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INTRODUCTION: RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY AND
RELIGIOUS AUTHORITIES IN MUSLIM SOCIETIES.
A CRITICAL OVERVIEW

Who speaks for Islam? Who explains to Muslims whether human
rights are a legitimate concept “in Islam,” whether there is such a
thing as “Islamic values” and what they consist of, and whether violence can ever be justiﬁed from a religious point of view? Who do
Muslims turn to when they look for guidance? To what extent do
individual scholars and preachers exert religious authority, and how
can it be assessed? What is the role of the Cairo-based Azhar mosque
and university, the Shi'i seminaries in Najaf and Qum or the great
Islamic colleges in South Asia for Muslims in their respective countries and beyond, including the Muslim diaspora in the west? The
upsurge of Islamism has lent new urgency to these questions, but
they have deeper roots and a much longer history, and they certainly
should not be considered in the light of present concerns only.
Religious authority is an elusive concept and notoriously diﬃcult
to deﬁne. Following Max Weber, authority describes the ability (or
“chance” as Weber put it) to have one’s rules and rulings followed,
or obeyed, without recourse to coercive power. It is indeed the very
absence of coercion that for Weber distinguishes authority (Autorität)
from power (Macht).1 In the present context, however, authority and
power are not always easy to distinguish. Religious authority can
assume a number of forms and functions: the ability (chance, power,
or right) to deﬁne correct belief and practice, or orthodoxy and
orthopraxy, respectively; to shape and inﬂuence the views and conduct of others accordingly; to identify, marginalize, punish or exclude
deviance, heresy and apostasy and their agents and advocates. In
the monotheistic religions founded on revealed scripture, religious
authority further involves the ability (chance, power, or right) to compose and deﬁne the canon of “authoritative” texts and the legitimate
1
Weber deals with the issue in various contexts, from religion to politics to market relations, and his relevant deﬁnitions and comments are dispersed over his massive work, notably Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (Studienausgabe, rev. ed., Tübingen
5
1972). Interestingly, the concept of authority does not ﬁgure prominently in Stefan
Breuer’s Max Webers Herrschaftssoziologie, Frankfurt am Main/New York 1991.
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methods of interpretation. Even so brief a sketch illustrates how easily the distinction between authority and power can become blurred.
For Weber, authority is intimately linked to the notion of legitimacy.
By the same token, it is tied to the concept of trust. Religious authority can be ascribed to individuals, groups of people, or institutions.
While it rests on certain qualities and/or qualiﬁcations, inherited or
acquired, it is the willingness of others to credit any given person,
group or institution with religious authority that ultimately renders
it eﬀective. Like any kind of authority, religious authority does not
denote a ﬁxed attribute, but is premised on recognition and acquiescence. Put diﬀerently, it is relational and contingent. In his seminal work, Weber did refer to the relational character of religious
authority. Yet he may not have given it the weight it receives in
present scholarship which unlike Weber, tends to be uncomfortable
with deﬁnitions, preferring to emphasize narratives, interactions, and
contingency. To focus on the relational aspect and to evaluate the
ways religious authority is projected, perceived and put into practice in any given context, adds considerably to the complexity of the
issue, and of the research agenda.
Religious authority in Muslim societies is not a new topic. From
an early date it has attracted scholars interested in the complex interplay of religion, law, politics and society. As a result, we now have
a fair number of sophisticated case studies and some comparative
works, mostly collective volumes, dealing with the issue.2 Not surprisingly, the relevance of (religious) authority to Islamic law, sharì'a
as well as ﬁqh, and vice versa has been discussed at some length.3

2
See notably Marc Gaborieau and Malika Zeghal (eds.), “Autorités religieuses
en Islam,” Archives de Sciences Sociales des Religions 49/125 (2004), or, with a diﬀerent
emphasis, Barbara D. Metcalf (ed.), Moral Conduct and Authority. The Place of Adab in
South Asian Islam, Berkeley 1984. For historical case studies, see Yusuf H.R. Seferta,
“The Concept of Religious Authority According to Muhammad 'Abduh and Rashid
Rida,” Islamic Quarterly 30 (1986), pp. 159–64; M.J. Kister, “Social and Religious
Concepts of Authority in Islam,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 18 (1994), pp.
84–127; Marc Gaborieau, “Les oulémas/souﬁs dans l’Inde mongole: anthropologie
historique de religieux musulmans,” Annales 5 (1989), pp. 1185–1204. Hamid Dabashi
approaches the issue with a Weberian agenda; unfortunately, his historical analysis
is too ﬂawed to make his contribution as useful as it might otherwise have been;
Hamid Dabashi, Authority in Islam. From the Rise of Muhammad to the Establishment of
the Umayyads, New Brunswick/London 1989.
3
See, e.g., Khaled Abou El Fadl, The Authoritative and the Authoritarian in Islamic
Discourses. A contemporary case study, Austin 1997, and idem, Speaking in God’s Name.
Islamic Law, Authority, and Women, London 2001; Baber Johansen, Contingency in a
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The most signiﬁcant addition to a growing ﬁeld are studies dealing
with religious authority and authorities in Muslim diaspora communities in the West. Here the French contributions or, to be more
precise, contributions in French, are especially notable.4 Still, much
remains to be explored and better understood.
The present volume is not so much concerned with religious authority, but with religious authorities, men and women claiming, projecting and exerting religious authority within a given context. A number
of assumptions merit to be critically examined here: that religious
authority ultimately derives from the foundational texts of the Qur"àn
and the sunna of the Prophet; that persons matter more than institutions as sources and mediators of religious knowledge and authority; that religious and legal scholars have greater authority than
caliphs, sultans and other rulers, pre-modern as well as modern; and
that scholars and Suﬁs are situated at opposite ends of a scale of
religious experts or virtuosi, to use an expression dear to Weber. There
is little argument concerning the crucial importance of the Qur"àn
to Islam and the Islamic tradition. Indeed, Islam may be considered
the scriptural religion par excellence.5 As is well known, the Qur"àn
itself classiﬁes other religions according to whether they, too, are
monotheistic in their doctrine and based on revealed scripture, distinguishing the “people of the book,” ahl al-kitàb, from the pagan
“polytheists,” mushrikùn, who in addition to their polytheist beliefs
and practices lack a revealed scripture. According to Muslim belief,
the Qur"àn is divine speech revealed to Mu˙ammad, in the Arabic
language, over a period of some twenty years, and “collected” into
a book by a group of knowledgeable Muslims just over one decade
after Mu˙ammad’s death in 632 C.E. One cannot insist too much
on the fact that for Muslim believers, the Qur"àn is not just divinely
inspired: it is God’s very word. For that reason, the text is regarded
as eternal and inviolable as far as its wording is concerned. However,

Sacred Law, Leiden 1999; Wael B. Hallaq, Authority, Continuity, and Change in Islamic
Law, Cambridge/New York 2001.
4
Felice Dassetto (ed.), Paroles d’Islam. Individus, sociétés et discours dans l’islam européen
contemporain, Paris 2000; Martine Cohen, Jean Joncheray and Pierre-Jean Luizard
(eds.), Les transformations de l’autorité religieuse, Paris 2004; also several contributions to
Autorités religieuses, eds. Gaborieau and Zeghal (as n. 2).
5
In the present context, see especially Brinkley Messick, The Calligraphic State.
Textual Domination and History in a Muslim Society, Berkeley 1993; but see also the contribution of Camilla Adang to this volume.
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like any text, sacred or other, the Qur"àn requires active minds to
explore its meaning(s) and implement its directives under changing
circumstances. While it may be too bold for most Muslims to say
that by itself, the Qur"ànic text is mute, most will accept that for it
to become relevant to their lives, it requires interpretation, highlighting the issue of religious authority. The ﬁeld of Qur"ànic exegesis (tafsìr) is, of course, vast and varied, and still largely understudied,
especially with regard to the social “embeddedness” of individual
exegetes and exegetic traditions, and the hermeneutic approaches
advocated by them.
The status of the sunna, the collection of reports (sg. ˙adìth) on the
sayings, deeds and practices of Mu˙ammad (and select members of
the early Muslim community), as a source of religious authority is
less clearly deﬁned and more controversial.6 It is true that at least
among Sunni Muslims, the sunna is generally regarded as the second most important source of Islamic normativity (Baber Johansen)
alongside the Qur"àn, complementing the divine word with the exemplary practice of the Prophet and certain members of the early community. Some even hold that in case of conﬂict, sound ˙adìth can
abrogate speciﬁc Qur"ànic injunctions. Religious guidance, then, is
not only laid down in a text of inviolable status. Muslims can look
to living examples of proper thought and conduct, providing role
models for Muslim men and women of all times and places. In contrast to the Qur"àn, the sunna does not consist of one book containing divine speech but rather of a number of collections compiled
by Muslim scholars of the eighth and ninth centuries C.E. Like
Qur"ànic exegesis, ˙adìth scholarship is highly elaborate, especially
with regard to the normativity of speciﬁc categories of reports. It is
even more diﬃcult to assess the weight and impact of other elements of what is usually called the authoritative tradition of Islam,
and to analyse the processes of canon building involved. The legal
tradition has probably been studied most extensively, including notably
the formation of the Sunni and Shi'i schools of law (sg. madhhab,
pl. madhàhib) and their respective textual canons.7 Interestingly, the
6

For modern debates on the status of the prophetic tradition, see Daniel W.
Brown, Rethinking tradition in modern Islamic thought, Cambridge 1996; for an important South Asian case study, see Martin Riexinger, Sanà"ullàh Amritsarì (1868–1948)
und die Ahl-i-Óadìs im Punjab unter britischer Herrschaft, Würzburg 2004.
7
Christopher Melchert, The Formation of the Sunni Schools of Law, 9th–10th Centuries
C.E., Leiden 1997; Hervé Bleuchot, Droit Musulman, vol. 1: Histoire, Aix-en-Provence
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few studies exploring not just the formation of the schools of law
but their actual functioning deal mostly with the Óanbalì one.8 As
yet, we seem to dispose of very few studies dealing with theological
schools as schools and networks, and not so much as groups of distinguished individuals and their respective writings.9
To deal with the Qur"àn and sunna not just as a source of moral
guidance but as normative textual proof regulating human activity
in all spheres of life requires expert knowledge, a knowledge premised
on a minimum level of literacy and the requisite training, underlining
yet again the need to deﬁne the scope and basis of religious authority. As is well known, there is no church in Islam, and no ordained
clergy. What did emerge at an early date is a class of religious semiprofessionals and professionals (sg. 'àlim, pl. 'ulamà", derived from
Arabic 'ilm, knowledge relevant to religion), religious experts closely
resembling Jewish rabbis rather than the ordained clergy of the
Christian churches, who claimed the right, on the basis of their
acquired religious knowledge, to interpret the foundational texts of

2000; Peri Bearman, Rudolph Peters and Frank E. Vogel (eds.), The Islamic School
of Law. Evolution, Devolution, and Progress, Cambridge, Mass. 2005; for individual schools,
see notably Brannon M. Wheeler, Applying the Canon in Islam. The Authorization and
Maintenance of Interpretive Reasoning in Óanafì Scholarship, Albany, N.Y. 1996; Nurit
Tsafrir, The History of an Islamic School of Law. The Early Spread of Óanaﬁsm, Cambridge,
Mass. 2004; Heinz Halm, Die Ausbreitung der schàﬁ'itischen Rechtsschule von den Anfängen
bis zum 8./14. Jahrhundert, Wiesbaden 1974; Miklos Muranyi, Beiträge zur Geschichte
der ÓadìΔ- und Rechtsgelehrsamkeit der Màlikiyya in Nordafrika bis zum 5. Jh. d.H., Wiesbaden
1997; Devin J. Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodoxy. Twelver Shiite Responses to the Sunni Legal
System, Salt Lake City 1998; for the ¸àhirì school of law, see Camilla Adang in
this volume. Modern Turkish debates are discussed in Bülent Ucar, Recht als Mittel
zur Reform von Religion und Gesellschaft. Die türkische Debatte um die Scharia und die Rechtsschulen
im 20. Jahrhundert, Würzburg 2005.
8
Nimrod Hurvitz, The Formation of Hanbalism. Piety into Power, London/New York
2002; also Daniella Talmon-Heller, “The Shaykh and the Community. Popular
Hanbalite Islam in 12–13th Century Jabal Nablus and Jabal Qasyun,” Studia Islamica
79 (1994), pp. 103–20; Stefan Leder, “Charismatic Scripturalism. The Hanbali
Maqdisis of Damascus,” Der Islam 74 (1997), pp. 279–304. For a larger view of
religious life and institutions in one medieval Muslim city, see Louis Pouzet, Damas
au VII e/XIII e s. Vie et structures religieuses dans une métropole islamique, Beirut 21991.
9
See notably Ulrich Rudolph, Al-Màturìdì und die sunnitische Theologie in Samarkand,
Leiden 1997, and Sönmez Kutlu, Imam Màturìdì ve Maturidilik. Tarihì Arka Plan, Hayatı,
Eserleri, Fikirleri ve Maturidilik Mezhebi, Ankara 2003; for a broader picture, which,
however, does not focus on networks as such, see Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft
im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra. Eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam
1–6, Berlin/New York 1991–97; Wilferd Madelung, Religious Trends in Early Islamic
Iran, Albany, N.Y. 1988, or Joel L. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam.
The Cultural Revival during the Buyid Age, Leiden 1986.
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the Qur"àn and sunna and to compose authoritative texts themselves.
For obvious reasons, the 'ulamà" have received considerable attention,
and we are now much better informed about the rise of various
types of religious and legal scholars, their background, training, and
ﬁelds of activity, their self-views, and to an extent, their place and
image in their respective community or society.10 In their vast majority, the 'ulamà" are men and always have been. The study of women
in Islamic scholarship narrowly deﬁned is slowly developing.11 The
institutes of higher learning (sg. madrasa) which from the eleventh
century C.E. onwards spread and developed in all parts of the Muslim
world, have met with special interest.12 We also have a growing number of studies on individual institutions of higher Islamic learning in
the pre-modern and modern periods, ﬁrst and foremost al-Azhar in
Cairo and several large Islamic schools and colleges in South Asia.13
10
Out of a rich body of literature, see Nikki R. Keddie (ed.), Scholars, Saints, and
Suﬁs. Muslim Religious Institutions in the Middle East since 1500, Berkeley 1972; Jacques
Berque, Ulémas fondateurs, insurgés du Maghreb au XVII e siècle, Paris 1982; Stephen
Humphreys, “A Cultural Elite. The Role and Status of the 'Ulama" in Islamic
Society,” in idem, Islamic History. A Framework for Inquiry, rev. ed., Princeton 1991,
pp. 187–208; Miriam Hoexter, Shmuel N. Eisenstadt and Nehemia Levtzion (eds.),
The Public Sphere in Muslim Societies, Albany, N.Y. 2002; Dominique Iogna-Prat and
Gilles Veinstein (eds.), Histoires des hommes de Dieu dans l’islam et le christianisme, Paris
2003. For the modern period, see Ralf Elger, Zentralismus und Autonomie. Gelehrte und
Staat in Marokko, 1900–1931, Berlin 1994; Guido Steinberg, Religion und Staat in SaudiArabien. Die wahhabitischen Gelehrten 1902–1953, Würzburg 2002; Muhammad Qasim
Zaman, The Ulama in Contemporary Islam. Custodians of Change, Princeton 2002; and
for the Shi'is, Pierre-Jean Luizard, La formation de l’Irak contemporain. Le rôle politique
des ulémas chiites à la ﬁn de la domination ottomane et au moment de la création de l’Etat
irakien, Paris 1991; Meir Litvak, Shi'i Scholars of Nineteenth-Century Iraq. The 'Ulama" of
Najaf and Karbala", Cambridge 1998; Sabrina Mervin, Un réformisme chiite. Ulémas et
lettrés du ]abal 'Àmil (actuel Liban-Sud) de la ﬁn de l’Empire ottoman à l’indépendance du
Liban, Paris 2000; also Dennerlein and Zaman in this volume.
11
For two pertinent contributions, see Roswitha Badry, “Zum Proﬁl weiblicher
'Ulama" in Iran. Neue Rollenmodelle für ‘islamische Feministinnen’?,” Die Welt des
Islams 40 (2000), pp. 7–41; Jajat Burhanudin (ed.), Ulama Perempuan Indonesia (Female
'Ulama" in Indonesia), Jakarta 2002.
12
See notably Nicole Grandin and Marc Gaborieau (eds.), Madrasa. La transmission
du savoir dans le monde musulman, Paris 1997, and Joseph E. Lowry, Devin J. Stewart
and Shawkat M. Toorawa (eds.), Law and Education in Medieval Islam. Studies in Memory
of Professor George Makdisi, London 2004; also Jonathan Berkey, The Transmission of
Knowledge. A Social History of Islamic Education, Princeton 1992; Michael Chamberlain,
Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190–1350, Cambridge 1994; Daphna
Ephrat, A Learned Society in a Period of Transition. The Sunni 'Ulama" of Eleventh-Century
Baghdad, Albany 2000; Dietrich Brandenburg, Die Madrasa, Graz 1978, has a stronger
focus on architecture.
13
A. Chris Eccel, Egypt, Islam and Social Change. Al-Azhar in Conﬂict and Accomodation,
Berlin 1984; Malika Zeghal, Gardiens de l’Islam. Les oulémas d’Al Azhar dans l’Egypte
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But there are still major ﬁelds to be explored: to what extent did
knowledge ('ilm) equal authority in religious matters? Who had access
to the Qur"àn and sunna and the authoritative canon within a given
social context, and what were the relevant criteria here (age, gender, status group, language skills)? Who had, or claimed, the right
to interpret the Qur"àn and sunna? Who was entitled to compose
additional authoritative texts in his (or her?) own right and to establish the relevant authoritative canon? What was the scope given to
reason in interpreting scripture? What was and is the signiﬁcance of
what Roy Mottahedeh called the silsila mindedness and Jonathan
Berkey the isnàd mentality of Muslim scholars, saints and ordinary
believers: the marked tendency to refer to the normative and authoritative traditions in order to justify their own thoughts, no matter
how thin the connection and how far-fetched the analogy?14 As an
authenticating device, or legitimizing strategy, this is a familiar practice. What remains to be studied more systematically are the conventions and formulae employed in speciﬁc contexts (see Schmidtke
in this volume). But there are also authors who did not resort to
this device and ﬁelds where it was not commonly used: under which
circumstances, then, were earlier texts either used and cited, or used
(if not fully plagiarized) without being cited?15 What is the relative
weight of the oral and the written in the acquisition and transmission
contemporaine, Paris 1996; Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen, Deﬁning Islam for the Egyptian State.
Muftis and Fatwas of the Dàr al-Iftà, Leiden 1997. For the Indian Subcontinent, see
Barbara D. Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India. Deoband, 1860–1900, Princeton
1982; Jamal Malik, “The Making of a Council. The Nadwat al-'Ulama",” Zeitschrift
der deutschen morgenländischen Gesellschaft 144 (1994), pp. 60–90, idem, Islamische Gelehrtenkultur
in Nordindien. Entwicklungsgeschichte und Tendenzen am Beispiel von Lucknow, Leiden 1997;
Riexinger, Sanà"ullàh Amritsarì (as n. 6) and the work of M. Qasim Zaman (as n. 10);
also Jan-Peter Hartung and Helmut Reifeld (eds.), Islamic Education, Diversity, and National
Identity. Dìnì Madàris Post 9/11, New Delhi/London 2006. For two important studies on Subsaharan Africa, see Scott S. Reese (ed.), The Transmission of Learning in
Islamic Africa, Leiden 2004 and, with a narrower focus, Stefan Reichmuth, Islamische
Bildung und soziale Integration in Ilorin (Nigeria) seit 1800, Münster 1998. We seem to
have few in-depth studies of Shi'i religious seminaries in Iraq and Iran; in addition
to the work of Mervin, Litvak and Luizard (above, n. 10), see Ja'far b. Bàqir Àl
Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf wa-˙à∂iruhà 1–3, Najaf 1374–78/1955–58.
14
Roy P. Mottahedeh, oral communication; Jonathan P. Berkey, The Formation
of Islam. Religion and Society in the Near East, 600–1800, Cambridge 2003.
15
Sarah Stroumsa, “Citation Tradition. On Explicit and Hidden Citation in
Judaeo-Arabic Philosophical Literature,” [Hebrew] in Joshua Blau and David Doron
(eds.), Heritage and Innovation in Medieval Judaeo-Arabic Culture. Proceedings of the Sixth
Conference of the Society of Judaeo-Arabic Studies, Ramat-Gan 2000, pp. 167–78; also
Franz Rosenthal, The Technique and Approach of Muslim Scholarship, Rome 1947.
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of religious knowledge?16 The well-known saying that knowledge can
only properly be attained at the hands of scholars, not of books,
reﬂects a social ideal (presumably cherished by the scholars themselves). Yet we know of large libraries, private as well as public, and
of encyclopaedic works written as early as the ninth century C.E.:
who read them and what were the social uses of religious knowledge as it were privately acquired?17
To move to a slightly diﬀerent domain: how does knowledge relate
to personal conduct (Lebensführung to refer once again to Weber) or
to charisma, either ascriptive or acquired? In the existing literature,
the Óanbalì school of law has served as the prime example to study
the complex relationship of knowledge, conduct and charisma.18
Several contributions to the present volume (including Afsaruddin,
Böttcher, Dennerlein, Dressler, Krämer and Schmidtke) address these
issues. At the same time, processes of institutionalization of religious
knowledge and religious authority merit closer attention: they include
the social functions of the schools of law and theology, the establishment of colleges of higher Islamic learning, and the eﬀorts on the
part of governments and rulers to organize religious scholars in court
or state-centred hierarchies (see notably Amirpur, Dennerlein, Dressler
and Walker in this volume). The Safawid and Ottoman cases are
the best known examples here.19 Again it has to be emphasized that
while rulers succeeded in creating a hierarchy of religious professionals, from among those willing to work within the state admini16
See the series of relevant articles by Gregor Schoeler in Der Islam 62 (1985),
66 (1989) and 69 (1992); also Hasan Elboudrari (ed.), Modes de transmission de la culture religieuse en Islam, Cairo 1993; Stefan Leder, Spoken Word and Written Text. Meaning
and Social Signiﬁcance of the Institution of Riwàya, Tokyo 2002; Alfred-Louis de Prémare,
Les Fondations de l’Islam. Entre écriture et histoire, Paris 2002; Ephrat, A Learned Society.
17
For overviews, see notably George N. Atiyeh (ed.), The Book in the Islamic World.
The Written Word and Communication in the Middle East, New York 1995, and Houari
Touati, L’armoire à sagesse. Bibliothèques et collections en Islam, Paris 2003; for a pertinent case study, see Etan Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar at Work. Ibn ˇàwùs
and His Library, Leiden 1992; for a brief discussion, see Gudrun Krämer, Geschichte
des Islam, Munich 2005, pp. 89–98.
18
See above, n. 8.
19
Wajìh Kawtharànì, Al-faqìh wa-l-sul†àn. Diràsa fì tajribatayn tàrìkhiyyatayn. Al-'uthmàniyya wa-l-ßafawiyya al-qàjàriyya, Beirut 1989; Ismail Hakki Usunçarsili, Osmanlı devletinin ilmiye te{kilati, Ankara 1965; Richard C. Repp, The Müfti of Istanbul. A Study in
the Development of the Ottoman Learned Hierarchy, London 1986; Madeline Zilﬁ, The
Politics of Piety. The Ottoman Ulema in the Post-classical Age (1600–1800), Minneapolis
1988; Gilles Veinstein, “Les Ottomans. Fonctionnarisation des clercs, cléricalisation
de l’Etat?,” in Histoire des hommes, eds. Iogna-Prat and Veinstein (as n. 10), pp. 179–202.
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stration, they did not create a church. Storytellers and folk preachers (pl. qaßàß) created their own religious knowledge, at times openly
challenging the authority of the scholars and the rulers. Long neglected
and underestimated, pre-modern storytellers have now become the
object of serious study.20 Given the salience of Muslim preachers of
varying background in the modern age and the modern uses of
means of mass communication, much remains to be done here (see
also Krämer in this volume).21
Much of what has been said so far is relevant to religious scholars,
but not necessarily to Muslim mystics (Suﬁs), for access to God, or
truth, can be sought and possibly gained not just by way of textual
knowledge, but of a spiritual experience that may ultimately culminate in illumination. Muslim saints and Suﬁs have held a strong
attraction for students of Islam that is reﬂected in a vast body of
literature.22 While the boundaries between the scholar and the Suﬁ
have been reconsidered, the precise forms and functions of religious
authority in the Suﬁ milieu are still far from exhausted (see Böttcher
and Dennerlein in this volume). Initially elitist and conﬁned to small
circles, Suﬁsm gradually acquired a broader social base. By the
eleventh century C.E., it had reached all classes of society. Some
mystics were themselves trained scholars, some were in close contact with the 'ulamà" and the political powers that be, others shunned
20

Khalil Athamina, “Al-Qaßàß. Its Emergence, Religious Origin and Its Sociopolitical Impact on Early Muslim Society,” Studia Islamica 76 (1992), pp. 53–74;
Jonathan P. Berkey, Popular Preaching and Religious Authority in the Medieval Islamic Near
East, Seattle/London 2001.
21
For modern preachers, see Richard T. Antoun, Muslim Preacher in the Modern
World. A Jordanian Case Study in Comparative Perspective, Princeton 1989; Patrick D.
Gaﬀney, The Prophet’s Pulpit. Islamic Preaching in Contemporary Egypt, Berkeley 1994. See
also below, n. 30.
22
For an excellent overview, see Rachida Chich, “Sainteté, maîtrise spirituelle et
patronage. Les fondements de l’autorité dans le souﬁsme,” in Autorités religieuses, eds.
Gaborieau and Zeghal (as n. 2), pp. 79–98. In the present context, see also Frederick
de Jong and Bernd Radtke (eds.), Islamic Mysticism Contested. Thirteen Centuries of
Controversies & Polemics, Leiden 1999; Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism. A Short
History, Leiden 2000. For two important Maghrebi case studies, see Houari Touati,
Entre dieu et les hommes. Lettrés, saints et sorciers au Maghreb (17 e siècle), Paris 1994, and
Vincent J. Cornell, Realm of the Saint. Power and Authority in Moroccan Suﬁsm, Austin
1998. For South Asia, see Arthur Digby, “The Suﬁ Shaikh as a Source of Authority
in Medieval India,” in Islam et société en Asie du Sud, ed. Marc Gaborieau, Paris 1986,
pp. 57–77; Gaborieau, “Les oulémas/souﬁs,” or Arthur Buehler, Suﬁ Heirs of the
Prophet. The Indian Naqshbandiyya and the Rise of the Mediating Suﬁ Shaykh, Columbia
1998. For modern projections of charisma, both religious and political, see also
Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen (ed.), Saints et héros du Moyen-Orient contemporain, Paris 2002.
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these associations as contrary to their spriritual quest. From the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries C.E. onwards, Suﬁs created their
own institutions (Suﬁ brotherhoods or orders, †uruq) with speciﬁc
sites, rites and practices, including speciﬁc types of master-disciplerelationships.23 Some enjoyed court patronage, others avoided it, or
rejected it altogether. Within the Suﬁ milieu, both †uruq-aﬃliated and
independent, religious authority was understood and practiced in
ways that as a rule diﬀered markedly from those of the 'ulamà". It
would be an interesting topic for further research to investigate more
thoroughly the degree of social inclusiveness and exclusiveness associated with textual and spiritual authority: if one presupposes literacy
(in the Arabic language!), the other is commonly thought to be
premised on charisma (another of Weber’s diﬃcult concepts), either
inherited or acquired.
It is perhaps the rulers and oﬃcial policies that call for more critical attention than they have hitherto received: that caliphs claimed
religious authority from an early date is well documented, and reﬂected
at all sorts of levels from coins to court poetry, and from inscriptions
to actual policies.24 It has been convincingly argued that within the
Sunni milieu, the issue of religious authority was far from settled by
the outcome of the mi˙na (trial, sometimes translated as inquisition)
in which the Abbasid caliph al-Ma"mùn (r. 813–833 C.E.) and two
of his successors tried to impose the doctrine of the created Qur"àn
within their realm, torturing and killing a number of 'ulamà" who
refused to accept the doctrine on the basis of caliphal authority.25
23
In addition to the titles cited above, n. 22, see Alexandre Popovic and Gilles
Veinstein (eds.), Les voies d’Allah. Les ordres mystiques dans le monde musulman des origines
à nos jours, Paris 1996.
24
The classic reference is still Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds, God’s Caliph.
Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam, Cambridge 1986; also van Ess, Theologie
und Gesellschaft (as n. 9); Louise Marlow, “Kings, Prophets and the 'Ulamà" in Mediaeval
Islamic Advice Literature,” Studia Islamica 81 (1995), pp. 101–20; Janina M. Safran,
The Second Umayyad Caliphate. The Articulation of Caliphal Legitimacy in al-Andalus, Cambridge,
Mass./London 2000; Patricia Crone, God’s Rule. Government and Islam. Six Centuries of
Medieval Islamic Political Thought, New York 2004. Muslim royalty in general has been
studied rather well; relevant studies include Roy P. Mottahedeh, Loyality and Leadership
in an Early Islamic Society, Princeton 1980; David Wasserstein, The Caliphate in the West.
An Islamic Political Institution in the Iberian Peninsula, Oxford 1993; Aziz Al-Azmeh,
Muslim Kingship. Power and the Sacred in Muslim, Christian, and Pagan Policies, London/New
York 1997; Khaliq Ahmad Nizami, Royalty in Medieval India, New Delhi 1997; Jocelyne
Dakhlia, Le divan des rois. Le politique et le religieux dans l’islam, Paris 1998, and idem,
L’empire des passions. L’arbitraire politique en Islam, Paris 2005.
25
Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early 'Abbasids. The
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The role of Sunni caliphs and Muslim rulers more generally in setting the boundaries of legitimate expressions of the faith remains to
be studied. Not only did they enjoy wide-ranging powers in organizing the judicial sphere within their realm, allowing them to privilege speciﬁc schools of law (and theology), to patronize individual
scholars, and to marginalize others or exclude them altogether.
Beginning with the collection of the Qur"àn which entailed a signiﬁcant
amount of editorial work, the caliphs also intervened in dogmatic
issues, formulating creeds and attempting to enforce them, both before
and after the mi˙na which allegedly conﬁrmed the sole and exclusive authority of the 'ulamà" in their capacity as “heirs to the prophets”
(warathat al-anbiyà"), or the “people that bind and unbind” (ahl al-'aqd
wa-l-˙all ). The caliphs were thus intimately concerned with deﬁning
and defending correct belief and practice (orthodoxy and orthopraxy),
and by the same token, preventing heresy and apostasy, and not
necessarily as mere executioners only, lending their sword to the men
of the pen.26 The same applied to princes from the Buyid amìrs to
the Saljuk sultans and the Moghul emperors with no immediate
claim to religious authority but wide-ranging powers which were by
no means limited to the “secular” domain. In this context, the Sunni
sultans of Morocco provide a special and highly interesting case.27
With regard to the rulers, religious authority based on claims to voluntary obedience blends into religious power involving the (legitimate)

Emergence of the Proto-Sunni Elite, Leiden 1997; Michael Cooperson, Classical Arabic
Biography. The Heirs of the Prophet in the Age of al-Ma"mun, Cambridge 2000; see also
John A. Nawas, “A Reexamination of Three Current Explanations for al-Ma"mun’s
Introduction of the Mi˙na,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 26 (1994), pp.
615–29, and idem, “The Mi˙na of 218 A.H./833 A.D. Revisited. An Empirical
Study,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 116 (1996), pp. 699–708.
26
On the vexing question of orthodoxy, see notably Alexander Knysh, “‘Orthodoxy’
and ‘Heresy’ in Medieval Islam. An Essay in Reassessment,” Muslim World 83 (1993),
pp. 48–67; Norman Calder, “The Limits of Islamic Orthodoxy,” in Intellectual
Traditions in Islam, ed. Farhad Daftary, London/New York 2000, pp. 66–86; Maribel
Fierro, “Religious Dissension in al-Andalus. Ways of Exclusion and Inclusion,” alQan†ara 22 (2001), pp. 463–87; also Michael Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding
Wrong in Islamic Thought, Cambridge 2000; for a comparative perspective, see John
B. Henderson, The Construction of Orthodoxy and Heresy. Neo-Confucian, Islamic, Jewish
and Early Christian Patterns, Albany, N.Y. 1998.
27
Among the extensive literature, see notably Abdellah Hammoudi, Master and
Disciple, Chicago 1997; Mohamed Tozy, Monarchie et islam politique au Maroc, Paris
2
1999; also Gudrun Krämer, “Good Counsel to the King. The Islamist Opposition
in Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Morocco,” in Middle East Monarchies. The Challenge of
Modernity, ed. Joseph Kostiner, Boulder 2000, pp. 257–87.
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use of coercive force. What has perhaps been studied least are the
instances of rulers imposing a particular interpretation of Islam as
the “state religion” in their territories. Iran under the (very unorthodox) Shah Ismà'ìl (r. 1501–1524) is the best-known case in point.28
But what does the term “state religion” mean in an Islamic context,
pre-modern as well as modern? Paul Walker’s contribution to this
volume sheds fresh light on the Fatimid experience. For the modern period, the Islamic Republic of Iran with its idiosyncratic adaptation of one strand of the Shi'i tradition provides the most obvious
example (see Amirpur in this volume).29
The nature, scope and locus of religious authority, then, is far
from clear with regard to the pre-modern period. It is even less so
in the modern period. More and more groups and individuals are
claiming the right to speak on Islam and in the name of Islam. The
expansion of mass education, the mass media and new communication technologies have greatly contributed to this state of aﬀairs.
Broader access to information and relevant knowledge serves as the
basis of wider claims to religious authority. We should perhaps think
not so much in terms of a fragmentation of the “religious ﬁeld” (champ
religieux), a ﬁeld that has never been uniﬁed under one single authority, but rather of a proliferation of religious knowledge, actors and normative statements of uncertain status (see Krämer in this volume).
The 'ulamà" and their characteristic media of expression have by no
means disappeared (see Zaman in this volume). But next to them,
and often in competition with them, other actors, forums and forms
of expression have emerged, some of them well known but subtly
transformed (legal opinions, fatàwà, issued by non-specialists are the
prime example here), others of a new type altogether (Islamic intel28

Said Amir Arjomand, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam. Religion, Political
Order, and Societal Change in Shi'ite Iran from the Beginning to 1890, Chicago/London
1984; Rula J. Abisaab, Converting Persia. Religion and Power in the Safavid Empire,
London/New York 2004; for countervailing tendencies, see Kathryn Babayan, Mystics,
Monarchs, and Messiahs. Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran, Cambridge/London
2002.
29
For a brief introduction into what has become a major ﬁeld of study, see
Sabrina Mervin, “Les autorités religieuses dans le chiisme duodécimain contemporain,” in Autorités religieuses, eds. Gaborieau and Zeghal (as n. 2), pp. 63–78; also
Rainer Brunner and Werner Ende (eds.), The Twelver Shia in Modern Times. Religious
Culture and Political History, Leiden 2001; Linda S. Walbridge (ed.), The most learned
of the Shi'a. The institution of the Marja' Taqlid, New York 2000. Also Abdulaziz A.
Sachedina, The Just Ruler (al-sultàn al-'àdil) in Shì'ite Islam. The Comprehensive Authority
of the Jurist in Imamite Jurisprudence, New York 1988.
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lectuals, Islamicists and even social scientists). The general fascination with the internet and its impact on what has been called the
public sphere, is of some importance in this context.30 If scholars
trained in the classical tradition are increasingly using new channels
of expression (“media muftis”), intellectuals and political activists are
laying claim not merely to religious knowledge, but to religious authority based on this knowledge. Now it is not just imams and caliphs
that intervene, or interfere, in the religious sphere, but secular authorities such as parliaments and High Constitutional Courts staﬀed with
secular lawyers. In states such as Egypt, where “the principles” of
the sharì'a serve as the main source of legislation, they decide on the
constitutionality of draft laws, or pass judgements in cases involving
apostasy charges.31 Are they, then, to be considered religious authorities, too? At the same time, social scientists researching Muslim communities in the west have emphasized the processes of individualization
of religious education and experience. They have also been criticized
for underrating countervailing tendencies.32 In all instances, the element of trust in constituting and maintaining religious authority
remains to be more fully explored.
30
See Dale F. Eickelman and Jon W. Anderson, New Media in the Muslim World.
The Emerging Public Sphere, Bloomington, Indianapolis 1999; idem, “Print, Islam, and
the Prospects for Civic Pluralism. New Religious Writings and their Audiences,”
Journal of Islamic Studies 8 (1997), pp. 43–62; Gary R. Bunt, Islam in the Digital Age.
E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments, London 2003; M. Khalid Masud,
Brinkley Messick and David S. Powers (eds.), Islamic Legal Interpretations. Muftis and
Their Fatwas, Cambridge, Mass. 1996; for an interesting case study, see Nico J.G.
Kaptein, “The Voice of the 'Ulamà". Fatwas and religious authority in Indonesia,”
in Autorités religeuses, eds. Gaborieau and Zeghal (as n. 2), pp. 115–30. For the emergence of Islamic intellectuals, see also the work of Reinhard Schulze, especially his
Islamischer Internationalismus im 20. Jahrhundert. Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der Islamischen
Weltliga, Leiden 1990. For the issue of trust, see in a diﬀerent context Mamoun
Fandy, “Cyber Resistance. Saudi Opposition between Globalization and Localization,”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 41 (1999), pp. 124–47.
31
For pertinent studies, see Le Prince et son juge. Droit et politique dans l’Egypte contemporaine (= Egypte/Monde arabe 2/1999); also Bernard Botiveau, Loi islamique et droit
dans les sociétés arabes, Paris 1993; Le juge dans le monde arabe (= Droit et Cultures,
30/1995), Paris 1995; Jörn Thielmann, Naßr Óàmid Abù Zaid und die wiedererfundene
˙isba. ”arì'a und Qànùn im heutigen Ägypten, Würzburg 2003.
32
Armando Salvatore and Schirin Amir-Moazami, “Religiöse Diskurstraditionen.
Zur Transformation des Islam in kolonialen, postkolonialen und europäischen
Öﬀentlichkeiten,” Berliner Journal für Soziologie 12 (2002) 3, pp. 309–30; Levent Tezcan,
“Das Islamische in den Studien zu Muslimen in Deutschland,” Berliner Journal für
Soziologie 32 iii (2003), pp. 237–61; for a diﬀerent context, see also Gregory Starrett,
Putting Islam to Work. Education, Politics, and Religious Transformation in Egypt, Berkeley
1998.
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While aware of the wider issues, the editors and authors of the
present volume could not possibly cover them all. The volume has
a strong focus on Middle Eastern Muslim majority societies in the
period from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries; one paper
(Annabelle Böttcher) deals with a Suﬁ network of Middle Eastern
origin operating in the United States of America and Western Europe.
In their majority, the authors do not approach their subject with an
explicit theoretical agenda. Rather, they oﬀer case studies elucidating
important aspects of the wider issue in a way that we hope will
deepen our understanding of the relevant phenomenon, and help to
further reﬁne the concepts used to analyse the larger issue. Individually
and collectively, they highlight the scope and variety of religious
authority and religious authorities in Muslim societies past and present: contingency is not just fashionable term.
The majority of the papers were presented at an international
symposium “Religious Authorities in Middle Eastern Islam,” organized
by the Interdisziplinäre Zentrum “Bausteine zu einer Gesellschaftsgeschichte des Vorderen Orients,” and held in Berlin from 5 to 8
December 2002. Not all speakers were able to contribute to the
present volume. Camilla Adang, Asma Afsaruddin and Paul Walker
were invited to contribute later.
There are a number of people and institutions we would like to
thank for their assistance: Free University of Berlin and the Georges
Anawati Foundation for their ﬁnancial support to both the conference
and the present volume; the participants at a seminar we held in the
summer of 2003 and our colleagues in the Interdisziplinäre Zentrum
for their intellectual input; Jan Thiele, Katja Niethammer and Roman
Seidel for their editorial assistance in preparing the volume; Reinhard
Schulze for his thoughful comments and for accepting it in the series
Social, Economic and Political Studies of the Middle East and Asia;
and Trudy Kamperveen at Brill for her patience in seeing it through
the press.
Berlin, December 2005
Gudrun Krämer and Sabine Schmidtke

“THIS DAY HAVE I PERFECTED YOUR
RELIGION FOR YOU”1
A ¸ÀHIRÌ CONCEPTION OF RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY
Camilla Adang

Introduction
One of the most salient features of the ¸àhirì, or literalist, school
of law is its total rejection of qiyàs: reasoning by analogy.2 The ¸àhirì
madhhab, which is now extinct, originated in 3rd/9th century Baghdad,
where it was initiated by Abù Sulaymàn Dàwùd b. 'Alì al-Ißfahànì
(d. 270/884),3 a onetime follower of al-Shàﬁ'ì.4 Dàwùd, who had
earlier exchanged his “native” Óanafì madhhab for the Shàﬁ'ì one
and written two tracts in praise of its imàm, turned his back on his
adopted school after concluding that it, too, left too much room for
human, and therefore fallible, speculation. His rejection of qiyàs,
which was regarded by al-Shàﬁ'ì as one of the four ußùl al-ﬁqh, the
sources and methods from and by which legal decisions could legitimately be derived, earned Dàwùd the paradoxical nickname alQiyàsì. However, no less important than his rejection of qiyàs was

1
Qur"àn 5:3. The translation used throughout this article is the one by Marmaduke
Pickthall, entitled The Meaning of the Glorious Koran. An Explanatory Translation (New
York/London 1992), with minor changes. Wherever the name “Allah” appears I
have replaced it with “God.”
2
On the ¸àhirì school, see Ignaz Goldziher, Die ¸âhiriten—Ihr Lehrsystem und ihre
Geschichte. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der muhammedanischen Theologie, Leipzig 1884 (repr.
Hildesheim 1967); translated as The ¸àhirìs. Their Doctrine and their History. A Contribution
to the History of Islamic Theology, tr. and ed. Wolfgang Behn, Leiden 1971; AbdelMagid Turki, “al-¸àhiriyya,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 11, pp.
394–96; Christopher Melchert, The formation of the Sunni schools of law, 9th–10th centuries C.E., Leiden 1997, Chapter Nine.
3
On Dàwùd, see Mu˙ammad b. A˙mad al-Dhahabì, Siyar a'làm al-nubalà" 1–25,
ed. Shu'ayb al-Arna"ù† et al., Beirut 1981–85, vol. 13, pp. 97–108 no. 55; Joseph
Schacht, “Dàwùd b. 'Alì b. ‡alaf,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition,
vol. 2, pp. 182–83; Goldziher, Die ¸âhiriten, pp. 27–40; idem, The ¸àhirìs, pp. 27–39;
Melchert, The formation, pp. 179–84.
4
On al-Shàﬁ'ì and his school, see E. Chaumont, “al-Shàﬁ'ì,” and idem, “al·àﬁ'iyya,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 9, pp. 181–85 and pp.
185–89; al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 10, pp. 5–99, no. 1.
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Dàwùd’s opposition to taqlìd, the adoption of the views of an earlier authority without consulting the revealed and inspired sources
of the law, a practice he attacked in his writings.5 In Dàwùd’s view,
the only sources from which legal rulings could be extracted were
the Qur"àn and reliable prophetic traditions in their most literal sense
(Ωàhir), as well as the consensus of the Prophet’s Companions. The
interpretive role of the legal scholars he reduced to a minimum.
None of the numerous works in which Dàwùd presented his system has come down to us, but his principles can be reconstructed
from biographical dictionaries and legal compendia emanating from
schools other than his own.
Already during the lifetime of the founder, the new school, which
became known as the Dàwùdì or ¸àhirì madhhab, became very
inﬂuential, both in its region of origin and elsewhere. Its distinctive
views were debated by the school’s opponents and rivals, and included
in works dealing with ikhtilàf. For about a century the madhhab was
much in vogue and attracted many adherents, although in keeping
with their rejection of taqlìd, Dàwùd’s disciples, starting with his own
son Mu˙ammad,6 felt free to criticise their master. Within a generation after Dàwùd’s death, we hear of ¸àhirìs being appointed as
qà∂ìs in major cities like Baghdad, Shìràz, Ißfahàn, Fìrùzabàd, Ramla,
Damascus, and Fus†à†.7
Dàwùd’s teachings were also exported to the Islamic West. A number of Màlikì scholars from Qayrawàn are known to have met him,
and several of his works were introduced in their city, where vivid
debates on legal issues were already taking place between Màlikìs
and Óanafìs.8 Even further aﬁeld, in al-Andalus, Dàwùd’s writings
5

See Ibn al-Nadìm, Fihrist al-Nadìm, ed. Ri∂à Tajaddud, Beirut 1988, p. 272.
On Mu˙ammad b. Dàwùd (d. 297/909) and his legal thought, see al-Dhahabì,
Siyar, vol. 13, pp. 109–116 no. 56; Devin Stewart, “Mu˙ammad b. Dàwùd al¸àhirì’s Manual of Jurisprudence. Al-Wußùl ilà ma'rifat al-ußùl,” in Bernard G. Weiss
(ed.), Studies in Islamic Legal Theory, Leiden 2002, pp. 99–158.
7
It is not clear, however, whether these men were free to judge according to
¸àhirì principles, or were required to rule according to the schools that were dominant in their respective districts.
8
Abù Bakr 'Abd Allàh b. Mu˙ammad al-Màlikì, Kitàb Riyà∂ al-nufùs fì †abaqàt
'ulamà" al-Qayrawàn wa-Ifrìqiyya wa-zuhhàdihim wa-nussàkihim wa-siyar min akhbàrihim wafu∂alà"ihim wa-awßàﬁhim, eds. Bashìr al-Bakkùsh and Mu˙ammad al-'Arùsì al-Ma†wì,
Beirut 1414/1994, vol. 1, p. 454; Miklos Muranyi, Beiträge zur Geschichte der Óadìtund Rechtsgelehrsamkeit der Màlikiyya in Nordafrika bis zum 5. Jh. d.H. Bio-bibliographische
Notizen aus der Moscheebibliothek von Qairawàn, Wiesbaden 1997, pp. 154f. On the often
tense relations between Màlikìs and Óanafìs in Qayrawàn, see Nurit Tsafrir, The
6
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were introduced by a direct disciple of his.9 Whereas in the heartlands of Islam ¸àhirism developed alongside, and largely in opposition to, Óanaﬁsm, Shàﬁ'ism, Óanbalism and, to a lesser extent,
Màlikism, in al-Andalus it competed only with the latter school of
law. Màlikism had come to be adopted as the oﬃcial madhhab in the
Iberian Peninsula, and was actively supported by the ruling branch
of the Umayyad dynasty and, after their fall in 422/1031, by the
party-kings.10 Legal scholarship in al-Andalus centred around the ra"y
(personal opinions) of the venerated imàm Màlik b. Anas (d. 179/796)
and his immediate disciples,11 and was initially characterised by a
profound suspicion of, and even aversion to the sunna of the Prophet
which, it was feared, would undermine the monopoly of the Màlikì
scholars, few of whom were well-versed in ˙adìth.12 Legal scholars
who were not Màlikìs were an exception in al-Andalus. From the
end of the 9th century C.E., however, we ﬁnd an increasing number
History of an Islamic School of Law. The Early Spread of Óanaﬁsm, Cambridge, Mass.
2004, Chapter Seven.
9
See my article “The Beginnings of Zahirism in al-Andalus,” in The Islamic School
of Law. Evolution, Devolution, and Progress, eds. Peri Bearman, Rudolph Peters, and
Frank E. Vogel, Cambridge, Mass. 2005, pp. 117–25.
10
The commonly accepted explanation for this oﬃcial support is that the participation of a number of leading Màlikì scholars in a popular revolt against the
Umayyad emir al-Óakam I (ruled 180/796–206/828) brought home to the ruler
that he needed the support of the 'ulamà" in order to ensure his political survival.
Without agreeing with it in full, Maribel Fierro summarises this explanation as follows: “[a]n entente cordiale between rulers and Maliki scholars was formed that lasted
for the rest of Andalusi history: rulers left the religious ﬁeld to the Malikis who in
turn agreed to legitimize their rule;” see her “Proto-Malikis, Malikis, and Reformed
Malikis in al-Andalus,” in The Islamic School of Law. Evolution, Devolution, and Progress,
eds. Peri Bearman, Rudolph Peters, and Frank E. Vogel, Cambridge, Mass. 2005,
pp. 61f. On the period of the party-kings, see David Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall
of the Party-Kings. Politics and Society in Islamic Spain, 1002–1086, Princeton, N.J. 1985;
María Jesús Viguera Molíns, Los reinos de taifas y las invasiones magrebíes (Al-Andalus del
XI al XIII), Madrid 1992.
11
It should be pointed out, however, that on various points Màlik’s Andalusì followers disagreed with their master; see Muß†afà al-Harrùs, Al-Madrasa al-Màlikiyya
al-Andalusiyya ilà nihàyat al-qarn al-thàlith al-hijrì. Nash"a wa-khaßà"iß, Rabat 1418/1997,
pp. 280ﬀ. For additional cases of early intra-madhhab ikhtilàf, see Ibn 'Abd al-Barr,
Ikhtilàf aqwàl Màlik wa-aß˙àbihi, ed. Óamìd La˙mer and Miklos Muranyi, Beirut
2003. On the veneration of Màlik in al-Andalus, see Abdel-Magid Turki, “La vénération pour Mâlik et la physionomie du mâlikisme andalou,” Studia Islamica 33 (1971),
pp. 41–65 (reprinted in Abdel-Magid Turki, Théologiens et juristes de l’Espagne musulmane. Aspects polémiques, Paris 1982, pp. 43–67); R. Brunschvig, “Polémiques médiévales autour du rite de Mâlik,” Al-Andalus 15 (1950), pp. 377–435.
12
Maribel Fierro, “The introduction of ˙adìth in al-Andalus (2nd/8th–3rd/ 9th
centuries),” Der Islam 66 (1989), pp. 68–93; eadem, “El derecho màlikí en al-Andalus:
Siglos II/VIII–V/XI,” Al-Qan†ara 12 (1991), p. 129.
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of ¸àhirìs in diﬀerent parts of the Iberian Peninsula. Although
several of them contributed to the spread of ¸àhirì scholarship in
their writings, none of their works has come down to us, so that we
remain entirely dependent on the works of their compatriot, the wellknown polymath Ibn Óazm of Cordoba (d. 456/1064), who is the
only literalist to have left a substantial corpus of ¸àhirì ußùl and furù'
works.13 In what follows we shall examine this man’s views on religious authority, and especially his uncompromising rejection of taqlìd.14
It will be seen that his call to replace taqlìd with individual, scripturebased ijtihàd, in combination with his disrespectful attitude towards
Màlik b. Anas and his followers, set him on a collision course with
the religious establishment in al-Andalus, whose monopoly he sought
to break. In the ﬁrst part of this study I shall present some of the
arguments that were advanced by the advocates of taqlìd, and Ibn
Óazm’s refutation of them; the second part will brieﬂy discuss the
alternative to taqlìd that was advanced by Ibn Óazm, viz. ijtihàd for
everyone. Although an extensive and ever growing research literature
on Ibn Óazm renders it superﬂuous to introduce him here at length,
some basic biographical details may be useful in order better to
appreciate his position.
Ibn Óazm
Living in a period that witnessed the ﬁnal collapse of the Umayyad
caliphate in al-Andalus, this son of an important court oﬃcial
exchanged his political aspirations for a life of scholarship after several stints in prison. The author of a literary work on love in all its
manifestations and complexities,15 Ibn Óazm also excelled in genealogy,
13
Some selected works on Ibn Óazm: R. Arnaldez, “Ibn Óazm,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, pp. 790–99; A.G. Chejne, Ibn Hazm, Chicago
1982; J.M. Puerta Vílchez and R. Ramón Guerrero, “Ibn Óazm, Abù Mu˙ammad,”
in Biblioteca de al-Andalus. De Ibn al-Dabbàg a Ibn Kurz [Enciclopedia de la cultura
andalusí], eds. Jorge Lirola Delgado and José Miguel Puerta Vílchez, Almeria 2004,
392–443.
14
The present discussion will not deal with Ibn Óazm’s theory of the caliphate,
which has been the topic of several earlier studies: see Abdel-Magid Turki,
“L’engagement politique et la théorie du califat d’Ibn Hazm (384/456–994/1063),”
Bulletin des Etudes Orientales 30 (1978), pp. 221–51 (reprinted in Turki, Theologiens, pp.
69–99); Najà˙ Mu˙sin, Al-Ittijàh al-siyàsì 'inda bn Óazm al-Andalusì, Al-Haram 1999.
15
The well-known ˇawq al-˙amàma, available to the reader in two English trans-
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law, theology, Qur"ànic studies, Prophetic Tradition and its auxiliary sciences. In legal matters he ﬁrst followed the Màlikì madhhab
which had been his father’s, and which he shared with the overall
majority of Andalusis, but at some point in his life, probably around
the age of thirty, Ibn Óazm became a Shàﬁ'ì. However, Shàﬁ'ism
satisﬁed him only brieﬂy and like Dàwùd al-Ißfahànì before him, he
abandoned it for a literalist approach to the revealed texts.16 And
like Dàwùd, he rejected taqlìd and declared that the only source of
authority was the Prophet Mu˙ammad, who had brought God’s
book, and whose behaviour was divinely inspired. The only valid
consensus to be followed was that of the Prophet’s Companions, to
the extent, at least, that it agreed with the Prophet’s teachings and
actions. Since there is to be no deviation from what had been instituted by God and His Messenger in the lifetime of the latter, the
authority of later generations of religious scholars is to be severely
restricted, and taqlìd, following an authority whose teachings are
bound to diﬀer from those of the Prophet, is strictly forbidden.
Ibn Óazm taught these views to a curious, but largely unsympathetic public that was put oﬀ by his biting criticism and the oﬀensive
language in which he addressed and described his opponents, scholars, magistrates and politicians alike. It is not surprising that a fellowAndalusi later compared his sharp tongue to the sword of al-Óajjàj,
the notoriously cruel governor of Iraq. Ibn Óazm regarded himself
as one of the few Muslims who remained loyal to the legacy of the
Prophet and had not turned to an alternative source of authority.
He saw it as his mission to bring people back to the original and
unadulterated teachings of Islam, but was quick to declare anyone
who disagreed with him an unbeliever (kàﬁr) who would go straight
to hell. Needless to say, this did not make him many friends. He
was ostracised and became increasingly isolated, and towards the
end of his life his books were publicly burned in Seville. He withdrew to his family’s estate in the south-west of the Iberian Peninsula,

lations: A book containing the Risala known as the Dove’s Neck-Ring about Love and lovers,
transl. A.R. Nykl, Paris 1931; The ring of the dove. A Treatise on the Art and Practice of
Arab Love, transl. A.J. Arberry, London 1953 (repr. 1994). The work was also translated into Russian, Serbo-Croat, German, Spanish, Italian, French (twice), Dutch,
Turkish, Hebrew and, partially, into Catalan.
16
On Ibn Óazm’s madhhab-switching, see my article “From Màlikism to Shàﬁ'ism
to ¸àhirism. The ‘conversions’ of Ibn Óazm”, in Conversions islamiques. Identités religieuses
en Islam méditerranéen, ed. Mercedes García-Arenal, Paris 2001, pp. 73–87.
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and continued to write until his death in 456/1064. His views on
the exclusive authority of God and His Messenger can be found in
several of his works, among them al-Mu˙allà bi l-àthàr, al-Durra fìmà
yajib i'tiqàduhu, al-Nubdha al-kàﬁya, Mulakhkhaß Ib†àl al-qiyàs, and especially al-I˙kàm fì ußùl al-a˙kàm.17 The following discussion will be
based mainly on the chapters on taqlìd and ijtihàd from the latter
work.18 In the present study, only a brief survey can be given, which
cannot do full justice to the subtlety of Ibn Óazm’s argumentation.19
A more comprehensive discussion is projected for a future publication.
Although Ibn Óazm takes issue with all the madhàhib, even that
initiated by Dàwùd b. 'Alì, the present discussion will concentrate
on the Màlikiyya. For even though the author is highly critical also
of the followers of Abù Óanìfa and al-Shàﬁ'ì (much less of those of
Ibn Óanbal, who was apparently still regarded as a ˙adìth scholar
rather than a faqìh),20 it was the Màlikìs who were his adversaries in
actual practice, and the ones who tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to
silence him.

17
Ibn Óazm, Al-Mu˙allà 1–11, ed. A˙mad Mu˙ammad Shàkir, Cairo 1351/1932,
vol. 1, pp. 50–71; Al-Durra fìmà yajibu i'tiqàduhu, ed. A˙mad b. Nàßir b. Mu˙ammad
al-Óamd and Sa'ìd b. 'Abd al-Ra˙màn b. Mùsà al-Qazaqì, Mecca 1408/1988; AlNubdha al-kàﬁya fì ußùl a˙kàm al-dìn, ed. Abù Muß'ab Mu˙ammad Sa'ìd al-Badrì,
Cairo/Beirut 1412/1991; Mulakhkhaß ib†àl al-qiyàs wa-l-ra"y wa-l-isti˙sàn wa-l-taqlìd wal-ta'lìl, ed. S. al-Afghànì, Beirut 1969; Al-I˙kàm fì ußùl al-a˙kàm, 8 parts in 2 vols.,
Beirut 1407/1987. For his criticism of the imàms of the legal schools, and their disciples’ veneration of them, see Ibn Óazm’s Al-Risàlah al-bàhirah (The Magniﬁcent Epistle),
transl. Muhammad Saghir Hasan al-Ma'sumi, Kuala Lumpur 1996, and M.S.H.
Ma'ßùmì, “Ibn Óazm’s allegation against the leading imàms,” Islamic Studies 7 (1968),
pp. 113–28. Various other works by Ibn Óazm that have not come down to us
presumably also contained attacks on the schools of law, and a defence of ¸àhirism,
to judge by their titles; see Puerta Vílchez and Ramón Guerrero, “Ibn Óazm,” pp.
415, no. 39; 416, no. 44, 45; 417, no. 53; 418, no. 56; 419, no. 58; 431, no. 106.
18
See Al-I˙kàm fì ußùl al-a˙kàm, vol. 2, pp. 227–319 (= part 6); 587–99 (= part 8).
19
I have taken the liberty to paraphrase Ibn Óazm’s arguments, and to reverse
the order of some of his discussions. A certain amount of repetition will be inevitable,
since it is a feature of Ibn Óazm’s method to get his message across.
20
Ibn Óazm’s friend and colleague, Abù 'Umar Yùsuf b. 'Abd Allàh b. 'Abd
al-Barr (d. 463/1071), wrote a work on the merits of the three imàms Màlik, alShàﬁ'ì and Abù Óanìfa: Kitàb al-intiqà" fì fa∂à"il al-thalàthat al-fuqahà" Màlik wa-lShàﬁ'ì wa-Abì Óanìfa (ed. 'Abd al-Fattà˙ Abù Ghudda, Aleppo 1997). Ibn Óanbal
is not included, nor is Dàwùd, which is perhaps more surprising, considering the
fact that Ibn 'Abd al-Barr himself had apparently had ¸àhirì leanings for some
time. See on him Charles Pellat, “Ibn 'Abd al-Barr,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam.
New Edition, vol. 3, p. 674. On the construction of Ibn Óanbal’s image as a legal
scholar and founder of a school of law, see Wael B. Hallaq, Authority, continuity, and
change in Islamic law, Cambridge 2001, pp. 40–42.
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“This day have I perfected your religion for you”
At the centre of Ibn Óazm’s discussion of religious authority are a
number of passages from the Qur"àn that are understood in their
literal sense. The Qur"àn was revealed by God in plain Arabic speech
(26:195), as an exposition of all things (16:89). These two verses are
taken by Ibn Óazm to mean that God has explained His will very
clearly in His revelation, and that one should not try to read more
into it than the text provides, or than has been elucidated by the
Prophet Mu˙ammad. Had God wanted to divulge more, He would
have done so. The Qur"àn and the sunna are to be taken in their
literal sense, without any ta"wìl, and without trying to determine the
reasons behind God’s precepts and prohibitions (ta'lìl ). This means,
for example, that an imperative is to be taken literally, as a divine
command which is not open to discussion, unless it has been abrogated by another imperative contained in either the Qur"àn or the
sound ˙adìth. Both these sources contain clear injunctions, and everything that has not been explicitly forbidden or made incumbent is
allowed, though with shades of approval and disapproval.
One of the verses most frequently cited by Ibn Óazm is 5:3,
believed to have been revealed on the occasion of the Prophet’s
Farewell Pilgrimage,21 in which God says: “This day have I perfected
your religion for you and completed My favour unto you.” In Ibn
Óazm’s view, this verse, with its emphasis on “this day,” clearly
shows that the religion of Islam had been perfected during the lifetime of the Prophet and his Companions, the ßa˙àba. From that
moment on, no changes or additions could be made to it. The
Muslim community was now left with the Book of God and the
example of his Messenger, whose behaviour and sayings are believed
by Ibn Óazm to have been divinely inspired, on the basis of Qur"ànic
verses like 53:4. The ßa˙àba, who witnessed the revelation and were
close to the Prophet, were responsible for the reliable transmission
of information about his actions and sayings, but this is where their
authority ended: they could not themselves institute laws that were
not in accordance with the Book of God and the inspired sunna of
His Messenger. Thus an opinion by 'Umar b. al-Kha††àb (who would
21
On this pilgrimage, see my “The Prophet’s Farewell Pilgrimage (Óijjat al-wadà' ).
The true story, according to Ibn Óazm,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 30 (2005),
pp. 112–53.
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become the second caliph) which goes against the express instructions of the Prophet, is to be rejected out of hand, for it is unthinkable that new laws could be added to those instituted, at God’s
behest, by the Prophet. According to Ibn Óazm, the Companions
never tried to circumvent the authority of the Prophet. It is true
that they sometimes issued opinions on the basis of their personal
ra"y, but they would revoke their decisions the moment they became
aware that they contradicted a ruling by the Prophet. The views of
individual Companions, then, are of no value whatsoever if they contradict the Messenger of God. The only circumstance under which
the Companions may legitimately be invoked as a source of authority
is if there is an absolute consensus from which not even one of them
deviates, and provided that the opinion agreed upon conforms to
the Prophet’s view. A view that contradicts that of the Prophet, even
if it were to be commonly held by all Companions, is still devoid
of any value. But then this possibility is purely theoretical, for in the
lifetime of the Prophet, and even after his death, not a single
Companion would have dared to deviate from his way and to advance
his own personal ra"y. The same can be said of the second and third
generations, those of the Successors and the Successors’ Successors.
What galls Ibn Óazm is the fact that the advocates of taqlìd, in
actual practice mainly the followers of Abù Óanìfa, Màlik b. Anas
and al-Shàﬁ'ì, try to legitimise their emulation of their imàms on the
basis of a series of supposed historical precedents, rational considerations, and scriptural passages. These will be presented in what
follows.

Attempts at legitimising taqlìd
Historical precedents
The defenders of taqlìd claim that already the Prophet’s Companions
often adopted the views of their fellow-ßa˙àba, even if they contradicted the rulings of the Prophet. In other words, the ßa˙àba were
muqallids, and if they were, there is apparently no objection to taqlìd.
As a case in point, they mention that the eminent Companion Ibn
Mas'ùd adopted the views of 'Umar.22 Ibn Óazm, however, argues
22

On the Companion 'Abd Allàh b. Mas'ùd (d. 32/652), see al-Dhahabì, Siyar,
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at length that Ibn Mas'ùd did no such thing; ﬁrst of all, the traditions that supposedly document this fact are unreliable. And secondly, Ibn Mas'ùd more often than not disagreed with 'Umar. He
was very close to the Prophet, and was widely regarded as the most
knowledgeable person among the Companions in all matters connected with the revelation. He would have been in no need to follow someone else’s opinion; taqlìd is for people who do not know
and who need someone else to tell them what they wish to know.
If Ibn Mas'ùd ever accepted 'Umar’s view, it was only because the
latter was the caliph and Ibn Mas'ùd one of his subjects. Even if it
could be demonstrated that the Companions did indeed practice
taqlìd—which they did not—this still does not provide a licence to
adopt the sayings of Abù Óanìfa, Màlik b. Anas, or al-Shàﬁ'ì. Surely
no one will claim that the latter were more learned than the Prophet’s
own Companions!
In a similar way Ibn Óazm refutes the arguments of those who
say that the Prophet himself in fact condoned the following of individuals other than himself. On one occasion, Mu'àdh b. Jabal23
allegedly criticised his fellow-ßa˙àba in the presence of the Prophet
for what he regarded as their incorrect performance of the prayer.
The Prophet then told his Companions that Mu'àdh had given them
a sunna which they would do well to adopt.24 This ˙adìth, too, is
rejected as being unreliable. But even if it were sound, says Ibn
Óazm, it would not constitute proof, for according to this tradition
Mu'àdh’s action only became sunna when the Prophet ordered people to follow it. The ultimate source of authority is therefore not
Mu'àdh, but the Prophet.
But the advocates of taqlìd have additional ˙adìths in their arsenal.
In one, the Prophet allegedly said: “Follow those who come after
me,”25 which is disqualiﬁed by Ibn Óazm as an unreliable tradition.
In various other reports with the same suspect isnàd, the Prophet
speciﬁcally recommends that the believers take their guidance from

vol. 1, pp. 461–500 no. 87; J.-C. Vadet, “Ibn Mas'ùd,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam.
New Edition, vol. 3, pp. 873–75.
23
On the Companion Mu'àdh b. Jabal (d. 17 or 18/638 or 639), see al-Dhahabì,
Siyar, vol. 1, pp. 443–461 no. 86.
24
See Abù Dàwùd, Sunan Abì Dàwùd, 1–4, ed. Mu˙ammad Mu˙yì al-Dìn 'Abd
al-Óamìd, n.p., n.d., vol. 1, p. 139 no. 506 (Bàb kayfa l-àdhàn).
25
Cf. Abù Bakr 'Abd Allàh al-Óumaydì, Musnad al-Óumaydì 1–2, ed. Óabìb alRa˙màn al-A'Ωamì, Beirut, n.d., vol. 1, p. 214 no. 449.
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Abù Bakr, 'Umar, and others who, he reminds his readers, often
disagreed with each other. Another ˙adìth invoked in support of taqlìd
is “My Companions are like the stars; you will be guided by whomever
you follow.”26 This tradition, too, is rejected as being weak and therefore devoid of probative value. If genuine, it would sanction the existence of ikhtilàf, but, says Ibn Óazm, God has forbidden division and
disagreement (8:46), and it is therefore unthinkable that the Messenger
of God would give orders simply to follow anyone among the
Companions; for some among them allowed certain practices, while
others declared them forbidden. If this were accepted, then the sale
of wine—a forbidden substance—would be allowed following Samura
b. Jundub; a fasting person would be allowed to consume snow following Abù ˇal˙a, but forbidden to do so according to others.
Omitting the ghusl after coitus interruptus (iksàl ) would be required
according to 'Alì, 'Uthmàn, ˇal˙a, Abù Ayyùb and Ubayy b. Ka'b,
and forbidden according to 'À"isha and Ibn 'Umar. The sale of fruit
before it had ripened would be allowed according to 'Umar, but
forbidden according to others.
Ibn Óazm strikes back with a ˙adìth which he does believe faithfully to reﬂect the words of the Prophet: “Mark my words, you people; I have delivered [my message] and I have left among you,
people, something that if held on to, you will not go astray: the
Book of God and the sunna of His Prophet.”27
Some advocates of taqlìd also appeal to the Prophet’s alleged statement: “you have my custom and the custom of the Rightly-Guided
Caliphs,”28 which in their view provides prophetic endorsement of
the acceptance of practices not instituted by Mu˙ammad himself,
and hence of taqlìd in general, including that of the imàms and their
disciples. However, it is well known that the ﬁrst caliphs, or Ràshidùn,
were strongly divided among themselves, which means that they did
not possess an agreed-upon custom. And we also know, says Ibn

26
Cf. Ibn 'Abd al-Barr, Al-Tamhìd li-mà fì l-Muwa††a" min al-ma'ànì wa-l-asànìd
1–26, ed. Muß†afà b. A˙mad al-'Alawì, Mu˙ammad 'Abd al-Kabìr al-Bakrì et al.,
Cairo 1387/1967, vol. 4, p. 263.
27
Cf. Abu l-Óasan 'Alì al-Dàraqu†nì, Sunan al-Dàraqu†nì 1–4, ed. 'Abd Allàh
Hàshim Yamànì al-Madanì, Beirut 1386/1966, vol. 4, p. 245 no. 149.
28
See Abù 'Abd Allàh Mu˙ammad b. Màja, Sunan Ibn Màja 1–2, ed. Mu˙ammad
Fu"àd 'Abd al-Bàqì, Beirut n.d., vol. 1, p. 15, no. 42 (Bàb ittibà' sunnat al-khulafà"
al-ràshidìn al-mahdiyyìn).
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Óazm, that the Prophet did not order us to do anything we are not
capable of, and it is clearly impossible to adopt everything the caliphs
disagreed on, for this means adopting one thing and its opposite.
We could, of course, pick our choice from among their decisions,
but this is tantamount to renouncing Islam, for it would mean that
God’s religion would be entrusted to our individual choice. Any one
of us could then forbid what he pleases and allow what he pleases,
and one would forbid what the other allows. But God says that He
has perfected His religion for us (5:3), that we should not transgress
the boundaries (2:229), and should not dispute (8:46). What was forbidden at the time of the Prophet must be forbidden until Resurrection
Day, what was obligatory then is obligatory until Resurrection Day, and
what was allowed at the time is also allowed until Resurrection Day.
If we were allowed to select certain opinions of the Rightly-Guided
Caliphs, we would be abandoning the view of one of them the
moment we adopted that of another. This would not be “following
their custom,” which was supposedly commended by the Prophet.
If it is not possible to adopt the views of all of them, and it is not
allowed to make a selection on the basis of our personal preferences,
the only thing that remains to be done is to accept what the Ràshidùn
were indeed agreed upon, which is the need to follow the custom
of the Prophet. It is only in this that they should be followed. This
cannot be considered taqlìd, for in fact, the custom that is being
emulated is the Prophet’s own, which was divinely inspired. He who
believes that the Prophet gave orders to follow a diﬀerent sunna, be
it that of the Ràshidùn or anyone else’s, is a liar and an unbeliever.
There is ample evidence that the Rightly-Guided ones adopted
the practices of the Messenger of God whenever they became aware
of them. 'Umar once vehemently scolded and even beat a man who
asked him about a matter about which he had earlier queried the
Prophet, taking 'Umar as a separate source of authority, as it were.
Whoever wants to follow the caliphs should follow them in that
which they are agreed upon and abandon taqlìd. The caliphs themselves objected to their decisions being turned into sunna. They did
not expect to be emulated; on the contrary, they allowed disagreement. They were often contradicted by their contemporaries, but it
would not have occurred to any of them to deny the believers the
right to disagree with them. They knew that not they were the true
role model, but the Prophet. Many scholars of later generations were
rather less modest.
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In their attempts to render taqlìd acceptable, its upholders not only
refer to historical precedent, but also use rational, or rather commonsense, considerations. Some argue that the practice cannot be avoided
completely; there are always situations in which you have to accept
what someone else says and thereby endow him with authority. When
you go to the butcher, for example, and take his word for it that
he has mentioned the name of God while slaughtering, as required
by Islamic law—although he may well have omitted to do so—you
in fact follow him, and it is like that with everything. According to
Ibn Óazm, this is completely ludicrous, and only someone devoid
of intelligence, belief, shame and fear of God could say something
like this. For if this counts as taqlìd, then it is possible to be the follower of every sinner ( fàsiq) and everyone who holds a deviant opinion, as well as of the Jews and the Christians, because the Muslims
buy meat from them just like they buy meat from their fellowMuslims, and believe them to have mentioned God’s name over
their slaughtered animals.29 Does this mean that they follow their
religion? Someone who maintains this has in fact renounced Islam.
Moreover, if he regards such behaviour as taqlìd, then he is obliged
to follow any and every scholar, rather than adopt the views of one,
Màlik, say, or al-Shàﬁ'ì, to the exclusion of others, in the same way
that he would accept the word of any butcher, rather than believing just one of them. If he rejects this comparison, then his own initial argument is proven to be void as well. Besides, one should know
that accepting the word of a butcher, an artisan or the seller of a
commodity is not taqlìd at all; we take their word because the Prophet
tells us to do so, and this is what renders it acceptable. His Companions
asked him one day about this very issue, saying, “O Messenger of
God, people who were unbelievers until recently come to us with
slaughtered animals but we do not know if God’s name has been
pronounced over them.” And he said: “Pronounce you the name of

According to Ibn Óazm, ritual slaughter can be performed by any Muslim,
male or female, pious or sinful, as well as by Jews and Christians and even by
Zoroastrians. The latter are disqualiﬁed by most other Muslim legal scholars. For
Ibn Óazm, the only requirement is that the name of God be pronounced at the
time of the slaughter, be it in Arabic or in another language. See Ibn Óazm, AlMu˙allà, vol. 7, pp. 454–56 no. 1053; p. 414 no. 1005.
29
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God and eat,” or words to that eﬀect.30 As for the Jews and the
Christians: God himself has told us to eat the food of the People of
the Book and their slaughtered animals (cf. 5:5, 7:157). Obeying a
divine or prophetic commandment is not taqlìd; it is never taqlìd.
The upholders of taqlìd insist that a certain measure of it is inevitable,
since people who are at a loss need guidance. A blind man or a
passenger on a ship needs to be directed towards the qibla; they are
in need of others for the proper fulﬁllment of their religious duties,
and have to take the other’s word for the correctness of their information. According to Ibn Óazm, however, this is merely accepting
information, and does not fall under the deﬁnition of taqlìd either,
so their attempts at making it acceptable are futile.

Scriptural arguments for taqlìd
Some muqallids try to defend their position on the basis of the Qur"ànic
verse 4:125: “Who is better in religion than he who surrendereth
his purpose to God while doing good and who followeth (wa-ttaba' )
the religion (milla) of Abraham, the upright? God [himself ] chose
Abraham for friend.” According to Ibn Óazm, however, following
the prophet Abraham is not taqlìd either; for taqlìd is to follow someone whom God has not ordered us to follow, and to adopt the views
of a man who is not a prophet. It is only when there is a sacred
text or a valid consensus to the eﬀect that a certain person is to be
followed that this is indeed allowed; in the absence of such an indication, no one may be taken as a model to be emulated, and thus
be endowed with authority. There is nothing in God’s recommendation to follow the milla of Abraham that obliges us to follow Màlik,
Abù Óanìfa or al-Shàﬁ'ì; we were certainly never ordered to follow
them, says Ibn Óazm. It is like calling a pig a sheep, or a sheep a
pig, which does not mean that the pig becomes licit and the sheep
prohibited. (This unﬂattering comparison is a relatively minor insult
compared to others we ﬁnd in Ibn Óazm’s works, but it probably
did little to endear him to his Màlikì peers.)
The above verse is not the only scriptural passage adduced by the
muqallids; they quote a series of Qur"ànic verses in which the believers

30

Cf. al-Bukhàrì, Ía˙ì˙ al-Bukhàrì, vol. 5, p. 2097 no. 5188 (Bàb dhabì˙at al-'arab).
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and those who follow Mu˙ammad are praised by God, such as 48:29,
18; 4:95, and 9:100. They argue that people who are thus praised
by the Lord must be far from error, and therefore, it is implied,
worthy of emulation. Ibn Óazm agrees that no one disputes the sublime rank of these people, and that they are indeed worthy of praise.
But, he says, this speaks against the proponents of taqlìd, not for
them. Ibn Óazm is convinced that he personally has shown the
Companions far more respect than the muqallids have, for he has
abandoned the views of the Companions in favour of a binding saying of the Prophet, whereas they have merely abandoned the statements of the Companions in favour of those of Màlik, Abù Óanìfa
and al-Shàﬁ'ì. Moreover, the fact that these eminent Companions
are worthy of praise does not imply that they be must be followed,
for the Messenger of God said that Abù Bakr and 'Umar, who were
the two most excellent men after him, were fallible. Now, it is not
allowed to accept the view of anyone who is prone to error.
Ibn Óazm rejects as utter nonsense the appeal of the muqallids to
verse 4:59 from the Qur"àn, which in his view constitutes the strongest
argument against taqlìd. Since this verse is quoted in most discussions of religious (and political) authority in Islam, and is frequently
adduced by Ibn Óazm as well, it is worth citing here in full: “O ye
who believe! Obey God and obey the Messenger, and obey those
of you who are in authority (ùlì l-amr minkum), and if ye have a dispute concerning any matter, refer it to God and the Messenger if
ye are believers in God and the Last Day.” At ﬁrst sight, it would
seem as if this verse appoints a third source of authority, besides
God and His Messenger, namely those who are in authority among
the Muslims. But who are they, and what is their mandate? The
famous exegete al-ˇabarì (d. 310/923), in his commentary on this
verse in his Tafsìr, lists the following interpretations that were known
to him. Ùlù l-amr are: (1) the military commanders (al-umarà"); (2)
the rulers (al-salà†ìn); (3) the 'ulamà" and fuqahà"; (4) the Prophet’s
Companions (ßa˙àba); (5) Abù Bakr and 'Umar only.31 According to
Ibn Óazm, now, the people of authority among the Muslims are
those scholars who do not deviate from God’s commands but whose
31
See Abù Ja'far Mu˙ammad b. Jarìr al-ˇabarì, Tafsìr al-ˇabarì. Jàmi' al-bayàn
'an ta"wìl ày al-Qur "àn, eds. M.M. Shàkir and A.M. Shàkir, Cairo 1954, vol. 8, pp.
496–503. Al-ˇabarì himself believes that the ﬁrst opinion is correct. However, he
adds the governors (al-wulàt) to the army commanders.
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sayings faithfully reﬂect His teachings in the Qur"àn, and the Prophet’s
precedent as reﬂected in the ˙adìth, and who do not arrogate any
independent authority. In fact, then, they do not constitute an alternative authority at all. God only ordered the Muslims to obey them
in what they transmitted on the authority of the Messenger of God,
not in anything else. If someone says that these scholars should be
followed also in what they state on the basis of their ijtihàd, this is
incorrect.32 And even if it were correct, it would apply to all scholars collectively, not just to some of them, because God did not say:
wa-ba'∂ ùlì l-amr minkum, but He ordered to follow all those with
authority among them, which means all the scholars, to the extent
that they are fully agreed on a matter that reﬂects the teachings and
practice of the Prophet. In other words, one is not allowed to follow a certain imàm of one’s choice, Màlik, for example, or Abù
Óanìfa, but must accept the consensus of scholars (ijmà' ), which is
in fact a continuation of the agreement of the ßa˙àba, who in turn,
as was seen, only continued to apply the practices of the Prophet.
That the scholars are to be obeyed only when there is no disagreement, in other words: when there is ijmà', is made clear by the
second part of the verse, says Ibn Óazm. There it is stated that in
case of a dispute, it should be referred to God and His Messenger,
and no mention is made at all of those in authority, which means
that God deliberately excludes them. This proves that the scholars
cannot act as independent authorities in cases where there is no
agreement, and that the solution must be found in the sacred sources.
The role of the 'ulamà", then, is to be restricted to that of expounding and conﬁrming God’s will as expressed in the Qur"àn and through
the example of Mu˙ammad. On no account are they to add new
laws based upon their own ra"y or on equally subjective methods to
extract legal rulings from the texts, such as analogical reasoning
(qiyàs); this would be deception, and exceeding their mandate. Not
only are they not to propound their own ra"y, but they cannot accept
that of anyone else either. The Prophet is the only one whose sayings
may be accepted and whose behaviour may, or rather should, be
emulated; he is the only one who was divinely inspired and infallible.
Ibn Óazm states elsewhere that the term ùlù l-amr also applies to
the rulers of the Umma, and that Qur"àn 4:59 demands that they be
32
The term ijtihàd is probably used here in the sense of ra"y: a personal opinion
not grounded in scripture.
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obeyed, but, he adds, only to the extent that they abide by God’s
law: the moment the ruler issues orders that contradict the revealed
texts and the accepted consensus, the duty to obey him lapses. While
the role of the scholars, then, is limited to explaining God’s law,
that of the rulers is restricted to applying it.

Arguments against taqlìd
Scriptural arguments
To the Qur"ànic passages that are adduced by the muqallids in support of their point of view, Ibn Óazm opposes another series of
verses in which God, in his view, clearly condemns the following of
any authority other than Himself. Qur"àn 29:43, 41 and 9:16, for
example, warns the believers against taking other than God as their
patron; such people take the words of one man as their standard,
rather than those of God, the Prophet and the remaining scholars.
Other verses listed here are 33:66–7: only when it is too late and
they are already burning in hell will the people who did not obey
God and His Messenger regret that they followed their chiefs and
grandees, who only misled them. In Qur"àn 37:157 and 2:111 the
people are challenged to produce their book, or their proof. He who
does not bring the book of God as a testimony to his saying, and
no proof for the veracity of his claim, is a liar, inventing things about
God; he who obeys his leaders and grandees abandons that what
has reached him from God and His Messenger, says Ibn Óazm, but
no man or jinn should say anything that is untrue about God (72:5).
The Qur"àn also emphasizes that those who are turned into models of emulation by their followers are themselves opposed to this:
“when those who were followed disown those who followed [them],
and they behold the doom, and all relations between them would
be cut oﬀ ” (2:166).33 Ibn Óazm points out in a diﬀerent context
that at least some of the imàms of the schools were opposed to taqlìd.
In several verses the Qur"àn criticizes those who refuse to accept
the Prophet’s message coming from God, and who cling to the practices and beliefs of their ancestors instead; thus 2:170: “When it is
33
For the second part of this verse I am following the translation by Abdullah
Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur"an, Ware, Herts., 2000.

“this

day have i perfected your religion for you”

31

said to them: Follow that which God hath revealed, they say: We
follow that wherein we found our fathers.” The behaviour described
in this verse and others similar in content (e.g., 7:28, 5:104, 2:168–170,
and 43:22–24) is like the behaviour of the muqallids, says Ibn Óazm,
but God answers them thus: “who goeth farther astray than he who
followeth his own whims, without guidance from God? Lo! God
guideth not wrongdoing folk” (28:50); God seals the heart and the
ears of such a person, so that he will not be rightly guided (45:23).
This, says Ibn Óazm, is the description of every muqallid: he who
turns his own fanciful thoughts into his god will be sent astray by
the Lord; his hearing and his sight avail him not, which means that
he is not open to the word of God and the Sunan which diﬀer from
his own way. He does not seek the guidance of the Book of God
or the Prophet, but the guidance of someone other than God. The
muqallid is furthermore described in 6:71 as someone who cries to
others instead of God, and is led astray though his friends beckon
him to come to them. He should know that the only guidance comes
from God (2:120), and that there is no guidance in what does not
come from Him.
According to Ibn Óazm, then, the text of the Qur"àn clearly
demonstrates that the muqallid is doomed. Those who accept the
eponymous founders of the legal schools as their friends, rather than
the Prophet, are no better than the Jews and the Christians, who
are condemned by God in the Qur"àn for taking their religious
authorities as objects of excessive veneration. (This accusation recurs
several times in Ibn Óazm’s discussion, as will be seen.) The Scripture
declares the imitation of all men and women null and void, and
prohibits the emulation of all forefathers and leaders. This view was
held by all the pious ancestors, says Ibn Óazm.
Apart from verses criticising the imitation of ancestral practices,
Ibn Óazm also quotes a passage in praise of those who listen to the
word of God, that is, those who do not imitate, but follow God’s
advice as conveyed by the Prophet (39:17–18).

