins (argument qui a force de preuve pour
les théologiens, cf. supra), le texte ne peut pas étre apocryphe;
il faut donc interpréter ces textes en gardant a l'esprit ‘que
les significations divines que l'on exprime par ces mots sont
d’une espece plus noble et sont différents de ce que nous ima-
ginons et nous représentons’.27

Conclusion

Ayant répondu a toutes les objections de Lameer, beau-
coup d’autres points mériteraient d’étre développés pour
appuyer encore plus la seconde partie de ma these 6, a sa-
voir que le Traité de 1’harmonieest un texte dans lequel al-
Farabi nous livre le fond sa pensée réelle. Je ne pourrai ici
qu’en mentionner rapidement quelques-uns: la structure de
I’ouvrage (les sujets sont traités selon un ordre qui va de l’'in-
férieur, la force physique et la logique, au supérieur, les Idées,
I'intellect et la rétribution des vices et des vertus dans
I’au-dela); l'insistance constante du respect des méthodes
et du vocabulaire particuliers a chaque discipline; le §11
sur l’explication de la vision et le §12 qui traite de la question
de savoir si les caracteres moraux sont habituels ou naturels,
qui sont tous deux particulierement intéressants, etc.

Tout ce qui précede me semble toutefois suffisant pour con-
clure que, méme si le Traité de I’harmonien’est pas une oceuvre
ou al-Farabi expose ses doctrines philosophiques de la maniere
la plus détaillée et la plus complete, rien n’interdit de con-
sidérer ce texte comme un des plus importants de son ceuvre,
non a cause de son ‘syncrétisme’, car al-Farabi n’est pas plus

111



‘syncrétiste’ ici que dans ses autres ceuvres, mais parce qu’on
y voit le philosophe mettre en pratique sa propre doctrine poli-
tique. Conformément a ce qu’il dit dans la Paraphrase des
Topiques, al-Farabi, s’adressant ici aux non-philosophes en
utilisant les connaissances qu’il partage avec eux et avec des
arguments qu’ils connaissent bien et recoivent bien, réalise ici
une ceuvre de philosophie répandue que 1’on appelle philosoph-
ie populaire et publique, sans pour autant trahir sa pensée.
Stratégique plutét que sur la défensive - on a vu que les
précautions prises a l’égard des théologiens n’empéchent
pas les pointes d’ironie a propos de ceux qu’Averroes con-
sidérera plus tard comme le ‘tiers inutile’ de la société -, al-
Farabi propose a chacun d’accéder a la vérité selon ses moy-
ens, condition nécessaire pour que tous vivent en harmonie.
S’il n’est pas politique par son contenu, le Traité de
I’harmonied’al-Farabi est donc éminemment politique par ses
visées, a savoir la défense et la diffusion de la philosophie.
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Chapter ]. 2

Philosophy of Religion in al-Farabi, Ibn Sina
and Ibn Tufayl

Paul E. Walker
Introduction

A decade ago, in an essay on the origins of philosophy of reli-
gion, the eminent theologian, David Tracy, focused new atten-
tion on the founding of this discipline in the modern West. At
the same time, he noted regretfully that the precursors (and al-
ternatives) to this foundation have not been adequately invest-
igated and therefore cannot be brought into a productive rela-
tionship with other disciplines in the study of religions.1 Yet
from an existing and relatively well-known Islamic in-
terest in religions wissenschaft, Muslim philosophers, com-
mencing with al-Farabi, had long before turned to a new and
largely unrelated field of inquiry that yielded for them a philo-
sophy of religion. Modern students of this latter subject have,
nevertheless, taken little notice of this early development.
Surely, the desire expressed by David Tracy becomes an oblig-
ation for those conversant with the relevant material
from Islamic philosophers to beginning to formulate a compre-
hensive understanding of this pre-modern origin for philosophy
of religion.

