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Also, to the future generation of hadith scholars hoping that this work will
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Notes on Style, Transliteration and Dates

For referencing, this volume follows the Chicago Manual of Style author-date
in-text citation system.

Arabic words and names are transliterated according to the system used
in Brill's Encyclopaedia of Islam Three, which is also adopted in the Journal of
Islamic Ethics (JIE):

Consonants:’, b, t, th, j, h, kh, d, dh, 1, z,5,sh,s,d, t, 2, gh, f, q, k, 1, m, n,
h,w,y.

Short vowels: a, i, u.

Long vowels: a, 1, .

Diphtongs: aw, ay.

Ta’ marbuta: -a, -at (construct state).

While classical proper names are fully transliterated (e.g., al-Ghazali), for
modern names, i.e., since 1900, also the official or common spellings are
adopted (e.g., Taha Abdurrahman). The ‘1" of the definite article “al-” is always
retained, regardless of whether it is assimilated in pronunciation to the initial
consonant of the word to which it is attached (idgham).

If not otherwise specified, the dates given are common era (CE) dates. If
two dates are provided (e.g., 505/1111), the first one is the year according to the
Islamic Agjri calendar (AH) and the second the CE date. For dates after 1900
only the CE date is provided.
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Introduction: Hadith and Ethics

Mutaz al-Khatib

This edited volume addresses the link between hadith (Prophetic reports)
and ethics, or what can be termed as “hadith-based ethics.” Despite hadith
(or Sunna) historically being the second normative source in Islam after the
Qur’an, this topic has not received sufficient attention in the contemporary
scholarship on Islamic ethics. Indeed, hadith played a key role in the devel-
opment of Islamic thought and in forming ulam al-shari‘a (Islamic sciences),
as has been noted by some contemporary scholars.! This volume introduces
hadith-based ethics as a sub-discipline of Islamic ethics and fills the gap within
the scholarship on Islamic ethics and hadith studies since one of its key char-
acteristics is applying an interdisciplinary approach to both hadith and ethics.
Approaching hadith as a reference for ethics reflects the intensity of the eth-
ical content contained in the Prophetic traditions and practices. To do so, one
can distinguish between two levels of analysis. At the first level, the Prophetic
Sunna is approached as a revealed reference or an exemplary application of
the revelation. At the second level, the Sunna is approached as a historical ref-
erence for the ethics that prevailed in the formative period of Islamic history.
The mainstream position in Islamic history has held that declaring things
and actions as good (taksin) or bad (tagbih) should be premised on revelation,
not on human intellect as claimed by the Mu‘tazila (‘Abd al-Jabbar 1960-1996,
6/1:7-8, 6/2:323; al-Taftazani 1998, 4:282—283; Hourani 1985, 57—-66; Shihadeh
2016, 384—407). If this is the case, then it should have been the standard that
the Quran and hadith are the sources of both legislation and ethics. Historical
reality, however, shows such theorising in Islamic legal theory (usiu! al-figh)
and jurisprudence ( figh) but not so much in the field of Islamic ethics, where
the role of hadith or Sunna, like the Qur’an, has been marginalised in classi-
cal Islamic moral philosophy. Furthermore, Majid Fakhry (d. 2021), in his book
Ethical Theories in Islam, and Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri (d. 2010), in his book
al-Aql al-Akhlagi -Arabt (“The Arabic Moral Reason”), introduced what were

1 Forexample, in Athar al-Hadith fi Khtilaf al-Fugaha® (“The Role of Hadith in the Disagreement
between Muslim Jurists”), Muhammad ‘Awwama quotes texts that reflect early arguments
between fugaha’ and muhaddithiun (traditionists) on the relationship between figh (jurispru-
dence) and hadith. Likewise, John Burton discusses the impact of hadith on the formation of
Islamic knowledge historically. While he specifically underscores the political and theologi-
cal dimensions, he neglects the ethical dimension (see Awwama 2007; Burton 1994).

© MUTAZ AL-KHATIB, 2023 | DOI:10.1163/9789004525931_002
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claimed to be comprehensive overviews of Islamic literature on ethics in the
Islamic tradition (Fakhry 1991; al-Jabiri 2001), but hadith was, as clearly reflected
in their works, absent in their overview of ethics in the Islamic tradition.

In contrast to the case of theoretical ethics, the practical and behavioural
elements of the Prophetic fadith have received extensive attention by hadith
scholars who have produced avast genre, including the ethical aspects of Sunna.
An extensive amount of hadith literature has also been dedicated to adab
(sing. adab, etiquettes and good manners) which have sometimes addressed
professional ethics, such as the adab of the narrator of hadith and the one who
listens to him (adab al-rawi wa-l-sami‘), and the adab of the senior and junior
jurists (adab al-fagih wa-l-mutafaqqih). Additionally, some books have focused
on outlining good and bad character (mahasin al-akhlag wa-masawi'uha), reli-
gious etiquettes (al-adab al-sharyya), the etiquette of dealing with parents
(birr al-walidayn) and so forth. Other books are dedicated to the virtues and
vices (al-fad@’il wa-l-radha’il); books enlisting incentives to do good (targhib)
and deterrents from doing evil (tarhib); books concerned with the branches of
faith (shu‘ab al-iman); books on virtues which vary according to persons, ages
and times; and the Sufi literature on asceticism (zuhd), remembrance of God,
supplication (adab al-du@’), spiritual diseases of the heart (itilal al-quliib) and
so on (al-Kattani 1993, 50-60).

The six canonical collections of hadith also had specific chapters dedicated
to the ahadith on manners and ethics, whose total number reached more
than 500 in the Sunan compiled by Abu Dawid (d. 275/888) and exceeded
600 in the Sahih of Ibn Hibban (d. 354/965) (al-Arn@’at and al-Qayyam 1999,
1:8). Moreover, the ethics of the Prophet (akhlag al-nabt) were the subject of
dedicated books, such as Abii I-Shaykh’s work (1998), or occupied segments in
books on the biography of the Prophet, meant to provide the exemplary model
of ethics to be followed.

This Book

Against this background, the majority of this volume’s chapters originated
from a seminar I convened on “Hadith and Ethics: Concepts, Approaches and
Theoretical Foundations,” at the Research Center for Islamic Legislation and
Ethics (CILE) between 30 April and 2 May 2019. This seminar complemented a
previous initiative on “Qur’an and Ethics” within CILE’s broader vision, which
seeks to canonise the field of Islamic ethics through two different methods:
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teaching and producing reference works that help to fill the gaps and theorise
the field.2

This volume consists of 12 chapters that address the interplay of fadith and
ethics and contribute to examining hadith-based ethics, which will hopefully
inspire future studies to cover further aspects of this emerging field.

Broadly speaking, the chapters included in this volume cover five main
aspects related to hadith and ethics:

1. a theoretical foundation for hadith-based ethics as a scholarly sub-
discipline of Islamic ethics (chapter1);
2. virtue ethics: noble virtues (makarim al-akhlaqg) and virtuous acts ( fada’il
al-a‘mal), covered by chapters 4 and 5;
3. moral concepts (adab, tahbib, ‘uzla), covered by chapters 2, 6 and 7;
4.  hadith-related sub-disciplines (hadith transmission, gender ethics), cov-
ered by chapters 8 and 9; and
5.  foundational hadiths on ethics (the hadith of intention, consult your
heart, and other key fadiths), which are covered by chapters 3, 10 and 11.
These five sections offer various approaches to studying ethics in ~adith works.
Chapters 1 through 5 focus on the overarching framework to scriptural eth-
ics. As is argued in chapter 2, hadith-based ethics “initiated an epistemological
shift in the understanding of adab; namely, that it had been informed solely
by customary law and human knowledge but came to be seen as dictated by
divine command and associated with religious sensitivity.” In chapter 3, exam-
ining specific key traditions is employed as one approach to study ethics in
hadith. Chapter 4 on Ibn Abi -Dunya (d. 281/894) represents an attempt to
establish a new field by Islamising common morality through hadith. In
chapter 5, which takes the case of al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) and his commenta-
tors, the author examines what “hadith-based ethics” means: is it only its attri-
bution to the Prophet as long as it is about common knowledge of morality,
or should it strictly follow the technicalities of authenticity as outlined in the
hadith sciences?

Chapters 6—7 and 10-11 focus on discipline-based approaches where eth-
ics is studied through (a) personal accounts: al-JilanT’s (d. 561/1166) conception
and practice of tahbib, and al-NabulusT's (d. 1143/1731) conception and practice
of seclusion, and (b) interdisciplinary approaches where individual hadiths are

2 InJanuary 2015, I dedicated one of the CILE international seminars to the theme of “Qur’an
and Ethics” and its proceedings were published as a thematic issue in the Journal of Islamic
Ethics (al-Khatib 2017).
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analysed through the lens of different disciplines, such as the hadiths: “deeds
are judged by intention” and “consult your heart.” Chapters 8 and g especially
focus on the role of interpretation in restoring the fundamental idea of hadih
as deeply intertwined with ethics. Chapter 8, in particular, utilises a Derridean
trace to present the qussas’ (storytellers/preachers) impact on the Sunna’s
transmission to the wider Muslim community. Meanwhile chapter g addresses
“conflicting hadiths” (mukhtalif al-hadith) in searching for egalitarian gender
ethics.

Chapter 12 can be considered as an appendix in which a classification of
the key primary sources in the Islamic tradition that are relevant to the field
of hadith and ethics are presented in the form of an annotated bibliography.

After outlining the key ideas and approaches examined in this volume and
the rationale of combining them together in one work, below, I provide a more
elaborate overview of each chapter:

In chapter 1, “Hadith-based Ethics: Hadith as a Scholarly Sub-Discipline of
Islamic Ethics,” Mutaz al-Khatib lays out the foundations for hadith-based eth-
ics as a sub-discipline in Islamic ethics. This chapter provides the theoretical
ground for the following chapters that tackle some of the issues in this emerg-
ing field. It reveals the value of hadith as a corpus on ethics, conceptualises
“hadith-based ethics,” classifies relevant works, and defines the key themes and
issues in this emerging discipline.

In chapter 2, “Hadith and the Concept of Adab as Moral Education,” Nuha
Alshaar treats the interaction between hadith and the concept of “adab,” his-
torically a term with wide semantic meanings. Adab here is dealt with primar-
ily as knowledge, an ethical call to action, and, especially, as a required form
of training for those aspiring to maintain good manners, proper etiquette, and
cleanse the soul.

In chapter 3, “al-Ahadith al-Kulliyya: Min al-Ahkam al-Tafsiliyya ila
al-Qawa‘id wa-l-Mabadi’ al-Akhlaqiyya” (“Beyond Ahadith al-Ahkam: From
Detailed Rulings to Ethical Fundamentals and Principles”), Mutaz al-Khatib
argues that the hadith corpus comprises of key traditions that can serve as
proper foundations for approaching hadith literature as a repository of eth-
ics, and where the focus will move: (a) from studying individual traditions to
examining the overall governing system of hadith; and (b) from the mono-
disciplinary approach where figh is dominant, to an interdisciplinary approach
where figh is one part of a much larger whole. The main part of this chapter
analyses the key hadiths categorised by hadith scholars, including Abai Dawid
(d. 275/888), Ibn al-Salah (d. 643/1245), al-Nawawi (d. 676/1277) and others,
such as jawami‘ al-kalim or those upon which the edifice of the Islamic tradi-
tion is constructed (al-ahadith allati ‘alayha madar al-islam).
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In chapter 4, “al-Hafiz Ibn Abil-Dunya wa-l-Ta’sis li-Akhlagiyyat al-Makarim”
(“Ibn Abi 1-Dunya and the Formation of the Ethics of Noble Deeds”), Chafik
Graiguer argues that Ibn Abi 1-Dunya’s work can be seen as an attempt to
establish a hadith-based ethics where makarim al-akhlaq refers to: human dig-
nity, murwa (which contains a set of values in Arab pre-Islamic morality) and
rationality. Ibn Abi -Dunya’s work also addresses fada’il, hence the ethics in
Ibn Abi I-Dunya’s work are scriptural, in terms of form, and rational, in terms
of content and sources.

In chapter 5, “Narrations on Virtuous Acts in Epitomes of al-Ghazalt’s Ihya”
From Ibn al-Jawzl's Minhaj al-Qasidin to its Reception in Modernity,” Pieter
Coppens focuses on the reception of the Iy’ in the Hanbali circles of Baghdad
and Damascus, with the epitomes of Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201) and Ibn Qudama
(d. 689/1290) at its centre. He argues that their criticism of al-Ghazali’s use
of unreliable fadith in matters related to virtuous acts ( fada’il al-a‘mal) was
among their main motivations for composing their texts.

In chapter 6, “Hadith and Sufism in Ethical Discourse: Exploring ‘Abd
al-Qadir al-Jilan1’s Conception of Takbib,” Salahudheen Kozhithodi and Khairil
Husaini Bin Jamil delve into the hadith al-tahbib which reads: “I was made to
love (hubbiba ilay) from your world; women and perfume, and I found the
coolness of my eyes in the prayer.” They argue for the intertwinement of sadith
and Sufism as a mechanism for ethical discourse where Sufi ethics claim a
scriptural foundation, as evident in the scholarship of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani
(d. 561/1166).

In chapter 7, “Seclusion: An Ethical Imperative Driven by the Hadith,
Mohammed Imran Khan explores ‘Abd al-Ghani I-Nabulust’s (d. 1143/1730)
seclusion (‘uzla) in light of some of the moral and social dilemmas of associat-
ing with others. He argues that al-NabulusT’s concern for seclusion is justified
by the hadith traditions, and it is moral outrage which compels al-Nabulusi to
write the tract as an ethical defence of his actions.

In chapter 8, “The Ethical in the Transmission of Sunna: Rethinking the
‘Ulama™-Qussas Conflict,” Safwan Amir argues that the oft-neglected qussas
(storyteller-preacher) played a vital role in directly conveying the Sunna to the
larger public. He suggests that the qussas not only provide us with alterna-
tive histories to how knowledge was transmitted, taught, and realised in the
Islamic tradition, but they also restore the fundamental idea of the hadith as
deeply intertwined with the ethical.

In chapter g, “Abti Shuqqa’s Approach to Hadith: Towards an Egalitarian
Islamic Gender Ethics,” Fagihuddin Abdul Kodir tackles the question of how
hadiths have been reinterpreted to explain Islamic egalitarian gender eth-
ics, through an analysis of ‘Abd al-Halim Muhammad Abu Shuqqa’s (d. 1995)
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Tahrir al-Mara ft Asr al-Risala: Dirasa ‘an al-Mara Jami‘a li-Nusis al-Quran
wa-Sahihay al-Bukhart wa-Muslim (“The Liberation of Women at the Time of
the Message: A Study on Women Composed of Qur’anic Texts, and the Sahihs
of al-Bukhari and Muslim”).

In chapter 10, “Islamic Ethics and the Hadith of Intention,” Ali Altaf Mian
contextualises “the hadith of intention” in order to demonstrate, in part, the
salience of hadith texts as important sources for the study of Islamic ethics.
He relates this hadith to three broader themes in Islamic ethics. In doing so,
he problematises the binary of the inner (batin) and outer (zahir) and high-
lights the social dimensions of intention through the illustration of migration,
which signals the public — and not merely private — nature of intentions. The
chapter also considers the multiple valences of intention in everyday Muslim
religiosity.

In chapter 11, “Consult Your Heart: The Self as a Source of Moral Judgment,”
Mutaz al-Khatib explores the authority of the heart (galb) as a potential locus
of individual moral knowledge and normativity in Islamic ethics. To do so, he
discusses two hadiths that ostensibly suggest that one’s “self” is a potential
source of the moral judgment. He argues that although the Islamic legal tradi-
tion, as a discipline, has focused on qualified external actions of individuals
and the jjtihad (independent legal reasoning) of mujtahids (jurists), it did not
ignore the authority of the batin over moral evaluation and the ijtihad of com-
mon individuals (jtihad al-mukallafin).

In chapter 12, “Musannafat al-Muhaddithin fi 1-Akhlaq: Kashshaf Awwal1”
(“The Compendia of the Scholars of Hadith on Ethics: A Preliminary Survey”),
Mutaz al-Khatib presents a chronological bibliography of the key primary
sources in the Islamic tradition with relevance to understanding the interplay
of hadith and ethics. The bibliography is preceded by an analytical introduc-
tion. This addition to the volume is meant to serve as a tool for future research-
ers to benefit from and build upon.

Although this volume is meant to provide theoretical foundations and
insights about the study of hadith as a crucial and rich source of Islamic ethics,
there is a further thematic focus shared by various chapters, i.e., ethical subjec-
tivity and relevant concepts such as intention, seclusion, noble virtues, tahbib,
and consulting the heart.

The last editorial note I want to make here is that I have decided to pursue
a systematic referencing to hadith (takhry) and that is by referring to the book
(kitab) and the chapter (bab). The purpose of that is not just for technical ben-
efit and following the traditionists’ method but also to highlight the thematic
relevance and the moral argument behind each title if any.

Finally, I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their valuable
comments. [ am also grateful to the CILE research assistants Sara Abdelghany,
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Rana Tahir and Yara Abdelbasset, as well as our Ma students in Applied Islamic
Ethics, Rasha Bader and Ibrahim Alledawi who helped me during the final step
of this very long journey which started with a call-for-papers, followed by the
submission of proposals of rough ideas about the seminar, revising the chap-
ters several times, up until this publication. My gratitude also goes to all my
colleagues working at CILE who helped and supported me through the ups
and downs throughout the journey. Profound thanks and gratitude are due to
my wife, Sawsan, whose dedicated support throughout the project was crucial.
The last word is preserved for our newborn, Yaman, whose presence in our life,
despite all the great noise he makes, was a great source of inspiration.
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CHAPTER 1

Hadith-Based Ethics
Hadith as a Scholarly Sub-discipline of Islamic Ethics

Mutaz al-Khatib

The ethical content of hadith has not received its due attention in contempo-
rary scholarship on Islamic ethics: while some scholars completely disregarded
it, others only briefly addressed it. So, this chapter will start with the section
below to demonstrate this point.

1 Hadith and Ethics in Contemporary Scholarship

Of the prominent scholars who disregarded the role of fadith in Islamic eth-
ics (akhlaq) is Bernard Carra de Vaux (d. 1953), who, in 1913, wrote the entry
on “Akhlag” in the first edition of The Encyclopaedia of Islam. In this entry, de
Vaux adopted a limited understanding of Islamic ethics that was confined to
the Greek philosophical tradition and argued that “the doctrine of the akhlag
is nothing but the ethics of the peripatetic philosophy” where “the science of
moral philosophy ... has an existence of its own; it is not an extract from differ-
ent literary works, it is a science which is in fact connected with the tradition
of Greek philosophy” (de Vaux 1987, 231). He thus concluded that “the Muslim
authors who have written in a methodical manner about moral philosophy are
comparatively few” (de Vaux 1987, 233).

Nine decades later, Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri (d. 2010) also adopted a nar-
row conception of ethics in his al-Aql al-Akhlaqi I-Arabt (“The Arabic Moral
Reason”), a large work in which he attempted to present a history of ethics
in Islamic civilisation. However, al-Jabirt’s work neglected specific contribu-
tions, most importantly Qur’anic ethics, although he did reference the work of
Muhammad ‘Abd Allah Draz (d. 1958), The Moral World of the Quran, but he
undermined its value and contribution. Likewise, despite acknowledging that
“the hadith on ethics were countless,” al-Jabiri downplayed the contribution of
the hadith corpus to ethics on grounds of differentiating between advocating
and living (‘amal) by the values of the Quran and hadith, on the one hand,
and engaging in scholarly writing (ta’lif ilmi) on Islamic values on the other.
In other words, al-Jabiri restricted his historicisation to the theoretical works
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(kalam) on ethics and excluded the lived experience (mumarasa) of Muslim
communities throughout history. In addition, he only included systematic
works (kitaba munazzama) which formulated a theoretical argument that fol-
lows scholarly methods (i.e., works that make use of typologies, analyses, and
construction) (al-Jabirl 2001, 535, 537). Al-Jabiri also undermined the contri-
bution of the fugaha’ to ethics, where he classified their work under al-adab
al-sharyya, by which he denotes “the best manner (al-tariga al-fudla) to per-
form what is obligatory or recommended” and is thus “a formality (shakliyya)
that is lacking in ethical content.” To al-Jabiri, the work of the fugaha’ was
enriched by the work of Sufis on adab al-sulitk, which address the etiquette of
spiritual wayfaring, even though the Sufi contribution to al-adab al-shar‘iyya
continued to be complementary to figh. These adab sharyya entrenched “in
the minds (nufiis) of the fugaha’, muhaddithun (traditionists, sing. muhaddith),
and mutakallimun the certainty that the sciences of religion (‘ulam al-din) and
akhlag are one and the same” (al-Jabirl 2001, 536).

Accordingly, al-Jabirt was biased towards the philosophical ethics, despite
his criticism of other scholars who confined themselves to the Greek tradition.
In fact, al-Jabirl’s conception of akhlaq is reductive: he presents a reductive
conception of adab according to the fugaha’ under which he then classifies
the works of the muhaddithin, while, in fact, the ethical content is present
in both the rulings (akkam) and the adab (good manners and etiquette). For
example, to the fugaha adab is used to denote (1) good character traits (khisal
hamida), (2) the recommended (to the exclusion of the obligatory),! (3) all that
is commanded, be it obligatory or recommended, or (4) inflicting discretionary
punishment (al-zajr wa-l-tazir).

As for the muhddithun, they were among the first to write on topics such as
zuhd (asceticism), starting in the middle of the second hijri century. If zuhd
is to be included within al-Jabirl’s conception of adab, then it cannot be con-
sidered a formality since zuhd served as the impetus for the development of
Sufism as a discipline rich in ethics. Additionally, the muhddithan’s works span
different genres of adab, as in al-Adab al-Mufrad of Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Bukhari
(d. 256/870),%2 al-Mujalasa wa-Jawahir al-Ilm of Abu Bakr al-Dinawarl

1 Fuqaha’ used several definitions such as: nafl (supererogatory), mustahab (recommended/
desirable), and tatawwu‘ (volunteerism), as well as the better action to be carried out (ma
filuhu khayrun min tarkihi), what the person who is accountable is praised for doing but
would not be criticised for disregarding (ma yumdahu bihi al-mukallaf wa-la yudhammu),
and what is required to be done but would not cause criticism if not done (al-matlub fi'tluhu
shar‘an min ghayri dhammin ‘ala tarkihi) (see Wizarat al-Awqaf 1983, 2:345-346).

2 Al-Bukharl entitled this work al-Adab al-Mufrad to distinguish it from the chapter (kitab)
on adab under the Sahih of al-Bukhari. The book al-Adab al-Mufrad contains hadiths that
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(d. 333/944), Adab al-Nufus by Abu Bakr al-Ajurri (d. 360/971), Adab al-Suhba
by Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021), al-Jami‘ li-Akhlaq al-Rawi
wa-Adab al-Sami‘ by Abu Bakr al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (d. 463/1071), and Adab
al-Iml@ wa-l-Istimla’ by Abu Sa‘d al-Sam‘ani (d. 562/1167). These works reflect
a conception of adab that is broader than what al-Jabirl labels as al-mawruth
al-‘arabi (Arab heritage) which is limited to individual manners (adab al-nafs)
and etiquettes of speech (adab al-lisan). In fact, from an ethical perspective
the works of the muhaddithiin are so rich and they demonstrate the Islamic
ethical heritage, a heritage that al-Jabirl searched for. The muhaddithiin’s
works further demonstrate some of the scholarly criteria that al-Jabiri set as
conditions for inclusion, namely the use of typology, analysis, and construc-
tion, through which the muhaddithin classified their collections thematically
under chapters (kutub, sing. kitab) and sections (abwab, sing. bab). This idea
will be further elaborated under the third section of this introductory chapter.