The subjectivity of taqlìd
Taqlìd, says Ibn Óazm, is completely subjective. On the basis of
which criteria does one decide to follow one imàm and not another?
All of them are equally fallible, since apart from the Prophet no one

32

camilla adang

has been made immune to mistakes. Even the Companions and the
Successors had been fallible, although there had not been not a single person among them who deviated from the rules of the Qur"àn
and the sunna, and to whom it would have occurred to advance his
own ra"y as an alternative to these rules. The Muslims of the ﬁrst
three generations—who were praised by the Prophet as the best of
his nation—were all pious individuals (Ibn Óazm calls them al-salaf
al-ßàli˙) who would not have dared to rule according to their own
insights. It is around the year 140 of the Hijra (757–758 C.E.), however, that the rot set in, more than a 130 years after the death of
the Messenger of God. This date, which coincides with the last
decade of Abù Óanìfa’s life, is regarded by Ibn Óazm as the turning point. From now on, scholars not only ruled on the basis of
their ra"y, but their disciples began to regard their masters, rather
than the Prophet, as models for emulation. This reprehensible innovation, which did not exist before that time, soon became common
practice, and around the year 200 of the Hijra (815–816 C.E.) it had
spread over the entire world. In his own day Ibn Óazm found that
on the face of the earth there was not a soul who did not identify
himself as an adherent of Sufyàn al-Thawrì,34 Abù Thawr,35 alAwzà'ì,36 Màlik b. Anas, Ibn al-Qàsim,37 Abù Óanìfa,38 Abù Yùsuf,39
34
Abù 'Abd al-Ra˙màn Sufyàn al-Thawrì (d. 161/778), ˙adìth-minded legal
scholar active in Baßra; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 7, pp. 229–79 no. 82; H.P.
Raddatz, “Sufyàn al-Thawrì,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 9, pp.
770–72.
35
Abù Thawr Ibràhìm b. Khàlid (d. 240/854), legal scholar from Baghdad; considered the founder of an independent and short-lived school of law; see al-Dhahabì,
Siyar, vol. 12, pp. 72–76 no. 19; Joseph Schacht, “Abù Thawr,” in The Encyclopaedia
of Islam. New Edition, vol. 1, p. 155.
36
Abù 'Amr 'Abd al-Ra˙màn b. 'Amr al-Awzà'ì (d. 157/774), founder of a shortlived school of law in Syria which was inﬂuential also in al-Andalus before the
introduction of the Màlikì madhhab; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 7, pp. 107–34 no.
48; Joseph Schacht, “al-Awzà'ì,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 1,
pp. 772–73.
37
Abù 'Abd Allàh 'Abd al-Ra˙màn b. al-Qàsim (d. 221/836), the most prominent student of Màlik; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 9, pp. 120–25 no. 39; Joseph
Schacht, “Ibn al-àsim,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, p. 817.
38
Abù Óanìfa al-Nu'màn b. Thàbit of Kufa (d. 150/767), the imàm of the Óanafì
school of law; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 6, pp. 390–403 no. 163; Joseph Schacht,
“Abù Óanìfa al-Nu'màn,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 1, pp. 123–24.
39
Abù Yùsuf Ya'qùb b. Ibràhìm b. Óabìb al-Anßàrì (d. 182/798), disciple of
Abù Óanìfa, regarded, together with al-Shaybànì (see next note) as the actual
founder of the Óanafì madhhab; see Joseph Schacht, “Abù Yùsuf,” in The Encyclopaedia
of Islam. New Edition, vol. 1, pp. 164–65.
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al-Shaybànì,40 Dàwùd b. 'Alì or Ibn Óanbal,41 while neglecting the
Prophet. People no longer searched for God’s law in the Qur"àn or
the ˙adìth; in fact, no one paid any attention to the revealed sources.
Ibn Óazm refers to Sufyàn b. 'Uyayna,42 who is reported to have
said that the aﬀairs of men were in harmony until they were changed
by Abù Óanìfa in Kùfa, al-Battì 43 in Baßra and Màlik in Medina.
He adds that this is absolutely correct, for these were the ﬁrst ones
to speak their own ra"y and to reject the ˙adìth; the people immediately accepted this and regarded it as permitted, as people will rush
to embrace anything that is false, for the truth is bitter and hard to
take. There were some exceptions, namely those individuals whom
God rendered immune to such behaviour, and whom He ﬁrmly put
on the track of the pious ancestors from the three preceding praiseworthy generations. They follow the customs of the Messenger of
God, study the Qur"àn, and abandon taqlìd. Ibn Óazm prays that
he may be counted among these virtuous people.
If the muqallids admit that there was before the imàm of their choice
someone more excellent and learned than he—and how could they
possibly deny that—why then did they abandon the more excellent
and learned one, and do they follow the less excellent and less learned
one? If it is a mere matter of chronology, assuming the later ones
to be more learned than their predecessors in the ﬁrst generations,
they will be reminded of excellent scholars who lived after their imàm,
and who would be equally, if not more worthy of being followed.
A Màlikì, a Shàﬁ'ì, a Óanafì, a Sufyànì or an Awzà'ì should follow A˙mad b. Óanbal on these grounds, for he came after all these
scholars, and no one among the 'ulamà" of the ahl al-sunna, neither
the ˙adìth-minded nor the ra"y-minded ones among them, disputes

40
Mu˙ammad b. al-Óasan al-Shaybàni (d. 189/804), disciple of Abù Óanìfa and
considered, together with Abù Yùsuf (see previous note) as actual founder of the
Óanafì school; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 9, pp. 134–36 no. 45; E. Chaumont, “alShaybànì,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 9, pp. 392–4.
41
On Abù 'Abd Allàh A˙mad b. Óanbal (d. 241/855), the eponymous founder
of the Óanbalì school, see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 11, pp. 177–358 no. 78; H. Laoust,
“A˙mad b. Óanbal,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 1, pp. 272–87.
42
Well-known ˙adith scholar, died in 198/813. See on him al-Dhahabì, Siyar,
vol. 8, pp. 454–75 no. 120; Susan A. Spectorsky, “Sufyàn b. 'Uyayna,” in The
Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 9, p. 772.
43
Abù 'Amr 'Uthmàn b. Muslim al-Battì (d. 143/760), transmitter of ˙adìth, but
also known for the legal opinions he issued on the basis of his ra"y; see al-Dhahabì,
Siyar, vol. 6, pp. 148–49 no. 60.
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the breadth of his knowledge of prophetic ˙adìth and the fatwàs of
the Companions and the Successors, just like no one denies his discernment, his excellence, his piety, and the caution he exercised
when issuing legal opinions. Or they should follow Is˙àq b. Ibràhìm
al-ÓanΩalì,44 who was endowed with similar qualities and in addition possessed sublety of reﬂection and soundness of understanding,
or follow Abù Thawr, who reached the acme of all this.
A Óanbalì should rather follow Mu˙ammad b. Naßr al-Marwazì,45
for he came after A˙mad b. Óanbal, transmitted ˙adìths from him
and combined all his knowledge; he also met the disciples of Màlik
and al-Shàﬁ'ì and the disciples of the disciples of Abù Óanìfa, who
taught him what they knew. There was no one more knowledgeable
about the Qur"àn and the ˙adìth, the accounts of the Companions and
the proofs, or more subtle in reﬂection, in addition to his enormous
piety and his ﬁrm faith. Or he should follow Mu˙ammad b. Jarìr
al-ˇabarì,46 or al-ˇa˙àwì,47 or Dàwùd b. 'Alì. A follower of Dàwùd
should follow someone who came after him, like his son Mu˙ammad,
or Ibn Surayj,48 al-ˇabarì, Mu˙ammad b. Naßr al-Marwazì, or alˇa˙àwì. All these people, says Ibn Óazm, were equally, if not more,
learned than the ones who were chosen to be models of emulation,
and yet they were not widely accepted as imàms.
It is important to note that Ibn Óazm’s disapproval of taqlìd
extended even to the founder of the ¸àhirì school, who, though
regarded by him as being closer to the truth than the imàms of the
other madhàhib, and described in milder terms than they, is nevertheless said to be less excellent and learned in Tradition than the

44
The reference is to the well-known legal scholar and mu˙addith, Is˙àq b.
Ràhawayh (d. 238/853). See on him Joseph Schacht, “Ibn Ràhwayh,” in The
Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, p. 902.
45
Abù 'Abd Allàh Mu˙ammad b. Naßr b. al-Óajjàj al-Marwazì (d. 294/906),
proliﬁc scholar of ˙adìth, mainly active in Samarqand. See on him al-Dhahabì, Siyar,
vol. 14, pp. 33–40 no. 13.
46
Abù Ja'far Mu˙ammad b. Jarìr al-ˇabarì, the famous historian and commentator of the Qur"àn, is also regarded as the founder of a distinctive school of
law, the Jarìriyya, which was, however, short-lived; see on him al-Dhahabì, Siyar,
vol. 14, pp. 267–82 no. 175; C.E. Bosworth, “al-ˇabarì,” in The Encyclopaedia of
Islam. New Edition, vol. 10, pp. 11–15.
47
Abù Ja'far A˙mad b. Mu˙ammad al-ˇa˙àwì (d. 321/933), inﬂuential Óanafì
jurist; see on him Norman Calder, “al-ˇa˙àwì,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New
Edition, vol. 10, pp. 101–2.
48
On Abu l-'Abbàs A˙mad b. 'Umar b. Surayj (d. 306/918) and his contribution
to the development of the Shàﬁ'ì school, see Melchert, The formation, Chapter Five.
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Companions, and therefore even less than they to be taken as a
source of emulation.49
Even if the muqallids would take care not to choose their model
for emulation on the basis of irrational criteria, but on the basis of
excellence, their taqlìd would still be void. First of all, the most excellent scholars are themselves opposed to it. All the fuqahà" that are
venerated by their disciples in fact prohibited taqlìd, and declared
that the emulator is on the wrong track. It is said of al-Shàﬁ'ì that
he forbade the people to follow him or anyone else, and Ibn Wahb
heard how Màlik denied that he possessed superior knowledge and
in fact disapproved of people’s reliance on him. Moreover, the most
eminent students of Abù Óanìfa and Màlik did not follow them.
The diﬀerences of opinion between Màlik on the one hand, and his
disciples Ibn Wahb,50 Ashhab,51 Ibn al-Màjishùn,52 al-Mughìra53 and
Ibn Abì Óàzim54 on the other, are very well known. Even Ibn alQàsim, who is generally regarded as Màlik’s most prominent student, disagreed with him. Abù Yùsuf, Zufar,55 al-Shaybànì and
al-Óasan b. Ziyàd56 are known to have disagreed with Abù Óanìfa,
just like Abù Thawr and al-Muzanì 57 held opinions which diﬀered
from those of al-Shàﬁ'ì. Aßbagh58 and Sa˙nùn59 disagreed with Ibn

See also Ibn Óazm’s Al-Risàlah al-bàhirah, sections 86–88.
Abù Mu˙ammad 'Abd Allàh b. Wahb, Egyptian student of Màlik, d. 197/813;
see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 9, pp. 223–34 no. 63; J. David-Weill, “Ibn Wahb,” in
The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, p. 963.
51
Abù 'Amr Ashhab b. 'Abd al-'Azìz, Egyptian student of Màlik, d. 204/819;
see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 9, pp. 500–503 no. 190.
52
Abù Marwàn 'Abd al-Malik b. al-Màjishùn (d. 213/828 or 214/829), student
of Màlik; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 10, pp. 359–60 no. 92.
53
Abù Hishàm (or Hàshim) al-Mughìra b. 'Abd al-Ra˙màn b. al-Óàrith (d. 186/
802), legal scholar of Medina; see Ibn Far˙ùn, Dìbàj, pp. 425–26 no. 597.
54
Abù Tammàm 'Abd al-'Azìz b. Abì Óàzim (d. 184/800), student of Màlik;
see Ibn Far˙ùn, Dìbàj, pp. 259–60 no. 338.
55
Zufar b. al-Hudhayl b. Qays (d. 158/774), disciple of Abù Óanìfa and legal
scholar of Baßra; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 8, pp. 38–41 no. 6; Tsafrir, The History,
pp. 31–35.
56
Óasan b. Ziyàd al-Lu"lu"ì (d. 204/819), Óanafì scholar; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar,
vol. 9, pp. 543–45 no. 212.
57
On Abù Ibràhìm Ismà'ìl b. Ya˙yà al-Muzanì (d. 264/878), an Egyptian disciple of al-Shàﬁ'ì, see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 12, pp. 492–97 no. 180; W. Heﬀening,
“al-Muzanì,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 7, p. 822.
58
Aßbagh b. al-Faraj b. Sa'ìd b. Nàﬁ' (d. 254/863), Màlikì scholar from Egypt;
student of Ibn Wahb, Ibn al-Qàsim and Ashhab. When his ri˙la took him to Medina,
Màlik had just died there. See al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 10, pp. 656–58 no. 237.
59
On the famous Màlikì scholar from Qayrawàn Abù Sa'ìd 'Abd al-Salàm b.
49
50
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al-Qàsim, Ibn al-Mawwàz60 disagreed with Aßbagh; Mu˙ammad b.
'Alì b. Yùsuf 61 disagreed with al-Muzanì on many points, and alˇa˙àwì opposed Abù Óanìfa and his disciples in many cases.
Secondly, excellence is not a criterion, as even the most excellent
person is still fallible and prone to make mistakes, or even commit
sins; he should not be followed in that. It is incomprehensible to
Ibn Óazm that people can adopt the sayings of anyone who was
not sent by God with a miracle, was not rendered immune from
error, and was not close to God. (The comparison is, of course, with
the Prophet Mu˙ammad.)
But if the imàms were fallible, their adherents were even more so;
they put their masters on a pedestal and attributed near-miraculous
powers to them. People like that, who follow someone, anyone, whom
God has not ordered them to follow, in this case the founders of
the schools of law, are no better than the Christians or the Jews
who are accused in the Qur"àn (9:31) of worshipping their religious
scholars (a˙bàr) and their monks, as well as the Messiah, i.e., Jesus.
The objection that they do not exactly worship their religious leaders, and that there is a great diﬀerence between following in someone’s footsteps and worshipping that person, fails to impress Ibn
Óazm, who insists that deferring to anyone other than God’s Prophet
who was, after all, the one who brought the ﬁnal revelation and
whose entire behaviour was divinely inspired, is nothing short of
worshipping this person. To follow anyone else is tantamount to shirk:
ascribing a partner to God. (Needless to say, this is a very serious
accusation, and it is not surprising that it elicited very strong reactions among Ibn Óazm’s contemporaries, as we shall see.)
And yet the followers of Abù Óanìfa, Màlik and al-Shàﬁ'ì forbid
only what their masters declare to be forbidden, and only allow what
their masters declare licit. It is only when the revealed texts agree
with the views of their masters that they will accept them, and not

Sa'ìd al-Tanùkhì (d. 240/855), better known as Sa˙nùn, see al-Dhahabì, Siyar,
vol. 12, pp. 63–9 no. 15; M. Talbi, “Sa˙nùn,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New
Edition, vol. 8, pp. 843–45. Sa˙nùn played a major role in the spread of the Màlikì
school in North Africa and al-Andalus.
60
Abù 'Abd Allàh Mu˙ammad b. Ibràhìm, also known as Ibn al-Mawwàz
(d. 269/882 or 281/894), prominent Màlikì faqìh from Egypt; see al-Dhahabì, Siyar,
vol. 13, p. 6 no. 2.
61
I have not been able to identify this scholar.
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the other way around. The Màlikìs are only interested in what Màlik
said, or Ibn al-Qàsim, or Sa˙nùn; the Óanafìs want to see what
Abù Óanìfa, Abù Yùsuf, or al-Shaybànì said, while the Shàﬁ'ìs are
eager to know what al-Shàﬁ'ì thought, and nothing beyond that.
They turn away from the sayings of the Prophet, apparently forgetting that he is the only one who can intercede on Judgement
Day, and that only following him can save them from the ﬁre, if
and when God grants His mercy. Ibn Óazm provides several examples to illustrate his point. Those who follow Màlik, he says, have
forbidden consumption of the fat of cows and goats or sheep slaughtered by a Jew, and forbidden consumption of the camel and the
hare killed by a Jew, emulating Màlik’s mistaken opinion on this
matter. Thus they have chosen to disregard God’s own saying on
this, namely, that “your food is lawful to them.”62
Some muqallids have objected that they have not been equipped
with a suﬃcient measure of intellect or understanding to extract legal
rulings from the Qur"àn and the Tradition of the Prophet, and that
they are therefore in need of an interpreter, so to speak. Ibn Óazm
objects, on the basis of a number of Qur"ànic passages (4:82, 5:105,
6:164, 2:286) that God makes no unreasonable demands, and does
not tax anyone beyond his ability. It is clear from the Qur"àn that
God has given us the ability to understand the legal rulings (a˙kàm)
of the Qur"àn. If not, He would not have imposed these laws on
us. Is it possible that your minds are unable to comprehend what
God has ordered you to do, but are capable of understanding alShàﬁ'ì, Màlik, and Abù Óanìfa, Ibn Óazm scoﬀs. God never ordered
that they, in particular, should be listened to, to the exclusion of all
other scholars!
In this context Ibn Óazm tells an anecdote which may well reﬂect
a disputation he had with his opponents in al-Andalus, and which
gives an indication of his disdain for them. He says that he asked
them the following question: “You all agree with me, don’t you, that
62
Some Màlikìs apparently believed that what was forbidden for consumption
to the Jews should be forbidden to them as well, and as a result they imposed
dietary restrictions on themselves that had been abrogated in Islam. Ibn Óazm
polemicises against them in his Mu˙allà. See on this polemic my “Ibn Hazm’s
Critique of Some ‘Judaizing’ Tendencies among the Màlikites,” in Medieval and
Modern Perspectives on Muslim Jewish Relations, ed. Ronald L. Nettler, Chur/Oxford
1995, pp. 1–15.
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Jesus the son of Mary, the servant and messenger of God, will descend
when the accursed Dajjàl 63 will appear, and that he will lead the
people of Islam according to their religion, and not according to
any other religion?”, and that they queried him about the madhhab
of Jesus: “Will he judge the Muslims and issue fatwàs according to
the ra"y of Abù Óanìfa, Abù Yùsuf and al-Shaybànì, or following
Màlik, Ibn al-Qàsim and Sa˙nùn?”

Was Màlik “the scholar of Medina”?
Although in most parts of his discussion on taqlìd Ibn Óazm targets
the followers of all the legal schools—with the near-complete exception of the Óanbalì madhhab—one section is aimed exclusively at the
Màlikìs, and apparently echoes some of the discussions that were
taking place in al-Andalus at the time.
According to Ibn Óazm, the Màlikìs defend their attachment to
the views of their imàm by citing a number of sayings attributed to
the Prophet which praise Medina, the city in which Màlik lived and
taught his disciples. According to one prophetic tradition which exists
in several slightly diﬀerent versions, no one more learned will be
found than “the scholar of Medina.” According to the Màlikìs, now,
this is a clear reference to their imàm. Ibn Óazm objects that Màlik
was certainly not the only learned person in Medina, nor was he
the most learned one. Among his fellow-townsmen were Ibn Abì
Dhi"b,64 Ibn al-Màjishùn, Sufyàn al-Thawrì, al-Layth,65 and al-Awzà'ì.
No one in his right mind would assume that Màlik excelled these
men in knowledge, piety, grasp of the Qur"àn, the ˙adìth, and the
sayings of the Companions. What, then, makes them say the man
intended in the tradition referred to is Màlik, and not, for example,

63
The word Dajjàl is often translated as “Antichrist.” The coming of this evil
ﬁgure is regarded as one of the signs of the approaching Hour. He will ultimately
be defeated by the returning Jesus. See A. Abel, “Da¡¡àl,” in The Encyclopaedia of
Islam. New Edition, vol. 2, pp. 75–7.
64
Abu l-Óàrith Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Ra˙màn b. Abì Dhi"b (d. 158/774) was
a faqìh and ˙adìth scholar active in Medina; see on him al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 7,
pp. 139–49 no. 50.
65
Al-Layth b. Sa'd (d. 175/791), Egyptian faqìh and ˙adìth scholar; see on him
al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 8, pp. 136–63 no. 12; A. Merad, “al-Layº b. Sa'd,” in The
Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 5, pp. 711–12.
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Sa'ìd b. al-Musayyab,66 who was more learned and superior to Màlik?
For all we know the tradition refers to 'Umar; for during his caliphate
the people ﬂocked to Medina to study, and no one was more learned
than 'Umar himself, although Companions like 'Alì, 'À"isha, Mu'àdh
and Ibn Mas'ùd, who also lived there at the time, may have been
equally learned though without excelling him in learning. The Màlikìs
cannot point to their imàm’s frequent expressions of his own ra"y as
proof of his superior learning either, because ra"y does not equal
knowledge ('ilm). If it did, then Abù Óanìfa and his disciples Abù
Yùsuf and al-Shaybànì would be more learned than Màlik, since
they issued more fatwàs and personal opinions than he did. Real
learning is to memorise (and comply with) the customs of the Messenger
of God and the sayings of the Companions and the Successors, and
there were, in Màlik’s days, several people who excelled him in this
type of learning, as well as others who equalled him. Even if the
above-mentioned tradition did indeed refer to Màlik, it still only says
that there was no one who excelled him in learning, but it does not
say that there was no one who was equally learned. So once again,
we are back with the question: why Màlik, why not any of these
others? The Shàﬁ'ìs on their part counter with another ˙adìth, according to which a man from Quraysh will ﬁll the earth with learning.
They take this as a reference to al-Shàﬁ'ì, who was of Qurashì
descent and claim that there was no one else of that tribe whose
learning had ﬁlled the earth. Ibn Óazm adds that Medina occupied
no special place in scholarship at the time. Already in the period of
the Companions, Iraq, Syria and Mecca all had their share of learned
people, and none of them was inferior to the others. In the period
of the Successors, too, it was not possible to rank the people according to the degree of their learning; they were all each other’s equals
in this respect, and this was still true for the younger ones among
the Successors. In Màlik’s generation, now, there were many eminent scholars, and they were no less learned or pious than he. So
again, even if the tradition quoted were indeed about Màlik, it is
still not clear which part of it renders it obligatory to follow him,
rather than any other scholar. No one among the Muslims doubts
that 'Umar, 'Alì, Ibn Mas'ùd and 'À"isha were more learned than

66
On Sa'ìd b. al-Musayyab (d. 93/711), Successor from Medina, regarded as a
forerunner of Màlik b. Anas, see al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 4, pp. 217–46 no. 88.
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Màlik, and yet this does not require that one follow any one of
them, or that one follow any of them in all their sayings, as they
do with Màlik. The traditions quoted by the Shàﬁ'ìs in favour of
their imàm do not require that the people follow him either. There
is also a tradition in favour of the Persians. Does this mean one
should follow the opinions of Abù Óanìfa or of Dàwùd, because
they happened to be of Persian descent? Then why should the tradition about the scholar of Medina—which is ﬂawed to begin with—
be solely applicable to Màlik, when Medina knew so many other
eminent scholars? The fact that Màlik would defend his views by
stating that “this is the practice in our city,” as if invoking prophetic
precedent, does not hold water either, for the practice of Medina in
the decades before Màlik’s birth had been characterised by oppression, injustice and immorality. The city had been ruled by the sinful governors of the Umayyads, and thereafter by equally sinful
Abbasid governors. The Màlikìs themselves abandoned the true practice of Medina: the text of Màlik’s Muwa††a" shows that they had
broken with the practice of 'Umar and 'Uthmàn.
Another point of intense discussion between Ibn Óazm and his
Màlikì peers was the latter’s deﬁnition of ijmà' as the consensus of
the scholars of Medina. It would exceed the scope of this study to
present this issue in further detail; suﬃce it to say that Ibn Óazm
devoted many pages of a highly polemical character to the refutation of this view.67

The alternative for taqlìd: ijtihàd
Having stripped the legal scholars of most of their traditional prestige and authority, what alternative does Ibn Óazm present to the
common believers in search for religious guidance? The answer is
that they should ﬁrst take counsel with themselves. For in Ibn Óazm’s
view, everyone is in principle his own mujtahid. God has endowed
every individual, male or female, free or slave, rich or of modest
means, with a certain capacity to understand His laws. God testiﬁes
in His Book that He does not tax us beyond our abilities, so when
67
A detailed discussion may be found in Abdel-Magid Turki, Polémique entre Ibn
Óazm et Bà[ì sur les principes de la loi musulmane. Essai sur le littéralisme zahirite at la
ﬁnalité malikite, Algiers 1973.
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He demands compliance with His laws, He must have ensured that
we have the wherewithal to understand them. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that certain people are more qualiﬁed than others to
discover God’s wishes in the Book and the sunna. If a person is confronted with a novel problem, be it legal or theological in nature,
to which he does not know the answer, he should ﬁrst try to ﬁnd
the solution in the sacred texts by himself, and not simply adopt the
view of someone else, for God totally prohibited taqlìd, without making any exceptions, neither for the layman nor for the scholar. God’s
instructions on this point are addressed to every single person. Taqlìd
is forbidden to the slave exiled from his country, the layman, the
secluded virgin,68 and the herdsman in the mountains, in the same
way that it is forbidden to the erudite scholar, without any diﬀerence.
Ijtihàd means no more than looking for God’s legal rule (˙ukm) and
that of His Messenger. Elaborating on a well-known tradition, Ibn
Óazm states that the mere activity of ijtihàd—which he interprets as
trying to discern God’s will in the revealed sources—earns a person
a reward in the afterlife, regardless of whether he is a scholar or a
layman. If, moreover, the answer he arrives at should be correct,
his reward will be double.
It is only when he ﬁnds himself unable to arrive at a solution that
the layman should turn to someone more learned, preferably the
most learned individual in his community. He must present the issue
to him and, once the scholar issues a fatwà, ask him whether this
responsum is based on the sacred texts or rather on the scholar’s
own, personal view. If the muftì tells him that he has based his
responsum solely on the Book of God and the Custom of the Prophet,
the petitioner may, or rather must, accept it; this is not considered
taqlìd, for obeying the Prophet is never taqlìd. However, should the
muftì tell him that the responsum reﬂects his own personal opinion,
or the view of Màlik, or that of Ibn al-Qàsim, Abù Óanìfa, Abù Yùsuf,
al-Shàﬁ'ì or Dàwùd, or if he mentions the name of a Companion
or a Successor or someone of a later generation, of anyone, in short,
68
I have shown elsewhere that Ibn Óazm is actually against the permanent seclusion of women: they should be encouraged to pray in the mosque rather than in
their own homes, since this was the practice in the Prophet’s own time, and moreover ajr is acquired by making the eﬀort to go to the mosque; see my “Women’s
Access to Public Space according to al-Mu˙allà bi-l-àthàr,” in Writing the Feminine.
Women in Arab Sources, eds. Manuela Marín and Randi Deguilhem, London/New
York 2002, pp. 75–94.
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who is not the Prophet, or if the scholar rushes him or does not
answer him (which may or may not be an expression of consent),
the petitioner must not accept his legal opinion, but is obliged to go
and ask another scholar, seeking him out wherever he may be. The
scholar will only be asked to inform the petitioner of the ˙ukm of
God and of His Messenger regarding the speciﬁc matter about which
he was consulted. But if the petitioner is aware that the scholar has
issued a fatwà on the basis of something other than the revealed
sources, he shall dissociate himself from him and bolt. The description of this seemingly very simple procedure shows Ibn Óazm’s idealism, and perhaps naiveté: ideally, a muftì should admit in all sincerity
if his responsum reﬂects his own ra"y, rather than God’s law. But
could he always be trusted to do so? And could the petitioner be
bothered to ask in the ﬁrst place?
Ibn Óazm emphasizes that the religious scholar has a responsibility towards the less learned in the community, and should help
them whenever their capacity for ijtihàd is wanting. This should never
mean, however, that the scholar becomes an independent source of
authority, or that his views become an alternative to the precedent
set by the Prophet. Deferring to the scholar is only allowed to the
extent that he can be trusted faithfully to represent God’s law and
the practice of His Messenger, in whose days God perfected His religion for us (5:3). A religious scholar should always be aware of the
enormous responsibility he has. If he passes oﬀ as part of the true
revealed law something that is in fact based upon taqlìd, thus leading astray the unsuspecting believer who trustingly sits down at his
feet, it is as if he slips poison into honey or—in a rather modernsounding simile—drugs into cake (al-banj fì l-ka'k), says Ibn Óazm.
He incurs a major sin, and his punishment in the afterlife will be
commensurate. Ibn Óazm’s colleagues could consider themselves well
and duly warned. However, the onus is not only on the scholar. If
a muqallid becomes aware of the prohibition of taqlìd, and yet continues to emulate his master, he, too, commits a grave sin.
Unlike the layman, the scholar must master all the sciences and
tools that are required to detect God’s will and to formulate a legal
decision. Needless to say, he should be well versed in the Qur"àn
and the sunna, as well as in grammar and lexicography. Moreover,
he should be able to distinguish reliable transmitters from problematic ones, sound traditions from accounts lacking an uninterrupted
chain of transmitters, the chronological order of imperatives and pro-
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hibitions, etc. The tools of his trade do not include reasoning by
analogy, divining the reasons for God’s commandments (ta'lìl) and
other arbitrary and therefore objectionable methods. The fact that
he must limit himself to the revealed Qur"àn and the inspired ˙adìth
in their literal sense means that he may not restrict the application
of a verse with a general meaning, nor generalise a verse that has
a limited meaning; he should not regard as abrogated what God
Himself has not declared abrogated, nor ignore the abrogation of
verses that have been abrogated by God. He must not declare licit
what God has forbidden, nor forbid what He has declared licit.
Anyone who changes, adds to, or detracts from God’s law is a sinner, and the same goes for anyone who rules on his own authority
without recourse to the Qur"àn or the sunna of the Prophet, or who
follows the opinions of another and thus endows him with authority.
Ibn Óazm’s emphasis on the primacy of the Prophet is well illustrated by the following statement. If someone should consult two legal
scholars, and each of them issues a diﬀerent fatwà, one based on a
verse from the Qur"àn, the other on a prophetic ˙adìth, the petitioner should accept the prophetic statement, rather than the ruling
from the Book of God, because of what the Lord says in Qur"àn
16:44, addressing Mu˙ammad: “that thou mayst explain to mankind
that which hath been revealed to them,” and because the Messenger
of God does not contradict his Lord, but rather expounds His will.
Moreover, if it were not for the Messenger of God, says Ibn Óazm,
we would not even realise that the Qur"àn is the word of God; we
would have no knowledge of God’s religion, and would not know
His will, nor His precepts and prohibitions. There is no disagreement
among any of the Muslims with regard to the duty to abide by His
word and to refrain from what He has ordered us in the Qur"àn to
refrain from. There is no disagreement among any of the Muslims,
apart from the Azraqiyya,69 about the duty to stone the married
adulterer, although this is not stated in the Qur"àn, nor about the
number of prayers to be performed, the manner in which the zakàt
is to be collected, or the prohibition of being married simultaneously
to a woman and her paternal aunt. Now, none of this is to be found
in the Qur"àn, but only in the ˙adìth. This clearly shows, then, that

69
On this Khàrijite sect, see R. Rubinacci, “Azàri˚a,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam.
New Edition, vol. 1, pp. 810–11.
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a genuine prophetic ˙adìth—which after all reports a divinely inspired
action or saying—can abrogate a ˙ukm from the Qur"àn. It is the
Prophet Mu˙ammad who has the last word, because he was given
the last word by none other than God Himself.

Màlikì reactions
Ibn Óazm preached his views during his teaching sessions in the
Great Mosque of Cordoba and, after his expulsion from the capital, in other major cities in al-Andalus, where they apparently had
a similar impact. Although these ideas seem to have appealed to
numerous individuals from all walks of life, they were, not surprisingly, vehemently opposed by the Màlikì religious establishment,
which resented not only the vicious attacks on their venerated imàm
and his immediate disciples, but also the challenge Ibn Óazm’s teachings posed to their own monopoly position. It should be recalled
that almost all preachers, prayer leaders, Qur"àn reciters, judges,
jurisconsults, notaries, market inspectors, and other religious or semireligious personnel were Màlikìs, and by questioning the very foundations of their school Ibn Óazm undermined their authority.
It is no wonder that a large number of respected Màlikì fuqahà"
in al-Andalus and North Africa, where ¸àhirism had also managed
to gain ground, wrote polemical tracts against the literalists in general, and Ibn Óazm in particular. In fact, Ibn Óazm-bashing became
quite popular after his death.70 One example may suﬃce. In the
lengthy biographical entry on Ibn Óazm in his Siyar a'làm al-nubalà",
al-Dhahabì quotes the following statement by the Andalusì qà∂ì Abù
Bakr b. al-'Arabì (d. 543/1148),71 himself the son of a fervent disciple of Ibn Óazm:
A man brought me a volume by Ibn Óazm entitled Nukat al-Islàm,
containing distressing things (dawàhì) which I took apart in my Nawàhì.72
Another brought me a Risàla of his on belief, which I criticised in an
70

See Samir Kaddouri, “Identiﬁcación de un manuscrito andalusí anónimo de
una obra contra Ibn Óazm al-Qur†ubì (m. 456/1064),” Al-Qan†ara 22 (2001), pp.
299–320; Maribel Fierro, “Religious Dissension in al-Andalus. Ways of Exclusion
and Inclusion,” Al-Qan†ara 22 (2001), p. 473.
71
See on him Sa'ìd A'ràb, Ma'a l-Qà∂ì Abì Bakr b. al-'Arabì, Beirut 1987.
72
See A'ràb, Ma'a l-Qà∂ì, p. 144: Al-Nawàhì 'an al-dawàhì.
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epistle entitled al-Ghurra.73 But the issue is too abominable to refute.
[The ¸àhirìs] say: Only God’s word counts, and we do not follow
anyone except the Messenger of God. And [they say] that God has
not commanded people to emulate anyone, or to follow the guidance
of any human being. They should realise that they do not have any
proof and that their position is exceedingly absurd.74

This quotation forms only a small part of the critical comments by
Ibn al-'Arabì that are quoted—and subsequently refuted—by alDhahabì: in the same section, the Andalusi judge calls Ibn Óazm a
worthless individual who has poisoned al-Andalus with the teachings
of literalism, and compares the ¸àhirìs with the Khàrijites, who had
also insisted that there is no decision except God’s (là ˙ukm illà li-llàh).
No one in al-Andalus would mistake this for a compliment.

In conclusion
In this article a survey was given of Ibn Óazm’s ideas on religious
authority. It was seen that his somewhat unusual conclusion is that
the right, or even duty, to apply ijtihàd is not restricted to legal scholars, but that every individual is, in fact, his own mujtahid, and that
the only person whom it is allowed to follow and to emulate is the
Prophet Mu˙ammad, who received his mandate directly from God,
and in whose days God perfected Islam and completed His favour
unto mankind. This view had far-reaching consequences for the relationship between Ibn Óazm and his mostly Màlikì fellow-fuqahà",
whom he wished to strip of their in his eyes unlawfully gained authority. In his view, virtually all contemporary religious scholars—with
a few exceptions—were in violation of God’s commandment to obey
Him and His Messenger, by giving precedence to the rulings of their
imàm, in the Andalusi case Màlik and a number of his disciples. He
failed to understand the reasons that led people to choose one scholar
as their model for emulation to the exclusion of all others, and
argued that Màlik b. Anas was rather less special than his followers
made him out to be.
73
A'ràb, Ma'a l-Qà∂ì, p. 150: Al-Ghurra fì naq∂ al-Durra, i.e., Ibn Óazm’s tract alDurra fì l-i'tiqàd.
74
Al-Dhahabì, Siyar, vol. 18, p. 189.
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The preceding discussion allows us a glimpse into Ibn Óazm’s
¸àhirì reasoning. Since we possess no other ¸àhirì works apart from
Ibn Óazm’s, it is tempting to attribute his views to the madhhab as
a whole, but it should be kept in mind that on many points Ibn
Óazm’s views diﬀered from those of his fellow literalists, Dàwùd alIßfahànì included, as he himself constantly indicates. This, of course,
need not surprise us, considering his strong opposition to taqlìd which
he voiced on every possible occasion.
Ironically enough, Ibn Óazm himself became a model for emulation after his death: a number of his own disciples were known
for their ta'aßßub li-bn Óazm, and a group of ¸àhirìs in the Maghrib
became known as the “Óazmiyya,” something the man himself would
certainly have been extremely displeased at.75 This shows that while
adherence to the Ωàhir and rejection of any authority apart from the
Prophet was very attractive in theory, it was less than practical
in reality, and ultimately ¸àhirism seems to have fallen victim to
the human need for direct contact with an approachable source of
authority.
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THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF EXCELLENCE
SUNNI-SHI'I DIALECTICS ON LEGITIMATE LEADERSHIP
Asma Afsaruddin

In Islamic thought, religious and political authority (as well as other
kinds of authority, such as moral and social) is ﬁrmly grounded in
the acquisition and possession of 'ilm, that is, knowledge in the broadest sense, and particularly religious knowledge based primarily on
the Qur"àn and the sunna. The Qur"àn and the sunna themselves
exhort the faithful to acquire knowledge. Numerous Qur"ànic verses
underscore the importance of knowledge in distinguishing the believer
from the non-believer at a very basic level, but also in creating a
gradation of moral excellence among believers based on the kind
and level of knowledge possessed by them. In the creation of the
ﬁrst human being, the Qur"àn points to Adam’s superiority over
the angels and all other creatures on the basis of his ability to recite
the names of all created beings and things (for example, Qur"àn
2:31). All the prophets, endowed with infallible knowledge directly
received from the divine sphere, are clearly in a special category of
moral excellence to which no other human being may aspire. Among
the commonality of believers, those who reﬂect prodigiously on the
natural signs around them to glean their true purport and who indefatigably ponder the contents of scripture are accorded a high moral
station, both in this life and the next.
The ˙adìth literature is also replete with references to the superiority of the learned faithful over those who are not as well learned
or not learned at all. One of the most famous, oft-cited ˙adìths is
“The scholars are the heirs of the prophets.” Another well-known
˙adìth “Seek knowledge even unto China,” emphasizes the incumbency of learning for the faithful, an act regarded as equivalent to
an act of worship, which confers much merit on the individual.
The Qur"àn and the sunna thus clearly propound a hierarchy of
moral excellence predicated to a large degree on the possession of
knowledge, with the most excellent occupying the topmost echelons,
both in a worldly socio/political and an other-worldly sense. The
traditional sources inform us that this hierarchy was already recognized
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and implemented during the lifetime of the Prophet and continued
to be an organizational principle after his death. This organizational
principle is squarely founded on a key Qur"ànic concept sàbiqa (“precedence;” “priority”), which was linked to another Qur"ànically derived
concept, fa∂l or fa∂ìla (“excellence;” “virtue”). The Qur"àn, for example, states, “Those who precede(d) are the ones who precede (alsàbiqùn al-sàbiqùn); they are those who will be brought near [to God]
in the gardens of bliss” (56:10–12); and “Those who believed and
emigrated and struggled in the path of God with their property and
selves are of a higher status (a'Ωamu darajatan) before God and they
are the victorious ones” (9:20).
Precedence in religiously valent deeds—in early conversion to Islam,
in emigrating to Medina during the early waves, in participation in
the early battles, for example—was thus understood to confer indisputable moral excellence or fa∂l/fa∂ìla on the early Muslims, which
translated into a higher religious and socio-political stature as well.
Prodigious display of certain moral attributes and aptitudes, in addition to the commission of meritorious deeds, also conferred sàbiqa
or precedence on the individual. Moral traits such as truthfulness,
courage, generosity, loyalty to Islam and its Prophet, etc., were all
constituent elements of the sàbiqa-fa∂l/fa∂ìla paradigm.
The concatenation of these two key concepts was particularly
invoked in discussions on legitimate leadership between the Sunnis
and the Shi'a, starting in the early formative period and continuing
down to our own time.1 The Mu'tazilì-'Alid scholar Ibn Abi l-Óadìd
(d. 655/1257) states that the supporters of 'Alì were the ﬁrst to circulate reports which praised his exceptional virtues.2 Other, mainly
Shi'i sources relate that when Abù Bakr entered the mosque in
Medina after having been appointed caliph, twelve men from among
the muhàjirùn rose to their feet in succession to recite the excellences
of 'Alì and thus establish his singular claim to the caliphate.3 The
partisans of Abù Bakr, known as the Bakriyya,4 are then said to have

1
For a detailed discussion of this subject, see my monograph Excellence and
Precedence. Medieval Islamic Discourse on Legitimate Leadership, Leiden 2002, particularly
chapter 1.
2
See, for example, his Shar˙ Nahj al-Balàgha, ed. Mu˙ammad Abu l-Fa∂l Ibràhìm,
Cairo 1965–69, vol. 11, pp. 48–50, 338.
3
See, for example, 'Abd al-Jalìl al-Ràzì, Kitàb al-Naqd, ed. S. Jalàl al-Dìn
Mu˙addith, Tehran 1371/1952, pp. 656–64.
4
For whom see Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert
Hidschra. Eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam 1–6, Berlin/New York
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responded with reports of their own which eulogized their candidates’ virtues. Thus was launched the manàqib genre which records,
sometimes in a vaunting mode, the merits of Abù Bakr and 'Alì
(and of other Companions as well). The manàqib literature is thus a
valuable repository of the early debates between the partisans of Abù
Bakr and 'Alì as encoded in the reports and counter-reports generated by them and which it records. A critical scrutiny of these reports
provides an invaluable window into competing conceptualizations of
leadership and religio-political authority in the formative period.
This article will now focus on a key ingredient of this paradigm:
knowledge—copious and beneﬁcial for the individual, his or her fellow beings, and the larger community. Knowledge, as part of the
constellation of essential traits possessed by the morally excellent individual, has particular resonance in the early discourse on the construction of religious and political authority, particularly in the dialectics
between the Sunnis and the Shi'a on this crucial topic. This paper
will now elaborate on how a certain epistemology of moral excellence, forefronting the role of specialized and privileged knowledge
in the legitimate leader of the Muslim polity, is adumbrated in the
literature which records this dialectics. This literature includes manàqib
sections of ˙adìth compilations which record the virtues of the
Companions of the Prophet, individual works on the merits of the
Companions and biographical and historical works which record their
lives.5 In view of space constraints, I will be focusing primarily on
how the possession of knowledge is invoked as a cardinal trait in
the disputes regarding succession to Mu˙ammad in the case of Abù
Bakr and 'Alì only.

Parameters of the Discourse
A. Proponents of Abù Bakr
In Sunni-Shi'i dialectics, the advocates of Abù Bakr’s singular
qualiﬁcations to become the ﬁrst caliph (arab. khalìfa, “successor”)
1991–97, vol. 1, pp. 108–18, and references therein. See also my article “In Praise
of the Caliphs. Re-creating History from the Manàqib Literature,” International Journal
of Middle East Studies 31 (1999), pp. 329–50.
5
This article draws to a large extent on the contents of my above book (as n. 1),
especially chapter 3.
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emphasize his exceptional knowledge of genealogical relationships
among the Arabs. In Sunni manàqib, historical, and biographical
literature, Abù Bakr is commonly described as “the most knowledgeable from among the Quraysh of the genealogy of the Quraysh”
(ansab Quraysh li-Quraysh) and “the most learned from among the
Quraysh about it” (a'lam Quraysh bi-hà).6 Even some pro-'Alid sources
concede Abù Bakr’s excellence in this area. For example, Hishàm
al-Kalbì (d. 204/819 or 206/821), the pro-'Alid genealogist, stated
that Abù Bakr was considered to be the most knowledgeable with
regard to the merits of the Quraysh (ma˙àsinuhà) while 'Aqìl b. Abì
ˇàlib, 'Alì’s brother, was the most knowledgeable with regard to its
demerits (masàwìhà).7
In the ridda (so-called “apostasy”) wars that broke out immediately
after the Prophet’s death, this superior knowledge on Abù Bakr’s
part was acknowledged as an essential ingredient of the kind of
religio-political authority necessary at that critical juncture. Standard
Sunni historical and ˙adìth works thus magnify Abù Bakr’s role in
the ridda wars and see in it a testimonial to Abù Bakr’s greater mental acumen and, consequently, greater excellence vis-à-vis other
Companions. The historian and exegete al-ˇabarì (d. 310/923), for
example, relates how Abù Bakr’s sound judgment prevailed during
the ridda wars when he asserted the necessity of ﬁghting those tribes
which were resisting the Medinan government. He reports that Abù
Bakr stated,
God will not assemble you in error and, by the One in whose hand
is my soul, I do not see a matter more excellent with regard to myself
than ﬁghting those who withhold from us a camel’s hobble on which
the Messenger of God, peace and blessings be upon him, used to take
[what was due upon it].

Al-ˇabarì continues, “The Muslims acceded to Abù Bakr’s opinion,
for they saw that it was better than their opinion . . .”8

6
See Ibn Hishàm, al-Sìra al-nabawiyya, ed. Suhayl Zakkàr, Beirut 1992, vol. 1,
p. 170; cf. al-ˇabarì, Ta"rìkh al-umam wa-l-mulùk, Beirut n.d., vol. 2, p. 352; alSuyù†ì, Ta"rìkh al-khulafà", Beirut 1969, pp. 29, 40; al-Nuwayrì, Nihàyat al-arab fì
funùn al-adab, ed. Mu˙ammad Abu l-Fa∂l Ibràhìm, Cairo 1975, vol. 19, p. 11.
7
Hishàm al-Kalbì, Kitàb al-Mathàlib, Ms. Dàr al-kutub al-mißriyya, shelf no. Adab
9602 [microﬁlm no. 16525/1778], fol. 1a; cf. al-Jà˙iΩ, al-Bayàn wa-l-tabyìn, ed. Óasan
al-Sandùbì, Cairo 1932, vol. 2, p. 258.
8
Al-ˇabarì, Ta"rìkh, vol. 1, p. 119.
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Another report states that Abù Bakr
undertook the ﬁghting of the people of the ridda, and the excellence
of his opinion became manifest in that, and his ﬁrmness along with
his gentleness which was inestimable. Thus God proclaimed His religion through him and slew through His hands and His grace all those
who had apostasized from the religion of God until the matter of God
became manifest while they were resistant.9

Al-Khàzin al-Baghdàdì (d. 742/1341), the author of Lubàb al-ta"wìl,
relates a report from Abù Bakr b. 'Ayyàsh to the eﬀect that there
was no one more excellent than Abù Bakr born after the Prophet,
and that in ﬁghting the “people of apostasy” (ahl al-ridda), Abù Bakr
had attained the position of “a prophet from among the prophets.”10
Another source depicts 'Alì as expressing special approval for Abù
Bakr’s decision not to give in to the murtaddùn.11 As the other serious
contender for the caliphate-imamate, 'Alì’s ratiﬁcation of the polity’s
selection of Abù Bakr as its leader is pregnant with political signiﬁcance.
In addition to exceptional knowledge of genealogy, Abù Bakr is
also lauded for his knowledge of legal and religious matters in general in Sunni sources. The biographer Ibn Sa'd records a report
which relates that Ibn 'Umar was asked who used to give legal opinions to the people ( yuftì al-nàs) during the time of the Prophet and
he replied, “Abù Bakr and 'Umar. None was more learned (a'lam)
than the two of them.”12 Ibn al-Jawzì records a report from al-Sha'bì
in which the latter relates that the people used to say during 'Umar’s
caliphate that “the Prophet was more knowledgeable than Abù Bakr,
may God be satisﬁed with him, while Abù Bakr was more learned
than 'Umar, and Abù Bakr and 'Umar followed the same course”
( fa-jarà Abù Bakr wa-'Umar majran wà˙idan).13
According to another report, the Khulafà" al-Ràshidùn were among
only fourteen people who used to oﬀer legal opinions ( fatwà; pl.
9
Ibn 'Abd al-Barr, al-Istì'àb fì ma'rifat al-aß˙àb, ed. 'Alì Mu˙ammad al-Bajawì,
Cairo 1957–60, vol. 3, p. 977.
10
Al-Khàzin al-Baghdàdì, Lubàb al-ta"wìl fì ma'ànì al-tanzìl, Cairo 1381, vol. 2,
p. 54.
11
'Abd al-Jabbàr, Tathbìt dalà"il al-nubuwwa, ed. 'Abd al-Karìm 'Uthmàn, Beirut
1966, vol. 2, p. 418.
12
Ibn Sa'd, Kitàb al-ˇabaqàt al-kabìr, ed. Eduard Sachau et al., Leiden 1904–40,
vol. 2/2, p. 254; similarly in Ibn al-Athìr, Usd al-ghàba fì ma'rifat al-ßa˙àba, ed. Shihàb
al-Dìn al-Najafì, Tehran n.d., p. 216.
13
Ibn al-Jawzì, Sìrat 'Umar b. al-Kha††àb awwal ˙àkim dìmuqrà†ì fì l-Islàm, Cairo
n.d., p. 57.

54

asma afsaruddin

fatàwà) during the lifetime of the Prophet.14 A variant report emphasizes, however, that only Abù Bakr used to make such pronouncements in the presence of Mu˙ammad.15 Other sources point to Abù
Bakr’s combination of knowledge and good nature as serving to
attract people through him to Islam. For example, Ibn Hishàm mentions that people would tend to congregate around Abù Bakr on
account of “his knowledge, his mercantile dealings, and his amiable
company.”16 In fact, some late sources go so far as to underscore a
divine obligation placed upon Mu˙ammad to consult Abù Bakr on
various matters. A˙mad al-Nuwayrì (d. 733/1332) records a tradition related by 'Abd Allàh b. 'Amr b. al-'Àß in which the latter
states that he had heard the Prophet say that Gabriel had come to
him and adjured, “O Mu˙ammad, God has commanded you to confer with Abù Bakr” (inna llàh ya"muruka an tastashìr Abà Bakr).17
Abù Bakr’s judicial interpretations ﬁnd generous mention and
praise in various sources. For example Jalàl al-Dìn al-Suyù†ì (d. 911/
1505) records a report which points to his contributions on the critical issue of farà"i∂ (“inheritance shares”). According to this report,
Abù Bakr granted a sixth of inheritance to a grandmother, after
ascertaining from Mughìra b. Shu'ba and Mu˙ammad b. Maslama
al-Anßàrì that this was Prophetic practice.18 Al-Suyù†ì19 and al-Mu˙ibb
al-ˇabarì20 provide a list in their respective works of Abù Bakr’s
legal pronouncements. Ibn al-Murta∂à (d. 840/1437) mentions that
Abù Bakr was asked in particular for his opinion on kalàla, which
refers to inheritance in the absence of parents and children.21
In his heresiographical work, Ibn Óazm states that although Abù
Bakr lived a mere two and a half years after the Prophet’s death,
he transmitted one hundred and forty-two ˙adìths from Mu˙ammad
and issued numerous fatwas. In contrast, 'Alì, who lived thirty years

14
Ibn Sa'd, Kitàb al-ˇabaqàt al-kabìr, vol. 2/2, p. 99; Mu˙ibb al-Dìn al-ˇabarì,
al-Riyà∂ al-na∂ira fì manàqib al-'ashara, ed. Mu˙ammad Muß†afà Abu l-'Alà", Cairo
n.d., vol. 1, p. 190.
15
See Mu˙ibb al-Dìn al-ˇabarì, al-Riyà∂ al-na∂ira, p. 190.
16
Ibn Hishàm, Sìra, vol. 1, p. 170.
17
Al-Nuwayrì, Nihàyat al-arab, vol. 19, p. 20.
18
See his Miftà˙ al-janna fì l-i'tißàm bi-l-sunna, ed. Muß†afà 'Àshùr, Cairo 1987,
p. 51.
19
Al-Suyù†ì, Ta"rìkh al-khulafà", pp. 81–88.
20
Mu˙ibb al-Dìn al-ˇabarì, al-Riyà∂ al-na∂ira, vol. 1, pp. 179–91.
21
Ibn al-Murta∂à, Kitàb ˇabaqàt al-mu'tazila, ed. Susanna Diwald-Wilzer, Beirut/
Wiesbaden 1961, p. 11.
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beyond the Prophet’s death, transmitted ﬁve hundred and eighty-six
˙adìths, out of which only ﬁfty are ßa˙ì˙. If their life spans after the
advent of Islam and the number of ˙adìths related by each are compared, Ibn Óazm maintains, it is clear that Abù Bakr was far more
proliﬁc in the transmission of traditions and in the pronouncement
of legal opinions. This establishes beyond doubt Abù Bakr’s greater
excellence, for “someone with any degree of knowledge knows that
what Abù Bakr possessed of knowledge was several multiples more
than what 'Alì possessed” ('alima kull dhì ˙aΩΩ min al-'ilm anna lladhì
kàna 'inda Abì Bakr min al-'ilm a∂'àf mà kàna 'inda 'Alì minhu).22 Furthermore,
Ibn Óazm states, the fact that the Prophet appointed Abù Bakr the
prayer leader during his ﬁnal illness proves that he was so appointed
on account of his superior knowledge of the prayer rituals (sharà"ihà).
Similarly, the Prophet appointed Abù Bakr to collect alms (ßadaqàt),
to lead the ˙ajj and several military expeditions (bu'ùth) on several
occasions, all of which testify to his greater knowledge regarding
prayer, alms-giving, the pilgrimage, and jihàd, and “these are the
support ('umda) of religion.”23
In the context of knowledge, Sunni manàqib literature tends to
underscore Abù Bakr’s greater maturity vis-à-vis 'Alì, since from both
the pre-Islamic and Islamic perspectives, this was a necessary prerequisite for better comprehension of religious and mundane matters
and for the more eﬃcacious application of the religious law. This
literature, therefore, underscores Abù Bakr’s stature as one of the
Prophet’s oldest Companions, and thus the wisdom that accompanied his advanced years. A report related by Mu˙ammad al-'Ushàrì
(d. 441/1049) highlights Abù Bakr’s greater excellence in having submitted to Islam as a mature man. In this report, narrated by Sa'ìd
b. al-Musayyab from 'Abd Allàh Ibn 'Umar, 'Alì enumerates four
sawàbiq of Abù Bakr with which he cannot compete: companionship
in the cave, precedence in emigration, performance of the prayer
(aqàma l-ßalàt; in reference to Abù Bakr leading the prayer during
the Prophet’s last illness), and the fact that “I believed as a child
22
See his al-Fißal fì l-milal wa-l-ahwà" wa-l-ni˙al, ed. 'Abd al-Ra˙màn Khalìfa,
Cairo 1347, vol. 4, p. 108; compare with al-Maqdisì, al-Radd 'alà l-Ràﬁ∂a, ed. A˙mad
Óijàzì al-Saqqà, Cairo 1989, pp. 98–99, where the author states that Abù Bakr
was known to have transmitted one hundred and thirty-six ˙adìths from the Prophet
while 'Alì transmitted ﬁve hundred ˙adìths, out of which, he maintains like Ibn
Óazm, only ﬁfty were ßa˙ì˙.
23
Ibn Óazm, al-Fißal fì l-milal, vol. 4, p. 108; al-Maqdisì, Radd, p. 96.
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whereas he believed as an adult” (wa-innì àmantu ßaghìran wa-àmana
kabìran).24
Some Sunni sources, therefore, like Ibn Óazm in his ﬁraq work,
devalue the signiﬁcance of 'Alì’s conversion on account of the latter’s tender years. Ibn Óazm points out that 'Alì was either ten or
ﬁve years of age at the time of his submission to Islam, according
to most reports (depending on whether he was sixty-three or ﬁftyeight at the time of his death). In either case, he was a minor and
the Prophet’s invitation to him to accept Islam was more in the
nature of “a man instructing his young child in religion,” to which
he could not but respond. Had he refused, he would not have
incurred a sin, for someone who has not reached puberty (˙ilm) is
not morally and legally responsible for his actions ( ghayr mukallaf ).
In contrast, Abù Bakr was about thirty-eight years old at the time
of his conversion; thus “his submission was legally and morally acceptable before God the Exalted” (wa-huwa l-islàm al-ma"mùr bi-hi min 'inda
Allàh 'azza wa-jalla). Clearly on this score, Abù Bakr’s sàbiqa is greater
than (asbaq min) 'Alì’s.25
Ibn Kathìr (d. 774/1373) cites the following report from the
Prophet, the soundness of which is not doubted by the scholars (alkhabar muttafaq 'alà ßi˙˙atihi bayna l-'ulamà"), in which maturity of age
takes precedence even over early submission to Islam. In this report,
Mu˙ammad counsels that the best reader of the Book of God should
lead the people (aqra"u kitàb Allàh ya"ummu l-nàs).26 Should there be
several equally proﬁcient readers of the Qur"àn, one who was the
most knowledgeable of them of the sunna should lead them. If there
were several candidates equally knowledgeable about the sunna, “then
the older of them in age” ( fa-akbaruhum sinnan) should assume leadership of the community. If all these traits were equally shared by
more than one person, only then would the individual “foremost in
submission” ( fa-aqdamuhum musliman) accede to the position of the
community’s leader. Ibn Kathìr asserts that “all these traits were
24
This report is given by Mu˙ammad b. 'Alì b. al-Fat˙ b. al-'Ushàrì (d. 441/1049)
in his work entitled Fa∂à"il Abì Bakr al-Íiddìq 'Abd Allàh b. 'Uthmàn al-Taymì ra∂ì Allàh
'anhu, Ms. Dàr al-kutub al-mißriyya, shelf no. Ta"rìkh 424 [microﬁlm no. 1664],
fols. 2b–3a.
25
Ibn Óazm, al-Fißal fì l-milal, vol. 4, p. 112.
26
This ˙adìth has been invoked on various occasions to establish an individual’s
precedence in Islam; for further discussion, see my Excellence and Precedence, chapter 3.
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united in [Abù Bakr] al-Íiddìq” (qad ijtama'at hàdhihi l-ßifàt kulluhà fì
l-Íiddìq).27
The ready equation of maturity with greater knowledge in the
manàqib literature forefronted Abù Bakr’s moral excellence and later
his greater qualiﬁcation for the caliphate-imamate on account of his
advanced age. Thus some ˙adìths tend to emphasize that Abù Bakr
was much older than the Prophet. This is in spite of the fact that
the sìra and †abaqàt literature report that Abù Bakr was about two
years younger than Mu˙ammad. Nonetheless, some reports persist
in presenting Abù Bakr as the older mentor of the Prophet in certain mundane matters, with beneﬁcial consequences for nascent Islam.
Al-Bukhàrì, for example, records a ˙adìth related by Anas b. Màlik:
The Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, headed for Medina,
riding behind Abù Bakr. Abù Bakr was an old man who was wellknown while the Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, was a
young man who was unknown. A man encountered Abù Bakr and
said, ‘O Abù Bakr! Who is this man in front of you?’ He replied, ‘He
is the one guiding me to the [right] path (sabìl ).’ The casual listener
surmised ( fa-ya˙sibu l-˙àsib) that he meant the street (†arìq) when in
fact he meant the path of goodness (sabìl al-khayr ).28

The report makes clear that true to his Prophetic function, Mu˙ammad
is of course Abù Bakr’s spiritual mentor; but Abù Bakr was the
Prophet’s guide in mundane matters on account of his mature age,
his elevated social position, and his knowledge of the topography of
the Óijàz. Abù Bakr’s unique qualities and knowledge thus facilitated the Prophet’s entry into Medina, leading to the inaugural of
the Islamic era and the consolidation of nascent Islam.
Sunni literature further emphasizes Abù Bakr’s instrumental role
in winning inﬂuential Mekkans over to the Muslim side; Ibn Óazm,
for example, draws attention to the fact that “the prominent
Companions, may God be pleased with them, submitted at his [sc.
Abù Bakr’s] hands.” This, he states, “is the most meritorious of
deeds,” (af∂al 'amal ) in which the younger, and thus less socially
inﬂuential 'Alì had little part.29
27

Ibn Kathìr, al-Bidàya wa-l-nihàya, Beirut/Riyà∂ 1966, vol. 5, p. 236.
Contained in al-Bukhàrì, Ía˙ì˙, Cairo 1393/1973, vol. 6, p. 215, #3462. Slightly
variant accounts occur in Ibn Qutayba, al-Ma'àrif, ed. Tharwat 'Ukkàsha, Cairo
1960, p. 172; Mu˙ibb al-Dìn al-ˇabarì, al-Riyà∂ al-na∂ira, vol. 1, pp. 141–43.
29
See his al-Fißal fì-l-milal, vol. 4, p. 107.
28
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In this type of dialectics, the Sunnis were inevitably led to postulate the superior knowledge of Abù Bakr (and often of 'Umar as
well), obtained directly from the Prophet to challenge similar claims
put forward by the Shi'a for 'Alì. The Companion, regarded as second only to the Prophet in knowledge, was also regarded as being
the most eligible for the oﬃce of the caliph-imam. The following
˙adìth related by 'Abd Allàh Ibn 'Umar, recorded by Ibn 'Abd alBarr, attests to Abù Bakr’s exceptional and specialized knowledge
which the latter literally “imbibes” from the Prophet. The Prophet
states in this tradition:
I saw as if I had been given a drinking cup ﬁlled with milk, and I
drank from it until I became full, and I saw it coursing through my
veins between the skin and the ﬂesh. Then some of it overﬂowed and
I gave that to Abù Bakr. They said, ‘O Messenger of God! Is that
knowledge which God gave you until you became full and it overﬂowed
and you gave what overﬂowed to Abù Bakr?’ He said, ‘You have spoken the truth.’30

Signiﬁcantly, a similar tradition is related in regard to 'Umar.31
Conversely, it was stated that since Abù Bakr had in fact become
the caliph after Mu˙ammad, this was evidence of his superior knowledge in itself. Ibn Kathìr was known to have remarked that Abù
Bakr must have been the most knowledgeable regarding the Qur"àn
among the Companions, for a well-known ˙adìth states that “the best
reciter of the Book of God will lead the people.”32
Reports imputing privileged knowledge of the occult to Abù Bakr
and 'Umar occur very rarely in the literature we are looking at,
unlike Shi'i manàqib literature which routinely attributes such knowledge to 'Alì as discussed below. For example, one report states that
Abù Bakr was the most gifted in the interpretations of dreams;33 a
variant report mentions that the Baßran tàbi'ì Mu˙ammad b. Sìrìn
(d. 110/728) had commented that Abù Bakr was the most skilled
(a'bar) in oneiromancy after the Prophet.34 One account mentions
30

Mu˙ibb al-Dìn al-ˇabarì, al-Riyà∂ al-na∂ira, vol. 1, p. 181.
Ibn Sa'd, Kitàb al-ˇabaqàt al-kabìr, vol. 2/2, p. 99; al-Nasà"ì, Fa∂à"il al-ßa˙àba,
ed. Fàrùq Óamàda, Casablanca 1989, pp. 64–65; Ibn al-Jawzì, Sìrat 'Umar, pp.
25–26.
32
Al-Suyù†ì, Ta"rìkh al-khulafà", p. 39; see also Ibn Abì Shayba, al-Kitàb al-mußannaf fì l-a˙àdìth wa-l-àthàr, Beirut 1409/1989, vol. 1, pp. 343–44.
33
Cf. Mu˙ibb al-Dìn al-ˇabarì, al-Riyà∂ al-na∂ira, vol. 1, p. 191 and pp. 191–93
for speciﬁc instances.
34
Al-Suyù†ì, Ta"rìkh al-khulafà", p. 40.
31
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that 'Umar predicted his own martyrdom while visiting the grave of
Abù Bakr.35 Imputation of such specialized and esoteric knowledge
no doubt occurred in response to Shi'i ascription of privileged and
esoteric knowledge to 'Alì.
B. Proponents of 'Alì
In contradistinction to the Sunnis, the Shi'a tend to emphasize the
extraordinary and specialized aspects of 'Alì’s multi-faceted 'ilm. The
˙adìth, “I am the house of wisdom and 'Alì is its gate; so whoever
desires wisdom, let him approach the gate,” is understood by the
Shi'a as asserting that 'Alì alone was privy to privileged, esoteric
knowledge. On the basis of this report, many among the Shi'a (and
some among the Sunnis) came to ascribe special thaumaturgic powers
to him.36 Shi'i scholars maintain that 'Alì acquired such knowledge
which was his exclusive preserve from the Prophet; this knowledge
in its sum-total was then transmitted successively to the next eleven
Imams. Only the Imam of the age could be the repository of this
specially bestowed knowledge.
The following well-known “pomegranate tradition” reported on
the authority of Mu˙ammad b. Muslim illustrates the exclusive and
hereditary nature of this knowledge. Ibn Muslim relates:
I heard Abù Ja'far [sc. the ﬁfth Imam, Mu˙ammad al-Bàqir] say,
“Gabriel came to Mu˙ammad, peace and blessings be upon him, with
two pomegranates from heaven. 'Alì, peace be upon him, met the
Prophet and asked, ‘What are these two pomegranates in your hands?’
He replied, ‘This one has to do with prophethood, in which you have
no share. As for this, it represents knowledge’. The Prophet then split
it into two halves and gave one half to him. The Messenger of God,
peace and blessings be upon him, took the other half and said, ‘You
are my partner in it and I am your partner in it’.” Then he [sc. Abù
Ja'far] remarked, “By God, there was not a single letter that the
Messenger of God, peace and blessings be upon him, learned from
God the Almighty that he did not teach to 'Alì. Then the knowledge
reached us.” At that, he placed his hand over his chest.37
Ibn Óajar al-Haythamì, Majma' al-zawà"id wa-manba' al-fawà"id, Beirut 1982,
vol. 9, pp. 54–55; for other traditions concerning 'Umar’s karàmàt (roughly, “miracles”), see Ibn al-Jawzì, Sìrat 'Umar, pp. 149–51.
36
Mu˙ibb al-Dìn al-ˇabarì, Dhakhà"ir al-'uqbà fì manàqib dhawì l-qurbà, Jidda 1995,
pp. 174–75.
37
Al-Kulaynì, al-Ußùl min al-kàfì, Tehran 1375/1956, vol. 1, p. 263.
35
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With regard to knowledge of the Qur"àn, the Shi'i author Fa∂l b.
al-Óasan al-ˇabarßì (d. 548/1153) reports that 'Alì aﬃrmed to ˇal˙a
that he had in his possession the muß˙af he himself had copied down
as the Prophet dictated to him every verse that had been revealed
to him. Furthermore, he possessed knowledge of the interpretation
(ta"wìl ) of every single verse, of every interdiction and positive injunction (˙aràm wa-˙alàl ), and of every legal prescription and sanction of
which the community would be in need of until the Day of Judgement
“written according to the dictation of the Messenger of God, peace
and blessings be upon him, and in my own handwriting.”38 Ibn Sa'd
in his ˇabaqàt quotes 'Alì himself stating that he knew regarding
what, where, and about whom each Qur"ànic verse had been revealed,
for “indeed, my Lord has granted me a perspicacious heart and a
felicitous tongue.”39
Another honoriﬁc that, according to the Shi'a, is applied to 'Alì
alone and points to his possession of unique and comprehensive
knowledge, is “Amìr al-Mu"minìn”. According to a report recorded
by Ibn Bàbawayh, Mu˙ammad al-Bàqir, the ﬁfth Imam, said 'Alì
was called “Amìr al-Mu"minìn” because he was the “storehouse of
knowledge” (mìràt al-'ilm)40 “from whom people derived knowledge,
but he did not derive knowledge from anyone else.”41
In fact, the extent of 'Alì’s knowledge and the question of whether
it included knowledge of future events and of the occult remain a
much debated question among Shi'i theologians.42 In general, they
maintain that 'Alì (as well as the subsequent Imams) had knowledge
of the unseen (ghayb), but there is no consensus regarding the kind
of knowledge this referred to. In one report, 'Alì himself provides a
deﬁnition of 'ilm al-ghayb and its extent:
. . . [K]nowledge of the unseen is the knowledge of the Hour and what
God the Almighty has reckoned according to His saying, ‘Indeed with
38
Al-ˇabarßì, al-I˙tijàj, ed. Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Khurasànì, Beirut n.d., vol. 1,
p. 223.
39
Ibn Sa'd, Kitàb al-ˇabaqàt al-kabìr, vol. 2/2, p. 101.
40
This is a somewhat free but appropriate translation in this case; usually, mìra
means “food provisions” or “supply”.
41
Ibn Bàbawayh, 'Ilal al-sharà"i', Najaf 1963, vol. 1, p. 160; idem, Ma'ànì l-akhbàr,
ed. 'Alì Akbar al-Ghaﬀàrì, Najaf, 1961, vol. 1, p. 61, for a similar report.
42
See Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi'ism. The Sources
of Esotericism in Islam, tr. David Streight, Albany 1994, pp. 69ﬀ.; van Ess, Theologie
und Gesellschaft, vol. 1, pp. 278ﬀ., for a broad delineation of the extent of the Imam’s
knowledge.

the epistemology of excellence

61

God is the knowledge of the Hour’ (Qur"àn 31:34). It is He, exalted
is He, Who knows what is in the wombs, male or female, comely or
uncomely, generous or niggardly, happy or wretched, who is [destined]
for hell as ﬁrewood or as a companion for the prophets in Paradise.
This is knowledge of the unseen and none knows it save God. Whatever
is besides that, He taught it to His Prophet, peace and blessings be
upon him and his family, and he taught it to me and prayed for me
that my heart [lit. “breast”] would be able to encompass it and my
limbs would be able to bear it.43

Abù Ja'far (sc. Mu˙ammad al-Bàqir, the ﬁfth Imam) is reported to
have distinguished between the general and special knowledge of
God ('ilm 'àmm wa-khàss). According to him, the former kind of knowledge has been granted to the angels, the Prophets and “us” (meaning the twelve Imams) while the latter, which includes knowledge of
the Hour, the future etc., is God’s alone.44
The Shi'i author Ibn Shahràshùb maintains, however, that 'Alì
possessed knowledge of the unseen and could prophesy future events,
particularly the times of deaths of various people. He quotes alAßbagh b. Nubàta,45 a companion of 'Alì, who reports:
When a man stood before the Amìr al-Mu"minìn, peace be upon him,
he said, ‘O so-and-so, prepare yourself as you wish, for you will fall
ill on such and such a day, in such and such a month, at such and
such an hour.’ And it happened as he said and he, peace be upon
him, taught Rushayd al-Hajarì a part of that and, therefore, they called
him Rushayd al-Balàyà. He, peace be upon him, also foretold the slaying of al-Óusayn, peace be upon him.46

The Shi'i sect al-Bayyàniyya believed that 'Alì possessed knowledge
of the ghayb, which included knowledge of future events and “what
the wombs contained.”47
43
Al-Qandùzì, Yanàbì 'al-mawadda fì shamà"il al-nabì wa-fa∂à"il amìr al-mu"minìn 'Alì,
Qum 1944, p. 66.
44
Cf. Mu˙ammad b. al-Óasan al-Qummì, Baßà"ir al-darajàt fì fa∂à"il àl Mu˙ammad,
ed. Mìrzà Mu˙sin Kùja Bàghì al-Tabrìzì, Qum 1404, pt. 2, p. 109.
45
For whom see, for example, Ibn Óajar, Tahdhìb al-tahdhìb, Hyderabad 1908–09,
vol. 1, pp. 183–84. According to the Tahdhìb, vol. 1, p. 184, Ya˙yà b. Ma'ìn
reported that Aßbagh was seduced by his love for 'Alì into “creating havoc” (atà
bi-l-†àmmàt) and, therefore, not to be accepted as a reliable transmitter. Furthermore,
the majority of his reports from 'Alì were not reported by anyone else.
46
Ibn Shahràshùb, Manàqib àl Abì ˇàlib, Qum 1980, vol. 2, p. 304; al-Qummì,
Baßà"ir, pt. 3, pp. 118–20, pt. 10, pp. 480–84.
47
Ibn 'Abd al-Ra˙màn al-Mala†ì, al-Tanbìh wa-l-radd 'alà ahl al-ahwà" wa-l-bida',
ed. Mu˙ammad Zaynhum Mu˙ammad 'Azab, Cairo 1413/1992, p. 113.
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In another report, 'Alì himself describes the extent of his knowledge of the occult, as related by Ja'far al-Íàdiq:
By God, God the Almighty has given me nine things which he did
not give to anyone else before me except the Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him. He has opened paths (subul ) for me; I have been
taught genealogies; the clouds have been set in motion for me; I have
been taught ‘deaths and trials’ and decisive speech. I have regarded
the heavenly realms by the permission of my Lord and nothing of
what came before me and what would come after me was hidden
from me . . .48

An important part of such privileged knowledge conferred upon the
Imams was referred to as the knowledge of “deaths (or “destinies”)
and trials” (al-manàyà wa-l-balàyà) as occurs in this quote.49 Nu'aym
b. Óammàd (d. 228/843) is reported to have stated that 'Alì possessed knowledge of all the schisms ( ﬁtan) that would occur until the
Last Hour.50 Al-'Allàma al-Óillì (d. 726/1325) states that 'Alì had
knowledge of future events and that he foretold his own death and
the tragedy at Karbalà" among other events.51
A report occurring in an Ismaili Shi'i source contains fulsome
praise for 'Alì’s wide-ranging, comprehensive knowledge which trumped
the combined knowledge of some prominent ßa˙àba. The report,
recorded by al-Kirmànì (d. 411/1021), quotes the Prophet as saying:
The most pious among you (atqàkum) is Abù Bakr, the most knowledgeable among you regarding inheritance shares (afra∂ukum) is Zayd;
the most knowledgeable among you of what is licit and what is illicit
is Mu'àdh; the most truthful (or generous) among you (aßdaqukum) is
Abù Dharr; the best reciter [of the Qur"àn] among you is Ubayy; the
most knowledgeable in ﬁqh among you (afqahukum) is 'Umar; and the
most excellent among you in legal decision-making (aq∂àkum) is 'Alì.52

48
Al-Majlisì, Bi˙àr al-anwàr 0–28, 35–110, ed. Jawàd al-'Alawì, Tehran 1376–1405/
1957–1985, vol. 42, p. 33.
49
See al-Mufìd, al-Ikhtißàß, Najaf 1390/1971, pp. 72ﬀ.; (pseudo-) al-Mas'ùdì, Ithbàt
al-waßiyya, Najaf 1374/1955, p. 191.
50
See Ra∂ì al-Dìn Ibn ˇàwùs, Kitàb al-Malà˙im wa-l-ﬁtan fì Ωuhùr al-ghà"ib almuntaΩar, Najaf n.d., p. 15.
51
See his Minhàj al-karàma fì ma'rifat al-imàma, contained in Ibn Taymiyya, Minhàj
al-sunna al-nabawiyya fì naqd kalàm al-shì'a al-qadariyya, ed. Muhammad Rashàd Sàlim,
Cairo 1962, vol. 1, pp. 187–88.
52
Óamìd al-Dìn al-Kirmànì, Ma'àßim al-hudà wa-l-ißàba fì taf∂ìl 'Alì 'alà l-ßa˙àba,
Ms. 724, The Institute of Ismaili Studies Library, London, fol. 62a.
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Al-Kirmànì comments, however, that the epithet aq∂àkum in relation
to 'Alì indicates that he possessed the totality of knowledge parcelled
out to the other Companions with regard to knowledge of inheritance shares ( farà"i∂ ), ﬁqh, recitation of the Qur"àn, etc.; thus the
report actually establishes 'Alì’s greater excellence in religious and
general knowledge of all kinds.
In Arab culture, both pre-Islamic and Islamic, eloquence, including poetic ability, is intimately connected with knowledge; its possession is also a marker of eﬀective leadership. The leader of the
tribe in the Jàhiliyya was frequently selected for his dexterity with
words and was often referred to as a kha†ìb (“orator”) or za' ìm
(“spokesman”).53 The Arabic language as the vehicle of divine revelation became the sacralized medium of Islam; mastery of Arabic
thus became equated with moral excellence and indicated superior
knowledge.54
On account of all these reasons, 'Alì’s eloquence and unusual facility with the Arabic language are greatly extolled in the Shi'i manàqib
literature. Ibn Abi l-Óadìd, for example, remarks that 'Alì is “the
leader of the eloquent ones and the master of the rhetoricians” (imàm
al-fußa˙à" wa-sayyid al-bulaghà") and that his speech “was inferior to
the speech of the Creator but superior to the speech of created
beings” (makhlùqìn).55 According to one account, the Prophet addressed
a crowd of people thus:

53
See, for example, Henri Lammens, Le berceau de l’Islam. L’Arabie occidentale à la
veille de l’Hégire, Rome 1914, p. 222; Vicente Cantarino, Arabic Poetics in the Golden
Age. Selection of Texts Accompanied by a Preliminary Study, Leiden 1975, pp. 21–22;
T. Fahd, “·à'ir,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 9, p. 226. See
further George Makdisi who (“Inquiry into the Origins of Humanism” in Humanism,
Culture, and Language in the Near East. Studies in Honor of Georg Krotkoﬀ, ed. Asma
Afsaruddin and A.H. Mathias Zahniser, Winona Lake, Ind. 1997, p. 20), comments,
“Speech is the mark of man, and the degrees of clarity and eloquence in his speech
determine his position on the scale of excellence in this most essential of human
attributes.”
54
Ibn Qutayba, for example, relates an anecdote in which Ibn Hubayra the
senior (al-akbar) declared that the pious man who spoke Arabic correctly possessed
greater merit both in this world and the next than the pious man who did not;
see Yàqùt b. 'Abd Allàh al-Óamàwì, Irshàd al-arìb ilà ma'rifat al-adìb, ed. D.S.
Margoliouth, New Delhi 1982, vol. 1, p. 23.
55
Ibn Abi l-Óadìd, Shar˙ Nahj al-balàgha, ed. Óasan Tamìm, Beirut 1963, vol. 1,
p. 24; also contained in al-Óillì, Minhàj al-karàma, p. 180.
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O servants of the Merciful One, indeed God has revealed to me a
clear book and has commanded me to explain to the people what
descended upon them, except in the case of 'Alì b. Abì ˇàlib, who
had no need for explanation since God has made his eloquence
( faßà˙atahu) equivalent to mine and his perception (diràyatahu) like mine.56

Since eloquence is squarely based on mastery of the principles of
grammar, 'Alì is depicted in Shi'i sources as having spawned the
ﬁeld of na˙w itself.57 Al-'Allàma al-Óillì relates that Abu l-Aswad alDu"alì, otherwise widely recognized as the “father” of Arabic grammar, had in fact learned grammar from 'Alì.58 In Sunni-Shi'i dialectics,
knowledge of grammar and its importance thus becomes a point of
polemical disputation. In rebuttal of Shi'i protestations of 'Alì’s greater
excellence in this domain, Ibn Taymiyya would maintain that grammar has nothing to do with “the prophetic sciences” ('ulùm al-nubuwwa)
and that the ﬁrst three caliphs had no need for grammar since there
were no linguistic solecisms (la˙n) during their age!59
In this project of oneupmanship, some Shi'i scholars tend to aﬃrm
that all kinds of learning derive from 'Alì’s knowledge. For example, al-'Allàma al-Hillì asserts that kalàm, Suﬁsm, eloquent speech
( faßà˙a), grammar, tafsìr, and ﬁqh all originated with 'Alì. Consequently,
the progenitor of the four Sunni madhàhib and Ash'arism is none
other than 'Alì!60 Al-Sharìf al-Murta∂à states that the Mu'tazilì concepts of 'adl and taw˙ìd had been borrowed from 'Alì b. Abì ˇàlib
himself, since 'Alì is the true founder of the discipline of kalàm. This
is so because the Mu'tazila belong to the school of Wàßil b. 'A†à"
who was the student of Abù Hàshim 'Abd Allàh b. Mu˙ammad b.
56
Ibn Shadhàn, Fa∂à"il amìr al-mu"minìn 'Alì b. Abì ˇàlib karrama Allàh wajhahu,
Ms. Dàr al-kutub al-mißriyya, shelf no. Ta"rìkh ˇal'at 2130 [microﬁlm no. 13018],
fol. 7b.
57
See Ibn al-Athìr, al-Mathal al-sà"ir fì adab al-kàtib wa-l-shà'ir, Riyà∂ 1403/1983,
p. 5; al-Qif†ì, Inbàh al-ruwàh 'alà anbàh al-nu˙àh, ed. Mu˙ammad Abu l-Fa∂l Ibràhìm,
Cairo 1950–73, vol. 1, p. 5.
58
Al-Óillì, Minhàj al-karàma, p. 178.
59
Ibn Taymiyya, Minhàj al-sunna, vol. 7, pp. 528–29.
60
Al-Óillì, Minhàj al-karàma, pp. 177–80. He states, for example, that Màlik b.
Anas had studied with Rabì'a al-Ràzì, who in turn had studied with 'Ikrima, who
in turn had studied with Ibn 'Abbàs, who in turn had studied with 'Alì. Abù
Óanìfa’s students were Abù Yùsuf, Mu˙ammad (b. al-Óasan al-Shaybànì), and
Zufar; al-Shàﬁ'ì had studied with Mu˙ammad b. al-Óasan al-Shaybànì and Màlik,
and the last two had studied with Abù Yùsuf and Zufar. As for A˙mad b. Óanbal,
he had studied with al-Shàﬁ'ì and al-Shàﬁ'ì’s knowledge derives from Abù Óanìfa
(through al-Shaybànì and Abù Yùsuf ). Abù Óanìfa had studied with Ja'far al-Íàdiq,
whose knowledge through the preceding imams thus ultimately derived from 'Alì.
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al-Óanaﬁyya. Abù Hàshim in turn was the student of his father,
Mu˙ammad b. al-Óanaﬁyya, who was a student of 'Alì. Al-Murta∂à,
like al-Óillì above, similarly states that the learning of the four
eponyms of the Sunni madhàhib ultimately derives from 'Alì,61 while
Ibn Abì l-Óadìd declared 'Alì to be the true founder of Ash'arism
and Zaydism.62
As a countervailing response to Abù Bakr’s maturity at the time
of his conversion, Shi'i manàqib and apologetic works laud 'Alì’s
youthfulness as a particularly praiseworthy, distinctive attribute. An
idealization of youth thus becomes apparent in our survey of the
manàqib literature in which 'Alì’s youthfulness is necessarily posited
as a counter-manqaba to Abù Bakr’s maturity. This attitude becomes
especially evident in traditions that describe 'Alì as the master of
Arab youths and the youth par excellence of Islam (là fatà illà 'Alì).63
The attitude expressed in such pro-'Alid reports is in marked contrast to the predominant Sunni attitude toward youth, and, one may
add, to the general thrust of Arab pre-Islamic and Islamic literature
and Weltanschauung.
Some Shi'i sources, therefore, react defensively to Sunni devaluation of 'Alì’s role during the lifetime of the Prophet on account of
his extreme youth. The early 3rd/9th century pro-'Alid-Mu'tazilì
scholar al-Iskàfì thus takes issue with the position that 'Alì’s minority at the time of his acceptance of Islam vitiates its validity. He
concedes, in an 'Alid-Mu'tazilì vein, the importance of achieving
puberty for a meaningful conversion and is thus inclined to stress
those reports which relate that 'Alì was in his mid-teens when he
accepted Islam. But, al-Iskàfì continues, even if he were to concede
the truth of “the best known and most widespread of reports” which
relate that 'Alì was only ten at the time of his conversion, the Sunni
position is still untenable for it is known that a youth of this age
can have a well-developed intellect and well-formed principles by
means of which he can extrapolate rational conclusions. He says further, “when the youth is capable of reasoning and discrimination,
he is mature by virtue of his rational faculties (mukallafan bi-l-'aqliyyàt),
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Al-Sharìf al-Murta∂à, al-Amàlì, Beirut 1967, vol. 1, p. 148.
Ibn Abi l-Óadìd, Shar˙ Nahj al-balàgha, ed. Óasan Tamìm, Beirut 1963, vol. 1,
pp. 35–36.
63
See Afsaruddin, Excellence and Precedence, chapter 1, for a fuller discussion of this
topic.
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even though his maturity, according to the religious canon, is deﬁned
by a diﬀerent measure.64 In this manner, al-Iskàfì seeks to undermine the majoritarian view that chronological age is a crucial factor in weighing the moral valence of an individual’s action and thus
bolster 'Alì’s claim to a meaningful conversion despite his tender
years.65
Just as we ﬁnd in a handful of Sunni sources an attempt to aggrandize the esoteric and supernatural aspects of Abù Bakr’s knowledge
in response to the Shi'a, some Shi'i works impute knowledge of the
genealogies of the Arabs ('ilm ansàb al-'arab) to the Imams as well.66

Conclusion
Two competing visions of knowledge were thus articulated in the
medieval period by the Sunnis and the Shi'a; this article has discussed the primary features of the discourse that emerged in the
construction of two distinctive types of religio-political authority.
There is a body of evidence to suggest that the proto-Sunnis and
the proto-Shi'a in the ﬁrst century of Islam subscribed to common
criteria for assessing the most qualiﬁed leader of the polity based
largely on broad Qur"ànic prescriptions, Prophetic precedent, and
Arab customary practices. However, as attitudes hardened on both
sides and communal identities sharpened, there was a tendency to
accentuate diﬀerences rather than delineate common ground. In the
case of the Sunni caliph, his superior knowledge and comprehension of both mundane and religious matters established his greater
qualiﬁcation for his oﬃce. Abù Bakr’s expertise in genealogy and his
judicious interpretation of the ˙adìth which justiﬁed the ridda wars
are examples of mundane and religious knowledge which together
served the Muslim polity well in its hour of crisis and categorically
established the legitimacy of his leadership in the view of the majority. The Shi'a, in turn, would progressively come to attribute the

64
Munàqadàt Abì Ja'far al-Iskàfì li-ba'∂ mà awradahu l-Jà˙iΩ fì l-'Uthmàniyya, appendix to al-Jà˙iΩ, Risàlat al-'Uthmàniyya, ed. 'Abd al-Salàm Mu˙ammad Hàrùn, Cairo
1955, p. 294.
65
Al-Iskàfì, Munàqadàt, p. 298.
66
For example, al-Qummì, Baßà"ir, pt. 3, p. 118.
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possession of privileged and esoteric knowledge to the rightful Imam
of the age, in whom this knowledge ontologically inhered. Such a
claim non-pareil easily trumped the ascription of basically pedestrian
knowledge to the Sunni caliph. One Shi'i gloss on the word 'amma
(“the commonality,” referring to the Sunnis) links it etymologically
to al-'umy, “the blind [collective],”67 since it is deprived of inspired,
infallible leadership. This development in the Shi'i perception of the
Imam, whose near-perfect knowledge falls just short of a Prophet’s,
could not have developed except in the context of intense SunniShi'i “identity politics” of this nature in the ﬁrst three centuries of
Islam. Ultimately, we may say, it is this epistemological divide which
matters the most between the Sunnis and the Shi'a. Once the evolving Shi'a in response to speciﬁc historical circumstances68 articulated
a charismatic conception of the imamate, held by the infallible leader
possessed of privileged and esoteric knowledge, in addition to the
usual repertoire of common religious and general knowledge, the
fault lines between the two divisions of Islam may be regarded as
having irreversibly deepened. From the classic Shi'i vantage point,
the fallible Sunni caliph appeared woefully inadequate to lead a
charismatic community and too vulnerable to the vagaries of human
nature. From the classic Sunni point of view, the Shi'i imamate
smacked of religious and political absolutism, with religious knowledge and, therefore, religio-political authority, restricted to a designated leader and his progeny.
“Are those who know and those who do not know to be regarded
the same?” asks the Qur"àn (39:9). Regardless of how knowledge was
constructed, the answer has been a resounding “no”; and, as we
have seen, it has had a profound impact on the concept of legitimate leadership in the Islamic milieu.
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CHIEF QÀÎÌ AND
CHIEF DÀ'Ì UNDER THE FATIMIDS
Paul E. Walker

In his various descriptions of the ranks in Fatimid administration,
the Mamluk-era historian al-Maqrìzì noted the special importance
of two in particular, the oﬃces respectively of chief qà∂ì and of chief
dà'ì.1 Under this dynasty these were two of the highest positions: the
chief justice, termed the judge of judges (qà∂ì al-qu∂àt), was outranked
only by the imam and the wazìr. The head dà'ì, the dà'ì al-du'àt,
followed immediately below. Al-Maqrìzì, who is often our best source
for information about the Fatimids, also observed that he knew of
no other Islamic government for which the da'wa continued after the
founding of the state. Thus, in contrast to the judiciary, it and the
oﬃce of its chief administrator formed an institution unique to their
rule. Al-Maqrìzì gave it special attention accordingly; it was for him
a khi††a (an oﬃce or institution of government)2 and deserved a chapter in his famous topography of Egypt the Khi†a†.3 Although the judiciary and the da'wa were both responsible for aspects of religious
policy and its implementation, the purpose of the latter was always
apparently separate and distinct. The da'wa served primarily as both
a proselytizing mission seeking converts to the Ismaili cause and as
a tool of instruction for those who were already adherents of it. In
this capacity it was in place and active until the close of the dynasty.
Therefore the head of the da'wa remained a major oﬃce, continuing to the end only slightly less in rank than that of the chief qà∂ì.
The holders of these ranks dressed alike in their oﬃcial attire and
in many respects had similar prerogatives. One diﬀerence was that,

1
See, among others, his comments near the end of his history of the Fatimids,
the Itti'àΩ al-˙unafà" bi-akhbàr al-a"imma al-Fà†imiyyìn al-khulafà", vol. 1 ed. Jamàl alDìn al-Shayyàl and vols. 2–3 ed. Mu˙ammad Óilmì Mu˙ammad A˙mad, Cairo
1967–73, vol. 3, pp. 336–37.
2
Also vocalized khu††a. Its more common meaning is ‘district’ or ‘piece of real
estate’.
3
Al-Khi†a† (= al-Mawà'iΩ wa-l-i'tibàr fì dhikr al-khi†a† wa-l-àthàr), ed. Ayman Fu"àd
Sayyid, London 2002–04, vol. 2, pp. 308–20.
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in processions, the chief qà∂ì did not have the right to drums and
bugles; only when the same man occupied both oﬃces together—
that is, when he was simultaneously both qà∂ì al-qu∂àt and dà'ì aldu'àt—was he heralded in this manner. But not infrequently one
person did in fact hold both positions jointly, raising thereby the
interesting question of why they were not simply combined. At other
times, however, the separation of the two allowed for the appointment of a non-Ismaili to the supreme judicial oﬃce. Presumably the
chief dà'ì was always an Ismaili; not so the chief justice. Representatives
of other (Sunni) madhhabs were at several periods heads of the Fatimid
legal system, which is in itself a curious development for a dynasty
committed by its very being to Ismaili Shi'ism and presumably a
law based strictly on its doctrines.
Thus there are in this situation a number of interesting problems
that concern religious authority in this one state. Two parallel institutions functioned here as the guardians of religion in the public
sphere: one acting as the oﬃcial organ of the Ismaili imamate and
its imam, the Fatimid caliph; the other dispensing justice and insuring the observance of Islamic law.4 The latter function included the
supervision of mosques and those assigned to oﬃciate in them, the
regulation of prayers and prayer times, and other quite speciﬁcally
religious activities. Religion and religious policy does not constitute
in this case a dividing line between the two.
But why was the da'wa lower in rank than justice? Exactly how
was the administration of the law kept distinct from the appeal and
instruction provided by the da'wa? A full answer is not readily apparently. The Fatimids left no literature that deals explicitly with the
subject. Even assuming that their policy was both coherent and everywhere the same, which is certainly not the case, we need to investigate it using the circumstantial evidence supplied by actual events
and the details of individual appointments to each of these oﬃces
over the entire course of their reign, thereby inductively adducing
what was likely the operative rationale behind it. Such a method
has the advantage of indicating both how each of these institutions
4

It is important to note here that the dispensing of justice is a function of the
imamate and that qà∂ìs under the Fatimids are not in any real sense independent
of the imàm. Ultimately the imàm has the last and ﬁnal word and his interpretation of what the law is applies to all his subjects, Ismaili, non-Ismaili and nonMuslim alike. In practice, however, the qà∂ì had considerable power over individual
cases.
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functioned as well as generating a history of them and their interaction over time.