Moreover, in contrast to the historical investigation of reli-
gious phenomena undertaken by other Muslim scholars,
these philosophers came to the philosophical problem of re-
ligion purely from within philosophy itself, and from ideas in-
debted to Greek concepts of practical reasoning, mainly those
of Aristotle, although mixed most conspicuously with the polit-
ics of Plato. The resulting attempt to comprehend religion
philosophically was therefore a deductive enterprise and was
thus not particular, or even partial, to Islam. While al-Farabi
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was responsible for the theoretical base of this philosophy
of religion, Ibn Sina carried out the detailed exploration of
individual religious concepts and practices. Finally, others, not-
ably Ibn Tufayl, through his account of Hayy Ibn Yaqzan,
brought these elements together, and coincidentally provided a
vehicle for its possible later transmission to Europe. Because
the Muslim philosophers’ conception of religion had little influ-
ence on the development of Islam, this was, by and large, an
area of minor consequence for Islam itself, or even for the his-
tory of Islamic thought in general. Nevertheless, it was of fairly
great import for the eventual creation of philosophy of religion,
perhaps even including that in the modern West. Thus, while
the context for the discussion that follows is, therefore, some-
how Islamic, as will become clear, the subject in question is not
itself truly Islamic. In so far as philosophy entered the great
Islamic debates, it and religion, having encountered each other
most often as antagonists, separated and mutually exclusive,
had few natural areas of overlap. One of these few however
was prophecy, and an examination of it was also, most signific-
antly, to be the area of the philosophers’ most enduring contri-
bution to the study of religion.

The Origin of Philosophy of Religion in its Islamic
Environment

Whether or not philosophy of religion exists in the absence of
a fully developed, institutional concept of religion, the cul-
tural tradition of Islam posed no such obstacle, especially
not in its mature period, which began roughly at the end of
the third/ninth or beginning of the fourth/tenth century. Three
centuries of intense and often litigious elaboration, during
which the concept of religion had become the subject of an
enormous amount of scholarly speculation, preceded that
era; an inventory of what religion included or might include
was, by then, remarkably comprehensive. A sophisticated reli-
gions wissenschaft was thus already in place and Islamic
scholars had created a fairly broad concept of what falls within
the subject either of religion itself or of thinking about religion
and religions.2 As one example, in their attempt to compre-
hend and formulate a doctrine about God’s attributes, scholars
had become vitally concerned with a whole range of
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questions about language and semantics, including grammar,
the origin of language, the role of metaphor, of names and the
relationship between the name and the thing named. While a
part of this interest was confined to an investigation of Arab-
ic and of Islamic religious language, much of it was impli-
citly, if not explicitly, comparative, not so much in terms of
the practical study of other languages and their scriptures - al-
though some of that was done - but as a theoretical issue
of the connection between religion and language itself. Anoth-
er problem was how to account for the multitude of observable
forms of faith while recognising that many once were and per-
haps remained valid religions. Muslim scholars not only enu-
merated and explored the major religions they en-
countered but provided inventories of various factions with-
in them as well. The Iliterature of heresies, originally
meant to explain deviation within the Islamic community, even-
tually expanded to encompass all the known religions. Al-
Biruni’s famous study of Indian religion, completed in 421/
1030, is but one - albeit the most impressive - example of a
tendency.3

However, although a vast number of interesting examples of
Muslim exploration of religions and religious subjects in this
period exist, they tend to be a part of the history of religions
and not philosophy. They belong to an inductive, historical ex-
ploration of religious phenomena and are not deductive or the-
oretical enterprises. However, none of these confrontations so
affected Islamic thinking as did its encounter with ancient
Greek science and philosophy where obviously religion can-
not have played the same part because the Muslims curiously
took almost no notice of Greek religion.4 Therefore, the ques-
tion of religion was, by contrast, largely absent from the pro-
cess of acquiring and assimilating Greek thought. Nonetheless,
the influence on Islamic culture of various modes of Greek
thinking, primarily in its connection with philosophy, was deep
and profound. Elements of Stoicism pervaded Islamic debates
about doctrine, particularly in law and dialectical theo-
logy; Plato, Plotinus and the Neoplatonists also left their mark
on both mysticism and the early forms of rational thought. But
of greater significance than these was the influence of Aris-
totle, who was to dominate Islamic philosophy from the
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middle of the fourth/tenth century onwards. Practically no
Muslim writer subsequently avoided Aristotle, either by way of
acceptance or explicit and conscious rejection.