As in the works of de Vaux and al-Jabiri, a bibliography on Islamic ethics
commissioned by Oxford University Press and written by Andrew March also
disregarded the contribution of hadith, despite adopting a broad conception
for ethics that included various Islamic disciplines. The bibliography moves
from Qurianic ethics to theological ethics, and other disciplines, without
examining the discipline of hadith (March 2009).

Conversely, there were studies that addressed the ethical aspects in hadith,
but while some simply mentioned hadith as a source on ethics, others dedi-
cated a chapter or a few pages to the topic. The following paragraphs chrono-
logically present a critical review of these studies and their key ideas.

Dwight M. Donaldson (d. 1976) was probably the only scholar who dedicated
awhole chapter in his book Studies in Muslim Ethics to hadith, titled “The Ethics
of the Traditions.” In this chapter, Donaldson noted the significance of the practi-
cal dimension of iman (faith) in Islam; that is, emulating the Prophet’s guidance
as depicted in his words, actions, and approvals. In other words, the Prophet
serves as a role model and exemplar to be followed, thus offering the hadith
their “utmost importance”. In his discussion, Donaldson differentiated between
three concepts: Sunna, sira, and adab. Sunna serves as a source for determin-
ing “ceremonial duties, legal practices, necessary beliefs, etc.” Sira recounts the
Prophet’s biography, his life events, and the circumstances in which he lived
and taught others. Adab addresses “the requisites for good manners, education,
and general culture” (Donaldson 1953, 60—61). Accordingly, Donaldson built his

are not part of the Sahih of al-Bukhari in addition to some that are mawgif (whose chain of
transmission stops at the Prophet’s Companions). This book, according to Muhammad b.
Ja‘far al-Kattani (d. 1345/1926) is of significant value and benefit (al-Kattani 1993, 53).
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chapter around these three concepts to stress the historical and ethical value of
hadith, as “it represents the Prophet’s ethical as well as religious consciousness”.
Indeed, as Donaldson explained “though it is said that there were thousands of
instances in which traditions were falsely attributed to the Prophet, still these
very traditions may have evidential value for the religious and moral syncre-
tism that took place in the development of the Muslim community after the
all-absorbing period of rapid expansion” (Donaldson 1953, 61).

In the first volume of The Encyclopaedia of Islam’s second edition, published
in 1960, Richard Walzer (d. 1975) and Hamilton Gibb (d. 1971) highlighted the
role of the muhaddithin in supplementing “the religious ethics of the Kur’an”
(Walzer and Gibb 1960, 326). They argued that “the importance of the hadith in
forming and maintaining the common ethical ideas of the Muslim Community
in all ages and all regions has been incalculable; but in addition it was largely
responsible for the ethical framework of the developing Islamic Law, and for
laying the foundations which made possible the process of integration” of dif-
ferent and sometimes conflicting kinds of morality. As they correctly explain,
“... the whole corpus of hadith constitutes a handbook of Islamic ethics”
(Walzer and Gibb 1960, 326).

Later in 1975, George Hourani (d. 1984) listed hadith, alongside the Qur’an,
as sources for “rules of law and morality for man”, or what he termed “norma-
tive religious ethics” (Hourani 1975, 128-135; Hourani 1985, 15). Hourani con-
cluded that the texts of the hadith, just like those of the Qur’an, “contain [...]
suggestions for answers to some more general questions of ethics” and serve as
content of analytical ethics, but “all these kinds of normative religious books
provided materials for analytical ethics, without themselves analysing ethi-
cal terms,” since they are neither philosophical nor theological (kalam) texts
(Hourani 1985, 15-16).

In 1991, Majid Fakhry (d. 2021) briefly addressed the ethical dimensions
in the Quran and hadith under what he referred to as “scriptural morality”
(Fakhry 1991, 10). Yet, given his focus on theoretical ethics, he set three param-
eters to his search for ethics in the Quran and hadith: (a) the nature of right
and wrong, (b) divine justice and power, and (c) moral freedom and respon-
sibility. Through his reading of a few hadith which are of definite ethical rel-
evance, Fakhry concluded that the fadith is not as explicit as the Qur’an, that it
provides “an even dimmer view of the intricate correlations between the three
ethical concepts,” and that it only casually touches upon ethics. While Fakhry
seems aware that this cursory review of his may appear “sketchy” (Fakhry 1991,
28), he proceeded to conclude that the sadith does not articulate a substantive
and systematic theory of justice and moral responsibility. This is clear through
three observations (Fakhry 1991, 28):
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1. Withthe exception of the problem of free will and predestination (gadar),
not much systematic material can be produced from hadith. Even this
little material is of questionable historical value, since it appears to reflect
the theological partisanship of the major theological and legal controver-
sies that followed the Prophet’s death. In fact, the theological trends that
prevailed at those times “are of far greater significance” than fadith to
understanding “the standpoint of ethical development” of moral theol-
ogy in Islam.

2. Itcannot be assumed “that a substantive and systematic theory of justice
and moral responsibility is articulately laid out in the canonical [fadith]
collections.”

3. Given the circumstantial nature of utterances and legal pronounce-
ments, and the personal or communal opinions embedded in the reports,
it would be a mistake to premise profound and far-reaching moral con-
structions on these hadith.

Fakhry’s analysis seems methodologically flawed since he admits to a cur-

sory reading but still draws general conclusions about the value of the hadith

corpus to ethics. Moreover, his methodology is biased since he focuses on
philosophical and theological meta-ethics, while excluding other branches of
ethics. Finally, in his search for the three parameters that he set for his analysis,
he restricts himself to a few hadith that appear in the kutub on iman (faith)
and gadar (predestination) in the Sahih of al-Bukhari and the Sakih of Muslim
(d. 261/875), to the exclusion of the other kutub in these collections and to the
exclusion of other canonical collections. This confirms the cursory nature of
his reading, since he concludes that these two collections do not include con-
tent on divine justice, or justice in general, while in fact the texts of the Qur’an
and hadith served as rich content for the discipline of kalam. Fakhry also seems
to have missed that hadith on justice do not necessarily need to appear under

a chapter on justice, since the classification of 4adith under chapters and sec-

tions is a function of authorial discretion, rather than a function of the value

of the hadith as a proof. In fact, other hadith collections across time did feature
sections on justice.?

3 For example, Abt Muhammad al-Darimi (d. 255/869) has a chapter on “justice among the
people” in his Musnad (2015, 3:70), Nur al-Din al-Haythami (d. 807/1404) dedicated a sec-
tion to “justice and transgression/wrongdoing/injustice” (1994, 5:196), and Abu l-Abbas
al-BusirT (d. 840/1436) dedicated a section to “justice in ruling between the people on the
day of judgement” (1999, 8:169). Shihab al-Din Ibn Hajar al-Haytami (d. 973/1566) also com-
piled 40 hadiths on justice in a treatise (2012). Issues concerning justice have been addressed
in several hadiths under other kutub in Sahih al-Bukhari including those on iman, mazalim
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Contrastingly, Scott C. Lucas acknowledged, in his 2008 work, the important
influence of hadith on Muslims and that such an influence persisted for over a
millennium. Yet, Lucas pointed out that the content of hadith remained largely
inaccessible to non-Arabs, partly due to the “Western scholars’ preoccupation
with its authenticity rather than the function of hadith in Islamic thought”
(Lucas 2008, 226). In his journal article, Lucas provided an overview of the
content of the key Sunni canonical hadith collections, presenting a sample of
the hadith with ethical content from the Sunan of Abt Dawud (d. 275/888). He
also presented a comparison between the Sahih of Muslim and the Sunan of
Abu Dawiid, where he listed 26 chapter titles common to both compilations.
In doing so, he stressed that although “most of these topics relate to Islamic
law and address the three broad legal categories of acts of worship (ibadat),
transactions (mu‘amalat), and punishments (‘ugibat),” ethical topics were still
observable in a kitab in Aba Dawud's Sunan, which includes 502 hadith, while
in Muslim’s Sahih ethical topics are more observable and an almost equiva-
lent number of the Aadith are scattered across several kutub. He then listed 22
“ethical hadith” from the Sunan of Abu Dawud, and indicated that al-Arba‘un
al-Nawawiyya (“al-Nawawl's Collection of 40 Hadiths”) is primarily about
ethical teachings. Lucas also argued that the hierarchy — Islam (submission),
iman (faith), and ihsan (beautiful conduct) — favoured by Sufis is of an ethical
nature, and that a comparative thematic analysis of the major hadith collec-
tions “ha[s] the potential to shed light on the role of fadith in Islamic law, eth-
ics, and theology” (Lucas 2008, 226—239).

In her 2010 book, Mariam al-Attar dedicated a few pages to what she termed
“ethical presuppositions of hadith” (al-Attar 2010, 21-25). She first listed a few
hadiths that discourage documenting hadith, confirm the Prophet’s human-
ity, underscore the distinctness of halal (permissible) from haram (imper-
missible), and highlight the centrality of the galb (heart). She then deduced
that “such reports are rare, and one cannot conclude that the hadith reports
support objective ethics, especially when considering [that there are] many
reports that tend to emphasise predestination, and others in which goodness
is given a political dimension advocating conformity to the will of the commu-
nity and its leader, while evil is said to consist simply in following any hereti-
cal group” (al-Attar 2010, 21—22). Al-Attar also echoed Fakhry’s philosophical
ethical concepts, but rearranged them under four headings, while similarly
limiting her examination to the Sakih of al-Bukhari and the Sahif of Muslim.
She thus concluded that “from Bukhari and Muslim one cannot produce much

(complaints against authority, oppression), gadar, ahkam (rulings) and tawhid (asserting
Allah’s Oneness).
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systematic material pertaining to the problem of the nature and knowledge
of ethical values and divine justice,” and that “the terms gada’ and gadar are
used to refer to God’s predetermination of everything, including ethical val-
ues, human moral choices, and the destiny of every individual,” thus, those
hadiths that align with orthodoxy, especially that of the Ash‘ari theology, are
dubious and, in fact, fabricated (al-Attar 2010, 24). As was the case with Fakhry,
al-Attar’s research is selective and restricted to a few hadiths of al-Bukhari and
Muslim without presenting a justification for this selectivity or outlining the
methodology used for her analysis. Further, she seems to overlook hadith com-
mentaries, which tips the balance towards a Mu‘tazili view at the expense of
highlighting the historical and ethical value of hadith.

Finally, it is also worth highlighting a critical bibliography produced by
some Iranian researchers in 2012, which brought together what they term as
“the ethical schools in the Islamic thought” (al-madaris al-akhlagiyya ft l-fikr
al-islami) (Islami et al. 2012). The bibliography lists some works, both from
the Sunni and the Shi1 literature, and provide a description for each. In it,
the scholars dedicated a section to what they called madrasat al-akhlag al-
athariyya (the narration-based ethical school) (Islami et al. 2012, 75-80). To
them, this school encompasses the works that included and classified the
reports on ethics which depict a narrative style, which makes these works more
of examples of compilations than ones on ethics (kutub riwaya) (Islami et al.
2012, 77-78). Specifically, these works include repetitions and contradictions
with no attempt at reconciling these hadiths, nor do they depict an acceptable
methodical classification, rather they depict some conflation of Islamic ethics
and adab (Islami et al. 2012, 77, 79-80). The researchers thus build their bibli-
ography on the presumption that al-akhlaqg al-athariyya is premised in revela-
tion as the only, or most important, source of ethics — which, in their view,
seems to align with the Ash‘ari position on shar‘being the source of normativ-
ity (al-tahsin wa-l-taqbih) — although the authors admit to having no proof for
this presumption and acknowledge that some muhaddithin produced their
works based on specialization, where the main concern is to narrate and com-
pile reports (Islami et al. 2012, 30-31, 75-76).

Despite the diversity depicted in the Iranian bibliography, which includes
works from the four different schools of philosophical (falsafiyya), Sufi
(‘irfaniyya), narration-based (athariyya), and reconciliatory (tawfigiyya) eth-
ics, it fails to offer a clear conception for akhlag. In the introduction to the
bibliography, akhldq seems limited to afal al-batin (inner actions) and tahdhib
al-nafs (disciplining the self). Yet, under the section on al-akhlaq al-athariyya,
the authors talk about the akhlag of the individual, the family, the commu-
nity, and of serving God (Islami et al. 2012, 17, 30, 80). However, while in the



HADITH-BASED ETHICS 15

introduction the authors conclude that the Islamic tradition’s content in terms
of theoretical works on Islamic ethics does not match those on figh, tafsir
(exegesis), kalam, or even philosophy, they still conclude, under the section on
al-akhlaq al-athariyya, that the literature of this school on akhlaq is richer than
the literature of other schools of ethics (Islami et al. 2012, 19, 79).

While we could have deduced from the Iranian bibliography that the
researchers differentiated theoretical ethics from applied ethics, since al-akhlag
al-athariyya is classified as applied ethics, the authors still criticise the works
on al-akhlaq al-athariyya for conflating akhlaq and adab, without providing
a definition for these two concepts. The authors also do not clearly differen-
tiate theoretical ethics from applied ethics, nor do they clarify whether they
consider all works on al-akhlaq al-athariyya as devoid of theory. Further, the
authors do not provide proof for how they classified the sources on al-akhlag
al-athariyya as aligned with the Ash‘ari position, nor do they provide an opin-
ion on whether applied ethics can stand without an explicit or implicit theo-
retical base. On top of that, the authors do not provide any discussion on how
the works on al-akhlaq al-athariyya, which they consider as purely narrative
works (kutub riwaya), can be classified as a school on their own, and whether
an underlying classification is sufficient to establish this group of works as a
school or approach in ethics. In short, it seems that the authors of this bibli-
ography were more preoccupied with describing these sources at the expense
of critically analysing their contents, so they adopted a limited conception
of akhlag. In fact, had the authors adopted an interdisciplinary approach to
akhlaq, they may have succeeded in touching on the intersections between
akhlaq and the other Islamic disciplines including figh, kalam, and philoso-
phy, which may have enabled them to broaden their conception of riwayat
akhlagiyya (ethical narrative) beyond ahwal al-batin (states of the heart) and
adab.

2 Hadith as a Corpus on Ethics

Hadlith, specifically that which is characterised as marfii‘ — meaning that the
chain of transmission is traced to the Prophet — includes all that is attrib-
uted to the Prophet, in: words, actions, tacit approval (tagrir), physical traits
(sifa khalgiyya), or character traits (sifa khulugiyya). In the terminology of
muhaddithiin, the scope of hadith extends beyond that of Sunna, where the lat-
ter is restricted to the actions and behaviours of the Prophet (see al-Shumunni
2004, 92; al-Kattani 1993, 3, 32). To some muhaddithiin, the word “hadith” also
extends to encompass the mawgiyf, for which the chain of transmission ends
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at a Companion (sahabt), and the magqti, for which the chain of transmission
ends at a Successor (t@bi%); although, they still acknowledge the inferiority of
these two hadith forms to the marfii', in serving as a source of law (al-Zarkashi
1998, 1:420—421).

There are thus two levels to studying hadith. The first is specifically con-
cerned with its sources and depicts various approaches to compilation, such as
arranging content according to the Companion transmitting the hadith (mus-
nad, pl. masanid), the scholar through which the compiler received the hadith
(mujam, pl. ma‘Gjim), or according to an existing arrangement by another
muhaddith, but using the compiler’s relevant chain of transmission instead
(mustakhraj, pl. mustakhrajat). The second level, which has been largely disre-
garded in Western academia,* is concerned with the texts (mutiun, sing. matn)
reporting the Prophet’s words, actions, or approvals, which, in totality, form the
corpus of hadith. This second approach gained traction in different forms dur-
ing the classical period, including hadith commentaries and collecting as much
of these texts, in a single book, as possible. Examples of this form of kadith col-
lection include, Jam* al-Jawami‘ by Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. 9u/1505) and Kanz
al-‘Ummal fi Sunan al-Aqwal wa-I-Af‘al by ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Muttaqi -Hindi (d. 975
/1567) in the Mamluk era (al-Suyiiti 2005; al-Muttaqi -Hind1 1981).

In studying these texts, Muslim scholars were largely concerned with
their value to generating fight (juristic) rulings, or to serving as proofs, and
were, accordingly, preoccupied with collecting and commenting on ahadith
al-ahkam (traditions on fighi rulings). Yet, in fact, the hadith corpus extends
beyond rulings to encompass sunan (exemplary behaviour), stories, adab
(manners) and mawa‘iz (moral exhortations), historical narratives with moral
content (iza), and creed. Accordingly, the examination of the hadith corpus
should extend beyond a discipline-based approach to, instead, adopt an inter-
disciplinary one.

With this expanded conception, hadith serves as a corpus on ethics, in the
broad conception of ethics, as is demonstrated through both the historical
context and the actual content in hadith sources. With respect to the historical
context, the sadith corpus documents, in detail, issues, concerns, and questions
of the early Muslim community, who were in need of normative judgement
relevant to all aspects of life at the communal, family, and individual levels. It
was this level of detail that allowed hadith to serve as a normative authority

4 Textual reporting has recently started to gain traction in Western scholarship in different
forms, including hadith commentary (Blecher 2018), the narrative elements in the hadith
literature (Calamawy 1983; Giinther 1998; Sperl 2007), the Prophet’s example as a husband
(Ali 2004; Chaudhry 2011), Prophetic authority (Brown 1999, 60—80; Musa 2008), the use of
hadith in theology (Holtzman 2010), and studies on single hadiths or muhaddiths (Leirvik
2010; Bellamy 1963).
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among the fugaha’ (Muslim jurists) who examined hadith both theoretically,
under Islamic legal theory (usul al-figh), and practically, under figh. Compared
to the Quran, which lays out general principles and which, in the eyes of the
fugaha’, includes a limited number of verses on rulings (ayat al-ahkam), it was
hadith that played the more significant role in figh (jurisprudence). In fact,
even when some hadiths are not necessarily sound (sahih), they still carry a
normative value where, at the minimum, they reflect the norms of their times.
In addition, the hadith corpus carries significance for narrative ethics as it pro-
vides insight into the complexity of specific incidents, the drivers of norma-
tivity, and the character traits of subjects, albeit many texts were transmitted
devoid of such details (al-Shafi‘1 1938, 213, 216).

As for the hadith corpus’ content, it may be classified into three categories:
words, actions, and character traits, where these categories correspond to the
contemporary dichotomy of ethics of action versus virtue ethics. While the
sources on hadith are generally concerned with words and actions, character
traits, at times referred to as akhlag, were the concern of other genres, such
as those on sira (Prophetic biography), on shama’il (Prophetic perfections),
and of other distinct works entitled sifat al-nabr’ and akhlaq al-nabt such as
the works of Muhammad b. Hartn (d. 353/964), Abu 1-Shaykh al-Asbahani
(d. 369/979), Abii Hayyan al-Asfahani (d. 429/1038), Diya’ al-Din al-Maqdisi
(d. 643/1245), and others.

It is through these three categories that Sunna established its normative
authority as the second source of Islamic law, after the Quran. Additionally,
these three categories positioned the Prophet as the role model and exem-
plar whose words, actions, and character traits are to be emulated, conse-
quently establishing his rights over Muslims, starting with the duty to love
him,% extending to other duties which are compiled in books such as that of
al-Qadi ‘lIyad (d. 544/1149) entitled al-Shifa’ bi-Ta‘rif Huquq al-Mustafa (2013).
The Prophet’s position as an exemplary role model is central to the fadith cor-
pus and is premised in the Quranic exhortation “The Messenger of God is an
excellent model for those of you who put your hope in God and the Last Day
and remember Him often” (Q 33:21, tr. Abdel Haleem). This exemplary role is
also cemented through the use of the term “Sunna,” which indicates that which
is set to be followed, making Sunna the second source of Islamic law. Finally,
this exemplary role is also cemented through exclusion, specifically, the emer-
gence of a genre on “Prophetic characteristics” (khas@’is nabawiyya) that seeks
to delineate what is specific to the Prophet and is not to be emulated, as in the

5 See, for example, al-Bukhari (2001, 2:125): Kitab al-Iman (“Book of Faith”), Bab Hubb al-Rasil
min al-Iman (“Chapter on Loving the Prophet is Part of Faith”).
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works of Abui 1-Khattab Ibn Dihya al-Kalbi (d. 633/1236), Izz al-Din Ibn ‘Abd
al-Salam (d. 660/1262), Siraj al-Din Ibn al-Mulaqqin (d. 804/1401), and others.

By excluding that in which the Prophet is unique, these works indirectly
confirm that, apart from these exclusions, perfection and happiness are attain-
able by following the Prophet as a role model. In other words, Sunna defines
what a Muslim should be to achieve the ultimate ends of perfection and hap-
piness in both lives: the here and the hereafter.

In addition, hadith as a corpus on ethics is not limited to the outer
actions (af‘al al-jawarih or al-zahir) but extends to include the inner actions
(af'al al-batin) to which specific works were dedicated such as those by Ibn
Ab1 I-Dunya (d. 281/894), Abi Muhammad al-Hasan b. Isma‘ll al-Darrab
(d. 392/1002), and others. Others dedicated kutub (chapters) in their canoni-
cal books on hadith to the inner actions, such as the kitab al-rigaq (softening
the heart) in the Sahih of al-Bukhari and in the Sakih of Ibn Hibban (d. 354/
965) (as ordered by Ibn Balaban [d. 739/1338]), and the kitab al-birr wa-l-
sila wa-l-adab (virtue, caring for kin, and manners) in the Sahih of Muslim.
Finally, hadith as a corpus on ethics encompasses both texts that address
casuistries, as well as texts that establish general principles such as those of
al-Arba‘tun al-Nawawiyya (“The Forty Hadiths of al-Nawawl [d. 676/1277]")
(al-Nawawl 2009).

Considering ethics in its broad conception, the content on ethics in the
hadith collections can be found dispersed in several kutub, as in those on
rulings (ahkam), grievances and usurpation (mazalim wa-ghasb), coercion
(ikrah), tricks (hiyal), destiny (gadar), and others in the Sahih of al-Bukhari, for
example. However, if we consider ethics in its most restricted conception, the
texts that serve as a corpus on ethics can be found under two types of sources.
The first are those works dedicated to a specific topic such as dhamm al-riy@
(blameworthiness of insincerity) or to a group of virtues. These works will be
further classified later in this introductory chapter. The second type of sources
are the key collections where the texts on akhlaq (ethics) are listed under spe-
cific kutub, as in the kitab al-adab in Sunan Abi Dawid which includes more
than 500 reports (Abit Dawtd 2009, 7:153-545), and the kitab al-birr wa-l-
ihsan (virtue and good deeds) and kitab al-raqa’iq (softening the heart) in the
Sahih of Ibn Hibban (as ordered by Ibn Balaban) with more than 767 reports
(Ibn Hibban 1988, 1:506, 3:310). A survey of the six canonical collections high-
lights specific kutub as pertinent to ethics in its most restricted conception,
namely kitab al-managqib (merits) which highlights certain virtues, and kitab
al-adab, kitab al-rigaq, kitab al-birr wa-l-sila, and kitab al-zuhd (asceticism).
Specific to the Sahih of Muslim, the texts with ethical content are spread across
kitab al-salam (greeting), kitab alfaz min al-adab (the use of correct words),
kitab al-birr wa-l-sila, kitab al-adab, kitab al-fad@’il (virtues), kitab al-tawba
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(repentance), kitab al-dhikr wa-l-du‘a’ (remembrance and supplication), kitab
sifat al-munafigin (characteristics of the hypocrites), and kitab al-zuhd. 1t is
clear here that adab is distinguished from adab in the Sahih of Muslim, to
which he dedicates separate chapters, as did al-Tirmidhi.