The Earliest Phase in the Maghrib
Fortunately, an important text recently brought to light—the memoirs of the early dà'ì Ibn al-Haytham—contains an eyewitness account
of the selection of the very ﬁrst Fatimid qà∂ì.5 Not long after Abù
'Abd Allàh al-Shì'ì’s victory over the Aghlabids in 296/909—an event
that allowed the foundation of the Fatimid state—the inhabitants of
Qayrawàn sent word to the great dà'ì, who was then in the administrative capital of Raqqàda, that they wanted him to appoint a qà∂ì
over them.6 Abù 'Abd Allàh without much thought simply asked one
of the new converts from Qayrawàn then present in his entourage
to accept the responsibility. That ﬁrst choice was the eyewitness
whose memoir later recalled the moment. At that time, however, he
was still in his early twenties, hardly old enough for such a major
position. He suggested instead the senior scholar among the local
Shi'is, a man named Mu˙ammad b. 'Umar al-Marwadhì,7 who also
happened to be the father of his best friend. Abù 'Abd Allàh quickly
agreed but cautioned al-Marwadhì not to use his new position to
take revenge for former mistreatments and repression of himself and
the other Shi'is. The dà'ì knew quite well how the local Shi'is had
suﬀered at the hands of the Sunnis, and he also must have known
something of the recent history of inﬁghting between the local Óanafìs
and the Màlikìs, which had often erupted in connection with one
side or the other gaining control of the qà∂ìship in Qayrawàn.8
5

The Kitàb al-MunàΩaràt, Arabic text with English translation in The Advent of the
Fatimids. A Contemporary Shi'i Witness by Wilferd Madelung and Paul E. Walker,
London 2000, Arabic, pp. 64–65, English, pp. 116–17.
6
Ibn al-Haytham reports speciﬁcally that the people of Qayrawàn expressed need
of someone to supervise their markets and scales, see The Advent of the Fatimids,
Arabic, p. 64, English, p. 117.
7
Or alternately al-Marwarùdhì. For more details about him and citations of
other sources, see Madelung and Walker, The Advent of the Fatimids, p. 86 note 24,
and also Madelung, “The Religious Policy of the Fatimids toward their Sunnì
Subjects in the Maghrib,” in L’Egypte fatimide. Son art et son histoire, ed. Marianne
Barrucand, Paris 1999, pp. 99, 100–1.
8
On this appointment as well as the background to the ﬁghting among the
adherents of these madhhabs, see the introduction and notes for The Advent of the
Fatimids.
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The ﬁrst protest against the appointment of al-Marwadhì came,
however, not from Sunnis but from a leading amìr of the Kutàma
Berbers, himself a loyal ally and Ismaili supporter of the dà'ì. He is
reported to have insisted that a qà∂ì was not needed; he noted that
the Prophet had himself appointed none. But Abù 'Abd Allàh
answered: “What is it to us if we name a sweeper for every pile of
garbage.”9 The amìr’s protest suggests that the Ismaili community as
then constituted had no qà∂ìs, and that it was not in need of one.
Surely that does not also mean that the Ismailis observed no laws.
Though frequently accused of antinomian tendencies, the Fatimids
were if anything stricter in their observance than others. Rather, the
amìr seems to have been hinting that he expected all would become
Ismaili and that it was not the business of the new government to
regulate the aﬀairs of those who remained outside its fold.
Al-Marwadhì, however, duly took charge of his new oﬃce. Based
on his recent conversion and acceptance of the Ismaili da'wa, he was
also technically himself a dà'ì, though hardly trained as such. His
administration of the law depended instead on a knowledge of Shi'i
jurisprudence gained prior to direct contact with any of the Ismailis.
Nevertheless, he acted swiftly to impose Shi'i law and practice and
to forbid the study and application of any other. Óanafì and Màlikì
law were no longer valid; scholars of either were deprived of their
previous occupations; and their lawbooks were rendered useless, of
so little value, comments Ibn al-Haytham, that they were used thereafter in pharmacies for paper to wrap remedies or were exported to
countries such as Spain were such law remained in eﬀect.10
The Fatimids obviously approved of this policy since they kept alMarwadhì and his harsh, intolerant regime in place for over six
years, from his initial appointment in 296/909 until 303/915, when
he ﬁnally fell from favor and was put in prison where he subsequently died, possibly under torture.11 Despite his ignominious end,

9
Mà 'alaynà min hàdhà naj'alu li-kulli mazbalatin kannàsan, Madelung and Walker,
The Advent of the Fatimids, Arabic, p. 64, English, p. 117.
10
Madelung and Walker, The Advent of the Fatimids, Arabic, p. 118, English, p. 166.
11
See Heinz Halm, Das Reich des Mahdi. Der Aufstieg der Fatimiden (875–973),
München 1991 [Engl. trans. The Empire of the Mahdi. The Rise of the Fatimids, tr.
M. Bonner, Leiden 1996]; Madelung, “Religious Policy of the Fatimids,” and idem,
“A Treatise on the Imamate of the Fatimid Caliph al-Manßùr bi-Allàh,” in Texts,
Documents and Artefacts. Islamic Studies in Honour of D.S. Richards, ed. Chase F. Robinson,
Leiden 2003, pp. 69–77.
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his case proves that, in the beginning, the Fatimids hoped to impose
Shi'ism broadly in their domain with little or no place for the Islam
of groups that opposed their interpretation of it. Thus the function
of the da'wa and of the qà∂ì would be closely linked and overlapping. One incident, however, reveals another dimension to this problem. At one point al-Marwadhì punished two members of the da'wa
for some infraction of the law and for that he was sharply rebuked.
He was told that matters relating to the conduct of the dà'ìs were
outside his jurisdiction.12 Already, it seems, the da'wa was to remain
independent, its members not subject to the qà∂ì’s justice.
Here then are the beginnings of a policy. On the one hand, the
Fatimids came to understand that their rule over a signiﬁcant population of non-Ismailis required a system of justice run by the traditional qà∂ì of a type by then common throughout the Islamic world
and, on the other, that the Ismaili community, in so far as it was
separate, needed its own religious institution, in this case the da'wa.
The necessity of the latter was not reduced or eliminated by the creation of the state and its Ismaili caliphate, but rather persisted as
long as the Ismailis constituted a minority. Had they achieved clear
overwhelming numerical superiority, as had happened strictly among
the Kutàma Berbers under Abù 'Abd Allàh prior to the victory over
the Aghlabids, the situation might have been diﬀerent.
With respect to the appointment of a judge in Qayrawàn, the
original policy of maintaining a ﬁrm Shi'i-Ismaili control continued
after al-Marwadhì, though subsequent qà∂ìs were less prone to apply
the harshest of measures. A relatively unknown, Mu˙ammad b.
Ma˙fùΩ al-Qamùdì, followed al-Marwadhì and after him came Is˙àq
b. Abi l-Minhàl, a former Óanafì, now converted to Ismailism. He,
like most of the local Óanafìs, preferred to join rather than resist
the new regime. Màlikì sources claim that it was easy for Óanafìs
to become Ismaili because they were already quite loose in their
interpretation of Islam. Prior to the advent of the Fatimids these two
madhhabs engaged in constant inﬁghting, the Óanafìs generally supported by the pro-'Abbàsid Aghlabid court, the Màlikìs tending to
favor the rival Umayyads in Spain. Afterward the Màlikìs went into
retreat and the Óanafìs converted in such numbers as to eliminate
their school in the Maghrib altogether.
12
Madelung and Walker, The Advent of the Fatimids, Arabic, pp. 116–17, English,
p. 163.
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Brieﬂy in 311–12/923–24 Ibn Abi l-Minhàl lost his position to an
Ismaili Mu˙ammad b. 'Imràn al-Naf†ì, the latter, in contrast to the
former, was noted for his severity against the Màlikìs. But al-Naf†ì
died soon after and Ibn Abi l-Minhàl resumed the position,13 which
he held until his own death over two decades later. His successor,
A˙mad b. Ba˙r b. 'Alì,14 in oﬃce from 333/944–45, had the misfortune of being an Ismaili qà∂ì in Qayrawàn when it was captured
by the Khàrijite rebel Abù Yazìd. Initially the North African Màlikìs
welcomed Abù Yazìd’s rebellion despite their own all-too-obvious
religious incompatibility with the Khàrijites. They were even more
opposed to the Shi'i Fatimids.
Their leader during this interlude, A˙mad b. Mu˙ammad b. alWalìd, was of course Màlikì, in keeping with the predominance of
this madhhab among the general population.15 With the restoration of
Fatimid rule under the new imam, al-Manßùr, Fatimid recognition
of that fact also brought a quiet change in policy reﬂecting this same
reality.16 With some diﬃculty the government sought and found a
Màlikì willing to accept an appointment to the post of qà∂ì under
the Fatimids. Both sides thus compromised. The new qà∂ì, a man
of advanced age, stipulated among other matters that he not be
forced to accept presents of money or the qà∂ì’s traditional grey
mule, both of which he felt would make him too beholden to the
government and thus threaten his independence. He preferred not
to have his new position exploited by public ceremony. In any case
he lived next door to the mosque where he was to hold court and
had thus no need of a mount to ride through town.17 There were
to be no drums and bugles for this judge.
Once established by al-Manßùr, this new order seems to have
remained in place. Henceforth the qà∂ìs of Qayrawàn were Màlikì.
13

Halm, Reich, p. 221, trans., p. 246.
His full name was A˙mad b. Ba˙r b. 'Alì. b. Íàli˙ b. Akhì Karam; 'Imàd alDìn Idrìs, 'Uyùn al-akhbàr wa-funùn al-àthàr fì fa∂à"il al-a"imma al-a†har, ed. Mu˙ammad
al-Ya'làwì as Tàrìkh al-khulafà" al-Fà†imiyyìn bi-l-Maghrib. Al-Qism al-khàßß min Kitàb
'Uyùn al-akhbàr, Beirut 1985, pp. 269–77; Ibn 'Idhàrì al-Marràkushì, Kitàb al-Bayàn
al-mughrib fì akhbàr al-Andalus wa-l-Maghrib 1–2, eds. George S. Colin and Evariste
Lévi-Provençal as Histoire de l’Afrique du Nord et de l’Espagne Musulmane intitulée Kitàb
al-Bayàn al-Mughrib, Leiden 1948–51, vol. 1, pp. 190, 205.
15
Halm, Reich, pp. 280–81, trans., p. 315.
16
Madelung, “Treatise on the Imamate,” pp. 69–70.
17
On him see Halm, Reich, p. 281, trans., p. 315. There is a biographical entry
for him in Abù Bakr al-Màlikì, Kitàb Riyà∂ al-nufùs fì †abaqàt 'ulamà" al-Qayrawàn waIfrìqiyya, ed. Bashìr al-Bakkùsh, Beirut 1981–84, vol. 2 (#242), pp. 357–61.
14
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Still, all along there were other cities where the policy was diﬀerent.
From the beginning those with a predominant Ismaili population,
such as the new capital al-Mahdiyya, starting with its occupation in
308/921, had an Ismaili qà∂ì, one not subject to the jurisdiction of
Qayrawàn. The same was true even earlier of Raqqàda.18 Under
the Aghlabids their administrative enclave at Raqqàda, though close
to Qayrawàn, often had its own qà∂ì. And the other major cities
had their own as well. The judge in Qayrawàn could claim greater
prestige but he was not himself in control of the others. For the
Maghribì period there was thus nothing fully equivalent to the oﬃce
of qà∂ì al-qu∂àt as it developed later in Egypt. But, even so, there
are clear indications that the title was in use. One source reported
rather speciﬁcally that al-Marwadhì had been granted the authority
to appoint some judges and justices (al-qu∂àt wa-l-˙ukkàm) in other
parts of the country and that he was allowed to state in his letters
and decrees his name with the title qà∂ì al-qu∂àt.19 The application
and function of that title in that situation, however, appears to have
been limited and there is a possibility that more than one judge used
that title at the same time.20

Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn: Was He ever Qà∂ì al-Qu∂àt?
With respect to holding supreme authority over the whole of the
judiciary in this early period, the one possible exception may be that
of Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn, the most famous of all Fatimid jurists. Unfortunately, the evidence in his case is ambiguous. As with al-Mahdiyya,
the judge of al-Manßùriyya, the new capital constructed by al-Manßùr
beginning at the time of his victory over Abù Yazìd, was to be
Ismaili. Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn had been, through the period of the revolt

18
The ﬁrst Ismaili qà∂ì in Raqqàda, and perhaps Tripoli and al-Mahdiyya, was
apparently a Kutàma Berber shaykh, Aﬂa˙ b. Hàrùn al-'Ibànì, much admired by
Ibn al-Haytham. See Madelung and Walker, The Advent of the Fatimids, Arabic, pp.
123–24, English, pp. 168–71, especially note 181. See also the comments of Farhat
Dachraoui, Le Califat fatimide au Maghreb (296–362H/909–973JC). Histoire politique et
institutions, Tunis 1981, pp. 405–6, 408.
19
Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn, Kitàb Iftità˙ al-da'wa, ed. Farhat Dachraoui, Tunis 1975, p. 247
(para. no. 223).
20
On this possibility see the discussion by Dachraoui in chapter four of the second part of his Califat fatimide, pp. 397–422, especially pp. 404–7.
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of Abù Yazìd and the years thereafter, the judge of (western) Tripoli.
Near the beginning of the year 340/951, al-Manßùr summoned him
to take charge in Manßùriyya, replacing Zuràra b. A˙mad who himself had only recently succeeded (in 339/950–51) 'Alì b. Abì Shu'ayb
(or Abì Sufyàn). Zuràra, then over ninety, was sent to al-Mahdiyya
instead.21 Al-Nu'màn describes his own assumption of the post in
one of this works. There he implies that he was granted at the time
jurisdiction over Qayrawàn and other cities as well.22 But such a
result seems unlikely.23 In yet another of his books he includes the
text of his appointment to the court of grievances, the maΩàlim, in
343/954 by the caliph al-Mu'izz.24 That decree, which, with respect
to maΩàlim cases, clearly establishes his authority over all other jurisdictions, suggests that his own prior oﬃce was previously not considered superior to that of the qà∂ìs in the other major cities.25 And,
as important as the maΩàlim was as a kind of appeals court, it did
not confer on Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn the rank of qà∂ì al-qu∂àt. When he
ﬁnally departed the Maghrib for Egypt in 363/973 with al-Mu'izz,
he was only the qà∂ì of the army, as he was to remain until his
death later that year.
21
Al-Maqrìzì, Kitàb al-Muqaﬀà al-kabìr 1–8, ed. Mu˙ammad al-Ya'làwì, Beirut
1991, vol. 2, p. 173. This information comes from the biography there of the caliph
al-Manßùr. See also Dachraoui, Califat fatimide, p. 408.
22
Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn, Kitàb al-Majàlis wa-l-musàyaràt, eds. al-Óabìb al-Faqhì, Ibràhìm
Shabbù˙ and Mu˙ammad al-Ya'làwì, Tunis 1978, p. 348 (paragraph no. 181),
trans. by Halm, Reich, pp. 302–4, trans., 340–41.
23
Madelung, “Treatise on the Imamate,” p. 69, and idem, “Religious Policy of
the Fatimids,” p. 103.
24
Given in his Ikhtilàf ußùl al-madhàhib, ed. Sham'ùn T. Lokhandwalla, Simla
1972, Arabic pp. 19–22, ed. Muß†afà Ghàlib, Beirut 1393/1973, pp. 46–51, English
trans. Lokhandwalla, 52–58 and Ismail Poonawala, introduction to his (and Asaf
A.A. Fyzee’s) translation of volume I, The Pillars of Islam. Volume I: Acts of Devotion
and Religious Observances, New Delhi 2002, pp. xxviii–xxix.
25
This decree says about al-Nu'màn that the caliph “is satisﬁed with the discharge of your judicial duties in al-Manßùriyya and its districts . . .”—i.e. in alNu'màn’s previous jurisdiction. It continues, “Let your authority [now] prevail . . . in
every case wherein the maΩàlim complaints are brought to you . . . Let no judge of
al-Mahdiyya or Qayrawàn appertain to himself any appeal from the Bedouins . . . The
Commander of the Faithful has empowered every justice to look into the judicial
matters of the city and its environs wherein he has been assigned. He should not
transgress beyond the bounds of his jurisdiction (p. xxix).” A most interesting provision in it states clearly that other judges “cannot entertain [matters] related to
the friends (awliyà" = Ismailis, members of the da'wa) of the Commander of the
Faithful, or the [diﬀerent] classes of his bondsmen, or any of the soldiery stationed
in the capital.” All such matters go (now?) to al-Nu'màn; they cannot be taken
before any other judge.
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In the eighth/ﬁfteenth century history of the Ismaili imams, the
'Uyùn al-akhbàr, by the dà'ì Idrìs 'Imàd al-Dìn, Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn’s
stature has grown much higher.26 There he is said to have been
given control over both the judiciary and the da'wa and that for the
whole of the Fatimid empire.27 Although al-Nu'màn was certainly a
dà'ì, in addition to a qà∂ì, and although he performed some of the
functions of the da'wa, such as reading weekly lessons to the faithful, he was not in charge of the da'wa. Similarly, despite his high
standing with al-Mu'izz and his enormous prowess as a legal scholar
whose works constitute the very foundation of Ismaili law, there is
little or no evidence of his role in appointing judges and, beyond
the maΩàlim, in regulating their activities.

The Da'wa in the Maghrib
The da'wa as a formal institution remains a mystery for much of this
same period. Great numbers of dà'ìs appear to have operated both
within the empire and abroad. We have the names of some of them.
But the head of the da'wa was not a dà'ì al-du'àt, or at the least such
a term is not in evidence. Rather he was the bàb al-abwàb.28 Are we
then to assume the two terms refer to the same or similar oﬃce?
For the earliest years the most reliable report cites as the Bàb a
shadowy ﬁgure named Abù 'Alì, about whom Ibn Óawqal, who was
personally acquainted with the man’s son, adds that he had once
long before gone by the name Óamdàn Qarma†29—the famous leader
of the Qarma†ians during their earliest revolts in Iraq. This Abù 'Alì
died in 321/933 near the end of the reign of al-Mahdì and his son
succeeded as the Bàb, a rank he held thereafter until the time of
the caliph al-'Azìz. Nevertheless, it is hard to see how either the
father or son actually ran the da'wa.30 Possibly the rank of Bàb was
26
Idrìs 'Imàd al-Dìn, 'Uyùn al-akhbàr, ed. Mu˙ammad al-Ya'làwì as Tàrìkh alkhulafà" al-Fà†imiyyìn bi-l-Maghrib. Al-Qism al-khàßß min Kitàb 'Uyùn al-akhbàr, Beirut
1985.
27
Edition Ya'làwì, pp. 490 and 493.
28
Like dà'ì al-du'àt, the term bàb al-abwàb does not translate readily into English,
but literally it means door of doors or gate of gates. The Bàb is thus the “door”
or “gate” to the imàm.
29
Ibn Óawqal, Kitàb Íùrat al-ar∂ 1–2, ed. J.H. Kramers, Leiden 1938–39, p. 96;
French trans. Gaston Wiet as Conﬁguration de la terre 1–2, Paris 1964, p. 94.
30
Here it is especially important to see Wilferd Madelung, “Óamdàn Qarma†
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more spiritual than practical, a religious oﬃce without an administrative responsibility.

The Later Phase in Egypt: The Judiciary
The evident confusion about a hierarchy of judges for North Africa
and Sicily in the earlier period likely reﬂects the problem of which
city a given source considers. Qayrawàn was previously the leading
city of the Maghrib and thus its qà∂ì was most important. With the
creation of, ﬁrst, al-Mahdiyya and then al-Manßùriyya, Qayrawàn
no longer could as easily make that claim. Sources that cite the qà∂ì
of al-Manßùriyya as superior to the rest and list only the holder of
that position as the presiding judge may indicate no more than that,
his title notwithstanding. In the later Egyptian phase the situation
would change, resulting in the elevation of the chief qà∂ì to a position of true supremacy over all others.
Still, initially, following the conquest, the Fatimids elected to retain
the qà∂ì of Fus†à† in place and recognize him as the judicial authority in Egypt. He was Abù ˇàhir al-Dhuhlì, a Màlikì. Although
conﬁrmed in oﬃce by the Fatimid general Jawhar, he was “ordered
to rule according to the doctrine of the ahl al-bayt in matters of inheritance, divorce and the new moon.”31 In other words, as in the
Maghrib, even non-Ismaili judges had to accept certain points of
Ismaili law, an accommodation more diﬃcult for some than others.32
Presumably by this time Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn’s formulation of that law
as conveyed in his Da'à"im al-Islàm had become widely available and
thus readily accessible even to non-Ismaili jurists.
and the Dà'ì Abù 'Alì,” in Proceedings of the 17th Congress of the UEAI [Union
Européenne des arabisants et islamisants], eds. Wilferd Madelung et al., St. Petersburg
1997, pp. 115–24.
31
This information comes initially from the contemporary Egyptian historian Ibn
Zùlàq as found now in Ibn Óajar’s Raf ' al-ißr 'an qu∂àt Mißr, ed. 'Alì Mu˙ammad
'Umar, Cairo 1418/1998, p. 328 (bio. no. 171, pp. 325–30); French trans. of this
biography by Mathieu Tillier in Vies des cadis de Mißr (237/851–366/976). Extrait du
Raf ' al-isr 'an qu∂àt Mißr d’Ibn Ha[ar al-'Asqalànì, Cairo 2002, pp. 173–82.
32
A judge in Barqa once ruled against a man who subsequently complained that
he had not followed the madhhab of the ahl al-bayt, to which charge the judge reportedly replied, “I would not rule according to their madhhab even if I were held by
the hand.” The authorities then brought him to Qayrawàn, fastened his hand to
a heavy plank and left him there to die. See al-Maqrìzì, Muqaﬀà, biography of alManßùr, no. 780, vol. 7, pp. 175–76.
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There were, however, also restrictions on al-Dhuhlì’s jurisdiction
in other ways. From al-Mu'izz’s arrival in Egypt, the maΩàlim was
given to another judge, 'Abd Allàh b. Mu˙ammad b. 'Alì Thawbàn
who had come with him.33 Moreover, following the death of Qà∂ì
al-Nu'màn, his son 'Alì b. al-Nu'màn began to supervise the judiciary, as if he and al-Dhuhlì held a joint appointment. The notary
witnesses, for example, were under 'Alì, not al-Dhuhlì. In 365/975
the new caliph al-'Azìz added control of the mint and the mosques
of Fus†à† and Cairo. Finally, because a paralysis in his side weakened al-Dhuhlì, the caliph removed him from oﬃce, turning over
full and sole responsibility for it to 'Alì in 366/976.34
According to Ibn Óajar al-'Asqalànì’s history of the judges of
Egypt, 'Alì b. al-Nu'màn was the ﬁrst person in the Fatimid domain
to have the title qà∂ì al-qu∂àt, because the decree (sijill) of his appointment to oﬃce speciﬁed that all districts were under his control.35
The oﬃce of chief judge in the sense implied by the title qà∂ì alqu∂àt or judge of judges suggests that the holder of it has the power
to appoint subordinate judges. Both the term and that function were
known elsewhere and much earlier. Already by the end of the
second/eighth century such a position existed under the Abbasid
caliph Hàrùn al-Rashìd. The ﬁrst qà∂ì al-qu∂àt was Abù Ya'qùb b.
Ya'qùb (d. 182/798 or 183/799). The title itself had a pre-Islamic
Sassanian counterpart: mobed mobedan.36 One report mentions that 'Alì
b. al-Nu'màn sent his own brother as his delegate to deal with Tinnìs,
Damietta, al-Farama and other towns. The brother went to these
places, arranged for a subordinate in each, and came back. 37
Nevertheless, the full extent of 'Alì’s authority is not clear. The wazìr
Ibn Killis, who both lectured on legal doctrine and composed a manual of it, perhaps out of a nascent sense of competition, appears, for
example, to have supported a possible rival in Ibn Abi l-Minhàl.38
Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 94, pp. 199–200.
On 'Alì’s career as well as those of the rest of his clan, see the pioneering
study by Richard Gottheil, “A Distinguished Family of Fatimide Cadis (al-Nu'màn)
in the Tenth Century,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 27 (1906), pp. 217–96.
35
Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 147, p. 283.
36
See Emile Tyan, Histoire de l’organisation judiciaire en pays d’Islam, Leiden 1960,
pp. 128–29.
37
Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, p. 283.
38
On the role of Ibn Killis here, see Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, pp. 283 and 425,
and Michael Brett, The Rise of the Fatimids. The World of the Mediterranean and the Middle
East in the Fourth Century of the Hijra, Tenth Century C.E., Leiden 2001, pp. 369–78,
with more details on the activities of the Nu'màn clan.
33
34

the relationship between chief Qà∂ì and chief Dà'ì

81

The latter had been the qà∂ì of al-Manßùriyya following the departure of the court. Later he asked to be allowed to come to Egypt,
a request ultimately granted by the caliph al-'Azìz in 368/979. Once
there he was given the maΩàlim.39
With the death in 374/984 of 'Alì b. al-Nu'màn, his brother
Mu˙ammad moved into the same position.40 The latter’s diploma of
investiture appointed him to the regions of Mißr, Alexandria, the
Óaramayn (Mecca and Madina), and the military districts ( junds) of
Syria.41 He was to control also prayer times, measures of gold and
silver, inheritance, and weights.42 Despite the obvious degree of authority accorded him, it is still not certain that Mu˙ammad b. al-Nu'màn
was formally granted the title qà∂ì al-qu∂àt. That honor appears to
have waited for his successor, al-Óusayn b. 'Alì, the grandson of alNu'màn, who became chief judge upon the death of his uncle in
389/999.
For the appointment of al-Óusayn, Qalqashandì preserves the
entire text of the decree of investiture,43 thus allowing for greater
certainty about exactly what responsibilities his position included. He
was to supervise the judges assigned to the regions of Egypt—
speciﬁcally Cairo, Fus†à†, Alexandria and other districts—plus the
Óaramayn, the junds of Syria and the various districts of the Maghrib,
in a word the whole of the Fatimid empire. Sicily is not mentioned
but may have been at the time subsumed under the designation
“Maghrib” (a'màl al-Maghrib). In addition to the judiciary proper, he
would control the mint (dàr al-∂arb),44 standardized measures ('iyàr) and
aﬀairs of both congregational and regular mosques (amr al-jawàmi'
wa-l-masàjid ). Al-Maqrìzì’s Itti'àΩ45 provides important supplemental
39
Al-Maqrìzì, Itti'àΩ, vol. 1, p. 247; idem, Muqaﬀà, bio. no. 630. The latter contains quite useful information on the appointment of judges in the Maghrib during and after the transfer of the court to Egypt.
40
Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 221, pp. 422–26.
41
On the appointment by the Fatimids of judges in Syria, see in general Thierry
Bianquis, Damas et la Syrie sous la domination fatimide (359 – 468/969 –1076). Essai
d’interpretation de chroniques Arabes médiévales 1–2, Damascus 1986–89, pp. 339–49; alMaqrìzì, Itti'àΩ, vol. 1, pp. 217, 223.
42
As noted by Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, p. 422.
43
Al-Qalqashandì, Kitàb Íub˙ al-a'shà fì ßinà'at al-inshà", Cairo 1913–19, vol. 10,
pp. 384–88.
44
Cf. the Buyid 'ahd appointing 'Abd al-Jabbàr, qà∂ì al-qu∂àt of Rayy, Qazwin,
Qumm and other cities, which also speciﬁes that he look after the mint and weights
and measures, in Rasà"il al-ßà˙ib b. 'Abbàd, ed. 'Abd al-Wahhàb 'Azzàm and Shawqì
Îayf, Cairo 1966. Suggested by Michael Bates.
45
Vol. 2, p. 23.
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information about the persons al-Óusayn selected for many of the
positions subordinate to his authority: for Fus†à†; or for Cairo, which
was given to Màlik b. Sa'ìd al-Fàriqì; or those to hear cases should
he himself be absent, one among them being Ibn Abi l-'Awwàm;
various clerks; the overseer of the mint; and more.46 Two of these
men, al-Fàriqì and Ibn Abi l-'Awwàm, later rose themselves to become
the qà∂ì al-qu∂àt.

The Dà'ì al-du'àt
Al-Maqrìzì also claims that this same al-Óusayn was the ﬁrst to hold
the title dà'ì al-du'àt and that by decree (sijill).47 If, by this title, he
refers to the preparing and reading of weekly homilies to the Ismaili
community, that was done as well by his predecessors back to alNu'màn himself. What may be diﬀerent is the added responsibility
of directing the da'wa in general, both within the empire and abroad.
But about that our information is scant. Presumably al-Óasan, the
son of Abù 'Alì, had died by this time; and it appears quite reasonable to assume that one of these chief qà∂ìs succeeded him as
chief dà'ì. From al-Óusayn onward, however, it is clear; the two
oﬃces were held by the same person for the next sixteen years.
With the fall of al-Óusayn in 394/1004 (he was executed and his
corpse burned in 395/1004),48 his ﬁrst cousin and long-time rival
'Abd al-'Azìz b. Mu˙ammad b. al-Nu'màn rose to the position, only
to lose it himself in 398/1008 (he was put to death three years later).
His successor was the same Màlik b. Sa'ìd al-Fàriqì, who had been
the qà∂ì of Cairo under his predecessors. The ﬁrst from outside the
clan of al-Nu'màn, Màlik was a favorite of the caliph and was
extremely active in pursuit of his duties both as chief judge and as
head of the da'wa. He increased, for example, the number of weekly
sessions of instruction in Ismaili doctrine (the majlis al-˙ikma) to ﬁve.
46
Al-Maqrìzì reports in his Muqaﬀà (bio. no. 1253) that al-Óusayn had his own
brother Abu l-Mundhir al-Nu'màn supervise the mint and the weights and measures and that the brother was also his deputy for judicial matters in Alexandria
and its dependencies.
47
Al-Maqrìzì, Itti'àΩ, vol. 2, p. 49. Cf. Bianquis, Damas et la Syrie, p. 273.
48
Nuwayrì, Nihàyat al-arab fì funùn al-adab. Al-Juz" al-thàmin wa-l-'ishrùn, eds.
Mu˙ammad Mu˙ammad Amìn and Mu˙ammad Óilmì Mu˙ammad A˙mad, Cairo
1992, no. 28, p. 180.
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But he, too, like his three predecessors, eventually ran afoul of the
imàm, al-Óàkim, and was himself put to death in 405/1014 for reasons that are no where clearly explained.49
With this event, this series of joint appointments to the judiciary
and the da'wa ended. As natural as it had been for the same person to function in both capacities, it is not certain that there ever
was a policy of combining them. After a brief hiatus in late 405/1014,
al-Óàkim soon decided to accept the suggestion of one of his trusted
advisors and appointed A˙mad Ibn Abi l-'Awwàm to the position
of qà∂ì al-qu∂àt.50 Neither the advisor nor Ibn Abi l-'Awwàm were
Ismaili, a fact that did not preclude the one from oﬀering advice
nor the other from assuming the supreme judicial oﬃce. The latter
had already served in subordinate legal positions for many years.
His general qualiﬁcations were never in doubt. But, as a Óanafì,51
he obviously could not direct the Ismaili da'wa. For his role as judge,
by contrast, the government needed only to stipulate that he rule in
accord with Ismaili doctrine when and where it applied. Four experts
were to sit in his court for consultation in such cases. Otherwise his
appointment as outlined in the summary of his decree is much the
same as his recent predecessors.52 Like them he controlled the mint,
for example, prayer times and the khu†ba (the Friday sermon); like
them he was to administer the judiciary of all the regions of the
empire (including by name Sicily), with one curious exception: Palestine,
which was, for reasons not known, given to another judge and thereby
speciﬁcally excluded.
49
The cause is reported to have been Màlik’s visits to the house of Sitt al-Mulk,
al-Óàkim’s sister, complicity with whom the imàm regarded as treason in some manner. On Màlik b. Sa'ìd and his family in general, see the study (with more details)
by Walker, “Another Family of Fatimid Chief Qadis. The al-Fariqis,” Journal of
Druse Studies 1 i (2000), pp. 49–69. Add to the information given there, the killing
by al-Óàkim, in 391, of his tutor Sa'ìd b. Sa'ìd al-Fàriqì, the brother of Màlik; alMaqrìzì, Itti'àΩ, vol. 2, p. 42.
50
An exact date is given by Nuwayrì, Nihàyat al-arab, vol. 28, p. 202.
51
He was not a Óanbalì, as claimed by Ibn Óajar (and repeated by many including myself in earlier writings). The editor of the 1998 edition of the Raf ' al-ißr has
corrected the text (see p. 71, n. 2) on the basis of additional information. Al-Maqrìzì
set the record straight in his Muqaﬀà, bio. no. 584, pp. 603–4. For the details and
other sources on this problem see Gary Leiser, “Óanbalism in Egypt before the
Mamlûks,” Studia Islamica 54 (1981), pp. 159–60. It is also of interest that this man’s
nephew, who was likewise Óanafì, later became qà∂ì al-qu∂àt in 453–54 (Ibn Óajar,
Raf ' al-ißr, p. 75), where it speciﬁes that he was given in addition to the judiciary
the maΩàlim, the mint, prayers, the khu†ba, and pious foundations (a˙bàs).
52
Al-Maqrìzì, Muqaﬀà, bio. no. 584.
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Having taken care of the judiciary, al-Óàkim turned to the da'wa,
the direction of which he had let lapse. His choice here was a prominent agent of his, Khatkìn al-Îayf, a member, it seems, of a corps
of a∂yàf who served possibly as a kind of paramilitary.53 Khatkìn’s
previous career54—he was twice Fatimid governor of Damascus, for
example—did not ﬁt that of most dà'ìs. He was neither a preacher
nor a teacher. His two predecessors had composed a great number
of their own weekly lectures and for both men the Druze sacred
writings, the Rasà"il al-Óikma, actually cite speciﬁc numbered examples, thereby indicating apparently that collections of their writings
were in circulation.55 From the period of Khatkìn’s supervision of
the da'wa, we have as well a number of important works by the great
dà'ì Óamìd al-Dìn al-Kirmànì, who spent time in Egypt at this juncture, quite likely at the invitation of Khatkìn, the support of whom
Kirmànì credits. But, despite not composing or perhaps not even
reading his own writings in the weekly sessions, Khatkìn was clearly
the dà'ì al-du'àt. It was he who ran the aﬀairs of the da'wa.
And Khatkìn was evidently quite eﬀective. Beginning in 408/1017–18
or slightly before, the da'wa had to confront a series of challenges to
its authority raised by the leaders of various groups that later became
the Druze. For a while the threat was serious but the da'wa survived
this rebellion against its control eventually. Khatkìn must have played
a major part. Two of the ﬁve arch-villains in the Druze hierarchy
are Khatkìn, as the dà'ì al-du'àt, and Ibn Abi l-'Awwàm,56 as the
qà∂ì al-qu∂àt, both of whom were responsible in part for the suppression of the earliest Druze and their prophet and messiah Óamza
b. 'Alì. Druze doctrine thus conﬁrms Khatkìn’s role.
At the moment of al-Óàkim’s disappearance in 411/1021, both
men continued to hold oﬃce, Ibn Abi l-'Awwàm in fact until his
death in 418/1027. The fate of Khatkìn is less certain. However, in
414/1023–24, Qàsim b. 'Abd al-'Azìz, great grandson of Qà∂ì al53
On the a∂yàf see Walker, “The Ismaili Da'wa in the Reign of the Fatimid
Caliph al-Óàkim,” Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt 30 (1993), pp. 161–82,
168–70.
54
On the career of Khatkìn see Walker, “Da'wa,” p. 170.
55
For 'Abd al-'Azìz, see Rasà"il al-˙ikma, Beirut 1984, no. 70 (p. 605), citing his
117 and 129th majlis, and no. 74 (pp. 670 and 674), citing his 110th, 125th and
126th majlis. For al-Fàriqì, see Rasà"il, no. 42 (p. 331), citing the 144th, no. 69
(p. 589), citing his 140th, and no. 74 (p. 669), citing his 7th majlis.
56
Druze references to the qà∂ì Ibn Abi l-'Awwàm occur in Rasà"il in nos. 9
(p. 79) and 18 (p. 197).
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Nu'màn, took charge of the da'wa57 and that implies that Khatkìn
was no longer around. In 418/1027 Qàsim added to his responsibilities the judiciary, although barely a year later he was removed
from it (but not also from the da'wa).58 Qàsim by several accounts
had little talent and gained his high positions almost exclusively
because of his distinguished forebears. Still he managed to hang on
to the leadership of the da'wa without interruption until 441/1049,
some twenty-seven years in all. Moreover, the judiciary eventually
came back to him as well. In between it belonged to 'Abd al-Óàkim
b. Sa'ìd al-Fàriqì, a brother of Màlik. Like the clan of al-Nu'màn,
the al-Fàriqìs themselves constituted a family of qà∂ìs, four more of
whom were to occupy the post of qà∂ì al-qu∂àt in the period from
450/1058 to 466/1074.59 'Abd al-Óàkim fell prey to his own venality in regard to the inheritance of an orphan girl in his charge; he
was accordingly removed from oﬃce when that scandal became public in 427/1036.60
The role of whole families in the judiciary is notable especially
over the ﬁrst century of Fatimid rule from Egypt, less so for the
da'wa although that impression may stem from the lack of suﬃcient
evidence in the latter case. The involvement of Qà∂ì al-Nu'màn’s
many descendants is only the most obvious example. That of the alFàriqìs is another. And their grip on various oﬃces extended to
many regional and subordinant positions that are less apparent in
the surviving historical record than that of the chief qà∂ìs. As but
one example in the year 414/1023, Màlik’s son Abu l-Faraj was
appointed qà∂ì of the eastern Nile Delta city of Tinnìs.61 Nor is this
period likely to have been exceptional in this regard. Evidence from
the Maghrib and from much later in Egypt suggest that various

57
The date is supplied by Ibn al-Dawàdàrì, Kanz al-durar wa jàmi' al-ghurar. AlJuz" al-sàdis, al-Durra al-mu∂iyya fì akhbàr al-dawla al-fà†imiyya, ed. Íalà˙ al-Dìn alMunajjid, Cairo 1380/1961, vol. 6, p. 317; Heinz Halm, “Der Tod Óamzas, des
Begründers der drusischen Religion,” in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and
Mamluk Eras II, eds. U. Vermeulen and D. de Smet, Louvain 1998, pp. 105–13,
p. 109.
58
After precisely one year, two months, and twenty days according to Ibn Óajar
(Raf ' al-ißr, p. 308), bio. no. 163, pp. 307–8.
59
For details—full names and dates with a genealogical chart—see the study of
the al-Fàriqìs by Walker cited above n. 49.
60
See also the entry on him in Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 101, pp. 208–9.
61
Al-Musabbi˙ì, Akhbàr Mißr, pt. 1, eds. Ayman Fu"àd Sayyid and Thierry Bianquis,
Cairo, 1978, p. 3 (f. 132b).
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members of the same family frequently held posts in the judiciary
either from one generation to the next or simultaneously.62

Al-Yàzùrì and al-Mu"ayyad
The next major event in the evolution of these two oﬃces was the
acquisition of both by al-Óasan b. 'Alì al-Yàzùrì in 441/1050, replacing Qàsim. Al-Yàzùrì commenced his phenomenal rise to power as
an overseer of the queen mother’s estates. From there he obtained
appointments as chief justice and chief dà'ì and ﬁnally slightly later
as wazìr. He was the ﬁrst to hold all three simultaneously. No wazìr
before him, including the quite powerful ﬁgures, Ibn Killis and alJarjarà"ì, had control of either judiciary or da'wa. Yet it is unlikely
that one person could manage what until then had been three separate portfolios, each with its own bureaucracy and various lesser
oﬃces. Certainly, then, al-Yàzùrì, whose exact qualiﬁcations for either
the judiciary or the da'wa remain in doubt—was he even actually
Ismaili?—had to delegate day to day authority to others.63 For the
da'wa he often turned to al-Mu"ayyad fì l-Dìn al-Shìràzì, a multitalented dà'ì recently arrived from Iran, who would ultimately succeed his boss as dà'ì al-du'àt in 450/1059 after a lengthy period of
subordinate service.
Al-Yàzùrì’s direction of the three branches of government was, in
general, highly successful, a high-water mark of Fatimid achievement.
The triumphal capture of Baghdad by al-Basàsìrì in 450/1058 on
behalf of the Fatimids was a part of his program. Al-Mu"ayyad had
played a major role in the endeavor, acting for al-Yàzùrì. But the
wazìr did not survive the internal attacks against him. He succumbed
to them in 450/1058 and was executed that same year, his fall leading to one of the most chaotic periods in Fatimid history. From
450/1058 until the advent of Badr al-Jamàlì in 466/1074, the government moved from one crisis to the next. One scholar estimates
that during those years there were ﬁfty-four diﬀerent appointments
62
Much more work needs to be done to collect all the available data which,
however, certainly exists, most notably but not exclusively in Ibn Óajar’s Raf ' alißr.
63
There is a biography of him in Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 54, pp. 129–34;
also another fairly long in al-Maqrìzì’s al-Muqaﬀà, vol. 3, pp. 366–408 (no. 1188).
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to the wazirate and forty-two to the oﬃce of chief qà∂ì.64 Many
involved the reappointment at various times of the same man: A˙mad
b. 'Abd al-Óàkim al-Fàriqì, on four separate occasions; 'Abd alÓàkim b. Wahb al-Malìjì, at least eight times.65 Only the da'wa
remained under relatively stable direction; al-Mu"ayyad, once in oﬃce,
suﬀered less. He lost his position in 454/1062,66 perhaps another
time, but otherwise continued throughout as head of the da'wa.
Most signiﬁcantly, for al-Mu"ayyad’s appointment to lead the da'wa
in 450/1059, we have the text of the decree issued on the occasion.
It appears to be the only example of its kind to reach us. It reviews
carefully the new dà'ì al-du'àt’s background and previous service and
it provides as well some sense of what were the duties of the oﬃce.
Another, also preserved, applies to his reinstatement following a brief
demotion and exile in 454/1062.67

64
Ayman Fu"àd Sayyid in his introduction to his edition of Ibn al-ˇuwayr’s
Nuzhat al-muqlatayn fì akhbàr al-dawlatayn, Beirut/Stuttgart 1992, p. *70.
65
On al-Malìjì, see Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 102, pp. 209–10, and Ibn
Muyassar, Akhbàr Mißr, ed. Ayman Fu"àd Sayyid as al-Muntaqà min akhbàr Mißr, Cairo
1981, p. 18. One report about him states speciﬁcally that in 453/1061 for his second appointment he was also given the maΩàlim and all the other functions appurtenant to the judiciary, namely prayer, the khu†ba, and all else, except the da'wa. In
fact, although this man was an Ismaili, I have found no evidence that he was ever
given the da'wa. On him see al-Maqrìzì, Itti'àΩ vol. 2, pp. 251, 261, 262, 264, 268,
270, 271, 274, 276. His son later became a judge under al-Musta'lì; see Itti'àΩ,
vol. 3, p. 28; Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, p. 364.
66
For this interval we have a record of appointment to the da'wa of one of the
al-Fàriqìs. As well al-Óasan b. Majallì b. Asad b. Abì Kudayna al-Muràdì, who
was appointed qà∂ì on several occasions, the ﬁrst of which occurred in 455/1063,
is noted as holding simultaneously, however brieﬂy, the wazirate, the judiciary and
the da'wa in 464/1071 (Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 56, p. 136; Ibn Muyassar,
Akhbàr Mißr, p. 38). If so it would constitute at least the second time that al-Mu"ayyad
lost it.
67
The Arabic texts of these two sijills are preserved in volume seven of 'Imàd
al-Dìn Idrìs’ 'Uyùn al-akhbàr, ed. by Ayman Fu"àd Sayyid in The Fatimids and their
Successors in Yaman. The History of an Islamic Community, London/New York 2002, pp.
76–82. Bazat-Tahera Qutbuddin included both as an appendix to her earlier study
of al-Mu"ayyad’s poetry entitled Al-Mu"ayyad fì al-Dìn al-Shìràzì. Founder of a New
Tradition of Fatimid Da'wa Poetry, PhD dissertation, Harvard University, Cambridge,
Mass. 1999. There she provides a translation and a photographic fascimile of a ms.
that was not consulted by Sayyid. Other mss. are available as well. From them it
is clear that Sayyid misread the date of the second of the two in Idrìs’s work (p. 82
of the Arabic) as 455. The correct date is 450. Thus, as they appear in this text,
what Idrìs presents as the “second” appointment (pp. 79–82) is actually the ﬁrst
and what he puts ﬁrst (pp. 77–79) is in fact the second from 454 when al-Mu"ayyad
was recalled from a short exile and reappointed dà'ì al-du'àt.
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Badr al-Jamàlì and the Era of Military Wazìrs

The coming of Badr al-Jamàlì in 466/1074 altered permanently the
structure of the Fatimid state. Although he himself was to hold a
position of supreme authority, a virtual dictator, his rank remained
that of a wazìr, and he was always theoretically subservient to the
imam-caliph. In actuality he and those who occupied the same oﬃce
over the next century were formally titled amìr al-juyùsh, “Commander
of the Armies.” The term wazìr fell out of favor and remained thereafter an informal designation. But, with respect to the two oﬃces
under discussion here, the amìr al-juyùsh simply subsumed them as
part of his overall authority. The exact steps in this process are,
however, not quite clear. As long as al-Mu"ayyad was alive and able
to function as chief of the da'wa, Badr did not claim control of that
position. Nevertheless, one report indicates that already in 466/1074,
he took over the judiciary, appointing on his own behalf a qà∂ì alqu∂àt, who, despite the title, was beholden to Badr directly.68 Four
years later, al-Mu"ayyad died. Until shortly before his death, inscriptions and other evidence show that Badr did not have a title that
gave him control of the da'wa. Only when al-Mu"ayyad’s approaching
death was obvious did Badr add the titles “Guarantor of the Judges
of Muslims and Guide of the Missionaries of the Believers (kàﬁl qu∂àt
al-muslimìn and hàdì du'àt al-mu"minìn), thereby asserting his own direct
authority over both the judiciary and the da'wa.69 The exact meaning of either title, however, remains uncertain, as does its function.
Nevertheless, henceforth, these two oﬃces were under the control of
the amìr al-juyùsh, who had thus from then onward apparently taken
full charge of them both.
Note, however, that the various amìrs of this highest rank—the
amìr al-juyùsh—although most often possessing in practice complete
dictatorial powers, nonetheless did not themselves claim the titles
qà∂ì al-qu∂àt or dà'ì al-du'àt. Later medieval writers might informally
68
That man was Abù Ya'là Óamza b. al-Óusayn b. A˙mad al-'Irqì, see Ibn
Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr, bio. no. 67, pp. 146–48. On the name see the editor’s notes. AlMaqrìzì’s Itti'àΩ (vol. 2, p. 313) mistakenly gives his nisba as al-Fàriqì. See Ayman
Fu"àd Sayyid, edition of Ibn Muyassar, Akhbàr Mißr, p. 40; Ibn al-Dawàdàrì, Kanz
al-durar, p. 400. Maqrìzì provides a bio. of this man’s son, Muqaﬀà, no. 2173.
69
On the timing of his use of these titles, see Ayman Fu"àd Sayyid, edition of
Ibn al-ˇuwayr’s Nuzhat, introduction pp. 46–47. Badr did not have them prior to
30 Dhu l-Qa'da 470/June 1078; al-Mu"ayyad died in Shawwàl/May.
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state that these military wazìrs were one or the other or both, but
the exact title of the amìr al-juyùsh in this regard refers to him as
kàﬁl “guarantor” and as hàdì “guide”, terms that place him above
but not necessarily directly in either the judiciary or the da'wa. He
would accordingly govern the aﬀairs of both by assigning subordinates to the task. Thus the old oﬃce of qà∂ì al-qu∂àt and dà'ì aldu'àt were not done away with simply by the advent of military
control. Eventually, if not immediately, they reemerged or, perhaps,
simply continued without the same degree of independence and thus
public notice.
The reign of Badr al-Jamàlì, which proved critical for the continuity of the Fatimid state, is so poorly documented by surviving evidence or historical reporting that we cannot verify exactly what
happened to the positions of chief qà∂ì and chief dà'ì after 470/1078
(the death of al-Mu"ayyad). From then until 487/1094, the end of
Badr’s rule, we have no names for the post of dà'ì and only a few
for qà∂ì. The situation is hardly better for the reign of the caliphs
al-Musta'lì and the ﬁrst two decades under al-Àmir, when, as the
amìr al-juyùsh, Badr’s son, al-Af∂al, exercised the same iron-ﬁsted control over the government as had the father. But, with the murder
of al-Af∂al in 515/1121, a semblance of the old order returned.
Likewise information from the chronicles begins to ﬂow again. Does
that indicate that we simply lack the evidence we need from the
previous forty-ﬁve years (470/1078–515/1121)? And that, if it were
available, we could readily account for the continuity of the two
oﬃces and explain how both functioned over the intervening period?
At the moment we have no way to tell.
Nonetheless, from 515/1121 until the ﬁnal collapse of the Fatimid
dynasty in 567/1171, the list of holders of both ranks is reasonably
complete.70 Six individuals in that period also occupied both positions at one time or another. Four of them received an appointment
to the two oﬃces in combination, notably Abu l-Thurayyà Najm b.
Ja'far, from 526/1132 to 528/1134, Ismà'ìl b. Salàma al-Juljùlì,71
from 534/1140 to 543/1148, Hibat Allàh b. 'Abd Allàh b. Kàmil,
from 549/1154 to 559/1163, and al-Óasan b. 'Abd Allàh b. 'Alì b.
70
On the da'wa in this matter see Ayman Fu"àd Sayyid, introduction, Ibn alˇuwayr, Nuzhat, pp. 75–78.
71
His biography in al-Maqrìzì, Muqaﬀà, vol. 2, no. 745; Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr,
bio. no. 38, pp. 84–86.
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Salàma, who was known as Ibn al-'Ùrìs, in 559/1163. Several returned
to the post of chief qà∂ì at least once. The chief dà'ì from 517/1123
to 525/1131 served brieﬂy as qà∂ì the following year (in 526/1132).
Al-Juljùlì was already chief dà'ì when he was given the judiciary and
he continued as such after he lost it. At the very end two men in
particular were locked in an intense rivalry for these positions: Ibn
'Abd al-Qawì b. al-Jalìs and al-Óasan b. 'Alì b. Salàma (Ibn al'Ùrìs). If one was appointed to one of the posts the other would
conspire either for the other oﬃce or to unseat his opponent. They
each held one of the positions at the end. Two years later in 569/1174
both were arrested by Saladin (Íalà˙ al-Dìn), the new Ayyubid ruler,
for complicity in an attempt to restore the Fatimids. He ordered
them both hung, cruciﬁed, and, in response to their long-standing
personal quarrels, buried together in the same grave.72
The responsibilities of both oﬃces, as revealed by various reports
from the period, indicate that it had not changed in any signiﬁcant
way if at all. The chief qà∂ì continued to control the mint, for example, a fact of great interest and some amazement to later Ayyubid
and Mamluk era historians. They were favorably impressed by the
stability of Fatimid coinage and credited the role of the qà∂ì in keeping it so.73 Other Islamic governments, especially later, did not turn
over to the qà∂ì this kind of authority. For the da'wa we have a
description by the contemporary Ibn al-ˇuwayr of the duties of the
chief dà'ì, of his drafting the weekly lecture on doctrine, producing
a neat copy for the caliph’s signature, and his reading of the lesson
to an audience of Ismaili faithful who came forward afterward to be
touched on the head by that same signature.74 What Ibn al-ˇuwayr
reports about this aspect of the da'wa in late Fatimid times matches

72
See their biographies in Ibn Óajar, Raf ' al-ißr: on Ibn al-'Ùrìs, biography
no. 53, pp. 128–29; on Ibn al-Jalìs, biography no. 100, pp. 206–7.
73
Al-Qalqashandì, Íub˙ al-a'shà, vol. 3, pp. 461–2 and note; vol. 10, pp. 384–88;
al-Maqrìzì, Itti'àΩ, vol. 2, pp. 23, 106; Khi†a†, musawwada, pp. 278–9 (a section
speciﬁcally devoted to “mentioning those who were appointed to supervise the mint
in the days of the Fatimid caliphs”). Cf. Tyan, Histoire, pp. 410–12. A judge, Abu
l-Óajjàj Yùsuf, who was appointed qà∂ì al-qu∂àt by the wazìr al-Ma"mùn in 516/1123,
is speciﬁcally granted in his decree of investiture authority over the judiciary plus
prayer, the khu†ba, the bureau for pious foundations, and the mint. See Ayman
Fu"àd Sayyid, notes to his edition of Ibn Muyassar’s Akhbàr Mißr.
74
For a translation of this passage see Walker, “Fatimid Institutions of Learning,”
Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt 34 (1997), p. 185 n. 27.
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more or less an account of similar sessions from well over a century
earlier as reported by al-Musabbi˙ì from the reign of al-Óàkim.75

Conclusions
A comparison of the form and function of these two positions over
the ﬁnal decades of Fatimid rule with an earlier period under the
same dynasty in Egypt suggests little or no fundamental changes over
the intervening years. Given the general decline of their power and
the occurrence of two major schisms in the Ismaili movement as a
whole, the continuation of both up to the fall of the Fatimid dynasty
is remarkable. The da'wa, though administering to a shrinking congregation, apparently fulﬁlled its purpose to the very end. The dà'ì
al-du'àt continued to have high rank in the state, only slightly less
than that of the chief qà∂ì. But, looking for a similar position in the
North African phase of Fatimid government much earlier, reveals
an important contrast. Until the caliphate moved to Egypt, there
had been no oﬃce of precisely the same kind. In the Maghrib,
although the title itself had been used, there had existed no judge
of judges as a super qà∂ì with authority over all the others in the
realm. Despite his great prestige and closeness to the caliphs, Qà∂ì
al-Nu'màn never held such a lofty position. He was the chief judge
in respect to the Ismaili community there, but only for the Ismailis.
The Màlikìs in particular, who constituted the majority, had their
own qà∂ìs.
On the question of who, aside from the imam, controlled the
da'wa, the matter is not as clear. If it was the bàb al-abwàb, an obscure
oﬃce that may have been more of a spiritual rank than a government oﬃce, it remains hard to follow its development into the later
position of dà'ì al-du'àt, if that is what happened. Most likely, the
post of chief dà'ì, in the sense of an administrative wing of the central government, began as an imitation of that of chief qà∂ì when
he became the qà∂ì al-qu∂àt in the full sense. It was thus no accident
that the ﬁrst holders of such an oﬃce, the sons and grandsons of

75
Both reports appear together in al-Maqrìzì’s Khi†a†, vol. 2, pp. 305–8. For more
details see Walker, “Fatimid Institutions of Learning,” pp. 182–86.
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al-Nu'màn, were also chief qà∂ìs. However, for that to have happened,
the wide net of the da'wa in territories far beyond the Fatimid empire,
which had until then been tightly organized on a principle of a hierarchy of ranks and gradations of authority, would have had to become
subservient to a bureau of the state. Given its previous importance
as the engine of the movement, both before the establishment of the
state and presumably afterward, that it came to have a status less
than that of either qà∂ì or wazìr is therefore curious. One possible
answer derives from the Ismaili concept of “muslim” (muslim) and
“believer” (mu"min). Muslims are all members of the Islamic community;
believers are only that portion of it that accept the authority of 'Alì
as the sole legitimate successor to the Prophet and of his descendants, the imams of the Fatimid-Ismaili line. In Badr al-Jamàlì’s titles
kàﬁl qu∂àt al-muslimìn and hàdì du'àt al-mu"minìn, the same distinction
is made. Judges hold authority over Muslims, all Muslims, the broader
and more inclusive category, while dà'ìs administer to the needs of
the community of true believers, a much smaller but more select
group within the larger body of Islam. Strictly from the viewpoint
of a believer, the chief dà'ì is more important than the chief qà∂ì;
quite possibly in this respect he holds higher authority, even with
regard to questions involving the application of law. But, for the
common citizen of the Fatimid empire, non-Muslims and especially
non-Ismaili Muslims, the qà∂ì remained, in part because of the greater
numbers of those who required what he provided, more important.
Most inhabitants of the realm never accepted the da'wa and they
had no dealings with the dà'ì.
A second answer, one not necessarily incompatible with the ﬁrst,
is that the oﬃce of dà'ì al-du'àt is not the same as that of bàb alabwàb and that therefore they are not to be confused or confounded.
This explanation is that of the modern Ismailis, particularly of the
ˇayyibìs, who insist that the bàb was all along the spiritual director
of the da'wa, acting for the imàm and holding a status second only
to him.76 In their view the dà'ì al-du'àt is merely a state functionary,
a kind of civil administrator for those aﬀairs of the da'wa that required
a quasi-public governmental agency. Conveniently, al-Mu"ayyad, who
76
Reiterated by University of Chicago colleague Bazat-Tahera Qutbuddin in private conversations. She is currently gathering the evidence for this view as expressed
in the earliest of the ˇayyibì writings in the Yemen, which thus trace it back at
least to the immediate post-Fatimid period.
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holds an exalted position as a kind of patron saint among ˇayyibì
Ismailis, is considered by them to have been both. He was the bàb,
spiritual head of the da'wa, and at the same time dà'ì al-du'àt. Not
so someone like al-Yàzùrì, who was, according to this view, never
the bàb. Admittedly, the evidence for the activities of the da'wa is
harder to come by than for the judiciary and thus many questions
about it remain unanswered. Nevertheless, as useful as this distinction might be in explaining certain discrepancies, much of the data
does not support it. More likely it constitutes a later doctrinal readjustment designed to ensure the highest possible status for the supreme
dà'ì during the absence of the imàm as occurred for the ˇayyibìs
after their imam al-ˇayyib (and his line) had disappeared.
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FORMS AND FUNCTIONS OF ‘LICENCES TO TRANSMIT’
(IJÀZAS) IN 18TH-CENTURY-IRAN: 'ABD ALLÀH
AL-MÙSAWÌ AL-JAZÀ"IRÌ AL-TUSTARÌ’S
(1112–73/1701–59) IJÀZA KABÌRA
Sabine Schmidtke

1
Social aspects of the transmission of knowledge have come into the
focus of scholarship in recent years,1 yet we are still far from having a comprehensive picture, even for speciﬁc periods and areas, of
the elements that made up the successful career and posthumous
reputation of a scholar. Among these elements are diﬀerent types of
documents, whose signiﬁcance varies over time and space; they include
certiﬁcates of audition (samà'àt) noted on the margins, at the beginning or end of manuscripts2 and autobiographical reports about a
scholar’s studies that circulated as fahrasa, mashyakha (mashìkha), barnàmaj, thabat or mu'jam.3 One of the most variegated types is the ijàza,
1

See, e.g., the studies by Jonathan Berkey (The Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval
Cairo. A Social History of Islamic Education, Princeton 1992), Michael Chamberlain
(Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190–1350, Cambridge 1994), Stefan
Leder (“Charismatic Scripturalism. The Óanbalì Maqdisìs of Damascus,” Der Islam
74 (1997), pp. 279–304), and Daphna Ephrat (A Learned Society in a Period of Transition.
The Sunnì 'Ulama" of Eleventh-Century Baghdad, Albany 2000).
2
See, e.g., Stefan Leder, “Hörerzertiﬁkate als Dokumente für die islamische
Lehrkultur des Mittelalters,” in Urkunden und Urkundenformulare im Klassischen Altertum
und in den orientalischen Kulturen, ed. Raif Georges Khoury, Heidelberg 1999, pp. 147–
66; idem, “Eine neue Quelle zur Stadtgeschichte von Damaskus. Zur Alltagsgeschichte
der ÓadìΔwissenschaft,” in Supplement XI der Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen
Gesellschaft (26. Deutscher Orientalistentag Leipzig 1995), Stuttgart 1998, pp. 268–79;
idem, Spoken word and written text. Meaning and social signiﬁcance of the Institution of Riwàya,
Tokyo 2002, pp. 5ﬀ.; Stefan Leder, Yàsìn Mu˙ammad al-Sawwàs and Ma"mùn alÍà©ar[ì, Mu'[am al-samà'àt al-dima“qiyya. Les certiﬁcats d’audition à Damas 550–750h./
1155–1349, Damascus 1996; idem, Recueil de documents facsimilés des certiﬁcats d’audition
à Damas 550 –750h./1155–1349. Mu'[am al-samà'àt al-dima“qiyya, Damascus 2000. For
further references, see Adam Gacek, The Arabic Manuscript Tradition. A Glossary of
Technical Terms and Bibliography, Leiden 2001, pp. 216–19.
3
For autobiographical reports of a scholar’s studies, see Charles Pellat, “Fahrasa,”
in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 2, pp. 743–44; 'Abd al-'Azìz al-Ahwànì,
“Kutub baràmij al-'ulamà" fì l-Andalus,” Majallat ma'had al-makh†ù†àt al-'arabiyya 1 i
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or, more speciﬁcally the ijàzat al-riwàya, the ‘license to transmit’. The
recipient, or recipients (mujàz, pl. mujàzùn), is authorized by the issuer
(mujìz) to transmit to others the contents speciﬁed in the ijàza. They
can refer to one or several works, or to a whole body of works that
is either precisely speciﬁed or only cursorily hinted at. The dividing
line between one type of certiﬁcate and another is often blurred. If
the authorization to transmit follows teaching of the mujàz by the
mujìz, for example, this is called ijàzat al-samà' or ijàzat al-qirà"a,
according to the kind of instruction. Similarly, the description of the
course of one’s studies can form part of an ijàza.4 It appears that
what was originally an oral authorization came more and more to
be documented in writing and formalized in structure and terminology in parallel with the growing dominance of the written word
and the growing institutionalization of the scholarly culture. Besides
the license to transmit that was issued for speciﬁed texts, there were
text-independent ijàzàt not tied to speciﬁc contents or texts. Because
of their generally large scope, such documents often no longer
appeared in the margins or at the beginning or end of other texts,
but themselves became autonomous texts, sometimes in the form of
books, often with their own titles.5 The contents authorized to be
transmitted were usually comprehensive, frequently comprising the
whole literature of a certain scholarly tradition (ijàza kabìra or ijàza
'àmma).

(1374/1955), pp. 91–120; Jacqueline Sublet, Les maîtres et les études de deux traditionistes de l’époque mamelouke. Al-Mashyakha al-Bàsima lil-Qibàbì wa Fà†ima de Ibn Óajar al'Asqalànì. Etude analytique, Damascus 1967; Georges Vajda, “La transmission de la
ma“ya¢a (Asnà l-maqàßid wa-a'≈ab al-mawàrid ) d’Ibn al-Bu¢àrì d’après le manuscrit
Reisülküttab 262 de la Bibliothèque Süleymaniye d’Istanbul,” Rivista degli studi orientali 48 (1973–74), pp. 55–74. See also Devin J. Stewart, “Capital, Accumulation,
and the Islamic Academic Biography,” Edebiyât 7 (1997), pp. 345–62, esp. 345–46.
4
For studies about this genre, see Gacek, Arabic Manuscript Tradition, pp. 216–19;
Cemil Akpinar, “(câzet,” in Türkiye Diyanet Vakﬁ (slâm Ansiklopedisi, vol. 21, pp.
393–400; Devin Stewart, “The Doctorate of Islamic Law in Mamluk Egypt and
Syria,” in Law and Education in Medieval Islam. Studies in Memory of Professor George
Makdisi, eds. Joseph E. Lowry, Devin J. Stewart, and Shawkat M. Toorawa, London
2004, pp. 45–90; see also my “The ijàza from 'Abd Allàh b. Íàli˙ al-Samàhìjì to
Nàßir al-Jàrùdì al-Qa†ìfì. A Source for the Twelver Shi'i Scholarly Tradition of
Ba˙rayn,” in Culture and Memory in Medieval Islam. Essays in Honour of Wilferd Madelung,
eds. Farhad Daftary and Josef W. Meri, London 2003, pp. 64–85, esp. 78 n. 1.
5
See, e.g., Àghà Buzurg al-ˇihrànì, al-Dharì'a ilà taßànìf al-shì'a 1–25, Beirut
1403–6/1983–86, vol. 1, p. 174 nos. 874, 876, 877, p. 185 no. 957, p. 198 no.
1033, p. 265 no. 1393.
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The majority of ijàzàt al-riwàya within the Imami tradition6 follow
a more or less ﬁxed pattern, with formalized phrases that serve as
demarcators for the diﬀerent building blocks of the document. The
opening prayer is followed by an introduction, naming the issuer
and the recipient as well as the occasion on which the licence was
issued. This is followed by the main section detailing the contents
and extent of the ijàza. It usually begins with the formula ajaztu lahu
an yarwiya 'annì. . . . Very often the mujìz includes detailed information on his own shaykhs and their chains of transmission. The ijàza
usually ends with the conditions attached to it—introduced by formulas such as la-yarwiya dhàlika li-man shà"a wa-a˙abba—and a colophon
indicating the place and date of issue.
A typical core element of the text-independent ijàza kabìra or ijàza
'àmma is the autobibliography of the mujìz, usually a complete list of
his works, often including even unﬁnished writings and providing
details about the size, content, or other special characteristics of the
individual titles.7

6
The majority of known ijàzas issued by Imami scholars from the 4th/10th to
the 14th/20th century is listed in Àghà Buzurg al-ˇihrànì’s (d. 1389/1970) bibliography of Imami literature, al-Dharì'a ilà taßànìf al-shì'a (as n. 5).—In addition to
the ijàzat al-riwàya, more speciﬁc types of ijàzàt evolved, such as the ‘licence to teach
and to issue legal opinions’ (ijàzat al-tadrìs wa-l-iftà") in the Sunni world, which is
said to go back to the 3rd/9th century (see Stewart, “Doctorate of Islamic Law.”),
or the ijàzat al-ijtihàd (ijàza ijtihàdiyya), which is to be encountered among the Imamis
from about the mid-19th century onwards. See, e.g., Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 1,
p. 157 nos. 773, 776, pp. 168–69 no. 845, p. 169 no. 852, p. 173 nos. 868, 871,
p. 195 no. 1014, vol. 11, pp. 13–14 no. 63, p. 14 no. 67, p. 15 no. 74, pp. 23–24
no. 132; for this genre, see also Devin J. Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodoxy. Twelver
Shiite Responses to the Sunni Legal System, Salt Lake City 1998, pp. 224ﬀ.
7
Examples of autobibliographical lists within ijàzàt belonging to the Imami tradition are the ijàza issued by Abu l-Fat˙ 'Uthmàn al-Na˙wì (d. 392/1001–2) for
Abù 'Abd Allàh al-Óusayn b. A˙mad b. Naßr (cf. Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 1,
p. 208 no. 1083); the ijàza of the Sharìf al-Murta∂à (d. 436/1044) issued in Sha'bàn
417/September-October 1026 for Abu l-Óasan Mu˙ammad b. Mu˙ammad alBußrawì (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 216 no. 1132; 'Abd Allàh b. 'Ìsà al-Afandì, Riyà∂ al'ulamà" 1–5, ed. A˙mad al-Óusaynì, Qum 1401/1981, vol. 4, pp. 34–39; cf. also
Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodoxy, p. 147); the ijàza granted by Ibn Shahràshùb
(d. 588/1192) to Jamàl al-Dìn 'Alì Ibn Sha'ara al-Óillì al-Jàma'ànì (Dharì'a, vol. 1,
p. 243 no. 1286); the ijàza of the 'Allàma al-Óillì for Muhannà" b. Sinàn, which
apart from the autobibliography arranged by disciplines does not contain any other
element (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 178 no. 911; printed in Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Majlisì,
Bi˙àr al-anwàr 0–28, 35–110, ed. Jawàd 'Alawì [et al.], Tehran 1376–1405/1957–85,
vol. 107, pp. 147–49); the ijàza of Ibn Abì Jumhùr al-A˙sà"ì, issued on Monday,
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An essential function of comprehensive, text-independent ijàzàt is
the documentation of the scholarly tradition, ﬁrst and foremost the
scholars making up the mujìz’s chains of transmission. Moreover, it
is not unusual for presentations of scholars to elaborate on other
persons who were somehow connected to them, such as family members or predecessors and successors in public oﬃce, irrespective of

10 Jumàdà I 896/21 March 1491, for Mu˙ammad b. Íàli˙ al-Gharawì (Dharì'a,
vol. 1, pp. 241–42 no. 1280. A manuscript copy of the ijàza is to be found in ms.
Dublin, Chester Beatty 3810, ﬀ. 328r–329v. See my Theologie, Philosophie und Mystik
im zwölferschiitischen Islam des 9./15. Jahrhunderts. Die Gedankenwelt des Ibn Abì Jumhùr
al-A˙sà"ì (um 838/1434–35—nach 906/1501), Leiden 2000, p. 270); the ijàza of alShahìd al-thànì issued on 14 Dhu l-Óijja 964/7 October 1557 for Tàj al-Dìn b.
Hilàl al-Jazà"irì (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 193 no. 1000); the ijàzas of Mu˙ammad Bàqir
al-Majlisì for one of his students in Mashhad (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 149 no. 712) and
for Mu˙ammad Ja'far al-ˇàliqànì issued in 1095/1684 (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 150
no. 715); the ijàza granted in 1111/1699–1700 by Sulaymàn b. 'Abd Allàh alMà˙ùzì to Mu˙ammad al-Làrì (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 197 no. 1024); the ijàza of 'Abd
Allàh b. Íàli˙ al-Samàhìjì (d. 1135/1722) issued on 23 Íafar 1127/17 February
1716 for Nàßir al-Jàrùdì al-Qa†ìfì (ed. Mahdì al-'Awàzim al-Qa†ìfì, Qum
[1419/1998–99], pp. 51–60. Cf. my “The ijàza,” pp. 68–69); the ijàza granted in
1153/1740 by Yùsuf b. A˙mad al-Darràzì al-Ba˙rànì to 'Abd Allàh b. 'Alawì alBilàdì al-Ba˙rànì (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 266 no. 1394); the ijàza of Ra∂ì al-Dìn alMùsawì al-'Àmilì al-Makkì (d. 1168/1754–55) issued in 1155/1742–43 for two
recipients (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 192 no. 946); the ijàza granted in 1167/1754 by Óusayn
b. Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Nabì al-Bilàdì to 'Abd al-'Azìz b. A˙mad al-Íàdiqì alNajafì (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 189–90 no. 983); the ijàza issued in 1218/1803–4 by
Dildàr 'Alì b. Mu˙ammad al-Naqawì al-Naßìr Àbàdì to his son Mu˙ammad (Dharì'a,
vol. 1, p. 191 no. 990); the ijàza granted by Óusayn b. Mu˙ammad al-Darràzì alBa˙rànì (d. 1216/1801–2) to A˙mad al-A˙sà"ì (d. 1214/1826) (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 188
no. 976); the ijàzas granted by Óusayn b. al-Sayyid Dildàr 'Alì (d. 1273/1856–57)
to his son (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 184 no. 948) and to his nephew (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 184
no. 949); the ijàza granted by Mu˙ammad Rafì' b. 'Abd al-Mu˙ammad al-Kawàrì
al-Kazàzì to 'Abd al-Ra˙màn b. Mu˙ammad al-Karharùdì al-Sul†àn Àbàdì (Dharì'a,
vol. 1, pp. 192–93 no. 997); the ijàza of Yùsuf al-Ba˙rànì known as Lu"lu"at alBa˙rayn (ed. Mu˙ammad Íàdiq Ba˙r al-'Ulùm, Najaf 1386/1966). For al-Ba˙rànì’s
autobiographical entry in Lu"lu"at al-Ba˙rayn, containing his autobibliography, see the
analysis of Stewart, “Capital,” pp. 345–62, as well as the partial translation of the
text by idem, “The Autobiography of Yùsuf al-Ba˙rànì (1696–1772),” in Interpreting
the Self. Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, ed. Dwight F. Reynolds, Berkeley
2001, pp. 216–23. Generally for this work, cf. Marco Salati, “La Lu"lu"a <sic> alba˙rayn fì l-i[àza li-qurratay al-'ayn di ”ay¢ Yùsuf b. A˙mad al-Ba˙rànì (1107–86/
1695–1772). Per lo studio della “ì'a di Ba˙rayn,” Annali de Ca’ Foscari. Serie Orientale
28 iii (1989), pp. 111–45.—An example of such an inventory in an ijàza by a Sunni
author is the autobibliographical ijàza of the Eygptian ophthalmologist and encyclopedist Ibn al-Afkànì (d. 749/1348). Cf. Jan Just Witkam, “Lists of books in Arabic
manuscripts,” Manuscripts of the Middle East 5 (1990–91), pp. 126–30.—For ijàzas by
Imami scholars containing partial autobibliographies, see Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a,
vol. 1, p. 151 no. 726, p. 197 no. 1022, pp. 238–39 no. 1260, vol. 11, p. 13 no. 59,
p. 15 no. 76, p. 23 no. 130.
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whether these persons were links in the mujìz’s chains of transmission or not. For the sake of documentation, a mujìz often quotes
complete ijàzas by earlier scholars in his own licence, even if they
were not his own teachers.8 Thus this type of ijàza fulﬁlls, among
other purposes, functions similar to those of biographical works. In
many cases these two genres cannot be clearly distinguished.9
Documentation of one’s own scholarly tradition is also the motive
behind the compilation of independent collections of ijàzàt (kutub alijàzàt).10
Despite the large number of such documents that are available to
us and their indisputable value as source material for the reconstruction of the history of scholarly traditions and networks, and their
respective curricula, the social meaning and impact of those documents as constitutive elements of a successful career and the posthumous reputation of a scholar need to be studied carefully. There are
numerous examples of scholars who considered the ijàzàt they received
throughout their lives as evidence of their own reputation; this can
be seen from the way they collected and displayed them in their own
writings.11 But there were equally accomplished scholars who took
8
See, e.g., Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 134 no. 627, p. 165 no. 826, p. 172
no. 864, pp. 193–94 no. 1002, p. 221 no. 1160, p. 230 no. 1207, p. 236 nos. 1238,
1239, p. 244 no. 1289.
9
A Twelver Shi'i example from the 12th/18th century is Lu"lu"at al-Ba˙rayn, a
†abaqàt-work of Imami culture (as n. 7), though this is technically an ijàza issued by
Yùsuf b. A˙mad al-Ba˙rànì for two of his nephews; examples from the 14th/20th
century are al-Lum'a al-mahdìya ilà l-†uruq al-'ilmìya by Óasan b. Hàdì b. Mu˙ammad
'Alì al-'Àmilì al-KàΩimì (1272/1855–56–1354/1935–36), technically also an ijàza
issued for Mahdì b. Mu˙ammad Taqì al-Ißfahànì in 1329/1911. Cf. Àghà Buzurg,
Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 174 no. 877; vol. 18, pp. 354–55 no. 452; furthermore Bughyat
al-wu'àt fì †abaqàt mashàyikh al-ijàzàt, again a †abaqàt-work which formally is an ijàza,
issued in 1326/1908–9 by the same Óasan al-Mùsawì al-KàΩimì for Mu˙ammad
Murta∂à al-Óusaynì al-Janfùrì (d. about 1333/1914–15). Cf. Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 174
no. 874, vol. 3, p. 137 no. 464. Óasan al-Mùsawì al-KàΩimì granted a third ijàza,
entitled al-ˇabaqàt, which apparently belongs to the same genre; see Dharì'a, vol. 1,
p. 174 no. 876. He moreover granted an extensive ijàza to Àghà Buzurg al-ˇihrànì
which also contains a section dedicated to †abaqàt; cf. Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 174 no. 878.
10
For a survey of such collections in Twelver Shi'i Islam, see Àghà Buzurg,
Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 123–31.
11
There are numerous examples of scholars who quote the ijàzas they had received
earlier in ijàzas they later issued for their own students; see, e.g., Àghà Buzurg,
Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 159 no. 785 (ijàza granted by Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Nìsàbùrì alMakkì to Naßr Allàh b. al-Óusayn al-Mudarris al-Óà"irì in 1130/1718 in which
the mujìz quotes the ijàza he was granted by 'Alì Khàn al-Madanì), p. 168 no. 843
(ijàza granted by Óasan b. A˙mad al-Kàshànì to Ya˙yà b. Mu˙ammad b. al-Óasan
al-Hindì in 1337/1918–19 in which the mujìz quotes the ijàzàt he was granted by
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pride in never having received an ijàza throughout their lives.12 A
quantitative analysis of more than 900 Imami ijàzàt from the 4th/10th
to the 14th/20th century listed by Àghà Buzurg (d. 1389/1970) in
his bibliography of Imami literature, al-Dharì'a ilà taßànìf al-shì'a,13 suggests that the ijàzas granted by a scholar were of much higher value
for his scholarly reputation than the ones he received. One indication for this is that the entries are arranged according to the names
of the issuers of the ijàzas, an arrangement that is also characteristic
for most ijàza collections (kutub al-ijàzàt).14 Moreover, among the scholars who issued the most ijàzas during their own lifetime, the number of ijàzas they are reported to have received is signiﬁcantly lower.15

his teachers), p. 223 no. 1168 (ijàza granted by 'Alì b. Hilàl al-Karakì to Malik
Mu˙ammad b. Sul†àn Óusayn al-Ißfahànì in 984/1576–77 in which the mujìz quotes
the ijàza he was granted by the Mu˙aqqiq al-Karakì), p. 244 no. 1279 (ijàza granted
by Mu˙ammad b. 'Alì b. Khàtùn Àbàdì to Nùr al-Dìn 'Alì b. al-Óusayn al-'Àlì
al-Karakì in which the mujìz quotes the ijàza issued to him by Jamàl al-Dìn A˙mad
b. al-Óàjj 'Alì al-'Ìnàthì; see also Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 141 no. 667). See also Dharì'a,
vol. 11, p. 14 no. 64, p. 19 no. 100, p. 25 no. 145. For a majmù'a of ijàzàt collected
by scholars of the 13th/19th century, see Dharì'a, vol. 11, p. 20 nos. 105–10. Examples
from the 14th/20th century are Mìrzà Mu˙ammad 'Alì Mudarris Tabrìzì, who
includes in the introduction to his biographical dictionary Ray˙ànat al-adab fì taràjim
al-ma'rùfìn bi-l-kunya wa-l-laqab (Tabrìz 1967–70, vol. 8, pp. 18–19, 25, 27, 29, 30–31)
facsimiles of taqrìΩ statements granted to him by leading jurists of his time, and the
collection of ijàzàt that Mu˙ammad Óusayn al-Mar'ashì (1315–1411/1897–1990)
had received throughout his life, edited by his son Ma˙mùd al-Mar'ashì (Musalsalàt
fì l-ijàzàt mu˙tawiya 'alà ijàzàt 'ulamà" al-islàm fì ˙aqq wàlidì al-'Allàma Àyat Allàh al'uΩmà al-Sayyid Abì l-Ma'àlì Shihàb al-Dìn al-Óusaynì al-Mar'ashì al-Najafì 1–2, Qum
1416/[1995–96]).
12
E.g. 'Alì b. Óasan al-Bilàdì al-Ba˙rànì (d. 1340/1922) as he states in an autobiographical entry in his Anwàr al-badrayn fì taràjim 'ulamà" al-Qa†ìf wa-l-A˙sà" wa-lBa˙rayn, Najaf 1377/1957, pp. 271–72. See also Rainer Brunner, “‘Siehe, was mich
an Unglück und Schrecken traf !’ Schiitische Autobiographien,” in Islamstudien ohne
Ende. Festschrift für Werner Ende zum 65. Geburtstag, eds. Rainer Brunner et al., Würzburg
2002, p. 67.
13
Àghà Buzurg, al-Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 131–266 nos. 619–1398; vol. 11, pp. 13–29
nos. 58–170.
14
E.g. Ijàzàt al-˙adìth allatì katabahà . . . al-Mawlà Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Majlisì alIßbahànì, ed. A˙mad al-Husaynì, Qum 1410/1989–90.
15
These are, according to Àghà Buzurg, in chronological order the 'Allàma alÓillì (d. 726/1325) [17 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 175–78 nos. 897–912, vol. 11,
pp. 17–18 no. 89), his son Fakhr al-Mu˙aqqiqìn (d. 771/1370) [16 ijàzas] (Dharì'a,
vol. 1, pp. 234–37 nos. 1231–44), al-Mu˙aqqiq al-Karakì (d. 940/1533) [18 ijàzas]
(Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 212–16 nos. 1111–28), al-Shahìd al-thànì (d. 966/1558) [9 ijàzas]
(Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 193–94 nos. 998–1006), Bahà" al-Dìn al-'Àmilì (d. 1031/1622
or 1032/1623) [31 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 237–39 nos. 1245–66, vol. 11, p. 24
nos. 136, 137), Taqì al-Dìn al-Majlisì (d. 1070/1659) [11 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1,
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In addition to the mere quantitative aspect, it apparently also mattered to a scholar’s standing which type of ijàza he issued. It seems
that the primary function of the ijàza 'àmma or ijàza kabìra, which was
typically composed by scholars more advanced in age, was to underline the issuer’s reputation as an accomplished scholar among his contemporaries and for generations to come. In modern times, this genre
is often replaced by autobiographies.16

pp. 161–63 nos. 804–13, vol. 11, pp. 15–16 nos. 77, 78), Mu˙ammad Bàqir alMajlisì (d. 1110/1698–99 or 1111/1699–1700) [75 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 148–56
nos. 699–766, vol. 11, pp. 14–15 nos. 68–73), al-Wa˙ìd al-Bihbahànì (d. c. 1207/1792)
[9 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 147–48 nos. 689–97, see also vol. 11, p. 14 no. 65),
Ba˙r al-'Ulùm (d. 1212/1797) [11 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 255–56 nos. 1343–51),
Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Shaftì al-Ißfahànì (d. 1260/1844) [16 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1,
pp. 156–58 nos. 767–82), Óasan b. Hàdì b. Mu˙ammad 'Alì al-'Àmilì al-KàΩimì
(d. 1354/1935–36) [22 ijàzas] (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 174–75 nos. 874–95). Neither the
'Allàma al-Óillì nor his son Fakhr al-Mu˙aqqiqìn is mentioned as a recipient of
ijàzas, and the same holds true for earlier authors, although the total number of
ijàzas issued by single scholars that are known is of course much lower. Both Ibn
Bàbawayh and al-Sharìf al-Murta∂à are reported to have issued two ijàzas each,
yet neither of them is listed as the recipient of an ijàza; for Ibn Bàbawayh, see
Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 216 nos. 1130, 1131; for al-Sharìf al-Murta∂à, see
ibid., vol. 1, p. 216 nos. 1132, 1133. Al-Mu˙aqqiq al-Karakì is mentioned only three
times as mujàz (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 133–34 no. 621, p. 222 no. 1166, p. 244 no. 1289),
al-Shahìd al-thànì and Bahà" al-Dìn al-'Àmilì are not mentioned as mujàz, Taqì
al-Dìn al-Majlisì is listed as the recipient of one ijàza (Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 209–10
no. 1092), Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Majlisì as the recipient of eleven ijàzas (Dharì'a,
vol. 1, p. 162 nos. 805, 806, p. 200 no. 1043, p. 212 no. 1110, p. 220 no. 1155,
p. 228 no. 1194, p. 233, p. 252 no. 1327, p. 257 no. 1354, vol. 11, pp. 15–16
no. 77, p. 24 no. 135), al-Wa˙ìd al-Bihbahànì is not mentioned as mujàz, Ba˙r al'Ulùm is listed eight times as recipient of an ijàza (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 147 no. 695,
p. 148 no. 698, p. 180 nos. 924, 926, p. 200 no. 1047, p. 207 no. 1080, p. 254
no. 1342, p. 266 no. 1398), Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Shaftì al-Ißfahànì and Óasan b.
Hàdì al-'Àmilì al-KàΩimì do not ﬁgure as mujàz. A telling counter example is Shaykh
A˙mad b. Zayn al-Dìn al-A˙sà"ì (d. 1241/1820), who had studied with the leading scholars of his time but whose views were later considered heterodox and who
was not part of the Imami scholarly establishment; he is the only scholar to receive
more ijàzas than he issued. A˙mad al-A˙sà"ì is mentioned as mujìz in three cases
(Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 141 nos. 662–64) and as mujàz in six cases (Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 141
no. 661, p. 165 no. 821, p. 188 no. 976, p. 219 no. 1149, p. 253 no. 1331, p. 255
no. 1344; see also Armin Eschraghi, Frühe ”ai¢ì- und Bàbì-Theologie. Die Darlegung der
Beweise für Mu˙ammads besonderes Prophetentum (Ar-Risàla fì IΔbàt an-Nubùwa al-›àßßa),
Leiden et al. 2004, p. 11). It seems to be out of humility that Àghà Buzurg lists
only one ijàza granted by himself and remarks that he has issued some twenty
licences in total but omitted to mention this because of their number. See Dharì'a,
vol. 1, p. 229 no. 1199 (ijàza granted to 'Abbàs b. al-Óàjj Mawlà Óàjjì al-ˇihrànì
in 1330/1912).
16
For an overview of autobiographical writings among Imamis, see Brunner,
“Schiitische Autobiographien,” pp. 59–68. See also Autobiographie d’un clerc chiite du
]abal 'Àmil . . . Traduction et annotations par Sabrina Mervin et Haïtham al-Amin,
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In what follows I intend to examine an ijàza that belongs to the
genre of text-independent ijàza 'àmma, covering more or less the
entire culture and literature of Imami scholarship. The ijàza was
granted by Sayyid 'Abd Allàh al-Mùsawì al-Jazà"irì al-Tustarì
(1112–73/1701–59) four years before his death to four recipients.17
In the introduction, al-Tustarì names two recipients, Mu˙ammad b.
Karam Allàh al-Óuwayzì (d. 1172/1758–59) and the latter’s nephew,
Ibràhìm b. 'Abd Allàh al-Óuwayzì (d. 1197/1782–83). Al-Tustarì
reports that the two visited him after he had not seen them for a
long time. On this occasion he introduced them to some of his writings (masfùràt), which they had not known before and which they
immediately studied eagerly. The two decided to transmit al-Tustarì’s
writings and through him the writings of earlier scholars and therefore asked him to issue an ijàza for them which he subsequently
granted.18 The humility of al-Tustarì’s account indicates that the two
were at the time already accomplished scholars whom the author
esteemed highly. Towards the end of the ijàza, al-Tustarì includes
two further persons among its recipients; Ibràhìm b. 'Abd Allàh b.
Nàßir al-Óuwayzì al-Humaylì and Mu˙ammad b. Mu˙ammad b.
Darwìsh Mu˙ammad al-Ißbahànì al-Gharawì had asked him in writing many years earlier to grant them an ijàza,19 which at the time
he had been unable to do (he does not tell us why).20

Damascus 1998. For a survey of the genre in Arabic and Islamic literature, see
Franz Rosenthal, “Die arabische Autobiographie,” Studia Arabica 1 (1937) [= Analecta
Orientalia; 14], pp. 3–40 [repr. in Franz Rosenthal, Muslim Intellectual and Social History.
A Collection of Essays, Aldershot 1990, part V]; Dwight F. Reynolds (ed.), Interpreting
the Self. Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition, Berkeley 2001.
17
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra li-l-'Allàma . . . 'Abd Allàh al-Mùsawì al-Jazà"irì al-Tustarì, ed.
Mu˙ammad al-Samàmì al-Óà"irì, Qum 1409/[1988–89]. Apart from this edition,
I consulted a manuscript copy of the ijàza copied from the autograph by Abu lÓasan b. Mu˙ammad Mu˙sin b. Abi l-Óasan (copy completed on 26 Rama∂àn
1231/20 August 1816) that is preserved in the Library of Congress (Call Number:
BP63.I72H884 1815 [Orien Arab]). For the ijàza, dated 2 Jumàdà II 1168/16
March 1755, see also Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 206–7 no. 1077.
18
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 4: . . . ilà an waqa'a ikhtiyàruhum . . . 'alà riwàyatihà 'annì wariwàyat mà arwìhà min mußannafàt 'ulamà"inà . . .
19
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, pp. 211–12: qad istajàzanì qabla hàdha bi-a'wàm mukàtabatan min
al-Óuwayza . . . Ibràhìm . . . wa- . . . Mu˙ammad.
20
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 212: fa-li-yu'lam annahumà . . . sharìkàn ma'a l-shaykhayn almutaqaddimayn fì hàdhihi l-ijàza. . . .
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Al-Tustarì is a well-known Imami scholar about whose life and
work most relevant biographical works contain ample information.21
While many of his writings in Arabic and Persian, such as commentaries on legal works of earlier Imamis, treatises dealing with
astronomy, and collections of responsa are extant, only his chronicle on Shùshtar (Tadhkira-yi Shùshtar) and the ijàza discussed here
have been published so far. The Tadhkira-yi Shùshtar also contains a
brief autobiographical and autobibliographical paragraph.22 By contrast, next to nothing is known about the four recipients of the ijàza.
The few biographical works that have entries on them refer almost
exclusively to the information provided by al-Tustarì in his ijàza.23
A comparison of the present document with other comprehensive,
text-independent Imami ijàzas reveals a number of common features
characteristic of this genre. But it also contains a number of special
features concerning form and content that set it apart from comparable documents.