Yet, if Islam was so completely overcome by an interest
in and concern for religion, as asserted above, the paradox
of willingly adopting non-religious knowledge from an
(apparently) non-religious people was bound to perplex al-
most any Muslim. The answer to this dilemma provided in their
own defence by the philosophers was never adequate for
Muslims and therefore it was commonly rejected or ig-
nored, leading ultimately to a radical separation between philo-
sophy and religions wissenschaft. But the concern of these
same philosophers for the philosophy of religion surely de-
pended in part on this critical element in the Islamic back-
ground to their thinking. An interest in theories of religion may
have been essential in the motivation for moving from philo-
sophy into philosophy of religion even though the exact con-
nection is ambiguous and difficult to prove. The critical ques-
tion is to what degree does one religious understanding, as op-
posed to another, determine or lead to a philosophical inquiry.
But it is clearly false to assert that the philosophers arrived at
a philosophy of religion in a religious vacuum, even one self-
imposed.

There is, moreover, an Islamic dimension to the philo-
sophy written in this critical period, as will become apparent.
One area points to the general dilemma confronting the early
philosophers with the problem of how to reconcile reason, in
the form of philosophical or scientific truth, with revelation, as
the unique Godgiven message of Muhammad. Without a resolu-
tion of these opposing positions no moral, ethical, political, and
ultimately no religious philosophy, was for them conceivable.
The conflict between reason and revelation, and consequently
between Islam and Greek philosophy, is only one of its major
aspects. To be satisfactory (to even pretend to be so) philo-
sophical theory must take account of, and provide for, an ex-
clusive role for revelatory knowledge and, equally, the unique
position of the prophet who possesses this knowledge in the
shaping of human political associations. At the risk of over sim-
plification, the question is how a philosopher explains the role
of the prophet (of Islam) in such a way that no other person,
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either historical or contemporary - least of all someone with
only heightened intellectual capabilities - could have created
Islam with all of the tremendous ethical and moral powers cap-
able of uniting all men of every class in one common order and
compelling them towards an ultimate good that is a spiritual
and eternal happiness.

Despite this persisting requirement, it is best to begin by ex-
cluding all notions that the philosophy in question is essentially
Islamic. The event here described belongs to the history of
philosophy, not Islam, in spite of its context and
the earlier suggestions about a link between religionswis-
senschaft and philosophy of religion. There was no ‘Islamic’
philosophy of religion and the philosophers to be discussed un-
derstood this point thoroughly. Even the term ‘Islamic philo-
sophy’ is a contradiction, and it ought to be avoided even while
admitting that it is almost impossible to do so. Islam should be
taken as a particular historical religion - that of the Arabs and
their Arabic-speaking prophet. Philosophy is, in contrast, uni-
versal and non-particular, of equal value for all nations and
peoples. And this is most certainly the attitude of the philo-
sophers in what follows.

Al-Farabi

The one philosopher who first raised the issues that brought
about the inclusion of religion in philosophy proper was Abu
Nasr al-Farabi (d. 339/950). Although for convenience he is
called an Islamic philosopher, Islam had little or nothing to
do directly with either his thinking or, more exactly, his writ-
ing. Thoroughly imbued with a concept of philosophy that he
extracted from the logical works of Aristotle, al-Farabi attemp-
ted in numerous treatises to establish demonstrative science as
the canon of philosophical thought and in doing so he rejected
ordinary standards of Arabic discourse in favour of a new, non-
denominational style. All, or nearly all, references to Islamic
terms, concepts and symbols disappear; al-Farabi did not
write about Islam, nor did he address his works to a Muslim
audience.