However, the hadith’s contribution to ethics is not limited to that of the texts
included in the collections, it also extends to the contribution of usu/ al-hadith,
or the sciences of hadith, which serve a theoretical purpose, parallel to that
which usul al-figh serves in the discipline of figh. These sciences address the
adab (manners) of the muhaddith, the knowledge seeker (talib al-hadith), doc-
umenting hadith (kitabat al-hadith), travelling in pursuit of collecting hadith
(al-rihla fi talab al-hadith), and of dictating and transcribing hadith (al-imla’
wa-l-istiml@’). While these sciences were originally addressed in distinct books,
they were later brought together under the genre of anwa* ‘ulum al-hadith
(types of hadith sciences), starting with the work of Abai ‘Amr Ibn al-Salah (d.
643/1245). For example, in discussing adab al-muhaddith, Tbn al-Salah under-
scores the fit of a virtuous character free from vices for this noble science (i.e.,
hadith sciences) (Ibn al-Salah 1986, 236), while al-Nawaw1i, in discussing the
adab of dictating hadith (imla’ al-hadith), encourages muhaddith to conclude
dictation by including texts on asceticism and virtues (al-Nawawl 1985, 81;
al-Suyuiti 1994, 2:581).

Hadith sciences also include that of rijal (transmitters), or al-jarh wa-l-ta‘dil
(disparaging and declaring trustworthiness), by which the trustworthiness and
reliability of the transmitters themselves were examined, which is of relevance
to ethics. As noted by Mustafa Sadiq al-Rafi1 (d. 1937) early on, this science
is closely linked to ethics. Specifically, to al-Rafi1 this science may be consid-
ered the “historical science of ethics” (im al-akhlaq al-tarikhi) where transmit-
ters were assessed based on their accuracy, trustworthiness, their endeavour
in fulfilling their religious obligations, their character traits, and their akhlaq
(al-Rafi1 1911, 1:297). In that sense, the sources on al-jarh wa-I-ta'dil present
transmitters as exemplars and offer some rich content on virtues and vices. In
addition, these sources can serve the study of murwa (chivalry) which played
a critical role in determining the trustworthiness of transmitters, and is yet to
receive significant attention in contemporary scholarship.

3 Hadith-Based Ethics: Its Nature, Classification, and Scope

Thus, hadith is rich in ethical content as evident in the conception of hadith
and Sunna, in the content of the Aadith corpus, itself, and through the Aadith
sciences. We can now speak of hadith-based ethics. Yet, it is imperative to
also delve into examining the nature of such ethics since the works of the
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muhaddithun on akhlag are usually perceived as hadith collections, devoid
of any theoretical framework or introduction, where the muhaddith is sim-
ply reporting texts and chains of transmission rather than contributing their
own ideas.

It is true that the collections of the muhaddithin on akhlag do not follow
the theoretical approach common to works on ethics, since their methodol-
ogy holds knowledge to be in the narrative form rather than in the scholar’s
opinion or analysis. Yet, despite their faithfulness to this methodology, a theo-
retical component is evident in the sciences of hadith, as well as in the col-
lections themselves. Since the latter may need some clarification, al-Bukhari's
collection, for example, demonstrates the figh of the muhaddithiin, whereby
he embeds a theoretical framework in the narrative that he offers. Accordingly,
those engaging in commentary on his work highlighted that while al-Bukhari
does not provide a theoretical introduction to his work, his contribution to
figh is in his classification and categorisation of texts, and in the titles that
he uses for chapters and sections ( figh al-Bukhari fi tarajimih). Indeed, Ibn
Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1448) concluded through induction (istigra’) that
al-Bukhari relies on implicit rather than explicit means to present his argument
(Ibn Hajar n.d. a, 1: 8). As for al-Nawawi, he stressed that al-Bukhari sought
to make an argument and used the texts as proofs for that argument, rather
than simply offering a collection or compilation of hadiths, which explains
his tendency to drop the chains of transmission at times (Ibn Hajar n.d.(b),
8). In other words, the theoretical dimension in the work of al-Bukhari is
implicit and is to be extracted, a task for which many commentators dedicated
their works, including Ibn al-Munayyir (d. 683/1284), Wall Allah al-Dihlawi
(d. 1176/1762), Muhammad Zakariyya al-Kandihlaw1 (d. 1402/1632) and others
(Ibn al-Munayyir 1987; al-Dihlaw1 2018; al-Kandihlawi 2012).

One can further appreciate the theoretical dimension found in the collec-
tions of hadith by recognising that classifying and compiling reports under
chapters or titles is a form of presenting an argument: an undertaking that
extends beyond masanid, ma‘Gjim, or according to reasons for rejection of the
hadith (‘ilal al-hadith). Nonetheless, some muhaddithin attempted to combine
both methodologies, such as al-Nasa1 (d. 303/915) who offered a thematic clas-
sification, comparable to commenting on reasons for rejection where relevant.
In fact, it was in the second Aijri century that the muhaddithun started to offer
a thematic classification (al-tasnif ‘ala l-abwab) of hadith, as in the work of
‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Mubarak (d. 181/797) — an approach that was initially criti-
cised given its departure from the established methods (Abat Nu‘aym 1974,
8:165). Yet, thematic classification continued to gain traction until it was rec-
ognised as an approved methodology under hadith sciences (al-Hakim 2001,
43; Ibn al-Salah 1986, 253; Ibn Hajar 2000, 147), and later it was considered as
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an independent branch of fadith sciences by Abti ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b.
‘Umar b. Rashid (d. 721/1321) (al-Suyuti 2003, 1:22).

In fact, the theoretical dimension that underlies thematic classification
was recognised by al-Hakim al-Naysabuuri (d. 405/1014) and Ibn al-Salah who
believed that a muhaddith who classifies hadith by themes or titles is, in actu-
ality, generating a ruling and considering the texts listed under a specific title
fit to serve as proofs for it (al-Hakim 2001, 43; Ibn al-Salah 1986, 38). Likewise,
Ibn Hajar came to recognise that, in general, whoever classifies hadith the-
matically is arguing for the ruling presented as the theme or title under which
texts are listed, a method that is very different from classifying according to
the transmitting Companion (al-tasnif ‘ala [-masanid) where no conclusion
about the fitness of the texts to serve as proofs can be made. At any rate, Ibn
Hajar was aware of irregularities, since some muhaddithiin who adopted a the-
matic classification still included texts that were unfit to serve as proofs (Ibn
Hajar 1984, 1:446—447, 449). Accordingly, some hadith scholars were keen to
emphasise that whoever adopts a thematic classification should avoid includ-
ing week or unsound hadith (hadith al-duafa’) unless they serve specific
purposes, such as identifying reasons for rejection (itibar) or confirming the
essence of a text in question (shahid) (al-Is‘ard1 1989, 36; al-Zarkash11998, 1:270;
al-Suyuiti 1994, 1:141).

In conclusion, an implicit theoretical framework does underlie thematic
hadith classification, including the chapters or sections on ethics. Yet, this
framework is different from those employed by both the philosophers and
the fugaha’. This framework also overrides the dichotomy of normative (or
narrative) ethics versus analytical ethics adopted by George Hourani and
Mohammed Arkoun (Hourani 1985, 15; Arkoun 1990, 89), since hadith-based
ethics combines the narrative and the analytical, as will be demonstrated in
this book’s chapter on Ibn Abil-Dunya, and as evident in the works of al-Hakim
al-Tirmidhi (d. c.320/932), Abu Bakr al-Kalabadhi (d. 380/990), al-Izz Ibn ‘Abd
al-Salam, and others. Thus, there is a need to invest in unearthing and examin-
ing the framework that underlies thematic classification of hadith.

In examining the Islamic literature to identify works on ethics, Muhammad
‘Abd Allah Draz (d. 1958) (1998, 4), and others, were limited by their search
for works that demonstrated the methods of the philosophers. In doing so,
they overlooked the books compiled by the muhaddithiun on ethical themes,
which makes coming up with a classification of works on fadith-based ethics
a challenging undertaking. Yet, our attempt will exclude the kutub (chapters)
listed earlier under the canonical works, as well as the chapters on hadith on
rulings that extend to encompass some texts with a restricted conception of
ethics. Therefore, when focusing on books that were specifically dedicated to
hadith-based ethics, I propose the following classification:
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— Adab genre: which discusses manners and etiquette as relevant to the differ-
ent disciplines, including those applicable to: the narrator and the listener,
the fagih and the student of figh, to the one who dictates and the one who
transcribes, and others. This genre also includes works on individual man-
ners (adab al-nufis), treating the parents, and other works that follow the
muhaddithun’s method in narrating reports with their chain of transmitters
(al-ahadith al-musnada).

— Works on noble virtues (makarim al-akhlag), or on good and bad character
traits (mahasin wa-masawé’ al-akhlaq), which came to be treated as a stand-
alone genre.

— Works on al-targhtb wa-I-tarhib (persuasion and intimidation) that address
praiseworthy and blameworthy actions, and that cover both religious and
ethical aspects.

— Works on shu@ab al-iman (branches of faith) that seek to survey what falls
under these branches, building on the well-known hadith that offer a foun-
dation for these branches. These works bring together kalam, figh, and eth-
ics, as well as both belief and action.

— Works on managqib (merits) and excellences ( fada’il), depicting a diversity
of literature according to specific individuals and times.

— Works on asceticism, which emerged starting in the second Ajiri century
and which pioneered thematic classification.

— Works that present Prophetic guidance (hady al-nabi), his character traits
(akhlaq), and his perfections (shama’il) as a role model and exemplar. These
came to stand as a distinct genre after being included as part of the Sira
works.

— Works dedicated to a specific topic, such as the blameworthiness of the
attachment to this life (dhamm al-dunya), the blameworthiness of insincer-
ity (dhamm al-riya’), diseases of the heart (itilal al-qulizb), and others.

Some of the most notable authors with works classified under these genres

are Ibn al-Mubarak, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), al-Bukhari, al-Tirmidhi

(d. 279/892), Ibn Abi 1-Dunya, al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi, al-Khara'it1 (d. 327/939),

al-Tabarani (d. 360/971), Abu 1-Shaykh b. Hayyan (d. 369/979), al-Halimi

(d. 403/1012), al-Bayhaqi (d. 458/1066), and others.

4 Concluding Remarks: Suggested Research Topics
The above listed writings on ethics show the richness of the hadith literature

and its great potential for the field of Islamic ethics. It can be also of added
value to the field of hadith. Although practical and behavioural ethics can be
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clearly observed in this literature, it should not be perceived only as narrative-
based ethics or merely as a collection of reports on advice and good man-
ners (adab). It is true that hadith collections are devoid of any philosophical
framework since philosophical theorisation does not fit within the tradition-
ists’ (muhaddithun) mindset, which perceives knowledge through the lens of
transmitted knowledge (naq!) rather than intellectual reasoning (‘ag/). But
this doesn’t mean that they are free of any indirect theoretical foundations
or implicit frameworks (including concepts, analysis, classification, structure,
and implicit argument). This is why this literature ended up producing what

I called “hadith-based ethics” which, being diverse and variable, needs to be

studied and analysed from an interdisciplinary approach. My hope is that this

edited volume comes as the first step in this direction.
With this in mind, theorising ethics in the works on fadith can be concep-
tualised through the following six broad themes:

1. Terminology and Ethical Concepts in Hadith Collections

— A hadith-based dictionary of ethics: noble virtues (makarim al-akhlag),
immoral qualities (masawi’ al-akhlaqg), etiquette and good manners
(adab), virtuous acts ( fada’il al-a‘mal), branches of faith (shu‘ab al-iman),
the ethics of the Prophet, and shama’il.

—  Tackling the problem of distinguishing between juristic rulings (ahkam),
on the one hand, and fada’il al-a‘mal, on the other.

-  Examining the concept of Shari‘a as outlined in the works on rulings and
those which study good manners (@dab), compared to the writings on
the “branches of faith” which incorporate ethics. This may result in the
adoption of an interdisciplinary approach that combines the disciplines
of Islamic theology, jurisprudence, and ethics.

—  Analysing the diverse and rich typologies of morals from the various dis-
ciplines that invoke ethics, and observing their impact on both ethical
form and content. This also involves studying the implications of special-
ist works on ethics and how they relate to the other collections of hadith.

2. Hadith-based Ethics: History, Development, and Approaches

-  Examining the history and evolution of writings dedicated to hadith-based
ethics by introducing a historical-epistemological reading that analyses
the evolution of this genre in light of the developments of the three other
genres, namely: (1) philosophical ethics, such as the writings of Aba Yasuf
al-Kindi (d. 256/870), Abt Bakr al-Razi (d. 311/923), Abu ‘Ali Miskawayh
(d. 421/1030) and others; (2) adab-based ethics, such as the writings of
Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ (d. 142/759) and others; and (3) juristic rulings, such as
the early works on figh written by Abu Yasuf (d. 182/798), Muhammad b.
al-Hasan (d. 189/805), al-Shafi‘1 (d. 204/819) and others.
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Studying the hadith in al-Ghazalt's Ihya® ‘Ulum al-Din (“Revival of the
Religious Sciences”) — without imposing the standards of sadith scholars
to verify the authenticity of these traditions — in search of the ethical
model that was possibly served by the hadith that was widely circulating
in the Sufi discourse. To what extent did these traditions serve as founda-
tion for a certain vision, or were they simply quoted to support an already
existing vision?

Examining the question of ethics in the collections of hadith commen-
taries — its scope, dimensions, and theoretical issues.

Recognising the theoretical potential that can be captured from the pro-
lific ethical compilations provided by scholars like al-Harith al-Muhasibi
(d. 243/857), Ibn Abi I-Dunya and others.

Studying the ethical visions provided by some early hadith collections,
such as the Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani (d. 211/826), to under-
stand the ethical vision of the formative period of Islamic history as
reflected in the miscellaneous hadith narrated by ‘Abd al-Razzag, irre-
spective of the authenticity of these hadith.

Conducting an ethical analysis of the biography of the Prophet and the
shamda’il genre, to identify the practical side of the “exemplar model”
(uswa) and the traits that should be followed by believers.

The Nature of Hadith-based Ethics

Can hadith-based ethics be classified as religious ethics, or does it fit
under one of the key Western moral theories (deontology and utilitarian-
ism), or is it not restricted to the current theories, thus producing a third
category?

Examining the concept of targhib/tarhib, its applicability and the prob-
lems it raises in moral philosophy. For example, this concept may sup-
port the idea of religious-based ethics, with praise and blame being in the
hereafter, whereas Draz (2008, 285—-290) and others argue that Islamic
ethics are not exclusively religious in nature.

Exploring the possible reasons that prompted jurists ( fugaha’) and tradi-
tionists to be lenient with regards to the traditions that talk about virtu-
ous acts ( fad@’il al-a‘mal), while strictly scrutinising those traditions that
imply rulings (ahadith al-ahkam). How does this differentiation relate to
disagreements regarding the epistemological sources that justify judging
actions as “good” or “bad”? In the same vein, to what extent would the
low probability of attributing the weak hadith on fada’il al-a‘mal to the
Prophet, provide a sufficient basis to make it a religious virtue although it
will not be enough in the case of a ruling produced by the human intel-
lect, which the Mu‘tazilis considered one of God’s messengers.
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—  Further exploring the relationship between ethics and religion, and the
nature of the ethics provided by hadith collections in terms of authority,
relationships, and sources. Do they produce religious-based ethics?

4. Sunna as a Source: Towards the Fundamentals of Ethics

- Studying the theoretical aspects of ethics as elaborated by Muslim legal
theorists (usuliyyun) in the chapter dedicated to Sunna (mabahith al-
sunna) in the books of Islamic legal theory (usul al-figh). How far can
these theoretical elements be integrated into the study of meta-ethics or
normative ethics?

—  Studying ethical concepts in the Prophetic hadith, but based on a theo-
retical foundation. In studying these concepts, it is also possible to search
for key values in hadith corpus (birr, taqwa, hay@’, amana, etc.).

—  Reviewing major ethical propositions in Sunnausing a thematic approach;
that is conducting theme-based studies (hadith mawdi?) premised in a
theoretical foundation before proceeding to the applied examples.

—  Extracting the key and governing ethical principles in hadith corpus
and developing potential methodologies for such identification and
extraction.

—  Developing a theoretical basis for the Prophetic traditions on ethics
(ahadith al-akhlaq), similar to what was done with the genre of traditions
on rulings (ahadith al-ahkam) which has received considerable attention
from both traditionists and jurists.

5.  Hadith-based Ethics: Comparative Studies

—  Comparing hadith-based ethics to other ethical traditions, such as pre-
Islamic Arab values, Christianity and Judaism. Enabling comparative
critical studies demonstrating what was adopted, added or subjected to
amendment or correction.

—  Comparing the all-comprehensive words ( jawami‘al-kalim) in the hadith
corpus to similar genres of other cultures that were known to Muslims in
early Islamic history.

6.  Applied Studies on Ethical Values in Hadith Corpus

—  Advancing applied studies on select ethical values that are mentioned in
hadith collections and discussed in Islamic theology, such as the creation
of deeds (khalg al-afal), compulsion and freedom, or determining the
good (tahsin) and the bad (taqbih).

- Initiating applied studies that address some of the hadith-based values
in fields such as politics (obeying the ruler, commanding right and for-
bidding wrong, the rights of common people, freedom, justice, etc.), and
economics (social justice, distribution of wealth, equal opportunities,
etc.), as well as in other fields.
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CHAPTER 2

Hadith and the Concept of Adab as
Moral Education

Nuha Alshaar

1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the interaction between fadith and the concept of adab
as sources for moral education and training. The term “adab” has wide seman-
tic implications and nuances that have evolved over time due to religious,
cultural and social development in Muslim societies (Sperl 2007, 459; Alshaar
2017, 1-48). However, for the purpose of this chapter, the term adab will be
treated from the point of view of its ethical dimension and will be considered
here, as rightly suggested by Stefan Sperl, as “practical ethics” (Sperl 2007, 459).
In other words, knowledge that is a call to action and a required form of train-
ing for those aspiring to good manners, proper etiquette and cleansing of their
souls.

Hadiths originated in an oral society, which was, with the introduction of
writing and the documentation of the Qur’an, slowly changing into a new
community by adopting the religious authority of the divine scripture and the
Prophetic paradigm (Neuwirth 2014, 72). The Prophet was endowed with the
authority to teach and interpret the divine scripture and he had the opportu-
nity to put his teaching into practice. This Prophetic model of dictating the
Muslim community’s moral norms underlined the intersections of the private
and public domains, as well as the role of interpretive narrative in forming pat-
terns of moral behaviour and standards for different situations.

Building on existing literature, including Sperl’s seminal work on the ethics
and aesthetics of hadith literature and classical Arabic adab compilations of
the third/ninth century (Sperl 2007), this chapter will explore the interaction
between Prophetic traditions and the term adab in two ways: at an epistemo-
logical level, and at an authoritative level. The epistemological level underlines
how the circulation of certain fadith materials shaped the conceptualisation
of adab and its moral paradigm, which was a shift from viewing adab as solely
informed by customary law and human knowledge to viewing it as dictated by
divine commands and aligned to religious sensitivity. The authoritative level
demonstrates the role of the Prophet as an uswa (qudwa, role-model) who has
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provided Muslims with a living example of how to behave in different situa-
tions. It also explains the role of hadith narratives as explanatory and inter-
pretive vehicles that erect ethical discourses and invoke moral and religious
authority, as well as a linguistic authority. This linguistic authority emerges
from the famous maxim that the Prophet had been endowed with “jawami
al-kalim,” a phrase that came to be interpreted as the ability to express oneself
with brevity, wit and fluency.

2 Hadith as a Moral Source and its Influence on the
Conceptualisation of Adab

Recorded in oral memory and through means of writing, hadith rapidly
became an authoritative repository of the community’s early religious and
historical experiences (Khalidi 1994, 17). After the Prophet’s death, the early
Muslim community collected the speeches and reports about him and dis-
seminated them for exemplary use and guidance under the term “hadith.” This
term is found together with others such as khabar (report), naba’ (news) and
‘ilm (knowledge), and is used in the Qur’an to refer to reports and the represen-
tations of the past. The basic meaning of the word is also a story or narration,
parable, or report, which, as suggested by Tarif Khalidi, could indicate a shift in
the function of hadith from a private to a more public role of guidance (Khalidi
1994, 17-18).

The connection of the term hadith with those for report, news and parable
reflect a moral content, while the connection with the word %m implies knowl-
edge and wisdom derived from sacred scripture. In the sense of unveiling the
past, the term hadith covered various content, including narrative emanating
from the Prophet Muhammad and his Companions. This material varied in
importance and religious seriousness, ranging from legal injunctions, rituals,
the virtues of individuals or tribes, eschatology, ethical conduct, biographi-
cal fragments, the Prophet’s expeditions, correct manners, admonitions and
homilies.

3 The Prophet as Uswa (Qudwa, Ethical Role-Model)

Hadith materials included interpretive narratives, which not only comple-
mented the teaching of the Qur’an but also provided an authoritative body of
knowledge on “how to act” and “what is right and what is wrong” in different
themes and aspects of life. This allowed hadith to compete with other forms
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of knowledge. It also established the authority of the Prophet as an ethical
role-model whose behaviour in different situations guided his Companions
and followers. They imitated his example and in turn contributed examples
for other situations, for later Muslims. The Prophet acted as the main educa-
tor (mwaddib) of his community and provided materials for other educators
(mu'addibun) or the practitioners of adab, thus shifting the notion of moral
and educational endeavour. Before analysing the circulation of specific hadith
that influenced the conceptualisation of adab and established the authority of
the Prophet as an educator and ethical role-model, it is useful to look at some
of the pre-Islamic uses of adab.

The term adab had several pre-Islamic uses, according to early and medieval
lexicologists. For example, al-Khalil b. Ahmad al-Farahidi (d. 175/791) links the
“adib” and “adab” to the concept of ta'dib, a form of offering education or train-
ing for those aspiring to acquire good manners and to learn proper etiquette.
Al-Farahidi says that the adib “is the educator who educates others” (muwaddib
ywaddibu ghayrah), or “is educated by others” (yataaddabu bi-ghayrih).
Al-Farahidi also associates the term adab with “correction” and “punishment”
(al-Farahidi 1980-1985, 8:85); this definition was used among the nomads to
indicate the domestication of animals (Bonebakker 1984, 405—410).

This pre-Islamic understanding of adab as educating someone about cor-
rect manners and appropriate behaviour was a recurrent theme discussed in
poetry, proverbs and anecdotes. In these cultural and literary records, adab
was described in relation to the concept of muruwwa or murwa; a pre-Islamic
moral term that combines the notion of manliness with virtuous conduct that
was informed by tribal law and customs (Montgomery 1986, 7). Muruwwa also
represented a moral code by which to judge the moral and social standing of
individuals and their relations and obligations towards their communities.
Thus, the discussion on muruwwa and adab not only bridged the gap between
the community and the person, but also encompassed the substantive moral
issues of the time, including people’s aspirations, their struggle for survival and
their attempt to create coherent communities.