21
Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Khwànsàrì, Raw∂àt al-jannàt fì a˙wàl al-'ulamà" wa-l-sàdàt,
Qum 1381/1987, vol. 4, pp. 257–61 no. 392; Mu˙sin al-Amìn, A'yàn al-shì'a 1–11,
Beirut 1403/1983, vol. 8, p. 87; Àghà Buzurg al-ˇihrànì, ˇabaqàt a'làm al-shì'a,
vols. 1–2, Beirut 1390–91/1971; vols. 3–5, ed. 'Alì Naqì Munzawì, Beirut
1392–95/1972–75; vol. 6, ed. 'Alì Naqì Munzawì, Tehran 1362/1983, vol. 6, pp.
456–59; idem, Mußaﬀà al-maqàl fì mußannifì 'ilm al-rijàl, ed. A˙mad Munzawì, Tehran
1378/1959, pp. 246–47; 'Umar Ri∂à Ka˙˙àla, Mu'jam al-mu"allifìn. Taràjim mußannifì l-kutub al-'arabiyya 1–15, Beirut 1414/1993, vol. 6, p. 160; Mudarris Tabrìzì,
Ray˙ànat al-adab, vol. 2, p. 254; 'Abbàs al-Qummì, al-Fawà"id al-ra∂awiyya fì a˙wàl
'ulamà" madhhab al-ja'fariyya, Tehran 1327/1948, p. 256; Dà"irat-i ma'àrif-i tashayyu',
vol. 5, pp. 354–55. Cf. also GALS, vol. 2, p. 586.
22
Ta£kira-i ·ùªtar. An Account of ·ùªtar, from the earliest time to A.H. 1169. With
notices of its celebrated men and memories of the author’s life 1–2. By Sayyid 'Abdallàh Bin
Nùr al-Dìn Bin Ni'matallàh al-Óusaynì aª-·ùªtarì (surnamed Faqir), eds. Khàn
Bahàdur Mawlà Ba¶sh and ·ams-ul-'Ulamà" M. Hidayet Husayn, Calcutta: Asiatic
Society of Bengal, 1912–24 (Bibliotheca Indica; 206), pp. 60–61. See also C.A.
Storey, Persian Literature. A Bio-Bibliographical Survey, London 1927–39, vol. 1 i, p. 365
no. 486; A˙mad Munzawì, Fihrist-i nuskhahà-yi kha††ì-yi fàrsì 1–6, Tehran 1348–51/
1969–72, vol. 6, pp. 4289–91; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 3, pp. 243–45 no. 900.
23
For Ibràhìm b. 'Abd Allàh al-Óuwayzì (d. 1197/1782–83) cf. Ja'far b. Bàqir
Àl Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf wa-˙à∂iruhà, Najaf 1955–57, vol. 2, p. 182; al-Amìn,
A'yàn, vol. 2, pp. 181–82; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 7.—For Mu˙ammad
b. Karam Allàh al-Óuwayzì (d. 1172/1758–59) cf. Àl Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf,
vol. 2, p. 189; al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 44; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 661.—For Ibràhìm b. 'Abd Allàh b. Nàßir al-Óuwayzì al-Humaylì cf. al-Amìn,
A'yàn, vol. 2, p. 182; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 7.—For Mu˙ammad b.
Mu˙ammad b. Darwìsh Mu˙ammad al-Ißbahànì al-Gharawì cf. Àghà Buzurg,
ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 642; idem, Dharì'a, vol. 21, p. 56; Àl Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf,
vol. 3, p. 382; al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 58.
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To link later generations back to the Prophet and within Shi'ism
to the Imams traditionally serves the purpose of guaranteeing the
veracity of what is transmitted; in addition, it was considered as
pious usage. As a result of the canonization of the ˙adìth literature,
the signiﬁcance of the isnàd as a technical auxiliary decreased, whereas
its signiﬁcance as a blessing grew.24 Al-Tustarì addresses the issue
of the function of granting an ijàza on various occasions. In the
introduction he states that the two recipients of the ijàza, Mu˙ammad
and Ibràhìm al-Óuwayzì, are not in need of it, as they had apparently received suﬃcient ijàzàt, through which they already had
their place within the network of Imami scholars secured. Rather,
they wanted to add further chains to their chains of transmission.25
The author discusses the function of issuing ijàzas again in the context
of theoretical elaborations on grammatical, etymological and functional aspects of such documents. Here, al-Tustarì states that the
purpose of issuing ijàzàt in particular for the four canonical ˙adìth collections of the Imamis as well as for other writings of their compilers—
al-Kulìnì (d. 329/941), Ibn Bàbawayh (d. 381/991) and al-Shaykh
al-ˇùsì (d. 460/1067)26—is only to receive blessings, whereas the

24
Yùsuf al-Ba˙rànì (d. 1186/1772) states, for example, in the introduction to his
ijàza granted to Mu˙ammad Mahdì Ba˙r al-'Ulùm (d. 1212/1797–98) (transl. Robert
Gleave, “The Ijàza from Yùsuf al-Ba˙rànì (d. 1186/1772) to Sayyid Mu˙ammad
Mahdì Ba˙r al-'Ulùm (d. 1212/1797–8),” Iran. Journal of the British Institute of Persian
Studies 32 (1994), p. 116): “There is no doubt that an ijàza is appropriate in these
times; even if it is of little use for conﬁrming the akhbàr and proving the paths
which stem from the illustrious scholars, [it is of little use] because they are so
famous that they cannot be denied, particularly the four books which are as clear
as the sun in every land. Since our scholarly predecessors have done this [i.e. given
ijàzas], seeking good fortune and blessing in connecting this noble and holy chain
back to the Imams, we shall follow their example, agreeing with what they agree
and rejecting what they reject.” A similar view was already made explicit by the
seventh/thirteenth century ˙adìth expert Ibn al-Íalà˙ al-Shahrazùrì (d. 643/1245),
see Eerik Dickinson, “Ibn al-Íalà˙ al-Shahrazùrì and the isnàd,” Journal of the American
Oriental Society 122 (2002), pp. 481–505.
25
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 4: wa-dhàlika là li-˙àja minhumà ilayhi bal tawassu'an fì †uruq
al-riwàya.
26
In addition to the four Imami canonical ˙adìth collections (al-kutub al-arba'a lil-Mu˙ammadìn al-thalàtha) al-Tustarì enumerates the following writings of Ibn Bàbawayh:
al-Amàlì (cf. Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 2, p. 315 no. 1251), 'Ilal al-sharà"ì' (cf. Dharì'a,
vol. 15, p. 313 no. 2005), 'Uyùn al-akhbàr (he presumaby means 'Uyùn akhbàr alRi∂à; cf. Dharì'a, vol. 15, p. 375 no. 2367), K. al-Taw˙ìd (cf. Dharì'a, vol. 4, p. 482
no. 2154), Thawàb al-a'màl (cf. Dharì'a, vol. 5, p. 18 no. 77), K. 'Iqàb al-a'màl (cf. Dharì'a,
vol. 15, p. 280 no. 1828), K. Ma'ànì al-akhbàr (cf. Dharì'a, vol. 21, p. 204 no. 4622)
as well as al-Khißàl (cf. Dharì'a, vol. 7, p. 162 no. 876).
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transmission of these works, as well as the legal practice in accordance with them, does not require an ijàza (p. 6). In a diﬀerent context, after outlining the chains of transmission of his teachers back
to the Shahìd al-thànì (d. 966/1558), al-Tustarì discusses whether
this is suﬃcient or whether they should be connected back to the
Shaykh al-ˇùsì (p. 103). He explains that whatever has been ﬁxed
in writing is to be considered ‘uninterrupted’ (musnad ), and it is only
pious usage and the blessings attached to it that make it advisable
to trace the chains further back to al-ˇùsì.
It is typical for text-independent ijàzàt to be issued for the entire
legacy of the school tradition. Al-Tustarì discusses the scope of the
licence on two occasions. In his introduction he states that the two
recipients had asked him for a licence to transmit his writings as
well as the writings of earlier Imami scholars in the ﬁeld of legal
sciences, particularly ˙adìth ( fì funùn al-'ulùm al-shar'iyya siyyamà 'ilm
al-˙adìth) (p. 4). In the main section of the ijàza, he greatly widens
the ﬁeld, including in fact the entire written legacy of Imamism.
Here he states that he is issuing a general licence (ijàza 'àmma) for
everything he has the right to transmit, be it following participation
in a samà', reading out to a shaykh or on the grounds of an ijàza
(samà'an wa-qirà"atan wa-ijàzatan), in the ﬁelds of traditions, tafsìr and
tajwìd, law, theology and legal methodology as well as for all other
writings of earlier Imami scholars in the various disciplines and subsections, in the rational sciences as well as the sciences based on revelation (pp. 58–59).
In the document under discussion a number of other features may
be seen that are typical for text-independent ijàzàt. Besides other
functions, ijàzàt always present self-testimonies, insofar as their issuers
claim, either implicitly or explicitly, the right to transmit certain subjects of knowledge that they now confer on the mujàz. When the
mujìz grants a permit of transmission for his own works, his right to
do so is self-evident and does not need any further comment. When
the permit extends to texts by other authors, however, the mujìz usually identiﬁes those who have transmitted the knowledge to him, in
greater or lesser detail. Often a mujìz indicates his social rank within
the scholarly tradition he belongs to. In the case of comprehensive
ijàzàt, composed for the most part by prominent scholars at the
height of their careers, the authors apparently seek to strengthen
their own eminent position within their professional circle, a core
element normally being their autobibliography. Al-Tustarì begins the
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main section of his ijàza with a detailed list of his own works, containing 32 titles, that the recipients are authorized to transmit.27 In
many instances, he gives further information about the contents28
and the occasion and date of compilation of the respective titles.29
When he composed a work for others, he mentions where the autograph is located.30 At times he notes that a work (usually glosses) is
written in an unorganized manner.31 The general phrase at the beginning of the list of works,32 as well as the precise information about
the individual titles, indicate that al-Tustarì intended to present a
complete list.33
As far as the overall structure of the ijàza is concerned, al-Tustarì
follows the characteristic pattern of such documents. A short opening

27

Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, pp. 50–57. Cf. Appendix II.
Nos. 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 18, 23.
29
Nos. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15.
30
Nos. 6, 9, 10.
31
No. 20: ˙awàshì ghayr mudawwana 'alà. . . .
32
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 50: qad ajaztu li-l-shaykhayn . . . an yarwiyà 'annì jamì' mà yaßi˙˙u
isnàduhu ilayya mimmà na†aqa bihi fammì aw kha††ahu qalamì mimmà waﬀaqanì Allàh
Sub˙ànahu lahù min al-kutub al-mabsù†a wa-l-mukhtaßara wa-hiya . . .
33
One reason for the discrepancy between the number of titles quoted and the
total of al-Tustarì’s works might be that he wrote some works only after the ijàza
was issued. Àghà Buzurg lists the following writings of al-Tustarì that are not mentioned in the autobibliographical list: Ijàza li-'ulamà" al-Óuwayza (ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 458). It is likely that this title refers to the Ijàza al-kabìra; Tash†ìr wasìlat al-fawz
wa-l-àmàn [ fì mad˙ ßà˙ib al-zamàn 'alayhi al-salàm] (Dharì'a, vol. 4, p. 191 no. 949,
vol. 16, pp. 373–74 no. 1733); Khitàm al-kalàm fì shar˙ mafàtì˙ al-a˙kàm (Dharì'a,
vol. 7, p. 140 no. 768), being a commentary on the introduction and the second
volume of Shar˙ mafàtì˙ al-a˙kàm by al-Fay∂ al-Kàshànì. Since al-Tustarì states in
his ijàza kabìra that he composed a commentary on the same work, entitled Dhukhr
al-rà'i" fì shar˙ mafàtì˙ al-sharà'i" consisting of one volume only, both titles may either
refer to the same commentary or represent indeed two commentaries on the same
work; al-Rum˙iyya (Dharì'a, vol. 11, p. 248 no. 1520; see also vol. 20, p. 114 no. 2175;
GALS, vol. 2, p. 586); al-Su"àl wa-l-jawàb (Dharì'a, vol. 12, p. 246 no. 1615; see also
vol. 20, p. 114 no. 2175); al-Law˙ al-ma˙fùΩ fì du'à" al-si˙r (Dharì'a, vol. 18, p. 376
no. 524); Risàla fì mà yajibu 'alà l-insàn (Dharì'a, vol. 19, p. 34 no. 177); Dìwàn Faqìr
al-Jazà"irì (Dharì'a, vol. 9 iii, p. 842 no. 5635); Mu'tarak al-maqàl fì 'ilm al-rijàl (Dharì'a,
vol. 21, p. 210 no. 4651); al-Maqfal fì l-ad'iya wa-l-a˙ràz (Dharì'a, vol. 22, p. 118
no. 6344).—Àghà Buzurg also mentions the following translations of al-Tustarì from
Arabic into Persian: Tarjamat al-Taßrìf al-zanjàniyya (Dharì'a, vol. 4, p. 89 no. 394);
Tarjamat Hadìyat al-mu"minìn ilà l-fàrisiyya, a translation of a work by his grandfather
on law, completed on 3 Mu˙arram 1173/26 August 1759 (Dharì'a, vol. 4, p. 147
no. 715). As was mentioned above, this autobibliography is the second list of writings provided by the author; he had included a list of his writings in his Ta£kira-i
·ùªtar (pp. 60–61) completed four years before the issuance of the ijàza. All titles
mentioned in the Ta£kira are also included in the autobibliographical list in his
ijàza.
28
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prayer (p. 2) is followed by the introduction (pp. 2–4) containing the
characteristic elements, including information about the issuer of the
ijàza and the two recipients, as well as details about the meeting
between mujìz and mujàzàn and the issuing of the document. The
structure of the main section of the ijàza—introduced by the characteristic demarcator qad ajaztu li-l-shaykhayn . . . an yarwiyà 'annì (p. 50)—
is also typical. In addition to authorizing transmission of his own
works, al-Tustarì confers on the recipients the licence to transmit
everything he himself has heard from or read to his shaykhs. This
sets up the framework for the following portions of the ijàza. AlTustarì ﬁrst discusses his diﬀerent shaykhs, introducing each with the
typical formula wa-ajaztu lahumà . . . riwàyat jamì' marwiyyàtì . . . 'an . . . (pp.
58–59), . . . jamì' mà ßa˙˙a lì riwàyatuhu bi-l-ijàza al-'àmma 'an . . . (p. 83)
and . . . mà rawaytuhu bi-l-ijàzàt al-'àmma 'an . . . (p. 95). Proceeding
from the list of his shaykhs and their transmitters, al-Tustarì then
draws a comprehensive network of Twelver Shi'i scholars with countless chains of transmission covering more than a century, from the
time of his grandfather Ni'mat Allàh al-Jazà"irì (d. 1112/1701)34 back
to the Shahìd al-thànì. In addition, he indicates three chains of transmission connecting the Shahìd al-thànì back to the Shaykh al-ˇùsì
(ch. 12).
Al-Tustarì employs various terms typically used to structure and
shorten the presentation of chains of transmission, such as ˙aylùla as
an indicator of an alternative isnàd element (pp. 69, 79, 87, 92, 93,
94). Furthermore, he uses expressions that are typically employed
when the isnàd fans out: li-l-wàlid †uruq muta'addida wa-ahammuhà
†arìqàn . . . (p. 67), wa-ghayrihimà min al-falàsifa wa-l-man†iqiyyìn . . .
(p. 72), 'an 'iddat min aß˙àbihi minhum . . . (pp. 67, 78, 86). In his discussion of his own shaykhs, he restricts himself to the most important
34
For him cf. Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 785–89; idem, Mußaﬀà al-maqàl,
pp. 483–84; al-Khwànsàrì, Raw∂àt, vol. 8, p. 150; al-Qummì, Fawà"id, p. 694; alBa˙rànì, Lu"lu"at al-Ba˙rayn, p. 111; Ta£kira-i ·ùªtar, pp. 56–59; GALS, vol. 2,
p. 586. For a commented translation of Ni'mat Allàh’s autobiography, that he
appended to his al-Anwàr al-nu'màniyya as an epilogue (Tabriz 1958–62, vol. 4, pp.
302–26), see Devin Stewart, “The Humor of the Scholars. The Autobiography of
Ni'mat Allàh al-Jazà"irì (d. 1112/1701),” Iranian Studies 22 (1989), pp. 47–81. A
Persian rendering of the autobiography was included in Qißaß al-'ulamà" by Mu˙ammad
b. Sulaymàn Tùnakàbunì which was summarized by Edward G. Browne in A Literary
History of Persia. Volume IV, Cambridge 1924, pp. 361–67; reprinted in The Most
Learned of the Shi'a. The Institution of the Marja' Taqlid, ed. Linda S. Walbridge, Oxford
2001, pp. 17–20.
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teachers, as he could not possibly mention all his transmitters in the
limited space available.35 Another common way of avoiding lengthy
presentations of isnàds used here is to refer to licences of previous
scholars where these are fully presented, or to biographical works
containing such information.36 Al-Tustarì refers to the Wasà"il al-shì'a
of al-Óurr al-'Àmilì (d. 1104/1693) and to the ijàzàt of other scholars containing detailed descriptions of their respective chains of transmission,37 to the Ghawàlì al-la"àlì of Ibn Abì Jumhùr al-A˙sà"ì
(d. after 906/1501) for his seven chains of transmission,38 to the ijàzàt
of Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Majlisì (d. 1110/1699 or 1111/1700), some
of which are contained in the last volume of his Bi˙àr al-anwàr,39 as
well as to the ijàzàt of his teacher Naßr Allàh b. al-Óusayn al-Mùsawì
al-Óà"irì, particularly those collected in his Salàsil al-dhahab.40
The end of the ijàza is also characteristic: Al-Tustarì mentions the
conditions attached to the licence, introduced by the formula fa-lyarwù 'annì wa-l-yujìzù mà shà"ù wa-li-man shà"ù bi-sharà"i†ihà al-ma'lùma
ladayhimà . . . (p. 212). The document ﬁnishes with a dated colophon
by the author (p. 215).
In addition to the text-immanent structure with its characteristic
demarcators, and in contrast to most other comparable documents
of this genre, al-Tustarì reﬁnes the textual structure by further subdividing the document into seventeen chapters.41 The criteria for this
division correspond with its internal structure which is characteristic
for ijàzàt. In the main section of the document, al-Tustarì reserves

35
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 59: . . . bi-†uruqì al-muttaßila ilà mußannifìhà wa-hiya kathìra
ya†ùlu ˙aßruhà fì hàdha l-maw∂i' fa-qtaßiru 'alà l-muhimm minhà.
36
Cf. for example the ijàza issued by al-Shahìd al-thànì for Óusayn b. 'Abd alÍamad in Jumàdà II 941/December 1534–January 1535 (Rasà"il al-Shahìd al-thànì,
vol. 2, pp. 1139–40) or the ijàza issued by al-Shahìd al-thànì for 'Alì b. al-Íà"igh
al-Óusaynì al-Mùsawì in Jumàdà I 958/May-June 1551 (Rasà"il al-Shahìd al-thànì,
vol. 2, p. 1153).
37
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 69: wa-baqiyat †uruq al-shaykh Mu˙ammad ma'rùfa mutafarriqa
fì ijàzàt al-muta"akhkhirìn wa-qad istawfà muhimmàtihà fì khàtimat kitàbihi Wasà"il al-shì'a.
38
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 80: . . . ilà àkhir al-asànìd al-madhkùra fì awwal Kitàb Ghawàlì
al-la"àlì. For an analysis of Ibn Abì Jumhùr’s chains of transmission, cf. my Theologie,
Philosophie und Mystik, pp. 282–306.
39
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 80: wa-baqiyat †uruq al-Majlisì mutafarriqa fì ijàzatihi wamajmù'a fì l-mujallad al-akhìr min Bi˙àr al-anwàr.
40
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 94: wa-l-sayyid Naßr Allàh †uruq ukhar mutafarriqa fì ijàzàtihi
wa-majmù'at muhimmàtihi fì Kitàbihi Salàsil al-dhahab. Cf. also Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a,
vol. 12, p. 211 no. 1397.—For Naßr Allà˙ al-Óà"irì, cf. Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, pp. 775–79.
41
He announces this in the introduction (p. 4): wa-dhàlika fì 'iddat fußùl.
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a separate chapter for his autobibliography, which he places at the
beginning of the main section (ch. 5). He also has separate chapters
for his two main transmitters—his father Nùr al-Dìn (d. 1158/1745)
and Naßr Allàh al-Óà"irì (chs. 6 and 9). His remaining three transmitters—Mu˙ammad Óusayn b. Mu˙ammad Íàli˙ b. 'Abd al-Wàsi'
al-Óusaynì al-Khàtùn Àbàdì (d. 1151/1739),42 Ra∂ì al-Dìn b.
Mu˙ammad b. 'Alì b. Óaydar al-'Àmilì al-Makkì (d. 1168/1754–55)43
and Íadr al-Dìn b. Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Ra∂awì al-Qummì (d.
1165/1751–52)44—are dealt with in one single chapter (ch. 11). In
addition, al-Tustarì structures his elaboration on the transmitters of
his teachers by dividing it into chapters. One entire chapter (ch. 7)
is devoted to the transmitters of his father, another (ch. 8) to the
transmitters of the latter’s shaykh and father, Ni'mat Allàh al-Jazà"irì.
The chains of transmission of Naßr Allàh al-Óà"irì are also given a
separate chapter (ch. 10).
A further characteristic of this ijàza that sets it apart from comparable documents may be found in the numerous theoretical reﬂections
of the author. These can be observed throughout the entire document, i.e., not only in those parts that are typical for ijàzàt, but also
in the biographical section of the document.
Following the introduction (pp. 2–4), al-Tustarì adds three chapters in which he deals with theoretical aspects of the genre ijàza and
with the typical structure of Imami chains of transmission. In Chapter
One (pp. 5–6) he treats grammatical and etymological aspects of the
genre and discusses the function of issuing licences to transmit (cf.
above). Chapter 2 (pp. 7–9) deals with the admissibility of transmission by means of licences and with the question of its relative
signiﬁcance in comparison with other ways of transmission, particularly the samà'. Pointing out the widespread usage of issuing ijàzàt
in the past as well as the present, al-Tustarì concludes that the admissibility of transmission on the basis of licences is beyond doubt.

42
For him cf. al-Qummì, Fawà"id, p. 494; al-Khwànsàrì, Raw∂àt, vol. 2, p. 360;
'Abd al-Nabì al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm amal al-àmil, ed. A˙mad al-Óusaynì, Qum
1407/[1986–87], p. 125; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 198–200.
43
For him cf. al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, p. 208; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp.
275–77; Óasan Íadr, Takmilat amal al-àmil, ed. A˙mad al-Óusaynì, Beirut 1407/1986,
pp. 208–10 no. 180.
44
For him cf. al-Qummì, Fawà"id, p. 213; idem, al-Kunà wa-l-alqàb 1–3, ed. Ri∂à
al-Mukhtàrì, Qum 1422/2001, vol. 2, p. 375; al-Khwànsàrì, Raw∂àt, vol. 4, p. 122;
Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 382–84.
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Chapters Three (pp. 10–12) and Four (pp. 13–49) contain an analytical presentation of typical Imami chains of transmission. Al-Tustarì
opens this section with a quote from the ijàza from Óasan b. alShahìd al-thànì (d. 1011/1607) for Najm al-Dìn b. Mu˙ammad
al-Óusaynì and his sons Mu˙ammad and 'Alì in which Óasan subdivides the Imami chains of transmission into three periods, ranked
around the following three leading scholars: Shaykh al-ˇùsì, al-Shahìd
al-awwal (d. 786/1384) and al-Shahìd al-thànì.45 Al-Tustarì agrees
with this division in principle, but points out that within the respective
periods there are countless transmitters to be referred to for the chain
of transmission to be valid. In the following Chapter Four (pp. 13–49)
al-Tustarì provides a list of 129 scholars in chronological order, starting with the second period (pp. 13–17) and continuing into the third
period (pp. 17–19). He then continues the principle laid down by
Óasan b. al-Shahìd al-thànì by labeling the period since the passing away of the Shahìd al-thànì the fourth period.46 Here he provides a list of scholars belonging to this epoch, again in chronological
order and subdivided into ﬁve generations. Each generation, states
al-Tustarì at the end of this section, transmits from the former generation without any interruption or incompleteness in the chain of
transmission.47 Exceptions to this rule occur only insofar as some
scholars granted each other licences to transmit, so-called ‘honorary’
ijàzas (ijàza mudabbaja) (pp. 47–49). This term is used when two equal
and usually reputed scholars grant each other the right to transmit.48
45
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, pp. 10–11. The ijàza of Óasan b. al-Shahìd al-thànì is included
in al-Majlisì, Bi˙àr al-anwàr, vol. 109, pp. 3–79; the passage al-Tustarì quotes is to
be found on pp. 5–6.
46
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, pp. 19ﬀ.: al-martaba al-ràbi'a al-muta"akhkhira 'an 'aßr al-Shahìd
al-thànì ilà 'aßrinà hàdha.
47
Al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 47: . . . yarwì kull †abaqa 'an al-†abaqa al-sàbiqa muttaßilan musalsalan mu'an'anan là yukhàlijuhu qa†' wa-là irsàl wa-là ghayr min wujùh al-khadsh wa-likhtilàl.
48
Al-Tustarì mentions the following scholars as examples of those who granted
each other licences to transmit: Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Majlisì and Mu˙ammad b.
al-Óasan al-Óurr al-'Àmilì (d. 1104/1693) and Íadr al-Dìn 'Alì Khàn b. NiΩàm
al-Dìn A˙mad (1052/1642–3–1119/1707–8); Ni'mat Allàh al-Jazà"irì and Óusayn
b. Mu˙yì al-Dìn b. 'Abd al-La†ìf al-Jàmi'ì (see also Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 259 no. 1364);
and al-Tustarì himself and Naßr Allàh b. al-Óusayn al-Óà"irì. Cf. al-Ijàza al-kabìra,
p. 49. For further examples, see Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 1, p. 159 no. 789 (ijàza
granted by Mìrzà Mu˙ammad Bàqir b. Mìrzà Zayn al-'Àbidìn al-Mùsawì alKhwànsàrì al-Ißfahànì to Qàsim b. Mu˙ammad al-Najafì in 1268/1851–52), pp.
192–93 no. 997 (ijàza granted by Mu˙ammad Rafì' b. 'Abd al-Mu˙ammad alKawàrì al-Kazàzì to 'Abd al-Ra˙màn b. Mu˙ammad al-Karharùdì al-Sul†àn Àbàdì),
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Al-Tustarì restricts himself as a rule to their respective names. Only
rarely does he add further information, as in cases when a scholar
belongs to more than one generation of transmitters (pp. 34, 37) or
when he deems it necessary further to identify a person in order to
avoid confusion (pp. 14, 25, 47).
Another theoretical block is to be found at the end of the document, where al-Tustarì discusses in detail the conditions that are
attached to receiving a licence (pp. 212–15).
Al-Tustarì considers the documentation of the scholarly tradition
to be of prime signiﬁcance. Towards the end of the document, he
adds four chapters dealing with his contemporaries, all of whom,
except for one, he had met personally. While al-Tustarì shares the
interest of documenting his own scholarly tradition with compilers
of comparable documents, the biographical section of the ijàza does
not consist of digressions within the main section of the licence, as
was the case, e.g., with 'Abd Allàh al-Samàhìjì’s (d. 1135/1722) Ijàza
kabìra to Nàßir al-Jàrùdì al-Qa†ìfì49 and other comparable ijàzas of
this size at the time.50 Rather, al-Tustarì strictly diﬀerentiates between
the main section of the ijàza and the following independent biographical section (chs. 13–16) that is clearly separated from the preceding section (chs. 5–12) by an introduction (ch. 13).51 Moreover,
even within the biographical section, al-Tustarì presents his material
in a systematic and well-structured manner. In the introduction to
the biographical section he untertakes a critical evaluation of the
Rijàl-works that were compiled since the time of the Shaykh al-ˇùsì.
He criticizes in particular the fact that the authors provided a very
incomplete documentation of the earlier generations of scholars.
Moreover, since the last Imami biographical work, the Amal al-àmil
by al-Óurr al-'Àmilì (d. 1104/1693) was completed—for which alTustarì has the highest respect and in the tradition of which he seeks
to put himself 52—seventy years have passed that have so far remained
p. 205 no. 1071 (ijàza granted by 'Abd Allàh al-Samàhìjì to Nàßir al-Jàrùdì in
1128/1716); p. 256 no. 1350 (ijàza granted by 'Abd al-Nabì al-Qazwìnì to Ba˙r
al-'Ulùm), p. 266 no. 1394 (ijàza granted by Yùsuf b. A˙mad al-Ba˙rànì to 'Abd
Allàh al-Bilàdì al-Ba˙rànì).
49
Cf. my “The ijàza,” pp. 73–75.
50
See Gleave, “The Ijàza,” pp. 117–22.
51
Later authors, such as Mu˙sin al-Amìn, designate this part of the ijàza as an
appendix to it, Dhayl al-ijàza al-kabìra.
52
Àghà Buzurg accordingly designates al-Tustarì’s ijàza as takmila to al-Óurr alÀmilì’s Amal al-àmil; cf. Mußaﬀà al-maqàl, p. 246.—For Amal al-àmil, see Marco Salati,
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undocumented. In the subsequent chapter 14, al-Tustarì discusses a
total of 65 scholars he had met during his lifetime, all of whom are
from the Khùzistàn area. The respective entries, which are arranged
alphabetically by name,53 as a rule contain a general appreciation
of the scholar under discussion, information on the circumstances
under which al-Tustarì met him, sometimes even providing exact
dates, the transmitters and teachers of the respective scholar, his writings and other biographical details.54 The majority of the scholars
treated here—55 out of 65—had already passed away before the
compilation of the ijàza in 1168/1755.55 Al-Tustarì frequently indicates the decade of their death,56 at times even the exact year.57 In
ﬁve cases he has no information on the date of death.58 Eight scholars out of 65 are still alive in 1168/175559 and with regard to two
persons he is uncertain.60—Al-Tustarì further dedicates an extensive
chapter to 'Abd Allàh al-Samàhìjì, whom he had never met personally, but whose writings he had found useful (ch. 16).
Within the biographical section of the document a further theoretical portion is to be found. After al-Tustarì writes in detail about
65 of his contemporaries in chapter 14, he untertakes an overall
evaluation of those scholars. His judgement is rather negative. The
majority of the scholars, he states, did not pass the stage of mere
imitation (taqlìd ) and even those to whom this does not apply did
not proceed far compared to the scholars of the former generations.

“I maestri e le catene di trasmissione dell’insegnamento orale nel ]abal 'àmil,” in
Onomastica e trasmissione del sapere nell’Islam medievale, ed. Biancamaria Scarcia Amoretti,
Rome 1992, pp. 91–110; Josef van Ess, “Amal al-àmel,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica,
vol. 1, pp. 917–18.
53
There are only three exceptions to this rule in the edition of Mu˙ammad alSamàmì al-Óa"irì (nos. 10, 19, 46), all of which are to be attributed to the editor
and were not intended by the author of the ijàza; no. 10 is in fact part of the entry
no. 9, the father of no. 10; no. 19 belongs to entry no. 18, the brother of no. 19;
no. 46 is part of the entry no. 45, the brother of no. 46.
54
Cf. Appendix I.
55
Nos. 1, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26,
27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 35, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 47, 48, 50, 51,
52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68.
56
Nos. 1, 8, 9, 11, 15, 18, 20, 22, 25, 27, 29, 30, 40, 45, 48, 59, 64, 66, 67, 68.
57
Nos. 4, 14, 21, 24, 26, 32, 33, 35, 37, 38, 39, 41, 42, 44, 52, 53, 54, 55, 57,
63.
58
Nos. 5, 17, 28, 51, 65. The information provided by the author on the dates
of death of nos. 6, 16, 23, 31, 43, 50, 58 is also rather vague.
59
Nos. 2, 3, 12, 34, 36, 49, 60, 62.
60
Nos. 7, 61.
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According to al-Tustarì, this did not result from their inability to
reach a higher level but rather from the circumstances in times of
political turmoil and civil war, poverty and a general disregard for
knowledge and its transmission, as well as for scholars in general.
These diﬃculties, which, al-Tustarì explains, are by no means restricted
to religious scholars but apply also to philosophers and physicians,
are characteristic of the chaotic circumstances in Iran following the
fall of the Safavids in 1722. As an example of the favorable circumstances earlier generations were able to enjoy, al-Tustarì mentions the support Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Majlisì received from
the Safavid rulers when collecting material for his Bi˙àr al-anwàr (pp.
197–98).

3
The signiﬁcance of the ijàza discussed here lies in two areas. On the
one hand, the document is of prime historical value for the reconstruction of the Imami scholarly network of the 18th century.61 This
applies to the information on the father and grandfather of al-Tustarì,
the four recipients of the ijàza and in particular the 65 contemporaries of al-Tustarì dealt with in the biographical section of the document. The historical signiﬁcance of al-Tustarì’s ijàza becomes apparent
when one compares his information with later biographical literature. In most cases al-Tustarì’s ijàza was the only, in some the main
source for the respective biographical entries.62 Given the numerous

61
For the Imami scholarly network of 18th century Iraq and Iran, cf. Said Amir
Arjomand, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam. Religion, Political Order, and Societal
Change in Shi'ite Iran from the Beginning to 1890, Chicago 1984; Juan R.I. Cole, “Shi'i
Clerics in Iraq and Iran, 1722–1780. The Akhbari-Usuli Conﬂict Reconsidered,”
Iranian Studies 18 i (1985), pp. 3–34; idem, “Ideology, Ethics, and Philosophical
Discourse in Eighteenth Century Iran,” Iranian Studies 22 i (1989), pp. 7–34.—In
general for the political and societal situation in Iran during the 18th century, cf.
Laurence Lockhart, Nadir Shah. A Critical Study Based Mainly Upon Contemporary Sources,
London 1938; idem, The Fall of the Safavi Dynasty and the Afghan Occupation of Persia,
Cambridge 1958; John Perry, Karim Khan Zand, Chicago 1973; Roger Savory, Iran
under the Safavids, Cambridge 1980; Hans Robert Roemer, Persien auf dem Weg in die
Neuzeit. Iranische Geschichte von 1350–1750, Beirut 1989, J. Foran, Fragile Resistance.
Social Transformation in Iran from 1500 to the Revolution, Boulder/San Francisco/Oxford
1993.
62
Such is the case with nos. 1, 3, 5, 8, 10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 19, 22, 23, 24, 25,
26, 27, 28, 31, 32, 33, 34, 36, 37, 38, 41, 43, 44, 45.—This also applies for persons
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self-testimonies and autobiographical and autobibliographical information it contains, the ijàza is also a rich source of information on
al-Tustarì’s own life.
For our understanding of the genre of ijàza, particularly the typology of its forms and analysis of its functions, the signiﬁcance of the
present document lies, moreover, in its being an apparently exceptional case within this genre. Finally, the numerous theoretical
reﬂections it contains provide valuable information on the social practice of issuing licences to transmit in the 18th century, which still
remains to be fully explored.*

Appendix I: Contemporary scholars, whom the mujìz met in the course of his
life (ch. 14)
The numbering of the following list matches that introduced by the
editor of the text. In square brackets are those scholars that are
given separate numbers by the editor although the author himself
mentioned them only as a digression within another entry without
dedicating a separate entry to them. In round brackets is indicated
the approximate date of death as given by al-Tustarì. In case this
information could be further speciﬁed on the basis of later sources,
the exact year of death is mentioned in square brackets.
1. Ibràhìm b. 'Alì b. Bàlìl al-Jazà"irì al-Dawraqì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr alkhamsìn)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 6)
2. Ibràhìm b. Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Qummì al-Ra∂awì al-Najafì alHamadànì (alive in 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 2, p. 204; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 14,
whom the author mentions without dedicating a speciﬁc entry to them; cf., e.g., alIjàza al-kabìra, p. 155, where he mentions a certain Shaykh Mu˙ammad, with whom
he studied under 'Alì al-ˇàliqànì (= no. 38). Cf. Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 638; Àghà Buzurg identiﬁes him on the basis of Tustarì’s information as Mu˙ammad
al-Tamàmì al-Jazà"irì al-Shìràzì (= no. 50). For him, cf. Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, pp. 649–50. Cf. also al-Ijàza al-kabìra, p. 191, where Fakhr al-Dìn al-Shùshtarì
is mentioned as teacher of no. 67. Cf. also Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 581.—
For the signiﬁcance of this ijàza as a historical source, see also ibid, vol. 6, p. 457.
* I take the opportunity to thank Rainer Brunner, Etan Kohlberg, Gudrun
Krämer, Elizabeth Pond, and Reza Pourjavady who read drafts of this paper and
made helpful suggestions.

forms and functions of ‘licences to transmit’

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.
13.

(IJàZAS)

115

p. 74; al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, p. 56 no. 6; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, pp. 18–19)
Abù Ja'far al-Màzandarànì (alive in 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 2, p. 316; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 142–43)
Abu l-Óasan b. Mu˙ammad Zamàn b. 'Inàyat Allàh al-Tustarì
(d. 1143/1730), brother of no. 39
(Ta£kira, p. 157)
Abù ˇàlib b. Abi l-Óasan al-Fatùnì al-'Àmilì al-Gharawì (d. before
1168/1755) [1070/1659–60–1138/1725–26]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 2, p. 366; Àl Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf, vol. 3,
p. 49; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 391; Íadr, Takmila, pp.
444–45 no. 437)
A˙mad b. Mu˙ammad Mahdì al-Khàtùn Àbàdì (d. after 1139/
1726–27) [d. 1154/1741–42]
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 34–36)
A˙mad al-'Alawì al-Khàtùn Àbàdì (d. before or after 1168/1755)
[d. 1161/1748]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 3, p. 22; al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, pp. 60–61
no. 12; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 33–34)
Iskandar b. Jamàl al-Dìn al-Jazà"irì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-arba'ìn)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 3, p. 302; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 57)
Ismà'ìl al-Burùjirdì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-sittìn)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 3, p. 313; al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, p. 71; Àghà
Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 59)
[Mu˙ammad b. Ismà'ìl al-Burùjirdì, son of no. 9 who died
shortly after his father
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 20; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 945)]
Ismà'ìl b. al-Amìr Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Khàtùn Àbàdì (tuwuﬃya
'ushr al-sittìn) [d. after 1160/1747–48]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 3, p. 402; al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, p. 69 no. 20;
Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 62)
Ja'far al-Óusaynì al-Harawì al-Mashhadì (alive in 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 4, p. 96)
Jamàl al-Dìn b. Iskandar b. Jamàl al-Dìn al-Jazà"irì (d. before
1168/1755), son of no. 8
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 4, p. 206; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 146)
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14. Óasan b. Óusayn b. Mu˙yì al-Dìn b. 'Abd al-La†ìf al-Jàmi'ì (d.
1130/1620–21)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 5, p. 57; Àl Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf,
vol. 3, p. 308; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 164; Íadr,
Takmila, pp. 147–48 no. 95)
15. Óusayn b. Ibràhìm al-Khàtùn Àbàdì al-Mashhadì (tuwuﬃya
maqtùlan 'ushr al-sittìn) [d. 1159/1746–47]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 5, p. 413; al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, pp. 128–29
no. 80; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 196–98)
16. Óusayn b. Za'l al-Ba˙rànì (d. before 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 6, p. 23; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp.
185–86)
17. Óaydar al-'Àmilì al-Mashhadì (d. before 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 6, p. 271; al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, pp. 139–41
no. 93; Íadr, Takmila, p. 195 no. 163; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, pp. 230–31)
18. Khamìs b. Íàli˙ al-Khalaf Àbàdì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-sittìn)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 6, p. 357; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 246)
19. [his (no. 18) brother A˙mad (alive in 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 2, p. 605; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 36)]
20. Rafì' al-Dìn (Mu˙ammad Rafì') b. Faraj (Farrakh) al-Jìlànì alRa∂awì al-Rashtì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-sittìn) [d. 1160/1747–48], uncle
of no. 60
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, pp. 33–34; Qummì, Fawà"id 535; alQazwìnì, Tatmìm, pp. 159–61 no. 111; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, pp. 283–87)
21. Zakì (Mu˙ammad Zakì) b. Ibràhìm al-Kirmànshàhì (d. 1159/
1746–47)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, p. 68; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 10,
p. 199; al-Qazwìnì, Tatmìm, pp. 166–69 no. 118; Àghà Buzurg,
ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 290–91)
22. Shams al-Dìn b. Íaqar al-Baßrì al-Jazà"irì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-arba'ìn)
[ca. 1070/1659–60–1140/1727–28]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, p. 352; al-Afandì, Riyà∂, vol. 3, p. 12;
Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 351)
23. Íadr al-Dìn b. al-Qà∂ì Mu˙ammad Sa'ìd al-Qummì (d. before
1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, p. 385; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 382)
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24. 'Abd al-Bàqì b. Murta∂à al-Mùsawì al-Dizfùlì (d. 1143/1730–31)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, p. 433; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 413–14)
25. 'Abd al-Óusayn al-Qàrì al-Óuwayzì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-arba'ìn)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 412)
26. 'Abd al-Óusayn b. Kalab 'Alì al-Tustarì (d. 1141/1728–29)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, p. 451; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 420; Ta£kira 159)
27. 'Abd al-Ra˙ìm al-Damàwandì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-sittìn)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, p. 470; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 425–26)
28. 'Abd al-Ra˙ìm b. Ja'far b. Mu˙ammad Bàqir al-Sabzawàrì
(d. before 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 7, p. 470; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 426)
29. 'Abd al-Ghaﬀàr b. Mu˙ammad Taqì al-Tustarì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr
al-khamsìn) [d. 1147/1734–35]
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 439–40; Ta£kira, p. 159)
30. 'Abd Allàh b. 'Ìsà al-Ißbahànì al-mushtahir bi-l-Tabrìzì al-Afandì
(tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-thalàthìn) [1066/1655–56–ca. 1130/1717–18]
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, p. vol. 1, p. 127, vol. 3, p. 104, vol. 11,
p. 331; idem, Mußaﬀà al-maqàl, pp. 240–241; idem, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, pp. 449–52; al-Qummì, Fawà"id, p. 253; idem, al-Kunà,
vol. 2, pp. 48–50; al-Ka˙˙àla, Mu'jam, vol. 6, p. 99; al-Khwànsàrì,
Raw∂àt, vol. 4, p. 255; al-Afandì, Riyà∂, vol. 3, p. 230)
31. 'Abd Allàh b. Karam Allàh al-Óuwayzì (d. before 1168/1755)
[alive in 1131/1718–19]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 8, p. 68; Àl Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf,
vol. 2, p. 184; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 459–60)
32. 'Abd Allàh b. Nàßir al-Óuwayzì al-Humaylì (d. 1143/1730–31),
father of one of the recipients of the ijàza, Ibràhìm b. 'Abd
Allàh b. Nàßir al-Óuwayzì al-Humaylì
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 471–72)
33. 'Abd Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Jalìl b. al-Óàjj 'Abd Mu˙ammad
al-Óuwayzì (d. 1128/1716)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 473)
34. 'Alì al-Burùjirdì al-Nahàwandì (alive in 1168/1755)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 506)
35. 'Alì b. 'Azìz Allàh b. 'Abd al-Mu†allib b. Mu˙ammad b. alÓusayn al-Mùsawì al-Jazà"irì (d. 1149/1736–37)
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36. 'Alì b. 'Alì al-Najjàr al-Tustarì (alive in 1168/1755), brother of
no. 53
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 558; Ta£kira, p. 166)
37. 'Alì b. Naßr Allàh al-Óuwayzì al-Qà∂ì (d. 1150/1737–38)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 520)
38. 'Alì Akbar al-ˇàlaqànì al-Khwànsàrì (d. 1160/1747–48)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 8, p. 171; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 496–99)
39. 'Inàyat Allàh b. Mu˙ammad Zamàn b. 'Inàyat Allàh al-Tustarì
(d. 1146/1733–34), brother of no. 4
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 565; Ta£kira, p. 160)
40. 'Iwa∂ al-Óuwayzì al-Baßrì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-sittìn)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 566)
41. Fat˙ Allàh b. 'Ilwàn al-Dawraqì al-Ka'bì (d. 1130/1717–18)
[1053/1643–44—1130/1717–18]
(al-Ka˙˙àla, Mu'jam, vol. 8, p. 52; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 578–79)
42. Faraj Allàh b. Mu˙ammad Óusayn al-Tustarì (d. 1128/1716),
brother of no. 57
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 8, pp. 395–96; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, p. 583; Ta£kira, p. 161)
43. Qawàm al-Dìn Mu˙ammad b. Mu˙ammad Mahdì al-Óusaynì
al-Sayfì al-Qazwìnì (d. before 1168/1755) [d. 1150/1640–41]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 8, p. 452; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 4,
p. 100; idem, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 603–5; al-Qummì, al-Kunà,
vol. 3, pp. 90–93)
44. Karam Allàh al-Óuwayzì (d. 1154/1741–42), father of one of
the recipients of the ijàza, Mu˙ammad b. Karam Allàh alÓuwayzì (d. 1172/1758–59)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 29; Àl Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf,
vol. 2, p. 186; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 614)
45. Majd al-Dìn b. Af∂al b. Fay∂ Allàh al-Dizfùlì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr alkhamsìn)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 45; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 630)
46. [Mu˙ammad al-Mu"min al-Dizfùlì, brother of no. 45
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 747)]
47. Majd al-Dìn b. Shafì' al-Dìn b. Faßì˙ al-Dìn al-'Abbàsì alQathamì al-Dizfùlì (d. after 1060/1747–48) [d. before 1165/
1751–52]
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(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 45; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp.
630–31)
Mu˙sin b. Jàn A˙mad al-Dizfùlì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-khamsìn)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 45; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 633)
Mu˙ammad b. A˙mad al-Jazà"irì al-Gharawì (alive in 1168/1755)
[alive in 1182/1768–69]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 71; al-Qummì, Fawà"id, p. 386; Àl
Ma˙bùba, Mà∂ì al-Najaf, vol. 2, p. 92; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, pp. 653–54)
Mu˙ammad al-Tamàmì al-Jazà"irì al-Shìràzì (d. after 1158/
1745–46)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 198; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 649–50, also pp. 508–9)
Mu˙ammad al-ˇabà†abà"ì, nephew of Mu˙ammad Bàqir alMajlisì (d. before 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 376; al-Qummì, Fawà"id, p. 552)
Mu˙ammad b. al-Óàjj 'Alì b. al-Amìr Ma˙mùd al-Jazà"irì alTustarì (d. 1130/1717–18) [d. 1131/1718–19]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 9; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp.
652–53)
Mu˙ammad b. 'Alì al-Najjàr al-Tustarì (d. 1140/1727–28), brother
of no. 36
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 9; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp.
706–7; Ta£kira, p. 161)
Mu˙ammad b. Fat˙ 'Alì b. Mu˙ammad al-Tustarì (d. 1163/1750)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 677; Ta£kira, p. 168)
Mu˙ammad b. Mu˙ammad Íàli˙ b. 'Abd al-Wàsi' al-Óusaynì
al-Khàtùn Àbàdì (d. 1148/1735–36)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 664–65)
Mu˙ammad Bàqir b. Fakhr al-Dìn b. Nùr al-Dìn al-'Àmilì alDizfùlì (d. after 1160/1747–48)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 90; Íadr, Takmila, p. 377 no. 365)
Mu˙ammad Bàqir b. Mu˙ammad Óusayn al-Tustarì (d. 1135/
1722–23), brother of no. 42
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 9, p. 187; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 91; Ta£kira, p. 162)
Mu˙ammad Taqì al-'Alawì al-Ri∂à Tawfìqì (d. before 1168/1755)
[alive in 1138/1725–26]
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 118)
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59. Mu˙ammad Ri∂à b. Mu˙ammad Hàdì b. Mu˙ammad Íàli˙ alˇabarastànì al-Màzandarànì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr al-khamsìn)
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 268)
60. Mu˙ammad 'Alì b. Mu˙ammad Shafì' al-Jìlànì (alive in 1168/
1755), nephew of no. 20
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 534–35)
61. Mu˙ammad Qàsim b. Mu˙ammad Íàdiq al-Astaràbàdì (d. before
or after 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 40; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 588)
62. Mu˙ammad Mahdì b. Mu˙ammad Íàli˙ al-Aftùnì (al-Fatùnì)
(alive in 1168/1755) [d. 1183/1769–70]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 67; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 756–58; Íadr, Takmila, pp. 392–93 no. 379)
63. Mu˙ammad Hàdì b. Mu˙ammad b. 'Ìsà al-Mar'ashì al-Tustarì
(d. 1138/1725–26) [d. 1137/1724–25]
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 806–7)
64. Ma˙mùd b. Mu˙ammad al-Óuwayzì al-Dizfùlì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr alkhamsìn) [d. after 1150/1737–38]
(Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 712)
65. Manßùr b. Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Óusayn al-Óusaynì al-Najafì
al-ˇàlaqànì (d. before 1168/1755)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 141; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
p. 743)
66. Mahdì b. Nu'aym al-Ißfahànì al-'Uqaylì al-Astaràbàdì (tuwuﬃya
'ushr al-sittìn)
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, pp. 166–67; Àghà Buzurg, ˇabaqàt,
vol. 6, p. 761, also pp. 790–91)
67. NaΩar 'Alì b. Mu˙ammad Amìn al-Zajjàj al-Tustarì (tuwuﬃya
'ushr al-khamsìn) [d. 1146/1733–34]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, pp. 222–23; Ta£kira, p. 163; Àghà
Buzurg, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, p. 784)
68. Ya'qùb b. Ibràhìm al-Bakhtiyàrì al-Óuwayzì (tuwuﬃya 'ushr alkhamsìn) [d. 1147/1734–35]
(al-Amìn, A'yàn, vol. 10, p. 307; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 2,
p. 222, vol. 3, p. 374, vol. 6, p. 63; idem, ˇabaqàt, vol. 6,
pp. 821–23; al-Ka˙˙àla, Mu'jam, vol. 13, p. 240; Ta£kira,
p. 163)
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Appendix II: Autobibliographical list (ch. 5)
The wording of each title corresponds to the wording in the ijàza.
In square brackets are mentioned alternative titles listed either by
al-Tustarì in his Ta£kira-i ·ùªtar (pp. 60–61) or by later authors.
The sequence of the titles corrresponds to the sequence in which
they appear in the ijàza; the numbering corresponds to the numbering introduced by the editor. Only in the case of no. 20 has the
entry been further subdivided. In addition to other references, the
respective number of each title in the author’s autobibliographical
list in Ta£kira-i ·ùªtar is also indicated.
1. Risàla mukhtaßara fì 'ilm al-na˙w [= Madìnat al-na˙w min mutùn aljàmi'a li-masà"ilihi ka-l-làﬁyya wa-l-tahdhìb wa-ghayruhumà]
(Ta£kira no. 1; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 20, p. 254 no. 2835,
vol. 24, p. 86)
2. Óàshiyya mudawwana 'alà Kitàb arba'ìn ˙adìthan
Commentary on al-Arba' ìn ˙adìthan of Bahà" al-Dìn al-'Àmilì
(d. 1030/1620–21 or 1031/1621–22) (Ta£kira no. 2; Àghà Buzurg,
Dharì'a, vol. 1, pp. 425–26 no. 2180, vol. 6, p. 13 no. 35; written at the request of his father and completed in 1135/1722–23)
3. Risàla fàrisiyya fì ta˙qìq qiblat baladinà [Tustar] [= Risàla fì qiblat
Tustar wa-mà wàlàhà/Risàla dar ta˙qìq-i qibla-yi Shùshtar/Ta˙qìq
qiblat Tustar]
(Ta£kira no. 3; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 17, pp. 44–45 no. 238;
see also vol. 20, p. 114 no. 2175; composed following the order
of Isﬁndiyàr Beg on 7 Íafar 1140/23 September 1727)
4. Risàla ukhrà fì hàdhà l-bàb [= Risàla dar ta˙qìq-i qibla-yi Óuwayza]
(Ta£kira no. 4; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 17, p. 45 no. 240a;
composed following the order of Sayyid 'Alì Khàn b. Sayyid
Mu†allib, ruler of Óuwayza)
5. Risàla mawsùma bi-l-Tu˙fa al-nùriyya
(Ta£kira no. 5; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 3, p. 479 no. 1769;
composed at the request of his father and named according to
him; completed on 3 Mu˙arram 1144/8 July 1731; in this treatise
the author deals with ten questions from ten diﬀerent disciplines,
namely tafsìr, ˙adìth, ﬁqh, ußùl, man†iq, i'ràb, balàgha, nujùm, hay"a)
6. Risàla mawsùma bi-Kàshifat al-˙àl fì ma'rifat al-qibla wa-l-zawàl
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 17, pp. 241–42 no. 74; cf. also idem,
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ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 526–27; composed following the order of
the governor 'Alì Khàn al-ßaghìr al-Óuwayzì)
Risàla fàrisiyya fì l-†ilasm [al-sul†ànì fì l-hay"a wa-l-nujùm wa-l-†ilasmàt]
(Ta£kira no. 13; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 15, p. 177, vol. 15,
p. 178 no. 1188; Munzawì, Fihrist, vol. 1, pp. 328–29; composed
in 1157/1744–45 following the order of Abù Íàli˙ Sul†àn alTarshìzì, wakìl màliyàt Khùzistàn wa-Tustar)
Risàla fì istikhràj in˙iràf [al-qibla/Istikhràj in˙iràf jamì' al-bilàd/Risàla
dar ta˙qìq-i ∂awàbi†-i istikhràj ]
(Ta£kira no. 12; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 2, p. 20 no. 62)
Risàla mawsùma bi-Lubb al-lubàb fì shar˙ ßa˙ìfat al-usturlàb [li-lShaykh al-Bahà"ì (d. 1030/1621 or 1021/1622)]
(Ta£kira no. 6; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 13, pp. 344–45,
vol. 13, p. 361, vol. 18, p. 290 no. 149; composed at the request
of his student Ibràhìm b. 'Abd Allàh b. Nàßir al-Óuwayzì)
Risàla fì l-raml
Kitàb al-Dhukhr al-rà'i" [al-Maßàbì˙ al-lawàmi' ] fì shar˙ Mafàtì˙ alsharà'i" [li-l-Fay∂ al-Kàshànì]
(Ta£kira no. 7; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 10, p. 8 no. 47;
Hossein Modarressi Tabàtabà"i, An Introduction to Shì'ì Law. A bibliographical study, London 1984, p. 86—Introduction and volume
one completed in 1142/1729–30)
Risàla mawsùma bi-l-Anwàr al-jaliyya fì jawàbàt al-masà"il al-jabaliyya
al-ùlà [Risàla-yi jabaliyya-yi ùlà]
(Ta£kira no. 8; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 2, pp. 423–24 no. 1671;
Modarressi, Introduction, p. 109; GALS, vol. 2, p. 586; responsa
to 70 questions of Sayyid 'Alì al-Burùjirdì al-Nahàwandì [alMasà"il al-jabaliyya], completed on 28 Jumàdà I 1149/4 Oktober
1736)
Risàla ukhrà fì l-masà"il al-jabaliyya al-thàniya [= al-Dhakhìra al-bàqiya
fì ajwibat al-masà"il al-jabaliyya al-thàniya/Risàla-yi jabaliyya-yi thàniya
(Ta£kira no. 9; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 10, p. 15 no. 70;
Modarressi, Introduction, p. 109; GALS, vol. 2, p. 586—responsa
to 30 questions of Sayyid 'Alì al-Burùjirdì al-Nahàwandì [alMasà"il al-jabaliyya], completed on 17 Sha'bàn 1151/29 November
1738)
Risàlat al-Maqàßid al-'aliyya [al-Risàla al-'alawiyya] fì jawàbàt [ajwibat]
al-masà"il al-'alawiyya [masà"il al-Shaykh 'Alì al-Óuwayzì] [al-'Aliyya
fì ajwibat al-masà"il al-'Alawiyya]
(Ta£kira no. 10; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 11, p. 210; see also
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vol. 20, p. 114 no. 2175; vol. 21, pp. 381–82 no. 5565; idem,
ˇabaqàt, vol. 6, pp. 520–21; Modarressi, Introduction, p. 109;
GALS, vol. 2, p. 586—responsa to 30 questions of 'Alì b. 'Abd
Allàh b. Mu˙ammad al-Óuwayzànì [al-Óuwayzì], mostly on
ﬁqh. Completed on 28 Jumàdà II 1149/2 November 1736)
Risàlat al-Dhakhìra al-'àbadiyya fì jawàbàt al-masà"il al-a˙madiyya
[al-Risàla al-a˙madiyya fì jawàb masà"il al-Sayyid A˙mad al-Mùsawì
al-Musha'sha'ì]
(Ta£kira no. 11; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 10, p. 12 no. 61,
vol. 11, p. 37; Modarressi, Introduction, p. 109; GALS, vol. 2,
p. 586—responsa to 40 questions of A˙mad al-Óuwayzì alMùsawì al-Musha'sha'ì [al-Masà"il al-a˙madiyya]; completed in
1155/1742–43)
Juz" min Tadhyìl [Dhayl ] salàfat al-'aßr
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 4, p. 54 no. 223, vol. 12, p. 212
no. 1401)
Kitàb al-Tu˙fa al-saniyya fì shar˙ al-nukhba al-mu˙siniyya
(Ta£kira no. 14; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 3, pp. 442–43
no. 1606; Modarressi, Introduction, p. 87; GALS, vol. 2, p. 586;
commentary on the Kitàb al-Nukhba of Fay∂ al-Kàshànì on ﬁqh,
composed at the request of Mawlà 'Alì b. 'Alì al-Najjàr alTustarì, a student of the father of the mujìz)
Risàla fì ßi˙˙at ßalàt mustaß˙ib al-dhahab al-mastùr fì l-kamm wana˙wahu (Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 15, p. 12 no. 57)
Óàshiya mudawwana 'alà [muqaddimàt] al-wàfì fì jam' a˙àdìth alkutub al-arba'a [li-l-Fay∂ al-Kàshànì]
(Ta£kira no. 15; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 229 no. 1288)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà al-istibßàr [li-l-Shaykh al-ˇùsì]
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 18 no. 56)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà al-Madàrik [al-a˙kàm fì shar˙ sharà'i"
al-islàm li-Mu˙ammad b. 'Alì sib† al-Shahìd al-thànì]
(Ta£kira no. 17; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 197 no. 1085)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà [al-Raw∂a al-bahiyya] fì Shar˙ alLum'a al-dimashqiyya [li-l-Shahìd al-thànì]
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 95 no. 502)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà Kitàb al-rijàl al-kabìr [= Manhaj almaqàl fì 'ilm al-rijàl ] li-Mìrzà Mu˙ammad b. 'Alì al-Astaràbàdì
(d. 1028/1619)
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 226 no. 1266)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà Rijàl al-Sayyid Muß†afà al-Tafrìshì
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[= Naqd al-rijàl li-Mìr Muß†afà b. Óusayn al-Tafrìshì (d. 1021/
1612–13)]
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 228 no. 1278)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà Amàlì al-Íadùq (d. 381/991)
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 25 no. 97)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà Mughnì al-Labìb 'an kutub al-a'àrìb
[li-Jamàl ad-Dìn 'Abd Allàh b. Yùsuf b. Hishàm (d. 761/1360)]
(Ta£kira no. 18; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 212 no. 1186;
GAL, vol. 2, p. 23)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà l-Mu†awwal
(Ta£kira no. 16)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà Shar˙ al-Ía˙ìfa [al-kàmila al-sajjàdiyya]
li-l-Sayyid 'Alì Khàn [al-Madanì al-Dashtakì] (d. 1120/1708–9)
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 6, p. 124 no. 669)
Óàshiya ghayr mudawwana 'alà Khulàßat al-˙isàb [li-l-Shaykh alBahà"ì]
(Ta£kira no. 19)
Risàla fì mas'ala ˙isàbiyya min al-mu'∂ilàt
Risàla fàrisiyya fì ta"rìkh baladinà Tustar [= Tadhkira-yi Shùshtar/
Tadhkira-yi Shùshtar fì ta"rìkh-i Tustar]
(C. A. Storey, Persian Literature. A Bio-Bibliographical Survey, London
1927–39, vol. 1 i, p. 365 no. 486; Munzawì, Fihrist, vol. 6, pp.
289–91; Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 3, p. 243–45 no. 900)
Edition: Ta£kira-i ·ùªtar. An account of ·ùªtar, from the earliest
time to A.H. 1169, with notices of its celebrated men and memories of
the author’s life 1–2, eds. Khan Bahadur Maula Bakhsh and
M. Hidayet Husayn, Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1914–24
(Bibliotheca Indica; 206)
Risàla fì màl al-nàßib wa-annahu laysa kull mukhàlif nàßiban
(Àghà Buzurg, Dharì'a, vol. 19, p. 27 no. 138)
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ASSERTING RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY IN
LATE 19TH/EARLY 20TH CENTURY MOROCCO
MUÓAMMAD B. JA'FAR AL-KATTÀNÌ (D. 1927)
AND HIS KITÀB SALWAT AL-ANFÀS*
Bettina Dennerlein

In an attempt to approach the subject of religious authority in
Morocco, one inevitably encounters the renowned ﬁgure of the
marabout. While the word itself is derived from the Arabic muràbi†,1
the meaning of which is complex and whose origins and historical
trajectories merit further study, the marabout is virtually a creation of
French colonial research on issues related to religion and politics in
North Africa. Nevertheless, it has managed to survive this context
and enjoy relatively common usage. Up until today, the marabout,
embodying sainthood or charisma, has stood for the politically powerful North African (and more particularly Moroccan) version of
‘popular’ Islam.
Beginning with a critical review of how maraboutism has been understood and used as a paradigmatic model of popular or spiritual as
opposed to orthodox or scripturalist religious authority in Morocco,
the present article seeks to establish the diversity and composite character of forms of religious authority that, contrary to being clearly
distinct from or opposed to each other, were in fact closely interrelated and partly intermingled and, at the same time, (re-)modelled
and/or graded according to the convictions and goals of individual
* This article is based on research conducted within the framework of a larger
project on Islam and political integration in 19th century Morocco at the Centre
for Modern Oriental Studies, Berlin, and supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG). Some of the material used here was presented at the
MESA Meeting 2002 (Washington) and at a symposium on Religious Authorities in
Middle Eastern Islam (Freie Universität Berlin/Haus der Kulturen der Welt) held in
December 2002. I am especially grateful to Ulrike Freitag, Sonja Hegasy and Gudrun
Krämer for their helpful remarks and suggestions on a ﬁrst version of this text.
Albrecht Hofheinz was kind enough to discuss terminological questions and the
problems of translation.
1
On this notion, see Vincent J. Cornell, Realm of the Saint. Power and Authority in
Moroccan Suﬁsm, Austin 1998, esp. pp. 48f., 93f., 281f.; J. Chabbi, “Ribà†,” in The
Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 8, pp. 493–506.
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scholars. This does not imply that disagreement, tension or conﬂict
over religious authority was non-existent in Morocco. On the contrary, the veneration of saints and certain Suﬁ practices such as dancing or the use of musical instruments, both of which are usually
identiﬁed with supposedly popular Islam, were at the very heart of
scholarly controversies during much of the 19th and the beginning
of the 20th centuries.2 Yet, it will be argued that the diﬀerent attitudes to these phenomena and the religious proﬁles that emerged
from the pertinent debates can be more adequately understood as
the result of strategies employed by concrete actors in a complex
and highly competitive social ﬁeld than as expressions of clearly separate types of religious belief and practice.3 Hence the contingent
and complex character of the phenomenon of religious authority.
Based on the itinerary of a turn of the 20th century Moroccan
scholar and a preliminary reading of his undisputed chef d’œuvre,
a hagiographic survey of the scholars ('ulamà") and virtuous (or saints)
(ßula˙à") buried in the city of Fez, I will attempt to analyse in the
following how diﬀerent forms of religious authority were appropriated, (re-)interpreted, and ordered or graded.