His writings, needless to say, found a relatively small
following and have therefore lived a rather obscure life until
quite recently.5 The edition, translation and serious analysis of
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them is hardly complete even now. This judgement also takes
account of the faint reception al-Farabi received in the
Latin West. What might have suggested otherwise all along
was an unbroken series of testimonies to his seminal position
by such major classical figures as Ibn Sina, Ibn Rushd and Mai-
monides, who credit him with an achievement they accord no
one else except Aristotle. Al-Farabi was a philosopher’s philo-
sopher; for them he was the ‘Second Master’ after Aris-
totle. But one curiosity concerning the modern rediscovery
of this thinker is thatit occurred predominately among
political philosophers, principally Leo Strauss and his students,
or students of his students. Muhsin Mahdi, the most active of
the modern scholars of al-Farabi, was a student of Strauss and
thus his intense probing of al-Farabi is purposeful.6 Signific-
antly, the term ‘political philosophy’ here is the equivalent of
‘philosophy of religion’ and not ‘religious philosophy’. It is thus
no accident that the recovery of a ‘philosophy of religion’ fol-
lows closely the results of political philosophy.7 For Strauss
and the others, who have deep roots in Plato, there is great rel-
evance in the fact that the political side of Plato disappeared
from philosophy in Late Antiquity and that prior to Machiavelli
the only major contributor to political philosophy is the early
fourth/tenth century Muslim, al-Farabi.

But what then is the significance of al-Farabi's fairly
sudden revival and the reinvigoration of such philosophy
after centuries of neglect? This is a telling question; and in so
far as religion is included with politics, the answer bears dir-
ectly on the philosophy of both.

There is no doubt that al-Farabi was then, and is now, a diffi-
cult person to read. He did not issue a single comprehensive
account of his thought, but rather a confusing series of short,
overlapping treatises, the content of each being determined
by rigorous adherence to a narrow set of precise but unstated
premises. Material not appropriate to those premises he con-
sidered in a separate treatise, while following a slightly differ-
ent investigation based on a second set of premises. Because
no one has managed to find a single focus for all of this materi-
al, all conclusions about it and about al-Farabi are admit-
tedly tentative. Nevertheless, two points about him are
striking: first his careful, extremely knowledgeable devotion to
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Aristotle and the concept of demonstrative science which he
saw as philosophy itself;8 and yet, second, his responsibility for
recovering from the Platonic legacy a political science or polit-
ical philosophy. The theological side of Plato, as well as the
falsely attributed Theology of Aristotle, he largely disregarded
and possibly held in some contempt.9

Clearly, therefore, in his case the establishment of a
philosophy of religion depended on his concept of political
science - a point made fairly explicit by his use of the term ‘re-
ligious community’ (milla) in a treatise on religion at the ex-
act point where he used the word ‘city’ (madina) in a more
political work.10 In another context he states ‘millaand din (re-
ligion) are almost synonymous’.11 And, accordingly, the con-
nection between religion and politics is a key to al-Farabi's
philosophy of religion.

The Connection between Practical Philosophy and
Religion

Prior to embarking on either subject, however, al-Farabi re-
cognised the need to relate what he understood as philosophy -
basically a theoretical perfection and a demonstrative certainty
- with the variable particularity of voluntary things. His under-
standing is that philosophy is first of all a theoretical inquiry
into being, in so far as it is existent being. This alone need not
produce a requirement to investigate how it could be connec-
ted, if at all, to the knowledge of practical actions. However, in
the effort to reach philosophy’s theoretical goal - a realisation
that man’s true substantiality is tied to the acquisition of
non-material intelligibles - a human being discovers that
the use of theoretical knowledge has its real purpose in the at-
tainment of an ultimate happiness.12 If knowledge of ultimate
truths constitutes perfection, theoretical virtues will constitute
the sciences that aim to make beings and what they contain in-
telligible with certainty.13 In seeking this ultimate perfection,
however, two things happen: first, failure in attaining certainty
in all problems, leading to confusion between which of them
are certain and which yield belief and opinion as the only pos-
sibility; and second, the necessity of the realisation, implied by
perfection itself, of having to bring it into being. Moreover, for
al-Farabi, to reach the fullest degree of perfection, humans
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must necessarily utilise other natural beings. To achieve the
perfection possible for each individual, that person then
must associate with others. Al-Farabi concludes at this point,

There emerges now another science and another inquiry that
investigates these intellectual principles and the acts and
states of character with which man labours toward this perfec-
tion.14