Pre-Islamic Arabs also linked adab to forms of sociability and social interac-
tions, such as offering food and sharing a meal, which were indicators of social
status and part of portraying friendship (Alshaar 2020). In this culture, ban-
quets were recurrent themes in the literature, celebrating moral and social val-
ues, such as generosity, through which individuals reached moral refinement
and commonly accepted etiquettes. Al-Farahidi links adab and the root *-d-b
to the meaning “invitation to a banquet” and the adib to a “sahib al-ma'duba,
where ma'duba or ma'daba is a banquet, and the adib is the host who invites
and entertains the guests (al-Farahidi 1980-1985, 8:85).
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Although adab, as a form of practical moral guide, was informed by inher-
ited customary norms, it also developed over time, incorporating religious
elements (see Alshaar 2017, 7; 2020, 182-183). With the coming of Islam, and
the circulation of hadiths that communicated ethics inspired by the revela-
tion, adab gained a new point of reference, leading to a shift in its nature and
sources. While the fadith functioned as an interpretive and subordinate source
to the Quran, it was a central reference point for different religious endeavours
and for moral values. The ethical underpinning of hadith narratives produced
not only moral knowledge that determines norms or accepted standards, but
also guidance for practical reasoning and problem-solving, focusing on situ-
ations or circumstances where the Prophet himself, as an exemplary model,
approved or disapproved. In one hadith, the Prophet Muhammad is reported
as saying,

My Lord has educated me, and so He excelled in educating me and I was
brought up among the tribe of Sa‘d (addabant rabbi fa-ahsana ta'dibi wa
rubbitu fi bani Sa'd).!

Another hadith, related by al-Hakim al-Naysabuui (d. 405/1014) and attributed
to Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742) says,

Verily this knowledge [referring to im al-hadith] is “God’s adab,” through
which He has educated his Prophet, and through which the Prophet has
educated his community.

AL-HAKIM AL-NAYSABURI 2003, 247248

In both cases, adab constitutes the sum of divine knowledge that protects
one from errors in speech, acts and character, and dictates the best form of
behaviour.

In many Prophetic reports, the Prophet is depicted with a disposition nat-
urally in line with the moral teaching of the Quran. He also encouraged his
followers to cultivate the best moral character. For example, in a report nar-
rated by al-Bayhaqi (d. 458/1065), the Prophet declares that the essence of his
message is to guide people to perfect their moral character: “Indeed I was sent
[by God] to perfect good moral character.”? He also equates the notion of birr

1 This hadith is related by al-Samani (d. 562/1166) (al-Sam‘ni 1981, 1) and considered by some
late hadith scholars as a weak tradition that bears a true meaning (see Ibn al-Athir 1963-1965,
1:4; al-Sakhaw1 1985, 73-74).

2 Al-Bukhari9ss, 78: Bab Husn al-Khulug (“Chapter on the Excellence of Character”).
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(righteous virtue), which is a central theme in the Qur’an, with “having the best
moral character” (al-birr husn al-khulug).® Acting morally is equal to sincer-
ity in performing the five prescribed pillars, and a person whose actions are
guided by the best moral character is equal in rank to the believer who per-
forms much supererogatory fasting and praying, “indeed, a believer with good
character attains the same degree of the one who fasts and prays throughout
the night* As the moral guide for Muslims, the Prophet asked his followers
to acquire unwavering moral character and said this is the way to receive his
love: “Those of you who have the best moral character will be the closest to
me on the Day of Judgement.”> In another hadith, the Prophet says “nothing is
weightier on the scale [on the Day of Judgement] than good (husn) character.”®
In this hadith, the need to cultivate good character is seen as an aesthetic qual-
ity (husn), the origin of which is divine knowledge. In another famous report,
‘Aisha (d. 58/678) described her husband, the Prophet, as having a disposi-
tion and a character that mirrors the Quran and as embodying the essence
of its values and moral virtues.” In this statement, the Quran constitutes the
ideal source that informs the disciplining of the soul, which results in proper
behaviour.

Thus, the imitation of Prophet Muhammad and fulfilling the reciprocal
rights and duties that he established becomes an important part of Muslim
moral and ethical teaching and practices, a position that the Quran asserts:
“Indeed you have been endowed with a noble character” (khulug ‘azim)
(Q 68:4). This exact point provides grounds for the Muslim community’s
acceptance of the Prophet’s words as authoritative and of a different regis-
ter of speech than other forms of human language. This is because they not
only erect moral discourses that embody the essence of God’s divine wisdom,
but also manifest the ability to express their intended meanings with brev-
ity and fluency, as expressed in the famous maxim about the Prophet that he
was endowed with “jawami‘ al-kalim.” The Prophet is considered as proof of
God’s divine generosity, a medium of metaphysical force and the eloquent

3 Muslim 1991, 255: Kitab al-Birr wa-l-Sila wa-l-Adab (“Book on Virtue, Maintaining the Ties of
Kinship and Manners”), Bab Tafsir al-Birr wa-I-Ithm (“Chapter on the Interpretation of Virtue
and Sin”).

Abu Dawad 2009: Kitab al-Adab (“Book of Manners”).

Al-Nawawi 2001: Kitab al-Umar al-Manhi Anha (“Book on Prohibited Actions”).

Al-Bukhari 1955, 78: Bab Husn al-Khulug (“Chapter on Good Moral Character”).

Muslim 1991, 1:513: Kitab Salat al-Musafirin wa-Qasruha (“Book on the Travellers’ Prayers
and its Shortening”), Bab jami‘ Salat al-Layl wa-man Nama Anhu aw-Marid (“Chapter on
the One Who Performs the Night Prayers Together, Sleeps through Them or Falls Il Without
Performing Them”).
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communicator of divine knowledge to people, which educates them and helps
them refine their characters (Q 2:129).

On this basis, a strong link between hadiths and divine %m provides hadith
with legitimacy as an edifying source of knowledge. This source transcends the
personal realm, that is, the life and actions of the Prophet to communal prac-
tice through emulation. Thus, fadith can be described as intermediary com-
munication, conveying divine teaching and values to humans through verbal
interpretation, and as a linguistic moral source based on the Prophet’s mastery
of pure Arabic. The Prophet asserted, as mentioned in the hadith cited above,
that he spoke the Arabic of the Bedouins (Bana Sa‘d) and he received the
revealed scripture, which contains the best meanings expressed in the most
eloquent words. Such hadiths draw attention to the rhetorical and aesthetical
features of hadith and could explain why a muaddib who is interested in the
moral education of others finds fadith an important and necessary source.

Hence, the correct use of language, including certain words and expres-
sions, is seen as a religious and moral act, which is a topic covered in hadith
literature. For example, in the chapter on adab in al-BukharTs collection of
hadiths, the edifying power of speech is a metanarrative manifested in the
intrinsic relationship between word and deed, and speech and action. As
outlined by Sperl, worthy action as induced by eloquent and laudable speech
seems to form common ground between several 4adith compilations and pre-
modern literary compilations (Sperl 2007, 466—467). This link between word
and action leads to an important shift, embodied in hadith literature, in which
the Quran as the divine and eloquent words of God induced good actions
in people.

4 Hadith and the Shift in the Pre-Islamic Notion of Adab

A number of hadiths introduced a new twist to the pre-Islamic notion of an
adib as someone who invites others to a “banquet” in order to promote Islamic
moral and literary sensibilities. For example, ‘Abd Allah Ibn Mas‘ad (d. 32/652—
653) narrates a hadith comparing the Qur’an to a divine banquet sent by God:

Indeed, the Qurian is the banquet of God [on earth], so you should learn
from its banquet whatever you can (inna hadha [-Qurian ma'dubat Allah
fa-ta‘allamii min ma’dubatih ma stata‘tum).

This hadith is reported on the authority of Ibn Mas‘ad in different wordings; in
some sources it is reported as Ibn Mas‘td’s own statement (mawquf), while in
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others it is elevated to the Prophet (marfit‘).8 In this hadith, the banquet is the
divine knowledge that educates people and helps them to refine their behav-
iour (Alshaar 2017, 11).

From the third/ninth century onwards, scholars continued to use this first/
seventh-century allegory of the Quran as a divine banquet providing the
“nourishment” of knowledge, goodness and guidance and might have influ-
enced the conceptualisation of adab and the role of the adib. In the chapter
on da‘awat (invitations) in his Kitab al-Alfaz (“The Book of Words”), the gram-
marian Ibn al-Sikkit (d. 244/858) defines maduba and ma'daba as a banquet
that is prepared by someone who invites his brothers. Next, he explains the
verb form adaba and the subject noun adib. He then quotes the hadith on the
authority of Ibn Mas‘ad, discussing how God compares the Qur'an to a ban-
quet, as something He makes for people’s welfare and benefit. Following this
analogy, he states that the practitioner of adab (the adib) is the one who invites
people to religion (Ibn al-Sikkit 1998, 456). In Magayis al-Lugha (“Analogical
Templates of Language”), Ahmad b. Faris al-Qazwini (d. 395/1004) mentions
the root *-d-b, listing two main derived meanings: adb, which is the act of gath-
ering people to a banquet, and adab which is something that there is collective
agreement for its praise (mujmiun ‘ala istihsanih). He also quotes the hadith
on the authority of Ibn Mas‘td, adding that from the same metaphor of the
Qur’an as God’s banquet, one could make the analogy that the adib is one who
gathers people to guide them to achieve inner excellence (istifsan) (Ibn Faris
al-Qazwini 1946-1952, 1:74—75). Thus, there are two shifts: One is related to the
scope and the nature of knowledge that leads to adab, and another is linked to
the social function of adab, which became more religiously oriented in search
of inner goodness, based on satisfying a divine standard.

This conceptual shift continued into later literature. In his al-Jami‘li-Ahkam
al-Qurian (“Compilation of the Rulings of the Qur’an”), Muhammad b. Ahmad
al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1272) quotes two hadiths describing the Quran as a divine
banquet. He begins by citing:

8 For the mawquf hadith, see al-San‘ani 1983, 3:368, 375: Kitab Fad@’il al-Quran (“Book on the
Virtues of the Quran”), Bab Ta'lim al-Qurian wa-Fadlih (“Chapter on Teaching the Quran
and Its Virtue”); Ibn Abi Shayba 2006, 15:464: Kitab Fada’il al-Quran (“Book on the Virtues
of the Quran”), Bab fi [-Tamassuk bi-l-Qurian (“Chapter on Holding Fast to [the Teachings
of] the Qur’an”); al-Darimi 2000, 2:2083—2093: Kitab wa-min Fada’il al-Quran (“Book on
What Belongs to the Virtues of the Quran”), Bab Fadl Man Qara’a [-Qurian (“Chapter on
the Benefits of the One Who Reads the Qur'an”). For the marfu‘ hadith, see Ibn Abi Shayba
1997, 1:251; 2006, 15:462-463: Kitab Fada’il al-Qurian (“Book on the Virtues of the Quran”),
Bab fi [-Tamassuk bi-l-Qur'an (“Chapter on Holding Fast to [the Teachings of] the Qur’an”);
al-Naysabuir1 1997, 1:753: Kitab Fada’il al-Quran (“Book on the Virtues of the Quran”), Bab fi
Fad@’il al-Qur'an Jumlatan (“Chapter a Sentence on the Virtues of the Qur’an”).
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The Qur’an is the banquet of God on earth, and the one who seeks refuge
in it is safe, so you should learn from its banquet (al-Quran ma'dubat
Allah fi l-ard fa-man dakhala fih fa-huwa amin).

AL-QURTUBI 2006, 1:12

Al-Qurtubi explains this sadith by citing Abu ‘Ubayda Ma‘mar b. al-Muthanna
(d. 210/825), who says in his Gharib al-Hadith (“Strange Traditions”) that this is
a proverb in which the Prophet compares the Qur’an to something that God
has made for people, in which lies their welfare and benefit. Al-Qurtubi adds,
still drawing on Abii ‘Ubayda:

It [the word ma'duba] can be pronounced ma'duba and ma'daba. The one
who reads it as ma'duba refers to the making that is made by God (al-sani*
sana‘ahu Allah), while the one who reads it as ma'daba refers to adab, so
he takes it as the derivative form mafala from the word adab.

Abu ‘Ubayda supports this opinion by quoting another similar hadith: “Indeed
this Qur’an is the banquet of God on earth, so you should learn from His ban-
quet (madaba).” Abt ‘Ubayda then associates the allegory of the Quran as
madaba with adab, underlining its benefit as a proof of God’s divine generos-
ity (al-Qurtubi 2006, 1:12-13).

The shift in the meaning of adab and its religious, moral and social func-
tion is further elaborated in later philological works. The association of adab
with du@ (supplication in prayer) is a prominent example in the literature,
for example in Lisan al-Arab (“The Tongue of the Arabs”) by Abu al-Fadl
Jamal al-Din Muhammad Ibn Manzur (d. 711/1311). Furthermore, in order to
emphasise the moral and religious orientation of adab, Ibn Manzur identi-
fied the adib as someone who educates people, calls for praiseworthy actions
and forbids blameable ones (summiya adaban li-annahu ywaddibu al-nas
ila -mahamid wa-yanhahum ‘an al-maqabih). Ibn Manzir cites Abu Ishaq
al-Zajjaj (d. 310/922), who said that the best form of adab is that which God
used to educate His Prophet (Ibn Manziir 1955-1956, 1:200).

Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. 911/1505), in al-Tawshih ‘ala al-Jami‘ al-Sahih (“The
Strophic Work on the Authentic Collection”) in the chapter on adab, explains
adab as “the use of that which is praiseworthy in speech and deed” (isti'mal
ma yuhmadu qawlan wa-filan); he also says it means “applying one’s moral
character.” Al-Suyuti adds that adab is derived from ma'duba (banquet), and
that this banquet is the call for morality (al-Suyuti 2000, 5:37). He further cites
several hadiths concerning the ethics of action and companionship in which
the Prophet states that the best deeds that lead to reward and satisfaction of
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God are performing prayers on time and being kind and caring towards par-
ents (al-Suyutl 2000, 5:37—38). This point illustrates how adab was influenced
by religion as conveyed in the teachings of hadith, echoing the Qur’anic spirit.

Thus, the religiously informed moral dimension of adab as every type of
praiseworthy training, which leads a person to reach one of the many virtues
and excellence, and a tool for acquiring the discipline of the soul and the best
of character is maintained in various Prophetic fadiths. This underlines the
educational function of this form of adab as imparting exemplary instruction
and rules in the social domain as taught by the Prophet and the early Muslim
community.

5 Adab Chapters in Hadith Collections, Their Edifying Function
and Reception

Hadiths were initially collected as recorded, heard or remembered. However,
as they began to be compiled in authoritative collections, hadiths were clas-
sified by subject-matter and there was an awareness of their educational and
moral value. Sperl explains that this specific function manifested in the devel-
opment of canonical sadith compendia in the late third/ninth century, which
he compares with literary compilations of the same period, showing a com-
mon interest in chapters under the heading of adab (Sperl 2007, 459—486).
He identifies the spread of derivatives, such as taaddub and ta'dib (“to acquire
education” and “to educate” respectively), and a common interest for good
conduct in these compilations. Sperl notes the brevity of a hadith from Thabit
(d.123/741 or127/745) on the authority of Anas (d. 93/712) that the Prophet said:

When God created Adam in Paradise, He left him as He wished to leave
him, and Satan began to walk around him to see what he was. When he
realised that he was hollow he knew that he had been created unable
to control himself (Muslim 1991, 4:2016: Kitab al-Birr wa-l-Sila wa-l-Adab
(“Book on Virtue, Maintaining the Ties of Kinship and Manners”), Bab
Khalg al-Insan Khalgan la Yatamalak (“Chapter on the Creation of
Humankind in a Way that He Would Not Control Himself”).?

According to Sperl, this hadith evokes a metanarrative underlying the phe-
nomenon of hadith in general, concerning the inability of the human being

to control himself or herself, hence suceptible to the danger of Satan and

9 InSperl’s article it is “Thabit b. Anas,” but in the Sahih of Muslim it is “Thabit an Anas.”
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temptation, and in need for help and divine guidance. This divine guidance is
provided “by a succession of divine messengers despatched to earth as a sign
of God’s mercy,” a message that resonates with Quranic teachings (Sperl 2007,
461-462).

Thus, as explained in the above discussion about the Prophet as an ethi-
cal role-model, hadiths from Muhammad, the last Prophet responsible for
teaching and interpreting divine guidance, offer a metanarrative that sur-
passes other forms of human language in their emotional, spiritual and didac-
tic impact on religiously oriented audiences. On this basis, sadith presents
authorised codes of practice and ethical conduct in order to promote a coher-
ent community. Thus, the importance of fadith is manifested by how many
Muslims see the Prophet not only as someone who preached an alternative
and continually relevant way of living, but who also implemented his religious
and moral teachings in all facets of life, whether personal in relation to God,
his family, or at social and political levels. Therefore, his practice “was not mere
private conduct, but a detailed interpretation and application of his teach-
ings” (Hamidullah 1992, 23). Tarif Khalidi has also showed that for centuries
the Islamic community has continued to centre its attention on the Prophet
Muhammad even more than the Qurian itself. He showed how the persona,
sayings and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad have been conceived in vari-
ous ways by Muslims in different places, to reflect their aspirations and the
demands of living (Khalidi 2009).

The traditions of the Prophet proved important for adab (as practical ethics)
and for devoted Muslims in their search for a moral agent who could influence
their practices and perspective on life. Hadith narratives offered an authorita-
tive guide for most aspects of Muslim daily life and thus form the basis of what
could be termed as “ordinary ethics,” a form of ethics which has been described
by Michael Lambek as intrinsic to action (Lambek 2010, 39—63). Here, this can
be seen in two ways: narratives specific to acts in terms of performance (what
the Prophet said or did) and narratives specific to actions in terms of passing
judgements or establishing a practice (what the Prophet approved or did not
approve). Hence, adab’s basic function in hadith, as pointed out by Sperl, is
to define the basic behavioural standards of the Muslim community and to
outline the moral ground for the interpersonal relationship of different groups
(Sperl 2007, 472).

The five canonical collections of hadith, namely, those of al-Bukhari
(d. 256/870), Muslim (d. 261/875), Abu Dawud (d. 275/889), al-Tirmidhi
(d. 279/892) and Ibn Maja (d. 273/887), all contain chapters devoted to adab.
Each compiler maintained his own method and approach of including or
excluding certain hadiths. However, the hadiths they included in these chapters
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share a common interest in creating a set of moral behavioural codes, an aware-
ness of the self in relation to others and self-control. For example, in the Sahih
of Muslim in Kitab al-Birr wa-l-Sila wa--Adab (“Book on Virtue, Maintaining
the Ties of Kinship and Manners”) and in the Sahih of al-Bukhari in Kitab al-
Adab (“Book of Manners”), hadiths are arranged to provide practical advice
on forms of relationships and how a person could lead a pious life. hadiths
have covered many aspects starting with one’s responsibilities towards others,
including care and love for parents, observing bonds of kinship and extending
righteousness, mercy and forgiveness towards neighbours and fellow humans.
These are followed by additional kadiths that act as parables for how a person
may gain control over his or her emotions, including anger, avoidance of con-
flict, commanding right and forbidding wrong, as well as hadiths that show the
importance of cultivating virtues such as honesty and telling the truth, cheer-
fulness and joviality, humility and compassion.

Abu Dawud starts his chapter on adab with reports on the moral qualities
of the Prophet. He seems to give more importance to certain aspects, includ-
ing the need for self-control (hilm), anger management, decency and detesting
praising a person in their presence. There are also hadiths relating to the rules
of behaviours in specific situations.

Another example is Ibn Abi 1-Dunya (d. 281/894), an ascetic at the ‘Abbasid
court, whose main pre-occupation as an educator and tutor of several ‘Abbasid
caliphs and princes (Dietrich 1968) influence greatly his selection criteria of
hadiths. Being interested in providing an authoritative basis for proper con-
duct and moderate morality, Ibn Ab1 l-Dunya included hadiths and athar
(reports generally concerning the Companions of the Prophet) that served a
moral purpose, including piety, tazkiyat al-nafs (purification of the soul), zuhd
(asceticism) and adab (moral rectitude) and self-control. For example, in his
work Makarim al-Akhlaq (“The Noblest Moral Character”) (see Ibn Abil-Dunya
1989). Ibn Abi I-Dunya introduced Aadith (especially qudst [divine]) that dealt
with noble qualities of character and personal piety, which were addressed to
religiously oriented audiences. These hadiths are not consulted in the work of
jurists, but they function as metanarratives offering overarching accounts, or
interpretations of particular events, or a set of circumstances concerning the
Prophet and his early companions to provide patterns for correct behaviour
and a set of values and beliefs that give meaning to people’s experiences.

The link between hadith and adab is also clear in al-Nawawt’s (d. 676/1277)
hadith collection, Riyad al-Salihin (“Gardens of the Righteous”). In his authorial
remarks of Riyad al-Salihin, al-Nawawl stated that human beings were created
to worship God and to refrain from anything that distracts from this. He added
that the best way to achieve this moral rectitude and refinement of character
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is through the authentic reports about the Prophet (al-ta'addub bi-ma sahha
‘an Nabiyyina) (al-Nawawl 2001, 18). Likewise, for al-Suyuti (d. 911/1505) anyone
who is ignorant of hadith is deprived of great goodness, but the one who knows
it obtains great goodness. Therefore, the one who has this form of knowledge
should rectify his intention and purify his heart from worldly desires. Indeed,
al-Suyutl underlines the moral value of Imam al-Nawawi’s compilation.
He mentions that the hadiths which are combined and explained by Imam
al-Nawaw1 are the link to the Prophet and provide a source for the person inter-
ested in rectifying his speech and actions (al-Suyuti n.d., 6). Thus, the relation-
ship of hadith to ethics is manifested in pre-modern collections by the sheer
number of hadiths that cover various topics on morality and by the ways in
which these moral ideas are presented as intrinsically related to actions and
practises in most aspects of Muslim daily life.

However, in the third/ninth and the fourth/tenth centuries, which were a
period of cultural, polemical and intellectual tension, the reception and status
of hadith as a source of moral knowledge was often debated in various circles.
In the field of adab (literary traditions) and with the introduction of elements
coming from other cultures, several practitioners of adab, especially those
driven by anti-Arab sentiment (shu‘itbiyya) and professional pride rejected the
use of hadith and devalued the reports about the Prophet and his Companions
(Ibn Qutayba 1982, 7). Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) and Abua ‘Uthman ‘Amr b.
Bahr al-Jahiz (d. 255/868), however, emphasised the moral dimension of the
art of writing, arguing for the unique place of the Qur’an, Prophetic traditions
and science of the Arabic language to achieve moral rectitude and a model of
piety (see Ibn Qutayba 1982, 7; Van Gelder 1998, 1:361; Sperl 2007, 462; Alshaar
2017, 15; Khalidi 1996, 104-108; Montgomery 2013). Studying and memorising
the Quran and hadith in learning sessions (majalis al-talim) continued to
be part of the education and training that many udaba’ received, and some
engaged in the transmission and teaching of hadith, such as Ibn Qutayba and
Abu ‘Alr al-Tanukhi (d. 384/994). Thus, acquiring knowledge of the Qur’an and
Prophetic traditions was seen as the basis for three-dimensional moral educa-
tion, which focuses on inner personal development, that is, spiritual progress
that comes about through the internalisation of collective Islamic values and
its implementation at the social level. This use of Prophetic traditions mani-
fests a strong connection between rhetoric and the manifestation of moral val-
ues in action and practices.