Maraboutism and its critique
In order to grasp the exact content of the notion of maraboutism, ﬁrst
developed in French colonial research, it is helpful to return to Alfred
Bel’s La religion musulmane en Berbérie, published in 1938. Although the
2
On these debates, see Mohamed El Mansour, Morocco in the Reign of Mawlay
Sulayman, Wisbech 1990, esp. pp. 132–43; 'Abd Allàh Balqazìz, al-Khi†àb al-ißlà˙ì fì
l-Maghrib. Al-Takwìn wa-l-maßàdir (1844–1918), Beirut 1417/1997, esp. pp. 137–61;
Sa'ìd Binsa'ìd al-'Alawì, al-Ijtihàd wa-l-tajdìd, Casablanca 2001, esp. pp. 23ﬀ. On the
political dimensions of scholarly disputes, see Sahar Bazzaz, “Heresy and Politics in
Nineteenth-Century Morocco,” Arab Studies Journal (Fall 2002/Spring 2003), pp. 67–86.
3
For the notion of ‘social ﬁeld’ as an ensemble of institutional devices, specialized discourses and individual practices patterned by a particular ‘habitus’, see Pierre
Bourdieu, “Genèse et structure du champ religieux,” Revue française de Sociologie 12
iii (1971), pp. 295–334. See also his “La force du droit. Eléments pour une sociologie du champ juridique,” Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales 64 (1986), pp. 3–19.
For a Bourdieusian approach to Muslim scholarship in Damascus during the Middle
Ages, see Michael Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus,
1190 –1350, Cambridge 1994. With strikingly similar results, Houari Touati has
convincingly highlighted the construction of religious proﬁles as opposed to ﬁxed
‘types’ in 17th century Maghreb (H. Touati, Entre dieu et les hommes. Lettrés, saints et
sorciers au Maghreb (17 e siècle), Paris 1994, esp. pp. 222f.).
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author merely regarded his book as making the combined research
accomplished by others accessible to a larger public, it became a
major reference work for later studies on North African Islam.
According to Bel, maraboutism is the result of a fusion of pre-Islamic
forms of Berber religiosity (belief in the forces of good and evil, the
veneration of manipulators of the supra-natural through magic, the
so-called hommes fétiches) and a popularised version of Islam introduced in the 15th century within the framework of organized Suﬁsm.
From this perspective, maraboutism is seen as having become the dominant religious expression from then on, causing at the same time
the deterioration of the intellectual, urban, and ‘quite tolerant’ Islam
of the Middle Ages.4 While Suﬁ scholars had, according to Bel, originally attempted to spread the orthodox understanding of Islam to
tribal populations, they were soon forced to make concessions to preexistent religious traditions and the limited intellectual capacity of
their clientele. At the same time, the growing power vacuum caused
by central government disintegration in the 15th and 16th centuries
and the Iberian conquests along the Atlantic and Mediterranean
coasts enabled local religious experts to become extremely powerful
socio-political leaders through exploiting the religious feelings of their
followers.5
Sans doute faut-il attribuer ce repli de l’Islam sur lui-même à partir
du XVIe siècle, à la vague de fanatisme suscité par les attaques et les
conquêtes des Chrétiens sur les côtes de la Berbérie. C’est depuis lors
que se substitua à l’Islam intellectuel et relativement libéral du moyenage, un mysticisme populaire, sans grandeur. Désormais les confréries
mystiques et les ‘Marabouts’ répandirent parmi les lettrés et les ruraux
une religion, réduite à quelques obligations cultuelles, à la portée de
tous, et entièrement orientée contre l’étranger, le mécréant, comme
nous l’exposerons. . . .6

4
Alfred Bel, La religion musulmane en Berbérie. Esquisse d’histoire et de sociologie religieuses,
Paris 1938, pp. 370f.
5
Bel, Religion musulmane, esp. pp. 378f. For more recent studies on the period in
question see Weston F. Jr. Cook, The Hundred Years War for Morocco. Gunpowder and
the Military Revolution in the Early Modern Muslim World, Boulder 1994; Andrew C.
Hess, The Forgotten Frontier. A History of the Sixteenth Century Ibero-African Frontier, Chicago
1978; Mohamed Kably, Société, pouvoir et religion au Maroc à la ﬁn du ‘Moyen Age’
(XIV e–XV e siècle), Paris 1986; Maya Shatzmiller, The Berbers and the Islamic State. The
Marìnid Experience in Pre-Protectorate Morocco, Princeton 2000.
6
Bel, Religion musulmane, p. 17.
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Moreover, the tendency since the 15th century to identify the status
of highly venerated descendants of the Prophet (shurafà") with that of
the marabout has assigned the latter further legitimacy in the eyes of
the population. As prophetic descent has been claimed more or less
systematically by holy men ever since or ascribed to them by their
followers, cheriﬁsm and maraboutism became almost interchangeable.7
Given the power of this mélange, Bel considered modern scripturalist
reformism and its opposition to maraboutism as bound to fail:
Si, par certains côtés, le désir exprimé par les Muslihin, de puriﬁer la
religion des scories du paganisme et de la magie peut plaire à quelques
intellectuels, on peut assurer que le peuple ne l’envisage pas ainsi.8

Once stripped of the colonial bias that led to emphasizing its parochial
and xenophobic character, maraboutism gained new momentum in
anthropology as a paradigmatic model of a distinctly Moroccan form
of religion. Maraboutism is taken here as the expression of a culturally speciﬁc local adaptation of Islam. One of the best known examples is the analysis of Moroccan religious development by Cliﬀord
Geertz in his comparative study Islam Observed, ﬁrst published in 1968.
Geertz deﬁnes maraboutism as the ‘classical religious style’ of pre-colonial Morocco, which in his view is based on the belief that some
men (marabouts) are “. . . attached, bound, tied—perhaps the best word
is shackled—to God.”9 The content of this bond and at the same
time the proof of its existence is baraka. Baraka, literally divine blessing or grace, is described by Geertz for the Moroccan context as
“. . . an endowment—a talent and a capacity, a special ability—of
particular individuals.”10 Inversely, as Geertz has argued elsewhere,
in the Moroccan context “. . . personal power, the ability to make
things happen the way one wants them to happen—to prevail—was
itself the surest sign of grace.”11 From this perspective, the key issue

7

Bel, Religion musulmane, pp. 375–82.
Bel, Religion musulmane, p. 406.
9
Cliﬀord Geertz, Islam Observed. Religious Development in Morocco and Indonesia, New
Haven 1968, p. 43. For further theoretical explications developed at a later stage
by the author, see idem, “Religion as a Cultural System,” in C. Geertz, The
Interpretation of Cultures, New York 1973, pp. 87–125, and idem, “Centers, Kings and
Charisma. Reﬂections on the Symbolics of Power,” in Culture and its Creators. Essays
in Honor of Edward Shils, eds. J. Ben-David and T.N. Clarks, Chicago 1977, pp. 150–71.
10
Geertz, Islam Observed, p. 44.
11
Geertz, “Centers,” p. 161.
8
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in Moroccan religious and political culture stems from the question
of knowing who can legitimately claim baraka. According to Geertz,
much of the dynamic in Moroccan cultural history is characterized
by the tension between what he calls miraculous and genealogical
marabouthood or personal and hereditary charisma.12 In his opinion,
this tension accounts for the conﬂictual character of politics, while
its symbolic expression (maraboutism), vested with religious legitimacy,
remains astonishingly stable. “Popular saint worship, suﬁst doctrine
(both Spanish and Middle Eastern), and the sheriﬁan principle all
ﬂowed together, like a swelling stream, into a single precut spiritual
channel: maraboutism.”13
While scripturalism according to Geertz, at least as far as its appeal
to larger segments of the population is concerned, merely represents
an ‘interlude’ in modern Moroccan history, others have underlined
the ongoing tension between maraboutism and ‘orthodox’ teachings as
two conﬂicting lines of religious tradition. This is the case with Dale
Eickelman’s study of Islam as practised in a pilgrimage centre in
post-independence Morocco.14 Eickelman who insists on the complexity of Moroccan Islam deﬁnes the ‘maraboutic synthesis’ as consisting of knowledge of the religious sciences, mysticism, and the
ability to convey God’s grace.15 According to Eickelman, Moroccans
have acknowledged the contradiction or at least the diﬀerence between
‘orthodox’ Islam and maraboutism, without however generating open
opposition to the latter.
Throughout the nineteenth century and earlier, the diﬀerence between
the ‘maraboutic synthesis’ and the formal, ‘orthodox’ teachings of Islam
was recognized by religious scholars. As previously mentioned, foreign
observers of Morocco in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-

12

Geertz, Islam Observed, p. 45.
Geertz, Islam Observed, p. 54. Two main criticisms of this interpretation have
been suggested. Henry Munson Jr. points out shortcomings that result from the fact
that Geertz completely ignores written sources and thus scholarly reﬂection on the
religious and political phenomena he describes (H. Munson Jr., Religion and Power
in Morocco, London 1993, esp. pp. 1–34, 180ﬀ.). Vincent Cornell, for his part, has
questioned Geertz’ reduction of sainthood to ‘charisma-as-showmanship’ and, on a
more basic level, his deﬁnition of religion as a cultural system (Cornell, Realm of the
Saint, esp. pp. xxxf., xif.).
14
Dale F. Eickelman, Moroccan Islam. Tradition and Society in a Pilgrimage Center,
Austin/London 1976.
15
Eickelman, Moroccan Islam, p. 60.
13
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turies reported interviews with marabouts and religious scholars who
sharply distinguished between maraboutism and the formal tenets of
Islam. . . . This passivity toward maraboutism among religious scholars lasted well into the twentieth century and can be interpreted as
reﬂecting the strength of maraboutism.16

With similar results but without reference to culturally or locally
speciﬁc forms such as maraboutism, Gellner considers the contrast
between ‘doctor’ and ‘saint’ a decisive one. He does not regard
Moroccan society as being diﬀerent from ‘Muslim society’ as a whole.
He actually describes ecstatic popular and sober scripturalist Islam
as the religious expressions of two diﬀerent socio-structural types that
characterize Muslim society: the tribe and the city.17
In tune with a larger academic debate that tries to promote a
more diﬀerentiated understanding of Suﬁsm in the Muslim world in
general,18 Vincent Cornell recently published a detailed study of sainthood and Suﬁsm in Morocco from the 11th to the 16th century,
where he ﬁrmly contradicts the assumption of a clear-cut division
between popular and scholarly, local and universalistic, or tribal and
urban Islam.19 On the basis of an extremely rich collection of original sources, Cornell demonstrates that in opposition to the common
understanding of maraboutism the development of sainthood and Suﬁsm
in Morocco, far from being merely the expression of a local adaptation and/or popularization, was in fact shaped by scripturalist interpretations of Islam and inﬂuenced by religious developments in other
parts of the Muslim world. In relation to the formative period of
16

Eickelman, Moroccan Islam, p. 60.
Ernest Gellner, Saints of the Atlas, London 1969. See also idem, Muslim Society,
Cambridge 1981. For a critique of Gellner, see Abdellah Hammoudi, “Segmentarity,
Social Stratiﬁcation, Political Power and Sainthood. Reﬂections on Gellner’s Theses,”
Economy and Society 9 iii (1980), pp. 279–303; Sami Zubaida, “Is there a Muslim
Society? Ernest Gellner’s Sociology of Islam,” Economy and Society 24 ii (1995), pp.
151–88.
18
See, for example, the diﬀerent contributions to Frederick de Jong and Bernd
Radtke (eds.), Islamic Mysticism Contested. Thirteen Centuries of Controversies and Polemics,
Leiden 1999. See also Butrus Abu-Manneh, “Salaﬁyya and the Rise of the Khàlidiyya
in Baghdad in the Early Nineteenth Century,” Die Welt des Islams 43 iii (2003), pp.
349–72; R.S. O’Fahey, Enigmatic Saint. Ahmad Ibn Idris and the Idrisi Tradition, Evanston
1990; Nehemia Levtzion and Gideon Weigert, “Religious Reform in EighteenthCentury Morocco,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 19 (1995), pp. 173–97.
19
See Cornell, Realm of the Saint. For a similar critique of anthropological deﬁnitions
of ‘popular’ Islam, see Bernd Radtke, “Between Projection and Suppression. Some
Considerations Concerning the Study of Suﬁsm,” in Shì'a Islam, Sects and Suﬁsm, ed.
Frederick de Jong, Utrecht 1992, pp. 70–82.
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Moroccan Suﬁsm in the 11th and 12th centuries, Cornell underlines
the normative homogeneity imposed by (urban) 'ulamà" on locally
powerful religious traditions, such as the veneration of saints.20 He
ﬁrst of all stresses the urban ethos of Suﬁsm, even that found in the
rural areas. Secondly, Cornell argues that as a pivotal religious ﬁgure
of the Moroccan countryside, the historical muràbi† of this period
frequently had an urban educational background or was at least
closely connected by scholarly culture to urban centres of learning.
A complex ﬁgure, the muràbi† became a kind of broker for potentially universalistic Islamic ‘normativeness’ in speciﬁc local contexts.21
Thirdly, Cornell states that sainthood and the veneration of saints
have been actively revalidated by jurists in the context of hagiography. Hence, far from being considered a heterodox custom, the veneration of saints is actually part of mainstream Sunni Suﬁsm. Altogether,
Cornell insists on a diﬀerentiation and, at the same time, on the
complex interplay of sainthood as social practice and as a scholarly
construction.22 For the 15th and 16th centuries he demonstrates that
the socio-political role played by the Shàdhiliyya-Jazùliyya23 should
on no account be reduced to the ‘localization’ and/or ‘popularization’ of Islam but was, on the contrary, an expression of the
eﬀectiveness of the ‘Mu˙ammadan paradigm’—a key element of
ascetic piety and Suﬁsm from the start.24 “As both an imam and a
ßàli˙, the Moroccan saint of the early-modern period was more than
just a teacher or a mystic. Instead, he symbolized all aspects of the
Mu˙ammadan paradigm.”25 According to Cornell, this paradigm
encompassed the spiritual, the social and the political spheres—hence
the activist character of the Moroccan Jazùliyya. On the basis of his
ﬁndings, Cornell also refutes Bel’s interpretation of the so-called
maraboutic crisis, by stressing the more characteristically religious
motives of Suﬁ activists in 16th century Morocco: “. . . these exem20

Cornell, Realm of the Saint, pp. 3ﬀ.
Here I draw on the work of Baber Johansen, who deﬁnes sharì'a in terms of
‘Islamic normativeness’ (Baber Johansen, Contingency in a Sacred Law. Legal and Ethical
Norms in the Muslim Fiqh, Leiden 1999, esp. p. 39).
22
Cornell, Realm of the Saint, pp. 95ﬀ.
23
On the eponym of the Jazùliyya, Mu˙ammad Ibn Sulaymàn al-Jazùlì (d. 1465),
see Cornell, Realm of the Saint, esp. pp. 155–95. See also M. Ben Cheneb, “al⁄azùlì,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 2, pp. 527–28.
24
On the veneration of the Prophet Mu˙ammad and the ‘imitatio Muhammadi’
in Muslim piety and Suﬁsm, see Annemarie Schimmel, And Muhammad is his Messenger.
The Veneration of the Prophet in Islamic Piety, London/Chapel Hill 1985.
25
Cornell, Realm of the Saint, p. 233.
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plars of the Prophetic Inheritance stepped into a preexisting leadership vacuum and did their best to preserve the integrity of Muslim
society according to the dictates of their calling.”26 Finally, in his
conclusion, Cornell identiﬁes eight ideal types of saints and forms of
religious authority that emerge from Moroccan hagiographic literature,
thereby emphasizing the wide spectrum and inclusive character of
Moroccan interpretations of sainthood, as well as the various possibilities
of accentuating or modelling it. The particular types of saints that
embody diﬀerent forms of religious authority are the ßàli˙ with ethical authority, the qudwa with exemplary authority, the watad with
juridical authority, the muràbi† with social authority, the shaykh with
doctrinal authority, the ghawth with generative authority, the imàm
with religio-political authority and the qu†b with inclusive authority.27
Despite the diverse revivalist-reformist trends that have developed
in Morocco, especially since the second half of the 18th century,28
there is no reason to believe that the diversity of the types of religious authority exposed by Cornell has diminished over time. Yet,
since no comparable studies exist for later periods, it is impossible
to follow diachronic change systematically.29 Instead, I will try in the
following to display the composite and inclusive character of notions
of religious authority by looking at how the veneration of saints is
legitimized and accommodated in scholarly practice and discourse
thus protecting it against potential criticism and, at the same time,
appropriating it.30

26

Cornell, Realm of the Saint, p. 233.
Cornell, Realm of the Saint, pp. 272ﬀ.
28
See references above (n. 2) and Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, “The Salaﬁyya Movement
in Morocco. The Religious Bases for the Moroccan Nationalist Movement,” St.
Antony’s Paper, 16, Middle Eastern Aﬀairs 3 (1968), pp. 90–105; Ó. al-'Ibàdì, al-Malik
al-mußli˙ Sìdì Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd Allàh, n.p. 1987.
29
Sources from our period suggest, for example, that the notion of muràbi† has
assumed a rather technical sense denoting descendants from saintly lineages who
are not shurafà". In fact, we ﬁnd the famous historian and servant of the central
administration (makhzan) A˙mad b. Khàlid al-Nàßirì (d. 1897), known above all for
his scripturalist preference, praising his father as having been both a faqìh and a
muràbi† (A. al-Nàßirì, Kitàb al-Istiqßà li-akhbàr duwal al-Maghrib al-Aqßà 1–8, Casablanca
2001, vol. 8, p. 123). The same use of the notion can be found in documents concerning a consultation of the population of Fez initiated by the Moroccan sultan
Mawlày al-Óasan (r. 1873–1894) in 1886, where the muràbi†ùn ﬁgure as just one of
the groups whose opinion has been solicited. On this consultation and the relevant
sources, see Bettina Dennerlein, “Savoir religieux et débat politique au Maroc. Une
consultation des ‘gens de Fès’ en 1886,” Hespéris-Tamuda 39 ii (2001), pp. 119–32.
30
For the critique of saint veneration, see the references given above in n. 2.
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The Scholarly Appropriation of Saintly Authority. The Case of
Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far al-Kattànì

The choice of Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far al-Kattànì, the famous 'àlim and
mu˙addith from the city of Fez, is by no means arbitrary. Given the
complexity of the author’s personal and religious proﬁle, he almost
imposes himself as an intriguing case in point. Correspondingly, the
image drawn of him in scientiﬁc literature is somewhat contradictory. In fact, characterizations of al-Kattànì range from representative of Moroccan traditionalism (Laroui)31 to early salafì (Balqazìz)32—
while members of his family try to present him as both a religious
reformist and an Islamic constitutionalist.33 Munson Jr. has described
al-Kattànì as an advocate of ‘maraboutic scripturalism’, rightly pointing to the merging of diﬀerent religious styles in this scholar’s biography and oeuvre—although the term maraboutic here, as elsewhere,
cannot do justice to the rich and composite tradition of the spiritual and/or saintly dimension of Moroccan Islam.34

Accumulating Religious Capital—Biographical Glimpses
Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far al-Kattànì was born in Fez in 1857–58 into a
family of well-known Idrisid shurafà". Although of modest social standing, some members of the Kattànì family in Fez had gained a local
religious reputation—mostly as Suﬁs and as miracle-performing friends
of God (awliyà").35 It seems that al-Kattànì’s father, Ja'far b. Idrìs
(d. 1905), was the ﬁrst member of the Kattànì family to join the
scholarly elite of Fez. Ja'far b. Idrìs was indeed considered one of
the leading scholars of his generation and was widely respected for
31
Abdallah Laroui, Les origines sociales et culturelles du nationalisme marocain (1830–1912),
Paris 1977, pp. 109f.
32
Balqazìz, al-Khi†àb al-ißlà˙ì, esp. pp. 152f.
33
Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far b. Idrìs al-Kattànì, Naßì˙at ahl al-islàm, Rabat 1989 [ﬁrst
published in 1908], esp. pp. 25ﬀ.
34
Munson Jr., Religion and Power, pp. 87ﬀ.
35
Al-Fàsì, “al-'Àlim Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far al-Kattànì wa-kitàbuh Salwat al-anfàs
wa-mu˙àdathat al-akyàs mimman uqbira min al-'ulamà" wa-l-ßula˙à" bi-madìnat Fàs,” alManàhil 54 (1997), pp. 116–62, esp. 147; E. Lévi-Provençal, Les historiens des chorfa.
Essai sur la littérature historique et biographique au Maroc du XVI e au XX e siècle, Paris 1922,
pp. 377ﬀ. For biographical accounts of diﬀerent members of the Kattànì family see
the relevant entries in Ma'lamat al-Maghrib, vol. 20, Salé et al., Rama∂àn 1425/
November 2004, pp. 6748–70.
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his integrity and his refusal to accept an administrative position in
the judiciary or elsewhere.36 On a list of registered Fàsì scholars from
1896, Ja'far b. Idrìs is mentioned as belonging to the ﬁrst ‘rank’
(martaba).37 His son Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far appears on the same list
as a member of the second rank. Ten years later, Mu˙ammad b.
Ja'far is himself mentioned as a scholar of the ﬁrst rank—a fact that
points to the growing esteem he enjoyed.38 Like his father before
him, Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far entertained strong links with the highly
inﬂuential activist Kattàniyya, one of the most controversial Moroccan
†uruq of his time, who had continuously aroused political and scholarly suspicions. The zàwiyya kattàniyya was founded by Mu˙ammad
b. Ja'far’s great-uncle Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Wà˙id al-Kattànì
(d. 1872), known as al-Kabìr.39 The spiritual and political role of
this zàwiyya and the †arìqa identiﬁed with it seems highly complex,
and is still largely understudied. Even a short outline would clearly

36
On the social and scholarly reputation of Ja'far b. Idrìs, see Laroui, Nationalisme
marocain, p. 195. See also Ma'lamat al-Maghrib, vol. 20, pp. 6750f.
37
Taqyìd asmà" sàdàtinà al-'ulamà", Direction des Archives Royales (Reg. 6320),
Rabat. According to E. Lévi-Provençal, Ja'far b. Idrìs was once even considered
by his contemporaries to be the highest scholarly authority in Fez (shaykh al-jamà'a)
(Lévi-Provençal, Les historiens des chorfa, p. 379). On the Moroccan practice of registering and ranking scholars introduced under the Alawid dynasty as a device to
control the otherwise non-institutionalized corps of religious scholars, see M. El
Mansour, “Les oulémas et le makhzen dans le Maroc précolonial,” in Le Maroc
actuel. Une modernisation au miroir de la tradition? Ed. J.-C. Santucci, Paris 1992, pp.
3–15, esp. 5ﬀ. The ranking seems to have been inﬂuenced by both scholarly recognition and conﬁrmation by the ruler. On the concrete procedures involved and on
methodological problems of interpreting the relevant sources, see A. al-Óùsanì, al'Ulamà" fì l-mujtama' al-maghribì khilàl al-qarn al-tàsi' 'ashar, Ph.D. Dissertation, University
of Rabat, 1993–94, pp. 119ﬀ.
38
'Abd al-Ra˙màn Ibn Zaydàn, al-'Izz wa-l-ßawla fì ma'àlim nuΩum al-dawla, Rabat
1961–62, vol. 2, p. 176. Other sons of Ja'far b. Idrìs are also mentioned on the
same list as being scholars of the second and fourth rank.
39
On the founder of the zàwiyya kattàniyya and his successors, see 'Abd al-Óayy
b. 'Abd al-Kabìr al-Kattànì, Fihris al-fahàris wa-l-athbàt wa-mu'jam al-ma'àjim wa-lmashyakhàt wa-l-musalsalàt, Beirut 21982, vol. 1, pp. 481f. and Mu˙ammad al-Bàqir
al-Kattànì, Tarjamat al-shaykh Mu˙ammad al-Kattànì, n.p. 1962. Apart from an unpublished dissertation from Harvard University (Sahar Bazzaz, Challenging Power and
Authority in pre-Protectorate Morocco. Muhammad al-Kattani and the Tariqa Kattaniyya, Ph.D.
Dissertation, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. 2002), that focuses almost exclusively on the political role of the Kattàniyya, no comprehensive study on the zàwiyya
kattàniyya has been carried out as yet. The Suﬁ †arìqa attached to the zàwiyya is still
largely unknown. Some very general information can be found in volume 20 of the
Ma'lamat al-Maghrib published in November 2004 (Ma'lamat al-Maghrib, vol. 20, pp.
6746ﬀ.). Written by members of the Kattànì family, the relevant entries do not give
any references to sources.
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go beyond the scope of this paper. Suﬃce it to say that Mu˙ammad
b. 'Abd al-Kabìr, the grandson and second successor to the founder
of the Kattàniyya, was ﬁnally captured in 1909 by order of the sultan and killed while in prison, having aroused the opposition of the
leading 'ulamà" of Fez (mainly as a result of his pretension to be the
highest spiritual authority of his time) as well as the suspicion of the
sultan and his entourage (due to his suspected political ambitions
and the imposing of a conditional bay'a on Mawlày 'Abd al-ÓafìΩ
in 1908).40
Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far identiﬁed strongly with the Kattàniyya until
late in life. This is evident from his al-Nubdha al-yasìra, a manuscript
text entirely devoted to the ‘house’ of the Kattànìs, in which he
describes in considerable detail how Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Kabìr
and his father appeared to him in a dream during his stay in
Damascus (i.e., in the years 1917–18 to 1926).41 However, Mu˙ammad
b. Ja'far always kept his distance from the political activities of his
cousin Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Kabìr. Neither does he seem to have
intervened in his favour during a trial in 1896 initiated by leading
Fez scholars, who had charged Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Kabìr with
spreading heretical ideas.42 Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far obviously tried to
play down his cousin’s controversial pretensions with regard to his
spiritual rank as qu†b and ghawth of his time, pointing out that such
highly respected scholars as Mu˙yì al-Dìn Ibn 'Arabì and A˙mad
al-Tijànì had defended similar positions.43
Similar to his scholarly proﬁle as an accomplished ˙adìth specialist, who nonetheless retained strong personal and spiritual links with
the Kattàniyya, Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far’s education bears witness to
his extremely broad and inclusive religious culture. Indeed, the list
40

On the conﬂict with the scholars of Fez and the ensuing trial, see Bazzaz,
“Heresy and Politics;” Laroui, Nationalisme marocain, pp. 102f.; al-Kattànì, Tarjamat
al-shaykh, pp. 78–88. For the role played by Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Kabìr during
the ˙afìΩiyya, see E. Burke, “La Óaﬁdiya (août 1907–janvier 1908). Enjeux sociaux
et luttes populaires,” Hespéris-Tamuda 31 (1993), pp. 101–15.
41
Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far b. Idrìs al-Kattànì, al-Nubdha al-yasìra al-nàﬁ'a allatì hiya
li-astàr jumla min a˙wàl al-shu'ba al-kattàniyya ràﬁ'a, ms. Rabat, Bibliothèque Générale,
d 1846, pp. 131f.
42
Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Kabìr had been accused by the 'ulamà" since 1894 of
spreading prayer rituals of dubious legality. The sultan’s entourage later supported
the accusations and Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Kabìr’s teachings were examined by a
scholarly council before his innocence was pronounced in a deﬁnitive verdict (Bazzaz,
“Heresy and Politics”).
43
Bazzaz, “Heresy and Politics,” pp. 135f.
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of his teachers in exoteric sciences reads like a vademecum of the
scholarly elite of Fez. Members of almost all renowned ‘houses’ of
religious scholarship are referred to—Mu˙ammad al-Madanì Ibn
Jallùn (his 'umda in ˙adìth-studies), the shaykh al-jamà'a44 Abu l-'Abbàs
A˙mad b. A˙mad al-Bannànì, the qu∂àt Abu l-'Abbàs A˙mad b.
ˇàlib Ibn Sùda and Abu l-'Abbàs A˙mad b. 'Abd al-Ra˙màn alSijilmàsì al-Fàsì (another 'umda and teacher of ˙adìth-studies), Abù
Mu˙ammad al-ˇayyib b. Abì Bakr Ibn Kìràn and Abu l-'Abbàs
A˙mad b. Mu˙ammad b. Óamdùn Ibn al-Óàjj.45 At the same time,
Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far travelled extensively in his formative years, visiting a considerable number of local shrines and saints, particularly
in northern Morocco. In the autobiographical section of his al-Nubdha
al-yasìra, Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far devoted several pages to both the living and dead Moroccan saints he had visited.46 His visiting of local
saints or saintly families was primarily linked to his being initiated
into (or his ‘taking’ of ) a Suﬁ †arìqa. Yet, he does not seem to have
stayed with any of the shaykhs for an extended period. Taking a
particular †arìqa was clearly above all a matter of creating spiritual
and social bonds. This may explain why Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far often
took the same †arìqa from several people and at times even repeatedly from one and the same person. It may also account for why
he was initiated into diﬀerent †uruq by both local shaykhs and members of the elite. Apart from the Kattàniyya, Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far
was initiated into the Shàdhiliyya, the Darqàwiyya, the Wazzàniyya
and the Tijàniyya. He also took the locally less important †uruq of
the Qàdiriyya and the Khalwatiyya.47 It is interesting to note that
Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far himself relates how, on the occasion of being
granted authorization to transmit the dhikr formula of the Tijàniyya
by the shaykh al-jamà'a Abu l-'Abbàs A˙mad b. A˙mad al-Bannànì

44

On this position, see El Mansour, “Les oulémas et le makhzen,” esp. p. 7.
Al-Kattàni, Fihris al-fahàris, vol. 1, pp. 515f.
46
Al-Kattànì, al-Nubdha, pp. 224–38.
47
For an overview of the diﬀerent Suﬁ orders present in Morocco at the end of
the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, see Georges Drague, Esquisse d’histoire religieuse du Maroc. Confréries et zaouïas, Paris 1951, esp. pp. 87–103, 127–273.
On individual Suﬁs and †uruq, see also Marcel Bodin, “La zaouia de Tamegrout,”
Les Archives Berbères 3 iv (1918), pp. 259–95; Jean-Louis Michon, L’autobiographie
( fahrasa) du Souﬁ marocain A˙mad Ibn 'A[ìba (1747–1809), Leiden 1969; Jamil M.
Abun-Nasr, The Tijaniyya. A Suﬁ Order in the Modern World, London 1965; Jillali
El Adnani, Entre hagiographie et histoire. Les origines d’une confrérie musulmane maghrébiene.
La Ti[àniyya (1781–1881), PhD dissertation, Université d’Aix-en-Provence, 1998.
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mentioned above, the latter refused to give al-Kattànì authorization
to transmit the wird (litany), special to the †arìqa. Al-Kattànì’s unwillingness to abandon the habit of visiting saints and their tombs—a
practice heavily criticised by A˙mad al-Tijànì—was given to him as
a reason.48 He later travelled extensively outside Morocco as an established scholar, sojourning in the Óijàz and the Middle East, where
his contacts and activities, which cannot be treated here in any detail,
testify to the same inclusive approach to religion. He was in touch
with both saints and Suﬁs as well as with fuqahà" and occasionally
even with reformist circles, especially in Damascus.49
Like his father, Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far never held an administrative
position but devoted his life exclusively to scholarship. At the age of
eighteen he had already started teaching ˙adìth at the zàwiyya kattàniyya. Two years later and probably with the help of his father, he
was allowed to teach ﬁqh, taw˙ìd and man†iq at the prestigious Mosque
University of al-Qarawiyyìn.50 In Morocco and beyond Mu˙ammad
b. Ja'far was recognized as a specialist of ˙adìth, a historian and a
Suﬁ.51 His writings as listed by his son comprise 64 titles, most of
which are still unpublished. They consist in the main of works on
ﬁqh (20 titles), ˙adìth (15 titles) and history or biography (nine titles).52

48
Al-Kattànì, al-Nubdha, pp. 213f. Al-Tijànì maintained that he had received the
wird of his †arìqa directly from the Prophet. On A˙mad al-Tijànì and the Tijàniyya,
see Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, The Tijaniyya. A Suﬁ Order in the Modern World, London
1965; El Mansour, “Les oulémas et le makhzen,” esp. pp. 171ﬀ.
49
A detailed description of Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far’s network in the Arab East
clearly lies beyond the scope of this article. Suﬃce it to say that Mu˙ammad b.
Ja'far went on the ˙ajj several times and stayed in diﬀerent places in the Mashriq.
After having left his native country again in 1910, he settled in Medina and later
in Damascus, before returning to Morocco only shortly before his death. After the
completion of this article, an edited version of Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far’s account of
his ﬁrst ˙ajj in 1903 has been published (Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far al-Kattànì, al-Ri˙la
al-sàmiyya ilà Iskandariyya wa-Mißr wa-l-Óijàz wa-l-Bilàd al-Shàmiyya, Beirut/Casablanca
2005). Dates given in the biographical part of the introduction to this work are not
always identical with those mentioned in the other sources cited above.
50
Al-Kattànì, al-Nubdha, pp. 221ﬀ. On the subjects taught in Fez, see Jacques
Berque, “Ville et université. Aperçu sur l’histoire de l’École de Fès,” Revue historique
de droit français et étranger 27 iv (1949), pp. 64–117. For a lively description of the
Qarawiyyìn in the second half of the 19th century, see Gaetan Delphin, Fas, son
université et l’enseignement supérieur musulman, Oran/Paris 1889. On details of the appointment and promotion of teachers, see al-Óùsanì, al-'Ulamà", pp. 119ﬀ.
51
Al-Kattànì, Fihris al-fahàris, vol. 1, pp. 515–18; Mu˙ammad al-ÓàﬁΩ and NiΩàr
AbàΩa, Tàrìkh 'ulamà" Dimashq fì l-qarn al-ràbi' 'ashar al-hijrì, Damascus 1406/1986,
vol. 1, pp. 413–16.
52
Al-Kattànì, Naßì˙a, pp. 271–74.
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Assessing Religious Authority—al-Kattànì’s Guide to the Tombs of Fez
Given Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far al-Kattànì’s career and background, it
will not come as a surprise that his undisputed chef d’œuvre consists
of a biographical survey of scholars and ‘virtuous’ buried in the city
of Fez. The Kitàb Salwat al-anfàs wa-mu˙àdathàt al-akyàs bi-man uqbira
min al-'ulamà" wa-l-ßula˙à" bi-Fàs, covering more than 1.100 pages in
three volumes, was published in Fez as a lithograph in 1316/1898–99
only three years after its completion. All in all, al-Kattànì is said to
have worked on it over a period of ﬁfteen years.53 The Salwat alanfàs seems to be part of a revival of the biographical genre in
Morocco at the end of the 19th century.54
The enormous amount of information collected over a long period
of time and the detailed topographical description of the city of Fez
alone make this work an indispensable source for students of Moroccan
history. Besides, it stands out among the scholarly productions of its
time in the ordering of the material as well as in the thorough listing of bibliographical sources—the latter having been especially commended by E. Lévi-Provençal, a contemporary of al-Kattànì and
otherwise rather critical student of Moroccan historiography.55 As far
as the ordering of the material is concerned, entries are arranged
according to the location of the tomb of the person portrayed—
beginning at the centre with the mausoleum of Idrìs the second (alAnwar) and proceeding from there in concentric circles to the outskirts
of Fez. This peculiar method of presenting material, later reproduced
in other biographical surveys, was hitherto unknown in Morocco.56
53
For a general critical appraisal of this source and its value for historical research,
see Lévi-Provençal, Les historiens des chorfa, esp. pp. 380–86; René Basset, “Recherches
bibliographiques sur les sources de la salouat el anfâs,“ in Recueil de mémoires et de
textes publié en l’honneur du XIV e Congrès des Orientalistes par les professeurs de l’École Supérieure
des Lettres et des Médersas, Algiers 1905, pp. 1–47. For a detailed description and
analysis of a selection of biographical entries from the 19th century, see al-Fàsì,
“al-Kattànì.” After the completion of this article, an edited version of the Salwat
al-anfàs has been published by members of the Kattànì family (Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far
al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs wa-mu˙àdathàt al-akyàs bi-man uqbira min al-'ulamà" wa-lßula˙à" bi-Fàs 1–3, Beirut/Casablanca 2004). Since editorial constraints did not allow
for the time necessary to complete a critical and accurate comparison of both versions, references given below refer to the lithographed version cited in the text.
54
Lévi-Provençal, Les historiens des chorfa, pp. 372ﬀ.
55
Lévi-Provençal, Les historiens des chorfa, pp. 384f.
56
For the genre of ‘guides to tombs’ in other parts of the Muslim world, see
Anke von Kügelgen, Die Legitimierung der mittelasiatischen Mangitendynastie in den Werken
ihrer Historiker (18.–19. Jahrhundert), Istanbul/Würzburg 2002, p. 105 n. 6.
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It seems to inscribe urban space into a holy landscape, created and
controlled by virtue of hagiography, as part of a scholarly exercise.
The Salwat al-anfàs is clearly conceived to guide the ‘visitor’ (zà"ir)
to the tombs of scholars and the virtuous (ßula˙à"), and to preserve
the memory of the latter. It therefore seems perfectly logical that
the text should begin with a long introduction of more than sixty
pages, in which al-Kattànì addresses in considerable detail the issue
of how and why visits to tombs should be conducted.

On Visiting Saints
The Salwat al-anfàs must be interpreted in the light of a debate that
has gone on since at least the beginning of the 19th century on the
question of whether the custom of visiting shrines should be allowed,
restricted or completely forbidden.57 The overriding aim of the introduction, which reads like a veritable treatise on adab al-ziyàra, seems
to be twofold. Al-Kattànì defends and even encourages the habit of
visiting saintly tombs in search of divine blessing or grace (baraka).
On the other hand, while accommodating certain widespread practices associated with visiting shrines, al-Kattànì strongly emphasizes
the need to observe basic Islamic legal norms and established orthodox beliefs. Moreover, the description of the life and character of
the religious people buried in Fez serves the pedagogical aim of
erecting models of ethical conduct.
Al-Kattànì is not primarily interested in theoretical questions of
sainthood or in abstract deﬁnitions of types of religious authority. As
already indicated by the title of the book, the author assumes, at
least implicitly, that the scholar ('àlim) and the virtuous (ßàli˙) are of
equal worth: he considers both to be bearers of baraka. Indeed,
according to Moroccan hagiographic discourse, closeness to God
(walàya)—the Arabic term usually considered as the most adequate
translation of sainthood—can be based on diﬀerent forms of knowledge as well as on virtuousness (ßalà˙), exemplary conduct ('amal) or
the performing of miracles (karàmàt).58 Rather than judging or cen-

57

See the references given above (nn. 2 and 28).
On the terminological and methodological problems of studying sainthood in
a Muslim context, see Cornell, Realm of the Saint, esp. pp. xvii–xxxiii. In anthropo58
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suring particular types of religious proﬁles, al-Kattànì seems to turn
the veneration of saints into a universal model for religious authority to become eﬀective. According to the author, those who visit a
living saint, an outstanding man of learning or a shrine, do so to
receive divine blessing or grace. To make this happen, the person
visited must distinguish himself by the ability to perform miracles or
by his knowledge ('ilm) and exemplary conduct ('amal ).59 While avoiding narrow deﬁnitions, al-Kattànì nevertheless indicates a possible
grading of degrees of saintly religious authority—without however
devaluing or excluding any particular one. Thus he maintains that
knowledge ('ilm) is more important to religious standing than performing miracles. Yet, knowledge and closeness to God (walàya) are
not necessarily identical or unequivocal when taken on their own.
On the issue of knowledge, al-Kattànì states that the knower of God
(al-'àrif bi-llàh) stands above those who simply hold knowledge of the
laws of God (a˙kàm Allàh). As far as closeness to God is concerned,
al-Kattànì draws a distinction between the acquired closeness of the
upright person who fulﬁls his religious duties in complete obedience
to God, which is in principle available to all believers, and the closeness granted by God (walàyat al-takhßìß).60
As far as the visitor is concerned, al-Kattànì explains that being
close to a shrine where a ‘friend of God’ is buried can help to direct
one’s longings and thoughts to the hereafter.61 He states that contrary to certain accusations, it is not the saint who is thought capable of causing harm or giving blessing. The visitor simply seeks the
saint’s intercession with God. Having thus stressed the legitimate purpose of visiting shrines, al-Kattànì takes Ibn Taymiyya and others
to task for utterly condemning the practice.62 He does not accept
the argument that visiting shrines should be forbidden simply to
avoid the risk of common people attaching false beliefs to it or
becoming guilty of unlawful behaviour on the occasion. In fact, this
so-called sadd al-dharà"i' argument was the main one brought forward

logical and social science research, there is a general preference for the term charisma
as opposed to sainthood. For the terminology used in the Maghreb, see also Emile
Dermenghem, Le culte des saints dans l’Islam maghrébin, Paris 1954, esp. pp. 24f.
59
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, p. 16.
60
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, pp. 17ﬀ.
61
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, p. 23.
62
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, p. 29.

144

bettina dennerlein

by Moroccan critics of the saint cult.63 The principal authorities
quoted by al-Kattànì to defend the visiting of shrines remain Suﬁs—
a fact that emphasizes yet again the undiminished importance of
Suﬁsm as a major reference in scholarly culture during the period
under consideration. One of al-Kattànì’s most important sources in
this respect is the 'àrif bi-llàh al-'Arabì al-Darqàwì (d. 1823), founder
of the Darqàwiyya Suﬁ order, whom the author held in high esteem.64
Al-Darqàwì is quoted by al-Kattànì to have qualiﬁed ‘sitting between
the hands of a shaykh’ as of utmost beneﬁt to the heart (qalb)—the
heart being considered in Islamic mysticism as the seat of understanding and of the knowledge of God.65 Another opinion from a
member of the Wazzàniyya referred to by al-Kattànì states similarly
that to look a shaykh and a walì in the face is more beneﬁcial than
thirty years of fulﬁlling one’s religious duties ('ibàdàt).66
At the same time, al-Kattànì provides an extensive list of conditions validating visits to shrines and thus endeavours not merely to
defend this practice but also to educate his audience. In addition,
he lays down precise beliefs and matters to be borne in mind for
the visitor.67 The author emphasizes, for instance, that the latter
should be aware of the fact that God alone is the ultimate ‘mover’—
and that even saints act according to his will and not independently.68
Yet, in the end al-Kattànì considers the intention (niyya) of the visitor to be the determining factor. Thus, for example, the author
claims that even the disputed practice of sprinkling oneself with water
from a fountain that belongs to a shrine is acceptable as long as the
visitor’s intention to share in the baraka of the saint and to seek his
intercession with God is the correct one.69 At one point he also
63
On the respective debates, see El Mansour, “Les oulémas et le makhzen,” esp.
pp. 132f.; Balqazìz, al-Khi†àb al-ißlà˙ì, esp. pp. 137–61; Binsa'ìd, al-Ijtihàd, esp. pp.
23ﬀ.
64
Al-Darqàwì and followers of the Darqàwiyya are highly praised in the biographical section. The importance of this brotherhood in 19th century Morocco is
evident from the fact that, as al-Fàsì has revealed, more than half of the biographies from the period after 1830 given in the Salwat al-anfàs are devoted to members of the Darqàwiyya (al-Fàsì, al-Kattànì, p. 135).
65
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, pp. 21f. For the notion of ‘heart’ in Suﬁsm,
see Louis Gardet, “alb. I. In Mysticism,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition,
vol. 4, pp. 486–88.
66
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, p. 26.
67
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, pp. 31ﬀ.
68
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, pp. 53f.
69
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, p. 51.
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admits that the act of visiting in itself and the intention of the visitor are of greater signiﬁcance than the religious rank of the visited.70
The emphasis here on the inner dimension of ritual practice complies with the personalized model of religious authority embodied by
the shaykh as the spiritual and personal guide promoted by alKattànì.71

Diversity and Hierarchy in Hagiographic Discourse
The repertoire of religious styles and forms of religious authority that
emerges from the biographical section of the Salwat al-anfàs is extremely
rich, as is the terminology employed by the author to convey the
praiseworthiness of the scholars and virtuous he portrays. The entries
include biographies of 'ulamà" and learned Suﬁs as well as those of
more or less illiterate mystics and so-called majàdhìb—the ‘attracted’
or the ‘holy fools’ that embody a passive form of piety and frequently,
at least in the Moroccan context, one that is non-scholarly.72 All in
all, al-Kattànì seems to aspire to completeness and inclusiveness
rather than to establishing a strict division between literate and illiterate or between sober, serious and miracle-performing, popular
saints.73 Nevertheless, the fact that he only includes information
conﬁrmed either by respected written sources or transmitted by people ‘of conﬁdence’ (thiqa) implies his exclusion of other possible forms
of collective memory.74 This preference seems to reﬂect above all the
signiﬁcance attached to scholarly transmission devices and to the
genealogical principle in general. In any case, it represents at least
70

Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, p. 29.
For a systematic discussion of the relation between the internalization of religious norms and forms of religious authority, see Albrecht Hofheinz, “Der Scheich
im Über-Ich oder Haben Muslime ein Gewissen? Zum Prozeß der Verinnerlichung
schriftislamischer Normen in Suakin im frühen 19. Jahrhundert,“ Wuqûf 7–8 (1992–93),
pp. 461–81.
72
See Richard Gramlich, “Ma¡£ùb,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition,
vol. 5, p. 1029. For the Maghreb, see Dermenghem, Le culte, esp. pp. 21, 29ﬀ. For
a detailed discussion of the phenomena of jadhb and ˙àl based on the study of a
Sudanese Shaykh from the 19th century, see Albrecht Hofheinz, Internalizing Islam,
Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Bergen, 1996, pp. 477–96.
73
Dermenghem has suggested this distinction for the saint cult in the Maghreb
(see Dermenghem, Le culte).
74
A fact observed by E. Lévi-Provençal (Les historiens des chorfa, pp. 383f.). On
the sources used by al-Kattànì see Basset, “Recherches bibliographiques.”
71
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a formal ﬁlter for selecting models of piety and ethical behaviour
and corroborates at the same time the authority of the religious
scholars. Beyond this formal tool, subtle descriptive nuances allow
for a certain ranking of the people portrayed. From his reading of
the Salwat al-anfàs, Abdallah Laroui has derived the following hierarchy of religious status as expressed by al-Kattànì: The shurafà" are
placed at the top of the hierarchy, classiﬁed according to the purity
of their genealogy and the miracles ascribed to their lineage. They
are followed by the learned Suﬁs, graded among each other by the
miracles they performed and the success of the mystical orders they
founded. The ‘simple’ (exoteric) scholars ('ulamà") are next in line,
followed ﬁnally by the more or less illiterate awliyà" and majàdhìb.75
Despite the conclusiveness of this scheme, it turns out to be too
rigid and consequently an inadequate reproduction of the blurring
of dividing lines between diﬀerent types of religious authority characteristic of al-Kattànì’s attitude. A prime example of the rigidity of
Laroui’s scheme is the presumption that ‘simple’ scholars (i.e., those
who are not shurafà" or Suﬁs) ﬁgure in the second last position in
al-Kattànì’s ranking. While it is true that purely exoteric science specialists are portrayed by al-Kattànì in a rather unemotional downto-the-earth manner,76 the mere fact of depicting them as bearers of
baraka on equal footing with Suﬁs and the virtuous or the saints
signiﬁes a conscious attempt to inscribe them into a hagiographic
model and thus confer them with both scholarly and saintly authority. It should also not be overlooked that, as mentioned earlier, the
main sources used by al-Kattànì in composing his survey and his
constant reference to people of ‘conﬁdence’ clearly underpin the role
of scholars as transmitters and arbiters of ethical exemplarity and
religious authority.
An even more telling example of the inclusive but diﬀerentiated
manner in which al-Kattànì treats diﬀerent forms of religious authority is how he presents the descendants of the Prophet. This group
does not appear to deserve veneration solely nor evenly as a result
of its status as such. In fact, the Salwat al-anfàs reveals a pronounced
grading of shurafà", both according to their lineage and their individual achievements. This is evident if we compare how al-Kattànì
75

Laroui, Nationalisme marocain, p. 110.
See, for example, the entry devoted to al-Kattànì’s ‘master’ in ˙adìth, Mu˙ammad
al-Madanì Ibn Jallùn (al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 2, pp. 363f.).
76
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portrays diﬀerent people belonging to the same category and even
to the same lineage. Al-'Arabì al-Darqàwì who is referred to at length
in the course of the entry devoted to his son 'Alì, is not overly
praised as a descendent of the Prophet nor solely in this capacity,
although the impeccability of his genealogy as an Idrìsid sharìf is
indeed underlined.77 Al-Darqàwì is additionally described as the axial
saint (qu†b rabbànì), the most perfect of the knowers of God (akmal
al-'àrifìn bi-llàh) and exemplar (qudwa) for all those proceeding on the
mystical path (sàlikùn). He is also said to have been granted the great
‘opening’ or illumination (al-fat˙ al-kabìr)78 and to have been a great
authority on doctrinal matters in his time (shaykh al-'aßr). Besides, alDarqàwì is referred to as a faqìh, underlining his ﬁrm knowledge of
exoteric sciences. Whereas in the case of other learned Suﬁ shaykhs
and founders of a †arìqa such as A˙mad al-Tijànì (d. 1815),79 alKattànì does not necessarily give details on their teachings, some of
the broad principles of al-Darqàwì’s †arìqa are at least mentioned in
the Salwat al-anfàs.80 Al-Kattànì depicts the Darqàwiyya as ‘built’ in
strict compliance with the sunna and with avoidance of any kind of
illegitimate innovation (bid'a). Other principles mentioned by al-Kattànì
are the destruction of man’s lower soul (nafs) and the continuing
remembrance of God (dhikr). He characterizes the Rasà"il of al-Darqàwì
as being of utmost importance to all seekers on the mystical path
(murìdùn). Al-Kattànì thus openly articulates the extraordinary respect
he has for this Suﬁ scholar.
In the case of al-Kattànì’s great uncle Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd alWà˙id (d. 1872), founder of the zàwiyya kattàniyya, his status as an
Idrìsid sharìf is dealt with much more prominently.81 The reason for
this may be personal, since the latter belonged to the author’s close

77
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, pp. 176f. Since al-Darqàwì himself was buried
in the mother zàwiyya of the Darqàwiyya in Bù Brì˙, al-Kattànì did not have the
opportunity to include this greatly admired Suﬁ in his Salwat al-anfàs. However,
more than half of the biography devoted his son actually deals with al-Darqàwì.
78
For a discussion of fat˙ in the context of 19th-century Sudan see Hofheinz,
Internalizing Islam, pp. 504–08.
79
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, pp. 180–83.
80
On al-Darqàwì and the Darqàwiyya, see Drague, Histoire religieuse, esp. pp.
251–73; El Mansour, “Les oulémas et le makhzen,” esp. pp. 167–71; J.S. Trimingham,
The Suﬁ Orders in Islam, New York 1998, pp. 110–14; Michon, A˙mad Ibn 'A[ìba. See
also R. Le Tourneau, “Dar˚àwà,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 2,
p. 160.
81
Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 1, pp. 125–27.
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family and played an important role in his upbringing. Moreover,
its particular signiﬁcance here might well be due to the fact that
Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Wà˙id is described as illiterate (ummì) and
thus without formal authority in doctrinal questions.82 Yet, descent
here is not just ascribed to Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Wà˙id but validated, so to speak, by the sincere veneration of his ancestor Mawlày
Idrìs (al-Anwar), the founder and patron-saint of the city of Fez,
whose shrine Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Wà˙id is said to have rarely
left. In fact, al-Kattànì acclaims this prominent family member with
all the conceivable vocabulary current in Moroccan hagiography,
with the exception of reference to formal scholarship. Mu˙ammad
b. 'Abd al-Wà˙id is presented as the friend of God (walì), the sharìf
transmitter of baraka, the admonisher (nàßi˙), God’s servant ('àbid ),
the one who commemorates God (dhàkir) and obeys him (qànit), and
who is grateful to him (shàkir). The active social dimension of his
prestige is not only expressed in the reference to him as an admonisher. Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd al-Wà˙id is furthermore depicted as someone who despised worldly goods and freely gave away all that he
possessed. He is also called a malàmatì.83
Finally, the status of sharìf and holder of esoteric knowledge without formal education may also be combined with that of majdhùb.
This is the case with yet another member of the Kattànì lineage,
Mu˙ammad b. Ma˙ammad al-Kattànì (d. 1799/1800).84 His status
as a sharìf is only mentioned in passing, without further speciﬁcation.
This may be due to the fact that the person portrayed did not belong

This is probably also the reason why the author classiﬁes Mu˙ammad b. 'Abd
al-Wà˙id’s recourse to ijtihàd in questions of dhikr and ritual obligations ('ibàdàt) as
miracles and not as a scholarly exercise. On revived debates concerning ijtihàd in
the 18th and 19th centuries, see among others Rudolph Peters, “Idjtihàd and Taqlìd
in 18th and 19th Century Islàm,” Die Welt des Islams 3–4 (1984), pp. 131–45; Bernd
Radtke, “Ijtihàd and Neo-Suﬁsm,” Asiatische Studien/Etudes asiatiques 48 iii (1994), pp.
909–21; Bernd Radtke, John O’Kane, Knut S. Vikor and R.S. O’Fahey, The Exoteric
A˙mad Ibn Idrìs. A Suﬁ’s Critique of the Madhàhib and the Wahhàbìs. Four Arabic Texts
with Translation and Commentary, Leiden 2000. On respective debates in Morocco,
see Bazzaz, “Heresy and Politics.”
83
On the malàmatiyya or ‘path of blame’, see C.H. Imber, “Malàmatiyya,” in The
Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 6, pp. 223–28 (where unfortunately the
Maghreb is not mentioned). For a general overview of the early malàmatiyya, see
Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism. A Short History, Leiden 2000, esp. pp. 94–99.
For the †arìq al-malàma in the Maghreb of the Middle Ages and the Early Modern
times, see Cornell, Realm of the Saint, esp. p. 277.
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Al-Kattànì, Salwat al-anfàs, vol. 2, pp. 239–41.
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to the author’s close family. It may also be a hint at the less valued religious style he represented. Mu˙ammad b. Ma˙ammad is portrayed as al-sharìf al-majdhùb al-ma˙bùb and as someone with experience
of mystical states (a˙wàl ). While he is said to have been ‘grounded’
in mystical knowledge ('irfàn) and walàya, he is not seen to have had
any miraculously founded or other authority in doctrinal matters.
On the occasions he was attracted (to God) or caught by jadhb,
Mu˙ammad b. Ma˙ammad even performed acts that were normally
forbidden, such as entering other people’s houses in the presence of
women without asking permission. While describing him as majdhùb
may have been a means of protecting him against accusations of
antinomianism, he is obviously less appreciated by the author than
other literate or illiterate saintly ﬁgures. The inferior position of the
portrayed can also be deduced from the fact that al-Kattànì is unable
to give the exact date, let alone the time of his death, mentioning
only the year 1214 A.H.
Summarizing the above, it can be concluded that it is virtually
impossible, at least in the case of Mu˙ammad b. Ja'far al-Kattànì,
to maintain that saintly/popular/illiterate/local and established/
serious/scripturalist/universally approved forms of religious authority
existed as opposites in late 19th early 20th century Morocco. Neither
was there a ﬁxed hierarchy of religious status. Interpreting al-Kattànì’s
itinerary and his Salwat al-anfàs against the background of competition for religious authority, his strategy was clearly one of inclusion
and (re-)appropriation and not of exclusion or open opposition. While
accommodating widespread practices and beliefs, al-Kattànì, with his
Salwat al-anfàs, seems to turn the veneration of saints into a general
model for religious authority to become eﬀective. At the same time,
he maintains at least implicitly that, in the last instance, recognition
must be sanctioned by or mediated through scholarly approval.
‘Scripturalism’ here if understood as the scholarly tradition appears
to be the supreme arbiter that gives legitimacy to diﬀerent religious
styles while, at the same time, at least partly drawing on their emotional force and appeal.
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CONSENSUS AND RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY IN MODERN
ISLAM: THE DISCOURSES OF THE 'ULAMÀ"
Muhammad Qasim Zaman

Introduction
Observers of modern Muslim societies, and not just scholars of Islamic
law, have long recognized the centrality of the doctrine of “consensus” (ijmà' ) in Islam. This centrality is underscored above all by the
place of consensus, alongside the Qur"àn and the normative example of the Prophet Mu˙ammad (sunna), as a fundamental “source”
of law and legal norms in Sunni Islam. While Shi'i jurists have usually been far less certain of it, consensus has wielded considerable
authority even among the Shi'a. Whether consensus meant the agreement of the community as a whole or only that of its legal scholars has long been debated, though pre-modern jurists—the people
primarily writing about the matter—typically limited it to their own
ranks. There also was debate about precisely how consensus was
arrived at or how the fact that it had indeed been reached was
ascertained. For all the uncertainties about it, the authority of consensus, once arrived at and ascertained, was, in theory at least, denied
by few; and Mu˙ammad’s reported statement (˙adìth) that the community “would not agree on an error” was both widely accepted
and inﬂuential.1
Yet no foundational source of Islamic legal norms has been more
severely challenged in modern times than the doctrine of consensus.
1

The modern scholarly literature on consensus is uneven, but notable studies
include: Ahmad Hasan, The Doctrine of Ijmà' in Islam, Islamabad n.d. [1976]; George
F. Hourani, “The Basis of Authority of Consensus in Sunnite Islam,” in George F.
Hourani, Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics, Cambridge 1985, pp. 190–225; Wael
B. Hallaq, “On the Authoritativeness of Sunni Consensus,” International Journal of
Middle East Studies 18 (1986), pp. 427–54; idem, A History of Islamic Legal Theories. An
Introduction to Sunnì Ußùl al-Fiqh, Cambridge 1997, especially pp. 75–81; Farzana
Shaikh, Community and Consensus in Islam. Muslim Representation in Colonial India,
1860 –1947, Cambridge 1989; Devin J. Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodoxy. Twelver Shiite
Responses to the Sunni Legal System, Salt Lake City 1998. Also see M. Bernard, “Idjmà',”
in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, pp. 1023–26.
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It is true that the teachings attributed to the Prophet Mu˙ammad
have also been the subject of much debate; but such debate has usually been concerned with the authenticity of particular reports, not
the authority of the sunna itself as a foundational source of norms.2
But as for consensus, Muslim “modernists”—that is, those usually
educated in modern Western or westernized institutions of learning
and aspiring to rethink their practices, institutions, and discourses in
light both of what they take to be “true” Islam and of how they see
the challenges and opportunities of modernity—have often been vehement in imputing the intellectual decline of Muslim societies to it.
Modernist critiques of consensus take various forms, but there remains
a powerful narrative that views consensus as having encouraged servile
conformity to authority and thus a concomitant hostility to growth,
innovation, and change—in law as in other facets of Muslim life.
The inﬂuential Pakistani modernist Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988) spoke
for many others when he characterized consensus as a mechanism
of “traditional authoritarianism”3 and as a major cause of the “stagnation” of Sunni Islam in the pre-modern period.4 To him, consensus represented the community’s “tremendous digestive power”
which had enabled it to “swallow small changes without perceptibly
moving forward.”5
Whether implicitly or explicitly, it is the 'ulamà" whom the modernists typically identify with this “traditional authoritarianism” and
who, as such, have usually borne the brunt of their criticism on this
and other scores. This identiﬁcation is, of course, hardly surprising
and, shorn of its pejorative connotations, it is readily embraced by
the 'ulamà". After all, the 'ulamà"’s identity and authority rests, more
than anything else, on a continuous engagement with the historically
articulated Islamic religious and especially the juristic tradition; and
the authority and indeed the coherence of this tradition itself depends
on the conviction that it represents fundamental and continuously

2
For modern debates on the normative example of the Prophet (sunna) and on
˙adìth, see Daniel Brown, Rethinking tradition in modern Islamic thought, Cambridge 1996.
3
Fazlur Rahman, Islam, Chicago 21979, p. 78.
4
Rahman, Islam, p. 201.
5
Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity. Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition,
Chicago 1982, p. 146. Also see Kemal A. Faruki, Ijma and the Gate of Ijtihad, Karachi
1954, especially pp. 13–16. For a sampling and discussion of other modernist views
of ijmà' , cf. Leonard Binder, Religion and Politics in Pakistan, Berkeley 1961, pp. 34–69;
Shaikh, Community and Consensus, pp. 23–37.
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transmitted agreements, methodological as well as substantive, among
generations of scholars. But despite invocations of the authority and
continuity of their tradition in terms of consensus, the discourses of
the modern 'ulamà" on consensus itself reveal a considerable variety
of perspectives. This diversity is adequately acknowledged neither in
the modernist critiques of consensus, however, nor even in Western
studies of modern Islamic thought. Indeed, when the 'ulamà"’s perspectives have not been simply missed or ignored in modern scholarship altogether, they have usually been noticed largely to the extent
that they conform to—and thus can be studied as part of—modernist
critiques of consensus.6
It is true that lines of demarcation between the modernists and
the 'ulamà" have sometimes become blurred. There is no better illustration of this than Mu˙ammad 'Abduh (d. 1905), a traditionally
trained religious scholar and, towards the end of his life, the grand
mufti of Egypt, who is often regarded as one of the founding fathers
of Islamic modernism.7 Kate Zebiri characterizes Ma˙mùd Shaltùt,
the rector of al-Azhar (1958–63), Egypt’s millennium-old center of
Islamic learning, as likewise a “modernist”;8 and similar judgments
might not be inapt in many other instances. Yet, if the discourses
of the 'ulamà" and the modernists sometimes shade into each other,
just as those of the 'ulamà" and the Islamists might, the 'ulamà" can
hardly be said to have therefore become indistinguishable from other
religious intellectuals and activists or, for that matter, marginal to
modern Islamic thought and politics. Indeed, while the 'ulamà"’s position and roles obviously diﬀer in diﬀerent Muslim societies, they are
often recognizable, and distinguishable from others, in terms not just
of their intellectual formation and their vocation, but also of their
mode of argumentation—a style whose distinctiveness and authority
typically rests on its discursive engagement with the history of earlier scholarly debates.9

6

See, for example, George Hourani, “The Basis of Authority,” pp. 210–14.
On 'Abduh and his inﬂuence on subsequent generations of Arab and Muslim
thinkers, see Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798–1939, Cambridge
1983, pp. 130–92 and passim. Also see Malcolm H. Kerr, Islamic Reform. The Political
and Legal Theories of Mu˙ammad 'Abduh and Rashìd Ri∂à, Berkeley/Los Angeles 1966.
8
Kate Zebiri, Ma˙mùd Shaltùt and Islamic Modernism, Oxford 1993.
9
For a discussion of how the modernists and the 'ulamà" might be diﬀerentiated
from each other, and from the Islamists, see Muhammad Qasim Zaman, The Ulama
in Contemporary Islam. Custodians of Change, Princeton 2002, especially pp. 3–11.
7
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My purpose here is not to defend or illustrate these categories of
analysis, however, any more than it is to examine the modernist critique of consensus or, for that matter, the relations between the modernists, the Islamists, and the 'ulamà". My concern is, rather, to
examine some of the ways in which the 'ulamà" have thought about
issues relating to consensus in modern times. The 'ulamà"’s rich and
varied discourses on the subject—of which I will only oﬀer a brief
sample here—have been little studied. Yet they oﬀer us much more
than a fuller understanding of the modern career of the idea of consensus. Given that appeals to consensus have long been central to
articulations of religious authority, the 'ulamà"’s discourses also illuminate how religious authority is itself re-imagined in a world which
lacks earlier certainties either about consensus or about those who
were once thought to represent it.

Revisiting “Those in Authority”
One of the most detailed modern discussions of issues relating to
consensus occurs in the course of Mu˙ammad Rashìd Ri∂à’s (d.
1935) commentary on Qur"àn 4:59 in his Tafsìr al-Manàr. The Tafsìr
al-Manàr, so-called because this monumental work of exegesis was
ﬁrst serialized in Ri∂à’s journal al-Manàr, is thoroughly suﬀused with
the inﬂuence of Mu˙ammad 'Abduh. Though Ri∂à is the principal
author of this commentary, 'Abduh’s voice and words are ubiquitous and his “presence” pervades the entire project.10 Qur"àn 4:59
reads: “O believers, obey God, and obey the Messenger and those
in authority among you (ùlì l-amr minkum). If you should quarrel on
anything, refer it to God and the Messenger, if you believe in God
and the Last Day; that is better, and fairer in the issue.”11 As quoted
by Ri∂à, 'Abduh argued that “those in authority” are neither merely
the ruling elite, as some had suggested, nor the 'ulamà", as others
10
Mu˙ammad Rashìd Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Qur"àn al-karìm al-mashhùr bi-Tafsìr al-Manàr
1–12, ed. Ibràhìm Shams al-Dìn, Beirut 1999 [hereafter Tafsìr al-Manàr ]. For a
study of this work, see J. Jomier, Le commentaire coranique du Manàr. Tendances modernes
de l’exégèse coranique en Egypte, Paris 1954. Unless there are clear indications that the
views expressed are those of 'Abduh or of both 'Abduh and Ri∂à, I assume the
latter to be the author of this work.
11
Here and elsewhere, I follow the translation of Arthur J. Arberry, The Koran
Interpreted 1–2, London/New York 1996, occasionally with minor modiﬁcations.
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had argued. The characterization refers, rather, to those responsible
for regulating—in traditional language, for “loosening and binding”—
the community’s aﬀairs in general:
These are the rulers (umarà") and the governors (˙ukkàm), the 'ulamà",
the military commanders, and all those leaders and notables to whom
people turn in need and in matters concerning the public interest (almaßàli˙ al-'àmma). When they all agree on a matter, it is necessary that
they be obeyed, provided that [the following conditions are satisﬁed]:
that they be from amongst us; that they not contravene a command
of God or the [most authoritative of ] the reported teachings of the
Prophet . . .; that they be unconstrained in their discussion on the matter [in question] and in their agreement on it; that what they do agree
upon is itself a matter of public interest and one that ‘those in authority’ do have the requisite authority and knowledge to rule on . . .12

It is not only the “people of authority” of Qur"àn 4:59 that are
being equated here with “those who loosen and bind.” 'Abduh and
Ri∂à equally conﬂate this now consolidated locus of authority with
the ahl al-ijmà' — the people whose agreement constitutes an authoritative consensus.13 Their primary concern in this innovative conﬂation14
is twofold. First, while much of Sunni juristic thought has equated
consensus with the consensus speciﬁcally of the jurists, 'Abduh and
Ri∂à seek to make them—and even the 'ulamà", more generally—
only one component amongst those whose deliberations ought to be
constitutive of consensus. This broadening of consensus beyond the
ranks of the 'ulamà" and, indeed, beyond speciﬁcally legal matters,
goes hand in hand with the severe criticism to which 'Abduh and
Ri∂à subject the 'ulamà" of their own time.15 Second, where most

12

Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 147. For other characterizations of those who
comprise the people in authority, cf. ibid., vol. 5, pp. 152, 162.
13
Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 148. My discussion here draws on the commentary on Qur"àn 4:59 as a whole: see Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, pp. 146–81.
14
As quoted by Ri∂à, 'Abduh professes to ﬁnd the conﬂation between “the people who loosen and bind” and “those in authority” of Qur"àn 4:59 in the 14th
century commentator NiΩàm al-Dìn al-Nìsàbùrì (d. 1327). Ri∂à takes it further back
to Fakhr al-Dìn al-Ràzì (d. 1209). See Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 148. On Ri∂à’s
own showing, however, it is not altogether easy to graft his expansive sense of “those
in authority” on al-Ràzì at least. Cf. Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, pp. 148, 151;
compare al-Ràzì, al-Tafsìr al-kabìr 1–33, Beirut 2000, vol. 10, pp. 115–22.
15
On the eﬀort to redeﬁne consensus as more than the ijmà' of the jurists, cf.
Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, pp. 152, 156–58, 169, 174. For wide-ranging criticism
of the 'ulamà", cf. ibid., vol. 5, pp. 138–39, 158, 176 and passim.
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jurists saw consensus as infallible and, by the same token, as authoritative for all times, 'Abduh and Ri∂à strive to anchor it in considerations of “public interest.” Those deliberating on such considerations
are hardly immune from errors of judgment and, in any case, the
results of such consideration must vary with time and place.16
If consensus is not merely the agreement of the jurists, and especially the jurists of previous generations, how is it to be arrived at
in the present? Ri∂à suggests that “those in authority” might well
be comprised of the elected representatives of the people, a consultative body (shùrà) that has been delegated by them to arrive at decisions on their behalf.17 Essentially, he sees the work of “those in
authority,” as brought together in such a consultative assembly, as
a form of collective ijtihàd and, as such, as the equivalent of consensus.18 Ri∂à conceives of a division of labor within the ranks of
such a consultative assembly. The members of this assembly might
select a number of people from among themselves to deal with particular problems, and the agreement of that select group can count
as an ijmà' .19 On matters on which “those in authority” diﬀer, recourse
is to be had, according to Ri∂à, not to a simple majority vote but
rather to the sharì'a’s foundational texts, the Qur"àn and the sunna.
Here again, however, it is a select body from among the ranks of
“those in authority” that is to see how the guidance provided by the

16
Cf. Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 170. Kerr, Islamic Reform, pp. 203–4, detects
an unresolved tension between Ri∂à’s traditional view of the infallibility of consensus—a consensus which had typically been arrived at retrospectively—on the one
hand, and, on the other, the fact that ijmà' as a collective ijtihàd designed to meet
new problems in the modern world would be anything but infallible (on ijmà' as
collective ijtihàd, see n. 18). I am inclined to see less of a tension here than Kerr
does, however, for Ri∂à does clearly acknowledge that the ùlù l-amr’s agreement is
binding on others not because it is infallible but because it saves the larger community from dissension. Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 148.
17
Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, pp. 162–63.
18
Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 172: “. . . the ijtihàd of ‘those in authority’ is
the third of the [fundamental] sources of the sharì'a; and when they agree on their
opinion, acting according to it becomes binding on the individuals of the community and on its rulers . . .”
19
Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 163. As Gudrun Krämer has observed, however, there is no dearth of ambiguities in the writings of those who have appealed
in modern times to the Qur"ànic ideal of shùrà or “consultation”—not least in the
matter of its relationship with ijmà' . Cf. Gudrun Krämer, Gottes Staat als Republik.
Reﬂexionen zeitgenössischer Muslime zu Islam, Menschenrechten und Demokratie, Baden-Baden
1999, pp. 124f. and index, s.vv. “Konsens,” ““ùrà”.
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foundational texts is to be interpreted in the matter at hand to resolve
the particular disagreements.20
“[ T ]his incorporation of ijmà' into a formal institution” is, as
Malcolm Kerr points out, “a new departure unprecedented in Islamic
history.”21 It ﬁgures prominently in many modernist conceptions of
how ijmà' ought to function in a changed world,22 perhaps nowhere
quite so clearly as in a famous lecture on ijtihàd delivered by the
inﬂuential Indian modernist poet and philosopher Mu˙ammad Iqbàl
(d. 1938) in 1930 and later published as part of his Reconstruction of
Religious Thought in Islam. Iqbàl argued that ijmà' — “perhaps the most
important legal notion in Islam”23—should not be allowed to remain
“a mere idea,” which is precisely what it had been for much of
Islam’s history. It ought, rather, to become a “permanent legislative
institution,” an equivalent of a collectively undertaken ijtihàd. Ijtihàd
has typically been understood by Muslim jurists as the exertion of
sustained eﬀort, by individual jurists, to arrive at rulings in light of
the foundational texts on newly arising and hitherto unregulated
problems. Iqbàl, however, proposed that the legislative assembly be
the site of a collective ijtihàd. “The transfer of the power of Ijtihàd
from individual representatives of schools to a Muslim legislative
assembly which, in view of the growth of opposing sects, is the only
possible form ijmà' can take in modern times, will secure contributions to legal discussion from laymen who happen to possess a keen
insight into aﬀairs. In this way alone we can stir into activity the
dormant spirit of life in our legal system, and give it an evolutionary outlook.”24 As for the consensus of the earlier generations, and
even the consensus of the companions of the Prophet, Iqbàl, like
'Abduh and Ri∂à, remained unimpressed with its binding authority.25
He recognized that making the legislative assembly the arena of ijtihàd and of ijmà' — of which he took the Turkish Grand National

20

Ri∂à, Tafsìr al-Manàr, vol. 5, p. 155.
Kerr, Islamic Reform, p. 197.
22
See, for example, John R. Bowen, Islam, Law, and Equality in Indonesia. An
Anthropology of Public Reasoning, Cambridge 2003, pp. 189–99.
23
Mohammad Iqbàl, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, London 1934,
p. 164. For discussions of Iqbàl’s views on ijmà' , see Binder, Religion and Politics, pp.
43, 67–68; Hasan, Doctrine of Ijmà', pp. 238–44; Muhammad Khalid Masud, Iqbal’s
Reconstruction of Ijtihad, Lahore 1995, pp. 133–52.
24
Iqbal, Reconstruction, p. 165.
25
Iqbal, Reconstruction, p. 166.
21
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Assembly’s decision, in 1924, to abolish the caliphate as a commendable
instance—could lead to “grave mistakes,” for most legislators would
know nothing about “the subtleties of Mohammedan Law.” But he
sought to remedy this danger by having the 'ulamà" guide the legislative process, though the long term solution he had in view was
to reform the structure and content of legal education.26
If Iqbàl’s formulations on consensus were indebted to those of
'Abduh and Ri∂à, he did not say so. But the idea of a collective
ijtihàd undertaken by a legislative (or in Ri∂à’s case, a consultative)
assembly, or the suggestion that such ijtihàd need not be the preserve only of the 'ulamà" and yet they are to be associated in some
form with the work of this body, has strong parallels with Ri∂à’s
thinking on this matter. In the course of his own informal studies
in Islamic law and legal theory, Iqbàl was in close contact with
Sayyid Sulaymàn Nadwì (d. 1953), a distinguished product of the
Dàr al-'Ulùm of the Nadwat al-'Ulamà" in Lucknow and one of the
most prominent of India’s religious scholars during the ﬁrst half of
the 20th century.27 As Jamal Malik has argued, the inception of the
Nadwat al-'Ulamà" in the late 19th century was itself an expression
of eﬀorts to forge a new Muslim consensus under conditions of colonial rule. That consensus remained elusive,28 though the Nadwa was,
and has remained, more successful in establishing a self-conscious
orientation towards the religious and intellectual trends in the Arab
Middle East.29 Rashìd Ri∂à’s inﬂuence loomed large on the Nadwat
al-'Ulamà" during its early decades, and Ri∂à was a guest of honor
at the Nadwa in 1912.30 It is conceivable, then, that Iqbàl might

26

Iqbal, Reconstruction, p. 167.
On Sayyid Sulaymàn Nadwì, see Zafarul Islàm Khàn, “Nadwì, Sayyid Sulaymàn,”
in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 7, pp. 875–76. Iqbàl’s indebtedness
to Sulaymàn Nadwì on matters pertaining to the history of Islamic law comes across
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Allàh (ed.), Iqbàl nàma 1–2, Lahore n.d., vol. 1, pp. 75–200 passim.
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Jamal Malik, “The Making of a Council. The Nadwat al-'Ulamà",” Zeitschrift
der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 144 i (1994), pp. 60–91, esp. 68f., 79, 81,
87, 90f. The consensus whose scope and limits Malik explores is not the consensus of the jurists, however, but refers rather to the eﬀorts of leading late-19th century Muslims to respond to the challenges posed to them by life in the framework
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See Muhammad Qasim Zaman, “Arabic, the Arab Middle East, and the
Deﬁnition of Muslim Identity in Twentieth Century India,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society, third series, 8 i (1998), pp. 59–81.
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have imbibed Ri∂à’s ideas through Sulaymàn Nadwì’s inﬂuence.31
Whatever the provenance of Iqbàl’s ideas on consensus, however,
they have shaped subsequent modernist discussions on legislation,
especially in Pakistan.32 Many 'ulamà" of more recent times have
themselves come to recognize the idea of collective ijtihàd as a sort
of consensus.33 And though it is tempting to see this as an instance
of modernist inﬂuence on them, it may well be that the idea, as it
appears among the 'ulamà", has a diﬀerent genealogy. In the South
Asian context, its acceptance among many of them may have less
to do with Iqbàl than with the fact that it goes back to 'Abduh and
Ri∂à; and Iqbàl may have himself been indebted to the latter through
Sulaymàn Nadwì, that is, through yet another traditionally educated
scholar.
The inﬂuence of 'Abduh and Ri∂à is also palpable on Ma˙mùd
Shaltùt, the rector of the Azhar of Egypt from 1958–63. For Shaltùt,
ijmà' is “the agreement of the people of discernment (ahl al-naΩar) in
matters of public interest.”34 These are the people of authority and,
as such, those who ought to be consulted (rijàl al-shùrà). The right
to undertake ijtihàd belongs, in principle, to every individual “with
the ability for reﬂection and investigation,” and ijmà' is but a collective ijtihàd (al-ijtihàd al-jamà'ì ).35 This, indeed, is the only form in
which any meaningful consensus can come about at all. The consensus of the community as a whole, Shaltùt says, can concern little
more than matters universally agreed upon among Muslims and

aﬃnities between the Salaﬁs of “the al-Manar group” and some of the founders of
the Nadwa. See Malik, “The Making of a Council,” pp. 82, 86; idem, Islamische
Gelehrtenkultur in Nordindien. Entwicklungsgeschichte und Tendenzen am Beispiel von Lucknow,
Leiden 1997, pp. 218, 257ﬀ., 285 n. 65, 453ﬀ.
31
Neither Masud in his work on Iqbàl (see above n. 23) nor Malik in his work
on the Nadwat al-'Ulamà" (see above n. 30) notes the possibility of this inﬂuence.
It is worth underscoring, however, that my suggestions about the provenance of
this inﬂuence are at best tentative. Cf. Michael Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding
Wrong in Islamic Thought, Cambridge 2000, p. 511 n. 37 for a reminder that such
ideas were very much in the air in the days of 'Abduh and Ri∂à.
32
Cf. Binder, Religion and Politics, p. 67.
33
Cf. Masud, Iqbal’s Reconstruction, p. 149; Institute of Objective Studies, Ijtihàd
awr masà"il-i ijtihàd, Delhi 1998, pp. 59–61. For another example, see Muhammad
Taqi Usmani, An Introduction to Islamic Finance, The Hague 2002, p. 104.
34
Ma˙mùd Shaltùt, al-Islàm. 'Aqìda wa-sharì'a, Cairo/Beirut 1966, pp. 553–59;
quotation from p. 553. For a discussion of Shaltùt’s views on consensus, see Zebiri,
Ma˙mùd Shaltùt, pp. 85–88.
35
Shaltùt, al-Islàm, p. 555.
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known by them all;36 but such a consensus can scarcely serve as the
source of continuing legal development. And as for the agreement
of all jurists on a given matter, it is virtually impossible that widely
scattered scholars, shaped by their diﬀerent milieux and bringing their
diverse intellectual resources to bear on the matter in question, would
actually all agree in their judgments on it.37 Though he does not put
it this way, consensus for Shaltùt is local consensus; and, as he says
explicitly, in being determined by considerations of public interest,
it “varies with the diﬀerence of time, of place, and of circumstance.”38

Local, Evolving, and Overlapping Consensus
The debate about how consensus relates to local customary norms
has a long history in Islamic jurisprudence.39 Here, however, I propose only to brieﬂy consider one instance of how this question has
been discussed in modern times. The scholar whose views I consider
at some length in this section is 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì (d. 1944), an
Indian 'àlim active in late colonial British India. Sindhì was born
into a Sikh family in the Punjab, in northern India, converted to
Islam as a youth, and then studied for many years at the madrasa
of Deoband in the United Provinces (now Uttar Pradesh) in northern India. Since its founding in 1867, this premier institution of traditional Islamic learning has, together with thousands of other
“Deobandì” madrasas, come to represent a distinct “reformist” orientation within Sunni Islam in South Asia.40 In the course of his
studies at Deoband, Sindhì became a devoted follower of Mawlànà
Ma˙mùd Óasan (d. 1920), who is known not just as a leading religious scholar but also as the leader of a secret eﬀort, during World
War I, to make common cause with the Ottoman Turks to bring
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an end to British colonial rule in India. This eﬀort did not come to
anything and Ma˙mùd Óasan spent several years in exile on the
island of Malta. Sindhì, who had been dispatched by Ma˙mùd Óasan
to Kabul, in Afghanistan, to pave the way for this revolutionary
movement, also spent many years in exile in the Óijàz, prior to
shorter stays in Turkey and even in Communist Russia.
While he remained committed to the memory and teachings of
Ma˙mùd Óasan, the strongest intellectual inﬂuence on Sindhì’s
thought was that of the 18th century north Indian reformist thinker,
Shàh Walì Allàh (d. 1762). Sindhì saw his own work as little more
than a commentary on the writings of Walì Allàh, which he wanted
to make the basis of a new movement of intellectual and religious
reform in 20th century India. But while invocations of Walì Allàh’s
ideas—and claims to his legacy—are ubiquitous in his discourse,
Sindhì’s own voice and views shape the ways in which Walì Allàh
is appropriated.41 In what follows, I will leave aside the question of
how “true” Sindhì is to the implications of Walì Allàh’s thought,
and will analyze Sindhì’s positions as expressive, in the ﬁrst instance,
of his own rather than of Walì Allàh’s reformist project.42
Sindhì’s ideas and, as he presents them, his interpretations of Walì
Allàh’s thought, have considerable interest for our discussion of consensus though it should be borne in mind that he does not always
characterize them as pertaining to issues of “consensus” or present
them in the context of a discussion speciﬁcally of consensus. This is
as true of his view of what I will describe as “local consensus” here
as it is of his proposals regarding what might be called an “overlapping consensus.”43
41
Cf. J.M.S. Baljon, Religion and Thought of Shàh Walì Allàh Dihlawì, 1703–1762,
Leiden 1986, p. 197 n. 10; Aziz Ahmad, Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan,
1857–1964, London 1967, p. 198.
42
For a brief account of the life and thought of 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì, see Ahmad,
Islamic Modernism, pp. 195–201. For a biography and a discussion of his thought by
one of his disciples, see Mu˙ammad Sarwar, Mawlànà 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì. Óàlàt-i
zindagì, ta'lìmàt, awr siyàsì afkàr, Lahore 1976 [ﬁrst published in 1943]. Also see Sa'ìd
A˙mad Akbaràbàdì, Mawlànà 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì awr unke nàqid, Deoband 1972
[hereafter Akbaràbàdì, Nàqid]. Principal among Sindhì’s own writings are two books
on the political movement and thought of Shàh Walì Allàh. Shàh Walì Allàh awr
unki siyàsì ta˙rìk, compiled and edited by Muhammad Sarwar, Lahore 1970 [ﬁrst
published in 1944] hereafter Siyàsì ta˙rìk; and Shàh Walì Allàh awr unka falsafa, compiled and edited by Mu˙ammad Sarwar, Lahore 1998 [ﬁrst published in 1944],
hereafter Falsafa.
43
I borrow the phrase “overlapping consensus” from the philosopher John Rawls
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Sindhì argues that if a movement of socio-political and religious
reform is to be successful, it ought, wherever possible, to adapt itself
to rather than to explicitly challenge local consensus. In their scope
and universality, the teachings of Walì Allàh transcended diﬀerences
of time and place, and yet, Sindhì says, many of the successors of
Walì Allàh sought to adapt his teachings to the norms speciﬁcally
of the Óanafì school of Sunni law. They did so because most Muslims
in India adhere to the Óanafì school, and to have gone against its
prescriptions would create unnecessary, even insurmountable, obstacles on the reformist path.44 Indeed, despite Walì Allàh’s personal
distaste for the practice of taqlìd—that is, of strict adherence to the
legal norms and rules recognized as authoritative within one’s school
of law—he had considered it justiﬁed in the interest of maintaining
a local consensus.45 As Sindhì sees it, furthermore, an eﬀort on the
part of some of the more enterprising but less astute disciples of
Walì Allàh to create a Muslim polity on the north-west frontiers of
the Indian subcontinent ﬂoundered precisely because they were not
adequately attentive to local norms. His example here is the practice, sanctioned by Sayyid A˙mad (d. 1831), the head of this shortlived frontier polity, of forcing Afghan women to marry the Muslim
soldiers who had accompanied him to the north-west frontier. While
Sayyid A˙mad’s reasoning had been that he was thereby trying to
rid the Afghans of the un-Islamic custom of not letting their widows to remarry, the coercive implementation of otherwise widely recognized Islamic norms served only to turn the local people against
the ﬂedgling state. As Sindhì puts it, those with an “international”
orientation had come up against others with “national” (or local)
commitments, and had lost in the face of the latter’s opposition.46
But while he emphasizes the importance of working with and
through local consensus—and seems, in doing so, to sometimes equate

(d. 2003). See “The Idea of an Overlapping Consensus,” in idem, Political Liberalism,
New York 1993, pp. 133–72. Though there are certain interesting parallels between
the overlapping consensus as Sindhì and as Rawls see it, my discussion here of
Sindhì’s ideas under this rubric should itself not be taken to imply any such parallels.
44
Sindhì, Siyàsì ta˙rìk, pp. 112–14.
45
Sindhì, Falsafa, pp. 175–85.
46
Sindhì, Siyàsì ta˙rìk, pp. 114–17. On Sayyid Ahmad, see Sh. Inayatullah,
“Ahmad Brelwi, Sayyid,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 1, pp.
282–83.
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consensus with local customary practices—his view of consensus is
anything but static. Consensus not only varies from one place to
another, as the foregoing would suggest, but also from one time to
another. The fundamental source of law in Islam, he insists, is only
the Qur"àn. The sunna, typically understood as the normative example of the Prophet and, as such, second in authority to the Qur"àn
itself, comprises, for Sindhì, the eﬀort of the Prophet and his earliest companions to devise “bylaws” (sic) in light of the earliest community’s needs and their shared understanding of the Qur"àn itself.
The sunna represents Islam’s earliest “consensus” just as the evolving body of substantive Islamic law ( ﬁqh) represents the evolving
consensus of later generations of Muslims. Either way, consensus is
a product of changing needs and, as such, subject to change by subsequent generations; the Qur"àn alone is the source of timeless norms.47
“Any agreement—a unanimous agreement or one by a majority—
on the part of those who have established a government on the basis
of the Qur"àn’s ‘fundamental law’ is ijmà' . This [consensus] is not
limited to a particular age.”48
Sindhì ﬁnds the makers of consensus described in Qur"àn 9:100:
“And those leading the way (al-sàbiqùn), the ﬁrst of the Emigrants
and the Helpers, and those who followed them in doing good (wa-lladhìna
ittaba'ùhum bi-i˙sàn)—God will be well-pleased with them and they
are well-pleased with Him . . .”49 This Qur"ànic verse is not usually
counted by medieval jurists to be among those relevant to consensus, and though Sindhì does not do much to explain its relevance
in this regard, there are clues in the medieval exegetical tradition
that might account for its importance to Sindhì. In his commentary
on this work, al-ˇabarì (d. 923) adduces reports that evoke a time
when the “canonical” text of the Qur"àn had yet to be established—
a development that is usually traced to the reign of the third successor of Mu˙ammad, the caliph 'Uthmàn b. 'Aﬀàn (r. 644–56).
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Sindhì, Falsafa, pp. 87–93.
Sindhì, Falsafa, p. 91.
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Emphasis added. I have slightly modiﬁed Arberry’s rendering of this verse in
light of M.M. Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Qur"an, New York 1952. Arberry
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Mecca to Medina in 622 C.E.; the Helpers (al-anßàr) are those natives of Medina
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Hearing this verse recited, the second caliph, 'Umar b. al-Kha††àb
(r. 632–44), is said to have realized that, contrary to his earlier presumption, the Emigrants and the Helpers were not unique in their
religious precedence and that others, too, might share with them the
coveted rank this verse celebrates.50 Though Sindhì does not cite
such reports, this exegetical context suggests that, to him, this Qur"ànic
verse establishes the historical “connectedness” of the community’s
righteous elite even as it assures him of the rectitude of their agreements in their own day and age.51 Consensus, then, means the evolving agreements of those who follow the companions of Mu˙ammad
in “doing good” and who, like them, strive to “outstrip” one another
in doing so:
As time passes and new circumstances arise, it will be incumbent on
those committed to ‘doing good’ (ittibà' bi-l-i˙sàn) and to implementing the fundamental law of the Qur"àn to debate the changes that
have come about in their time. Just as the Emigrants and the Helpers
[among the companions of Mu˙ammad] had inductively derived their
norms from the Qur"àn’s fundamental law, so would this ‘good doing’
group derive detailed rules [for its own time]. This would be their
consensus. And in this regard, it would be incumbent upon others to
adhere to the consensual decisions of these ‘doers of good’ [within
their ranks].52

If Sindhì shares with many 'ulamà" of modern times a concern to
make consensus an instrument of legitimizing change, even of speeding it along, he is more lonely in advocating what might best be
described as an interfaith, overlapping consensus. Members of diﬀerent
religious communities can, he argues, be persuaded to come together

50
Al-ˇabarì, Tafsìr al-ˇabarì, al-musammà Jàmi' al-bayàn fì ta"wìl al-Qur"àn 1–12,
Beirut 1999, vol. 6, p. 455 (nos. 17131f.). There are echoes, in such reports, of disputes in the early community over questions of relative “precedence” (sàbiqa) in
conversion to Islam, a contested matter inasmuch as it determined not only social
and religious prestige but also one’s share in the stipends given out by the government. Cf. Martin Hinds, “Kùfan Political Alignments and their Background in
mid-Seventh Century A.D.,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 2 (1971), pp.
346–67, esp. 348f. Other reports, also involving 'Umar, relate not to the ranking
of the later Muslims in relation to the Emigrants and the Helpers, but to the politically charged question of the Helpers’ ranking in relation to the Emigrants: cf. alˇabarì, Tafsìr, vol. 6, p. 455 (no. 17133).
51
For the “sense of connectedness” that underlies “Islamic traditionalism,” see
William A. Graham, “Traditionalism in Islam. An Essay in Interpretation,” Journal
of Interdisciplinary History 23 iii (1993), pp. 495–522, esp. 501.
52
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in promoting “shared human interests” in terms of the teachings of
their own scriptures: Hindus, Christians, and Muslims can all stand
and collaborate on this common ground, but do so in terms of their
own scriptural justiﬁcations.53 The central idea he invokes here, by
way of Walì Allàh but going back to the Andalusian mystic Ibn
'Arabì (d. 1240), is that of the “unity of being” (wa˙dat al-wujùd ).
This is a controversial mystical doctrine that sees God as the only
reality—a reality that, while ultimately transcendent, also continually
manifests itself in all creation.54 While critics of this doctrine have
long derided it for its pantheistic connotations, Sindhì takes wa˙dat
al-wujùd to mean that adherents of diﬀerent faiths believe in diﬀerent
manifestations of what is ultimately the same reality and, as such,
that they can agree on moral norms rooted in a perception of that
reality even as they arrive at them in terms of their own traditions.
These views were articulated at a time when the end of British
colonial rule in India was in sight and there was vigorous debate on
how the diﬀerent religious communities were to order their relations
in an independent India. Though he died before the creation, in
1947, of a separate Muslim homeland which to many Muslims was
the only way of securing the cultural and religious future of India’s
Muslims, his position was in accord with those among the 'ulamà"
who were opposing rather than supporting the demand for Pakistan.55
Even among those 'ulamà", however, Sindhì’s position is unique in
basing the justiﬁcation for a shared Indian nationhood on the mystical doctrine of wa˙dat al-wujùd. To his mind, this doctrine makes
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it possible to have a distinct Indian identity of which the Hindu and
the Islamic traditions are shared sources. By the same token, it allows
for an Indian Islamic identity shaped by the peculiar historical experience of Islam in India. But if the various religious communities of
India can eventually agree on certain shared norms, Muslims living
in diﬀerent Muslim societies, or Muslims and non-Muslims elsewhere,
can also have an overlapping consensus of their own,56 one that
retains their local peculiarities yet ﬁnds enough common ground.
The values that would deﬁne this common ground are, however,
to be drawn from the Qur"àn.57 As noted earlier, Sindhì regards the
Qur"àn as the most perfect source of eternal verities; but, following
Walì Allàh, he also believes that the Qur"àn’s account of the teachings of the various prophets points to an “intellectual unity” of their
ideas.58 If Sindhì’s emphasis on the Qur"àn’s centrality as the ultimate basis of his overlapping consensus would seem to dim any
potential appeal of such consensus to those who are not Muslims,59
many among the 'ulamà" have remained equally suspicious of his
ideas. Indeed, despite his otherwise impeccable credentials as a traditionally trained religious scholar, the very novelty of many of his
positions has served to marginalize him among the 'ulamà". His most
vociferous critic, Mawlànà Mas'ùd 'Àlam Nadwì,60 accuses him of
denying Islam’s superiority over other faiths, and of misconstruing