This then, broadly speaking, is the philosophy or science of
politics. Theoretical perfection will provide knowledge of the
things by which citizens attain supreme happiness. A further
step is for these things to be realised and actually come to ex-
ist, while yet conforming to the account of them previously giv-
en in theoretical form only.15

While this highly condensed summary of al-Farabi’s
entry into the philosophical problem of how to bring about
the realisation of voluntary and variable conditions 16 in a way
conducive to the attainment of ultimate happiness has yet
to take him beyond classical Greek concepts, it implies an addi-
tional step that does. For him, the method of realisation, of
instruction and of obtaining conviction, which is a part of
practical reason and is what he calls a ‘deliberative virtue’,
can be investigated philosophically. The comprehension of
theoretical principles by demonstration is philosophy; but‘if
they are known by imagining them through similitudes that im-
itate them, and assent to what is imagined of them is caused
by persuasive methods’, that is religion.17 Religion is thus an
imitation of philosophy, an idea al-Farabi himself still attrib-
utes to the Ancients.18

Both [religion and philosophy] comprise the same subjects
and both give an account of the ultimate principles of the be-
ings ... an account of the ultimate end for the sake of which
man is made. In everything of which philosophy gives an ac-
count based on intellectual perception or conception, religion
gives an account based on imagination.19

Here he now begins to move more particularly into the
domain of religion. An ability to receive the theoretical intel-
ligibles either as they are or by imitating them is, according
to al-Farabi, revelation, or what might be called revela-
tion, most particularly if such receptivity happens simultan-
eously in both the rational and the practical, or representative
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faculty, of the individual so endowed.20 Other humans - the or-
dinary kind - who cannot comprehend these things as they
are, solely as intelligibles, must therefore accept something
that is merely an imitation of them. Although the intelligible is
itself single and immutable, the methods of imitation, which
are each grounded in the peculiarities of a given time and
place, will inevitably be many. They will vary for each group or
nation. Common people apprehend the abstract intelligibles ac-
cording to symbols and images that differ for every nation and
hence this will be true of every religion as well because,
says al-Farabi, ‘religion is but the impressions of these things
or the impressions of their images, imprinted in the [individual]
soul’.21

This then, in essence, constitutes al-Farabi’s general the-
ory of religion. The supreme ‘instructor’ is, in fact, for him a
law giving philosopher-prophet, a person with the power to
make particular instances of the virtues actually exist in na-
tions and cities.22 Another more complete statement of his
general theory occurs in the following passage:

Once the images representing the theoretical things demon-
strated in the theoretical sciences are produced in the souls of
the multitude and they are made to assent to their images, and
once the practical things (together with the conditions of
the possibility of their existence) take hold of their souls and
dominate them so that they are unable to resolve to do any-
thing else, then the theoretical and practical things are real-
ised. Now these things are philosophywhen they are in the soul
of the legislator. They are religion when they are in the souls of
the multitude. For when the legislator knows these things, they
are evident to him by sure insight, whereas what is established
in the souls of the multitude is through an image and a per-
suasive argument.23

This statement is by now well known as the classic account
of the difference between philosophy and religion according to
al-Farabi. But it is important to perceive also from this same
statement how for him religion and philosophy are connec-
ted, how philosophy, in fact, preserves a vital and essential in-
terest in religion, and how a philosophy of religion must ulti-
mately come into being in order to regulate the interaction of
the two.
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Whatever one thinks of what al-Farabi said, whether it suc-
ceeds in defining a philosophy of religion, he did not back away
from the confrontation with religious principles, as writers of
philosophy before him had done, but rather instead faced
them head on. Nothing specific in the statement deals
with the religion of Muhammad, for example, but more im-
portantly there is also, at least on the surface, nothing against
it either. This philosophy of religion does not force
its proponent to choose between philosophy and revelation but
rather incorporates both - though possibly granting the superi-
or position to reason. But since religion is an imitation of philo-
sophy, this is hardly a moot point. More interestingly, in philo-
sophical terms, it seems to recognise the true rank of a su-
preme philosopher as someone who can be none other than a
religious prophet, or at least this is one likely interpretation of
what al-Farabi says.24 Most certainly this is one key ele-
ment of his attempt to incorporate religion in philosophy and
vice-versa.