Ibn Qutayba, in his Adab al-Katib (“Manners of the Scribe”), acknowledges
the inherent elements in Aadith as a source for wisdom and mentions that a
chancery writer, or an adib, should particularly memorise hadith that concern
figh (jurisprudence) and its rulings (Ibn Qutayba 1982, 9). This point was also
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suggested by al-Qalqashandi (d. 821/1418), who drew attention to memorising
hadith on various subjects and added that a writer needs also to memorise
more general hadith (as khabar) concerning wisdom, siyar (biographies) or his-
torical events, which people often cite in their speech or texts (al-Qalqashandi
1987, 202—203).

Hadith narratives as examples of wisdom derive their legitimacy from the
Prophet’s statement, “I have been given the ability to combine many meanings
in a few words and to arrive at new ones,” (utitu jawami‘ al-kalim). Therefore,
his utterances are considered above ordinary human wisdom and above other
forms of Arabic style and rhetoric. For this reason, hadith and Qur’anic cita-
tions ({qtibas) are commonly accepted as authoritative (Sanni 1998). Many
authors used fadith alongside Qur’anic citations to support their views and
to advance their goals by providing a persuasive voice in the religious and
political disputes of the time. Therefore, authors were advised to comprehend
al-Muwatta’ (“The Well-Trodden Path”) of Malik b. Anas (d. 179/796), the Sahihs
of al-Bukhari and Muslim, the Sunan of al-Tirmidhi, Abu Dawud, al-Nasa’l
and other fadith collections. This inclusive approach to hadith is adopted in
al-Kamil ft I-Lugha wa-l-Adab (“The Comprehensive Work on Language and
Manners”) by al-Mubarrid (d. 286/898), whose motive to compose a work that
combines forms of adab, or materials that provide training in virtue as well
as eloquence, led him to cite many sayings of the Prophet alongside eloquent
prose from the early Companions, well-composed poetry, popular proverbs,
wisdom and oratory (al-Mubarrid 1937, 3—4.).

Often, hadith was positioned after Qur’anic verses, creating a hierarchy of
knowledge that reinforces the understanding of hadith as explanatory and
subordinate to the Quran. This position of Aadith is maintained by many
pre-modern authors. For example, the Prophet’s customs (Sunna) are second
within the hierarchy of sources for Abii Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023), whose
moral vision was influenced by his spiritual commitment to the example of
the Prophet and his early Companions. In his epistle Risala fi [-‘Uliam (“Epistle
on the Classification of Knowledge”), the Prophetic Sunna is subordinate to
the Quran and elucidates its principles and terms. He argues that part of
the Prophetic Sunna gives rise to knowledge, while another part necessitates
action and demands rules of behaviour, which is the highest degree of moral
knowledge (al-Tawhid1 1968, 107; Alshaar 2015, 70). This knowledge seems the
highest degree and it includes elements that qualify it as wisdom (hikma) with
religious reference ascribed to the Prophet’s sayings and practices. This posi-
tion is similar to that of al-Shafi1 (d. 204/820), who also links hikma to the
Sunna of the Prophet within the framework of divine revelation. The Prophet’s
Sunna and the divine revelation are the best sources to determine right and
wrong (al-Tawhidi 1984, 1:515).
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As subordinate and explanatory to God’s Quranic commands, the Prophetic
Sunna provides the foundation for moral education in Islam, disseminat-
ing knowledge of what people should do (kalal, permitted) and should not
do (haram, forbidden), and motivating them to act in accordance with the
examples provided in the fadith narratives and with God’s commands. This
knowledge can be divided into three main types: a) relating to akhlag, moral
traits concerning religious duties and responsibilities as set out by Qur’anic
commands; b) relating to people’s dealings with each other and manners asso-
ciated with good behaviour (adab) and judgments about them; c) the qualities
of personal character emulating the ideal example of the Prophet.

Thus, hadith contains elements considered worthy of preserving by the
Muslim community and provides a strong basis for the interface between
religion, morality and rhetoric, by delivering outstanding moral claims on the
basis of being secondary to the Qur’an. Aadith narratives provide a form of
timeless morality based on timeless religious principles. Thus, Sunna became
part of the law that enforces this form of religious collective morality rather
than an autonomous one.

Modern scholarship has recently come to appreciate the value of hadith as
“khabar” or narrative that presents a situation or an understanding of a situa-
tion (Giinther 1998, 433—471; El Calamawy 1983, 308-316). Sahair El Calamawy
particularly addresses the narrative elements of hadith, especially their
“aspects of storytelling” due to their oral popular transmission, and how the
details of certain narratives woven around the persona of the Prophet func-
tioned to arouse emotion (El Calamawy 1983, 308-316). Daniel Beaumont
also discusses the act of narrating in hadith and argues that while the isnad
provides a sense of needed legitimacy, the matn provides elements for com-
parison and drawing similarities (Beaumont 2010, 4:1—28), which help to form
moral judgements. These elements help readers to compare their situations
with knowledge about the life of the Prophet, who is seen by devoted Muslims
as the exemplar of the ideal man. This aspect of storytelling in the domain of
hadith highlights the links between stories, reports and storytelling and that of
ethics and morality. Thus, moral values form an integral part of hadith reports,
since the narratives deal explicitly with questions, as mentioned above, related
to behaviour or action and to judgements about different situations.

6 Conclusion
In conclusion, the reception of hadith narratives was closely linked to ques-

tions of adab and morality in Islamic culture along with their use in legal
discussions. Hadith has continued for centuries to provide models of piety
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and morality, based on the ideals of the Prophet and his companions, for the
Muslim community seeking to define its place and identity, while interacting
with Quranic scripture.

Islamic scholarship in numerous fields manifested a great interest in using
reports on the Prophet and his early companions as normative sources for
moral knowledge. This practice not only shows the role of stories, narrative
and their interpretations in shaping ethical discourses in Islamic culture,
but also a conscious attempt to limit sources and thus possibilities for moral
knowledge, putting forward a religio-Arab moral source of knowledge in a cul-
ture of competing ethical claims.

The fact that many contemporary Muslim communities still look to the
Prophet as an ideal model emphasises the continued role of kadith in form-
ing ideas about morality. Religious language based on hadith plays an impor-
tant role in raising the emotions of members of the community and adding
a human psychological example to their understanding of ethics and moral-
ity. Therefore, Prophetic traditions have become an integral part of Muslim
social imaginary and cultural memory, in which the morality of the Prophet,
through his deeds and sayings, have been received and appropriated in various
contexts.
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CHAPTER 5

Narrations on Virtuous Acts in Epitomes
of al-Ghazali’s Thya’

From Ibn al-Jawz’s Minhaj al-Qasidin to Its Reception in Modernity

Pieter Coppens

1 Introduction

The genre of narrative virtue ethics in the Islamic tradition arguably finds its
clearest expression in the field of hadith literature, more particularly in the
category of virtuous acts ( fada’il al-a‘mal), as well as in sayings attributed to
the earliest generations (al-salaf al-salif), and in the sayings and stories of
prominent early Sufi figures. Abti Hamid al-Ghazali’s (d. 505/u11) Thya’ Ulam
al-Din (“Revival of the Religious Sciences”) is a rich source for such narrative
virtue ethics, which he copied from works from the earlier tradition, mainly
Abu Talib al-MakkT’s (d. 386/996) Qut al-Qulitb (“Nourishment of the Hearts”).
His seemingly uncritical incorporation of Prophetic narrations on virtuous
acts, that were often classified as weak (da‘if) or forged (mawdii‘), has not been
without dispute in the later tradition. Whether unreliable fadith material on
virtuous acts can be transmitted uncritically and acted upon plays a prominent
role in modern critiques on the reliability of the Ihya’.

Historically, the role of this specific point of criticism on the I4ya’ was more
marginal, although always present. The eventual relative absence of hadith
criticism in early polemics against the Jhya’ may have to do with the topics
for which al-Ghazali used Prophetic narrations. The Ihya’ hardly deals with
matters of figh, for which scholars historically have always demanded the
highest standards of reliability for Prophetic narrations. Most narrations that
al-Ghazali employs are parenetic, stressing certain supererogatory acts of wor-
ship, addressing the ethical topics of good manners and virtuous character
(adab and akhlaq), as well as “softeners” (raqa’iq) and “exhortation and dis-
suasion” (al-targhib wa-l-tarhib), to all of which scholars historically applied
different standards of reliability than to creed- and figh-related topics.

The idea that this type of hadith material may be held to lower standards
of reliability than legal material has a long history in Islamic scholarship.
According to many scholars, the positive and ethically desired effects of such
narrations legitimised sharing them, despite them being weak or forged. The
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dominant position in the premodern period was that unreliable ahadith could
be accepted in the realm of non-legal virtue ethics to encourage believers to
act virtuously (Fudge 2006, 120; Brown 2011, 4; Brown 2014, 224—254; Lange
2015, 82, 84f). This was not an exclusive position of Sufis. The only exception
to this permissive viewpoint was a small group of Hanbalis from Baghdad and
Damascus, among them ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Ali Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201), some
of the Damascene Magqdisi-family, and a score of scholars influenced by them.

It is to the reception of the Ihya’ by these pivotal Hanbali figures that we
will have a closer look in this chapter, through an investigation of the appro-
priation of the I4ya’ by two prominent Hanbali scholars from the sixth/twelfth
and seventh/thirteenth centuries: Ibn al-Jawzl's Minhaj al-Qasidin wa-Mufid
al-Sadigin (“The Way of the Strivers and the Benefit of the Truthful”), and
Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Qudama al-MaqdisT's (d. 689/1290) epitome
of that work, Mukhtasar Minhaj al-Qasidin (“Summary of the Way of the
Strivers”), as well as their reception in both reformist and puritan Salafi circles
of the twentieth century.! My purpose is twofold. First, I shed light on their

1 Ibn al-Jawzi needs no further introduction here as a well-known scholar. The most important
academic source for his biography is the work of Merlin Swartz (2002). There is an unresolved
discussion about the identity of the more obscure author of Mukhtasar Minhdj al-Qasidin,
who should by any means not be confused with Muwaffaq al-Din Ibn Qudama (d. 620/1223),
the famous author of the Mughni. According to the tabagat-works of Hanbali scholars, his
full name was Najm al-Din Abu l-Abbas Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. Ahmad
b. Muhammad Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi (Ibn Rajab 2005, 4:231—232). The introduction to the
Mukhtasar also names him as Najm al-Din Abt I-Abbas Ahmad, but then names him as the
son of ‘Izz al-Din Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad, mentions his grandfather as Shams al-Din Aba
Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahman, and his great-grandfather as Aba ‘Umar Muhammad b. Ahmad
b. Muhammad Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi al-Hanball. So, there is an extra chain in the lineage
(‘Izz al-Din) that the tabagat do not mention (Ibn Qudama 1991, 9). All names in this lineage
belong to a family of prominent scholars from the Hanbali school that came to Damascus
from Nablus as refugees from the Crusaders. They put their mark on the city, from the sixth/
twelfth to the seventh/fourteenth centuries, with a unique combination of thorough knowl-
edge of scriptural sources and religious charisma as popular preachers. The settlement of
al-Salihiyya, on the mount of Qasiyun, in his age was the gathering place of scholars and
followers of the Hanbali school, often with roots in Jerusalem (hence the prevalent kunya
al-Maqdisi among scholars from this part of the city). It was known for its vivid tradition
of religious education and preaching, and brought forth many prominent scholars of the
Hanbali school (Leder 1997). The tabagat-works do not mention much details about his life.
As may be expected from hagiographical literature, he is described as someone of noble char-
acter, who memorised texts with great ease and had great insight. He was appointed as a
judge before his thirtieth, worked as a teacher at the famous Dar al-Hadith al-Ashrafiyya in
al-Salihiyya, and was instructor of the Hanbali study circle in the Grand Umayyad Mosque
of Damascus. The tabaqgat sources also report that he regularly bravely participated as a
sworded horseman in jihad expeditions. He is said to have fought in the recapture of Tripoli
on the Crusaders in 688/1289, under the auspices of the Mamluk sultan al-Malik al-Mansar
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reception of the Iiya’ specifically on the aspect of narrative virtue ethics, to
see what the consequences of their strong opinions have been for the way they
dealt with the abundant ahadith and sayings of early pious figures (athar) used
by al-Ghazali in his magnum opus. Second, I explain how and why their works
and approach rose to prominence in the twentieth century after being rela-
tively marginal in the preceding centuries.

I contend that the work of al-Ghazali was appreciated by both of these
medieval Hanbalis, and their appropriators in the twentieth century, exactly
because of the virtue ethics propagated in it. They raised the bar of hadith criti-
cism on this specific aspect to be able to convincingly convey this central pur-
pose of the Ihya’, that had their sympathy, to their intended audiences without
compromising their specific Hanbali values of Aadith criticism and rejection
of certain mystical aspects of the Sufi tradition. Although they at times also
censored and replaced certain narrations to steer the virtue ethics content
proposed by al-Ghazali in a slightly different direction, this was not the main
purpose of their hadith criticism: their main stake was raising the religious
credibility of these propagated virtues. While the intended audience in medi-
eval times mainly consisted of students of religion and fellow scholars, from
the twentieth century onwards these epitomes received a more general audi-
ence as part of the project of “moral refinement” (tahdhib al-akhlaq) in reform-
ist movements. This put the bars of textual criticism even higher: where fellow
scholars and students in medieval times had the scholarly tools to distinguish
between strong and weak narrations, the general audience should only be pre-
sented with the strongest narrations to avoid confusion.

Al-Ghazalt’s Ihya’ ‘Uliam al-Din is widely celebrated as a classic of Islamic
literature and has, as has its author, received generous scholarly attention
(Ormsby 2007; Griffel 2009; Garden 2013). The work’s author, structure, and
content thus do not need further introduction here. An encompassing recep-
tion history of the work, and the story of how it has become a widely spread
classic, both praised and criticised, still largely remains unwritten, however. As
noted by Michael Cook, “The wide diffusion of the work [..] is documented by
a mass of evidence that remains largely unstudied” (Cook 2001, 450—451). This
still holds true today. Part of this reception history should entail an investiga-
tion of the critiques the work received on its use and propagation of narrative
virtue ethics in different Islamic intellectual and sectarian environments. This
chapter is a first modest step towards such a wider reception history. Through
this endeavour I intend to contribute to discussions on the relation between

Qalawin (d. 689/1290). He passed away at the age of 38 (Ibn Qudama 1991, 7-8; Ibn Rajab
2005, 4:231-232).
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Sufism and Hanbali-traditionalism, a field in which more and more key texts
are covered by academic research (Makdisi 1979; Anjum 2010; Picken 2011; Post
2016; 2020), as well as their revival and reception in modern and contempo-
rary Salafi circles. In this endeavour I pay particular attention to the field of
narrative virtue ethics, as reflected in these works. I intend to uncover how
the stress on reliable fadith — especially when pertaining to virtue ethics —
in these circles influenced the way the Ihya’ was received and restructured
from the twentieth century onwards.

2 The Virtue Ethics of Knowledge in the Ifya’ and the Knowledge
Discipline of Hadith

It has been suggested that al-Ghazali simply did not know much about Aadith
and its discipline of knowledge, because of the school of al-Juwayni (d. 478/
1085) in which he was formally trained. This school allegedly did not pay great
attention to the discipline of hadith because of its emphasis on rational knowl-
edge disciplines and disputation (al-Shami 1993a, 166-169; al-Qaradaw1 1994,
150; Siddiqui 2019, 135-162). In medieval biographical literature, several biogra-
phers suggested that al-Ghazali only delved into the two Sahihs of al-Bukhari
(d. 256/870) and Muslim (d. 261/875) at the end of his life. This is most prob-
ably a trope to accentuate the importance of the Sahihayn, by showing how
even speculative theologians, philosophers and Sufis ultimately returned to
the authority of these works (al-Qaradawi 1994, 154-155; Griffel 2009, 56-57).
Does al-Ghazali himself have anything to say about the knowledge discipline
of hadith and its practitioners in his Iiya’ that may prove this perception of
him either right or wrong?

The first book of the Ihya’, Kitab al-1lm (“The Book of Knowledge”), con-
tains ample reflection on the Islamic knowledge disciplines and the abomi-
nable inner state of its practitioners according to al-Ghazall. One might even
argue, as has Garden (2013), that this first Book contains the entire intention
of the Ihya’. The “Revival” that al-Ghazali proposes may be considered a call to
return to virtue ethics for the scholarly class of his age. Al-Ghazali laments the
dry technical state that the Islamic knowledge disciplines have turned into,
and how Islamic scholarship has rather become a career path than a path to
a good outcome in the Hereafter. Al-Ghazali envisions a return of the Islamic
knowledge disciplines to “knowledge of the path to the Hereafter” (‘ilm tarig
al-akhira), where these knowledge disciplines are only studied for the sake of
God and the Hereafter, and not for positions, power, and prestige. He there-
fore favours knowledge disciplines that deal with the inner state of people,
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their hearts and souls, which he considers to be the true knowledge disciplines
of the Hereafter, over theology and law, which he ultimately considers this-
worldly knowledge disciplines (Garden 2005, 218—219; al-Ghazali 2011, 1:66-67).

Where does this leave the study of hadith in his project of reviving the
Islamic knowledge disciplines in their perceived original goal of attaining the
Hereafter? In a passage on individual obligation (fard ‘ayn) in knowledge,
al-Ghazali criticises every group of scholars for considering their own branch
of knowledge as an individual obligation. Scholars of adith also have this illu-
sion according to him: “Each group considers his own branch of knowledge
as obligatory. (...) The exegetes of the Qur’an and the hadith scholars say: ‘It is
knowledge of the Qur’an and the Sunna, because, through these, one reaches
all disciplines of knowledge” (al-Ghazali 2011, 1:54—55). Al-Ghazali himself
classifies hadith as part of the knowledge disciplines that are a communal obli-
gation ( fard kifaya) (al-Ghazali 2011, 1:65-66). He considers them praiseworthy
as long as they are studied as an instrumental knowledge discipline, in service
of the higher goals of the inward knowledge disciplines and the “knowledge of
the path to the Hereafter.” In a commentary on a supplication of al-Sarial-Saqati
(d. between 251/865 and 258/871) for his student al-Junayd (d. 298/910), “May
God make you a companion of hadith that is a Sufi, not a Sufi that is a compan-
ion of hadith,” al-Ghazali explains that to be a successful Sufi, one first needs to
master the knowledge discipline of hadith and religious knowledge in general
as a prerequisite (al-Ghazali 2011, 1:83). hadith should only be studied to a lim-
ited extent, not as a hyper-specialisation. Ironically, he considers the study of
the works of al-Bukhari and Muslim as the absolute minimal, and the works
that contain sound (sahih) narrations as the maximum extent (al-Ghazali 201,
1146-149). The fact that he mentions this as such, makes it more plausible that
the reason why he included so many unsound narrations in the I4ya’is perhaps
indeed because of his uncritical copying of passages from earlier works like
the Qat al-Qulib, trusting in the reliability of their selection, as claimed by Ibn
al-Jawzi and Rashid Rida (d. 1354/1935), which we will see later.

3 Premodern Hadith Criticism on the Ihya’: Minhaj al-Qasidin and
Its Mukhtasar

The Thya’ received a lot of criticism during the lifetime of the author himself
(Cook 2001, 455—456; Garden 2005). This criticism has persisted throughout
the centuries and has increased even further in the course of the twentieth
century, mostly due to a general revival of hadith studies, the rise in popularity
of Salafi-inclined Islamic scholarship, as well as movements of Islamic reform
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and modernism. These reform movements criticised the work for its use of
weak Prophetic narrations, and increasingly problematised (certain aspects
of) Sufism and speculative theology (kalam) as a legitimate part of the Islamic
heritage (‘Abd al-Hamid 1988; al-Sham1 1993a, 157-182; al-Qaradawi 1994, 117—
127, 158-159; al-Tantaw1 2001, 2:253). Many of these modern and contemporary
critiques on the Ihya’ echo premodern critiques. The three perpetual points of
criticism are: al-Ghazali’s use of problematic Prophetic narratives, his embrace
of perceived excesses of the Sufi tradition, and his use of illegitimate philo-
sophical ideas.

In his own age, the Ihya’ already caused controversy in Nishapur, where
al-Ghazali returned to teach after the wanderings that followed his much-
discussed crisis. In the Islamic West (the Maghrib), where Sufism was not yet
as strongly rooted within Islamic tradition as it was in the Islamic East (the
Mashriq), several fierce treatises were written against the work (Garden 2005,
141-184). The controversy reached such heights that al-Ghazali even felt com-
pelled to write a defence of the work himself, as well as his own epitome in
Persian (al-Ghazali 2011, 10:213—-354; Hillenbrand 2013). The main accusations
in his own age were propagation of too extreme Sufi ideas, inappropriate phil-
osophical ideas in matters of creed, errors in Arabic grammar, and poor Persian
(Garden 2005, 76—78). His use of problematic Prophetic narrations was still
only a minor part of the criticism in his own age, not so much aimed at his
use of weak (daf) and forged (mawdii) material, but rather at his laxity in
naming sources, and did not play any role in his own rebuttal of the criticisms.
These accusations had a social and political angle as well: al-Ghazalt had made
enemies because of his critical stance towards the career-minded scholars and
governors of the region, a criticism that is at the heart of the Ihya’ (Garden
2005, 118-140).

This perpetual criticism on the Iya’, which rose simultaneously with its
popularity, also caused another more constructive trend among Islamic schol-
ars. Many scholars from different Islamic intellectual and sectarian traditions
sought a middle way between completely renouncing the work and uncritically
accepting it. To that purpose they wrote commentaries on the work, or works,
classifying the ahadith used by al-Ghazali, in which they articulated their mild
criticism, but also showed their praise. Another strategy of finding a balance
between criticism and praise was through composition of positive-critical
epitomes of the work, in which the composer conserved what he agreed with,
and scrapped what he deemed problematic (Haddad 1987; al-Shami 1993b;
Cook 2001, 453—-456; Reichmuth 2009, 269—275).

The works of Ibn al-Jawzi and Ibn Qudama belong to that second category
of positive-critical epitomes. As scholars of the Hanbali school, and part of the
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very vivid Hanbali culture of learning in their age in Baghdad and al-Salihiyya,
a suburb of Damascus, they summarised the 74ya’ in such a way that it would
become suitable to teach and consume within their own circles, conform-
ing with their specific religious views. It is likely that these authors very well
realised that the popularity and influence of this work had become so per-
vasive that it was inevitable that scholars and students in their own circles
would come into contact with it. Composing a purified version of the work
was, possibly, a way to take advantage of the immense popularity of the work
to propagate ideas they agreed with.

In his al-Muntazam fi Tarikh al-Mulitk wa-l-Umam (“Compilation on the
History of Kings and Nations”), Ibn al-Jawzi mentions having composed a trea-
tise more emphatically against the Ihya’, with the title I'lam al-Ahya’ bi-Aghlat
al-Ihya@ (“Informing the Living about the Mistakes in the Revival”). Yet, there
is no manuscript left of the treatise. Some of the criticism in this treatise can
be found in his entry on al-Ghazali in al-Muntazam however (Ibn al-Jawzi
1992, 17:124-127; Brown 2007, 354). In this encyclopaedic work, Ibn al-Jawzi
criticises al-Ghazali for having neglected the knowledge discipline of figh
completely and only focusing on Sufism in an unbalanced and irresponsible
way. Ibn al-Jawz1 accuses al-Ghazali of being much too attracted to the works
of the early Sufis, like Abu Talib al-Makki’s Qut al-Qulib — indeed one of the
main sources for the Ihya’ — which distracted him from remaining within the
boundaries of figh. He, for example, blames al-Ghazali for including a story on
a man who wanted to rid himself of his good reputation ( jak) and therefore
stole a cloak from the bathing house only to intentionally be discovered as a
thief. Following the same logic as in his criticism of forged narrations for the
sake of al-targhib wa-l-tarhib, Ibn al-Jawz1 considers these kinds of stories on
virtue ethics to have damaging social consequences. It is therefore immoral
(qabih) to share them with novices, even if the goal is learning. According to
Ibn al-Jawzi too much was at stake if such material would be accepted and
spread: the whole concept of a noble lie would undermine the integrity and
authority of hadith as a source of guidance. The extreme behaviour these false
narrations often endorsed would lead to undesirable social consequences.
These ideas of Ibn al-Jawzl on hadith criticism were an exception in his own
age and subsequent centuries, and only became more influential in the late
nineteenth century. His contemporaries and later hadith theorists generally
considered Ibn al-Jawzi too strict, and criticised him for not upholding his own
standards (Brown 2011, 20—21; al-Khatib 2011, 103-106).