Cf. Sarwar, Mawlànà 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì, p. 421.
Cf. Sindhì, Falsafa, pp. 143–58.
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the Qur"àn in taking it as a platform for inter-religious unity.61
Furthermore—as a product of the aforementioned Nadwat al-'Ulamà",
with its marked Arab orientation—Mas'ùd Nadwì takes the idea that
an Indian Islam was as valid an expression of the religious tradition
as Islam in, say, the Arab world to signify a “nationalization” of
Islam and, as such, as a denial of its universality.62 To Sindhì, of
course, this acknowledgment of the particular contexts in which a
tradition evolves is the ﬁrst step to then ﬁnding an overlapping consensus on which diﬀerent articulations of Islam and, indeed, diﬀerent
religious traditions, might come together in terms of shared norms.
But to Mas'ùd Nadwì, such a view seems to take too much away
from the continuity and coherence of a shared, cross-cultural and
global Islamic tradition.
In the end, although Mas'ùd Nadwì does not say so in this way,
at issue between Sindhì and his critics are distinct views of the Islamic
tradition itself. Though himself trained in that tradition at the premier institution of Islamic learning in South Asia, Sindhì does not
mince words in his critique of facets of the 'ulamà"’s scholarly tradition. He states, for instance, that he owed his own comprehension
of the Qur"àn to Walì Allàh and to some of the scholars of Deoband
rather than to medieval exegeses which, despite their immense authority, were of little help to him in understanding the Qur"àn in a world
very diﬀerent from the one in which they had been produced.63 With
some exceptions, he is also very critical of his fellow 'ulamà" for being
unable to interpret the Qur"àn in terms that would be readily understood by the non-specialist or appreciated in the context of changed
times. “I have never been persuaded,” he writes, “of [the merits of ]
a religious education that works well with students of madrasas but
does not with those of the [modern] colleges. If this is the nature
of our religious education, then it can hardly be regarded as instruction in true Islam. For the Qur"àn has been revealed for the [beneﬁt
of the] entire world: if we cannot explain it to the Muslims among
the college students in the way in which we can successfully explain
it in the madrasas, how then would we ever be able to teach the
Qur"àn to those who are not even Muslims?”64
61
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Despite his criticism of facets of the Islamic tradition, especially
as understood by his fellow 'ulamà", Sindhì does not seek a radical
break with it. On the contrary, he sees the loss of the continuity
with the Islamic past as precisely the reason for the “chaos” (intishàr)
in the collective life of the Indian—and presumably other—Muslims.65
Yet his is a far more independent view of the tradition than many
of his fellow travelers among the 'ulamà" might be comfortable with.
To him, reestablishing a vital link with the tradition ought to be
predicated on a thoroughgoing critique that separates what is valid
in this tradition from the invalid even as what is deemed to have
validity is itself adjusted to modern needs.66 Many among the other
'ulamà", however, not only prefer to insist that the continuity in question has never been seriously compromised, they also fear that any
radical critique would ﬁnally entail precisely the sort of discontinuity that Sindhì himself laments. Sindhì, of course, wants to reconﬁgure
the Islamic tradition in a way that it is fully at home in both its
Indian and its modern environments and as such becomes part, even
the basis, of an overlapping consensus among members of diﬀerent
faiths in India—and beyond.67 This vision is unsettling to many
'ulamà" not because it is either utopian or mystical, but rather because
it seems to require too radical a reorientation of Islam as they have
usually understood it. It is also distasteful, as Mas'ùd Nadwì’s critique makes clear, because its cosmopolitanism is, in the ﬁrst instance
at least, Indian rather than Islamic.68

Old Consensus in a New Garb?
If 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì’s project of devising an overlapping consensus among members of diﬀerent faiths, in India and beyond, has
attracted more misgiving than sympathy on the part of many other
Indian 'ulamà", it is easier to ﬁnd concerns similar to his on the matter of a shared language of Islamic discourse that would bring together
Muslims of diﬀerent backgrounds and orientations. Notable among

65
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67
68

Sarwar,
Sarwar,
Sarwar,
Mas'ùd

Mawlànà 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì, pp. 422–25.
Mawlànà 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì, pp. 426–27.
Mawlànà 'Ubayd Allàh Sindhì, pp. 431–32.
Nadwì in Akbaràbàdì, Nàqid, pp. 266–85, esp. 274f.
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those who have written on consensus in this vein is the Qatar-based
Egyptian scholar Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì. Qara∂àwì has dexterously
employed the print and electronic media as well as the internet to
broadly disseminate his views and his writings, and he is arguably
the most inﬂuential of the 'ulamà" in the contemporary Muslim world.
This inﬂuence rests not merely on the fact that Qara∂àwì is highly
proliﬁc and able to eﬀectively harness modern technologies to his
cause; it is also furthered by his insistence on a path of “moderation” that seeks to navigate between devotion to the Islamic heritage
and a selective receptivity to modern knowledge just as it cautions
against Islamist radicalism without yet embracing political passivity.69
This path of moderation has many ambiguities, however, and,
along with much else, Qara∂àwì’s reﬂections on consensus oﬀer us
a glimpse of some of them. He writes:
Immunity from error has not been guaranteed to any individual within
the community, no matter who that might be, but rather to the community as a whole . . . The beliefs, basic principles and understandings,
and the fundamental laws on which the community has agreed with
a deﬁnitive consensus and which each generation has received from
its predecessor as a lived and certain reality are what represent the
‘constants of the community’ (thawàbit al-umma) in its belief, thought,
and practice. These are what embody the unity of the community . . . and
they protect it from dissolving into other groups and communities . . . [Such consensus] is the ‘forbidden zone’ of the community’s
heritage, where no development, renovation or ijtihàd is to be countenanced. This is a highly limited zone, and yet a very important one.
Without it, the community would be ruined, its identity stripped from
its skin and lost.70

Even as he restricts consensus to the “constants” that deﬁne and
help sustain an Islamic identity, Qara∂àwì argues that there is much
more on which the Muslims actually agree than they have often recognized. Muslim religious scholars and preachers ought to enlarge
the sphere of this agreement and, he says quoting Rashìd Ri∂à, to
cooperate in matters on which they disagree.71 But mere toleration
69
For a discussion of some facets of Qara∂àwì’s thought, see Muhammad Qasim
Zaman, “The 'Ulama of Contemporary Islam and their Conceptions of the Common
Good,” in Public Islam and the Common Good, eds. Dale F. Eickelman and Armando
Salvatore, Leiden/Boston 2004, pp. 129–55.
70
Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kayfa nata'àmal ma'a l-turàth wa-l-tamadhhub wa-l-ikhtilàf, Cairo
2001, pp. 43–44.
71
Al-Qara∂àwì, Kayfa nata'àmal, p. 177.
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of diﬀerence is insuﬃcient. Qara∂àwì’s concern is to see Muslims
transcend particular diﬀerences in order to forge a united front against
the common—non-Muslim—foes who, for their part and despite their
own particular diﬀerences, are deemed to be united against Muslims.72
Even those who might otherwise be regarded as “wayward innovators” (al-mubtadi'ùn wa-l-mun˙arifùn) can be allied with other Muslims
on this platform and “on the basis of the fundamentals of the faith
and the worldly interests that we share [with them].”73 One of
Qara∂àwì’s examples of the recourse to this strategy is al-Ghazàlì’s
(d. 1111) decision to muster all intellectual resources, no matter how
unsavory their provenance, in combating the philosophers—to criticize the philosophers from, say, the perspective of the rationalist
Mu'tazilì theologians despite his own disagreements with the Mu'tazila.
For, as al-Ghazàlì put it, disagreements with such theologians concerned matters of “detail” (tafßìl ), which should not impede the making of a common cause, whereas disagreements with the philosophers
were on the very fundamentals of the faith.74 Qara∂àwì aspires, then,
to base an intra-Muslim unity on a minimalist consensus—minimalist
both in the sense that it is only on what he calls the constants of
the faith and practice that everyone is presumed to be agreed on,
and in the sense that those who do not agree on even such fundamentals are presumed to be united in the eﬀort to harm those who
do. But inasmuch as the “constants” are shared by all Muslims,
Qara∂àwì urges them to heighten and deepen the awareness of what
they do share.
When, however, he speaks of those who are to play leadership
roles in the community, it is a much stronger sense of mutual agreement, indeed of consensus, that he takes for granted. There are, he
says, disagreements that amount to a variety of options (ikhtilàf altanawwu' ) and others that are the result of contradictory perspectives
(ikhtilàf al-ta∂àdd ). While he commends the former inasmuch as they
testify to the richness of the Islamic tradition and to its ability to

72
Al-Qara∂àwì, Kayfa nata'àmal, pp. 181f. Here, again, Qara∂àwì expresses his
indebtedness to Ri∂à for this conception of a necessary intra-Muslim alliance.
73
Al-Qara∂àwì, Kayfa nat'àmal, p. 182.
74
Al-Qara∂àwì, Kayfa nata'àmal, p. 184, citing al-Ghazàlì’s Third Introduction to
his Tahàfut al-falàsifa. For this passage, see al-Ghazàlì, The Incoherence of the Philosophers,
trans. Michael E. Marmura, Provo 2000, pp. 7–8 (paragraph 22). My understanding of this passage diﬀers somewhat from Marmura’s rendering of it.
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adapt to change through its varied internal resources, he sees little
room for the latter.75 If, in other words, the very commitment of a
person to the constants of the faith and to their advancement is not
to be doubted, the only kind of “disagreement” that can be imagined on his part is one that concerns the particular manner in which
he chooses to express that commitment.76
Qara∂àwì’s position is, in the end, far less inclusive of rival orientations within Islam than it professes to be. But he is also more
ﬁrmly committed than, say, Sindhì, to the continuing validity of the
historically articulated Islamic religious tradition. Qara∂àwì’s recommended path of moderation, or his recognition of the need to
speak to people in the language of their age,77 does not entail for
him anything like the radical rethinking of the tradition that Sindhì
so insistently calls for. Even as he envisions restricting the authority
of ijmà' to the constants of the faith, his own positions are often in
line with long established ways of thinking about the tradition—in
line, that is, with the community’s consensus. That “the content of
the message is stable, while the means for disseminating it vary”78
indicates as much. But there are more instructive indications to similar eﬀect in his criticism of “those who call for renovation and development, seeking [thereby] to change Islam itself to accord with their
own whims.”79 Such people think of Islamic substantive law ( ﬁqh),
he says, merely as expressing a “point of view, [that is,] as representing the opinion of a particular individual in a particular milieu
at a particular time, so that when the time changes . . . it becomes
incumbent to create new laws . . . While this is indeed the case so
far as the particulars of a jurist’s ijtihàd are concerned, it is not so
as regards the totality of the law. The latter represents the vast juristic riches in whose creation and development towering Muslim intellects have participated . . .”80 Such formulations suggest a much more
expansive view of Islam—of Islam as a scholarly and especially as

75
Al-Qara∂àwì, Kayfa nata'àmal, pp. 210–15; also cf. Zaman, “'Ulama of
Contemporary Islam,” pp. 147–48.
76
Al-Qara∂àwì, Kayfa nata'àmal, pp. 213–15.
77
Cf. Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, al-Muslimùn wa-l-'awlama, Cairo 2000, pp. 143–44; cf.
also ibid., pp. 6, 137, 149.
78
Al-Qara∂àwì, al-Muslimùn, p. 147. Emphasis added.
79
Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Malàmi˙ al-mujtama' al-muslim alladhì nunshiduh, Beirut 1996,
p. 198.
80
Al-Qara∂àwì, Malàmi˙ al-mujtama', pp. 198–99.
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a juristic tradition—than is immediately apparent in Qara∂àwì’s
seemingly minimalist insistence on the non-negotiable “constants.”
The point is not that Qara∂àwì’s expansive view of Islam as a tradition makes it resistant to change. It need not do so; and, indeed,
the 'ulamà"’s tradition has continued to evolve to the present. The
point is rather that taking a theoretically limited view of consensus
does not, for Qara∂àwì, necessarily entail a challenge to the substantive
content of consensus.
Put diﬀerently, to radically curtail the authority of consensus itself
poses less of a problem for fellow 'ulamà" if the views one then goes
on to espouse can be accommodated within that consensus.81 That
the converse is equally true is tellingly illustrated by the furor an
Azhar scholar of an earlier generation had raised with a book he
had published in 1925 on the “principles of governance in Islam.”
This scholar, 'Alì 'Abd al-Ràziq (d. 1966), had argued that, contrary to a long-established belief, the institution of the caliphate had
no religious sanction, that it had all along been a coercive political
institution, and that it could therefore be easily, and indeed appropriately, replaced by some other political oﬃce that might actually
serve the interests of the people better than the caliphate usually
had.82 Given that the institution of the caliphate has typically been
recognized in medieval juristic and theological works to rest not on
any explicit textual basis in the Qur"àn or the sunna but rather on
consensus—that is, on the agreement of the community and of its
scholars that it is a religiously mandated oﬃce—'Abd al-Ràziq’s argument, though not presented as an attack on the authority of consensus as such, was nothing short of that.83 The price he paid for
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Cf. H.A.R. Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam, Chicago 1947, p. 13: “[I]t is a
signiﬁcant fact that the only claimants to ijtihàd whose claims have been supported
by some measure of consensus have been those who rejected certain of the beliefs
or practices sanctioned by ijmà' , not in order to modernize the doctrines of Islam,
but in order to return to the practice of the primitive community.” As would be
noticed, Gibb’s suggestion here is diﬀerent from mine. I am not arguing that ijtihàd becomes more palatable when done in the name of “the primitive community,”
but that it is the substance of consensus, rather than its long recognized status as
an authoritative source, that has tended to primarily matter to 'ulamà" like Qara∂àwì.
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'Alì 'Abd al-Ràziq, al-Islàm wa-ußùl al-˙ukm, Cairo 1925. On this work and the
controversy it aroused, see Hourani, Arabic Thought, pp. 183–92.
83
'Abd al-Ràziq is also the author of a book speciﬁcally on the juristic doctrine
of consensus: al-Ijmà' fì l-sharì'a al-Islàmiyya, Cairo n.d. [1947]. Remarkably however
for a scholar whose earlier work had created such controversy precisely by its chal-
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this challenge was severe condemnation and ostracism by the leading 'ulamà" of the Azhar. What this example helps us see clearly,
however, is the paradox that the 'ulamà" have been able to sometimes seriously question and limit consensus as a source of legal
norms with much more success than they have the actual substance
of what is supposed to derive from this source. That critiques and
redeﬁnitions of consensus might be treated with greater forbearance
when the substance of consensus is being readmitted to the mainstream of religious discourse is equally illustrated in Qara∂àwì’s view
of the 'ulamà", as compared to that of Sindhì. Sindhì writes as a fully
accredited Deobandì scholar, yet, as we have observed, he is highly
critical of his fellow 'ulamà", of their institutions, and of what he takes
to be the inadequacies of the tradition as they understand it. Qara∂àwì,
on the other hand, writes for an audience that is imagined to comprise Islamists, modernists, as well as lay Muslims; but he does so
in a way that largely reinforces rather than undermines the authority of the Islamic tradition and of his fellow 'ulamà" who profess to
represent it.84

Conclusion: Consensus and Religious Authority
Many observers of contemporary Islam have pointed to the signiﬁcance
of what Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori have characterized as
the “fragmentation of authority.” Where the 'ulamà" once saw themselves as the primary locus of religious authority in Islam, their claims
to providing authoritative guidance have come to be increasingly
contested by the “new religious intellectuals.”85 The latter are products not of madrasas but of Western institutions of learning, and
they primarily appeal, through dexterous use of print, electronic, and

lenge to the authority of consensus, this book is a straightforward, unobjectionable
account of the major, mostly medieval, juristic debates on consensus. It was simply meant, as 'Abd al-Ràziq says in his Preface, to assist students of Islamic law at
Egypt’s Fu"àd I University by making his lecture notes available to them.
84
On Qara∂àwì’s reinforcement of the authority of the contemporary 'ulamà", cf.
Armando Salvatore, Islam and the Political Discourse of Modernity, Reading 1997, pp.
202–4.
85
On the “new religious intellectuals” and the “fragmentation” of religious authority of which they are a product, see Dale F. Eickelman and James Piscatori, Muslim
Politics, Princeton 1996, pp. 37–79, 131–35 and passim.
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information technologies, to an urban audience of people whose educational backgrounds are often comparable to their own. Yet, as I
have argued elsewhere, modern communication and information technologies or mass higher education have not necessarily curtailed the
inﬂuence of the traditionally educated religious scholars; in fact, the
'ulamà" have often adapted their religio-political roles to changing
times and challenges in ways that have made possible a new visibility for them in the public sphere.86
The discourses analyzed in this paper indicate the degree to which
many among the 'ulamà" have come themselves to explicitly recognize
the fragmentation of their authority. This is not to say that the generality of the 'ulamà" necessarily concur on this point. Many continue
to insist that, inasmuch as they are “experts” in matters of religion,
on par with specialists in any other area of life, it is only their consensus that can be authoritative in such matters.87 And where Qara∂àwì
takes the ˙adìth about the community not agreeing on an error to
mean that particular individuals or groups within the community,
however seemingly authoritative, are therefore not beyond reproach,
for they are not covered by the Prophet’s promise of infallibility,
others have found comfort in a quite diﬀerent interpretation of this
same ˙adìth. Already in the 18th century, Shàh Walì Allàh had understood it to mean that, however misguided the generality of the people might be, there always would be some who do stick to the right
path.88 On this reading of the ˙adìth, the consensus that really matters—the consensus of the pious remnant within the community—
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See Zaman, The Ulama.
Cf. Samì' al-Óaqq, “Mutajaddidìn awr munkirìn-i ˙adìth kà jàhilàna taßawwuri sunnat,” in idem, Islàm awr 'aßr-i ˙à∂ir, Akora Khattak 1396 A.H., pp. 315–20,
esp. 318. Also cf. Faruki, Ijma and the Gate of Ijtihad, pp. 11–12 (quoting Muftì
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the modern 'ulamà" as religious experts, see Zaman, The Ulama, pp. 98–102 and
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p. 215.) Many 'ulamà" of recent times have, for their part, come to see matters of
religion in general as a distinct ﬁeld, of which they are the experts. This way of
imagining both religion and themselves is distinctly modern, however.
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See Baljon, Religion and Thought, p. 169. Also see MaΩhar Baqà", Ußùl-i ﬁqh awr
Shàh Walì Allàh, Islamabad 1973, p. 298.
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need not be intimidated or deemed any less signiﬁcant for having
the weight of the majority against it.89
Yet, while such views are hardly inconsequential, the recognition
within the ranks of the 'ulamà" that many more voices than their
own are and, indeed, ought to be part of the process through which
a consensus must emerge is worth underscoring. One might object,
of course, that even if the debate within their ranks is not merely
about their own privileged position, qua 'ulamà", but rather about
how best to secure the continuing relevance of the Islamic tradition
in a time of radical change, the latter concern again returns them
to center stage inasmuch as they see themselves as the best educated
people in that tradition. We can see some of Qara∂àwì’s views as
tending precisely in this direction. Qara∂àwì does not however insist
on the exclusive authority of the 'ulamà", a fact that may account for
the resonance of his appeal to many more people than are devoted
exclusively to the traditionally educated scholars. But if many 'ulamà"
have come to acknowledge other voices in the making of consensus,
is this a recognition of the importance of diversity as a good in itself
rather than simply a calculated adjustment to a world in which the
'ulamà" see themselves as increasingly marginalized? Is the acknowledgment of the need to heed varied voices very much more than a
plea for their own voices to be heard?
Inasmuch as such questions concern the “real” intent of the 'ulamà",
they are not easily answered. A more fruitful perspective is, in any
case, one that might—irrespective of the intent behind them—allow
us to see the variety of approaches within the ranks of the 'ulamà"
even to questions as central to their tradition as consensus and its
authority. In terms of intellectual sophistication and in their social
and political implications, these discourses often leave much to be
desired. There continues to be uncertainty, for instance, on just how
a consensus is to be arrived at: that “those in authority,” or those
who follow the Prophet’s companions in “doing good,” would all
agree in their understanding either of the world around them or of
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Cf. Mu˙ammad Rafì' 'Uthmànì, Fiqh main ijmà' kà maqàm, Karachi 1979, pp.
51–53. (Rafì' 'Uthmànì does not, however, credit Walì Allàh with this interpretation of the prophetical tradition in question.) On Rafì' 'Uthmànì, the president of
the Dàr al-'Ulùm of Karachi, a major Deobandì madrasa of Pakistan, see Zaman,
The Ulama, pp. 87, 108–110, 140.
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the foundational texts from which they seek their guidance in navigating through change is an assumption that remains insuﬃciently
examined. Indeed, there is also a more sinister side to this neglect.
Even Qara∂àwì, whose discourses ﬁnd a great deal of their resonance precisely on account of his appeal to “moderation,” is at best
ambiguous on the scope of dissent within a Muslim community. His
view that true believers concur in everything that really matters is
but a short step on a slippery slope to asserting that those who do
turn out genuinely to disagree with what is supposed to be the correct position on a given matter cannot be “good” Muslims at all.
However attractive some of Sindhì’s proposals about an overlapping
consensus among members of diﬀerent religious communities—but
also among Muslims of diﬀerent backgrounds—might seem, they,
too, say little by way of precisely how such a consensus is to be
reached. And yet, for all their inadequacies, these discourses are a
mark of the degree to which many among the 'ulamà" have striven
to adapt themselves and their conceptions of religious authority to
the rapidly changing world around them. I have tried to show in
this paper that a large part of this eﬀort concerns the ways in which
voices and perspectives other than their own can become part of a
new and evolving consensus. In this eﬀort, the 'ulamà" might disagree
among themselves quite as much as they might agree with those
outside their ranks. Both the agreements and the disagreements are
crucial to understanding the debates not just on consensus but also
on religious authority in contemporary Islam.
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DRAWING BOUNDARIES
YÙSUF AL-QARAÎÀWÌ ON APOSTASY
Gudrun Krämer

Under the impact of what has been called the “pragmatic turn”,
scholars in the humanities and social sciences have been much preoccupied with action, motion and interaction: agency has become a
key word, processes and trajectories are the subject of intense scholarly enquiry, social spaces are explored, and so are boundaries, ever
shifting and constantly negotiated. Things are in ﬂux, people are
mobile, ideas are constructed and developments contingent, nothing
is uniform, no choir sings unisono: the universe is a perpetuum mobile.
This fascination with change, and exchange, and transformation,
interactive, interwoven and entangled, full of contradictions and for
this reason never unilinear, has aﬀected the titles of papers and
monographs, which privilege the active verb over the abstract noun,
and the plural over the singular: “Drawing Boundaries” can thus be
read as a bow to fashion, and it certainly is.
Given the preoccupation with change, mobility and hybridity so
characteristic of academic discourse at the turn of the millennium,
it is not easy to come to terms with what is still the object of much
contemporary Islamic scholarship: to draw boundaries, delineate
spaces, and classify actions according to what appear to be ﬁxed categories of right and wrong, engaging in the very kind of normative,
prescriptive writing so abhorrent to the (post-) modern scholar. What
has been denounced as an expression of the “colonial mind” (to
count, to frame, to classify) seems to matter greatly to Muslims who
view themselves as decidedly anti-colonial.1 The urge to circumscribe
the space of legitimate thought and action rather than to open it
up, and to categorize acts and notions rather than to contextualize
and deconstruct them, seems to express a need alien to the distant

1
Out of a large body of literature, Timothy Mitchell’s inﬂuential study Colonising
Egypt, Cambridge 1988, illustrates the anti-colonial and by the same token antiorientalist approach especially well.
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observer but deeply relevant to those involved. The remarkable output of fatwas addressing all sorts of issues, from the utterly mundane (such as whether it is permissible for a woman to pluck her
eyebrows or, on a more serious level, to wear a wig while undergoing chemotherapy) to the ultra-sensitive (such as the correct view
on Jihad, and suicidal acts of martyrdom more speciﬁcally), suggests
a strong demand for moral guidance, and an equally strong readiness to oﬀer it.2 So does the proliferation of religious advice literature, ranging from short pamphlets to earnest enquiries into the limits
of legitimate doubt and interpretation, and from lengthy monographs
to brief exchanges on the internet, TV and the radio.3 While fatwas are still by and large the domain of 'ulamà", religious advice literature is not.
The search for guidance and for certainty highlights the issue of
religious authority that has been of great relevance to Muslim communities from a very early date, always controversial and contested,
and never fully resolved. One of the prime concerns of religious
authority, and not just in a Muslim context, is to deﬁne correct belief
and practice. In fact, much time and energy have been devoted to
regulating the latter, covering the minutest detail of ritual practice
as well as proper conduct more generally.4 Though never uniform,
orthopraxy has been described as the deﬁning characteristic of Islam

2
After a lengthy period of neglect, when only a few Islamicists would touch
them, while most historians and social scientists would consider fatwas to be too
normative and too much the domain of Muslim scholars, and for that reason too
far removed from social reality, fatwas have regained favour with historians, anthropologists, including legal anthropologists, and political scientists, especially so since
they have hit the internet; see M. Khalid Masud, Brinkley Messick and David S.
Powers (eds.), Islamic Legal Interpretation. Muftis and Their Fatwas, Cambridge 1996;
Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen, Deﬁning Islam for the Egyptian State. Muftis and Fatwas of the
Dàr al-Iftà, Leiden 1997. On internet fatwas, see Gary R. Bunt, Islam in the Digital
Age. E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments, London 2003; also Peter
Mandaville, Transnational Muslim Politics. Reimagining the Umma, London 2001.
3
See Muhammad Qasim Zaman, The Ulama in Contemporary Islam. Custodians of
Change, Princeton 2002; idem, “Commentaries, print, and patronage. Óadìth and
madrasas in modern South Asia,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies
62 (1999), pp. 60–81 and his contribution to this volume; also Dale F. Eickelman
and Jon W. Anderson, “Print, Islam, and the Prospects for Civic Pluralism. New
Religious Writings and their Audiences,” Journal of Islamic Studies 8 i (1997), pp.
43–62, and Dale F. Eickelman and Jon W. Anderson (eds.), New Media in the Muslim
World. The Emerging Public Sphere, Bloomington, Indianapolis 1999.
4
See notably Ze’ev Maghen, “Much Ado About Wu∂ù",” Der Islam 76 ii (1999),
pp. 205–52.
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as a religion. But contrary to what is often said, the same holds true
for correct belief, though even a brief foray into the ﬁeld will reveal
how diﬃcult it is to establish exact boundaries here, and to deﬁne
with any degree of precision what Sunni or Imami or Ismaili orthodoxy consisted of at any given point in time, and in any particular
place and social milieu. By the same token, heresy has always been
more easily denounced than clearly deﬁned.5 What does come out
is that orthodoxy is not necessarily identical with the practices of
urban 'ulamà", or the preferences of the powers that be, for the simple reason that the practices of the former and the policies of the
latter tend to be diverse, and subject to change.
In the modern age, the issue of religious authority has become
increasingly complex and confounding, as more and more individuals, groups and institutions are asserting their right to speak on Islam,
and to do so with authority. Some take it upon themselves to declare
as marginal, or un-Islamic, those that do not share their own convictions, or fail to meet their expectations. Others call for reason
and moderation. The 'ulamà" have by no means disappeared from
the stage: in countries such as Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq,
India or Malaysia they still play a signiﬁcant role in religious and
in public life. But next to them, and in close competition with them,
other actors have emerged, using diﬀerent forms and forums of
expression, some of them adapted from older models, others decidedly new. They include Islamic activists and intellectuals, who share
what has been termed the “Islamic discourse”: at its core we ﬁnd
the claim that Islam oﬀers a set of norms and values ordering human
existence at all levels that is coherent, comprehensive and immune
to change; that this set of norms and values is solely derived from
the Qur"àn and sunna of the Prophet (as faithfully transmitted by the
ﬁrst generations of Muslims); that for Islam to be fully realized,
the sharì'a, representing divine will and law, must be applied exclusively and in its entirety; and that this set of norms and values
enshrined in divine sharì'a makes Islam into a system competing with

5
Norman Calder, “The Limits of Islamic Orthodoxy,” in Intellectual Traditions in
Islam, ed. Farhad Daftary, London/New York 2000, pp. 66–86; Alexander Knysh,
“ ‘Orthodoxy’ and ‘Heresy’ in Medieval Islam. An Essay in Reassessment,” Muslim
World 83 (1993), pp. 48–67; also Sabine Schmidtke, “Muslim Creeds,” in Encyclopaedia
of the Qur"àn, vol. 1, pp. 480–86.
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other systems to which at least on a moral level, it is vastly superior. Many Muslims, and not just 'ulamà", balk at a discourse that
in spite of its declared rootedness in the normative tradition is so
patently modern. Others don’t. In any event, we are faced with an
unprecedented variety of agents, and forums, and normative statements of uncertain status. While this variety could be hailed by postmodern scholars as well as by advocates of civil society as a sign of
creative diversity and healthy dynamism, it still raises serious questions regarding the scope and nature of Muslim religious authority
today. For who is to be trusted as a guide, and on what grounds?

Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì: Preacher and Activist
Yùsuf 'Abd Allàh al-Qara∂àwì is a major presence on the stage,
who has been able to hold his place over several decades, omnipresent
and yet not as easy to deﬁne as one might think. To begin with,
there is surprisingly little information on the man deriving from independent sources: no critical biography or study of his work has been
published, except for a handful of articles dealing with selected aspects.
The most important sources for his life and work are his memoirs
(three volumes comprising almost 1,500 pages were published in
Cairo between 2002 and 2005, taking the reader up to the late
1970s) as well as a number of internet websites, most of them close
to the object of study.6 They give us an idealized image of Qara∂àwì
6
Ibn al-qarya wa-l-kuttàb. Malàmi˙ sìra wa-masìra 1–3, Cairo 2002–5; see also his
website www.qaradawi.net (established 1997). A volume dedicated to him on the
occasion of his seventieth birthday by his friends and admirers (many of them
Islamic intellectuals and activists), contains some interesting material: Yùsuf alQara∂àwì, Kalimàt fì takrìmihi wa-bu˙ùth fì ﬁkrihi wa-ﬁqhihi muhdàt ilayhi bi-munàsabat
bulùghihi al-sab'ìna, Duha 2003 (1060 pp.). I am grateful to Bettina Gräf for having
allowed me to consult her private copy. For critical studies in European languages,
see Armando Salvatore, Islam and the Political Discourse of Modernity, Reading 1997,
ch. 11; Bettina Gräf, Islamische Gelehrte als politische Akteure im globalen Kontext. Eine
Fatwa von Yusuf 'Abdallah al-Qaradawi, Berlin 2003 (Freie Universität Berlin, Fachbereich
Wirtschaftswissenschaft, Diskussionspapiere; 93); Barbara Stowasser, “Old Shaykhs,
Young Women, and the Internet. The Rewriting of Women’s Political Rights in
Islam,” The Muslim World 91 i (2001), pp. 99–119; also Ermete Mariani, “Youssef
al-Qardawi: pouvoir médiatique, économique et symbolique,” in Mondialisation et nouveaux médias dans l’espace arabe, ed. Franck Mermier, Lyon 2003. Raymond William
Baker, Islam Without Fear. Egypt and the New Islamists, Cambridge/London 2003 places
Qara∂àwì in the wider framework of what has been termed Islamic centrism (wasa†iyya).
Janet Kursawe, “Yusùf 'Abdallàh al-Qarà∂awì <sic> (Yusuf Abdallah al-Qaradawi),”
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as a preacher, teacher and activist, providing detailed information
on the schools he attended, the books he wrote, the talks he gave
and the travels he made. They also speak at length of his teachers,
colleagues, friends, and family, of life in his native village, his studies at al-Azhar, and his work in Qatar and beyond.
This is the outline of his career: Yùsuf 'Abd Allàh al-Qara∂àwì
was born in September 1926 in the village of Íaft al-Turàb in the
Egyptian province of Gharbiyya, close to the district capitals of alMa˙alla al-Kubrà and ˇan†à, into a family of very modest background, tenant farmers on the paternal side, and fruit and grain
merchants on the maternal one. His father died when he was not
yet two (he was therefore considered an orphan, although his mother
was still alive), and he was subsequently raised in the homes of his
mother’s family and of his paternal uncle, an illiterate farmer. Like
many village children of his time, he entered a local Qur"ànic school
(kuttàb) and by the age of ten had memorized the Qur"àn. It was
then that village people started to call him “shaykh Yùsuf ”. For a
number of years, he also attended the government primary school
in the afternoon. Like other children of the same background, Yùsuf
was familiar with Suﬁsm as practiced locally. But in contrast to leading Islamists from Óasan al-Bannà to Sayyid Qu†b to Mu˙ammad
al-Ghazàlì, he was not attracted to Suﬁsm and the Suﬁs, disapproving
of their “exaggerations”, though he was inspired by Abù Óàmid alGhazàlì’s I˙yà 'ulùm al-dìn.7 Having ﬁnished his primary education
at age twelve, Yùsuf was yearning to continue with his education
and to join al-Azhar. However, his family was poor, and though in
contrast to secular schools and colleges, al-Azhar oﬀered free education and even gave grants to needy students, his family hoped for
him to either go into trade or work as a peasant rather than to
embark on a lengthy course of study at a time when many Azhar
graduates were unemployed. Yùsuf though showed little inclination
to engage in trade or agriculture, and eventually got his way. In the
academic year 1939–40, he was admitted to the closest branch of
the Azhar school system (al-ma'had al-dìnì al-ibtidà"ì ), situated in ˇan†à,

Orient 44 iv (2003), pp. 523–30, contains useful information, but also a number of
factual errors.
7
Ibn al-qarya, vol. 1, pp. 28–31, 284; also Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt, pp. 58f. and
643–87.
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one of the major commercial and industrial centres in the country,
where he lived with one of his maternal aunts (his mother died during his ﬁrst year in ˇan†à).
Qara∂àwì distinguished himself early: he was an excellent student,
but he was also an activist who, while still at school, committed himself to the Islamic call (da'wa), starting in his native village and its
vicinity. If we are to believe his memoirs, he was deeply impressed
by the marches and slogans of the Muslim Brother Boy Scouts
( jawwàla) and by an encounter with Óasan al-Bannà, founder and
Supreme Guide (murshid ) of the Muslim Brotherhood, who visited
ˇan†à during Qara∂àwì’s ﬁrst year of study there.8 Three years later,
in 1942–43, Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì formally joined the Muslim Brotherhood which, during the same years, was developing into a major
political force in the country. By the time he entered the secondary
level at the ˇan†à Religious Institute, he had established himself in
the two networks that were to provide the framework of his life and
career for decades to come: al-Azhar and the Muslim Brotherhood.
He quickly became a very active member in the Muslim Brother
student and da'wa branches, travelling all over the delta and to Cairo.
At the same time, he wrote his ﬁrst theatre play and several qaßìdas
devoted to Islam and the Ikhwan. When after the ﬁrst Arab-Israeli
War of 1948 and the assassination of Egyptian Prime Minister Fahmì
al-Nuqràshì, the Muslim Brotherhood was dissolved in early December
1948, Qara∂àwì was arrested and brieﬂy imprisoned in ˇan†à. After
Óasan al-Bannà’s assassination in February 1949, he and his fellow
brothers were transferred to prison camps near Cairo (they were
several times moved between Tura and Huckstep Camp) and then
released. In spite of all these troubles, he ﬁnished second on a nationwide scale in the ﬁnal examinations at the ˇan†à Religious Institute
and qualiﬁed to enter university.
In 1949, Qara∂àwì moved to Cairo to study at al-Azhar University,
enrolling ﬁrst in the Faculty of Theology (ußùl al-dìn) and then in
the Department of Islamic Education which was then part of the
Faculty of Arab Language. In parallel, he continued to preach and
teach as a Muslim Brother activist (dà'iya). In 1952, he was commissioned by the new Supreme Guide, Óasan al-Hu∂aybì, to tour

8
On his early involvement with the Ikhwan, see al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 1,
pp. 159–78, 233–86.
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Upper Egypt as well as Syria, Jordan and Palestine on behalf of the
Brotherhood.9 The power struggle between the new regime of the
Free Oﬃcers and the Muslim Brotherhood interrupted his academic
career. Along with many other Muslim Brothers, Qara∂àwì was
arrested in January 1954, interned in the Cairo Military Prison, and
released in March of the same year. Still he was able to take his
ﬁnal exams at al-Azhar shortly after. A few months later, things
became much more serious:10 Following the alleged attempt of a
member of the Muslim Brother’s Secret Apparatus on Nasser’s life
in October 1954, Qara∂àwì was arrested with thousands of Ikhwan
and again interned, this time under extremely harsh conditions, at
the Cairo Military Prison. When he was released from prison in
June 1956, he had to pledge not to engage in political activities, and
he was banned by the security services from any public engagement,
including preaching and teaching. This, of course, jeopardized his
career at al-Azhar, which was not allowed to employ him as imam
or Friday preacher. In this diﬃcult situation, the Ministry of Awqàf
oﬀered him part-time employment so that he was able to continue
with his studies. Having missed the entrance examinations for the
subsequent stage of studies at al-Azhar, he spent one year at the
Department of Arabic Language and Literature at the Arab League’s
Institute of Higher Studies where a number of prestigious scholars
from 'Abd al-Razzàq al-Sanhùrì to Shafìq Ghurbàl to Sà†i' al-Óußrì
were then teaching, and at the same time tried to learn some English
so as to become even more proﬁcient in spreading the Islamic call.
In the summer of 1957, Qara∂àwì passed the entrance examination for al-Azhar’s Faculty of Theology (ußùl al-dìn) and there chose
to specialize in Qur"ànic exegesis and ˙adìth. To earn his living, he
also taught at a private school in Zamalek, one of the most
Europeanized districts of Cairo, and gave private Arabic lessons to
the daughter of Yàsìn Siràj al-Dìn, brother to one of the most prominent Wafdist leaders in the country. In the wake of Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal and the tripartite aggression against
Egypt, during which the Muslim Brothers sided with the government against France, Britain and Israel, the Ministry of Awqàf overrode the ban on his public appearance and recruited him to preach

9
10

Ibn al-qarya, vol. 1, pp. 463–86.
On the following, see al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 2, pp. 100–201, 228, 248.
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at the Zamalek mosque. He was again dismissed after about one
year when his services were no longer needed. The Ministry then
employed him in administrative functions which gave him little satisfaction, except for the ﬁrst fatwas he was asked to write, though
not under his full name.11 In 1958, he was married after a long and
diﬃcult search for a suitable spouse, compounded by his lack of
means and his involvement with the Muslim Brotherhood.12 Shortly
after, he transferred from the Ministry of Awqàf to al-Azhar’s General
Directorate of Islamic Culture, where he was charged, among other
things, with editing shaykh Shaltùt’s works, including notably his alIslàm 'aqìda wa-sharì'a.13 His known commitment to the Ikhwan did
not compromise his reputation at al-Azhar. Responding to demands
from Egyptian embassies abroad that pointed to the lack of suitable
teaching materials for Muslims living in the West, Qara∂àwì was
invited by al-Azhar’s General Directorate of Islamic Culture to write
a book on the Permissible and the Forbidden in Islam (al-˙alàl wal-˙aràm fì l-islàm)—the very epitome of the bounds deﬁned by religious authorities for the pious believer. First published in 1960, the
book became his most inﬂuential publication, reprinted and translated into many languages from Persian, Turkish, Urdu and Swahili
to Bahasa Indonesia, and from English, German and Spanish to
Chinese.14
With his degrees in Islamic Education, Arabic language and literature, Qur"ànic and ˙adìth studies, Qara∂àwì could consider himself well trained and qualiﬁed as an Islamic scholar. He was also
slowly becoming known in Azhar and Muslim Brother circles. Being
banned from public preaching in Egypt, and having a growing family to sustain, he applied for a position at one of al-Azhar’s religious
institutes abroad. On demand from Qatar, he was sent there in

11

Al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 2, p. 256.
Al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 2, pp. 260–79. Throughout his book, he speaks
lovingly of his wife (whose name we never learn, and who only becomes Umm
Mu˙ammad after giving birth to their ﬁrst son, following four daughters). He also
speaks with pride and tenderness of his seven children, notably the two elder daughters who entered successful careers as natural scientists and at the same time seem
to have behaved as model mothers.
13
Al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 2, pp. 281–4.
14
Introduction to the ﬁrst edition of the book and al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol.
2, pp. 289f., 300–5, which mention a couple of theses devoted to it, written in
Pakistan.
12
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September 1961 to direct the newly founded College of Higher
Religious Studies (al-ma'had al-dìnì al-thànawì ) at Duha. Qatar was
then not even independent, with no radio, TV or newspapers. These
were modest beginnings from which to start, but Qara∂àwì seems
to have enjoyed full support from the government and inﬂuential
members of the ruling family. When the Egyptian government refused
to extend his mission to Duha beyond the original four years, the
Qatari authorities oﬀered him a permanent position and a Qatari
passport. Social life and intellectual exchange became more animated
during the long summer breaks, which receive extensive coverage in
the memoirs. It was during the summer vacations in Egypt (when
it was possible for him to travel there), Lebanon, Jordan, Syria and
Turkey as well as during conferences and lectures in South Asia,
South East Asia, America and Europe that he was able to expand
his contacts among Muslim Brothers, fellow scholars, intellectuals,
publishers and media people. Several pilgrimages to Mecca served
the same purpose. If we are to believe his memoirs, he moved almost
exclusively in Islamic circles.
In December 1970, the study which he intended to be his doctoral thesis, Fiqh al-zakàt, was ﬁnally published in Beirut, as part of
his self-declared mission to prove the necessity of an “Islamic solution” (˙atmiyyat al-˙all al-islàmì) as opposed to the socialist solution
proposed by the Nasserist left.15 But it was only after Nasser’s death,
under the aegis of new Egyptian president Anwar al-Sadat who
sought a rapprochement with the spokesmen of moderate Islam (as
deﬁned by him and/or those willing to cooperate), that Qara∂àwì
was able to ﬁnally overcome various administrative obstacles and to
submit his dissertation to al-Azhar. Given the changing political
climate in the country, the thesis was well timed and well received.
Qara∂àwì was awarded a doctorate in July 1973, again with highest distinctions, but never returned to teach at al-Azhar. Rather,
he was made director of the Department of Islamic Studies at the
newly founded College of Education at Qatar University (then in its

15
The long story of his attempts to obtain a doctorate is related with considerable detail in Ibn al-qarya, vol. 3, pp. 171ﬀ., 231, 269–79, 367–69, including the
praise he received and some of the criticism he had to face, notably from salafì
circles (pp. 184, 367–9). The study was subsequently translated into a number of
“Islamic” and Western languages.
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developing stage) in 1973 which was transformed into the Faculty
of Sharì'a and Islamic Studies in 1977–78.16 From 1980, he served
as director of the Centre for Sunna and Sìra Studies (markaz bu˙ùth
al-sunna wa-l-sìra al-nabawiyya) there. After retiring as dean of the
Faculty of Sharì'a and Islamic Studies in 1990, he spent the following academic year in Algeria as chairman of the higher institutes
of Islamic Studies there, returning to Qatar shortly before the “constitutional coup” against an eventual Islamist victory in the second
round of the Algerian parliamentary elections, scheduled for spring
1992.
A highly proliﬁc writer, Qara∂àwì has published dozens of books
and textbooks, pamphlets, talks, sermons and fatwa collections; he
also has two theatre plays and several collections of (“Islamic”) poetry
to his credit.17 He has been involved in a number of journals from
the Oxford Journal of Islamic Studies to various Arabic dailies and weeklies close to the Islamic trend such as al-Manàr al-Jadìd, a journal
published since 1998 by Islamist intellectuals in Egypt to develop an
Islamic agenda for the 15th/21st century.18 But what marks him out
among the scholars-cum-activists of his generation is his early involvement with the new media.19 When Qatar opened a radio station in
1970, shortly after followed by its ﬁrst TV channel, Qara∂àwì was
invited to introduce regular religious programs there: “Light and
Guidance” (nùr wa-hidàya) was broadcast for seventeen years by Radio
Qatar, and “The Guidance of Islam” (hadì al-islàm) continued even
longer on Qatar TV. For many years, his Friday and Ramadan sermons were broadcast by Qatar radio and TV as well, whose audience gradually spread from the Gulf area to wider parts of the
Middle East and beyond, especially when it went on satellite. In the

16
Al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 3, pp. 272ﬀ., 390–3; also Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì,
Kalimàt, pp. 292ﬀ.
17
Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt, pp. 228–31; also www.qaradawi.net (2004). His
memoirs are lavishly interspersed with poetry written by himself as well as others.
18
Amr Hamzawy, “Die Zeitschrift al-manàr al-<adìd. Grundzüge eines theoretischen und programmatischen Wandels in der islamistischen Denkströmung,” Orient
41 ii (2000), pp. 283–300; for the intellectual and political context, see also Ivesa
Lübben and Issam Fawzi, “Ein neuer ägyptischer Parteienpluralismus in Ägypten?
Hizb al-Wasat, Hizb al-Sharì'a und Hizb al-Islah als Fallbeispiele,” Orient 41 ii
(2000), pp. 229–81.
19
See al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 3, pp. 189f., 240; Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen,
“The Global Mufti,” in Globalization and the Muslim World, Syracuse 2004, pp. 153–65,
as well as the studies mentioned above, n. 6.
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second half of the 1990s, the Qatar-based satellite channel al-Jazeera
gave another boost to Qara∂àwì’s name and popularity. To judge
from impressionistic evidence, the weekly program “Sharì'a and Life”
(al-sharì'a wa-l-˙ayàt), started in 1996, in which he ﬁgures very prominently, is hugely popular, though we do not dispose of any reliable
ﬁgures concerning his audience and impact. At about the same time
(1997 and 1999), Qara∂àwì established an active presence on the
internet (see notably his homepage www.qaradawi.net as well as
www.islamonline.net).
For decades, Qara∂àwì has travelled all over the Islamic world,
Europe, the United States, Canada and Australia to attend conferences and to give lectures and interviews. When the ﬁrst Islamic
banks and investment companies were established in the early 1970s,
Qara∂àwì was invited to serve as an informal consultant or to join
their board of advisers.20 Since the 1980s, he sits or has sat on the
boards of major Islamic institutions and associations, especially in
the Middle East and Europe, including the Royal Centre for Islamic
Civilization Studies (Àl al-Bayt Foundation) in Amman, the Board
of Trustees of the International Islamic University in Islamabad, the
Organization of the Islamic Call in Khartum, the Paris-based Union
des Organisations Islamiques de France (created in 1983), and the
Centre of Islamic Studies in Oxford. Perhaps even more important
are his positions as member of the Islamic Fiqh Academy of the
Mecca-based Muslim World League21 and the Organization of the
Islamic Conference with headquarters in Jidda (majma' al-ﬁqh al-islàmì
and al-majma' al-ﬁqhì al-islàmì, respectively, neither of them known
for the moderate leanings commonly ascribed to Qara∂àwì) as well
as chairman of the European Council for Fatwa and Research, created in 1997 and based in Dublin,22 providing him with a forum to

20
Al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 3, pp. 341–52; for his role in Islamic economics more generally, see Mariani, “Youssef al-Qardawi”.
21
Founded in 1978, Qara∂àwì was not among its original members; Reinhard
Schulze, Islamischer Internationalismus im 20. Jahrhundert. Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der
islamischen Weltliga, Leiden 1990, pp. 292–304. Interestingly, Qara∂àwì does not
ﬁgure in this important study.
22
See Basheer M. Naﬁ, “Fatwà and War. On the Allegiance of the American
Muslim Soldiers in the Aftermath of September 11,” Islamic Law and Society 11 i
(2004), pp. 78–116 (104–8) and Alexandre Caeiro, “Adjusting Islamic Law to
Migration,” ISIM Newsletter 12 ( June 2003), pp. 26f. For Qara∂àwì’s position, see
notably his Fì ﬁqh al-aqalliyyàt al-muslima. Óayàt al-muslimìn wasa† al-mujtama'àt al-ukhrà,
Cairo 22005.
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actively shape Muslim opinion (and practice). In July 2004, he was
elected chairman of the new International Association of Muslim
Scholars (al-itti˙àd al-'àlamì li-'ulamà" al-muslimìn) uniting Sunni, Shi'i,
Zaydi and Ibadi scholars that since its founding conference in Dublin
has met with considerable interest.23
So there is an institutional basis to his authority and inﬂuence
that has to be reckoned with. Yet we know next to nothing about
his ﬁnances which must be of some importance in this context,
beyond the patronage of the state of Qatar and its ruling family that
he enjoyed from the time of his arrival there. Unless it exists in
Qatar and the Gulf at large, there seems to be no circle of students
and followers on the lines of the classical ˙alqa or ßu˙ba that plays
an important role with other personalities exerting (religious) authority, from Óasan al-Bannà to Shaykh Fa∂lallàh. Within the Suﬁ milieu,
personal ties are still indispensable for creating institutional structures, local as well as translocal. Shi'i scholars cannot rise to highest rank without building up extensive networks of family, friends
and students, as well as institutions of patronage and welfare from
their own houze to schools, oﬀering stipends to their students, to hospitals and charity funds. Little of the kind is mentioned with regard
to Qara∂àwì.24 His personal conduct does not seem to matter much
to the impact his words make. There are no references to any personal charisma he might have or to sizeable patronage networks he
controls. There is no Qara∂àwì Fund or Foundation to foster his
prestige and inﬂuence. An International Islamic Charitable Association
(al-hay"a al-khayriyya al-islàmiyya al-'àlamiyya), founded on his initiative
and based in Kuwait has not had much of an impact yet. The same
holds true for the Qatar Islamic Fund for Zakàt and Íadaqa (ßundùq

23
Bettina Gräf, “In Search of a Global Islamic Authority,” ISIM Review 15 (Spring
2005), p. 47; also Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt, pp. 1004–10.
24
An article by ˇàriq al-Bishrì, prominent Egyptian lawyer and historian, one
of the so-called neo-traditionists (al-turàthiyyùn al-judud ), who in many ways is close
to Qara∂àwì, bears out this point: “Fì ßu˙bat al-Qara∂àwì. Bayna 'ulùm al-dìn wal-dunyà,” al-Hilàl (April 2001), pp. 86–99 (I am grateful to Bettina Gräf for having provided me with a copy). Though ßu˙ba would normally suggest personal
closeness, Bishrì only relates the deep impression Qara∂àwì’s writings made on him
when he was searching for an Islamic alternative; see also his contribution to Yùsuf
al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt, pp. 356–78. For Bishrì, see Leonard Binder, Islamic Liberalism.
A Critique of Development Ideologies, Chicago/London 1988, pp. 246–92; Roel Meijer,
History, Authenticity, and Politics. Tariq al-Bishri’s Interpretation of Modern Egyptian Politics,
Amsterdam 1989; Naﬁ, “Fatwà and War,” p. 99.
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qa†ar al-islàmì li-l-zakàt wa-l-ßadaqa) of which he was the founder and
chairman until it ceased functioning following the establishment of
a Ministry for Awqàf in 1994. While millions have thus been able
to literally form an image of him, to see his face, listen to his voice,
and observe his gestures, his is a peculiarly disembodied voice.
Qara∂àwì can rely on a wide-ranging network of Islamic scholars,
preachers and activists, especially from the Muslim Brotherhood, but
he does not appear to have a personal following beyond the rather
impersonal community of Muslim audiences all over the world (if
we except Qatar which in spite of al-Jazeera and islamonline.net
based in Duha, is not exactly the hub of the Islamic world). In this
respect he is a distinctly modern ﬁgure that could not have existed,
and be considered a religious authority, before the age of modern
mass media and communication. The question of how under these
conditions, trust is built to serve as the basis of religious as well as
any other kind of authority remains to be addressed.
In spite of his insistence on action rather than mere talk as the
sign of the committed Muslim, Qara∂àwì is essentially a man of the
word, whose inﬂuence derives largely from his omnipresence on
the stage and the sheer volume of his published work. Here as elsewhere, form matters as much as content. With all his learning and
the prestige derived from it, Qara∂àwì does not come across as a
scholar, but as a preacher, teacher and major media character who
reaches out to the common man and woman. To do so, he relies
primarily on fatwas, sermons and booklets, written in an accessible
style, inexpensive and for that reason easily available to large audiences. His output of fatwas delivered orally (during meetings, on the
phone, on radio or TV) or in writing has reached huge proportions,
only a small part of them collected and published.25 Given his unfailing willingness to oﬀer his reasoned opinion on each and every subject, his webpage describes him as a marja' (a “source of emulation”),
a title usually reserved for high-ranking Shi'i scholars. Translations
of his work have allowed him to reach an international audience
that cannot follow his oral presentations in Arabic, serving as a
healthy reminder that even in the age of mass communication, the

25

Fatàwà mu'àßira 1–3, Cairo 1993. For collections of his (annotated) Friday
sermons, see Khu†ab al-shaykh al-Qara∂àwì 1–2, Cairo 21997–98 (note the title shaykh
rather than “doctor” used in this context).
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new media, using mostly Arabic and English, are not all important
in shaping Muslim opinion(s).
Qara∂àwì, then, is all over the place, and he is not shy of letting
people know. His website portrays him as one of the eminent personalities of our age, excelling in the roles of scholar, thinker, preacher
and activist ( fì l-'ilm wa-l-ﬁkr wa-l-da'wa wa-l-jihàd ). No Muslim, it
declares, can fail to encounter him in one way or another. Qara∂àwì
was a brilliant student, and the pride in his academic accomplishments comes out strongly in his (self-) portrayals. Just how much his
doctoral degree means to him and others can be seen from the fact
that he is commonly referred to as Dr. Qara∂àwì. Perhaps the vigorous campaign of self-promotion can be viewed as another proof
of his ﬁrm rootedness in the present age (the mu'àßara so strongly
recommended in his work on ﬁqh and Muslim life and thought more
generally). It certainly breaks with traditional notions of scholarly
restraint requiring that the praise come from others, ﬁrst and foremost one’s academic peers.

Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì: Teacher of His Age
Qara∂àwì’s self-appointed task is to deﬁne for present-day Muslims
the position of Islam on any given subject. People look for guidance;
he gives them certainty. Islam, he insists, is not a harsh religion,
oppressing people, ignoring their needs, smothering their feelings,
and causing them hardship and anxiety. Quite on the contrary. God
wanted Islam to provide them with a sense of ease, not of distress
( yusr là 'usr). But there are clear limits to what one may do, and
say, and think. Because of his learning, and not any esoteric knowledge unavailable to others, Shaykh Qara∂àwì knows them, and sets
them out to be known by all. Drawing boundaries is his profession.
At both the intellectual and the institutional levels, Qara∂àwì ﬁrmly
places himself in the salafì reformist tradition, reaching back to the
late 19th and early 20th centuries (and quite distinct from the modern
salafì trend advocating a literalist approach to the normative sources,
rejecting any kind of adaptation or innovation as propagated by
Qara∂àwì, often combined with militant Jihadism; modern Salaﬁsm
is close to Wahhabism but not necessarily identical with it). At the
level of theory and methodology, he propagates the salafì way of
approaching Islam, sharì'a and ﬁqh, citing Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328),
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Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350) and Rashìd Ri∂à (1865–1935) as
the models to emulate.26 As mentioned, Qara∂àwì has been closely
associated with two institutions claiming the Salaﬁ legacy, al-Azhar
and the Muslim Brotherhood. Almost exclusively Azhar-trained,
Qara∂àwì has always maintained his links with his mother institution which was instrumental in lending him scholarly prestige and
credibility in the ﬁrst place, providing him with the ﬁrst positions in
his academic career. Among his teachers, special praise goes to
Ma˙mùd Shaltùt (1893–1963, shaykh al-Azhar from 1958 to his death)
and Mu˙ammad al-Bàhì (rector of al-Azhar University 1961–64,
during the period of nationalization which he defended).27
His relations with the Muslim Brotherhood are, for obvious reasons, more intricate. Though able to reorganize after Nasser’s death
and to establish a visible presence within and outside of Egypt, the
Brotherhood was still legally banned and membership a criminal
oﬀence ﬁve decades later. Qara∂àwì was therefore well advised to
show some care in his public dealings with the Brothers. He never
hesitated to conﬁrm the strong inﬂuence Óasan al-Bannà (1906–49),
the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, and Mu˙ammad al-Ghazàlì
(1917–96), one of the most prominent Egyptian Islamic scholarscum-activists, had on his intellectual and personal development. He
also never tried to hide his early aﬃliation with the Ikhwan, whom
he had joined when still a student at ˇan†à, continuing his activities during his student years at al-Azhar. Qara∂àwì was not the only
young man of religion to do so, illustrating the fact that it would
be wrong to draw too sharp a line between 'ulamà" on the one hand,
and (lay) Islamic activists on the other.28 Less clear is his position

26
See notably his Awlawiyyàt al-˙araka al-islàmiyya fì l-mar˙ala al-qàdima, ﬁrst published in 1990, widely distributed and translated into several languages; here 13th
ed., Amman/Beirut 1992, pp. 103–7 (where he praises Rashìd Ri∂à as mujaddid
al-'aßr).
27
For fond memories and some critical remarks, reﬂecting rather exalted notions
of al-Azhar’s mission in the world, see his Risàlat al-Azhar bayna l-ams wa-l-yawm wal-ghad bi-munàsabat al-i˙tifàl bi-'ìdihi al-alfì, Cairo 1984 as well as his memoirs Ibn alqarya, vol. 2, pp. 20–32. Also Naﬁ, “Fatwà and War,” pp. 97, 101–4. For background
information, see Kate Zebiri, Ma˙mùd Shaltùt and Islamic Modernism, Oxford 1993;
Daniel Crecelius, “Al-Azhar in Revolution,” Middle East Journal 20 (1966), pp. 31–49;
A. Chris Eccel, Egypt, Islam and Social Change. Al-Azhar in Conﬂict and Accomodation,
Berlin 1984.
28
In addition to his memoirs (especially Ibn al-qarya, vol. 1, pp. 313–19, where
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vis-à-vis the Brotherhood since its reorganization in the 1970s. Relations
seem to have been cordial enough for the Ikhwan to oﬀer him the
position of Supreme Guide (al-murshid al-'àmm) more than once, an
invitation he consistently declined.29
To go by his academic credentials and literary production, Qara∂àwì
has a broad proﬁle, ranging from Qur"ànic exegesis to ˙adìth to ﬁqh,
with a marked preference for the latter. In fact, he has no serious
interest in theology as an academic discipline, dismissing kalàm as
harmful, and he is openly hostile to philosophy.30 Focussing on ethics,
sharì'a and ﬁqh, he has made it his aim to transcend the boundaries
of the established schools of law (and theology) (sg. madhhab) and to
contribute to a vision of Islam that is comprehensive and inclusive,
and therefore relevant to all Muslims, be they Sunni or Shi'i, Óanafì,
Óanbalì, Màlikì, Shàﬁ'ì or Ja'farì. In this respect, he is, of course,
neither original nor unique. Rather, he represents an important trend
among modern Muslims (notably those aiming at reform) to bridge

he reviews the beneﬁts he derived from joining the Ikhwan, but also develops his
critique of some of their shortcomings, notably their lack of self-criticism, cultural
awareness and proper intellectual training), see also his al-Ikhwàn al-muslimùn. Sab'ìn
'àmman fì l-da'wa wa-l-tarbiya wa-l-jihàd, Cairo 1999. On ties between Azhar students
and scholars and the Ikhwan, see Ibn al-qarya, vol. 1, pp. 284–6; Ri∂wàn al-Sayyid,
al-Islàm al-mu'àßir. NaΩaràt fì l-˙à∂ir wa-l-mustaqbal, Beirut 1986, esp. pp. 56f, 133–57;
also Malika Zeghal, Gardiens de l’Islam. Les oulémas d’Al Azhar dans l’Égypte contemporaine, Paris 1996. For al-Ghazàlì, see his al-Shaykh al-Ghazàlì kamà 'araftuhu. Ri˙la nißf
qarn, Cairo 2000. Ghazàlì was excluded from the Brotherhood in December 1953;
see Ibn al-qarya, vol. 2, pp. 35ﬀ. and my Gottes Staat als Republik. Reﬂexionen zeitgenössischer Muslime zu Islam, Menschenrechten und Demokratie, Baden-Baden 1999, pp. 190f,
n. 803.
29
http://www.arabicnews.com/ansub/Daily/Day/040112/20040211217.html; for
the oﬀer made in 1976, see Ibn al-qarya, vol. 3, pp. 379–84. Since its reorganization, the Brotherhood has followed the practice of appointing the eldest member
of the Guidance Council, making for a rapid succession of Supreme Guides in the
1990s and early 2000s. The middle generation of Ikhwan are still waiting for their
chance to rise to the highest positions of leadership within the organization. I have
seen no proof for the claim that Qara∂àwì is or ever was in charge of the Ikhwan’s
ﬁnances; Kursawe, “Yusùf 'Abdallàh al-Qarà∂awì <sic>,” p. 526.
30
He seems to consider (speculative) theology (kalàm) to be at best useless and
harmful at worst for the controversies it has caused among believers without being
able to win a single convert to Islam from among the unbelievers (Risàlat al-Azhar,
pp. 103–8). As to philosophy, he calls on Muslims to develop an Islamic one and
to reject not just the Greek tradition, but also (past) eﬀorts from al-Fàràbì to alGhazàlì to the Brethren of Purity (Ikhwàn al-ßafà), to create a new synthesis out
of Islamic and Greek thought. Islamic monotheism, he argues, cannot be reconciled with Greek paganism in which, like the English king, God reigns but does
not rule (ibid., pp. 115–17).
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the gap between the existing schools, sects and branches of Islam,
and more speciﬁcally between Sunnis and Shi'is (taqrìb).31 His insistence on Islamic oekumenism may also reﬂect personal experiences:
brought up as a Shàﬁ'ì in his native village of Íaft al-Turàb, he registered as a Óanafì at al-Azhar where he was also in close contact
with Màlikì students form the delta and Upper Egypt; the majority
of Qataris follow the Óanbalì school.32 For understandable reasons,
the material that has gained widest circulation contains little methodological reﬂection, and virtually no discussion of the sources, methods,
terms or categories employed. Qara∂àwì does have a number of publications, however, in which he discusses his approach and methods.33
Regarding the various schools of law, Qara∂àwì tries to go beyond
partisan aﬃliation and to look for general rules and principles reﬂecting
the essence of sharì'a (maqàßid al-sharì'a), and responding to the demands
of modern times. For a trained 'àlim, he puts unusual emphasis on
the historicity of ﬁqh and its controversies (khilàf, ikhtilàf ). In contrast
to many others, he welcomes the existing plurality of views and rulings as natural and healthy, yet he also dismisses them as a matter
of the past that need no longer concern Muslims today who would
be better advised to study present realities rather than to let themselves be drawn into the intricacies of traditional ﬁqh (this is the realism and pragmatism, al-wàqi'iyya and al-maydàniyya, he keeps
recommending). It should be said that this applies mostly to substantive law. When it comes to legal methodology, he seems to basically follow established rules and principles, putting special emphasis
on judicial preference. What he calls for, then, is a “new ﬁqh” that
takes into account conditions in the real world, focussing on general
principles ( ﬁqh al-awlawiyyàt) and the necess to balance diﬀerent needs
and aspirations ( ﬁqh al-muwàzanàt).34

31
See Rainer Brunner, Annäherung und Distanz. Schia, Azhar und die islamische Ökumene
im 20. Jahrhundert, Berlin 1996.
32
See al-Qara∂àwì, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 1, pp. 20, 151, 236–9; vol. 2, p. 354.
33
For programmatic statements, see notably his Taysìr al-ﬁqh li-l-muslim al-mu'àßir
fì ∂aw" al-qur"àn wa-l-sunna, vol. 1, Cairo 22004; Awlawiyyàt, esp. pp. 30–45; al-Óalàl
wa-l-˙aràm fì l-islàm, here quoted from the 11th ed., Cairo 1977, ch. 1; al-Siyàsa alshar'iyya fì ∂aw"i l-nußùß al-shar'iyya wa-maqàßidihà, Cairo 1998, which deals at some
length with the concept of maßla˙a; also Risàlat al-Azhar, pp. 108–11. His al-Fatwà
bayna l-in∂ibà† wa-l-tasayyub (Beirut 21995) is speciﬁcally concerned with iftà" (I am
grateful to Bettina Gräf for providing me with a copy). I have not seen his al-Ijtihàd
fì l-sharì'a al-islàmiyya, which he occasionally refers to.
34
For a serious study of his use and concept of maßla˙a, see A˙mad al-Raisùnì,
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Qara∂àwì projects himself as the voice of Islam, well-versed in
the grand tradition, yet of independent mind, rational, practical and
level-headed, and I think he is widely perceived as such.35 The key
concepts here are balance, moderation, unison, and the pragmatic
realism just mentioned (tawàzun, i'tidàl, jam', wàqi'iyya, maydàniyya). He
steps forward as the authoritative spokesman for the juste milieu, for
good and proper measure, the middle-of-the-road position mentioned
in Qur"àn 2:143 (wa-kadhàlika ja'alnàkum ummatan wasa†an li-takùnù
shuhadà"a 'alà l-nàsi ) and so appreciated by Muslims of all ages.36 In
one of his booklets, this reads as follows:37
[Qara∂àwì] is one of the most eminent advocates of “Islamic centrism”
(al-wasa†iyya al-islàmiyya), combining loyalty to the salaf with renewal,
blending thought and activism, focussing on the ﬁqh of the Prophet,
the objectives (maqàßid ) of sharì'a and its priorities, establishing a proper
balance between the unchangeable elements of Islam and the changing requirements of time, taking all that is useful from the past and
welcoming anything new that is right and proper, to seek inspiration
from the past, to live with the present, and to look forward to the
future.

His website states the same in diﬀerent words, managing to get virtually all the buzz words of modern Islamic jargon into one paragraph. His writings, we read, are:38
in the ﬁrst place derived from the sources of our Islamic scientiﬁc
legacy, rooted in the Qur"àn and sunna and the ways of the earliest

“Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì . . . faqìh al-maqàßid,” in: Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt, pp. 115–32.
The study by his student and secretary, 'Ißàm Tulayma, al-Qara∂àwì . . . faqìhan, Cairo
2000 is of limited interest.—The best known proponent of a “new ﬁqh”, at least in
the Arab world, is the Sudanese scholar-cum-activist Óasan al-Turàbì who has published widely on the subject. It might be worth while exploring commonalities of
thought between these two ﬁgureheads of contemporary Islamic discourse.
35
This impression is not just based on the volume Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt,
whose contributors strongly insist on his moderation, subtlety and openness to change
(within the parameters of established faith and religion).
36
For more detail, see my “Much Ado About Values,” in Sharia. Islamic Law in
the Contemporary Context, eds. Abbas Amanat and Frank Griﬀel, Palo Alto, California
(forthcoming); for sophisticated presentations of this approach, see Mu˙ammad alˇàlibì, Ummat al-wasa†. Al-Islàm wa-ta˙addiyàt al-mu'àßara, Tunis 1996 and Mohammad
Hashim Kamali, Freedom, Equality and Justice in Islam, Cambridge 2002. Also Yùsuf
al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt, pp. 893–934.
37
Ridda (see below, n. 42), p. 79 (al-mu"allif fì l-su†ùr, presumably added by the
series editors).
38
www.qaradawi.net (2004). The quote is incomplete, as the text goes on to
detail three more features distinguishing his style.
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Muslims (minhaj al-salaf al-ßàli˙), without neglecting the present age,
combining authenticity and modernity in proper fashion ( fa-jama'at
bayna l-aßàla wa-l-mu'àßara bi-˙aqqin). Second, they combine scholarly
investigation with intellectual reﬂection and a reformist orientation.
Third, they are free from blind imitation and partisanship (ta˙arrarat
min al-taqlìd wa-l-'aßabiyya al-madhhabiyya) as well as from intellectual
dependence on imported schools of thought, be they from the West
or the East. Fourth, they are characterized by the balance they keep
between (the advocates of ) harshness and permissiveness (i'tidàl bayna
l-mutazammitìn wa-l-muta˙allilìn), manifesting a happy centrism that does
neither too much nor too little (wa-tajallat fìhà al-wasa†iyya al-muyassara
bi-ghayr tafrì† wa-là ifrà†).

What may sound somewhat abstract has a deﬁnable political context: the theory and practice of radical Islamism that Qara∂àwì like
other 'ulamà" has been expected to deal with, and has consistently
denounced, be it with reference to the concept of ghuluww, as traditionally applied to individuals and groups believing, among other
things, in the divine status of human beings, notably 'Alì and some
of his descendants, and/or the transmigration of souls, or modern
concepts of religiously sanctioned violence and extremism ('unf, ta†arruf ).
As a teacher and preacher caring for Islam today, he sees it as his
task to set other Muslims straight about Islam and the Islamic way
of doing things (minhàj al-islàm). This includes the sadly ignorant
masses who still have a basic capacity to learn. It includes his fellow
'ulamà" at al-Azhar who have yet to appreciate more fully the merits
of pluralism, diversity and a certain suppleness in adapting the legacy
of Islam to present needs and realities. As he is one of them, he feels
qualiﬁed to oﬀer them constructive criticism and good advice (al-dìn
al-naßì˙a).39 But most of all it addresses the plight of a young generation so eager to ﬁght for Islam and indeed to sacriﬁce themselves
(and others) to this noble goal. For many years, Qara∂àwì has been
among those showing concern for the trials and aberrations of “Islamic
youth,” full of good intentions, but ignorant and misguided, and

39
See notably his Awlawiyyàt, Risàlat al-Azhar and with an even broader focus,
al-Ía˙wa al-islàmiyya bayna l-ikhtilàf al-mashrù' wa-l-tafarruq al-madhmùm, Cairo 1990;
also www.qaradawi.net (2004). For critiques pointing in a similar direction, especially by Abu l-Óasan Nadwì (whom he held in high esteem), see my “Die Korrektur
der Irrtümer. Innerislamische Debatten um Theorie und Praxis der islamischen
Bewegungen,” in XXV. Deutscher Orientalistentag, Vorträge, München 8.–13.4.1991, ed.
Cornelia Wunsch, Stuttgart 1994, pp. 183–91.
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ready to strike out at anyone who is not of their mind, or dares to
get in their way. They need guidance (tarshìd ) from those with proper
knowledge of what is right and what is wrong. For this purpose,
Qara∂àwì has written a series of books and treatises, some of which
sold in very high numbers and were translated into various “Islamic”
and Western languages.40 Islam, he insists, is the religion of right and
proper balance, of light and ease. Islamic law is not there to make
life diﬃcult for Muslims, and to create a world ﬁlled with darkness,
where every other thing is either sinful or illicit. The world must
not be painted black. Against their obsession with sin and transgression, and the violence deriving from it, he raises the call for a
lighter approach to life and to religion ( ﬁqh or kha†† al-taysìr):41
I believe that the (Islamic) movement must go beyond thinking in
terms of crisis, trials, and tribulations to adopt a well-balanced centrist outlook, corresponding to the centre position of the Muslim umma
and the Islamic way. God wanted (the guiding principle to be) ease,
not distress ( yusr là 'usr).

Qara∂àwì On Apostasy
The message is uplifting, and it has been well received even among
Islamist circles (see below). As always, questions begin when the general principles are translated into speciﬁc rules dealing with speciﬁc
issues. Apostasy is a case in point. Qara∂àwì dealt with it in a booklet, published in Cairo in 1996 as part of a series entitled “Guiding
the Islamic Awakening” (rasà"il tarshìd al-ßa˙wa).42 Some seventy pages
long and printed in small format, the treatise is written in a straightforward manner with no scientiﬁc pretensions. Like with so much
of Qara∂àwì’s writing, the main purpose is not scholarly, but more
immediately political. At the time it was published, the Rushdie Aﬀair

40
According to his website, several hundred thousand copies were printed of alÍa˙wa al-islàmiyya bayna l-ju˙ùd wa-l-ta†arruf (Cairo/Beirut 21984), which was also
translated into several languages. In a similar vein, see al-Ía˙wa al-islàmiyya wahumùm al-wa†an al-'arabì wa-l-islàmì, Cairo 1988; al-Islàm wa-l-'unf. NaΩaràt ta"ßìliyya,
Cairo 2005 and the titles cited above, n. 39; also al-Fatàwà al-mu'àßira and a series
of fatwas published since 11 September 2001.
41
Awlawiyyàt, p. 114.
42
Jarìmat al-ridda wa-'uqùbat al-murtadd fì ∂aw" al-qur"àn wa-l-sunna, Cairo 1996 (silsilat rasà"il tarshìd al-ßa˙wa, no. 6), 73 pp.
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was still fresh on everybody’s mind. Closer to home, the Egyptian
public was preoccupied with two spectacular court cases involving
apostasy, or rather the charge of apostasy, levelled against Egyptian
citizens: the trial of the murderers of Faraj Fawda, a self-avowed
secularist who in June 1992 was killed by members of the Jihad
Organization (tanΩìm al-jihàd ) to punish him for his alleged apostasy,
and of Naßr Óàmid Abù Zayd, then a lecturer in Arabic literature
at Cairo University, who in June 1995 was found an apostate by
the Cairo Court of Appeal which declared his marriage to his Muslim
wife null and void; the verdict was conﬁrmed by the Court of
Cassation in August 1996. The couple subsequently went into exile
in Europe. Added to it came an attempt on the life of Nobel prize
winner Najìb Ma˙fùΩ in October 1994, whom his would-be assassins equally branded an apostate, followed by a series of charges of
apostasy against Egyptian academics, writers and intellectuals which,
however, were not admitted by the Egyptian courts.43
Qara∂àwì’s treatise has to be read against the background of these
widely publicized court cases, in which, it should be added, he was
not personally involved. In writing it, he as it were assumed the role
of expert witness to set forth the correct position of Islam (bayàn), a
role which in real life was played by Mu˙ammad al-Ghazàlì and
the Azhar scholar Ma˙mùd Mazrù'a, who in the trial against Fawda’s
assassins had testiﬁed for the defence. Whereas Ghazàlì had used
ambiguous language, Mazrù'a had vigorously defended the right and
indeed the duty of every single Muslim to ﬁght an apostate if the
authorities failed to do so, if necessary by killing him.44 The competition with these scholars, both fellow Azharites and one (Ghazàlì)

43
For background information, see Armin Hasemann, “Zur Apostasiediskussion
im modernen Ägypten,” Die Welt des Islams 42 i (2002), pp. 72–121; for the legal
aspects of the Abù Zayd case, see also Kilian Bälz, “Submitting Faith to Judicial
Scrutiny through the Family Trial. The 'Abù Zayd Case’,” Die Welt des Islams 37
(1997), pp. 135–55; Baber Johansen, “Apostasy as Objective and Depersonalized
Fact. Two Recent Egyptian Court Judgments,” Social Research 70 iii (2003), pp.
687–710; Jörn Thielmann, Naßr Óàmid Abù Zaid und die wiedererfundene ˙isba. ”arì'a
und Qànùn im heutigen Ägypten, Würzburg 2003.
44
For the original texts, see Ma˙mùd Mu˙ammad Mazrù'a, A˙kàm al-ridda wal-murtaddìn min khilàl shahàdatay al-Ghazàlì wa-Mazrù'a, Cairo 1994 (I am grateful to
Armin Hasemann for having provided me with a copy) and A˙mad al-Suyùfì,
Mu˙àkamat al-murtaddìn. Al-Milaﬀ al-kàmil li-shahàdatay al-Ghazàlì wa-Mazrù'a fì qa∂iyyat
Faraj Fawda wa-kàﬀat rudùd al-af 'àl allatì fajarat qa∂iyyat al-ridda, n.p. n.d. There is no
dearth of violent statements calling upon Muslims to ﬁght apostasy with all possible
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close to Qara∂àwì, provides a subtext to the text, although Qara∂àwì
does not even hint at the possibility that his statements might have
anything to do with current aﬀairs.45 By the same token, he does
not refer to contemporary authors, be they unyielding hardliners like
Mazrù'a or known moderates like Mu˙ammad Salìm al-'Awwà, a
distinguished lawyer and Islamist intellectual quite close to him, who
also published widely on the issue.46
The small book illustrates his style and approach very well: When
it comes to Islamic law and doctrine, there are no open questions
for Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, only answers solidly grounded in revelation
as enshrined in the Qur"àn and the sunna of the Prophet. Certain
knowledge is circumscribed and accessible to the knowledgeable, of
whom he is one. If one cannot expect theory and method in a booklet meant for wide distribution, and with few scholarly pretensions

means and to kill the apostates wherever they ﬁnd them; among the most notorious is the spiritual mentor of the Jihad Organization that assassinated Anwar alSadat in October 1980 (and killed Fawda in 1992); 'Umar 'Abd al-Ra˙màn, Kalimat
˙aqq. Muràfa'at al-duktùr 'Umar 'Abd al-Ra˙màn fì qa∂iyyat al-jihàd, Cairo 1987; in a
similar vein, Sheik Omar Ahmed Ali Abdurrahman, The Present Rulers and Islam. Are
they Muslims or not? London 1990. To further document the tradition of religious
scholars testifying for the defence, that is to say those Muslims who take the law
into their own hands, see again in the context of the trial of Sadat’s assassins, Íalà˙
Abù Ismà'ìl, Shahàdat al-shaykh Íalà˙ Abù Ismà'ìl fì qa∂iyyat tanΩìm al-jihàd, Cairo 1984.
It might be added that in spite of these spirited defences, the murderers of Sadat
and of Faraj Fawda were found guilty of murder and duly executed.
45
Al-Suyùfì includes the relevant parts of Qara∂àwì’s “excellent study” (from
p. 44 of the original) in his Mu˙àkamat al-murtaddìn, pp. 31–45. Further included
are statements of the Fatwa Council of al-Azhar and the mufti of the Republic,
Mu˙ammad Sayyid al-ˇan†àwì, condemning unwarranted acts of violence against
apostates; ibid., pp. 65–73; but see also the scathing critique of ˇan†àwì’s logic and
argument in: Mu˙ammad Salìm al-'Awwà, Azmat al-mu"assasa al-dìniyya, Cairo/Beirut
1998, esp. pp. 21–32.
46
See notably Mu˙ammad Salìm al-'Awwà, Fì ußùl al-niΩàm al-jinà’ì al-islàmì, 2nd
enlarged ed., Cairo 1983, pp. 151–70 (which is clearly superior to Qara∂àwì’s text
in terms of analytical precision). Given the stir Ghazàlì’s testimony created, particularly when he declared that he “was not aware of any punishment for those who
took the law into their own hands,” al-'Awwà felt compelled to clarify some of his
meanings: “Shahàdat al-shaykh al-Ghazàlì wa-a˙kàm al-ridda” (ﬁrst published August
1993), reprinted in: al-'Awwà, Shakhßiyyàt wa-mawàqif 'arabiyya wa-mißriyya, Beirut 2004,
pp. 23–35, esp. p. 32. Al-'Awwà distinguishes not just between private and public,
but also between individual and collective apostasy. For a strong condemnation of
Faraj’s murderers, and those supporting them with their fatwas, see his “Faraj Fawda
wa-l-lugha al-marfù∂a” (ﬁrst published June 1992), in ibid., pp. 60–63. For 'Awwà’s
association with Qara∂àwì, with whom he co-signed a fatwa regarding Muslim soldiers in the US army, see Naﬁ, “Fatwà and War,” p. 99, or his contribution to
Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt, pp. 741–63.

drawing boundaries

203

except for the claim to full authority, it would have been useful to
be referred to where such information might be found. We do not
get that. Instead, the booklet closes on a glowing tribute to Qara∂àwì’s
many qualities as preacher, teacher, activist, who because of his commitment to Islam went to prison more than once. Qara∂àwì, his
readers learn, is a powerful preacher who “convinces the mind and
stirs the heart,” an “authentic writer who never repeats himself and
imitates no one” (though manifestly untrue as will be seen by anyone moderately familiar with his work, it serves to indicate that he
does not practice taqlìd, blind imitation of legal precedent), a “jurisprudent distinguished by his deep knowledge and his moderation,” a
scholar qualiﬁed in the various ﬁelds of Islamic studies, a poet whose
poetry is recited by Islamic youth from East to West, whose writings combine “the precision of the jurist, the inspiration of the writer,
the vision of the reformer (mujaddid ), and the fervour of the missionary (dà'iya).” 47
Like any other contemporary Islamic writer, Qara∂àwì quotes liberally from the Qur"àn and the sunna, using the major collections
recognized by Sunnis as authentic; he refers to historical events (as
seen by him); and he mentions eminent scholars of the formative
period of Islamic law and doctrine to support his argument; in this
particular instance, they include Ibràhìm al-Nakha'ì (d. ca. 717) and
Sufyàn al-Thawrì (d. 778),48 who are often quoted in this context,
with the added beneﬁt that both lived before al-Shàﬁ'ì, and before
the legal schools and doctrines had become more ﬁrmly established
to which Qara∂àwì does not feel himself bound. But he does not
discuss his use of analogy or judicial preference or any other kind
of legal reasoning. He does, however, assert that what he is engaged
in is ijtihàd, independent reasoning on the basis of the normative
texts, and that his ijtihàd allows him to distinguish truth from falsehood, and to clearly deﬁne it in an area where confusion has reigned
all too long, not least because of the meddling of the ignorant and
the unqualiﬁed. The statement deserves to be quoted in full:49
In this treatise, we will exert ijtihàd to discern the truth of these matters, in which truth has been confounded with falsity (iltabasa l-˙aqq

47
48
49

Al-Qara∂àwì, Ridda, chapter entitled al-mu"allif fì l-su†ùr, pp. 77–79, here p. 78.
Al-Qara∂àwì, Ridda, pp. 7, 52.
Al-Qara∂àwì, Ridda, p. 6.
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bi-l-bà†il ) and everything has become confused (wa-khtala†a l-˙àbil bi-lnàbil ), relying on the texts of the Qur"àn and the sunna, as understood
by the companions (of the Prophet) and the sayings of the most eminent scholars of the community.