Al-Farabi, of course, did not escape the consequence that his
supreme philosopher-prophet is a legislator, a law creator and
lawgiver, and hence not merely a conduit though which God
delivers messages.25 Rather he is the agent, firstly, who trans-
lates theoretical intelligibles into similitudes and images and
then, secondly, who is responsible for causing them to be ac-
cepted and used by the people he rules. Even were we to ac-
cept the idea that the primary revelation is one simply of the
universal rational principles being transmitted whole to a
philosopher prophet as a special gift from the active intellect,
the prophet’s role in constructing the appropriate physical
symbol with which to represent them to the masses is fraught
with aspects of personal agency. The philosopher-prophet in al-
Farabi’s scheme formulates laws and enforces them. Religion
then is more than a simple imitation of philosophy; it is the
perfection of a practical, deliberative virtue, requiring ac-
tion. Philosophy of religion comprises a science of rhetor-
ical and dialectic method, of the power to persuade, to instill
virtue and to inculcate the means to achieve whatever portion
of true happiness is possible for each citizen of every state.

The Practice of Philosophy of Religion
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The variance in al-Farabil’s theory of religion between his
views which, on the one hand, seem to see religion simply as
an imitation of philosophy but, on the other, indicate that it is
specifically the activity, or the result of the activity, of the law-
giver raises interesting questions. In the first case, religion
centres primarily on proper opinion about divine beings while,
in the second, it revolves around the degree of conviction that
the instruction of the lawgiver instilled in the community at
large. An example of the former situation might occur where
al-Farab1 attempts to ‘demonstrate’ religious - i.e. what might
be called theological - principles.26 According to him these are
God, His attributes, the generation of things through or by
God,their order, God’s goodness and various refutations of
false views about God. He does this, for example, by first show-
ing the existence of a perfect first being which is one, existent
and true. Then he says about it, ‘It is that which ought to be
believed God’.27 He can prove the existence of a first being
but not that that being is God as He is (or might be) under-
stood religiously. The latter step is a matter of conviction and
belief. Religion is, according to this, based on what is known
demonstratively and is therefore what ‘ought to be believed’.
Belief presumably is the consequence of assent and conviction
and these are the goals of religious, as well as philosophic-
al discourse, although the methods of each differ.28

The connection between al-Farabi’'s two concepts of reli-
gion was ultimately resolved by him ‘historically’.29 The best
religion is based on the most complete philosophy; religion is
thus subsequent to and generally dependent on philosophy. As
philosophy itself proceeded historically through stages of, first,
rhetorical, then dialectical methods of inquiry, before finally
reaching perfection in the methods by which certainty is at-
tained in demonstration, its practical component also follows
this same progression. Religions have developed which corres-
pond to each of these steps and their content in each instance
betrays the strength and accuracy of the philosophy on which
they were based. Those employing opinions grounded solely in
rhetorical, dialectical or sophistical methods yield untruths; the
imitations and similitudes in these religions will be false and
generally misleading. Correct religion, therefore, can only exist
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after true philosophy; once the latter is available, the
philosopher-lawgiver must still create the former.

Curiously, al-Farabi insists here that this general theory ap-
plies only to a given nation and covers its internal develop-
ment. He does recognise another situation, however, in which
either religion or philosophy is transferred from one nation
to another and in which case several potential results can oc-
cur. There might be a religion based on perfect philosophy but
the fact is not known to its adherents. Its founder may have
maintained silence about this fact and hence no one in that na-
tion has realised that its symbols correspond to theoretical
matter and that this can be verified by demonstration. Should
philosophy be imported subsequently, its practitioners may or
may not find themselves at odds with that religion. Another
case is that of a religion based on corrupt philosophy where
true philosophy arrives only later. The result is hostility, both
between this religion and the new philosophy and between the
old and the new philosophy. There can be no other outcome. A
further situation is that of a proper religion that happens to be
ignorant of its demonstrative base and which subsequently
learns the methods of dialectic and sophistry. Religious belief
must thereupon suffer because it has no defence against these
forms of argument, which both prove and disprove it, and thus
bring on doubts and confusion. Bad religion is a consequence
of incomplete philosophy or an insufficient reliance on a prop-
erly trained philosophical elite who possess knowledge of the
philosophy of religion.30