Ibn al-Jawzi gives similar examples of what he considers crucial mistakes of
al-Ghazali, among which is his use of fadith in the Ihya’. He rebukes him for
narrating a hadith attributed to ‘A’isha (d. 58/678) in which she says “You are
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the one who pretends to be the messenger of God,” which according to him has
no basis of reliability and simply cannot be true considering its meaning. Ibn
al-Jawzl emphatically considers al-Ghazali weak in the knowledge discipline
of hadith, which is the reason why, according to him, the majority of narrations
in the Ihya’ belong to the category of forged narrations (ahadith mawdii‘a). He
suggests it would be better if al-Ghazali had his work checked on this aspect
by a specialist, because now his transmission is worthless. He does mention
that al-Ghazali spent the last moments of his life memorising the Qur’an and
occupying himself with the two Sahihs, which may be interpreted as a way to
further underline his lack of knowledge of hadith. Ibn al-Jawzi also mentions
his own epitome in this entry on al-Ghazali in al-Muntazam: “Someone craved
for the Ihya’ so I pointed out its flaws to him. Then I (re)wrote it for him and
left out what was suitable to be left out, and added what was [suitable to be]
added” (Ibn al-Jawz1 1992, 17:124-127).

Brockelmann (d. 1956) specifically mentioned Ibn al-Jawz1's epitome in the
context of his zeal for purifying the Sunna from false transmissions, which he
considered an exaggerated and extreme application of the Sunna-fanaticism of
the Hanbali school (Brockelmann 1909, 177). The entry on Minhaj al-Qasidin in
Hajji Khalifa’s (d. 1067/1657) Kashf al-Zunin (“Removal of Uncertainties”) also
mentions his obliteration of incorrect Prophetic narrations and Sufi ideas: “It
follows the method of the I#ya’, but he has removed tenuous Prophetic narra-
tions and ways of the Sufis that have no foundation” (Hajji Khalifa n.d., 2:1878).
Both Brockelmann and Hajji Khalifa do not mention Ibn Qudama’s epitome.
This is probably due to the popularity and fame of Ibn al-Jawzi, especially com-
pared to the relative obscurity of Ibn Qudama.

The introduction of Ibn al-Jawzl’s epitome confirms this motive of purifica-
tion (Ibn al-Jawzi 2010, 5-9). Ibn al-Jawz1 directs his words, as is a common
style form in spiritual treatises, to one of his pupils who intends to seclude
himself in silence with the Ihya’.? Ibn al-Jawzi first praises the student for
choosing the Iiya’, which he calls a unique work in its kind. However, he warns
his pupil that the work of his choice contains many things that will lead to
actions unacceptable in the religion. His first criticism concerns, as can be
expected, al-Ghazali's use of hadith material. According to Ibn al-Jawzi the
work contains many weak and fabricated narrations, upon which one can-
not build one’s acts of worship. He blames al-Ghazali for narrating “halted”
(mawgquf) narrations of the Companions as if they are “elevated” (marfu‘) to
the Prophet, and for uncritically copying them from his earlier Sufi sources.

2 See al-Ghazal's Ayyuha [-Walad (“Dear Pupil”) as a comparison to al-JawzI's use of this intro-
ductory writing style.
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He also names the example of supererogatory prayers that al-Ghazali falsely
attributes to the Prophet. In Ibn al-Jawz1’s view, it would be useless to act upon
such baseless narrations, since religious acts should always be based on sound
knowledge to be valid.

His second criticism concerns the way the work deals with Sufism. Ibn
al-Jawzi considers many things that al-Ghazall mentions in this regard to
be excessive and unnecessarily harsh. As examples, he mentions discourses
about annihilation and subsistence (al-fana’ wa-l-baqa’), commanding delib-
erate excessive hunger, and religious dwellings (siyaha). For this, he refers to
his arguably most famous work Talbis Iblis (“The Deception of the Devil”), in
which he repeats his criticism of al-Ghazalt’s laxity in blindly copying unreli-
able ahadith, grave transgressions in creedal matters and figh, and repeatedly
gives examples of al-Ghazalr's mistakes in the realm of Sufism (Ibn al-Jawzi
1983, 160).

When his student exclaims his disappointment that Ibn al-Jawzi has made
him detest this book after having loved it so much, he promises his student
that he will write a version purified from all mistakes and wrong ideas, only
narrating the most sound and well-known narrations and well-established
meanings:

You said to me: “You have made me uneasy with this book, after my inti-
macy [with it].” I said: “I wish for you what I wish for myself, so I will write
it in a book that does not abandon its merits, and rids it from its bad
elements. I will use the most sound and well-known narrations in it, and
the most well-established and excellent meanings. I will leave out what
is suitable to leave out, and will add to it what is suitable to add. I will not
be unnecessarily lengthy”.

IBN AL-JAWZI 2010, 1:7

He stresses that he will leave out many narrations, not out of forgetfulness,
but because he believes them not to be sound. He promises not to repeat his
criticism on the I4ya’, noted down in his other treatise, in this work to keep the
reader focused on its positive message.

Ibn Qudama’s introduction, of his summary of Ibn al-Jawzi’s work, largely
consists of a literal repetition of Ibn al-Jawzi's words (Ibn Qudama 1991, 9—12).
The only thing he adds is praise for Ibn al-Jawzl's book, adding that it is still
too large and that he wished to shorten it further, by leaving out discussions
pertaining to details of jurisprudence. He considers these well known in the
works of figh and does not deem it necessary to repeat them. Both works stick
to the same organisation of the Iya@’, a total of forty books (chapters) divided
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equally over four quarters. Ibn Qudama’s work merges several books for prac-
tical reasons of length. He omits the Qawa‘id al-Aqa’id (“The Foundations of
Religious Convictions”) completely, a book that Ibn al-Jawzi also drastically
shortens because of his aversion of the knowledge discipline of kalam. The
content of the Kitab al-Sama“wa-l-Wajd (“Book on Audition and Ecstasy”), in
which al-Ghazali praises both religious sessions of audition (sama‘) and the
ecstasy they provoke, is also drastically replaced with a complete rejection of
the matter. Ibn Qudama even files it under the Kitab al-Amr bi-l-Ma‘raf wa-
[-Nahy ‘an al-Munkar (“Book of Commanding the Right and Forbidding the
Wrong”) (Black MacDonald 1902; Ibn Qudama 1991, 143-144; Ibn al-Jawzi 2010,
1:499-502; al-Ghazali 2011, 4:409-533).

4 A Sample: Narrative Virtue Ethics on Earning and Livelihood
(al-Kasb wa-l-Ma‘ash)

Let us first have a closer look at al-Kasb wa-(-Ma‘ash (“Earning and Livelihood”),
to see how this scrutiny of hadith material affects the treatment of this chapter
on the virtue ethics of acquiring one’s livelihood. This is a good example of
narrative virtue ethics in a Sufi context. The issue of whether a wayfarer should
earn one’s own livelihood through one’s own acquisition of God’s decree
(kasb), or should completely rely on God’s decree without acquiring it oneself,
is an old theme in Sufism, closely related to the themes of reliance on God
(tawakkul), renunciation (zuhd), and poverty ( fagr), as pious ideals (Reinert
1968, 141-156; Gramlich 19953, 1:158-160; Ritter 2013, 217-226; Melchert 2020,
147-151). Al-Ghazali was clearly relating to this discussion in this book of the
Thya’, taking the position that although God is the absolute and only provider
of sustenance, one should still work for it oneself and actively acquire one’s
livelihood.

This third book of the Rub‘al-Adat (“Quarter of Habits”) is divided into five
chapters. The first chapter is most relevant for the topic of hadith on virtue eth-
ics. It deals with the merits of working for one’s earnings and starts — as is typi-
cal for most books of the Ihya’— with a summary of relevant Qur’anic verses on
the topic, followed by sayings attributed to the Prophet, and, after that, sayings
of Companions, Successors, and wise men from earlier generations (athar)
related to the topic. A comparison with the chapter with the same name from
Abu Talib al-Makk1’s Qit al-Qulib shows that most of this material is directly
copied from the Qut (Gramlich 1995b, 3:610-612; al-Ghazali 2011, 3:239-246).
This rules out any deliberate organisation of hadith material by al-Ghazali to
make some kind of sophisticated ethical point through his composition, to be
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discovered by us as readers, and shows that Ibn al-Jawzi and Rida were right in
their observation that he uncritically copied passages from earlier works.

In this first subchapter, al-Ghazali mentions fourteen narrations attributed
to the Prophet, only one of which can be related back to the six canonical col-
lections, al-Tirmidh's (d. 279/892). As is also typical for the Ihya’, and as was
already the criticism from his early adversaries in the Islamic West, al-Ghazali
himself does not include any chains of transmission or sources for these narra-
tions, he only attributes them directly to the Prophet. Thematically, these nar-
rations all support the idea that earning one’s own livelihood and trade are acts
of high religious merit and virtue, and much better than just profiting from
others or waiting for one’s livelihood to fall from the sky, such as “There is a cat-
egory of sins that are only expiated by concern with seeking livelihood;” “The
trustworthy trader is resurrected on the day of resurrection with the upright
and the martyrs;” “The most permissible food that a man can eat is from what
he has earned, and from every blessed sale” (al-Ghazali 2011, 3:239—242).

The main difference between the Izya’and the epitome of Ibn al-Jawz1 in this
chapter is in the choice of narrations: Ibn al-Jawzi selects only five narrations,
of which only one, a narration that can be traced back to Ahmad b. Hanbal’s
(d. 241/855) Musnad, corresponds with the selection of al-Ghazali. The other
fourteen do not survive his critical redaction of weak material, an exception-
ally high number. The second difference lies in that Ibn al-Jawzl does mention
the source of each hadith that he includes. For two narrations, he even lists
the full chains of transmission from himself back to the Prophet, transmitting
through his direct teachers ‘Abd al-Wahhab b. al-Hafiz (fl. 6th/12th century)
and ‘Abd al-Awwal b. Isa (d. 553/159). Ibn al-Jawz1 does, thus, not only refer
these transmissions back to the compilations in which they can be found, but
really shows in his work that he is part of the living tradition of narrating these
Prophetic narrations with a full chain of transmission, attaining the highest
level of scrutiny of the chains of transmission as possible. From the other three
narrations two go back to the collections of al-Bukhari and Muslim, already
firmly canonised as the most reliable compilations, by the time of Ibn al-Jawzi
(Brown 2007, 169).

Despite the completely different set of narrations that Ibn al-Jawzi offers,
thematically there is no large difference in the hadith material selected. For
Ibn al-Jawzi, the main goal in his selection is to show the merit of earning one’s
livelihood by the work of one’s own hands or by trade, and a rejection of pas-
sivity in awaiting God’s provision. He, for example, mentions a narration that
compares earning one’s livelihood to jihad, another that mentions the food
that one brought forth by one’s own hands as the best type of food, and a nar-
ration that describes the professions of Prophets as farmers, carpenters, tailors



NARRATIONS ON VIRTUOUS ACTS 131

and shepherds (Ibn al-Jawzi 2010, 1:362—363). While Ibn Qudama has no major
deviations from Ibn al-Jawzi, he only reduced the number of cited narrations
to four (Ibn Qudama 1991, 82—84).

When we look at the athar, we see a similar dynamic of reducing the num-
ber of narrations and sometimes replacing them with other more reliable nar-
rations. Here also, al-Ghazali mentions fifteen sayings attributed to a mixture
of former Prophets, Companions of Muhammad, and illustrious Sufi figures,
such as Lugman the Wise, ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 24/644), Zayd b. Thabit
(d. 45/665), ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ad (d. 32/650), Ibrahim b. Adham (d. 161/777—
778), the Prophet Job, Ahmad b. Hanbal and Abu Sulayman al-Darani (d.
215/830) (al-Ghazali 2011, 3:243-246). The thematic content of these athar is
similar to the Prophetic narrations: working is lauded as jihad and an elevated
form of worship, and as a way to become independent from other people. All
sayings somehow suggest that begging and preferring worship over working
is ethically frowned upon. Of these fifteen athar, Ibn al-Jawzi preserves only
six in his redaction: those by Lugman, ‘Umar, Job, Ibrahim b. Adham, Ahmad
b. Hanbal and Abu Sulayman al-Darani; Ibn Qudama only leaves Lugman,
Ahmad and Abt Sulayman (Ibn Qudama 1991, 82—83; Ibn al-Jawzi 2010, 1:363).
Here, it is harder to say which criteria Ibn al-Jawzi used to narrow these options
down, whether it was a critique on their reliability, or a critique on their con-
tents, or perhaps both.

Saliant is that Ibn al-Jawzl censures or changes the sayings attributed to
Companions (‘Umar, Ibn Mas‘ad, Zayd) while he leaves the sayings of Sufi fig-
ures like Ibn Adham and al-Darani intact. A reason for this might be that he
demands a higher level of authenticity for the former, since the Companions
have a higher status as a source of religious guidance. From attributions to
‘Umar for example, al-Ghazali included two sayings directly from Qit al-Qulib:
“Let none of you sit down from seeking livelihood and say, ‘O God, provide me
with livelihood.” You know that the heaven does not let gold and silver rain
down;” and “No place is more beloved to me to have death come to me than
a place in which I am trading for my family, buying and selling.” Ibn al-Jawzi
replaces these with only one saying attributed to ‘Umar. He thus leaves the
authority cited intact as a sign of respect to the original composition, and
replaces it with a saying with a similar meaning: “To die between two work-
related travels in which I seek livelihood is more beloved to me than to die
warring on the path of God” (Ibn al-Jawzi 2010, 1:363). We can state that, in
this particular case, Ibn al-Jawzl’s critical redaction did not lead to a shift in
the intended parenetic meaning of al-Ghazali’s selection of sayings on virtue
ethics. Rather he shows that, both in the case of hadith and athar, more reli-
able alternatives can be used without losing the scope of the book out of sight.
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5 A Related Sample: Divine Unity and Reliance
(al-Tawhid wa-l-Tawakkul)

As stated earlier, the themes of poverty and renunciation (al-fagr wa-l-zuhd),
as well as trust in divine providence (tawakkul), are closely related to the
theme of earning one’s livelihood, and may be considered typical Sufi themes
(Reinert 1968), as well as its preceding movement of renunciants (zuhhad)
(Melchert 2020). In the following section, I will therefore analyse the theme of
tawakkul as well, to see whether the same approach to narrative virtue ethics
can be found here.

To understand al-Ghazali’s coupling of tawhid with tawakkul, one should
turn to the first book, Kitab al-Tlm, where al-Ghazali redefines the knowledge
discipline of tawhid as

that one sees everything coming from God, with a vision that stops one
from turning to causes and means, and only sees good and evil as com-
ing from Him. This is an honourable station, the fruit of which is trust in
divine providence.

AL-GHAZALI 2011, 11125

Al-Ghazali complains how it has now become an expression for the art of theo-
logical dispute, which was reprehensible among the salaf. He wishes to replace
it with a practical theology of virtue, in which an experiential understanding
of the unity of God leads to complete reliance upon him: God is the only agent
in the universe, and thus the only one upon which one should rely. This is a
way for al-Ghazali to reclaim the definition of tawhid as part of the inward
knowledge discipline of the heart, related to Sufism, rather than as a knowl-
edge discipline of dialectical disputation and speculative theology as practiced
by the mutakallimun.® This definition remains in the epitomes of Ibn al-Jawzi
and Ibn Qudama, likely because it fit their disapproval of kalam very well, as
well as their sober understanding of Sufism (Ibn Qudama 1991, 19; Ibn al-Jawzi
2010, 1:41). To convey this inward vision on tawhid as tawakkul in the book of
the Ihya’ dedicated to that specific subject, al-Ghazali takes his resort to hadith
literature and pious examples of earlier Sufi figures quite prominently in this
book. I shall now analyse what of that material remains in the epitomes of Ibn
al-Jawzi and Ibn Qudama.

3 This speculative theology is also followed in a mild form in Kitab Qawa'‘id al-Aga’id (“The
Foundations of Religious Convictions”) in the Ihya’, but profoundly changed in the epitome
of Ibn al-Jawzi, and completely censored in the recension of Ibn Qudama.
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As we are used to in the Jhya’, al-Ghazali also starts this book with a series
of quotes from the Qur’an on the topic, and then moves on to Prophetic nar-
rations and sayings from pious early figures (athar). He quotes a total of six
Prophetic narrations, two sayings attributed to earlier Prophets (Ibrahim and
Dawud), and eight sayings from early pious figures. The material he quotes
can be categorised in the following themes: (1) those who trust in God alone
are guaranteed Paradise without reckoning; (2) those with full trust in God’s
providence are fully provided for by Him; (3) recourse to anything other than
God, like sorcery and superstitions, is detrimental to one’s trust in God. None
of these themes seem to be something that Ibn al-Jawzi would take offence
at from his particular view on matters of creed and Sufism. The athar largely
revolve around the same themes, but here a fourth theme is added that is
absent from the hadith material: sustenance comes to the believer without
actively striving for it: this is the greatest proof that God is the Sustainer.

In the recension of Ibn al-Jawzi, the same three basic themes indeed recur
in the hadith material, and he also quotes six Prophetic narrations in total.
However, as we earlier saw in the al-Kasb wa-[-Ma‘ash, Ibn al-Jawzi, in some
cases, replaces the ahadith with thematically similar material that he deems
more trustworthy. Al-Ghazali for example cites a hadith attributed to ‘Abd
Allah b. Mas‘tid, about gathering on the day of ‘Arafat during the Hajj season,
in which the Prophet states that among those present of his community there
will be 70,000 people who will enter Paradise without reckoning, because
they fully trust on God and do not engage in sorcery or trickery. This narra-
tion in these exact wordings can only be found in the Musnad of Aba Dawud
al-Tayalis1 (d. 204/819) (al-Ghazali 2011, 8:196-197).4 Ibn al-Jawzi replaces this
with a hadith supported by a full chain of transmission instead, from himself
to Ibn ‘Abbas (d. c.68/687), through Ahmad b. Hanbal, that deals with the
same event and the same saying of the Prophet, but with different details in
the narrative (Ibn al-Jawzl 2010, 3:1228—-1229). Contrary to the narration that
al-Ghazali relates, the narrative attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas can be found in the
the two Sahihs.® It likely had higher status in the eyes of Ibn al-Jawzi, especially
because he himself had his own unique chain of transmission of the narra-
tion through Ahmad as well, underlining his identity as a Hanbali. Ibn al-Jawzi

4 Abu Dawad 1999, 1:320-322: Ma Asnada Abd Allah b. Masad (“What ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ad
Compiled”).

5 al-Bukharl 1422/2001, 8:113: Kitab al-Rigaq (“Book on Heart Softeners”), Bab Yadkhul al-Janna
Sab‘un Alfan bi-Ghayr Hisab (“Chapter on 70,000 Who Enter Paradise without Reckoning”);
Muslim n.d., 1:98: Kitab al-Iman (“Book of Faith”), Bab al-Dalil ‘ala Dukhil Tawa@if min
al-Muslimin al-Janna bi-Ghayr Hisab wa-la Adhab (“Chapter on the Evidence that Groups of
Muslims Enter Paradise without Reckoning and Punishment”).
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keeps the famous hadith that compares the believer with full trust in God with
birds in his recension, but also with his own chain of transmission included to
underline its reliability (Ibn al-Jawzi 2010, 3:1229). The other four ahadith that
al-Ghazali quotes, Ibn al-Jawzi leaves out, replacing them with four supplica-
tions attributed to the Prophet, that he derived from Aba Bakr b. Abi1-Dunya’s
(d. 281/894) Kitab al-Tawakkul (“Book on Providence”), who had an equal repu-
tation of very cautious scrutiny of hadith material, citing them without full
chains of transmission (Ibn al-Jawzi 2010, 3:1229-1230; Ibn Abi I-Dunya 1987).
As in the Book analysed above, here Ibn al-Jawzi radically chooses to replace
all sayings that he does not consider reliable enough with narrations that con-
form to his high standards. He is very consistent in this. He does decide to leave
the topics addressed intact however: his objection and censorship, in this par-
ticular case, is not related to the content of the narrations, as was the case in
Kitab al-Sama’, but only with their reliability.

Let us now see what happens to the category of athar in his epitome, as well
as the sayings of early Sufi figures. From the athar that al-Ghazali quotes, half
of them from unnamed authorities, Ibn al-Jawzi edits none. He replaces them
completely with other sayings, all with the authorities named, of which only
one authority is overlapping and includes a different saying. Reliability of the
chain of transmission was not the issue here however, nor was the supposed
creedal integrity of the figures quoted. Here is clearly a case of criticism of
the content. The main theme of the sayings quoted by al-Ghazali can be inter-
preted as a type of quietism in understanding reliance on God: it comes to the
true believer without actively seeking it oneself, indeed a fatalist conception
of tawakkul. There is a strange conflict here with what al-Ghazali propagated
earlier in Kitab al-Kasb, as well as what he propagates in the remainder of Kitab
al-Tawhid wa-l-Tawakku! (“Divine Unity and Reliance”): he himself is obviously
not in favour of such a fatalist conception, and rather agitates against that him-
self. Al-Ghazali himself did not seem troubled by this inconsistency however,
which further confirms the idea that he was uncritical in copying such sayings
from earlier sources. Al-Ghazali’s selection of sayings seems more motivated by
what was accidentally available to him at that moment than by a well-crafted
and meticulous selection that fitted what he himself propagated. This was an
unacceptable idea for Ibn al-Jawzi. As we have already learned from his intro-
duction discussed above, passively waiting for one’s sustenance was something
he considered to belong to the category of unacceptable and excessive forms of
Sufism. He thus replaces the narrative virtue ethics that al-Ghazali offers with
a narrative virtue ethics that stresses a sober lifestyle (zusd), remembrance of
death (dhikr al-mawt), and the fundamental link of tawakkul to one’s belief.
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In the second part of Kitab al-Tawhid wa-l-Tawakkul, al-Ghazali relates
several stories on tawakkul from earlier pious Sufi figures (al-Ghazali 201,
8:262—265). According to David Burrell, the goal of al-Ghazali with his presen-
tation of these narratives is “to offer one object lesson after another of a way to
take esoteric Sufi lore and allow it to inspire one’s practice” (Burrell 2001, xxi).
This is completely omitted by Ibn al-Jawzi, who clearly did not agree with the
approach of these early Sufis. Here the conflict is clearer and harsher, which
leads to a more drastic censure than in the case of earlier discussed hadith
material.