His subject is the one border that must not be crossed in the wrong
direction: the border protecting the realm of Islam against unbelief.
The title of the treatise is explicit enough: Qara∂àwì does not deal
with the issue, or even the problem of apostasy. He deals with the
crime ( jarìma) of apostasy and the punishment ('uqùba) of the apostate.
The ﬁrst chapter shows Qara∂àwì at his most authoritative and
orthodox. His main themes and positions are set forth simply and
with much conviction, allowing for no debate. Though the border
protecting faith from unbelief may not be deﬁned with perfect clarity, it does not shift, nor can it be negotiated. There is no room for
fuzziness here. Islam involves certain basics that cannot be discussed:
the profession of faith (shahàda) expresses and requires unconditional
obedience to God the Creator and Lawgiver, and to Mu˙ammad
as His messenger. The conﬁrmation of taw˙ìd leaves no room for
any authority other than the word of God and of His messenger.
The ﬁrst element of the shahàda implies the liberation of humankind
from their enslavement to other human beings, and their exclusive
submission to divine sovereignty (˙àkimiyya)—one of the key themes
Qara∂àwì adopted from Mawdùdì and Qu†b whom he refers to by
name, not as innovators and as innovations, but as perfectly logical
and legitimate expressions of core Islamic teachings which, Qara∂àwì
claims, even the Mu'tazila did not challenge (Ridda, pp. 16, 19, 35).
This can be read as a veiled critique of Óasan al-Hu∂aybì (d. 1973),
former head of the Muslim Brotherhood, who in his famous book
“Preachers, not Judges (du'àt là qu∂àt),” published in Cairo in 1969,
had rejected the concept of ˙àkimiyya for the very reason that it was
not in the Qur"àn and by the same token illegitimate.50 Divine sov-

50
In his memoirs, Qara∂àwì also oﬀers a positive evaluation of ˙àkimiyya; Ibn alqarya, vol. 3, pp. 63–65. For Hu∂aybì and similar critiques by the inﬂuential Indian
scholar Abu l-Óasan Nadwì (1914–99), see my Gottes Staat als Republik, pp. 220–26
and “Die Korrektur der Irrtümer”. For a fuller study, see Jan-Peter Hartung, Viele
Wege und ein Ziel. Leben und Wirken von Sayyid Abù l-Óasan 'Alì al-Óasanì Nadwì
(1914 –1999), Würzburg 2004. Qara∂àwì was in touch with Abu l-Óasan Nadwì
from the early 1950s; see also his al-Shaykh Abù l-Óasan al-Nadwì kamà 'araftuhu,
Damascus 2001. Nadwì was one of the few internationally renowned Islamic scholars to contribute to Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì, Kalimàt.
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ereignty (˙àkimiyya), Qara∂àwì asserts, does not negate human agency,
so to speak, for it is human beings who have to understand the texts,
and derive rulings from them to ﬁll the space for which there is no
authoritative textual evidence ( yamla" al-faràgh fìmà là naßß fìhi ). This
empty space, in which “human reason navigates in the light of revelation and tradition,” is extensive (Ridda, p. 36). It must be statements of this order that have led readers to describe Qara∂àwì as
a moderate, if not a liberal. Indeed, it has been said that one of the
most common stratagems of liberal reformer has been precisely to
deﬁne the sharì'a primarily in terms of its “empty spaces” and to ﬁll
them with new, and idiosyncratic, readings of scripture and Islam
more generally.51 Qara∂àwì remains ambiguous, however: a little earlier in the text he argued that the claim that (to have recourse to)
revelation entailed immobility, retrogression and reaction, and (to
rely on) human will equalled development and progress, revealed a
stubborn determination to follow a will and law other than the will
and law of God (Ridda, p. 31). In other words, (exclusive, excessive,
or ill-placed) reliance on human reason amounts to a violation of
˙àkimiyya, which in the relevant literature is commonly identiﬁed with
polytheism (shirk), which, in its turn, involves apostasy. Qara∂àwì
does not say so explicitly, and does not have to do so—any reader
familiar with the concept of ˙àkimiyya (as most of his readers are)
will know and be able to ﬁll this particular gap.
Most interesting from a methodological point of view is Qara∂àwì’s
attack on those interpreters that place speciﬁc injunctions of scripture in a speciﬁc context with the aim not of denying their intrinsic validity, but of restricting their binding force to this particular
context. Reference to the “occasions of revelation” (asbàb al-nuzùl ) is
a well-established element of legal and theological interpretation, and
indeed indispensable to it. But here it is used for a novel purpose:
to highlight the “occasions of revelation” constitutes one of the bestknown interpretive strategies of modernist readers who by giving priority to the speciﬁcity of the injunction over its general normativity,
try to expand the scope of human discretion without abandoning
the textual framework of the Qur"àn and sunna. The Egyptian lawyer
and former head of the Supreme State Security Court, Mu˙ammad

51
Malcolm H. Kerr, Islamic Reform. The Political and Legal Theories of Mu˙ammad
'Abduh and Rashìd Ri∂à, Berkeley/Los Angeles 1966, pp. 210f.
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Sa'ìd al-'Ashmàwì, is among the most prominent champions of contextualization.52 Qara∂àwì rejects this hermeneutical approach as violating the basic legal rule according to which the general meaning
of a provision takes precedence over the speciﬁc cause, or context
of its revelation ( fa-l-ma∂ar 'alà 'umùm al-lafΩ, là 'alà khußùß al-sabab
ka-mà qarrara a"immat al-islàm; Ridda, pp. 31f.). He touches a nerve
here, for contextualization (my term, not his) not only questions the
relative weight of general as opposed to speciﬁc provisions of the
Qur"àn and sunna. It also requires an exact deﬁnition of the context
in which they are embedded, which as a rule does not emerge from
the text itself, but has to be established on the basis of external evidence. This is, of course, the very aim of the exegetical sub-discipline of asbàb al-nuzùl (“occasions of revelation”), which seeks to
construct a tight chronological order of facts and events in which to
securely place all textual references, no matter how small.53 In order
to use it for their own ends, modernists tend to uncritically rely on
a historical tradition that only emerged generations after the event.
Contextualization therefore makes its advocates vulnerable on more
than one account. Qara∂àwì himself is no more concerned with the
authenticity and reliability of early Muslim historiography than most
of his Muslim contemporaries, the modernists included (Western
scholarship is a diﬀerent story altogether).54 He cares about what
contextualization does to the authority of the text.
Regardless of what he has to say on free space and human reason navigating in the light of revelation and tradition in a more general context, here he wishes the text to be understood as explicit
and univocal. The contrasts he paints are stark and the choices clear:
it is either God or an idol (†àghù†), either Islam or its wilful denial
( jàhiliyya) (Ridda, pp. 28, 33f.). The only response to the divine will
and call is to hear and obey (sami'nà wa-a†a'nà as the Qur"àn tersely
puts it). Islamic doctrine ('aqìdat al-islàm) is there to rule supreme
and to rule exclusively. Islam will never accept to be banished to
the margins of Muslim society, or to be challenged by worldviews
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See my Gottes Staat als Republik, pp. 65–67.
For a brief introduction, see Andrew Rippin, “Occasions of Revelation,” in
Encyclopaedia of the Qur"àn, vol. 3, pp. 569–73.
54
His view of Islamic history is entirely uncritical, and concerned primarily with
defending the glory of Islam against its critics at home and abroad; see, e.g., his
Tàrìkhunà al-muftarà 'alaihi, Cairo 2005.
53
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proposing other ways of looking at God, man, life and existence,
from existentialism to nationalism to patriotism or any other “belief
without revelation,” which are but vain idols (Ridda, pp. 37–43).
Having thus asserted the exclusive claim of Islam on the hearts and
minds of Muslims, and its sole right to order human life individually and collectively, Qara∂àwì turns to the main issue: apostasy in
its various manifestations. The ﬁrst thing one notices is that like so
many others, Qara∂àwì does not go into the question of what exactly
is apostasy, and how it can be distinguished from sin, unbelief, heresy,
or blasphemy. Rather, he launches into a critique of the agents of
apostasy, from Christian missionary activities to the dual onslaught
of communism and secularism (al-ghazw al-'almànì al-làdìnì). Second,
Qara∂àwì looks at apostasy from the perspective of Muslim society,
not the individual believer. There is little new in his violent attack
on the unholy alliance of Christian missionaries, communists and
secularists, so much part of contemporary Islamist representations of
the un-Islamic Other: originating from the outside, but managing to
cross the line to get inside and to insidiously undermine the strength,
cohesion and conﬁdence of the Muslim community.55 Along with
Mu˙ammad al-Ghazàlì and many others, Qara∂àwì has long stood
at the forefront of the ﬁght against secularism (for which one is to
read atheism).56 Now Christian missionaries, communists and secularists do not exactly represent major forces to be reckoned with in
Egypt or the Arab world today. The situation may be somewhat
diﬀerent in parts of Africa and Asia where Christian missionaries

55
Gilles Kepel’s image of the riders of the apocalypse comes to mind (Le Prophète
et Pharaon. Les mouvements islamistes dans l’Égypte contemporaine, Paris 1984), but as far
as I am aware, it does not occur to Qara∂àwì who certainly would not wish to
use Christian imagery. See also Salwa Ismail, “Confronting the Other. Identity,
Culture, Politics, and Conservative Islamism in Egypt,” International Journal of Middle
East Studies 30 ii (1998), pp. 199–225.
56
Among his many publications warning against the evils of foreign inﬂuence
and subversion, from Christian missionary activity to liberalism, socialism and communism, see al-Óulùl al-mustawrada wa-kayfa jannat 'alà ummatinà, Cairo 41988 [ﬁrst
published in 1971] or al-Ta†arruf al-'almànì fì muwàjahat al-islàm (namùzaj turkiyà watùnis), Cairo 2001. His website www.qaradawi.net (2004) draws attention to the dangers of Christian missionary activity in the poverty-stricken societies of Africa and
Asia, and situates Qara∂àwì’s commitment to the da'wa in this context. According
to the same source, he called on Muslims to collect 1 billion US-Dollars to “protect their faith and identity” (“Give a dollar to save a Muslim”); according to other
sources, the slogan was to “give one dinar to save a Muslim;” Yùsuf al-Qara∂àwì,
Kalimàt, pp. 974–84.
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have indeed been as active as their Muslim counterparts, if perhaps
not as successful. Why in spite of their obvious inability to, as he
describes it, “cross the line” and to win converts in Muslim societies
today, do they continue to be so vigorously, and indeed so viciously
attacked? Qara∂àwì’s identiﬁcation of Islam and identity at both the
individual and collective levels, as opposed to secularism and alienation which can only “get in” through treason and violence, provides an answer.
When Qara∂àwì identiﬁes the decision to give up Islam (for some
other belief or possibly no belief at all) with high treason, he is again
saying nothing new.57 He uses strong language, though. Lacking compelling textual evidence from the Qur"àn and sunna to support this
identiﬁcation (a fact he chooses not to comment upon), he follows
standard practice by invoking memories of the historical ridda, the
secession of Arab tribes after Mu˙ammad’s death, which, equally
typically, he describes as treason on both religious and political
grounds, which signiﬁcantly enough, is again collective.58 This may
not be what the secessionists themselves thought they were doing,
some of whom may not even have adopted Islam as their religion
when submitting to Mu˙ammad and for that reason could not possibly
interpret their act in terms of apostasy. To Qara∂àwì, the matter is
clear, for to abandon the community of Islam was, and is, tantamount to high treason. Qara∂àwì then moves to stating that according to the teachings of all eight (!) legal schools, the punishment of
the apostate is death, quoting prophetic ˙adìth and various scholarly
opinions as well as the practices of the Rightly Guided caliphs and/or
their governors.59 Again there is no suggestion of the possibility that
what was thought to be right in the 1st century after the hijra might
not be suitable for the 15th. Such a conclusion would be in perfect
accord with Qara∂àwì’s plea to develop a new ﬁqh corresponding to
present realities rather than to blindly follow the teachings of past
generations of frail and fallible humans. In this particular instance,
Islamic law and practice constitute an uninterrupted continuum

57

Hasemann, “Zur Apostasiediskussion”.
In this context, Qara∂àwì refers to Abu l-Óasan Nadwì’s interesting booklet
Ridda wa-là Abà Bakr lahà, Cairo 1985, in which Nadwì laments the present state
of Muslims, calling for more determined action on the part of the 'ulamà"; alQara∂àwì, Ridda, p. 46.
59
He comes back to the issue later in the text; al-Qara∂àwì, Ridda, pp. 63–67.
58
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reaching from the Prophet to the present. No need to practice ijtihàd,
then. It should be kept in mind that so far he has not even dealt with
the act of apostasy as such: what does it mean to cross the line, and
how does one know it happened in the ﬁrst place? Complete silence.
Rather than addressing the substance of the matter, Qara∂àwì
deals with its consequences for Muslim society. Referring to Ibn
Taymiyya, he dwells on the distinction between “mere” apostasy
(ridda mujarrada) on the one hand, “apostasy light” so to speak which
is limited to the act of renouncing Islam, and “grave” apostasy (ridda
ghalìΩa or mughallaΩa) on the other, “apostasy plus” as it were, in
which apostasy is accompanied by acts of aggression and corruption
(ifsàd fì l-ar∂ ); whereas the former allows for the call to repentance
(istitàba), and is thus redeemable, the latter does not, inevitably leading to the death penalty. “Apostasy light” is always private, whereas
any kind of public apostasy is “grave” and (in principle?) punishable
with death (Ridda, pp. 55–57), although it does not become entirely
clear when the call to repentance is permissible, or indeed required,
and when it is not (pp. 61–63). Given the academic debate about
whether “in Islam” it makes sense to distinguish between the public and private domains in ways similar to what is known in the
West, this distinction between public and private, so very matter-offact and utterly conventional, might cause surprise. Incidentally,
Qara∂àwì is not alone in thinking on those lines. Many contemporary authors do the same when discussing vice and immorality and
the need to punish these transgressions (for transgressions they remain).
Privacy is a highly valued commodity. In a rather Victorian manner, most will argue that what is done in the privacy of the home
need not concern outsiders, least of all the government or Islamist
vigilantes: my home is my castle.
Qara∂àwì is primarily concerned with the gravest oﬀence: apostasy that is not as it were privately performed, but publicly displayed,
a provocation potentially enticing others to do the same (al-ridda aldà'iyya). The public manifestation of apostasy, he states, amounts to
a declaration of war against God and his Prophet and the spreading of corruption on earth (Ridda, pp. 49f.). Again, there are two
forms this war or aggression can take: physical (al-mu˙àraba bi-l-yad )
and verbal (al-mu˙àraba bi-l-lisàn), with the written word being even
more pernicious than the spoken one. Here Salman Rushdie serves
as the prime example (Ridda, pp. 52f.). Even if he were to go unpunished, Qara∂àwì adds, the writer publicly displaying his apostasy
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would still suﬀer “literary death,” ostracized by the Muslim community and deprived of their love and esteem (Ridda, pp. 53f.). Why?
Because the apostate who ﬂaunts his apostasy threatens the very
foundation of communal identity, and by the same token joins the
enemy, transferring his allegiance from his society, community and
homeland to another:60
Apostasy is never just an intellectual stance: it also entails a change
of allegiance, an exchange of identity, and a transformation of belonging. The apostate transfers his allegiance and sense of belonging from
one community (umma) to another, and from one homeland (wa†an) to
another, that is to say from the abode of Islam to another. He cuts
himself oﬀ from the community of Islam of which he was a member
(allatì kàna 'u∂wan fì jasadihà), and with his mind and heart and will he
joins its enemies.

There is much to be said on this interpretation of Islamic law and
dogma: not only does Qara∂àwì classify any kind of apostasy that
is or becomes public as an act of aggression, or war, against God,
his Prophet, and his community, whereas many contemporary 'ulamà"
would only consider apostasy followed by acts of physical aggression
as constituting discord and sedition ( ﬁtna) and for that reason to be
punishable with death. Most striking of all is the unblinking transition from the community of Muslims (umma) to the homeland (wa†an)—
of whom? Muslims only? The apparent identiﬁcation of religion,
territory and identity, blending traditional notions of community and
decidedly modern ones habitually denounced as irreconcilable with
Islam, begs many questions: are Christianity or Judaism external to
say, Egypt? And if the sense of belonging is based on Islam only,
where do the Copts ﬁt? Does Buddhism pose a threat to Egyptian
national interest, or the Baha"i faith? In other contexts, especially
when dealing with non-Muslim minorities in Islamic society, Qara∂àwì
has oﬀered more coherent thoughts on religion, nation and community today.61 In a collective fatwa dealing with the issue of Muslim
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Ridda, p. 56. Interestingly, the passage occurs virtually verbatim in his memoirs, Ibn al-qarya, vol. 3, p. 257, where he presents it as a warning to Mu'ammar
al-Qaddaﬁ who in May 1972 had invited him to a conference on the Islamization
of law. For mu˙àraba, rebellion and apostasy, see also Khaled Abou El Fadl, Rebellion
and Violence in Islamic Law, Cambridge 2001.
61
See notably his Ghayr al-muslimìn fì l-mujtama' al-islàmì, Beirut 41985 and alAqalliyyàt al-dìniyya wa-l-˙all al-islàmì, published in Cairo in 1996 in the same series
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soldiers ﬁghting in the US army against Muslims in Afghanistan,
published in October 2001, Qara∂àwì went so far as to place loyalty to the (nation-) state above loyalty to the umma—a position so
close to secular deﬁnitions that he found himself accused of treason
and apostasy.62 In his booklet on apostasy, he seems to argue the
opposite. What may be largely due to the format much contemporary thinking on Islam, state and society has adopted, where collections of fatwas, articles and essays are more readily available than
monographs (this applies not just to Qara∂àwì but to advocates of
moderate or liberal visions of Islam, too), still creates major problems of consistency.
As Qara∂àwì himself makes perfectly clear, apostasy is not a subject to play with, or to dabble in. The transfer of allegiance it entails
menaces the unity and welfare of the Muslim community, opening
the door to terrible dangers, to discord and violence ( ﬁtna) tearing
apart the body politic, leading to bloodshed and civil war. Here
communist rule in Afghanistan serves as his example. The spectre
of ﬁtna is thus invoked once again, and in a rather eﬀective manner.63
After all this drama, the anticlimax comes somewhat unexpectedly.
Qara∂àwì raises the voice of reason and moderation: to accuse a
fellow Muslim of apostasy, cutting him oﬀ from his family and community (women do not seem to ﬁgure as independent agents here),
is a very serious matter that calls for utmost caution (Ridda, pp. 58ﬀ.).
Apostasy can only be properly diagnosed by religious experts (alràsikhùn fì l-'ilm, min ahl al-ikhtißàß). A decision of such importance

as the present study on apostasy (silsilat rasà"il tarshìd al-ßa˙wa, no. 7). In his Risàlat
al-Azhar, he declares Islam to be the nationalism of the Arab world; the Arabs without Islam, he writes, are like soldiers without arms or birds without wings (pp. 30f.;
but note his pride in the glories of Egypt, pp. 31ﬀ .). For contemporary Islamist
debates on the status of non-Muslims, see my Gottes Staat als Republik, pp. 162–79.
For legal and political realities, see the ground-breaking study by Johanna Pink,
Neue Religionsgemeinschaften in Ägypten. Minderheiten im Spannungsfeld von Glaubensfreiheit,
öﬀentlicher Ordnung und Islam, Würzburg 2003, who, for once, does not deal with
Christians and Jews as representatives of the “heavenly religions,” but with members of “new religious communities” such as the Baha’i or Jehova’s Witnesses, who
do not enjoy recognized legal status under Egyptian law.
62
Naﬁ, “Fatwà and War,” esp. pp. 108–13.
63
The concept, if not the scarecrow of ﬁtna in classical as well as modern times
deserves of closer study. For early concepts, see Ahmed As-Sirri, Religiös-politische
Argumentation im frühen Islam (610–685). Der Begriﬀ Fitna. Bedeutung und Funktion, Frankfurt
a.M. 1990.
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must not be left to the ignorant, the rash or the extremist. The death
penalty can only be executed by the legitimate head of the community on the basis of a verdict passed by a competent Islamic judiciary (walì al-amr al-shar'ì ba'da ˙ukm al-qa∂à" al-islàmì al-mukhtaßß) (Ridda,
p. 61). Where are these agencies to be found today? Qara∂àwì does
not say. Though he does refer to the fatwas against Rushdie and
the writer Rashàd Khalìfa issued by the Fiqh Academy of the Muslim
World League (of which, it will be remembered, he is a member)
as a verdict conforming to due form and process, he does not specify the agency qualiﬁed to execute it. Khumaynì in his capacity as
leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran is not mentioned. What can
be inferred from his statement, though, is that contrary to what
Islamist activists supported by scholars like Mazrù'a have proclaimed,
and indeed practiced, private individuals cannot take the law into
their own hands, even when the government remains inactive in the
face of what has been duly identiﬁed as apostasy.
What we are left with, then, is unrelenting strictness concerning
the act and its dire consequences if it be allowed to go unpunished,
combined with disturbing vagueness as to the implementation of the
verdict. Verbal radicalism followed by the call for due reﬂection,
caution and restraint is by no means uncommon in contemporary
Islamic discourse. It is also highly problematic, for the boundaries
so sharply drawn turn out to be quite ill-deﬁned: vigour does not
equal rigour. One point that comes out quite clearly here as well
as elsewhere in Qara∂àwì’s writings is his insistence on the proper
qualiﬁcations of those who identify the boundaries, watch over them,
and, if need be, punish the transgressor: they are the 'ulamà" and
the rightful imam. But while 'ulamà" of varying status and inﬂuence
are still to be found in Muslim societies today, the rightful imam is
not. So what becomes of the verdicts passed in due fashion by the
qualiﬁed authorities? Qara∂àwì does not say.
He seems to be aware of the problem, though, for in the next
subchapter he moves on to the gravest oﬀence yet: the apostasy of
the rulers which he denounces in the strongest terms (Ridda, pp.
68–71). The way he lashes out against the rulers who betray their
duty to protect the faith, oppose apostasy and pursue the apostate
to actually protect the latter, entering into an alliance with the enemies of God to ﬁght the friends of God, belittling sharì'a, treating
all that is sacred to the community with contempt, pursuing the
preachers of truth, shutting the doors in the face of the da'wa, using
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the scholars that are willing to serve them, while all the time claiming that in spite of all their blatant acts of apostasy they are still
Muslims, is virtually indistinguishable from the rhetoric of radical
Islamists. It is also plainly allusive to present realities in most Middle
Eastern countries, Egypt included. What distinguishes Qara∂àwì from
say, Shaykh 'Umar 'Abd al-Ra˙màn are the practical consequences
he draws from this diagnosis:64 Who should judge the miscreants, he
asks, when they control the oﬃcial institutions of fatwa and the judicial apparatus? It is not self-justice that he advocates: Muslim public opinion, he argues, the Islamic conscience at large, led by free
scholars, preachers and thinkers will have to oppose the impious
rulers. This is how French colonialism in Algeria and Russian imperialism in the Muslim republics of Central Asia were eventually
brought to an end—and the war against Islam led by certain westernized “nationalist” and secularist rulers in certain countries after
their independence was even worse. But what is the conclusion?
Qara∂àwì does not say. His readers will know that French colonialism and Russian imperialism were overcome by armed resistance,
which was not led by the most learned of the community. Qara∂àwì
does not try to harmonize his arguments with the ones elaborated
a few pages earlier. It would be quite possible for someone to read
his argument as a justiﬁcation of armed struggle against inﬁdel rulers
provided it be led by “free scholars”—a position diﬃcult to reconcile with the one generally adopted by Shaykh Qara∂àwì.
Confusion deepens on the last pages where Qara∂àwì introduces
yet another variant of apostasy: the “hidden” or “veiled” apostasy
(ridda mughallafa) of the hypocrites that do not openly declare themselves, better to inﬁltrate the body politic and to spread their deadly
poison, and for that reason even more harmful and dangerous than
all variants of overt heresy and unbelief (Ridda, pp. 71–73). They
control the print and the audiovisual media, and although the knowledgeable have no diﬃculty detecting their machinations, they cannot ﬁght them within the framework of the law. They can only beat
them at their own game, with thought defeating thought, until their
credibility is destroyed and truth triumphs over falsity. For if God
be for us who can be against us?

64

See above, n. 44.
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Over the years, Qara∂àwì has consistently condemned all expressions of exaggeration and excess “in religion,” be it with reference
to the time-honoured concept of ghuluww or to present-day instances
of religiously sanctioned violence, as irreconcilable with the Islamic
virtue of moderation.65 In spite of the ambiguities just outlined, he
appears to enjoy a certain level of credibility here. Qara∂àwì was
cited by the (“historic”) leaders of the Egyptian Jamà'a Islàmiyya,
when in 2002 they publicly repented and renounced violence in their
struggle for Islam.66 Here we have one of the few instances where
Qara∂àwì’s impact on the outlook, behaviour and policies of a speciﬁc
group of Muslims can be tested. While castigating the ills and evils
of modern times, he does not invite or condone violence against others, be they Muslim or non-Muslim (the exceptions are foreign occupation, colonialism, Zionism and Israel). In this sense he can be
considered a representative of moderate Islam, or, as he would say,
of Islamic centrism (al-wasa†iyya al-islàmiyya). Muslim centrists are moderate when compared to militant Islamist radicals—but then who is
not? Moderation does not equal liberalism, and Qara∂àwì is certainly not a liberal.67 A careful study of his positions on a wider
range of issues, from the freedom of expression to party politics,
from diets to divorce, from computer games to Pokemon, from insurances to organ transplantations, from interest rates to investment
strategies, and from the status of non-Muslims to the lawfulness of
sports, ﬁlm and the theatre will lend more substance to this claim—
and over the past ﬁve decades he has pronounced himself on all of
these. So there are gaps to ﬁll, and vast spaces to explore in the
light of reason, and perhaps of revelation, too.

65
See his al-Islàm wa-l-'unf, where he explicitly condems the attacks on the World
Trade Center (pp. 27ﬀ.), but justiﬁes suicide attacks in Israel and Palestine (pp.
31–39); also Naﬁ, “Fatwà and War,” esp. pp. 97ﬀ. In his Awlawiyyàt (pp. 167–91)
he details proper ways of dialoguing with the Other, from secularists to orientalists
to government oﬃcials.
66
Usàma Ibràhìm ÓàﬁΩ and 'Àßim 'Abd al-Màjid Mu˙ammad, Silsilat taß˙ì˙ almafàhìm 1–4 [reprint], Riyà∂/Cairo 2004; the same group also published a detailed
critique of al-Qà'ida: Karam Mu˙ammad Zuhdì et al., Istràtìjiyyat tafjìràt al-qà'ida.
Al-Akh†à" wa-l-akh†àr, Cairo 2004; unfortunately the excellent M.A. thesis by Christoph
Dreyer, Revisionistische Tendenzen des militanten Islamismus in Ägypten, Freie Universität
Berlin, 2002, is still unpublished. Qara∂àwì applauds this initiative in his al-Islàm
wa-l-'unf, pp. 54f.
67
It is enough to look at what he has to say on homosexuals or Jews and
Christians when not talking about Islamic tolerance, to be disabused of this notion;
see, e.g., Risàlat al-Azhar, pp. 23ﬀ., 124.
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A DOCTRINE IN THE MAKING? VELÀYAT-E FAQÌH IN
POST-REVOLUTIONARY IRAN
Katajun Amirpur

The way in which Iranian clerics are acknowledged as religious
authorities, or themselves lay claim to such a position, has undergone fundamental changes since the Islamic Revolution, speciﬁcally
in the period after Ayatollah Khomeynì’s death in 1989. The same
is true of the functions performed and the range of powers held by
clerics, ﬁrst and foremost the marja' as primus inter pares. Not surprisingly, the arguments used to support their claims to religious authority (and political power) have also changed. This paper will discuss
both the arguments employed by post-revolutionary Iranian clerics
in favor of velàyat-e faqìh (the rule of the Supreme Jurisconsult) and
those of its critics. In terms of individual authors, I will focus on the
arguments put forward by Ayatollah Mo˙ammad Taqì Meßbà˙ Yazdì,
one of the theoreticians of the oﬃcial Iranian position, and the viewpoints of Iran’s most outstanding dissident on the subject, Óoseyn
'Alì MontaΩerì.
One of the crucial points distinguishing modern Shi'ite Islam from
Sunni Islam is the fact that it has a clergy that is hierarchically organized.1 This clergy became the highest non-governmental authority

1
After 15 to 17 years of study, the student receives permission to issue legal
opinions ( fatàwà). From this point on he is a mujtahid and entitled to bear the title
of ˙ujjat al-islàm (“evidence of Islam”). If he can attract a large following, and if a
number of scholars of equal or higher rank recognize his authority, they will at
some time begin to address him with the title of àyat Allàh (“sign of God”). Every
mujtahid who is recognized by several maràji' al-taqlìd (“sources of emulation”, sg.
marja' al-taqlìd ), who has a large number of “followers” (muqallid, i.e. a believer who
has chosen a “source of emulation”), has authored a collection of legal opinions
and written a “practical treatise” (risàlat taw∂ì˙ al-masà"il; pers. resàle-ye 'amalìye), a
treatise on ritual obligations, can himself become a “Source of Emulation.” In terms
of its theoretical foundations, the institution of the marja' was elaborated by MortaΩà
Anßàrì (1800–1864). Cf. Juan R. Cole, “Imami Jurisprudence and the Role of the
Ulama. Mortaza Ansari on Emulating the Supreme Exemplar,” in Religion and Politics
in Iran. Shi "ism from Quietism to Revolution, ed. Nikki R. Keddie, New Haven/London
1983, pp. 33–46. He was also the ﬁrst generally recognized marja'. In subsequent
years, several supreme “sources of emulation” were often recognized because agree-
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in Iran with the victory of the ußùlì school over the akhbàrì school
in the nineteenth century. From then on, all believers had to choose
a “source of emulation” (marja'-e taqlìd).2 Renowned clerics were thus
not only able to build up a large following: by the same token, large
sums of money were placed in the marja' ’s hands, for the ordinary
Shi'ite believer is obliged to pay the Imam’s share (sahm-e emàm) to
his “source of emulation,” who manages it on behalf of the Imam
during the period of the Great Occultation (gheybat-e kobre). (Previously,
the believers had paid the Imam’s share to the local mullah.) The
larger a cleric’s following, the more funds he has at his disposal, and
hence the more power—ﬁnancial as much as social—he is able to
wield.3 This element of religious taxation secured some scholars a
high degree of ﬁnancial autonomy vis-à-vis the state, a factor which
enabled those at the top of the Shi'ite hierarchy to play an important role in politics, as became apparent in the tobacco protest of
the 1890s.4 Still, Shi'ite clerics in Iran and Iraq were mostly quietists in the ﬁrst part of the twentieth century;5 the majority held
chiliastic expectations of salvation, maintaining that, until the return
of the Twelfth Imam, any kind of rule—even the rule of the clergy—
could be but illegitimate. Awaiting the coming of the Imam-Mahdi,

ment could not be reached on one single marja'. The last generally recognized marja'
was Grand Ayatollah Borùjerdì between 1949 and 1961.
2
For an overview, see Ahmad Kazemi Moussavi, “The Institutionalization of
Marja'-i Taqlìd in the Nineteenth Century Shì'ite Community,” The Muslim World 84
(1994), pp. 279–99; idem, “The Establishment of the position of the Marja'iyyat-i
Taqlid in the Twelver-Shi'i Community,” Iranian Studies 18 i (1985), pp. 35–52; see
also Cole (n. 1 above).
3
The clerics use these funds mainly for the theological colleges and their students’ means of subsistence—but only for those students who study jurisprudence.
Clerics who specialize in ﬁelds other than Islamic law cannot become a marja', no
matter how great their knowledge. This does not imply that they are not accepted
as religious authorities, but rather that they are not entitled to receive a share of
the Fifth (and the Imam’s share). For example, 'Allàma ˇabà†abà"ì (1892–1981),
author of the Qur"ànic commentary al-Mìzàn fì tafsìr al-Qur"àn, was one of the most
highly esteemed scholars of his time. His commentary was a seminal work in Shi'ite
Qur"ànic exegesis, and his philosophical works are counted among the most inﬂuential
in the Shi'ite debate on materialism. Still, he did not receive any part of the Imam’s
share since he had neither a collection of legal treatises to his name, nor did he
teach law.
4
See Ann K.S. Lambton, “The Tobacco Regie. Prelude to Revolution,” Studia
Islamica 22 (1965), pp. 119–57.
5
Jean-Pierre Digard, Bernard Hourcade and Yann Richard, L’Iran au XX e siècle,
Paris 1996, p. 172.
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they withdrew from active participation in the aﬀairs of the state—
as their predecessors had done in previous centuries.6
One of the most outstanding personalities contesting this attitude
was Ayatollah Rù˙ollàh Khomeynì (1902–1989), who articulated his
opposition while living in exile in Iraq in the 1960s and 1970s. In
his view, the Shi'ite scholars (or to be more precise, the jurisconsults among them) are not only the sole authority for interpreting
revelation (i.e., the Qur"àn), but they are also responsible for having its injunctions implemented. As a result, the clergy must not only
be involved in politics, but must assume political leadership.7 Khomeynì
pointed out that only the most learned of all jurisconsults, the universally accepted marja', is capable of leading the Muslim community. Article Five of the Iranian Constitution prescribes the Supreme
Jurisconsult’s Rule (velàyat-e faqìh). It states that the deputy of the
Twelfth Imam (nà"eb-e emàm) and his representative on earth is to
be “the jurisconsult capable of leadership,” who is “accepted and
acclaimed as Islamic leader by the majority of the population”—a
much debated point lately.8 The debate revolves around a number
of questions: who is qualiﬁed and legitimized to be this leader, by
whom he is to be legitimized, and how is the population to be
involved, raising the issue of popular sovereignty.
This paper does not deal with those intellectuals, scholars and
activists who are fundamentally opposed to the concept of velàyat-e
faqìh: they can be found among secularists as well as among quietist
clerics.9 Even in Khomeynì’s time, the concept of velàyat-e faqìh was

6
Ann K.S. Lambton, “Quis custodiet custodes. Some Reﬂections on the Persian
Theory of Government,” Studia Islamica 22 (1956), p. 133.
7
Ajatollah Chomeini, Der islamische Staat, translated from the Persian and edited
by Nader Hassan and Ilse Itscherenska, Berlin 1983, p. 59ﬀ.
8
Botschaft der Islamischen Republik Iran (ed.), Verfassung der Islamischen Republik
Iran, Bonn 1980, p. 27.
9
It is diﬃcult to ascertain just how high the number of quietists among the
Shi'ite clergy is at any given moment in time. Wilfried Buchta maintains that in
the 1990s, the majority of the Iranian clergy was opposed to velàyat-e faqìh. In supporting his view, he cites data given to him by an employee of the “Committee
for Defending the Rights of the Shi'ite Marja'iyya (Lajnat al-difà' 'an ˙uqùq al-marja'iyya al-shì'iyya).” This Committee is an underground organization dedicated to
non-violent resistance against clerical rule. It claims to have about 1,000 members,
most of them Arabs and Iranians. No oﬃcial ﬁgures are available on the ratio of
political to non-political clerics in Iran, and it is diﬃcult to ascertain whether the
Committee’s ﬁgures are correct. According to the Committee, of a total of 20 Grand
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not without its critics. Jean-Pierre Digard, Bernard Hourcade and
Yann Richard even claim that most scholars based in Qom were
opposed to velàyat-e faqìh at that time.10

How to Qualify as Valì-ye Faqìh and Whose Standards are to be Met?
In March 1989, Khomeynì disavowed Grand Ayatollah Óoseyn 'Alì
MontaΩerì (b. 1922), his designated successor in the position of valìye faqìh and leader of the revolution (rahbar),11 and dismissed him
from public oﬃce.12 However, no adequate replacement could be
found for MontaΩerì, because the clerics willing to serve in this function were no “source of emulation,” and the “sources of emulation”
were not willing.13 In response to this situation, Khomeynì ordered
that Article 109 of the constitution which prescribed that the valì-ye
faqìh be a marja', a “source of emulation,” be suspended.14 This measure considerably lowered the level of religious qualiﬁcation demanded
of the holder of the highest public oﬃce. Khomeynì’s reasoning now
shifted to politics: he argued that instead of someone steeped in

Ayatollahs, who rank a step below the “Absolute Source of Emulation” (marja' altaqlìd al-mu†laq, arab.; marja'-e taqlìd-e mo†laq, pers.), the primus inter pares who is accepted
by all other ayatollahs, 14 lived in Iran in the 1990s. With the exception of Óoseyn
'Alì MontaΩerì all of them are said to oppose the concept of velàyat-e faqìh. See
Wilfried Buchta, “Ein Haus mit vielen Herren. Divergierende Machtzentren in der
Islamischen Republik Iran,” Orient 39 i (1998), p. 70.
10
Digard et al., L’Iran, p. 172.
11
Khomeynì’s successor is also addressed as leader of the revolution (rahbar), as
the Iranian religious establishment maintains that the Islamic Revolution is still
ongoing.
12
In a letter to Khomeynì, MontaΩerì had criticized violations of human rights
and blamed the government for the continuing economic problems, as well as the
fact that investments were blocked. For MontaΩerì’s biography, see Yann Richard,
“Hoseyn-'Ali Montazeri,” Orient 26 (1985), pp. 303–306; N. Schahgaldian, The Clerical
Establishment in Iran, Washington 1989, pp. 48–49.
13
H. Teimourian, “The mullah goes back to the mosque,” The Middle East (May
1989), p. 21. Shahrough Akhavi, “Elite Factionalism in the Islamic Republic of
Iran,” The Middle East Journal 41 ii (1987), p. 190. On the other hand, there are
scholars who maintain that MontaΩerì, too, was not accepted as a marja' at this
time; see Maziar Behrooz, “Factionalism in Iran under Khomeini,” Middle Eastern
Studies 27 iv (1991), p. 609; N. Schahgaldian, The Clerical Establishment, p. 37. In the
early 2000s, MontaΩerì appeared to be widely recognized as marja'. However, this
may be largely due to his oppositional views.
14
See Wilfried Buchta, “Die Islamische Republik Iran und die religiös-politische
Kontroverse um die marja'îyat,” Orient 36 iii (1995), p. 453.
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religious scholarship or well versed in juridical subtleties, the oﬃce
of valì-ye faqìh required a leader with sound political instincts, and
that this person need not necessarily be a marja'.15 This was a sudden turn, given the fact that he had previously argued that only the
universally accepted marja' was capable of leading the Muslim community. To justify his new position, he now stated that he had always
thought it suﬃcient for the Supreme Jurisconsult to be a mere mujtahid.16 The relevant passage in the constitution was thus amended
to read as follows: the indispensable qualiﬁcation for the Supreme
Jurisconsult is àgàh bùdan be zamàn, “to be up to date politically and
to be able to represent the Revolution’s ideological foundations and
goals.”17 According to Olivier Roy, this qualiﬁcation also inﬂuenced
the oﬃcial titles of “Leader of the Revolution” (rahbar-e enqelàb),
“Highest Authority of Leadership” (maqàm-e mo'aΩΩam-e rahbarì ), or
just “Leader,” which is the title most often used to address Khomeynì’s
eventual successor, Khàmene"ì.18 In theory Khomeynì, too, held the
title of “Leader of the Revolution,” but he was rarely addressed as
such. Because of his overwhelming authority he was called Imam,
even though he referred to himself as nà"eb-e emàm, the deputy of
the Imam. (Unlike the Sunnis, Shi'ites do not use this title for the
leader(s) of prayer, but rather reserve it for the Twelfth Imam.) Critics
have always targeted this practice—precisely because it might give
rise to the impression that with Khomeynì the Twelfth Imam had
returned. Ayatollah Sharì'atmadàrì was of the opinion that the title
sounded blasphemous to Iranians, even when used for Arab clerics
such as “Imam” Mu˙sin al-Óakìm.19
'Alì Khàmene"ì (b. 1939) was appointed by the Council of Experts
(majles-e khobregàn), the body charged with the task of selecting the
valì-ye faqìh, shortly after Khomeynì’s death on 3 June 1989. Yet
the fact that Khàmene"ì does not combine the highest political and
religious rank in his person, since he is not generally accepted as a

15
Silvia Tellenbach, “Zur Änderung der Verfassung der Islamischen Republik
Iran vom 28. Juli 1989,” Orient 31 i (1990), p. 49.
16
Tellenbach, “Zur Änderung der Verfassung,” p. 49.
17
Qànùn-e asàsì-ye jomhùrì-ye eslàmì-ye ìràn, p. 32.
18
Olivier Roy, “The Crisis of Religious Legitimacy in Iran,” Middle East Journal
53 ii (1999), p. 206.
19
Michael Fischer, “Becoming Mollah. Reﬂections on Iranian Clerics in a
Revolutionary Age,” Iranian Studies 13 (1980), p. 88.
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“source of emulation,” poses considerable problems. There are presently
several scholars whose juridical qualiﬁcations far exceed Khàmene"ì’s.
A powerful religious authority could thus challenge and undermine
his claim to lead the Shi'ite community. This is perhaps why immediately after taking oﬃce Khàmene"ì put his greatest rival MontaΩerì
under house arrest. Khàmene"ì is acutely aware of this situation, as
is evident from his repeated attempts to elevate himself to the status of marja'-e taqlìd. After Khomeynì’s death, most of the Shi'ites
followed Grand Ayatollah Abu l-Qàsim al-Khù"ì as their marja'-e
taqlìd, while some chose Grand Ayatollah Mar'ashì Najafì or Grand
Ayatollah Golpàyegànì.20 After Khù"ì’s death in 1992, the Khù"ì
Foundation located in London opted for Golpàyegànì as his oﬃcial
successor.21 Upon Golpàyegànì’s death in 1993, Khàmene"ì made
the ﬁrst move to unite the positions of valì-ye faqìh and marja'-e taqlìd
in his person: he arranged for Golpàyegànì to be honored with a
state funeral in Tehran, planning to position himself as his successor by leading the prayers at the grave. Golpàyegànì’s family, however, thwarted his plans and buried the deceased in Qom with only
his closest relatives present. After Golpàyegànì’s family had publicly
rebuﬀed him, Khàmene"ì declared his support for Ayatollah
Mo˙ammad Aràkì (died 1994), a cleric who was not interested in
politics, a move followed by 24 clerics from the middle ranks of the
Iranian clergy who were counted among the “political clerics.” The
non-political faction of Qom’s clergy refused to accept this move,
however; they nominated Grand Ayatollah Íàdeq Rù˙ànì (d. 1997),
a student of Khù"ì’s, as marja'-e taqlìd. Rù˙ànì called for the clergy’s
complete withdrawal from politics and was immediately arrested.22
After Aràkì died in 1994, Khàmene"ì again sought to become
marja'-e taqlìd.23 But many 'ulamà" and ordinary believers were incensed

20

Rainer Hermann, “Von der Wirtschafts- zur Legitimationskrise. Die Ära
Khamenei/Rafsanjani in der Islamischen Republik Iran,” Orient 35 iv (1994),
p. 559. For the political attitude of Khù"ì, who opposed the velàyat-e faqìh, see Yousif
al-Kho’i, “Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qassim al-Kho"i. Political Thought and Positions,”
in Ayatollahs, Suﬁs and Ideologues. State, Religion and Social Movements in Iraq, ed. F. AbdulJabar, London 2002, pp. 223–30.
21
Hermann, “Von der Wirtschafts- zur Legitimationskrise,” p. 560.
22
Further information on this event is oﬀered in Hermann, “Von der Wirtschaftszur Legitimationskrise,” pp. 541–64.
23
See Buchta, “Die Islamische Republik Iran und die religiös-politische Kontroverse
um die marja'îyat,” pp. 449–74.
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at Khàmene"ì’s attempts to have himself declared a “source of emulation” without having published a “practical treatise” (resàle-ye 'amalìye),
a necessary precondition to qualify as marja'. Leading Iranian clerics, such as Khàmene"ì’s brother-in-law shaykh ˇehrànì, who was at
that time exiled in Iraq, wrote a petition (and ran a high personal
risk in doing so) demanding that Ayatollah MontaΩerì, persona non
grata par excellence, be appointed Aràkì’s successor. He maintained that
MontaΩerì was the only qualiﬁed jurisconsult, being the most learned
of all Iranian clerics and the only marja' living in Iran.24 Mehdì
Karrùbì, at the time member of the Council of Experts, and other
high-ranking clerics, such as Ayatollah Khalkhàlì, supported this
petition.25 Others voiced their criticism as well: Mehdì Bàzàrgàn
(d. 1995), ﬁrst Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic and at the
time leader of the semi-legal oppositional “Freedom Movement”
(NehΩat-e àzàdì), argued in an interview with the Persian Service of
the BBC that the religious establishment of the Islamic Republic was
trying to undermine one of the basic principles of the Shi'a, namely
the more or less democratic way of choosing one’s own religious
authority. Bàzàrgàn complained that the unity of state and religion
that existed in Iran was being exploited to force upon the population
a marja' chosen by oﬃcials—an act unprecedented in Shi'ite history.26
Having attracted scathing criticism from diverse quarters, Khàmene"ì
publicly stated that he had no interest in becoming Aràkì’s successor for the Iranians.27 At the same time, however, he oﬀered himself as the “source of emulation” to Shi'ites living outside Iran—an
obvious attempt to attain leadership over the Shi'ites living in the
diaspora and to strengthen his position in Iran at least indirectly.
Another attempt made by Khàmene"ì to establish his leadership
over the clergy was to gain personal ﬁnancial control over the Grand

24

Although it is not necessary that Iranian Shi'ites choose an Iranian as their
“source of emulation,” nationality frequently plays a role.
25
BBC, Persian Service 11/30/1994. Those who signed the petition expressed
the opinion that MontaΩerì was undoubtedly the most learned and most qualiﬁed
Shi'ite scholar of the time. 'Alì ˇehrànì was sentenced to a prison term of twenty
years in absentis in December 1994. See E††elà'àt 21/12/1994.
26
BBC, Persian Service, 11/30/1994.
27
W. Buchta’s assessment that Khàmene"ì managed to become accepted as Grand
Ayatollah in Iran (see Buchta, “Die Islamische Republik Iran und die religiös-politische Kontroverse um die marja'îyat,” p. 458) must be corrected: a substantial part
of the population and the clergy do not even accept his claim to the title of Ayatollah.
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Ayatollahs: he suggested that all believers should pay the Imam’s
share directly to his oﬃce and that he would then distribute the
funds to the Grand Ayatollahs to ﬁnance their theological colleges
and students. To grant Khàmene"ì the right to receive “their” Imam’s
share would have been tantamount to accepting him as the “Absolute
Source of Emulation.” Khàmene"ì’s proposal was roundly rejected
by several renowned “Sources of Emulation” including Grand Ayatollah
Yùsof Íàne"ì, who stated that he was neither interested in losing his
independence, nor was he in favor of the current politicized version
of religious leadership.28
Critics like Grand Ayatollah MontaΩerì view these attempts to
attain the position of “Source of Emulation” as a grave danger for
the idea of the marja 'iyya.
Well, is this not degrading the Shi'ite doctrine of the source of emulation, when the night after the death of Ayatollah Aràkì, they brought
a few people in the street of the Society of Seminary Teachers, just
like they do now, then three or four people came from Tehran and,
in fact, (those who were mentioning him [as the source of emulation])
were not more than seven or eight people, and with hardly seven people, they wanted to make him a source of emulation, whereas he is
not at the level of issuing edicts and being a source of emulation?
Hence, they degraded the doctrine of the Shi'ite source of emulation;
they made it childish, with a bunch of kids from [the Ministry of ]
‘Intelligence’ that they brought.29

One generation after the Islamic Revolution, scholars’ titles, then,
say more about their bearers’ position in the political hierarchy of
Iran than about their scholarship and their standing in the religious
community or with their lay followers. In former times a scholar
more or less automatically turned into an authority after having educated several generations of students. A scholar held in high regard
rose to the top of this hierarchy without being oﬃcially granted a
title. Since the Islamic Revolution, those who hold important political, not academic, positions are granted a title. After Khomeynì’s
death, Khàmene"ì was thus immediately declared the new Leader of
the Revolution, and from that day on addressed as ayatollah.30 This

28

Iran Press Service, 1/12/2000.
Keyhàn, London, 12/4/1997, p. 4.
30
Udo Steinbach, “Die ‘Zweite Islamische Republik’. Der Gottesstaat auf dem
Weg in die Normalität,” Außenpolitik 41 i (1990), p. 84.
29
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form of address was based on his new political position, not his
learning. Hàshemì Rafsanjànì, the former Iranian President and
inﬂuential head of the Expediency Council (majles-e tashkhìß-e maßla˙ate neΩàm), is also addressed as ayatollah, at least in the media controlled by the conservatives. As Mo˙ammad Mojtahed Shabestarì, a
leading reformist theologian, points out:
It may happen that someone today is known as Óojjat al-eslàm, that
there are political changes during the next two years, and he becomes
Ayatollah. Or the other way around . . . someone is Ayatollah today,
and, in the course of two years, because of yet other political changes,
nobody calls him Ayatollah anymore.31

Divine Designation, Part One: The Power Only God Can Grant
Critics claim that by changing the constitution, Khomeynì has in
eﬀect abolished the velàyat-e faqìh.32 This may be true regarding the
juridical and religious qualiﬁcations the valì-ye faqìh was originally
supposed to have. But the idea that the holder of this rank and
oﬃce was to be granted absolute power actually gained in importance with the changes made to the constitution: The “absolute
guardianship of the Supreme Jurisconsult” (velàyat-e mo†laqe-ye faqìh)
was now inscribed into the constitution. No longer empowered with
simple guardianship, the position of the “Supreme Jurisconsult” was
rendered absolute. To compensate for the lack of religious authority, the oﬃceholder was given greater political powers, expressed in
the term mo†laq, which in this context represents a novelty in Shì'ite
jurisprudence. The valì-ye faqìh may thus be only one legal scholar
among many—and not even a high-ranking one. But his political

31

Mo˙ammad M. Shabestari, personal communication to the author in December
1994.
32
This is how the Iranian oppositional freedom movement puts it. See NehΩat-e
àzàdì, Tafßìl va ta˙lìl, Tehran 1994. This attitude is shared by Mehrdad Haghayeghi,
“Politics and Ideology in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” Middle Eastern Studies 29 i
(1993), p. 38. Linda Walbridge maintains a diﬀerent stance. In her opinion, Khomeynì
“did not divide the role of marja' and wilayat al-faqih; rather he redeﬁned the type
of person who should serve in this dual capacity.” Linda S. Walbridge, “The
Counterreformation. Becoming a Marja' in the Modern World,” in The Most Learned
of the Shi'a. The Institution of the Marja' Taqlid, ed. Linda S. Walbridge, Oxford 2001,
p. 234.
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power is absolute, based not on his religious authority, but solely on
his appointment to oﬃce.
The leading Iranian reform theologian Mo˙sen Kadìvar33 (b. 1959)
characterizes Khomeynì’s early ideas concerning velàyat-e faqìh—as
formulated in the constitution of 1979—as “the general appointive
authority of jurists.” In contrast, he describes the new form of velàyat-e
faqìh, as reﬂected in the revised constitution of 1989, as the “absolute
appointive authority of the jurists.”34 Kadìvar stresses that the diﬀerence
between the two refers mainly to political authority. The “absolute
appointive authority of the jurists” gives the Supreme Jurisconsult
absolute authority, elevating his decrees (˙okm-e ˙okùmatì) over those
of the sharì'a: “The orders of the Supreme Jurists, according to this
thesis, must not only be obeyed as a religious duty; they must also
prevail, in cases of contradiction, over the state law and the sacred
law alike.”35
Interestingly, Khàmene"ì was not initially in favor of this reading
of the faqìh’s power. During a Friday Prayer in 1989 he said that
the authority of Islamic government could only be exercised within
the framework of the ordinances of the sacred law. Khomeynì reprimanded him for this attitude and stated that: “Government in the
form of the God-given absolute mandate was the most important of
the divine commandments and has priority over all derivative divine
commandments . . . [It is] one of the primary commandments of
Islam and has priority over all derivative commandments, even over
prayer, fasting and pilgrimage to Mecca.”36 Said Amir Arjomand
33
Kadìvar is involved in deconstructing velàyat-e faqìh by showing that there are
other Shi'ite theories of the state. Nonetheless, Kadìvar never made a frontal attack
on velàyat-e faqìh. He rather demonstrated the historical evolution of Shi'ite political theory and concepts of the state, as well as the spectrum of diﬀerent views on
political rule in contemporary Shi'ite thought. Mo˙sen Kadìvar, NaΩarìyehà-ye dawlat
dar feqh-e shì'e, Tehran 1998. Of equal importance is his book Óokùmat-e velà"ì.
Andìshe-ye sìyàsì dar eslàm, Tehran 1998. For further information about Kadìvar see
Farzin Vahdat, “Post-revolutionary Discourses of Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari
and Mohsen Kadivar. Reconciling the Terms of Mediated Subjectivity,” Critique 17
(2000), pp. 136–54.
34
Quoted from Said Amir Arjomand, “The Reform Movement and the Debate
on Modernity and Tradition in Contemporary Iran,” International Journal of Middle
East Studies 34 iv (2002), p. 729.
35
Kadìvar, NaΩarìyehà-ye dawlat, pp. 108–9. Quoted from Arjomand, “The Reform
Movement,” p. 729.
36
Said Amir Arjomand, “Authority in Shiism and Constitutional Developments
in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” in The Twelver Shia in Modern Times. Religious Culture
and Political History, eds. Rainer Brunner and Werner Ende, Leiden 2001, p. 310.
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called this “the new theocratic absolutism,” and, commenting on
Khàmene"ì’s subsequent change of mind, concluded: “Khamene"ì
not only understood the principles of the new theocratic absolutism
but propounded them.”37
Ayatollah Mo˙ammad Taqì Meßbà˙ Yazdì (b. 1934) is one of
Khàmene"ì’s most fervent supporters, a member of the Council of
Experts and the head of “The Imam Khomeynì Education & Research
Institute.”38 He provided the basic argument to support Khàmene"ì’s
claim to supreme religious authority, writing several books on the
question of velàyat-e faqìh. In his opinion, the term mo†laq means that
Khàmene"ì stands above the constitution. As his right to leadership
is absolute, he can claim far more extensive rights than those explicitly set out in the constitution.39
But why does the leader have absolute rights? This is—according
to Meßbà˙ Yazdì—due to the fact that the faqìh has been chosen
by God himself. Only someone chosen by God has the right to
rule.40 Whether the people accept the faqìh or not is irrelevant. He
does not lose his legitimacy (mashrù'iyyat) if they refuse to oﬀer him
their recognition (maqbùliyyat).41 According to Meßbà˙ Yazdì, the people may give the government some sort of, as he puts it, “objective
reality,” but their approval is not required for it to be legitimate.42
“That is why, in the time of the Great Occultation, the government
receives its legitimacy from God and not from the people.”43 A government that does not have the people’s support is still legitimate,
as can be seen from the example of the fourth caliph, 'Alì: “Even
though he was the only legitimate ruler, he had to wait for 25 years.

37

Arjomand, “Authority in Shiism,” p. 310.
This institute, which is directly answerable to the rahbar, was originally founded
to counter anti-Islamic propaganda. Information on the institute and its homepages
is oﬀered in Matthias Brückner, “Der Ayatollah im Netz—oﬃzielle zwölferschiitische
Websites,” Orient 4 (2002), pp. 537–58.
39
Mo˙ammad Taqì Meßbà˙ Yazdì, Velàyat-e faqìh, Qom 1999, p. 27. Khomeynì,
too, enjoyed considerable extra-constitutional powers. See in detail Asghar Schirazi,
The Constitution of Iran. Politics and the State in the Islamic Republic, tr. J. O’Kane, London
1997, pp. 62–71, 97. Johannes Reissner, “Der Imam und die Verfassung. Zur politischen und staatsrechtlichen Bedeutung der Direktive Imam Khomeinis vom 7.
Januar 1988,” Orient 29 ii (1988), pp. 213–36.
40
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41
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Meßbà˙ Yazdì, Velàyat-e faqìh, p. 25.
43
Meßbà˙ Yazdì, Velàyat-e faqìh, p. 21.
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The mashrù'iyyat remained valid nonetheless. The Imams just could
not realize their claim to authority.”44
Meßbà˙ Yazdì compares three diﬀerent modes of legitimacy: popular will, the ethical values followed by the ruler, and rule by divine
grace. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the latter is the case. This,
as Meßbà˙ Yazdì tries to point out, provides an obvious advantage:
while the people, if given a choice, might end up electing a bad
government,45 God will always choose the best one.46 Meßbà˙ Yazdì
makes it clear that God is not arbitrary when choosing a rahbar. A
rahbar must fulﬁll several prerequisites: he must know how to interpret the religious rulings (a˙kàm) 47 and have reached the grade of
ijtihàd. He must be an honest and pious person thoroughly familiar
with society’s problems and needs. He must also know how to move
in international circles, and “be able to tell friends from enemies.”48
While only the Prophet, Fà†ima, and the Imams are infallible (ma'ßùm),
the rahbar is qarìb be ma'ßùm—almost infallible, which is why he, coming closest to the fourteen Infallibles, has to lead society during the
Great Occultation.49 For this reason, all people are bound to obey
him. It is the faqìh who grants legitimacy to the actions of the people, not vice versa. A law is legitimate only because the faqìh has
approved it, not because it has been passed by a democratic assembly. According to Meßbà˙ Yazdì, parliament has no function and
can be immediately dissolved if the faqìh is not satisﬁed with its
work.50
Following Khomeynì, Yazdì claims that the rahbar can suspend
certain pillars of religion like the pilgrimage, but he cannot change
the ußùl, the principles of religion. Were he to do so, his authority
or the right of leadership would be taken from him (velàyat az ù salb
mishavad).51 Meßbà˙ Yazdì does not explicitly state how and by whom
the rahbar would be divested of authority, but it can be safely assumed
that it would be through God. The rahbar does not need to know,
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nor be able to do everything. Meßbà˙ Yazdì’s interpretation of the
idea of shùrà (consultation among the believers) allows for the rahbar
to consult specialists for advice; the ﬁnal decision, however, is his
alone to make, as was the case with the Prophet.52 Since—in theory—the rahbar may err, Meßbà˙ Yazdì allows for criticism—in principle. The conditions he sets, however, make criticism almost impossible.
For example, it must not play into the enemy’s hands.53 He further
believes that a large number of mujtahids and their opinions lead to
chaos, maintaining that the head of state should be followed in all
political and politico-religious issues. Even if another mujtahid is wiser,
it is ˙aràm—forbidden by religion—to follow him in these issues.
Only in personal matters may other mujtahids be chosen.54
This is quite an unusual point of view, since the Shi'a commonly
maintain that there can be several “sources of emulation” and everybody is free to choose the marja' he prefers. But however unusual
this position may be, Meßbà˙ Yazdì is not alone in advocating it.
Former Parliamentary President Nà†eq Nùrì (who unsuccessfully ran
for the presidency in 1997 for the conservatives) shares this opinion,
stating that:
It is necessary that diﬀerent interpretations and points of view exist—
but there has to be a focus on the valì-ye amr’s [the leader’s, K.A.]
interpretation. If we really wish to know which point of view is true,
we have to look at what the valì-ye amr has to say on the subject. I
think it is wrong to say that so-and-so cannot be allowed to hold an
opinion. By all means—let him hold an opinion. But there has to be
a last word ( faßl al-khi†àb). There is nothing to be said against there
being diﬀerent interpretations, but if we want to know the right one,
we have to ask the leader. The last word on the diﬀerent interpretations of Islam is the leader’s privilege. If we do not go by that, the
result will be deviation.55

Meßbà˙ Yazdì also answered a question put forward by many critics: why is the rahbar not chosen for a limited period of time?
According to him, the rahbar is to be the noq†e-ye thàbet, the ﬁxed
point of the system. Another question often raised is whether the
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rahbar may be corrupted by the fact that he cannot be voted out of
oﬃce. Meßbà˙ Yazdì counters this criticism by pointing out that this
simply cannot happen in the case of the rahbar, just and pious as he
is. Otherwise God would not have chosen him.56
Meßbà˙ Yazdì presents velàyat-e faqìh as the only Shi'ite form of
government, and insists on this being an undisputed truth. According
to him, there is general consensus that during the Great Occultation,
the clerics, or rather their primus inter pares, has to take over as ruler.57
He maintains that diﬀerent opinions exist only in questions of minor
importance, such as how broad the powers of the rahbar should be.58
Meßbà˙ Yazdì holds that even in the traditions of the Imams, the
rewàyàt, the faqìh is named as the Mahdi’s representative,59 and he
also interprets the Qur"àn as proof for his argument, citing Qur"àn
4:59, “O ye who believe! Obey God, and obey the apostle, and
those charged with authority among you.” Classical Shi'ite interpretation maintains that ùlù l-amr, “those charged with authority,”
designates the Imams, since to obey them means to obey God.
Obedience should, by deﬁnition, be based on the correct understanding of divine law: therefore, those obeyed should be infallible,
and these are the Imams. It would have been contradictory of God
to ask believers to follow a deviant path. That is why, according to
Meßbà˙ Yazdì, they never laid claim to the right to lead the Shi'ite
community. In contrast, the Sunni reformer, Mu˙ammad 'Abduh
(d. 1905), interpreted ùlù l-amr as “princes, rulers, 'ulamà", commanders
of the soldiery and all chieftains and leaders to whom people resort
for their needs and public interests.”60 At the same time, 'Abduh did
not believe them to be infallible. Khomeynì took a similar stance,
but limited those who are “charged with authority” in the time of
the Great Occultation to the 'ulamà". He never claimed that this
opinion was the Shi'ite consensus. While endorsing this argument,
Meßbà˙ Yazdì went a step further, anchoring it historically.61
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What is remarkable in the context of Meßbà˙ Yazdì’s argumentation is the fact that in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Supreme
Jurisconsult is still elected by the Council of Experts—human beings
after all. One could thus ask if it is not humans who in actual fact
grant legitimacy to the faqìh. But the conservatives have an answer
in the ready: according to Meßbà˙ Yazdì, the faqìh is by no means
elected by the Experts—he is discovered (kashf ) by them, and this discovery is based on a message sent to them by God. Such an answer,
however, cannot address further queries, such as why the appointment of someone who draws his legitimacy directly from God still
has to be conﬁrmed by the Council of Experts (as has been laid
down in the Iranian constitution and as happened in 1998).62 Nor
does this answer explain why—at least in theory—the Council of
Experts has the power to dismiss him from oﬃce. How is this to be
understood? That God has sent the Experts a message that He now
wishes to take sovereignty away from this particular person? It is
also diﬃcult to understand why the people, who appear to have very
little to say in this particular interpretation of the velàyat-e faqìh, should
be granted such an important right as the election of the Council
of Experts, an election open to all Iranians over eighteen. How is
it possible that humans, supposedly incapable of choosing one outstanding mujtahid from among a few, should be able to identify—
from among hundreds of clerics—the 86 experts who are to make
up the Council of Experts? Once more, Meßbà˙ Yazdì has an answer.
In response to being asked why elections are still held in Iran—for,
after all, the leader is appointed by God—he said that: “In the times
we are living in, and speciﬁcally since Western pressure is so strong,
it is diﬃcult to abolish a tradition like elections.”63
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Divine Designation, Part Two: Its Eﬀects Upon the Islamic
Republic’s Political Reality
An incident in 2000 showed that Khàmene"ì, too, subscribed to the
point of view that the people and their vote are not really important, revealing in the process how he sought to compensate for his
lack of religious authority by repeatedly stating the claim that the
constitution enshrined his position as a leader with absolute rights.
In August 2000, parliament—at the time dominated by reformers—
scheduled a debate on a new Press Law. Designed to protect journalists from judicial arbitrariness, this law was to establish a clear
deﬁnition of those circumstances under which newspapers could be
banned and journalists imprisoned. Compared to the prevailing situation, this law would have represented a marked improvement, or
at the very least would have meant clearer regulations for determining what was forbidden and what not. However, Khàmene"ì
ensured that the bill was not even discussed: he had the President
of Parliament Mehdì Karrùbì read a letter asking parliament to cancel any discussion about the bill. The bill, so the letter stated, was
contrary to Islam and any debate on it unnecessary. This incident
is revealing in two points: ﬁrstly, that Khàmene"ì ignored the constitution—for the constitution does not grant the faqìh the right to
exercise his veto in such aﬀairs, unless of course one interprets the
term “absolute guardianship of Jurisconsult” to mean that he possesses this right. And that is the second point: during Khomeynì’s
rule, Khàmene"ì had already publicly declared that he considered
the Supreme Jurisconsult to stand above the constitution, and that
the constitution itself depended solely on his signature.64 His conduct
in this incident seems to have been directed towards making this
very point. Otherwise, his behavior is diﬃcult to explain: ultimately
there was no need for him to embark on a course of direct confrontation with the parliament, since the Council of Guardians, ranking higher than the parliament, reviews all laws passed by parliament
as to their compatibility with the Islamic character of the constitution. The Council of Guardians would have almost certainly rejected
the bill. Maybe Khàmene"ì took this step in order to demonstrate
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what mo†laq really means—namely that the Supreme Jurisconsult
indeed stands above the constitution and may veto any law. In
January 2004, Khàmene"ì himself commented upon this event and
the role he played. He said: “The Leader of the Revolution’s power
is God-given”. Referring to the cancelled parliamentary debate, he
said that the whole point of the system was that it is the Leader
who is entrusted with the task of solving society’s problems. He was
completely in his rights to act as he had because the Leader is chosen by God. “No rule is accepted in the Iranian democracy but the
one transferred to the Leader by God.” And again: “God grants this
rule to humans who are just and morally above all reproach, and
accepted by the people.”65 Possibly, it is this divine designation which,
in the eyes of his followers, gives him the right to bear the title of
marja'.

Divine Designation, Part Three: Power to the People? MontaΩerì’s
Interpretation of Velàyat-e faqìh
The concept of velàyat-e faqìh has its critics and enemies. But it has
its supporters as well, some of them oﬀering quite diﬀerent deﬁnitions
of what velàyat-e faqìh entails. Some of the clerics in favor of the concept propagate a democratic reading. But how is it possible to arrive
at such diverse deﬁnitions of the faqìh’s rights and duties? All defenders of velàyat-e faqìh agree that God is the only sovereign. Opinions
diﬀer solely as to whom He has endowed with sovereignty until the
Twelfth Imam’s return. The position we have dealt with till now
maintains that God has endowed the valì-ye faqìh alone with absolute
sovereignty.
Grand Ayatollah Óoseyn 'Alì MontaΩerì advocates a diﬀerent
stance. As previously mentioned, MontaΩerì had been expected to
succeed Khomeynì as valì-ye faqìh. After his dismissal, MontaΩerì withdrew quietly to teaching and his studies. He was kept under strict
house arrest for a long period before the conditions were relaxed
somewhat in later years. In 1997, as President Mo˙ammad Khàtamì
came into oﬃce, MontaΩerì returned to the political stage. At the
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time, he warned the newly elected President in an open letter not
to tolerate any interference in his policies by Khàmene"ì just because
Khàmene"ì thought himself to be above the constitution.66 Following
this public statement, the letter Khomeynì had written to MontaΩerì
to force his resignation eight years previously was read for the ﬁrst
time in parliament, the aim being to discredit MontaΩerì. In this letter Khomeynì had characterized MontaΩerì—whom he had always
referred to as “the fruit of my life”—as too “simple minded” (sàde),
saying that he was a disgrace to the Revolution and Islam, and that
he had become a nuisance. In 1989 however, the public had merely
been told that MontaΩerì had been deposed “for the good of the
system and of Islam.”67
MontaΩerì reacted to this public slandering a few days later by
launching an open attack on Khàmene"ì in a speech that received
much attention. On the occasion of the birthday of Imam 'Alì,
MontaΩerì addressed a few followers and supporters at his home,
but the speech was later widely circulated on tapes, and parts of it
were published in the Iranian press, the internet and abroad.68 In
the speech MontaΩerì explained that the fathers of the Iranian constitution (and he had been one of them) had never envisaged the
establishment of a system such as the one that existed in Iran today.
The Supreme Jurisconsult had been meant to merely act as a supervisor. The idea was that he should stand guard over the three powers of the state and see to it that they did not violate the principles
of Islam; he was not supposed to interfere in state aﬀairs. He was
meant to take action only if and when society was about to “deviate from the path of Islam”. Furthermore, the Supreme Jurisconsult
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was to be elected, and oﬃce was to be held for a speciﬁed term. It
was beyond doubt, MontaΩerì claimed, that in 1979 a choice had
been made for a republic, i.e. for a rule of, for, and by the people.69
MontaΩerì and Meßbà˙ Yazdì diﬀer on the question of who has
been given sovereignty and on the question of who chooses the faqìh.
According to MontaΩerì, it is not God. God has authorized not just
the faqìh, but the people in their entirety—and it is the people who
then choose the faqìh. From this it follows that there has to be a
social contract between the faqìh and the people. As he puts it:
In reality, there is a social contract between the people and the valìye faqìh, and the constitution was drafted on that basis. Accordingly,
his term may be limited and temporary, like that of the president or
a member of parliament. And given that the valì-ye faqìh is accorded
responsibility to the people, he is not infallible. He must accept criticism and be responsible for his actions.70

MontaΩerì accused Khàmene"ì of having twisted the constitution’s
original intentions. At no time, he stated, was it envisaged that the
valì-ye faqìh should stand above the constitution. MontaΩerì called
what Khàmene"ì established in Iran a dictatorship of the Supreme
Jurisconsult. Moreover, MontaΩerì felt that the entire concept of
velàyat-e faqìh had in the meantime lost its raison d’être, since the original idea was that the most learned of all scholars was to watch over
the state. But through the “new deﬁnition” of the Supreme Jurisconsult’s
function, his oﬃce had become an institution uncannily resembling
the Presidency. How, MontaΩerì asked, does the holder of this oﬃce
diﬀer in his qualiﬁcations from the President? Both have to be competent and possess a clear political vision. But what is the use of
this new oﬃce if there is no diﬀerence to that of the President?
Naturally, for MontaΩerì, there can be no diﬀerence, since he does
not accept the reasoning of Khàmene"ì’s followers: that the Supreme
Jurisconsult has divine legitimacy. Instead MontaΩerì says that, according to Shi'ite jurisdiction, the Twelve Imams were chosen by God—
they alone, and no one else. Logically enough, no other person could
lay claim to have divine legitimation.71
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Criticism of the positions taken by Meßbà˙ Yazdì and Khàmene"ì
is becoming more widespread, even at times from unexpected quarters. Grand Ayatollah A˙mad Bigdelì Àzarì Qomì (d. 1999), for
example, was one of MontaΩerì’s ﬁercest opponents. He was a member of the Council of Experts which voted Khàmene"ì into the oﬃce
of Supreme Jurisconsult, and, as editor of the newspaper Resàlat, was
one of the most vocal leaders of the group supporting Khàmene"ì’s
claim to the oﬃce of valì-ye faqìh in 1989. In numerous articles he
defended Khàmene"ì against those who pointed out the latter’s lack
of qualiﬁcations. Moreover, Àzarì Qomì was of the opinion that
Khàmene"ì should hold absolute power. That he was not a “source
of emulation” should not be interpreted to mean that his power
could be limited. Àzarì Qomì went so far as to state that even
Khomeynì’s decrees needed Khàmene"ì’s approval in order to still
be valid after his death.72 (Others, such as the defenders of the
Rushdie Fatwa, maintained that everything Khomeynì said must be
respected forever; although fatwas are usually no longer valid after
the death of the marja' who originally issued them.) In 1996, however, Àzarì Qomì publicly withdrew his support for Khàmene"ì, stating that he thought him unﬁt for the oﬃce of marja'-e taqlìd.73 It is
likely that Khàmene"ì’s attempts to style himself marja' caused this
change of mind; such self-aggrandizement ﬁnds its critics even among
Khàmene"ì’s former supporters. Shortly afterwards, Àzarì Qomì again
criticized Khàmene"ì, going so far as to suggest that Khàmene"ì
should limit his activities to politics and elect MontaΩerì to be his
deputy in religious matters. If politics were not to change substantially, he stated, the people “will dump us in history’s dustbin.”74
The subject of the Supreme Jurisconsult’s range of power is widely
discussed. In June 2003, 148 members of the Iranian Parliament
signed a declaration calling Khàmene"ì’s autocratic leadership and
his claim to be ruling in God’s name (and hence claiming to be
infallible) an expression of unbelief (kufr). The people, the declaration stated, have the right to judge their leaders’ actions, to criticize
them, and to dismiss them “if they are not content with them.”
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Introducing “divine and absolute power” inspiring dread among the
population was denounced as an “oppression of human dignity.”75

Uncertain Authority and the Consequences
One thing becomes clear when analyzing the diﬀerent deﬁnitions of
the faqìh’s rights and duties and his legitimacy. Besides the complete
abolition of velàyat-e faqìh, which the supporters of democracy are
demanding more openly than before, there exists another option, at
least in theory: to turn the institution of the velàyat-e faqìh into a
more democratic one. While this may even have been the original
intention of the fathers of the constitution, as MontaΩerì claims,
Khàmene"ì claimed God-given authority, and criticism of him is even
called and punished as an “oﬀense against the holy religious values”
(ehànat be moqaddasàt-e dìnì).76 Khàmene"ì’s lack of religio-juridical
authority has probably forced him to look for a diﬀerent mode of
legitimation. Khàmene"ì might thus be the only marja' in Shi'ite history to have become a “Source of Emulation” due to his alleged
divine designation and not because of his religious authority and
knowledge of Islamic law. With this, the concept of marja'iyya has
undergone a fundamental change.
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RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY IN TRANSNATIONAL SUFI
NETWORKS: SHAYKH NÀ¸IM AL-QUBRUSÌ AL-ÓAQQÀNÌ
AL-NAQSHBANDÌ*
Annabelle Böttcher

Transnational Islamic networks adapt to national borders while at
the same time challenging state sovereignty.1 Their leaders map space
and boundaries by licensing and de-licensing norms and actions.
Their religious authority is based on their claim of being a link
between the here and the hereafter, between the profane and the
Divine. If they are capable of convincing their disciples of the legitimacy of their claim, the success can be channeled into a visible and
expanding corporate body and an informal network structure. Its
cohesion and dynamics depend largely on the network leader’s social
and communicative skills. Thus “imagined communities”2 are created and translated into structural entities. While transnational religious, political, economic, and social networks are important players
in a “transnational civil society,”3 their concepts of transnational
authority renders state monopoly of political authority problematic.
In the following article I will focus on the complex relationship
between religious authority, corporate identity, and network structure
through the case study of a dynamic Suﬁ network of the Naqshbandiyya
tradition.4 The question is how is religious authority translated into

* I am grateful to Shaykh Jamàl al-Dìn Dirschl, Alma Giese, Michael Kemper,
Gudrun Krämer, Kathryn Nussdorf, Jürgen Paul, and Sabine Schmidtke for comments on earlier versions of this article.
1
For more details on the relationship between transnational networks and nation
states see M.J. Peterson, “Transnational Activity, International Society and World
Politics,” in Millennium. Journal of International Studies 21 iii (1992), pp. 371–88.
2
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reﬂections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism, London 71996 [1983], p. 6.
3
Susanne Hoeber Rudolph, “Introduction,” in Transnational Religion and Fading
States, eds. S. Hoeber Rudolph and James Piscatori, Boulder 1997, p. 10.
4
For more information on the Naqshbandiyya in general see Hamid Algar, “The
Naqshbandì Order. A Preliminary Survey of its History and Signiﬁcance,” Studia
Islamica 44 (1976), pp. 123–52; Mu˙ammad A˙mad al-Darnayqa, al-ˇarìqa alNaqshbandiyya wa-a'làmuhà, Beirut 1987; Marc Gaborieau, Alexandre Popovic, and
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some form of transnational structural entity. Among the countless
networks of the Naqshbandiyya Suﬁ tradition I chose the Óaqqàniyya
headed by Shaykh NàΩim al-Qubrusì,5 because it represents an
expanding transnational network with a multi-ethnic following. The
Turkish anthropologist Tayfun Atay estimates that the shaykh has
followers from 65 nationalities.6 They are of various ethnic and national
origins such as Lebanese, Syrians, Jordanians, Turks, Malaysians, Sri
Lankis, British, Germans, Swiss, Italians, Dutch, Spanish, Canadians
and Americans.7 The Óaqqàniyya claims to have millions of followers
all over the world among them many converts to Islam. Shaykh
NàΩim is said to have initiated about half a million disciples from
Western countries and the US.8 According to the Óaqqàniyya, by 1998
about 15.000 new disciples joined the network in the US.9 Its headquarters is based in Cyprus where Shaykh NàΩim runs a Suﬁ convent
accommodating hundreds of disciples and guests throughout the year.
My research is based on participant observation and informal talks
with Shaykh NàΩim and his disciples in Lebanon, Syria, the United
States and Germany from 1999 to 2003.10 I have consulted books
and journals published by the network and their websites on the
internet.
Thierry Zarcone (eds.), Naqshbandis. Cheminements et situation actuelle d’un ordre mystique
musulman, Istanbul/Paris 1990; Mu˙ammad al-Khànì, al-Óadà"iq al-wardiyya fì ˙aqà"iq
ajillà" al-Naqshbandiyya, Damascus 1997.
5
Even though Shaykh NàΩim is a Turkish Cypriot, in his publications all proper
names are written in Arabic transcription. His wife’s name is written in Turkish
transcription.
6
Tayfun Atay, Naqshbandi Suﬁs in a Western Setting, PhD dissertation, School of
African and Oriental Studies, London 1993, p. 61.
7
Hoda Boyer, “From Al Azhar to Oak Park,” in American Jihad. Islam After
Malcolm X, ed. Stefan Barboza, New York 1993, p. 27.
8
Khaldùn b. Mu˙ammad Ismà'ìl Óamàda al-Dimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya
fì l-karàmàt al-rabbàniyya, Paris 1998, pp. 15, 28, 53, 83, 90.
9
The Muslim Magazine 2 (Dhu l-Óijja 1418/April 1998), p. 19. Among them is
a signiﬁcant number of African-American Muslims. See Marcia Hermansen, “In
the Garden of American Suﬁ Movements. Hybrids and Perennials,” in New Trends
and Developments in the World of Islam, ed. Peter B. Clarke London 1998, p. 166.
10
This research is part of a larger research project on Islamic transnational networks, which was ﬁnanced by grants from the German Academic Exchange Council
and the German Research Council. I would like to thank the Center for Middle
Eastern Studies, Harvard University, John Donohue and the CEMAM (Centre
d’Études sur le Monde Arabe Moderne) at the University of Saint-Joseph in Beirut
and Gudrun Krämer, Sabine Schmidtke and the Institute for Islamic Studies at the
Free University of Berlin for hosting and counselling me. Furthermore my thanks
go to Shaykh Jamàl al-Dìn Dirschl and other disciples of the Óaqqàniyya for their
patience and support.
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The Shaykh’s Charismatic Appeal
Due to a minimum of institutionalized infrastructure, the Óaqqàniyya
is created and held together by the charismatic appeal and the religious authority of its network leader. They are based on the Suﬁ
doctrine of a spiritual master having to guide a disciple’s spiritual
training and the disciple having to trust and obey his spiritual master. The latter establishes a spiritual link with each disciple (arab.
ràbi†a), because his charismatic appeal attracts them. If he is still
alive, he also creates social links among the disciples by initiating
marriages and organizing sub-networks for ritual and social purposes.11 He nominates national delegates (arab. khulafà", sing. khalìfa)
and authorizes them to lead ritual meetings. Thus a visible corporate body and an informal structure is created. Its stability and growth
depend on his charismatic appeal and the consolidation of his religious authority. The network leader has to rely on his social skills
to convince his disciples of the legitimacy of his religious authority.
This is translated into individual and collective actions by the disciples; they will adhere to the network structure, do voluntary work,
contribute ﬁnancially, adapt to behavioral patterns like dress codes,
observance of rituals etc. In a sohbet12 Shaykh NàΩim described this:
“[t]he power to draw people together is a gift from heaven.”13
A closer look at Shaykh NàΩim’s biography might give some clues
as to how this “gift from heaven” was acquired. Details on Shaykh
NàΩim’s biography derive from written and oral hagiographic accounts.
They are composed of hagiographic topoi, which do not necessarily include historically veriﬁable facts. Their aim is to prove his legitimacy as a religious authority by convincing the reader or listener
that he is a saint (arab. walì ) with a privileged access to God.14 This
quest for legitimacy is typical for hagiographies of living saints which
are still “under construction.”15 It is diﬃcult for the researcher to

11

There are examples of Suﬁ networks with deceased shaykhs. In these cases the
disciples establish a spiritual link with him. Nevertheless these networks have a
“managing director” at their head.
12
A sohbet (arab. ßu˙ba) is a lesson by the teacher for the disciples.
13
Sheikh Nazim al-Qubrusi, Ocean of Unity, Konya 1987, p. 66.
14
For more details, see Jürgen Paul, “Hagiographische Texte als historische
Quelle,” Saeculum 41 (1990), pp. 18–26.
15
For an excellent historic analysis of hagiographic construction in the later
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reconstruct his chronologically convincing biography because the
hagiographic accounts of the location of places and durations of his
stays are contradictory.