If law and religion are mere symbols, there will be a class of
men who understand their true reality and meaning be-
cause they, too, receive instruction by demonstrative argu-
ment and thus comprehend abstract truth. When no law-
giver exists, these persons must be given the authority
over the interpretation of an already established religion.31
Others familiar only with dialectic methods must limit them-
selves merely to its defence, i.e. the defence of the existing
faith, and not engage in its interpretation.32 Interpretation,
however, though not necessarily apparent in the literal form of
the received text, does conform to theoretical knowledge. Al-
Farabi, on this issue, shows that he would clearly hold, in the
end, that all ‘religious’ expression has an interpretation that
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accords with a theoretical knowledge that is of higher value,
although some of the forms by which it is expressed adhere
more closely to the theoretical than others. In other words
all religions imitate philosophy but some do so better than oth-
ers, and the quality of this relationship is subject to scrutiny
and judgement.33

Ibn Sina

If al-Farabi had had no followers, not only would his notion of
philosophy of religion probably have died with him, but its very
meaning might now be much less clear. Even so there are seri-
ous questions about how far he went beyond merely stating a
general theory. No treatises by him on this subject exist other
than the ambiguous Book of Religion(al-Milla), which seems to
support the political role of religion at the expense of any
sense of its cognitive value as an imitation of philosophy. For-
tunately, however, Ibn Sina did carry forward al-Farabi’s ori-
ginal concept and, in so doing, both confirmed the general
theory and added his own exploration of its possible mean-
ings in areas its founder was reluctant to touch.34

One direct consequence of Ibn Sina’s willingness to expand
and elaborate the philosophical examination of religion was a
greater Muslim scholarly acceptance of it. Unlike his prede-
cessor, Ibn Sina felt no hesitation in tackling explicitly reli-
gious subjects, such as prayer, the afterlife and pilgrimage -
and in looking at them from a purely Muslim perspective.35 He
was responsible, therefore, for moving from the general theory
into the philosophy of a particular religion and into the elucida-
tion of actual religious concepts and practices.

One can easily cite interesting examples of, or areas which
include, Ibn Sina’s own contributions. There is his attempt to
construct a purely metaphysical proof for the existence of God.
Whether his famous notion of a being necessary-in-itself whose
existence is proven because all other beings are in some way
contingent on it is a valid proof is not the point. Ibn Sina be-
lieved that he was the first to prove this by philosophical, and
not theological, means.36 This was, in his eyes, a further devel-
opment of al-Farabi’s philosophical agenda. Another area,
already mentioned,is his exploration of the philosophical
significance of the particular acts and states within
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religious practice. Here one might also include his interpreta-
tions of Qur’anic verses.37

Another fascinating addition by Ibn Sina was his person-
al involvement in the imaginative exposition of philosophic-
al, and hence theoretical, knowledge. Al-Farabi had indic-
ated that a true philosopher should not only know intelli-
gible things theoretically but also possess the means to
recreate them in imaginative - that is, through religiously
meaningful - similitudes. This he himself appears not to have
done, unless a treatise like his Opinions of the Citizens of the
Virtuous City was supposed to be exactly that.38 If so, it hardly
succeeded as its exposition is far too didactic and philosophic-
al. In contrast, Ibn Sina embarked on a series of attempts,
most notably in the Recital of Hayy ibn Yaqgzan, to write in a
purely rhetorical style.39 In his version of Hayy he em-
ployed a metaphorical, religious language, particularly that
of Sufis and mystics, to illustrate imaginatively the uni-
verse, then thought to be what Aristotle had already described
philosophically. He was consciously trying to express philo-
sophy religiously by translating universal knowledge into a
concrete set of imaginatively suggestive symbols. These works
of Ibn Sina were, accordingly, experiments in religious
discourse.