6 The Reception of the Iiya’in Modernity and the Problematisation
of Hadith on Virtue Ethics

Given the perpetual popularity of and praise for the I4ya’in later centuries, the
criticism of Ibn al-Jawzi did not directly lead to a paradigm shift in the tradi-
tion after him (al-Shami 1993a, 157-161; Cook 2001, 450—456). The very scarce
remaining manuscript evidence (only three) of Ibn al-Jawz1's work, which both
the editor and the publisher give as a reason for its late edition, also suggests
that it was not a highly popular book in the premodern age, certainly not as
popular as the Ihya’ itself (Ibn al-Jawzl 2010, 1:5, 14-15). The same can be said
of Ibn Qudama’s epitome, the first printed edition of which was also based
only on three manuscripts (Ibn Qudama 1928). Both thus remained relatively
marginal within the boundaries of their own school, with the Ihya’itself trium-
phant. Apparently, their fundamental criticism was not shared widely enough
to also be adopted outside their own local branch of the Hanbali school.

This only changed in the course of the twentieth century, with the rise of
printing. This made many forgotten manuscripts see the light of day as printed
texts, often with an agenda of “purification” of the Islamic tradition accord-
ing to Taymiyyan standards. Both early reformist and later puritan Salafis were
keen to make use of printing to advance their causes (Khan 2016, 54—55; El
Shamsy 2020, 182—-191; Bosanquet 2021). Islamic reform movements in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century cared deeply about promoting virtues
(fada’il), morality (akhlag), and refinement (tahdhib), as part of their “civili-
sation” (tamaddun) programs (Kateman 2019, 96-115). To promote religious
virtues and morality in society, the Ihya’ remained the most suitable text in
their view, but it needed some revisions to fit their broader agenda of tex-
tual criticism and critique of Sufi excesses considered to be irrational and too
miraculous. Their renewed criticism of weak and forged hadith and perceived
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irrationalities of Sufism thus had repercussions for the reception of al-Ghazalt’s
Ihya’. The Salafi-reformist scholar Rashid Rida, for example, famously dis-
cussed the status of problematic hadith material in the Ihya’ as a response to
a reader’s question in the widespread and influential journal al-Manar (“The
Lighthouse”), an article which is claimed to have been the major impetus
for Nasir al-Din al-Albant’s (d. 1420/1999) career in hadith studies (Rida 1909;
Brown 2011, 34-35). Rida admits al-Ghazali had weaknesses in his knowledge
of the classification of hadith, but acquits him from intentionally including
weak and forged transmissions in his work. Most of them, claims Rida, come
from Qut al-qulib, which al-Ghazali, according to Rida, copied in blind trust of
the original author. As we have seen, this indeed was an important source text
for the Ihya’.

Both Qut al-Qulub and the Ihya’ were epitomised by the Syrian Salafi-
reformist and hadith-specialist Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi1 (d. 1332/1914), who
maintained good contacts with Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1323/1905) and his
student Rida. Al-Qasimi even summarised the Ifiya’ on personal advice from
‘Abduh, “on condition they be edited to omit weak oral reports and spurious
stories” (Commins 1990, 62; al-Qasimi 2009, 33). Also, his published collec-
tion of Friday sermons is largely based on the structure and content of the
Ihya’, which further confirms the desire of these reformists to bring the vir-
tues propagated in the work to the masses (al-Qasimi 1907).6 Al-Qasim1 gave
an impetus to the revival of the knowledge disciplines of mustalah al-hadith
(hadith classification) and al-jarh wa-I-ta‘dil (impugning and approving) in his
circles, mainly through his Qawa‘id al-Tahdith (“The Foundations of Narrating
Prophetic Traditions”), which contains large portions of the works of Ibn
al-Jawzi (al-Qasimi 1925; al-Sarmini 2010). In his introduction to his epitome of
Abu Talib al-Makki's work, al-Wa'z al-Matlith min Qut al-Qulib (“The Required
Exhortation from The Nourishment of the Hearts”), al-Qasim1 mentions purifi-
cation from problematic Prophetic reports as a main motive:

This book of his has nevertheless never been criticised in this time, on
the objectionable reports and narrations among the people of knowledge
that it contains. Removing these from it is one of the greatest priorities
and the best things to do, because it increases its benefit and use.

AL-QASIMI 2010, 28

In the introduction to his Ihya-epitome Maw ‘izat al-Mw'minin min Ihya’ ‘Ulim
al-Din (“Exhortation of the Believers from the I4ya”) he explains that he

6 I owe this insight to my conversations with Melle Lyklema (Utrecht University), who is pre-
paring a dissertation on the subject of literature on preaching in the Islamic world.
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wished to make a version of the Ifya’ which would be more accessible to the
lay people, who had difficulty understanding the literal readings of the work
in public teaching sessions by scholars. He does not make specific reference to
the problem of unreliable ahadith, but does mention how ‘Abduh suggested
that it would be the best work for the purpose of instructing Islamic virtues to
lay people “after purifying it” (ba'da tajridihi) (al-Qasimi 2009, 41). A glance at
the content of the book, however, immediately reveals that he omitted a lot of
hadith material and mainly focused on summarising its other contents in his
own wordings. In his summary of the earlier discussed al-Kasb wa-l-Ma%sh
for example, he only preserves four narrations from the fifteen in the original
redaction of al-Ghazali, one of which can be traced back to the two Sahihs, two
to Ahmad’s Musnad, and one to al-Tabarani. Only the last of these is ranked as
weak (daf) by the editor, the son of the Damascene Salafi scholar Muhammad
Bahjat al-Bitar (1893-1976), a close friend of al-Qasimi and Rida (al-Qasimi
2009, 176-177; Weismann and Adawi 2021). Al-Qasim1 formally held a more
lenient position than Ibn al-Jawzl on using weak hadith, agreeing with the
mainstream position that it is allowed outside the realm of legal opinions, but
in his redaction, he remained strict (al-Qasimi 1925, 94—95; Brown 2011, 31-32).

This renewed interest in the Jhya’, making it suitable for a larger audience
than only the learned class, as part of the reformist mission of stimulating
moral refinement (tahdhib al-akhlag) among all layers of society, also led to a
renewed interest in and printed publication of its medieval Hanbali epitomes.
In the preceding discussion, most attention has gone to Ibn al-JawzT's epitome,
with Ibn Qudama’s epitome proving to be nothing more than a further curtail-
ment for practical reasons without a deeper ideological agenda. Why then still
include Ibn Qudama in this discussion? This has to do with the modern recep-
tion of these works, in which Ibn Qudama'’s work was dominant. Ibn Qudama’s
epitome has seen several editions in the twentieth century, most of them from
Syria, where it has been part of Islamic secondary and higher education since
the 1930s. The relatively small size of the work, its emphasis on pedagogy (tar-
biya) and good manners (adab), as well as its broad acceptability for different
strands of Islamic thought, from traditionalist to modernist, from Sufi to Salafi,
made it very suitable for that.

Given their renewed stress on reliable fadith material and the irrational
excesses of Sufism, it is no coincidence that named epitomes by Ibn al-Jawzi
and most notably Ibn Qudama became specifically popular with the advent
of the Salafi movement in the twentieth century. Although the text became
popular in a much wider circle and was certainly not limited to this group,
their engagement with editions of this work seem relatively larger than other
groups. The modern appropriation of the Mukhtasar starts in 1346/1927-1928,
when the Islamic scholar and historian Muhammad Ahmad Dahman (d. 1988),
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belonging to the emerging Salafi trend in Damascus, sees the manuscript and
edits it for publication for the first time (Ibn Qudama 1928). According to his
own testimony, his purpose was to use it as education material in the reli-
gious institutions of higher education (al-kulliyyat al-shariyya) of Syria, which
according to him indeed adopted the work in all major cities (Ibn Qudama
1978, 5-6).

The most current popular edition seems to be the edition of Shu‘ayb
al-Arnaat (d. 1438/2016) and ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Arna’ut (d. 1415/2004), which has
the endorsement of Dahman and is based on his earlier edition (Ibn Qudama,
1991). Both Shu‘ayb and ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Arna’at are not coincidentally modern
major figures in the knowledge discipline of sadith from Damascus, with the
latter subscribing to more or less the same Salafi method as al-Albani, and with
a large following (Pierret 2013, 106, 108, 111). Al-Maktab al-Islami, an important
puritan Salafi publishing house, also has issued its own edition edited by its
founder, the Damascene Salafi scholar Zuhayr al-Shawish (d. 1434/2013). In the
introduction, when the editor discusses other existing epitomes, he mentions
al-Qasimi as “the shaykh of our shaykhs.” He explains that in his methodology
of classifying its ahadith he consulted the works and followed the methodol-
ogy of “my teacher” Nasir al-Din al-Albani, with whom he indeed stood in close
contact (Pierret 2013, 20). Ibn al-JawzI's epitome was only critically edited and
published for the first time in history in 2010. This critical edition was made by
Kamil Muhammad al-Kharrat, with a preface by NaTm al-‘Irgsasi (b. 1951), cur-
rently one of the most important hadith scholars from Damascus (Ibn al-Jawzi
2010; Blecher 2018, 11-13).

These modern editions show the ongoing engagement of hadith schol-
ars with criticism on this particular aspect of the Iiya’ and the relatively
royal embrace of Salafi scholars and publishing houses of this specific text.
The involvement of scholars like Shu‘ayb al-Arna’at and Na‘im al-‘Trgsiis1 not
belonging to the Salafi trend, however, shows that it was also part of a broader
trend of renewed interest in Aadith criticism in twentieth-century Damascus
(‘Tdﬁ 2017; Snober 2020). As we will see, this broader revival of interest in
hadith criticism also had its influence on other epitomes in the twentieth cen-
tury from Syria.

This tradition of epitomes apparently left most of its traces in Syria. This
is likely because of the influence of al-Qasimi1 on the emerging Syrian (and
global) Salaff trend and the edition of Ibn Qudama’s epitome on the religious
educational curriculum. Not only the Salafi scholars of Syria engaged them-
selves with epitomes of the Ifya’, the practice also gained ground in Syrian
Sufi-oriented circles, with the same criticism of al-Ghazali’s use of hadith. The
scholar and activist Sa1d Hawwa (d. 1989) from Hama, a former leading figure
in Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood and committed Nagshbandsi, also compiled an
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epitome of the Jhya’ in the 1970s. In his vision, Islamic political movements,
also in their more militant forms, could not be successful without proper spiri-
tual training for their activists (Weismann 1993; 1997). Therefore, books like
the Ihya’ were direly needed in a more simplified form according to Hawwa,
since many challenges from al-Ghazali’s times were similar to theirs (Hawwa
2004, 5-10). In his introduction, Hawwa also explicitly mentions the question
of hadith, like most authors addressing the issue of weak and forged narrations
in the Ihya’. He says he has removed weak narrations from his epitome, as well
as the thoughts constructed on these narrations, but stresses that they are not
equal to forged narrations, since there is still a chance that the weak narrations
are really the words of the Prophet. Wherever he has left the problematic nar-
rations from al-Ghazali intact, he explains, he has added the commentary of
al-Hafiz Zayn al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahim al-‘Iraqi (d. 806/1403) to them, as well as
the classification of the strength of the narrations and their sources, but only
when they are sound in their meaning. Narrations from Prophets other than
Muhammad he has also excluded, since their reliability cannot be confirmed
(Hawwa 2004, 5—6). Hawwa thus adopted an academic rigour in hadith criti-
cism typical of the twentieth century in his approach to the hadith material
in the Ihya@’, stricter than the standards that one would thus far expect in the
scholarly circles that he emerged from.

Salih al-Shami (b. 1934), the author of a book on al-Ghazali that reads as
an apology for his legacy, produced an epitome as well, in which he is rela-
tively mild towards the problematic narrations al-Ghazali included (al-Shami
1993a; 1993b). In his apology, al-Shami recognises that al-Ghazali did indeed
use a lot of problematic narrations, as is the consensus among his critics, and
states that “every reader of the Ifya’ wished he had not done so” (al-Shami
199343, 166). In his defence he adds that the knowledge discipline of hadith was
not part of al-Ghazali’s formal training, while he was highly cultured in almost
every other discipline of knowledge. He also defends al-Ghazali’s use of hadith
on the ground, that this was very common in his age for this type of topic.
He quotes Abu I-Fida’ Isma‘l b. ‘Umar Ibn Kathir'’s (d. 774/1373) defence of
al-Ghazali in this matter, and criticises Ibn al-Jawzi for himself not living up to
the high standards on which he judges al-Ghazali in his own parenetic works,
like Dhamm al-Hawa (“Disparagement of Passion”). Even Minhaj al-Qasidin
and Ibn Qudama’s Mukhtasar contain weak narrations after all, he states,
and also scholars like Ibn al-Qayyim (d. 751/1350), known for his rigour in the
knowledge discipline of hadith, still includes weak material (al-Shami 1993a,
166-168). He thus concludes that “therefore the reasonable among the scholars
held that the weak narrations in the Ihya’ have influence on its value, but do
not completely make it lose its status; especially after God made the classifica-
tion of its narrations easy upon al-Hafiz al-‘Iraq1” (al-Shami 1993a, 168). In the



140 COPPENS

introduction to his epitome, he accentuates that he did not make yet another
summary of the Ihya’, but rather a refinement (tahdhib), which in its essence
still includes everything the Iya’ contains. He does not delve deeply into its
critics on the topic of hadith, mentioning Murtada al-Zabidi’s (d. 1205/1791)
and Taj al-Din al-SubkT’s (d. 771/1370) defenses of the work in this matter as suf-
ficient (al-Shami 1993b, 1011, 15; Reichmuth 2009, 269—334). He does consider
offering a version of the texts without weak and forged narrations as a goal, as
suggested by al-Qaradawi (d. 2022) in his work on al-Ghazali, which he explic-
itly names as an inspiration to compose this refinement (al-Shami 1993b, 27).
His summary of the al-Kasb wa-[-Ma‘ash shows that he perhaps was the strict-
est of all in this matter, leaving only three narrations intact, mentioning their
classification as either sound (sahif) or good (hasan). Thus, we also see here
that the importance of hadith criticism in the twentieth century has become
so strong that it is adopted by scholars from trends that historically would
not see a problem in citing weak material related to fad@’il al-a‘mal. This was
increasingly considered important to keep the credibility of the Jhya’ intact,
not only among scholars, as was already the case in premodern times, but even
more when aiming at a lay audience who did not have the scholarly tools to
classify the quality of narrations.

The method of Hawwa and al-Shami is fundamentally different from Ibn
al-Jawzl however: where Ibn al-Jawzi chose to radically replace the material
cited by al-Ghazali for material that he favoured, often with his own isnads
attached, these two modern authors, rather, adopted the milder criticism
of al-Hafiz al-Iraqi, and kept al-Ghazali’s own selection as the basis in their
works. It is not so much the rigorous method of Ibn al-Jawzi that they adopted,
but rather the mindset of hadith criticism that had become popular for a much
wider audience than only scholars, in the twentieth century, and the new audi-
ence created by the rise of the printing press that they likely kept in mind.
These epitomes were no longer intended for colleague scholars or religious
students only, who would be well aware of the pitfalls of the Izya’, but would
also be read by lay people without any religious training, who would not be
able to distinguish reliable from unreliable material themselves. This may have
made a rigorous selection of material more necessary in their eyes.

7 Conclusion
This chapter has only scratched a very small surface of the reception of the

Ihya’ through the ages, only focusing on the aspect of hadith on virtue eth-
ics in epitomes from Hanbali and Salafi circles. First, I have shed light on the



NARRATIONS ON VIRTUOUS ACTS 141

aspect of narrative virtue ethics in the Hanball epitomes of the Ihya’ from
Ibn al-Jawzi and Ibn Qudama, to see what the consequences of their refusal
of using unreliable hadith on virtuous acts (fada’il al-a‘mal) has been for the
way they dealt with the abundant ahadith and athar used by al-Ghazali in his
magnum opus. It appears that in the case of virtue ethics on earning and live-
lihood (al-kasb wa-l-ma‘ash) thematically Ibn al-Jawzi remained true to the
selection of al-Ghazali, but he replaced all narrations that he considered unre-
liable with hadith material that he considered reliable, often with complete
chains of narration (isndd) through his own teachers. In the case of reliance
on God (tawakkul) he changed the themes of the narrations as well, however,
because he did not agree with al-Ghazali’s excessive Sufi opinions on tawakkul,
for which al-Ghazali used unreliable hadith material as support. Ibn al-Jawzi
thus intended to offer his readers and students a summarised version of the
Thya@’ as an alternative to the original work, which had become too popular
among a large audience to debunk or neglect completely. By conforming the
work to his high standards of fadith criticism he hoped that it would no longer
undermine the elevated position of fadith in Islamic culture, as was his fear
that would happen by the widespread practice of accepting lesser standards in
the case of virtuous acts.

Second, I have reconstructed how and why these Hanbali works with their
exceptionally strict approach to hadith on virtue ethics rose to prominence
in the twentieth century after being relatively marginal in the preceding cen-
turies. The rigour of Ibn al-Jawzi on this particular aspect of the Ifya’ was an
exception in his own age and was only further popularised in the twentieth
century, mainly through the impact of Ibn Qudama’s summary in reformist cir-
cles after its rediscovery and first print in 1928 by the Damascene Salafi scholar
Muhammad Ahmad Dahman. hadith criticism on the aspect of virtue ethics of
the Ihya’ had always been present historically but was not the main point of
criticism on the work: it was commonly accepted to use unreliable hadith on
virtuous acts ( fada’il al-a'mal). When reformist movements in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century revived the ideas of Ibn al-Jawzi on hadith
criticism and consequently no longer accepted unreliable hadith on virtuous
acts, this gradually changed. This point of criticism on the Ihya’ became so
paradigmatic in modernity, that even authorities such as al-Shami and Hawwa,
who defended al-Ghazali on this point in their introductions and were more
inclined towards Sufism than Salafism, became extra rigorous on this particu-
lar aspect of hadith than one would expect from them based on their scholarly
persuasions.

Given the small sample presented here of the large reservoir of both premod-
ern and modern epitomes of and commentaries on the Ihya’, we should not
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be too hasty in attaching grand conclusions to this revival of hadith criticism
on the Iiya’. It would go too far for example to state that the rise of Salafism
was so paradigmatic in the twentieth century that it completely changed the
approach to hadith on virtue ethics in non-Salafi circles. For that criticism on
aspects of al-Ghazali’s use of fadith has been too persistent in earlier times as
well. It may be plausible, however, that non-Salafi authors became extra wary
of this criticism to keep their works acceptable for a larger audience than only
their own circle, and thus further implicated the scholarly criticism of the likes
of al-Hafiz al-Iraqi, now that their works were intended for a larger popular
audience than only specialist scholars.

These premodern Hanbali epitomes still need further academic study to
properly appreciate the reception of al-Ghazali’s creedal and Sufi ideas in the
circles of the Hanbalis of Baghdad and Damascus, and in modern and con-
temporary Salafism, where these premodern Hanbali scholars found a unique
reception history, their works entering completely different dynamics than
originally intended. This will not only potentially shed new light on the rela-
tion between historical Hanbalism, Sufism, and speculative theology, it may
also lead to new insight on the historical continuity between premodern
Hanbalism and modern/contemporary Salafism, a relation that is not yet prop-
erly and systematically investigated.

Classics of Islamic literature like al-Ghazali’s J4ya’ deserve a proper recep-
tion history to come to a deeper understanding of how this author and work
have become such icons of Islamic thought. Epitomes keep appearing all over
the Islamic world to this day, in very diverse settings (Garden 2016). I hope
to have shown that the tradition of summaries on iconic works may prove
rewarding to understand the reception history of these works. The study of
commentary traditions has by now become a well-established trend in Islamic
intellectual history. Perhaps it is time to place epitome traditions firmly on the
map as well.

Acknowledgment

This work is part of the research program “The origins, growth and dissemina-
tion of Salafi Qur’an interpretation: the role of al-Qasimi (d. 1914) in the shift
from premodern to modern modes of interpretation,” with project number
016.Veni.195.105, financed by the Dutch Research Council (Nwo).



NARRATIONS ON VIRTUOUS ACTS 143
Bibliography

‘Abd al-Hamid, ‘Ali b. Hasan. 1988. Kitab lhya’ ‘Ulum al-Din fi Mizan al-Ulama’
wa-l-Mwarrakhin. Hofuf: Maktabat Ibn al-Jawzi.

Abu Dawud al-Tayalis1. 1999. Musnad, edited by Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki,
4 vols. Cairo: Dar Hajr.

Anjum, Ovamir. 2010. “Sufism without Mysticism? Ibn Qayyim al-Gawziyyah's Objec-
tives in Madarig al-Salikin.” Oriente Moderno 90: 153—-80.

Black MacDonald, Duncan. 1902. “Emotional Religion in Islam as Affected by Music
and Singing. Being a Translation of a Book of the Thya’ ‘Ulam al-Din of al-Ghazzali
with Analysis, Annotation and Appendices.” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of
Great Britain and Ireland 3:195—252.

Blecher, Joel. 2018. Said the Prophet of God: Hadith Commentary across a Millennium.
Oakland, CA: University of California Press.

Bosanquet, Antonia. 2021. “One Manuscript, Many Books: the Manuscript and Editing
History of Ahkam Ahl al-Dhimma.” Die Welt des Islams 61(2): 153—80.

Brockelmann, Carl. 1909. Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur. Leipzig: C.F. Amelangs
Verlag.

Brown, Jonathan A.C. 2007. The Canonization of al-Bukhari and Muslim: The Formation
and Function of the Sunni Hadith Canon. Leiden: Brill.

Brown, Jonathan A.C. 2011. “Even if It'’s Not True It’s True: Using Unreliable Hadiths in
Sunni Islam.” Islamic Law and Society 18: 1-52.

Brown, Jonathan A.C. 2014. Misquoting Muhammad: The Challenge and Choices of
Interpreting the Prophet’s Legacy. London: Oneworld Publications.

al-Bukhari, Muhammad b. Isma‘il. 1422/2001. Al-Jami‘ al-Sahth al-Mukhtasar min Umir
Rasul Allah, edited by Muhammad Zuhayr b. Nasir al-Nasir, g vols. Beirut: Dar Tawq
al-Najat.

Burrell, David. 2001. Al-Ghazali: Faith in Divine Unity and Trust in Divine Providence
(Kitab al-Tawhid wa [-Tawakkul). Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae.

Commins, David. 1990. Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman
Syria. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cook, Michael. 2001. Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

El Shamsy, Ahmed, 2020. Rediscovering the Islamic Classics: How Editors and Print
Culture Transformed an Intellectual Tradition. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Fudge, Bruce. 2006. “Qur'anic Exegesis in Medieval Islam and Modern Orientalism.”
Die Welt des Islams 46(2): n15-147.

Garden, Kenneth. 2005. “Al-Ghazali’s Contested Revival: Ihya@’ ‘Ulum al-Din and its crit-
ics in Khorasan and the Maghrib.” PhD diss., Chicago University.



144 COPPENS

Garden, Kenneth. 2013. The First Islamic Reviver: Abu Hamid al-Ghazali and his Revival
of the Religious Sciences. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Garden, Kenneth. 2016. “The Revival of the Religious Sciences in the Twenty-First Cen-
tury: Su‘ad al-Hakim’s Adaptation of al-Ghazali’s Revival.” In Islam and Rationality:
The Impact of al-Ghazal; Papers Collected on His gooth Anniversary, edited by Frank
Griffel, vol. 2, 310—331. Leiden: Brill.

al-Ghazali, Aba Hamid. 20m. Thya’ ‘Ulum al-Din, 10 vols. Jedda: Dar al-Minhaj lil-Nashr
wa-l-Tawzi".