Reconstruction of Shaykh NàΩim’s Biography
Shaykh NàΩim was born in Larnaka between 1920 and 1922 into
a Suﬁ family.16 His paternal grandfather was the shaykh of the Hala
Sultan Tekke of the Qàdiriyya Suﬁ network in Cyprus.17 His mother
came from a family tracing their genealogy to Jalàl al-Dìn Rùmì
(1207–1273), one of the spiritual founders of the Mevlevi Suﬁ tradition.18
Shaykh NàΩim was the youngest of four children. He went to secondary school in Nicosia. In 1944 he followed his two brothers and
one of his sisters to Istanbul to study chemistry at the University of
Istanbul.19 Through his eldest brother he came into contact with the
Naqshbandiyya tradition for the ﬁrst time. The death of this brother
during the Second World War provoked a deep crisis in the young
man’s life. He abandoned his university studies and devoted himself
to the study of Suﬁsm with Shaykh Jamàl al-Dìn al-Làsùnì, who
cannot be identiﬁed.20 His major spiritual master (arab. murshid) seemed

Ottoman period see Thomas Eich, Abù l-Hudà aß-Íayyàdì. Eine Studie zur Instrumentalisierung
suﬁscher Netzwerke und genealogischer Kontroversen im spätosmanischen Reich, Berlin 2003, pp.
78–83.
16
Atay, Naqshbandi Suﬁs, p. 48; Daphne Habibis, A Comparative Study of Workings
of a Branch of the Naqshbandi Suﬁ Order in Lebanon and the United Kingdom, PhD dissertation,
University of London, 1985, p. 85; al-Dimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 94.
17
Anonym, The Fruit of Real Belief and Perfect Practising is Peace. An Interview with
Maulana Sheikh Nazim al Haqqani, n.p. n.d., p. 1; Atay, Naqshbandi Suﬁs, p. 49; alDimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 94.
18
Anonym, The Fruit, p. 1; al-Dimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 95. For
more information on Jalàl al-Dìn Rùmì, see Hellmut Ritter and A. Bausani, “Djalàl
al-Dìn Rùmì,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 2, pp. 393–97;
Annemarie Schimmel, The Triumphal Sun. A Study of the Works of Jalàloddìn Rùmì,
Albany 1993.
19
Atay, Naqshbandi Suﬁs, p. 49; al-Dimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 95;
Habibis, Comparative Study, p. 81; Shaykh Muhammad Hisham Kabbani, The Naqshbandi
Suﬁ Way. History and Guidebook of the Saints of the Golden Chain, Chicago 1995, pp.
376–78; 'Adnàn Mu˙ammad al-Qabbànì, al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya fì manàqib ajillà"
al-silsila al-dhahabiyya li-l-†arìqa al-Naqshbandiyya al-'aliyya, Tripolis 1995, p. 328.
20
Semra Galip, “Un gourou naqshbendi. Seyh Nazim Kibrisì,” in Naqshbandis.
Cheminements et situation actuelle d’un ordre mystique musulman, eds. Marc Gaborieau,
Alexandre Popovic, and Thierry Zarcone, Istanbul/Paris 1990, p. 437; al-Qabbànì,
al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 328.

religious authority in transnational sufi networks

245

to have been Shaykh Erzurumi Hacı Süleyman Efendi (arab. Sulaymàn
Ar∂urùmì), who taught in the Fatih area of Istanbul.21 Then the
young NàΩim went to Homs to study Qur"àn recitation. From Homs
he traveled to Tripolis and later to Damascus. In one hagiographic
account he is said to have spent a year in spiritual retreat in Aleppo.22
In 1945 he met Shaykh 'Abd Allàh Dàghistànì in the Daqqàq mosque
in the old city of Damascus, whom he accepted as his sole spiritual
master.23 Shortly afterwards Shaykh NàΩim left Syria and traveled
extensively. In 1952 he returned to Syria and married Amìna 'Àdil24
in Damascus.25 She was a neighbor and disciple of Shaykh 'Abd
Allàh Dàghistànì. In a personal communication she mentioned that
both she and her husband were also disciples of the famous Kurdish
Shaykh Mu˙ammad Dhu l-Faqàr in Syria.26 He is not mentioned
in any of the oﬃcial hagiographic versions insisting on Shaykh 'Abd
Allàh being Shaykh NàΩim’s only spiritual master since his departure from Istanbul.
In the following years Shaykh NàΩim travelled a lot. It is often
unclear where he resided. Apparently his wife stayed behind with
her family in Damascus, where her husband joined her several times
a year. In 1967 his deportation from Syria to Cyprus after the outbreak of the war with Israel is mentioned.27 In the early 1970s, when
Shaykh NàΩim asked Shaykh 'Abd Allàh for permission to settle in
Medina, near the Prophet’s grave, he was ordered instead to go
London to “spread Islam in the West” (arab. nashr al-Islàm fì l-gharb)
every year during the month of Rama∂àn.28 Even though he had a
very diﬃcult start, it was the beginning of a successful career as t
he leader of a transnational network. This coincided with the death

21

Al-Dimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 95.
Zero Quensel, “Introduction,” in Sheikh Nazim al Haqqani, Defending Truth.
Associations with a Suﬁ Master of our Time, London 1997, p. 8.
23
Al-Dimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 96.
24
I am using the Arabic transcription of her name.
25
Kabbani, The Naqshbandi Suﬁ Way, p. 383.
26
Informal talk with Shaykha Amìna in July 1999 in Sofar (Lebanon). Shaykh
Mu˙ammad Dhu l-Faqàr came from a village near Damascus. After he joined the
Naqshbandiyya in Damascus, he moved to Tripolis in 1918. He had many disciples in the Middle East. He died in 1951 and is buried in Damascus. See Mu˙ammad
A˙mad al-Darnayqa, al-ˇuruq al-ßùﬁyya fì ˇaràbulus, PhD dissertation, Université
Saint Joseph, Beirut 1980, p. 159.
27
Kabbani, The Naqshbandi Suﬁ Way, p. 202.
28
Al-Dimashqì, al-Rasha˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, pp. 52–53.
22
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of Shaykh 'Abd Allàh Dàghistànì in 1973 and Shaykh NàΩim becoming his successor.29 For several reasons the succession went relatively
undisputed.30 The network was very small. Even though it is always
diﬃcult to estimate the size of a Suﬁ network, it included a few
dozen followers in Syria, Lebanon, and Cyprus.31 Shaykh 'Abd Allàh’s
only daughter and her husband could have claimed the succession,
but they were not interested in Suﬁsm. When Shaykh NàΩim assumed
the leadership, the closest disciples either accepted him, as was the
case with the Qabbànì brothers from Tripolis in Lebanon, or split
oﬀ and founded a new Suﬁ network, as was the case with a certain
Shaykh Óusayn from 'Afrìn in Syria.32
In 1980 Shaykh NàΩim returned to Cyprus and settled there. In
the following decades he continued to travel all over the world establishing his headquarters in Lefke, Cyprus and London. His high
mobility was one of the reasons for the transnational expansion of
his Suﬁ network.33
The Caucasian Origins of the Óaqqàniyya
Shaykh 'Abd Allàh was one of several Suﬁ shaykhs in Damascus,
representing a Daghestani line of the Naqshbandiyya-MujaddidiyyaKhàlidiyya tradition. It traces its origins from Central Asia via India
to the Middle East, where the famous Kurdish shaykh, Khàlid alNaqshband (1776–1827) plays a key role in spreading this tradition.
He lived in Suleymaniye, Delhi, Baghdad, and Damascus and is considered to be a famous “renewer” of the faith (arab. mujaddid ).34 One

29
Galip, “Un gourou naqshbendi,” p. 438; Kabbani, The Naqshbandi Suﬁ Way,
pp. 376–401.
30
On succession in network leadership positions, see Annabelle Böttcher, “Sunni
and Shi'i Networking in the Middle East,” in Shaping the Current Islamic Reformation,
ed. B.A. Roberson, London/Portland 2003, pp. 55–57.
31
Habibis, A Comparative Study, p. 144.
32
According to Brazilian anthropologist Paolo Pinto from the Universidade Federal
Fluminense in Rio de Janeiro, there is only one Naqshbandì shaykh in 'Afrìn,
Shaykh Óasan. He is 74 and inherited his position from his father. (I thank Paolo
Pinto for this information, e-mail dated August 2003.)
33
For the role of mobility in the growth of transnational networks, see Böttcher,
“Sunni and Shi'i Networking,” p. 46.
34
Hamid Algar, “A Brief History of the Naqshbandì Order,” in Naqshbandis.
Cheminements et situation actuelle d’un ordre mystique musulman, eds. Marc Gaborieau,
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of his delegates (arab. khulafà", sing. khalìfa) was Shaykh Ismà'ìl alShirwànì al-Kurdamìrì (1787–1840)35 from Daghestan. In the Arabic
sources of the Óaqqàniyya, Shaykh Ismà'ìl is presented as the most
prominent student and successor of Shaykh Khàlid al-Naqshband.36
From there he spread the network to Central Asia, the Volga Basin
and Afghanistan in the name of the Naqshbandiyya-MujaddidiyyaKhàlidiyya tradition.37 His disciples and successors, Shaykh Khàßß
Mu˙ammad (1786–1844),38 Shaykh Mu˙ammad al-Yaraghì (1777–
1848),39 and Shaykh Jamàl al-Dìn al-Ghumùqì (1788–1869) continued his work.40 The latter was a wealthy landowner who followed
Shaykh Mu˙ammad al-Yaraghì and became his successor in 1824.41
Shaykh al-Ghumùqì initiated famous guerilla chiefs such as Shaykh
Shàmil to whom he also married his daughter Zàhida.42 This clearly

Alexandre Popovic, and Thierry Zarcone, Istanbul/Paris 1990, p. 28; for his biography see Nizàr AbàΩa, al-Shaykh Khàlid al-Naqshbandì, Damascus 1414/1994; Halkawt
Hakim, Confrérie des Naqshbandis au Kurdistan au XIX e siècle, PhD dissertation, Université
de Paris-Sorbonne, Paris IV, 1983, pp. 115–22; al-Qabbànì, al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya,
pp. 217–30.
35
He was born in the village of Kurdamìrì in Alazan in Cachetia. See Michael
Kemper, Herrschaft, Recht und Islam in Daghestan. Von den Khanaten und Gemeindebünden
zum Imamatsstaat, Habilitation, Ruhr-University Bochum, 2002, p. 222; Chantal
Lermercier-Quelquejay, “Les tariqat au Caucase du Nord,” in Les ordres mystiques
dans l’Islam. Cheminements et situation actuelle, eds. Alexandre Popovic and Gilles Veinstein,
Paris 1986, p. 38; Moshe Gammer, “The Beginnings of the Naqshbandiyya in
Dàghestàn and the Russian Conquest of the Caucasus,” Die Welt des Islams 34 (1994),
p. 207. He is also called Shaykh Ismà'ìl al-Shirwànì al-Anàrànì. Al-Qabbànì, alFutù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, p. 237. For his biography, see ibid., pp. 237–40.
36
Al-Qabbànì, al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, pp. 237–38.
37
Algar, “A Brief History,” p. 36; Moshe Gammer, Muslim Resistance to the Tsar.
Shamil and the Conquest of Chechnia and Daghestan, London/Portland 1994, p. 39;
Gammer, “The Beginnings,” p. 207.
38
Al-Qabbànì, al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, pp. 239–40; for his biography see Kabbani,
The Naqshbandi Suﬁ Way, pp. 293–97; 'Abd al-Majìd b. Mu˙ammad al-Khànì, alKawàkib al-dhurriyya 'alà l-˙adà"iq al-wardiyya, Damascus 1997, pp. 728–29; LemercierQuelquejay, “Les tariqat,” p. 38.
39
For his biography see Kabbani, The Naqshbandi Suﬁ Way, pp. 299–307; alQabbànì, al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, pp. 247–52; Michael Kemper, “Einige Notizen
zur arabischsprachigen Literatur der ]ihàd-Bewegung in Dagestan und Tschetschenien
in der ersten Hälfte des 19. Jahrhunderts,” in Muslim Culture in Russia and Central
Asia from the 18th to the Early 20th Centuries. Vol. 2: Inter-Regional and Inter-Ethnic Relations,
eds. Anke von Kügelgen, Michael Kemper, Allen J. Frank, Berlin 1998, pp. 67–69.
40
Al-Qabbànì, al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya, pp. 241–52; Anna Zelkina, In Quest for
God and Freedom. Suﬁ Responses to the Russian Advance in the North Caucasus, London
2000, p. 102.
41
For more details see Kemper, Herrscher, Recht und Islam, pp. 225–27; Zelkina,
In Quest for God, pp. 108–15.
42
Kabbani, The Naqshbandi Suﬁ Way, p. 302; al-Qabbànì, al-Futù˙àt al-Óaqqàniyya,
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shows that the ties between the disciples of the Suﬁ network were
overlapped by family ties.
When Shaykh Shàmil was arrested by the Tsarist forces in 1859,
his father-in-law, Shaykh Ghumùqì, ordered his disciples from
Daghestan, Khazan, Chechnya, Armenia and Azerbaijan to ﬂee to
the Ottoman Empire. He himself took his clan to Istanbul in 1862.43
His closest disciples and successors, Shaykh Abù A˙mad al-Sughùrì
and Shaykh Mu˙ammad al-Madanì stayed in Daghestan to continue
their military campaign.44 They later also ﬂed into the Ottoman
Empire. Shaykh al-Madanì went to Istanbul in the early 1880s,
where—according to the accounts of the Óaqqàniyya—the Sultan
became one of his disciples and gave him a piece of land in the
mountains in Güneyköy near Bursa.45 It is more probable, however,
that the clan was allocated land within a resettlement treaty between
the Ottoman Empire and Russia concluded in the 1860s.46 There
he began to build a village and a Suﬁ convent for the refugees of
his network. His student and successor was Shaykh Sharaf al-Dìn
al-Dàghistànì (1876–1936), who was also his nephew and son-inlaw.47 He had two successors, Shaykh 'Abd Allàh al-Dàghistànì, who
left Turkey and settled in Damascus, and Shaykh Mehmed Efendi,
who settled in Yalova and built his own network.48
Shaykh 'Abd Allàh al-Dàghistànì was born in 1891 in Daghestan
and trained by his uncle, Shaykh Sharaf al-Dìn al-Dàghistànì.49
Though his uncle left Daghistan in the 1870s, Shaykh 'Abd Allàh
did not follow until the end of the 1890s. He also settled in Güneyköy.

p. 255; for more details on his biography see Algar, “A Brief History,” p. 36;
Gammer, Muslim Resistance, pp. 69–80.
43
Lemercier-Quelquejay, “Les tariqat,” p. 38; Natal’ya A. Tagirova and Amri
R. ”ixsaidov, “'Abdarra˙màn al-]àzì©umùqì und seine Werke,” in Muslim Culture
in Russia and Central Asia from the 18th to the Early 20th Centuries, eds. Michael Kemper,
Anke von Kügelgen, and Dmitriy Yermakov, Berlin 1996, p. 320.
44
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According to accounts of the Óaqqàniyya, Shaykh 'Abd Allàh is said
to have married one of his daughters to King Fàrùq’s son and accompanied the couple to Egypt. However, the king had only one son,
Fu"àd, who was not born until 1952. In other accounts of disciples,
the son-in-law was a highranking Egyptian aristocrat. The marriage
is said to have ended in a divorce after half a year and the Dàghistànì
clan returned penniless to Aleppo.50 Shaykh Jamàl says Shaykh 'Abd
Allàh and his family arrived in Damascus and were given shelter in
a Suﬁ convent.51 Later they settled in a slum area on the outskirts
of Damascus with other refugees from Daghestan, Turkmenistan and
Chechnya. There they built a modest house and a small mosque
which also served as a Suﬁ convent.52 Shaykh 'Abd Allàh died in
1973 in a Beirut hospital and was buried in his mosque.53 Shaykh
NàΩim became the 40th shaykh of the spiritual genealogy (turk. silsile, arab. silsila) of the Naqshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya-KhàlidiyyaDàghistàniyya-Óaqqàniyya.54 By that time the Óaqqàniyya was a
small immigrant Suﬁ network including mainly family members. Its
leader, Shaykh 'Abd Allàh, did not leave any trace in the biographical
collections of Damascene shaykhs.55

Shaykh NàΩim as the “Marketing Director” of the Naqshbandiyya
Today, under Shaykh NàΩim’s leadership this Caucasian Naqshbandì
lineage is clearly witnessing a revival due to his charismatic appeal.
He is the ﬁrst network leader since Shaykh Khàlid, who is not from
Daghestan. What is even more surprising is Shaykh NàΩim’s success
in transcending language, ethnic and national boundaries. It is diﬃcult
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to describe a shaykh’s multiethnic, multinational, and multilingual
charismatic appeal, because it is experienced diﬀerently by each disciple. However, there must be something universal about it if it
attracts so many followers from such diverse backgrounds.
One factor of Shaykh NàΩim’s transnational appeal is the multilingual transfer of his message. His mother language being Turkish,
he is able to communicate in English and Arabic. For the majority
of his disciples English seems to be the lingua franca. Among the elite
members of the network Turkish and Arabic is used. Besides Shaykh
NàΩim transcended ethnic ties within his own family. While he is of
Cypriot-Turkish origin, his wife is a Tartar and his two designated
successors, Shaykh Hishàm and Shaykh 'Adnàn, are Arabs.
This multilingual and multiethnic life-style is successfully marketed
due to Shaykh NàΩim’s high mobility. Until recently he travelled
extensively all over the world, visiting and instructing his growing
discipleship. By maintaining a schedule of regular presence at his
two headquarters, one in Lefke in Cyprus and one in London, disciples and those interested were also able to meet him easily.
Depending on seniority and the degree of involvement, I distinguish two categories of discipleship in the Óaqqàniyya: the elite level
and the ordinary level.56 Elite disciples are of Middle Eastern or
Caucasian origin. They have a solid Suﬁ background and have
accepted Shaykh NàΩim because they are convinced of the legitimacy of his succession. Among them are the members of the Qabbànì
family, a prominent Lebanese Suﬁ family from Tripolis. This family includes high-ranking 'ulamà" such as the Sunni muftì of Lebanon
as well as successful businessmen. Shaykhs 'Adnàn and Hishàm
Qabbànì were already disciples of Shaykh 'Abd Allàh in the 1950s.
They all studied together at Shaykh 'Abd Allàh’s house. After his
death in 1973, they accepted Shaykh NàΩim as their master and
later they were chosen as his successors. Other elite members of the
Óaqqàniyya are of Caucasian origin.
The majority of the ordinary followers are Muslim converts. They
usually have little knowledge of spiritual or Suﬁ traditions and Islamic
culture and barely speak Arabic or Turkish before adhering to the
network. From London and Lefke the network slowly expanded
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through extensive travels of Shaykh NàΩim around the globe. During
his trips meetings were organized in private houses, mosques or Suﬁ
convents during which people spontaneously declared their adherence to the shaykh.
According to disciples’ accounts the initial interest in the Óaqqàniyya
is some kind of “spiritual thirst” (arab. 'a†ash rù˙ì ).57 For them Shaykh
NàΩim is “a real fountain for the thirsty.”58 They are motivated by
a search for spirituality. In his research on disciples in a West-German
town, the German sociologist Jörg Hüttermann has qualiﬁed them
as “searchers.”59 A minority has more speciﬁc needs which are satisﬁed
by his eschatological teachings.60 Many of them hear of Shaykh
NàΩim from acquaintances or friends. Then they seek further information from the nearby local group of the Óaqqàniyya. At a later
stage they are invited to meet the shaykh during his visits in the
area or else they travel to London or Lefke to meet him there. In
many accounts of disciples the ﬁrst meeting is crucial. His charismatic appeal is felt as a strong attraction by the potential disciple.
According to the Óaqqàniyya, Shaykh NàΩim has a particularly strong
power of divine attraction (arab. jadhba), which he was invested with
because the truth of attraction (arab. ˙aqìqat al-jadhba) was revealed
to him.61 According to Buehler, a Naqshbandì shaykh is magnetized
by the experience of divine presence. It enables him to transfer this
magnetizing experience to his disciples.62
A saint has a mediating role between the Divine and the human,
which is symbolized by his position in the spiritual genealogy (turk.
silsile, arab. silsila). He is the heir of the Prophet and has to nominate a successor once he leaves this earth, “so that his chair will
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never be empty.”63 A walì is the bearer of secret knowledge and
supernatural powers.64 According to Shaykh NàΩim, six truths have
been revealed to a saint which invest him with supernatural powers: the truth of attraction (arab. ˙aqìqat al-jadhba), the truth of divine
outpouring (arab. ˙aqìqat al-fay∂ ), the truth of supplication (arab.
˙aqìqat al-tawassul ), the truth of concentration (upon the spiritual
master) (arab. ˙aqìqat al-tawajjuh), the truth of spiritual guidance (arab.
˙aqìqat al-irshàd ) and the truth of being beyond spatial restriction
(arab. ˙aqìqat al-†ayy).65
These truths characterize a spiritual master and invest him with
“extraordinary powers.”66 Through the “truth of divine outpouring”
(arab. ˙aqìqat al-fay∂ ), the shaykh becomes a mediator between the
human and the Divine. This is often described as “divinely emanating grace” which Suﬁs utilize to connect the human microcosm
to other parts of the macrocosm.67 According to the Naqshbandiyya
teachings, disciples have to be initiated by the shaykh because it is
him who connects them to the spiritual genealogy.68 Through the
spiritual link, the ràbi†a, the disciple has the privilege of sharing
“divine outpourings” (arab. fuyù∂, sing. fay∂), which ﬂow through the
spiritual genealogy and are “distributed” by Shaykh NàΩim.69 Shaykh
NàΩim compares divine outpouring to rain drops which are distributed by the shaykh.70 He does not have to be physically present,
which is very convenient for transnational networks. “If you know
the wavelength, you can tune in, for a real Sheikh must send.”71
The fact that Shaykh NàΩim can be spiritually present while he is
physically absent is explained by his ability of “being beyond spa-
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tial restriction.” According to him, he has total control over his physical body and thus he is capable of overcoming space in a minimum amount of time or he can be at several locations at the same
time.72

“A walì is faster than the speed of light.
True spirituality travels millions of miles per second” 73
Disciples approach the network with a conscious or unconscious
agenda of expectations and desires. An individual’s integration into
the network structure is the result of some sort of a voluntary agreement, which is subject to constant re-evaluation.74 Their aim is to
experience the Divine. One young female disciple of Western nonMuslim background describes her expectations:
. . . I want to know how to ﬁll my daily life with holiness. How do I
deal with the simplest things? That is exactly what I want to learn.
For this reason it is important to do the simplest things with the shaykh,
like strolling in the garden and looking to see if the oranges are ripe.75

Like this young woman, most network members are convinced that
Shaykh NàΩim can “ﬁll their daily life with holiness.” According
to the teachings of the Óaqqàniyya, he is not a mortal human being,
but a “saint” (arab. walì ),76 an “inwardly puriﬁed” person, who
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continues the exhortation and instruction of the people after the
death of the Prophet Mu˙ammad.77
God has been sending His messengers. All of them have the same
message: Come back to God . . . After the seal of the prophethood78
the same message is carried out by the saints. Who are these
saints? . . . Saint means friend of God.79

This explains part of the attraction felt towards Shaykh NàΩim.
Disciples conﬁrm the existence of such supernatural powers through
accounts of his miracles (arab. karàmàt, sing. karàma). They are a cornerstone of a walì’s religious authority.80 Being able to experience
miracles obviously makes adherence to the network attractive. Because
network members think that they “get something” for their involvement in the network, they will continue to invest their time, their
energy, and their money. Shaykh NàΩim is aware of the consumer
aspect of his relationship with his disciples, whom he sometimes
addresses as “buyers.”81 He even calls himself jokingly the “marketing director of the Naqshbandiya.”82
British anthropologist Daphne Habibis has underlined the active
role disciples play in legitimizing Shaykh NàΩim’s religious authority through stories of his miraculous powers.83 To bolster religious
authority miracles have to be witnessed by a public; they have to
impress and convince potential disciples.84 Elite members play a key
role in spreading them among the disciples by describing them in
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their publications.85 One major category is the service-oriented miracle.86
It usually renders some sort of “service” to the disciple, by either
oﬀering a remedy or escape from an unpleasant or even life-threatening
situation.
According to Shaykh 'Adnàn Qabbànì, Shaykh NàΩim forestalled
cancer from killing a female relative of the Qabbànì-clan for a period
of ten years.87 Another family member of the Qabbànì-family, Salìm
Qabbànì, once nearly died in a car crash. He described how “the
car was miraculously pushed back onto the road. This was done by
Shaykh NàΩim.”88
One miracle, which frequently appears in oral and written hagiographic accounts of shaykhs, is the power to manipulate the weather,
more precisely to produce rain.89 This is also the case with Shaykh
NàΩim. During a visit to Spain in 1999 he recommended that his
disciples read a certain verse from the Qur"àn 50.000 times. After
three weeks, torrential rains fell and caused ﬂooding, which was
attributed to the reading of the verses.90 In Cyprus Shaykh NàΩim
participated himself in rain prayers.91 During another drought in
Cyprus, one of his German disciples, Shaykh Jamàl al-Dìn Dirschl,
remembered having collected stones from a dried riverbed. Then
Shaykh NàΩim read verses from the Qur"àn over them and later the
stones were put in a sack, tied with a rope and sunk into the sea.
Again torrential rains fell and the area was ﬂooded, so Shaykh NàΩim
asked his disciples to pull out the sack with stones from the sea to
stop the rain.92
Each disciple has his or her own story about the miracles performed
by Shaykh NàΩim. They believe that he is capable of manipulating
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natural forces with his supernatural powers. Many disciples describe
a feeling of these supernatural powers during their ﬁrst encounter
with him. Some were literally overwhelmed by them and even fainted.
It is not unusual that potential Suﬁs during their ﬁrst meeting with
their shaykh “recognize” him as their shaykh even though they have
never met him before. The meeting becomes a turning point in their
life and they retrospectively reconstruct their biographies as a lifelong search for their beloved master. It is a topos in Suﬁ oral and
written accounts. The German shaykh, Jamàl al-Dìn Dirschl, met
Shaykh NàΩim at the grave of Rùmì in Konya. He immediately
knew that the shaykh was the guide he had been searching for since
he had left his native village in the Bavarian countryside.93 The
encounter was a turning point in his life and he has served Shaykh
NàΩim ever since as a devoted disciple.
Because of these supernatural powers, living and dead shaykhs are
important elements in the universe of a Suﬁ network. After their
deaths Naqshbandì shaykhs are hidden from human perception behind
a veil, but their powers do not cease and can be invoked through
the prayer of intercession (arab. tawassul ). This is often done near
tombs of “deceased” shaykhs. They are important centers of Suﬁ
pilgrimage (arab. ziyàra, pl. ziyàràt )94 and explain the patterns of
mobility in Suﬁ networks. Each network has its proper “spiritual
topography.” For the Óaqqàniyya the tomb of Shaykh 'Abd Allàh
Dàghistànì in Damascus and the graves of their shaykhs in Turkey,
Saudi Arabia, Palestine, Syria, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Iran,
Afghanistan, India, Pakistan, Chechnya, Daghestan and Azerbaijan
mark the borders of the Óaqqàniyya’s conception of space.95 Eleven
out of 39 shaykhs of their genealogy are buried in what is nowadays Uzbekistan.
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Suﬁ Rituals and Religious Authority
The relationship between Shaykh NàΩim and his disciples is reinforced through a number of rituals. They bolster his religious authority and strengthen his dominant position in the network structure.
To become part of a Suﬁ network, a disciple usually takes an individual oath of allegiance (arab. bay'a) in a formal ceremony with his
spiritual master.96 It consists of the follower’s formal acceptance of
the shaykh’s religious authority and the shaykh’s formal acceptance
of a novice as a disciple. In Suﬁ language this connection is called
the ràbi†a and compared to the umbilical cord.97 A German girl compared taking the oath to a wedding ceremony with the shaykh.98 It
creates a formal connection between the shaykh and his disciple:
“One connects one’s heart with the heart of the shaykh and stays
in contact with him.”99
As for Naqshbandì shaykhs in general, the ràbi†a is the most important element of religious legitimacy for Shaykh NàΩim, because it
links him to his disciples while he is part of the spiritual genealogy
of his Suﬁ tradition (turk. silsile, arab. silsila) going back to the Prophet
Mu˙ammad. According to the disciples it is this connection that
allows them to be protected from danger and beneﬁt from the supernatural powers of their shaykh. And it is through the connection to
their shaykh that disciples enter the divine hierarchy on the lowest
level as wayfarers on the spiritual path.100
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The ràbi†a also draws a line between those who are part of the
network and those who remain in the periphery. Those who established such a spiritual link also created a social connection to the
network and belong to its structure, while those who did not remain
outside. In the Óaqqàniyya a novice who has just established such
a link with the shaykh is a mubtadi" or mubtadi"a and a more advanced
follower a murìd or murìda. A non-connected “sympathizer” is called
a mu˙ibb or mu˙ibba. Having established such a link does not entail
any duties, since most of Shaykh NàΩim’s followers are “holiday
murìdùn” or mu˙ibbùn. They are not willing to change their life-styles
and move to Lefke to be close to their shaykh. Instead they maintain
a loose adherence to the shaykh and visit him during their holidays.101
With the growing demand Shaykh NàΩim initiates disciples by taking the oath of allegiance collectively from whole crowds of audiences without knowing them individually. He also accepts gradual
familiarization with Islam and the rules of the Suﬁ network after the
adherence, whereas this is a prerequisite for most Suﬁ networks.
Sympathizers are allowed to frequent the rituals without taking the
oath and adhering oﬃcially to the network. By adapting the conditions for adherence to the network to the needs of his Western disciples, Shaykh NàΩim was able to attract a large number of people.
To reinforce the link with the spiritual master, the murìd or murìda
should try to remain in constant association with him, preferably in
his physical presence. According to Shaykh NàΩim this informal gettogether is called a sohbet (arab. ßu˙ba). In it he addresses the audience verbally and spiritually after having linked the disciple’s heart
with the chain of shaykhs through which the disciple connects with
the Holy Prophet. Sohbet is part of the spiritual guidance (arab. irshàd ),
which the shaykh bestows upon his disciples. Shaykh NàΩim claims
to have been in 7.000 sohbets with his shaykh, 'Abd Allàh Dàghistànì.102
Due to the quantitative and qualitative size of the network, many
disciples are not able to make sohbet in the physical presence of their
shaykh. Therefore according to Shaykh NàΩim an appointed local
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For more details on this distinction see Habibis’ case study in Lebanon: Daphne
Habibis, “Mahdism in a Branch of a Contemporary Naqshbandì Order in Lebanon,”
in Naqshbandis. Cheminements et situation actuelle d’un ordre mystique musulman, eds. Marc
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deputy is also able to bring the blessing (arab. baraka) to the assembled group,103 but disciples describe its eﬀect as being much weaker.104
Furthermore, to deliver the teachings to a large transnational audience, sohbets are recorded and distributed around the world “like rare
jewels.”105 They are accessible in print, online, on video, and audiocassette.106 To oﬀer Suﬁ teachings to the broader public is part of
a transnational marketing strategy previously unknown. For many
disciples the sohbets of their Suﬁ shaykhs are considered to be part
of their intimate relationship, which they would never make accessible to a non-initiated audience.
Another important ritual is invocation of God’s names (turk. zikr,
arab. dhikr). Laleh Bakhtiar, a prominent female disciple of Shaykh
NàΩim, compared the invocation to a journey in search of divine
revelation under the guidance of the shaykh.107 This refers to the
wondrous nightly journey (arab. mi'ràj ) the Prophet Mu˙ammad
undertook accompanied by the Gabriel from Mecca to Jerusalem
and from there through the seven heavens until he reached divine
presence.108 There secrets were revealed to him. Like the Prophet
the disciples of a Suﬁ shaykh might one day “traverse the seven levels of heavenly knowledge.”109 Such a journey should only be undertaken under the guidance of a perfect spiritual guide (arab. murshid
kàmil ). During the invocation of God’s name, the disciple should forget everything and concentrate only on the shaykh (arab. tawajjuh).110
To learn to concentrate during his invocation, Shaykh NàΩim is said
to have even practiced under water.111 The goal is for the disciple
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to annihilate in his shaykh (arab. fanà" fì l-shaykh), which ideally will
lead him to the dissolution in the Messenger (arab. fanà" fì l-rasùl )
and then in God (arab. fanà" fì llàh).
For this the disciple gets homework (arab. waΩìfa).112 A recitation
formula or word is given by the shaykh to the disciple, which he is
not supposed to reveal to anyone and which he has to recite at
home individually. This should be done under the close supervision
of the spiritual master. However, Shaykh NàΩim cannot direct each
of his disciples individually and adapted his spiritual guidance tools
accordingly. In a talk given to a large audience in Colombo, Sri
Lanka, Shaykh NàΩim gave the word Wadùd113 in public to all the
novices present. They were to recite it daily 100, 300, 500, 700 and
then 1.000 times. He warned them that his spiritual body would
visit them daily and control them.114
Another important Suﬁ ritual for advanced disciples is the spiritual retreat (arab. khalwa). According to the Óaqqàniyya, each creature and plant comes into this world from seclusion: the chick from
the egg, the baby from the mother’s womb, the ﬂowers and fruits
from the bud.115 Each Suﬁ should undergo at least one spiritual
retreat in a lifetime.116 It should last from 3 to 40 days and should
ﬁrst be done with others in semi-seclusion.117 In Suﬁ tradition the
spiritual retreat of forty days is common because Moses is said to
have gone into retreat for forty days on Mount Sinai.118
Shaykh NàΩim went into a retreat with his shaykh, Shaykh 'Abd
Allàh, in Medina. They rented a tiny room near the grave of the
Prophet “with the intention of a retreat in the proximity of the
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Prophet” (arab. bi-qaßd al-mujàwara wa-l-khalwa). Shaykh 'Abd Allàh
covered the windows with dark cloth. He allowed Shaykh NàΩim to
leave the room only to go to the Prophet’s mosque for the ﬁve daily
prayers. He himself stayed in the room on his prayer rug absorbed
in prayers and meditation without eating, drinking or sleeping.119
Shaykh 'Adnàn, the designated successor of Shaykh NàΩim, and his
wife make a yearly retreat together at the grave of Shaykh 'Abd
Allàh in Damascus.120
Shaykh NàΩim’s German disciple, Shaykh Jamàl al-Dìn Dirschl,
was allowed to enter his ﬁrst forty-day retreat after many years of
devoted service to the shaykh. Together with three other men, he
moved into an apartment in an old Suﬁ convent in Istanbul. They
only left their rooms for daily prayers. Shaykh Jamàl described his
experience as spiritually disappointing.121

Female Disciples and Female Religious Authority
The Óaqqàniyya has a large Western female following. They are
integrated into the network, but are all connected directly to Shaykh
NàΩim, not to his wife, Shaykha Amìna, who has received a longer
and more thorough training from her master Shaykh 'Abd Allàh in
Damascus than her husband.122
Shaykha Amìna was born in 1933 in Kazan in Tatarstan, a Soviet
republic. In 1937 she ﬂed with her family under dramatic circumstances through the Caucasus to Erzurum in Turkey. When she was
seventeen she moved to Damascus with her family.123 They settled
in a slum area next to Shaykh 'Abd Allàh, and she studied with
him and the famous Suﬁ shaykh, Dhu l-Faqàr.124 After her marriage
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to Shaykh NàΩim, she was trained for one year in the house of
Shaykh 'Abd Allàh.125 But there is no mention her receiving spiritual authorization. After Shaykh 'Abd Allàh’s death in 1973, her
husband became her spiritual master: “On one side there is the
shaykh and the other the husband. That is no problem. That is one
thing, the other is another thing.” 126
She has four children, two daughters and two sons. While her
husband was traveling for months, she was left alone to raise her
children, sometimes under diﬃcult conditions. When her children
were grown, she started to accompany her husband on his trips.
During the lifetime of Shaykh 'Abd Allàh Dàghistànì, she had already
directed female disciples.127 At the time it was very diﬃcult for women
to satisfy their spiritual and religious needs. They were allowed to
participate in the men’s zikr with Shaykh NàΩim behind a curtain,
but they were refused attendance to the sohbet.128 Hence they were
deprived of the “divine outpourings”. One female disciple, Hoda
Boyer, participated in a female zikr in Damascus in 1978:
His [Shaykh NàΩim’s] wife was a sheikha and gave a zikr for about
two hundred women in Damascus. I was very impressed by his wife’s
learning. She had memorized a lot of the Qur"an. She spoke Arabic,
Turkish, Russian. She knew the hadith.129

In London, a growing female audience explicitly demanded Shaykha
Amìna’s guidance, which was a surprise to her. She responded because
she felt that it was her duty.130 This is not the beginning of a malefemale joint venture in religious leadership, merely a delegation of
duties. Shaykha Amìna does not compete with her husband in any
way. Instead she conﬁnes herself to a traditional role allocated to
elite women in Suﬁ networks.131 She accepts her husband as the
supreme religious authority. This avoids conﬂicts of loyalty among
the disciples and makes Shaykh NàΩim the uncontested leader of the
whole network.
125
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The teachings of Shaykh NàΩim show how conservative, even hostile he is in his attitude towards women. In front of mixed audiences, he said that women are the queens of their well-equipped
homes, therefore there is no need for them to go outside.132 All the
evil in the world comes from women who leave their houses without asking permission. Since wives refuse to obey their husbands, the
world is ﬁlled with problems.133 On the Day of the Last Judgement,
women are not questioned directly but through their fathers and
brothers. Therefore men are responsible for them, like shepherds
over the herd.134 During a trip to Sri Lanka, Shaykh NàΩim scolded
his audience for encouraging their daughters to study instead of getting married. He regretted that they asked him to pray for their
daughters to become prime ministers: “I can understand if they are
asking these things for the sons.”135 According to Shaykh NàΩim,
women should stay at home instead of asking for a professional
career. After all they just steal work from millions of jobless men.136
While Shaykh NàΩim teaches a traditional role model with a focus
on family life, motherhood and responsibility, he has not been able
to implement this in his own family. During the period of his retreats
and his extended trips, his wife was left alone for months with the
children. During these periods she could not possibly have relied on
the classical model because the male provider of the family was simply not there to support her. Her daughter comments on this:
I missed my father a great deal because he was always traveling for
the sake of Islam and Suﬁsm. My mother never complained. Sometimes
my mother was pregnant and gave birth to my brother or sister and
my father would not return until three or four months after the child
was born. My mother never complained because she knew that her
husband was helping to propagate submission to God’s will. My mother
was like both father and mother because she raised us alone when my
father traveled.137
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Conclusion

Shaykh NàΩim’s transnational religious authority is based on his claim
to be the only link between prophecy and mankind, between the
profane and the Divine. This connection is symbolized through the
lineage of spiritual masters in which he represents the last living link.
This unique place puts him in constant contact with the seal of the
prophets, Mu˙ammad. Thus he claims to be the bearer of secret
knowledge through which he has acquired supernatural powers.
Shaykh NàΩim’s teachings are aimed at providing elements legitimizing his claim of having supernatural powers which are conﬁrmed
through disciples’ accounts of his miracles. They combine theoretical teachings with practical exercises. Narrations about the traditions
and the historic background provide evidence of Shaykh NàΩim being
the inheritor of a Caucasian line of the Naqshbandiyya-MujaddidiyyaKhàlidiyya-Dàghistàniyya tradition. These theoretical teachings are
complemented with practical training in rituals.
The growing number of disciples is the result of him having convincingly marketed his religious legitimacy. Due to his success and
his growing following he has lowered the conditions deﬁning adherence to the network. While many leaders of Suﬁ networks require
regular weekly or monthly attendance in ritual and social activities,
Shaykh NàΩim does not require anything from his followers or sympathizers. Due to this lack of demands and rules of attendance, this
quantitative growth was not translated into a transnational network
structure. Shaykh NàΩim has not succeeded in creating an institutionalized structure with reliable disciples willing to invest time and
money over a longer period. This is an essential prerequisite for regular ﬁnancial transactions and the establishment of an institutional
structure with places for ritual performance and teaching. The
Óaqqàniyya constitutes a ﬂuid body which is only substantiated in
the network leader’s physical presence.
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THE MODERN DEDE
CHANGING PARAMETERS FOR RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY
IN CONTEMPORARY TURKISH ALEVISM
Markus Dressler

Introduction
While Turkey is beginning its membership negotiations with the
European Union, Turkish Alevis try to capitalize on the European
pressure for reform.1 Most Alevis welcome the understanding of the
European Commission that Alevis form a religious community deserving recognition.2 While publicly asserting their identity as a culturalreligious community, they debate internally the features constituting
it. One of the central topics in this internal discussion is the future
role of the dede, the traditional leader of the Alevi community.
The Alevi internal debate on dedelik, the dede institution, is part of
a larger process of reconceptualization of the Alevi tradition. The
ﬁrst phase of this process, which got under way in the late 1980s,
was characterized by organization and institution building and by
the Alevis’ desperate desire for recognition. By now, the legitimacy
of a distinct Alevi identity is widely acknowledged, and the debate
on Alevism seems to have entered a new phase, in which questions
concerning its internal organization and its representation have come
to the forefront. I hold that contemporary Alevism faces two major
challenges that seem to be of crucial importance for its future
development.
1

I thank the editors, especially Gudrun Krämer, for their thorough critique of
an early draft of this paper. I discussed a later version at the Study Group on Modern
Turkey at Harvard University, which helped me to clarify some important points;
in particular I want to thank Aykan Erdemir. Further thanks are due to Ali Yaman,
who critically read this paper and shared with me his valuable insights, and to
Carole Woodall for her very helpful comments.
2
Commission of the European Communities, Communication from the Commission
to the Council and the European Parliament, Recommendation of the European Commission
on Turkey’s progress towards accession, October 6, 2004, URL: http://europa.eu.int/comm/
enlargement/report_2004/pdf/tr_recommandation_en.pdf, accessed December 15,
2004.
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The ﬁrst challenge concerns the representation of Alevism vis-à-vis
Islam and the state. Alevis are currently intensifying their endeavours to receive oﬃcial recognition by the state. This accentuates and
deepens the Alevi internal struggle as to whether and how they
should be incorporated in the state structure. The ﬁerce debate circles around a couple of highly contested issues: Which organizations
and spokespersons can legitimately represent Alevism? Should Alevism
be treated as an Islamic sect or as a religion in its own right? Is
Alevism a religion at all or should it rather be regarded as a particular Anatolian philosophy and culture?
The second challenge can be described in terms of changing authority structures and new demands for religious leadership. In the context of the traditional Alevi village, the authority of a dede depended
on a combination of qualities: descent, social skills, as well as ritual,
mythical, and doctrinal knowledge. Ideally, the dede would have all
of these qualities. Thus, in the pre-modern setting, the authority of
the dede encompassed both political and religious spheres of life. In
fact, these spheres were not diﬀerentiated but interconnected in Alevi
worldview and practice.3 In the course of the 20th century, however, the traditional community structures dissolved through secularization and urbanization. The rapid social change contributed to
a decline of the dede’s authority, which coincided with the emergence
of a new type of Alevi leader. These new Alevi leaders run the modern Alevi organizations and represent Alevism in public. Currently,
Alevi elites in Turkey as well as in the European diaspora debate
the skills and kinds of knowledge a “modern” dede should have, how
he should be trained, and which functions he would have to fulﬁl.
This article describes the present Alevi debate on the modern dede
and analyzes it in the context of the contemporary reformulation of
Alevism in terms of culture and religion. I argue that dedelik, the
institution of the dede, is being secularized, i.e., the role of the dede
is constrained to ritual contexts increasingly deﬁned as “religious” in
opposition to “non-religious” functions such as representation of the
community. While this means a limitation of the dede’s authority, it

3
Traditional Alevi social practice does not distinguish between the sacred and
the profane and has indeed no terminology for such a distinction. Cf. Markus
Dressler, “Turkish Alevi Poetry in the Twentieth Century. The Fusion of Political
and Religious Identities,” Alif. Journal of Comparative Poetics 23 (2003), pp. 109–54.
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also indicates new respect, and—as I will try to show—possibilities
for an extension of his influence.
In order to clarify the signiﬁcance of the current attempts to reformulate the dede institution, I will ﬁrst give a brief account of the traditional dedelik and the changes it underwent in the course of Alevism’s
transformations in the 20th century.

Authority in Traditional Alevism
The oﬃce of the dede is a core institution of traditional Turkish
Alevism.4 The designation “traditional” is not meant to suggest any
inferiority in comparison to the attribute “modern;” neither is a necessary evolution from “the tradition” to “the modern” implied. By
the term “traditional Alevism” I simply mean Alevism as it was practiced before secularization and urbanization impacted on the Anatolian
and Thracian countryside, thereby altering its social structures and
boundaries.5 In this sense, the notion of traditional Alevism is a historic reconstruction mainly based on Alevi accounts of the 20th century and a very limited amount of relatively recent anthropological
research. One should keep in mind that the term “Alevism” (Alevilik)
itself is distinctively modern. It emerged only in the early 20th century, reflecting the evolution of a new trans-regional identity linking
previously only partially connected groups which shared similar narratives, beliefs, as well as social and ritual practices. These protoAlevi groups6 lived fairly separate from Ottoman society and had
only limited access to written culture.
Despite these methodological provisos, I nevertheless maintain that
the term “traditional Alevism” has heuristic value. For one, the

4
By far the most comprehensive study on the dedelik is the dissertation of Ali
Yaman, published as Alevilik’te dedelik ve ocaklar, Istanbul 2004.
5
“Turkish Alevism” is here understood geographically. The barely researched
Alevi communities of the Balkans, mainly Albania and Bulgaria, are not included.
Although this article focuses mainly on Alevis who deﬁne themselves as ethnic Turks,
a considerable amount of Alevis are Kurdish (approximately 15–20 % of the population of Turkey are estimated to be Alevi, roughly one third of them speaking
Kurdish dialects).
6
With “proto-Alevism” I do not want to suggest an evolutionist frame for the
development of Alevism; the term is rather an expression of the awareness that the
notion of “Alevism” is a modern invention, and that one has to be careful with
projecting modern concepts on pre-modern realities.
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various Alevi accounts of “traditional Alevism” ( geleneksel Alevilik) as
well as anthropological research show that even Alevi communities
without any direct connections and living far away from each other
appear to have a great amount of commonalities concerning community structures, practices, and beliefs. I use the term “traditional
Alevism” to label these transmitted commonalities. The notion of
traditional Alevism is therefore an ideal type signifying a not yet
secularized and urbanized Alevism as it emerges from the collective
memories of Alevis themselves, as well as from historical reconstructions.
In traditional Alevism, dedelik, the oﬃce of the dede, comprised
social and religious leadership functions. Irène Mélikoﬀ sees in the
dede a continuation of the pre-Islamic Turkish Shaman, the kam-ozan.7
Conceptualizing Alevism as “Islamicized Shamanism”8 allows her to
explain the miraculous powers attributed to the dede, as well as his
role as healer and mediator. Whether of shaman origin or not, these
skills, as well as a concept of distinguished descent, soy, form the
backbone of the dede’s authority.9 Descent is the main social marker
in traditional Alevism.10 The Alevi dedes are revered as evlad-ı resul,
or seyyid, either term indicating descent from the Prophet Muhammad—
in Alevism, as a rule, through Muhammad’s daughter Fatima and
Ali; the charisma of the family of the Prophet (the ahl al-bayt) is
believed to be passed on from generation to generation. The dede
lineages are called ocak. Ocak literally means hearth and distinguishes
a holy lineage.11 The ocak lineages are complemented by non-ocak
7

Irène Mélikoﬀ, Hadji Bektach. Un mythe et ses avatars. Genèse et évolution du souﬁsme
populaire en Turquie, Leiden 1998, pp. 9–13. Mélikoﬀ perpetuates the old thesis of
Fuat Köprülü who described Alevis and Babai as “outwarldly Islamized continuation of the old Turkish Shaman.” Cf. Mehmed Fuad Köprülü, The Origins of the
Ottoman Empire, Albany 1992, p. 105. For a critique of Mélikoﬀ’s Shamanism thesis see Hamid Algar’s review of her Hadji Bektach. Un mythe et ses avatars in International
Journal of Middle East Studies 36 iv (2004), pp. 687–89.
8
Mélikoﬀ, Hadji Bektach, chap. 1.
9
Cf. Ali Yaman, Dedelik kurumu ekseninde de[i{im sürecinde Alevilik, PhD dissertation,
Istanbul 2001, pp. 100f.
10
A very good description of the socio-religious organization of traditional Alevism
based on an analysis of written primary sources as well as ﬁeld research conducted
in the early 1980s is provided by Krisztina Kehl-Bodrogi, Die Kızılba{/Aleviten.
Untersuchungen über eine esoterische Glaubensgemeinschaft in Anatolien, Berlin 1988, pp. 167–79.
For a more recent description of Alevi village life based on ﬁeldwork conducted in
the late 1980s and early 1990s see David Shankland, The Alevis in Turkey. The
Emergence of a Secular Islamic Tradition, London 2003, chapters 4–6.
11
Reputation and authority of diﬀerent ocak, and, indeed, diﬀerent types of ocak
vary signiﬁcantly. For a detailed description see Yaman, Dedelik kurumu, pp. 94f.

the modern dede

273

lineages, whose members are called talib. Talib cannot become dede,
since this is a prerogative of male ocak members. Which member of
an ocak embarks on a career as dede depends on his social standing
in the community, his religious knowledge, and his leadership qualities.12 The relationship between members of an ocak clan and those
talibs who recognize the members of this ocak as dede is referred to
in terms of parents and children.13 Intermarriage between the two
groups was considered incest and strictly forbidden, and the bonds
between particular dede and talib families used to be hereditary.
The main role of the dede was to lead the Alevi rituals, especially
the cem ceremonies, the major form of communal Alevi worship. His
descent granted him the religious charisma required for the performance of the rituals as well as for instruction on the requirements
and rules of the mystical path. In addition, the dede was acting as
mediator and judge.14 Traditional Alevis would not consult sharia
courts but solve conflicts within their communities; the dede had the
right to sanction unruly behaviour and expel those community members who violated its basic rules.15
The tight social boundaries of traditional Alevism and the dominant position of the dede were important factors allowing Alevis to
remain fairly autonomous at the margins of Ottoman society. There
were signs of an erosion of traditional Alevism’s social structures
already in the second half of the 19th century.16 This erosion has
been a gradual process that took place with diﬀering speed and intensity depending on the location. In general it can be said that it was
not until the mid 20th century that the damages in the community
structures seemed to have become irreversible.

12

Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, pp. 104f.
Yaman, Dedelik kurumu, pp. 94f.
14
Mechanisms of conflict resolution are incorporated in the cem ceremony clearly
showing the conflation of ritual and judicial practices in traditional Alevism.
15
Ali Yaman, “Dünden bugüne Kızılba{ Alevi dedeleri,” in Pertev Naili Boratav’a
arma<an, ed. Metin Turan, Ankara 1998, p. 357.
16
Hans-Lukas Kieser, “Muslim Heterodoxy and Protestant Utopia. The Interactions
between Alevis and Missionaries in Ottoman Anatolia,” Die Welt des Islams 41 i
(2001), pp. 89–111.
13
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Breakdown and Comeback of the Dedelik

The social structures of traditional Alevism were aﬀected by the secularization politics of the early Turkish Republic (founded in 1923),
e.g., the ban of all tarikat (Suﬁ order) activities in 1925. Although
Alevism is not a Suﬁ order in a technical sense, some Alevis are
associated with the Çelebi branch of the Bektashi order, which was
also banned. There are accounts of how dedes were discriminated
against by local state representatives in the early years of the Republic.
However, as Ali Yaman argues, the eﬀorts to prevent the dedes from
visiting their associated talibs had only limited eﬀects and should not
be seen as the main reason for the decline of the dedelik.17
Much more signiﬁcant was the economically motivated exodus to
the urban centres in the middle of the century, which often cut the
close dede-talib relations and thus undermined the social network of
traditional Alevi communities.18 With the younger Alevi generations
turning to leftist ideologies in the 1960s and 70s, the dedes’ authority was further damaged. Sometimes dedes were portrayed as charlatans exploiting ordinary people. From the viewpoint of the dedes,
Ali Yaman characterizes the time from the 1960s to the late 1980s
as a period when the dedes were “temporarily out of duty.”19 At the
same time, a new Alevi middle class evolved in the cities. The breakdown of the traditional hierarchies made possible the emergence of
a new urban Alevi elite, i.e., individuals who assumed leadership
functions in secular organizations drawing on an Alevi constituency.20
This new elite is the backbone of the new Alevi public presence as
a forceful social movement.
Today, the dedes are “back in duty,” but their duties are being
newly negotiated. From the late 1980s onwards, Alevis put more
emphasis on the religious dimension of Alevism.21 In the aftermath
17

Yaman, Dedelik kurumu, pp. 50, 117.
Cf. Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, pp. 135f.
19
Yaman, Dedelik kurumu, pp. 115–21.
20
Ali Yaman, “Anadolu Alevileri’nde otoritenin el de<i{tirmesi. Dedelik kurumundan kültürel organizasyonlara,” in Bilgi toplumunda Alevilik, ed. (brahim Bahadır,
Bielefeld 2003, p. 333.
21
See Krisztina Kehl-Bodrogi, “Die ‘Wiederﬁndung’ des Alevitums in der Türkei.
Geschichtsmythos und kollektive Identität,” Orient 34 ii (1993), pp. 267–82; Karin
Vorhoﬀ, Zwischen Glaube, Nation und neuer Gemeinschaft. Alevitische Identität in der Türkei
der Gegenwart, Berlin 1995; Markus Dressler, Die alevitische Religion. Traditionslinien und
Neubestimmungen, Würzburg 2002, pp. 171–76.
18
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of the coup d’état in 1980, the parameters of Turkey’s religio-political discourse were redeﬁned.22 The left, political home for many
Alevis in that period, was largely destroyed and lost its appeal. In
an attempt to depoliticize the public sphere, Islamic institutions and
symbols were fostered by the military elites. The presence of religious symbols in the public sphere increased considerably, roughly
along the lines of the so-called Turkish-Islamic Synthesis, an ideology
that was fostered by the military elites as well as by civilian politicians like Turgut Özal, Turkey’s prime minister from 1983 to 1989.23
The Turkish-Islamic Synthesis aimed to reconcile a universalistic
Muslim with a particularistic Turkish identity. It was committed to
a re-deﬁned Kemalism articulated in terms of a conservative modernism, which was Islamic but secularist and committed to a nationalism directed against perceived separatist threats, be they ethnic or
religious. Alevis did not subscribe to this new ideology, which deﬁned
Turkish Islam as Sunni Islam, and which paved the way for intensiﬁed
eﬀorts in assimilating them. The establishment of mandatory religious education based on the Sunni faith in schools, and the increase
in mosque construction in Alevi villages—mostly against the will of
the inhabitants—were manifestations of this policy.
Seeking for a place within the parameters of the new discourse,
Alevis returned to their cultural tradition, which they increasingly
formulated in religious terms, thus to a certain extent appropriating
the discourse of post-1980 identity politics. Alevis began to forcefully
confront Turkish society with their demands for recognition of Alevism
as an identity signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from mainstream Sunni Islam.
Public discussions on the nature of Alevism emerged. What is Alevism,
and What do the Alevis want? became widely debated questions.
Advocating their diﬀerence from Sunni Muslims, Alevi activists developed answers for both a curious public and the Alevi community
itself. Starting to write about Alevism, they engaged in Alevi historiography and embarked on a scripturalization of Alevi beliefs and
practices. At the same time, they started an organization building

22

Cf. Karin Vorhoﬀ, “The Past in the Future. Discourses on the Alevis in
Contemporary Turkey,” in Turkey’s Alevi Enigma. A Comprehensive Overview, eds. Paul
J. White and Joost Jongerden, Leiden 2003, pp. 95f.
23
For a concise account of the military coup and the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis
see M. Hakan Yavuz, Islamic Political Identity in Turkey. Religion and Global Politics,
Oxford 2003, pp. 69–75.
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process, creating new Alevi networks and spaces. In this context, the
dedes gained new respect and began to play an important role in reconnecting Alevism with its traditions.
For the survival of Alevism as a religious tradition with more than
merely folkloristic appeal, the question of how to sustain the dede
institution gained importance. How should dedelik be redeﬁned in the
context of a modern, mainly urban Alevism? Today, especially in
urban environments, the mediating functions of the dede seem to be
gone; they had been tied into the social relationships of traditional
rural Alevism, and have widely vanished. There are signiﬁcant sociological diﬀerences between traditional and urbanized Alevi community
structures. In the urban context the cem ceremonies conducted in the
cemevis (“cem house”) of the new Alevi organizations usually disregard
traditional dede-talib aﬃliations which had in a traditional setting been
a prerequisite for the ceremony, since they deﬁned the ritual and
social boundaries of the community. In an urban cem, the presiding
dede does not necessarily know the participants, which usually make
up a random mix of Alevis from all sorts of diﬀerent backgrounds.24
The current discussion on the dedelik originated in an urban context, but its repercussions are also felt in the countryside.25 Many
Alevis still regard the dedes as authoritative carriers of Alevi traditions. The dede is still regarded as indispensable for the main Alevi
rituals. I have not heard of any cem ceremony held without a dede
presiding. However, his role as main source of Alevi knowledge is
contested by non-dede Alevis, and by new community organizations,
which provide social and cultural services.26 Non-dede Alevis, who
publish on Alevism covering a wide range of themes such as mythol-

24

Cf. Yaman, “Anadolu Alevileri’nde otorite,” p. 347.
There are still Alevi villages where parts of the social structures of traditional
Alevism are maintained. Some villages still, or again, have regular communal rituals like the cem, and to varying degrees acknowledge the leadership of resident or
visiting dedes. But as the study of Shankland shows, the authority of the dede is also
in the village curtailed by the secular state institutions, which compete with the dede
in authority. Additional pressure is felt through emigrated villagers who not only
support their left behind families, but also bring back the ideas discussed in the
new urban Alevi centers, thus making the urban transformations of Alevism indirectly felt in the villages. Cf. Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, passim.
26
See }ehriban }ahin, The Alevi Movement. Transformation from Secret Oral to Public
Written Culture in National and Transnational Social Spaces, PhD dissertation, New School
for Social Research, New York 2001, pp. 204–7.
25
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ogy, history, beliefs, and practices,27 contribute directly to the production of new Alevi knowledge.28 The dedes play only a marginal
role in the leadership of Alevi organizations which are mostly led
by talib Alevis: intellectuals, journalists, businessmen, lawyers, and
engineers.29 The new Alevi elite has the organizational qualities needed
for the management of Alevi associations, and the communicative
skills to use the opportunities that emerged with the privatization of
the Turkish media in the 1980s.30 Familiar with the cultural codes
of the Kemalist middle class, these new secular elites represent Alevism
in public; they give press conferences, participate in talk shows, and
speak at conferences.31 Hence, the leaders of the largest Alevi associations have gained “media charisma,” i.e., their public presence
reaﬃrms their authority and adds to their standing within the Alevi
community.
(zzettin Do<an: Prototype of the modern dede?
Only very few dedes are engaged in Alevi institution building and
public representation. However, there is one prominent exception.
This is (zzettin Do<an (b. 1940), a professor of law at Galatasaray
University of Istanbul, who is the president of the Cem Foundation, a
Kemalist and state-loyal Alevi association with its headquarters in
Istanbul.32 Do<an’s success has several reasons: his relative closeness
27
For an excellent overview of Alevi literary production see Karin Vorhoﬀ,
“Academic and Journalistic Publications on the Alevi and Bektashi of Turkey,” in
Alevi Identity. Cultural, Religious and Social Perspectives, eds. Tord Olsson, Elizabeth
Özdalga and Catharina Raudvere, Istanbul 1998, pp. 23–50.
28
On the scripturalization of Alevism and other marginal Muslim traditions see
Tord Olsson, “Epilogue. The Scripturalization of Ali-oriented Religions,” in Alevi
Identity. Cultural, Religious and Social Perspectives, eds. Tord Olsson, Elizabeth Özdalga
and Catharina Raudvere, Istanbul 1998, pp. 199–208.
29
According to the informed estimate of Ali Yaman, only a minority of those
having leadership functions in the modern Alevi organizations belongs to a dede lineage. Yaman, “Anadolu Alevileri’nde otorite,” p. 339.
30
Cf. M. Hakan Yavuz, “Media Identities for Alevis and Kurds in Turkey,” in
New Media in the Muslim World. The Emerging Public Sphere, eds. Dale F. Eickelman
and Jon W. Anderson, Bloomington 1999, p. 187; }ahin, Alevi Movement, pp. 156–59.
31
Cf. Yaman, “Anadolu Alevileri’nde otorite,” p. 339.
32
For a biographical sketch of Do<an that gives a good account of his self-understanding see Ismail Engin, “(zzettin Do<an. Eine alevitische Führungspersönlichkeit
in der Türkei,” Orient 39 (1998), pp. 541–47. For an enlarged, Turkish version see
(smail Engin, “(zzettin Do<an. Türkiye’de Alevi bir önder,” in (zzettin Do<an’ın Alevi
(slam inancı, kültürü ile görü{ ve dü{ünceleri, ed. Ayhan Aydın, Istanbul 2000, pp. 16–26.
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to the Turkish state and its elites, his successful networking, and his
descent. The combination of these qualities endows him with a
charisma that is rather unique among the contemporary Alevi elite,
and that helped him to emerge as the most influential contemporary
Alevi leader, receiving by far the most extensive media coverage.33
(zzettin Do<an enjoyed the privilege of an elite education at
Galatasaray Lisesi in Istanbul, a prestigious private high school where
classes are held in French. Already in his youth he got acquainted
with the worldviews and cultural codes of the secularist upper middle class; this certainly helped him to bond later on with Kemalist
circles.34 Politically, Do<an tries to counter the prevalent image of a
naturally leftist Alevism. In 1983, he was among the founding members of the Nationalist Democratic Party, which was sponsored by
the military after the coup d’état.35 Do<an’s self-proclaimed goal in
joining this nationalistic party leaning to the right was to force the
political centre to recognize Alevi issues. However, he left the party
after only three months, realizing that this was an unrealistic objective.36 Henceforward, he has abstained from direct involvement in
party politics; rather, he tries to convey an image of political independence, which allows him to engage in a dialogue with parties
across the political spectrum including the religious right—an inevitable source of harsh criticism from leftist Alevis.37 Do<an can be considered a moderate, pragmatic Kemalist, committed to an inclusive
Turkish Nationalism. His commitment to Kemalism and the state
enhances his stand within Turkey’s state centrist political discourse.
Striving for leadership of the Alevi movement, (zzettin Do<an tries
to conquer the symbolic territories of Alevi imagery. One example
is visual representation. While it is common among Turkish Alevis
to display Atatürk’s picture next to those of the Alevi saints Ali and
Hacı Bekta{,38 the Cem Foundation takes this practice one step fur-

33

Cf. Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, p. 164.
Do<an is known for being on good terms with leading political ﬁgures. Shankland,
Alevis in Turkey, p. 164.
35
Engin, “(zzettin Do<an. Türkiye’de,” p. 21.
36
(zzettin Do<an, “Dedeler Toplantısı konu{ması,” in CEM VAKFI çalı{maları ve
Vakıf Genel Ba{kanı Prof. Dr. (zzettin Do<an’ın görü{ ve dü{ünceleri, ed. CEM Vakfı,
Istanbul 1998, p. 158.
37
Engin, “(zzettin Do<an: Türkiye’de,” p. 21.
38
See Markus Dressler, Die civil religion der Türkei. Kemalistische und alevitische AtatürkRezeption im Vergleich, Würzburg 1999, pp. 101–4. This aspect is diﬀerent for most
34
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ther. In its publications as well as at its organized public events, the
portrait of Do<an is added to this arrangement, thus, one could
argue, elevating Do<an to the phalanx of Alevi saints.39 The symbolism of this particular arrangement is important. Ali and the 13th
century Anatolian saint ﬁgure Hacı Bekta{ represent the Alevi tradition. In Alevi imagery, Ali symbolizes the struggle for justice, while
Hacı Bekta{ represents Alevi ethics and secularism.40 Hacı Bekta{ is
further imagined as a pre-modern founding father of Turkish nationalism. The portrait of Atatürk, the very symbol of Kemalism, underlines the commitment to Turkish Secularism and Nationalism. (zzettin
Do<an tries to establish himself as the modern heir of these Alevi
founding fathers; claiming to represent the values they stand for, he
tries to partake in their charisma. From this self-assigned position he
promotes an understanding of Alevism as Turkish Islam in line with
the country’s secularist and nationalist principles.41
One reason for why it is possible for Do<an to engage in such
highly loaded symbolism is his descent. In the province of Malatya,
his father Hüseyin Do<an dede was both a powerful regional leader
of the Baliyan tribe and a prominent dede as representative of the
A<uiçen Ocak, which is one of the most prominent ocaks of Anatolia.
As both a tribal and religious leader, Hüseyin Do<an had considerable political influence, reflected in his service as Member of Parliament
throughout the 1950s. He was initially a member of the Republican
People’s Party but then joined the ranks of the Democratic Party—
a move causing a lot of resentment among leftist Alevis who associate the Democratic Party with reactionary Islamist politics.42 Like
his father, (zzettin Do<an is a controversial ﬁgure in the Alevi community. It is clear however, that Do<an has inherited and draws on
the charisma ascribed to his father.

of the Kurdish Alevis of Turkey due to the negative experiences they made under
Atatürk’s rule; cf. Hans-Lukas Kieser, “Les kurdes alévis et la question identitaire.
Le soulèvement du Koçgiri-Dersim (1919–21),” in Islam des Kurdes, ed. Martin van
Bruinessen, Paris 1998, pp. 279–316.
39
Cf. Dressler, Alevitische Religion, pp. 179f.
40
Dressler, Alevitische Religion, p. 226; see also Vorhoﬀ, “Past in the Future,” pp.
100–2.
41
He distinguishes this Turkish Islam from the Arab Islam, which he sees expressed
in Sunnism. See Ayhan Aydın, (zzettin Do<an’ın Alevi (slam inancı, kültürü ile görü{ ve
dü{ünceleri, Istanbul 2000, p. 80.
42
Engin, “(zzettin Do<an: Türkiye’de,” p. 18.
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In the context of urban Alevism, traditional dede-talib bonds may
weaken, allowing charismatic dedes like (zzettin Do<an to attract supporters who do not belong to lineages traditionally aﬃliated with
them. When the traditional dede-talib aﬃliations become less salient,
opportunities for competition between dede lineages arise. An example of this is found in the correspondence between a group of Alevi
talib now living in Istanbul and their efendi from Hacı Bekta{, a representative of the çelebiyan,43 whom they recognize as their highest
authority. The exchange took place in 1991 and was initiated by a
letter of the talib, in which they convey to the efendi a list of suggestions for how to improve the situation of Alevis in contemporary
Turkey. In their letter, they encourage the çelebiyan to supervise Alevi
communities more closely and to develop a centralized Alevi network. They further demand the organization of national dede conventions, suggest control of the education of the dedes and the
establishment of dede training programs. In his response, the efendi
explains: “You say that the dedes must always be licensed. The majority of dede say, ‘My ancestors came before Hacı Bekta{’ or even ‘He
[i.e. Hacı Bekta{] had no descendants anyway’.44 There are those
who say, ‘My ancestors are older’. How is it possible to discipline
those who wish to act in this way, who do not know the truth?”45
The efendi’s criticism of independent ocaks which challenge the
authority of the çelebiyan, targets Alevi dedes like (zzettin Do<an.46
Do<an stresses the prominence of his A<uiçen Ocak, tracing its lineage back to Muhammad and Ali (through Ali Asker, son of the
fourth Shiite Imam Zayn al-'Àbidìn).47 Do<an claims that his ocak
had been established in Anatolia already at the very beginning of

43

The çelebiyan branch of the Bektashi order claims superior authority over other
Alevi lineages based on its alleged direct descent from Hacı Bekta{ Veli, the patron
saint of the Bektashi order. A considerable part of Alevi ocaks recognizes the çelebiyan
as their main authority; their dedes in exchange receive formal authorization by the
çelebiyan.
44
This is a reference to the internal dispute amongst the Bektashis as to whether
Hacı Bekta{ had progeny or not. While the babayan branch believes that he stayed
childless, the çelebiyan branch holds that he had children. The çelebiyan (the efendis)
claim direct descent from Hacı Bekta{.
45
Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, p. 151.
46
Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, pp. 149–52.
47
As Do<an recounts, Ali Asker was saved from the Kerbela massacre and then
raised by Turkmen Shiites. The line of Muhammad had thus continued in a Turkish
environment. Aydın, (zzettin Do<an’ın Alevi (slam, p. 46.
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the Turkish invasion in the 1070s. At the time of Hacı Bekta{ Veli’s
arrival in the 13th century, the A<uiçen Ocak would already have
professed Alevism in Anatolia for at least 200 years.48
The correspondence between the efendi and his talib had an interesting epilogue. Confronted with the talibs’ demands to assume a
more pro-active leadership role, to centralize in order to concentrate
resources, and to exert more control over the education and the
activities of the dedes, the efendi could only express his sympathy with
these demands, but had no concrete suggestions about how to achieve
these tasks. Eventually, the respective Alevi group joined the Cem
Foundation, whose leader is, as I showed, directly competing with
their efendis from Hacı Bekta{. With funding obtained through (zzettin
Do<an, the community managed to build and run a cemevi, in which
several of them found employment.49 It appears that the Cem
Foundation as an Alevi organization, representing Alevi interests
vis-à-vis the state and trying to allocate resources for Alevis, simply
had more to oﬀer than the efendi from Hacı Bekta{, and thus appears
to have won this contest in religious authority.
With the Cem Foundation, and his influence in a number of further Alevi organizations sponsored by the Cem Foundation, (zzettin
Do<an has built an infrastructure that allows him to popularize his
vision of Alevism and to claim leadership of the Alevi movement.
However, the Cem Foundation and (zzettin Do<an are strongly disputed within the Alevi community. Do<an claims to represent up to
99% of the Alevi population.50 This is an illusionary number and
directly contradicts similar claims by the Alevi Bektashi Federation,51

Aydın, (zzettin Do<an’ın Alevi (slam, p. 53. Do<an further stresses the authority
of his ocak as compared to dikme ocaks, i.e. ocaks which became established through
the authorization of another ocak (as representative) but can not trace back their
ancestry to Muhammad themselves: “There are of course not that many dede who
are [in fact] descendents of the prophet. Whilst the number of dedes is small, there
are many who profess dedelik.” Aydın, (zzettin Do<an’ın Alevi (slam, p. 54. Although
his descent is critical for his charismatic appeal, Do<an does himself not profess
dedelik; this is at least partly due to the fact that his wife is not of Alevi descent.
Instead of his, his younger brother is continuing the active dedelik of the lineage.
49
Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, pp. 151f.
50
Hatice Ya{ar, “Alevi Diyaneti’ne tepki,” Radikal, November 15, 2003, URL:
html://www.radikal.com.tr/haber.php?habemo=15552, accessed February 2, 2004.
51
See “Aleviler ba{bakanlık’taydı,” Özgür Politika, February 1, 2003; URL:
html://www.ozgurpolitika.org, accessed February 5, 2004.
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an Alevi umbrella organization, which unites 450 organizations,
including not only organizations from Turkey but also the powerful
Federation of the Alevi Communities in Germany.

Training the Modern Dede
A recent poll in which 400 Alevis from the countryside as well as
the city were asked about their opinion on the dedelik supports the
general sense of urgency expressed in Alevi publications. While 71.9 %
of the interviewees saw the dedes as not suﬃciently qualiﬁed, 73.5 %
were nevertheless of the opinion that the institution was necessary
for the development of Alevism.52 These numbers may be of limited
statistical value, but seem an accurate reflection of the general mood.
One major concern is the dedes’ state of education. Mehmet Çamur,
president of the }ahkulu Sultan Foundation, which is located in a
former Bektashi lodge and maintains one of the most vibrant Alevi
centres of Istanbul, demanded in 1998 that dedes should be educated
at universities: “[T]hey have to study philosophy, they should be
familiar with the social sciences, and they have to know the literature very well.”53 More recently he declared that Alevis should rather
keep their aﬀairs in their own hands, independent of state institutions. Accordingly, he announced that the }ahkulu Foundation will
soon commence a dede training program.54
While there are many members of dede lineages, only a few dedes
are actually capable of performing the rituals.55 Finding such dedes
is one of the biggest problems of Alevi organizations that want to
oﬀer regular cem ceremonies.56 Hüseyin Gülen, former president of
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Abdülhamit Yıldız, “Alevîlerin yüzde 71’i dedeleri yetersiz buluyor,” Zaman,
December 16, 2003, URL: http://www.zaman.com.tr/2003/12/16/haberler/h9.htm,
accessed March 29, 2004.
53
Gülden Aydın and Kutup Dalgakıran, “Üç cemevine kadın yönetici,” Hürriyet,
March 11, 1998, URL: http://arsiv.hurriyetim.com.tr/hur/turk/98/03/11/dizi/
01diz.htm, accessed March 28, 2004.
54
Harun Odaba{ı, “Aleviler dedeli<i tartı{ıyor,” Aksiyon 10 (2004), no. 485, March
29, URL: http://www.aksiyon.com.tr/detay.php?id=3031, accessed March 29, 2004.
55
Shankland estimates that in the Alevi village he studied roughly 10% belonged
to dede lineages. Shankland, Alevis in Turkey, p. 79.
56
Yaman, “Anadolu Alevileri’nde otorite,” p. 343.
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the Gazi Mahallesi Cemevi in Istanbul, estimates the number of dedes
still capable of performing the Alevi ceremonies in the traditional
way as not higher than 500.57 To solve this problem, Gülen encourages the creation of high schools for dedes—analogous to the Imam
Hatip high schools, which train students for basic mosque services
and qualify their graduates for university admission. This idea was
also recently supported by Reha Çamuro<lu, a well respected Alevi
intellectual and author of many articles and books on Alevism.58
It is no incident that Alevis living in Western Europe and especially Germany, who have been a driving force in the Alevi revival,
participate prominently in the debate.59 Even more so than Alevis
in Turkey they were confronted with the problem of ﬁnding qualiﬁed
dedes for occasional cem ceremonies.60 However, the secular condition
of Germany allows Alevis to pursue the issue more openly than it
would be possible within the constraints of Turkey’s religio-political
discourse.61

Debating Dedelik in Germany
The Alevi Academy, based in Wiesloch/Germany, has so far oﬀered
the most systematic attempt to modernize the education of the dede.
In line with the Alevi Bektashi Federation, the Alevi Academy is
opposed to an integration of Alevism in the structures of the Directorate
of Religious Aﬀairs and prefers to keep the education of dedes outside of the state’s supervision.
In 2003, the Academy began an “Educational Program for the
Perfection of the Dede,” developed in close cooperation with the
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Aydın and Dalgakıran, “Üç cemevine kadın.”
Odaba{ı, “Aleviler dedeli<i tartı{ıyor.”
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See Martin Sökefeld, “Alevi Dedes in the German Diaspora. The Transformation
of a Religious Institution,” Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 127 ii (2002), pp. 163–86.
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Sökefeld, “Alevi Dedes in the German Diaspora,” pp. 171f.
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In Turkey, Alevis still have to be very careful with explicitly religious claims,
which in the past often led to investigations by state attorneys who tend to interpret particularistic identity claims, be they based on religion or ethnicity, as separatism. In this discourse expressions of loyalty to the state, e.g., when Mehmet
Çamur emphasizes that “[t]he new dede generation has to be respectful towards
laicism, democracy, and scientiﬁc thinking” (Aydın and Dalgakıran, “Üç cemevine
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Federation of the Alevi Communities in Germany. The objective of
this program was to improve the educational foundation of dede candidates. The seminar program covered the following subjects: history of religions, Islamic and Alevi history, the Alevi path and its
rules, Alevi poetry, sub-groups of Alevism, format and problems of
Alevi education, Suﬁsm, comparative religion, sacred days and principles of Alevism, basic terms of Alevism, Alevis in Europe, the
signiﬁcance of music in Alevism, and historic and religious dimensions of Bektashism.62 These subjects are studied in weekend seminars taught by non-Alevi and Alevi academics as well as a small
number of dedes. The subjects actually taught by dedes indicate the
ﬁelds of knowledge in which the authority of the dedes is still regarded
as indispensable. In fact, dedes were co-instructors of the courses on
“The Alevi Path and Its Religious Principles” and “Sacred Days of
Alevism and its Religious Principles.” The remaining subjects were
taught by non-dedes, and even non-Alevis. As pointedly put by Aykan
Erdemir, “[s]cholars who had previously conducted ethnographic
research on Alevis were now in a position to teach Alevi religious
guides what Alevism was really all about.”63
The Academy emphasizes that the seminar program is not a
suﬃcient training for an aspiring dede and cannot provide legitimacy
for exercising dedelik. It is rather a supplementary education program
that aims to combine traditional and modern methods and kinds of
knowledge. The program provides insight into the Alevis’ conscious
eﬀorts to maintain their tradition in the face of experienced existential challenges. The following quote from the program is a good
example of the dialectic relationship between the legitimizing force
of tradition, contemporary necessities, and an utopian vision of a
“modern Alevism”:
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Alevi Akademisi, “Alevi Akademisi Dedeler Yetkinle{me E<itim Programı,”
URL: http://www.aleviakademisi.org/dedeleryetkinlestirme.htm, accessed March 8,
2004.
63
Aykan Erdemir, “Islamic Nonproﬁts in Turkey. Reconﬁguration of Alevi Belief
and Practice,” paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological
Association, Chicago, November 20, 2003, p. 3. The idea of non-Alevis teaching
Alevis on Alevism might be surprising, but does not seem all too strange for Alevis
themselves—provided the non-Alevi instructors have received their knowledge through
authoritative Alevi sources. This view is expressed by Hıdır Uluer, president of the
Karacaahmet Sultan Cultural Association, which is one of Istanbul’s largest Alevi
associations. See Aydın and Dalgakıran, “Üç cemevine kadın.”
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We are of the opinion that it is impossible to approach the education
of religious specialists (dinadamları) such as dedes . . . in accordance with
the needs of the Alevi society of today if we close the eyes in front
of the necessities of our society, and if we apply [instead] traditional
understandings, habits and methods . . . Enormous diﬀerences in every
regard have come up between the place, function, and the education
methods of the superior religious specialists of the past and those of
today. We think that the most reasonable way to embark upon this
enterprise is to take an approach that comprises the today and the
future without breaking with the past, and without destroying the
essence of our belief and our values . . .64

Recently, dede Hasan Kılavuz, chairman of the “Dede Commission
of the Federation of the Alevi Communities in Germany,” pushed
the debate with controversial statements regarding the meaning of
dedelik in the modern age. In a manner strikingly diﬀerent from the
organizations surrounding the Cem Foundation, which try to establish the notion of “Alevi Islam,” he stresses the incompatibility of
Alevism and the dedelik with basic features of Sunni Islam, and vehemently rejects any attempts to reconcile Alevism with the Islamic
tradition:
Alevilik is a belief (inanç) in its own right. Alevis possess a belief that
sees God everywhere in the universe. Alevis performed their worship
and beliefs for a thousand years in a modest and extremely pure form;
today, some dedes try to decorate this form of belief with fake pearls.
These dedes, which are insecure about themselves, which are carried
away by a minority complex towards the Sunni Muslim faith, distance
the essence of Alevism from our traditions and customs . . . We cannot connect the faith of the Anatolian Alevis with the basic principles
of the Islamic religion.65

Kılavuz further argues that Alevis would not share any of the major
religious practices obligatory for Muslims; neither could the fundamental beliefs and practices of Alevism be encountered within Sunni
Islam. Sharply distinguishing Alevism from Islam, Kılavuz’ argumentation paves the ground for an understanding of Alevism as a
belief or faith (inanç) “in its own right.” He describes the history of
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Alevilerin Sesi 69 (November 2003), URL: http://www.alevi.com/aabf/as_69/
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Anatolian Alevism as a history of opposition to Sunni Islam, thus
strengthening a particularistic Alevi identity based on a shared memory of resistance against Sunni oppression. Nevertheless he recognizes the need to adjust this tradition to modern conditions. Unlike
the “Alevi Islam” protagonists, however, his vision of modern Alevism
does not entail recognition of Islamic features in Alevism, and he
does not employ the term “religion” (din) for Alevism. Instead he
stresses humanistic principles, and argues in particular for an enforcement of gender equality within Alevi practice: “These young dedes
have to put aside conservatism and fanaticism and have to lead [our]
mothers and sisters (our women), who are well-equipped and rooted
in the tradition, to active teaching and service.”66
Kılavuz then lists the diﬀerent positions traditionally limited to
men—including the dede position—and demands their opening for
women. He further demands a redeﬁnition of the relation between
dede and talib. Dedelik would have to be adjusted to present needs.
This might also mean an extension of the dede’s duties. For example he proposes that Alevis should have their dedes conduct their burial services instead of calling a Sunni imam, as is common praxis.
In fact there appears to be a trend to strive for more independence
from Sunni institutions, and funeral ceremonies are one example for
that. Usually, Alevis call on the local imam to wash their dead and
conduct the ceremonies. But more and more cemevis have their own
washing and cooling facilities for their deceased community members. In June 2004, I observed a funeral service at the Okmeydanı/
Istanbul branch of the Hacı Bekta{ Veli Anatolia Cultural Foundation.
The ceremony was jointly led by a dede and a Sunni imam. This
was obviously a new practice. I was told by participants that usually there would no dede be involved. Further, I was told that the
imam sent by the municipality would also be of Alevi descent (Alevi
çocu<u, literally “an Alevi child”)—otherwise they would not accept
him.67
Kılavuz’ provoking positions generated a lively debate. In a recent
interview with the monthly magazine of the Federation of the Alevi
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Communities in Germany, Cafer Kaplan, a young Alevi dede living
in Germany, who is also a member of the Federation’s Dede Commission (in German Geistlichenrat, “council of the clergymen”), strongly
supported the proposals of Hasan Kılavuz. He stressed in particular
the need for dedes to be educated and demanded concrete steps leading to a modernization of dedelik: “If we among us dedes could
develop a common system and a common voice, then we could set
Alevism on a more solid basis. Therefore we dedes have to create
a standard regarding the belief. Thus we could prevent the diﬀerences
in between our people regarding the belief.”68
The need for a standardization of Alevism is also felt in Turkey.
Ali Yaman, himself a member of a dede lineage, explains that according to his observations “the idea of a need for standardization increasingly becomes popular among all the Alevi elites and the dedes.”69
This standardization would mainly aﬀect the form and content of
the cem ceremonies.
It is nowadays common among the larger Alevi associations to
have dede commissions as part of their organizational structure. The
dede council of the Confederation of the Alevi Communities in Europe,
the biggest European Alevi umbrella organization, has formulated a
“sequence of cem,” thus trying to provide dedes with a blueprint for
how to conduct a cem ceremony, the traditional forms of which are
regionally slightly diﬀerent.70 This dede council has also published a
calendar of sacred days for Alevis, providing information for how to
celebrate Alevi holidays.71
Alevi associations entertaining cemevis will usually employ a dede for
ritual and advisory services.72 Naturally they would look out for one
whose religious and political outlook they would see corresponding
to their own convictions.73 A separate, often beautifully decorated
room for the dede in charge has become a standard feature of cemevis
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of a certain size. The integration of dedes into the secular Alevi associations and the establishment of the dede council as a new Alevi
institution exemplify the diﬀerentiation of authority in modern Alevism.
It secures the dede’s active participation in the Alevi reformulation
process while at the same time limiting his authority to a newly
deﬁned religious sphere. The more or less systematic incorporation
of the dede into Alevi organizations marks a shift in the power relations between dedes and non-dede Alevis, since it “meant that executive directors could not only hire and ﬁre religious guides [dedes],
but could also have a say in congregational ceremonies and religious
matters.”74 Erdemir gives the example of a hired dede who was ﬁred
after he urged women participating in the cem ceremony to cover
their hair, a demand found unacceptable by his association.75
Alevi internal discussions about modern Alevi education provide
us with a further example for the conﬁnement of the dedes’ authority. Dedes seem to have only limited influence on the development
of curricula for Alevi instruction at elementary schools, which has
been oﬀered in some Berlin public schools since 2002. Since fall
2004, Alevism is also part of a new inter-religious, dialogue-oriented
class called “Religious Education for All,” oﬀered in the state schools
of Hamburg.76 Headed by (smail Kaplan, the Federation of the Alevi
Communities in Germany is the driving force behind Alevi school
instruction in Germany. It has formed an “education council,” separate from its dede council.77 The Alevis most engaged in the project of Alevi education, such as (smail Kaplan, belong to the new
elite of secular Alevi functionaries and intellectuals. This shows that
the dedes are not seen as the main authority for Alevi instruction
anymore. Nevertheless, they still have a role in symbolically accompanying and thus legitimating it. The provisionary curriculum of the
Federation of the Alevi Communities has, for example, prominent
dedes in its advisory committee.78 Among them are Veliyettin Ulusoy,
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the current head of the çelebiyan from Hacı Bekta{, Dervi{ Tur dede,
former chairman of the federation’s dede council, as well as }ükrü
A<cagül dede, who was also among the staﬀ of the Alevi Academy’s
dede training program. The incorporation of Veliyettin Ulusoy is of
particular importance since many Alevis regard him as the direct
descendent of Hacı Bekta{ Veli and many ocaks subscribe to him as
highest Alevi authority. The symbolic connection to Ulusoy, as well
as the fact that the Federation of the Alevi Communities in Germany
has dedes from Turkey in their dede council, exempliﬁes the transnational character of the Alevi movement.

Conclusion: Changing Parameters of Authority
The transformations of Alevi identity in the 20th century can be
summarized in terms of ﬁrst secularization, then a turn to leftist ideologies, and ﬁnally a cultural and religious reorientation. These transformations had far-reaching consequences for the socio-religious
structures of Alevism, especially for the position of the dedes. Traditional
Alevism was based on the social and religious interactions in the
rural village community. Drastic economic and social changes, however, led to a rural exodus, which destroyed traditional bonds of
aﬃliation based on kinship and lineage. As a consequence, Alevism
lost much of its pervasiveness as a system of social control.79 Simultaneously, a broader concept of Alevism that could provide a common identity transcending regional particularities emerged in urban
environments. Alevis began to envision themselves through the wider
lenses of “culture,” and—increasingly, since the Alevi revival in the
late 1980s—“religion.”80 In this context, the dedes gained new respect
and began to play an important role in re-connecting Alevism with
its traditions, even if their newly assigned role was much less powerful than it had been in traditional Alevism. Only occasionally do
they take up leadership positions in Alevi organizations, e.g., (zzettin
Alevitischen Religionsunterricht,” Köln: Föderation der Aleviten Gemeinden in
Deutschland, 2001 [unpublished manuscript]. I am grateful to (smail Kaplan from
the Federation for providing me with a copy of the manuscript.
79
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80
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Do<an in the Cem Foundation, and Hasan Kılavuz, the chairman
of the Federation of the Alevi Communities in Germany’s dede council. The only sphere which is still dominated by the dede is the ﬁeld
of Alevi ritual. Descent from an ocak lineage is still considered a necessary precondition for leading the ceremonies.81 But even here
the Alevi associations curtail the authority of the dede, and the dede
is mainly fulﬁlling symbolic functions and certain assigned duties
within a more and more explicitly deﬁned Alevism. However, the
diﬀerentiation of authority within contemporary Alevism bears also
the possibility for a newly increased importance of the dede, especially
if the trend to religionize Alevism continues. Then, the dede as a
form of an Alevi priest is likely to acquire additional functions such
as extended ritual duties, but also as a spiritual counselor and community representative.
For the survival of Alevism as a religious tradition, the question
of how to sustain the dedelik is crucial. How can dedelik be redeﬁned
in the context of a modern, mainly urban, Alevism? New formulations of dedelik, the oﬃce and functions of the dede, are thus among
the most visible and most radical changes of modern Alevism.
As I tried to demonstrate, authority in Alevism is becoming secularized insofar as the traditional accumulation of powers and functions in the dede institution became diﬀerentiated. Whilst the dedes
still maintain their authority in ritual contexts, they are not the leaders of the community anymore, which is now organized and represented by Alevi associations and foundations that are mostly headed
by non-dede Alevis. Regarding matters of belief, the dede has to compete with secular sources of knowledge. This shift and diﬀerentiation
of authority reﬂects the rationalization and secularization of Alevism.
In this regard (zzettin Do<an is no exception. He is, however, extraordinary insofar as he fulﬁls both traditional and modern pre-requisites for leadership, combining descent of a prominent dede lineage
with secular knowledge, political influence, and organizational skills.
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The most radical approaches to the reformulation of the dedelik question even
the idea of charisma via descent. An example is the position of Riza Zelyut, an
Alevi journalist and author of many popular books on Alevism. Instead of descent,
he argues, virtues and merit of a person should decide on whether he could become
a dede. While this is certainly a marginal opinion, it nevertheless reveals the range
of positions possible in the Alevi discourse. Yıldız, “Alevîlerin yüzde 71’i.”

the modern dede

291

The Alevi case shows that authority is not a static condition; rather,
the process of ascribing and exerting authority has to be seen as
part of a dynamic negotiation in a given discourse—discourse here
understood as the institutional context that sets the rules for identity politics and controls the language through which it is communicated. Any authority claim will have to be newly negotiated if its
evidence decreases in a changing context. New authorities have a
chance to be established if they succeed in making their claims evident and manage to convey their legitimacy to those upon whom
they want to exercise their authority. The concentration of authority in the institution of the dede made sense in pre-modern Alevism,
when the well-being of the community depended on strict socio-religious borders erected against a hostile environment. The bonds
between dede and talib lineages secured allegiances and provided social
structure. This has changed in the modern, urban context. Erdemir
reports of Alevis who, when asked about their ocak, responded with
the names of Alevi organizations: “For them, the Alevi organization
they attended was their lineage, and the dede working at that organization was their religious guide.”82
This example illustrates how traditional intra-Alevi aﬃliations give
way to less formalized bonds, which appear more suitable to an
urban environment. Following the reconstruction of Alevi identities
in accordance with criteria based less on kin and descent but on
ethnicity, political outlook, religious convictions, and, last but not
least, convenience, relations between Alevis, and also boundaries
between Alevis and Sunnis have to be re-negotiated.
In order not to get ultimately absorbed by the Sunni majority,
Alevis are forced to interact with state institutions, which are clearly
inclined to Sunnism. Authority is most likely to be ascribed to those
who are believed to best fulﬁl the requirements for such an endeavour—the judgment will obviously depend on the stance one takes
towards state authority. However, legitimacy is achieved not only by
means of ideological positioning, but also through the sheer beneﬁts
a particular authority secures for those who subscribe to it, as in the
above-mentioned case of the Alevi migrants to Istanbul who joined
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the Cem Foundation after their dedes could not oﬀer them any material or organizational prospects.
The diﬀerentiation of authority in modern Alevism leads to internal tensions. Traditionalist Alevis fear that changes in the institutions of Alevism betray the Alevi heritage and might in the end only
accelerate its dissolution. Modernist Alevis see the opening of the
Alevi tradition and its institutions, their reformulation, and the development of objective criteria for dedelik in addition to the requirement
of descent as a must for its survival in the modern context. Both
traditionalists and modernizers are aware of the severe challenges
Alevism faces in its post-traditional period. The debate on dedelik
reflects this awareness. It has to be seen as part of an objectiﬁcation
process83 which manifests itself in new organizational formations (e.g.,
the Alevi umbrella organizations) and institutions (e.g., the dede councils) as well as attempts to standardize beliefs and rituals. Alevism is
increasingly scripturalizing, thus inevitably deﬁning itself much more
closely than pre-modern oral Alevism ever did. I regard the creation
of the modern dede as part of a reformulation of Alevism as a religious tradition, in the process of which authority is diﬀerentiated. The
modern dede seems to become a kind of Alevi priest, a religious specialist whose authority is deﬁned by his knowledge and services in
the ﬁeld of ritual. In this “modern” arrangement the dede is assigned
the role of the religious leader as expressed in the following quote by
(zzettin Do<an: “[The dedes] are leaders of the faith. It is the institution of the dedelik that . . . guarantees the interpretation of the
Koran in accordance with the conditions of the present age.”84
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