Ibn Tufayl

A culmination of al-Farabi’s general theory of religion and of
Ibn Sina’s imaginative exploration of its discursive possibilities
takes place in the highly unusual work of the sixth/twelfth
century Spanish philosopher, Ibn Tufayl. Explicitly accord-
ing recognition to both al-Farabi and Ibn Sina and in particular
the latter’s Hayy, this writer offered a thoroughly revised ac-
count of Hayy ibn Yaqgzan in an attempt both to rectify and to
incorporate his predecessors’ general and specific philosophies
of religion.40

The Hayy of Ibn Tufayl is set within a grand metaphor of a
solitary human growing up alone on an otherwise uninhabited
island. No longer is there any confusion between religion and
politics; the protagonist of this story, Hayy, begins in isola-
tion and thereafter discovers the principles of both philosophy
and religion without human interaction. This account
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inductively reviews human experience and uncovers the ab-
stract truths that explain it. Never mind that Hayy on his own
also verifies exactly what Aristotle and the Aristotelians had
described and that his philosophy conforms to that of al-Farabi
and Ibn Sina in all its details. The autodidact here analyses the
particular experiences of acts and thoughts which are por-
trayed as if they are real, immediate and concrete examples of
human interaction with the world; but the result is generic and
is thus a philosophy of religion consistent with actual experi-
ence and does not depend merely on an imitation of deductive
and theoretical intelligibles.

A final section of Ibn Tufayl’s account has Hayy meet Asal, an
ascetically inclined refugee from a neighbouring island on
which there is a well-established prophetic religion.41 Through
the interaction of the two, as well as through a subsequent vis-
it by Hayy to Asal’s community, Ibn Tufayl proves that the reli-
gion of the self-taught Hayy agrees with that of the prophet.
Whilst neither the religion of Hayy nor that on the other island
are meant to be specific rather than generic, that of Hayy,
of course, is presumably philosophically universal, whereas
that on the other island is a largely modified form of it, adapted
to the needs of ordinary human society and its non-scholarly,
non-ascetic classes.

European Knowledge of this Philosophy of Religion

The philosophical examination of religion, as just outlined,
runs without break from its inception by al-Farabi to Ibn Tufayl
with interesting modifications along the way. In terms of as-
sessing its further development in the Islamic world, there may
be little more to add other than the details that support and ex-
plain its main development.42 In the European West the situ-
ation may have been different. What is particularly intriguing
for the moment is the reception of Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy, not so
much through the Hebrew translation and commentary of
Moses Narbonesis in the early medieval period, but as a result
of Edward Pococke’s edition and Latin translation of 1671 (re-
issued 1700). Late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
Europe embraced it quickly and widely. Two English transla-
tions were published - one by G. Ashwell (1686) and one by the
Quaker scholar George Keith (1674) - before Simon Ockley,
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Vicar of Swavesey, produced the most famous in 1708.43 This
last was reprinted in 1711 and again in 1731.44 Although
Ockley appended to his translation a refutation of what he
called ‘several things [in it] co-incident with the errors of some
Enthusiasts of these present times’, the publisher Edmond
Powell offered in his Preface the following assessment,

[The translator’s] Design in publishing this Translation, was
to give those who are as yet unacquainted with it, a Taste of
the Acumen and Genius of the Arabian Philosophers, and to
excite young Scholars to the reading of those
Authors, which, through a groundless Conceit of their Imper-
tinence and Ignorance, have been too long neglected.

Unfortunately, to the best of my knowledge, despite much re-
cent scholarship on the study of Arabic and such works as this
at that time in England,45 no one has looked specifically into
the possible influence of Ibn Tufayl, or of al-Farabi and Ibn
Sina,46 on the development of philosophy of religion in
Europe. For while the situation of Hayy and his self-taught reli-
gion certainly played a role in, and thus influenced, contempor-
ary discussions of religion, without a detailed knowledge of al-
Farabi’'s theory as the precursor to and basis for Ibn Tufayl’s
romance, the tale of Hayy would have lost much of the force of
its original philosophical purpose. But perhaps that is an as-
sumption still in need of testing.
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