Gramlich, Richard. 1995a. Alte Vorbilder des Sufitums, 2 vols. Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz
Verlag.

Gramlich, Richard. 1995b. Die Nahrung der Herzen: Abu Talib al-Makki's Qut al-qulub
eingeleitet, iibersetzt und kommentiert, 4 vols. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag.

Griffel, Frank. 2009. Al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Haddad, Aba ‘Abd Allah Mahmuad b. Muhammad. 1987. Takhrij Ahadith Thya® ‘Ulam
al-Din lil-Traqi (725-806) wa-Ibn al-Subki (727-771) wa-l-Zabidr (1145-1205), 7 vols.
Riyad: Dar al-‘Asima.

Hawwa, Sa‘1d. 2004. Al-Mustakhlas fi Tazkiyat al-Anfus. Cairo: Dar al-Salam.

Hillenbrand, Carole. 2013. “The Kimiya-yi Sa‘adat (The Alchemy of Happiness) of
al-Ghazali: A Misunderstood Work?” In Ferdowsi, the Mongols and the History of
Iran: Art, Literature and Culture from Early Islam to Qajar Persia, edited by Robert
Hillenbrand, A.C.S. Peacock and Firuza Abdullaeva, 59-69. London: I.B. Tauris.

Ibn Abi I-Dunya, Aba Bakr. 1987. Kitab al-Tawakkul ‘ala Llah. Beirut: Dar al-Bash&’ir
al-Islamiyya.

Ibn al-Jawzi, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Al1. 1983. Talbis Iblis. Beirut: Dar al-Qalam.

Ibn al-Jawzi, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Ali. 1992. Al-Muntazam fi Ta’rikh al-Mulik wa-l-Umam,
edited by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata and Mustafa ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata, 19 vols.
Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya.

Ibn al-Jawzi, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Ali. 2010. Minhaj al-Qasidin wa-Mufid al-Sadigin,
edited by Kamil Muhammad Kharrat, 3 vols. Damascus: Dar al-Tawfiq lil-Tiba‘a wa-
1-Nashr wa-1-Tawzi.

Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi, Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman. 1928. Mukhtasar Minhaj al-Qasidin,
edited by Muhammad Ahmad Dahman. Damascus: Matba‘at Ibn Zaydan.

Ibn Qudama al-Magqdisi, Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman. 1978. Mukhtasar Minhaj al-Qasidin,
edited by Shu‘ayb al-Arna’at and ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Arna’at, first edition. Damascus:
Maktabat Dar al-Bayan.

Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi, Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman. 1991. Mukhtasar Minhaj al-Qasidin,
edited by Shu‘ayb al-Arna’at and ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Arna’at, fourth edition. Damascus:
Maktabat Dar al-Bayan.



NARRATIONS ON VIRTUOUS ACTS 145

Ibn Qudama al-Magqdisi, Ahmadb. ‘Abd al-Rahman. 2000. Mukhtasar Minhaj al-Qdsidin,
edited by Zuhayr al-Shawish, ninth edition. Damascus: al-Maktab al-Islami.

Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Ahmad. 2005. Al-Dhayl ala Tabagat
al-Hanabila, edited by ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Sulayman al-‘Uthaymin, 5 vols. Riyad:
Maktabat al-‘Ubaykan.

Id@, ‘Isam. 2017. “Siyagha Musta’nafa li-1lm al-Hadith.” In al-Dars al-Hadithi al-Mu Gsir,
edited by Ahmad al-Jabiri, 385—390. Beirut: Markaz Nama’ lil-Buhuth wa-l-Dirasat.

Kateman, Ammeke. 2019. Muhammad Abduh and His Interlocutors: Conceptualizing
Religion in a Globalizing World. Leiden: Brill.

Khalifa, Hajji. n.d. Kashf al-Zunun. Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi.

Khan, Ahmad. 2016. “Islamic Tradition in an Age of Print: Editing, Printing, and Pub-
lishing the Classical Heritage.” In Reclaiming Islamic Tradition: Modern Interpreta-
tions of the Classical Heritage, edited by Elisabeth Kendall and Ahmad Khan, 52—-100.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

al-Khatib, Mu‘tazz. 201. Radd al-Hadith min Jihat al-Matn: Dirasa fi Manahij al-
Muhaddithin wa-l-Usuliyyin. Beirut: al-Shabaka al-‘Arabiyya lil-Abhath wa-1-Nashr.

Lange, Christian. 2015. Paradise and Hell in Islamic Traditions. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Leder, Stefan. 1997. “Charismatic Scripturalism: The Hanbali Maqdisis of Damascus.”
Der Islam 74(2): 297-304.

Makdisi, George. 1979. “The Hanbali School and Sufism.” Boletin de la Associacion
Espanola de Orientalistas 15: 115-126.

Melchert, Christopher. 2020. Before Sufism: Early Islamic Renunciant Piety. Berlin:
De Gruyter.

Ormsby, Eric. 2007. Ghazali. Oxford: Oneworld Publications.

Picken, Gavin N. 2o11. “The Quest for Orthodoxy and Tradition in Islam: Hanbali
Responses to Sufism.” Fundamentalism in the Modern World 2: 237—263.

Pierret, Thomas. 2013. Religion and State in Syria: The Sunni Ulama from Coup to
Revolution. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Post, Arjan. 2016. “A Glimpse of Sufism from the Circle of Ibn Taymiyya: An Edition
and Translation of al-Ba‘labakki’s (d. 734/1333) Epistle on the Spiritual Way (Risalat
al-Sultk).” Journal of Sufi Studies 5:156-87.

Post, Arjan. 2020. The Journeys of a Taymiyyan Sufi: Sufism through the Eyes of Tmad
al-Din Ahmad al-Wasiti (d. 711/1311). Leiden: Brill.

al-Qaradawi, Yasuf. 1994. Al-Imam al-Ghazali bayna Madihthi wa-Naqidih. Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-Risala.

al-Qasimi, Jamal al-Din. 1907. Majmii‘at Khutab. Damascus: al-Maktaba al-Hashimiyya.

al-Qasimi, Jamal al-Din. 1925. Qawa‘id al-Tahdith min Funin Mustalah al-Hadith, edited
by Muhammad Bahjat al-Bitar. Damascus: Maktab al-Nashr al-‘Arabi.



146 COPPENS

al-Qasimi, Jamal al-Din. 2009. Maw izat al-Mw'minin min Ihya ‘Ulium al-Din, edited by
‘Asim Bahjat al-Bitar. Beirut: Dar al-Nafa’is.

al-Qasimi, Jamal al-Din. 2010. Al-Waz al-Matlib min Qut al-Qulab, edited by
Muhammad b. Nasir al-‘Ajmi. Beirut: Dar al-Bash@’ir al-Islamiyya.

al-Qushayr1, Muslim b. al-Hajjaj. n.d. Al-Musnad al-Sahih al-Mukhtasar bi-Naql al-Ad!
an al-Adl ila Rasul Allah, edited by Muhammad Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Bagqj, 5 vols. Beirut:
Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi.

Reichmuth, Stefan. 2009. The World of Murtada al-Zabidi (1732—91): Life, Networks and
Writings. Cambridge: Gibb Memorial Trust.

Reinert, Benedikt. 1968. Die Lehre vom tawakkul in der klassischen Sufik. Berlin: De
Gruyter.

Rida, Rashid. 1909. “Al-Ahadith al-Mawdua‘a fi Kitab al-Ihya’ wa-Riwayatuha.” Al-Manar
12: 911-912.

Ritter, Hellmut. 2013. The Ocean of the Soul: Men, the World and God in the Stories of
Farid al-Din Attar, translated by John O’Kane. Leiden: Brill.

al-Sarmini, Muhammad Anas. 2010. Al-Shaykh Muhammad Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi
wa-Juhuduh al-Hadithiyya. Beirut: Dar al-Bash@’ir al-Islamiyya.

al-Shamy, Salih Ahmad. 1993a. Al-Imam al-Ghazali: Hujjat al-Islam wa-Mujaddid al-Mi‘a
al-Khamisa. Damascus: Dar al-Qalam.

al-Shami, Salih Ahmad. 1993b. Al-Muhadhdhab min Ihya’ Ulim al-Din, 2 vols.
Damascus: Dar al-Qalam.

Siddiqui, Sohaira Z.M. 2019. Law and Politics under the Abbasids: An Intellectual Portrait
of al-Juwayni. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Snober, Ahmed. 2020. “Hadith Criticism in the Levant in the Twentieth Century: From
Zahir al-Isnad to Ilal al-Hadith.” In Modern Hadith Studies: Continued Debates and
New Approaches, edited by Belal Abu-Alabbas, Michael Dann and Christopher
Melchert, 151-170. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Swartz, Merlin. 2002. A Medieval Critique of Anthropomorphism: Ibn al-Jawzi's Kitab
Akhbar al-Sifat. Leiden: Brill.

al-Tantawi, ‘Ali. 2001 Fatawa Ali al-Tantawi: al-Juz’ al-Thani, edited by Mujahid
Dayraniyya. Jedda: Dar al-Manara.

Weismann, Itzchak. 1993. “Sa‘id Hawwa: The Making of a Radical Muslim Thinker in
Modern Syria.” Middle Eastern Studies 29(4): 601-623.

Weismann, Itzchak. 1997. “Sa‘id Hawwa and Islamic Revivalism in Ba‘thist Syria.” Studia
Islamica 85:131-154.

Weismann, Itzchak and Rokaya Adawi. 2021. “Muhammad Bahjat al-Bitar and the
Decline of Modernist Salafism in Twentieth-Century Syria.” Journal of Islamic
Studies 22(2): 237—256.



CHAPTER 6

Hadith and Sufism in Ethical Discourse
Exploring Abd al-Qadir al-Jilant's Conception of Tahbib

Salahudheen Kozhithodi and Khairil Husaini Bin Jamil

1 Introduction

The Hanbali Sufi scholar ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1166) argues in his
works, Futith al-Ghayb (“Revelations of the Unseen”) and al-Fath al-Rabbani
(“The Sublime Revelation”), that a Sufi may enjoy certain worldly pleasures
after struggling through various stages of asceticism (zufd). This chapter dis-
cusses the scriptural foundation of this idea and how al-Jilani avoided the con-
tradiction between the enjoyment of worldly pleasures and Sufi ethics, which
is based on “self-purification.” We will analyse hadith al-tahbib that translates
as “I was made to love (hubbiba ilayya) from your world women and perfume,
and I found the coolness of my eyes (qurratu ‘ayni) in performing the prayer,
and compare al-Jilant’s interpretation with that of other scholars in pre and
post Jilani era.

Some ascetics and Sufis believed that marriage and family life are hindrances
to achieving excellence in the path of Allah, as evident from different quota-
tions recorded in Sufi and zuhd literature. However, the majority refuted this
idea pointing to the life of the Prophet and his encouragement for marital life.
At the same time, the former opinion highlights the Prophet’s foresight of later
generations becoming worse overtime, and in such a time, it will be better for
a person to live isolated from people.! Likewise, some scholars found two key
terms in the hadith, “hubbiba” and “dunya” problematic, hence necessitating
explanation. How could the Prophet say that he loves things from this world
(dunya), whilst he has described it as a damned place elsewhere. Abstaining
from the dunya has often been regarded as the fundamental principle of ascet-
icism and Sufism. These contradictions have triggered various interpretations
and have sometimes placed the Sufis in a defensive mode.

1 The hadith has been recorded in various corpuses including the Sahih of al-Bukhari (see
al-Bukhari 1987, 115: Kitab al-Iman (“Book of Faith”), Bab min al-Din al-Firar min al-Fitan
(“Chapter on Avoiding/Escaping Temptation belongs to Religion”)). Scholars have used this
hadith to justify celibacy (see Ibn al-Arabi 2003, 3:144).
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Furthermore, some have criticised Sufis for enjoying worldly pleasures, and
even al-Jilani himself had faced such criticism.? By intertwining hadith with
Sufi perspectives, al-Jilani responded to this criticism and apparent contradic-
tions. At the same time, he tried to establish that the Sufi concepts of fana’
and baqa’, which refer to the developed form of asceticism, are not contradic-
tory to the Quran and Sunna as some may have claimed. Indeed, the hadith
mentioned above is a piece of excellent scriptural evidence to substantiate
his stance.

2 Takhrij and the Form of the Hadith

The hadith was recorded on the authority of Anas b. Malik (d. 93/712) from
the beginning of the third/ninth century in different sources, including those
which were arranged according to themes and narrators such as Sunans and
Musnads. Yet, among the six canonical ones, only al-Nasa1 (d. 303/915) recorded
it in his compendium.? Al-Hakim al-Naysaburl (d. 405/1014) recorded it in his
Mustadrak and evaluated it as authentic by the standard of Muslim, though
the latter did not record it in his work. Nevertheless, the great hadith scholar
and verifier, Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1448), treated it as a considerable
one (hasan) (Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani 1995, 3:249).

In the primary thematic sources of hadith, the hadith of tahbib has been cited
to highlight various issues including the status of salat (prayer) in Islam as found
in Muhammad b. Nasr al-Marwaz1's (d. 294/906) Ta%im Qadr al-Salat (“The
Aggrandisement of the Status of Prayer”) (al-Marwazi 1986, 1:331). Al-Marwazi
stated that salat is the most significant act of worship in the eyes of Allah;
thus, He made it dearer to His dearest servant. It is also recorded as an encour-
agement towards marriage in the book of Nikah (“Marriage”), in Abii ‘Awana’s
(d. 316/928) Mustakhraj (“The Extracted”) and al-Bayhaqr's (d. 458/1066) al-
Sunan al-Kubra (“The Great Sunnas”).# Unlike the latter, the former gave quite
along title for his chapter to project the fadith as an instruction by the Prophet
to all Muslims to marry more than one wife whenever possible, to bring forth

2 See the questions he encountered pertaining to his marriage below.

3 Al-Nasa’11986, 7:61: Kitab Ishrat al-Nisa’ (“Book on Living with Women”), Bab Hubb al-Nisa’
(“Chapter on the Love for Women”).

4 Al-Isfarayiniig98, 3:12: Kitab al-Nikah (“Book of Marriage”), Bab Dhikr Hadd al-Nabi ‘ala Tazwij
al-Abkar al-Wadud al-Walud wa-‘ala Ibtigha’ al-Nasl fa-Yukathir bihinna [-Umam (“Chapter on
the Prophet’s Encouragement of the Marriage of Amiable and Fertile Virgin Women and on
Pursuing Offspring to Increase the Population”); al-Bayhaqi 2003, 7:124: Kitab al-Nikah (“Book
of Marriage”), Bab al-Raghba fi [-Nikah (“Chapter on Desiring Marriage”).



HADITH AND SUFISM IN ETHICAL DISCOURSE 149

more good people into their community. For al-Nasa1, the hadith instructs men
to observe fair treatment of women. Therefore, he included it in the chapter of
Kitab Ishrat al-Nisa’ (“Kind Treatment of Women”) under the subheading of
Bab Hubb al-Nisa’ (“Loving Women/Wives”).

On the other hand, the part of the hadith regarding fragrance has been the
concern of other hadith compilers such as ‘Abd al-Razzaq (d. 211/827) and Aba
1-Shaykh (d. 369/979) (al-Asbahani 1998, 2:58). The former presented it in a
chapter titled Bab al-Mara Tusalli wa-Laysa fi Raqabatiha Qilada wa-Tatayyub
al-Rijal (“A Woman Prays without a Necklace on Her Neck and Perfume of
Men”) in his Musannaf(“The Topically Arranged”), whereas the latter employed
it in a chapter titled Bab Dhikr Mahabbatihi lil-Tibi wa-Tatayyubihi bihi (“The
Mention of the Prophet’s Love for Perfumes”). Quite intriguingly, Ibn Abi ‘Asim
(d.287/900) in his collection on asceticism alluded to the fact that wives and
perfumes could not be considered as something against asceticism. His chap-
ter is titled Bab Hubbiba ilayya min Dunyakum al-Nisa’ wa-[-Tth (“Wives and
Perfumes are Made Dearer to Me [the Prophet]”) (Ibn Abi ‘Asim 1988, 1:119).
The hadith was also recorded in the Musnad (“The Supported”) of Ahmad b.
Hanbal (d. 241/855) and al-Mujam al-Awsat (“The Middle Sized Mujam”) of
al-Tabarani (d. 360/971) on the authority of Anas b. Malik (Ahmad b. Hanbal
2001, 19:305; al-Tabarani 1995, 5:241).

Though the scholars have no serious disagreement on the authenticity of the
hadith, they have different opinions regarding its textual form. The most signif-
icant amongst such debates is the one concerning the number “three” (thalath)
found in some versions of the hadith, i.e., “three things from your dunya are
made dear to me.” While scholars like Ibn Farak (d. 406/1015), al-Kalabadhi
(d. 380/990) and al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) have tried to justify it, others like Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350) have argued that it is not part of the origi-
nal hadith; instead, it was later added into the text.> According to Ibn Hajar
al-‘Asqalani and others, the addition “three” was not found in any primary
sources of the hadith. It was only found in some non-hadith experts’ works
such as Ihya® ‘Ulam al-Din (“The Revival of Religious Sciences”) of al-Ghazali
and al-Kashshaf (“The Revealer”) of al-Zamakhshari (al-Sakhawi 1985, 1:292).

Finally, another genre that could be said to have also pursued the debate
on the literal form of the hadith is the genre of al-ahadith al-mushtahira
(viral hadith). Some of the works of this genre include al-Magasid al-Hasana
(“The Good Purposes”) of al-Sakhawi (al-Sakhaw1 1985, 1:292) and Kashf
al-Khafa’ (“Uncovering the Hidden”) of al-‘Ajlani (d. 1162/1749) (al-‘Ajluni 2000,

5 See their interpretations below. For Ibn Fiirak’s and Ibn al-Qayyim’s justifications, see Ibn
Farak 2015; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya 1997, 238.
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1:391-393). The authors validated the hadith by referring to various narrations
and additions found in different reports. However, both affirmed that the
addition of the words “three things” was not found in any narrations recorded
in the primary sources. For them, this addition affects the meaning of the
hadith because prayer should not be qualified as one of the worldly matters.
Nevertheless, al-Ajluni, a later contributor to this genre, did not object to the
views of those who report and interpret the “three things.” He attempted to
justify that the third of the three things could have been omitted from the nar-
ration. It could be retrieved from a version reported by Ahmad b. Hanbal on
the authority of ‘Aisha (d. 58/ 678), which reads, “He likes three things from this
world: women, perfumes, and food. He gained two but not the third. He got
women and perfumes but not the food” (al-‘Ajlani 2000, 1:391-393).

3 Hadith of Tahbib: Interpretations in Hadith Commentaries

In the pre-Jilani era, Sufis and people of zuhd were the individuals most inter-
ested in this hadith. After al-Jillani, the hadith of tahbib can be said to have
gained wider attention. The main reason could be the increasing scholarly
engagements with the Sunan of al-Nasa’l. Another secondary source of the
hadith, which has also attracted numerous great exegetes to advance worth-
ful discussions about its meaning, is al-Shifa (“The Healing”) of al-Qad1 ‘Iyad
(d. 544/1149). The hadith was considered as a part of the shama’il (quali-
ties and attributes) of the Prophet, particularly concerning his marital life.
Continuous discussion on the hadith within this genre could be appreciated
from al-Mawahib al-Ladunniyya (“The Divine Providences”) of al-Qastallani
(d. 686/1287). On the other hand, scholars of jurisprudence deduced rulings
on fragrance from the fadith. Due to the multidimensional nature of its inter-
pretation, debates surrounding the hadith will be tackled in several sections
as follows.

4 Zuhd and Marriage: Conflict or Harmony?

The most critical point with regards to this debate is that, as far as the available
sources are concerned, no scholar has connected this sadith with the concepts
of fana’ and baga’ prior to al-Jilani. A contemporary scholar of al-Jilani, al-Qadi
‘Iyad, did discuss this hadith, however with an attempt to suit the hadith to the
notion of zuhd (al-Qadi ‘Iyad 1987, 1:19—46). He averred that married life does
not contradict with the practice of zuhd by citing the examples of married



HADITH AND SUFISM IN ETHICAL DISCOURSE 151

Prophets. Although there were unmarried Prophets, according to him, the
ones who got married and fulfilled their family duties are deemed higher in
status. Al-Qadi ‘Tyad perceived the hadith as a general promotion for marriage
whereas al-Jilani undoubtedly proclaimed that nikah is prohibited for a murid,
and in terms of murad, he has no choice but to follow what has been deter-
mined by God.

Al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s appropriation of this hadith to zuhd was a response to those
who thought that marriage is a hindrance on the path towards Allah. In Qat
al-Qulitb (“The Nourishment of the Hearts”) of Abai Talib al-Makki (d. 386/996)
and Ihya ‘Ulum al-Din of al-Ghazali, imam Ahmad was quoted as saying that he
had debated a group of scholars regarding Hasan al-BasiT’s (d. 110/728) claim
that “if Allah wishes khayr (goodness) for a person He will not occupy him with
family and wealth” (al-Makki 2005, 2, 413). The well-known Sufi contemporary
to Ahmad, Bishr al-Hafi (d. 227/841) was not married, and when he was asked
about it, he replied that he preferred to be engaged with obligatory deeds to
the supererogatory ones (al-Ghazali n.d., 2:23). The great Sufi literature, such as
the two mentioned above, discusses both views that encourage or discourage
marriage in detail and provide many traditions in support of both arguments.

As mentioned earlier, Ibn Abi ‘Asim argues that wives and perfumes could
not be considered as something against asceticism. Yet, other works on asceti-
cism included a section on Bab man Kariha al-Mala wa-l-Walad (“Disinterest
in Offspring and Wealth”) in which some ascetics were reported to ask Allah to
be free from offspring and wealth. Astonishingly, when those ascetics wish to
pray against anyone, they will pray that Allah increase the person’s wealth and
children, so that he will be burdened with them (Ibn al-Jarrah 1984, 415—-417).

On another note, the Maliki scholar Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148) attempted
reconciliation by exploiting the change of condition across generations.
Marriage was not a hindrance in the path of Allah for the early generation.
However, in later times, some scholars and ascetics found that the world had
become more challenging, and people became compelled to commit prohib-
ited acts to earn their livelihood and provide for their families. Therefore, the
scholars and ascetics rejected family life and preferred seclusion (‘uzla). Ibn
al-‘Arabi viewed this stance as a strong position since the Messenger of Allah
had said: “The best possession of a Muslim will be a herd of sheep with which
he retires to the top of a mountain or places where rain is expected to fall (pas-
tures), in order to safeguard his faith from tribulation.”® However, he made it
clear that there is no monasticism in Islam as found in Christianity, and one is

6 Al-Bukhari 1987, 115: Kitab al-Iman (“Book of Faith”), Bab min al-Din al-Firar min al-Fitan
(“Chapter on Avoiding/Escaping Temptation belongs to Religion”).
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not supposed to immerse in worship and avoid all worldly matters, including
the family. The scholars who seem to favour a life similar to monasticism were
actually referring to extraordinary circumstances due to the widespread of cri-
sis (Ibn al-‘Arabi 2003, 3:144).

The tenth/seventeenth century scholar al-Ghazzi (d. 1061/1651) also quoted
this hadith to change the perception of people who manipulated the sayings of
early scholars to discourage marriage, and to depict it as an act contradictory
to asceticism. He treated all these statements as conditional; when a marriage
diverts a person’s attention from obeying Allah and from abiding by His rules,
then it is a hindrance in the path of worshipping Allah. Any comforts with
wives and fragrance in this world could not be treated generally as blamewor-
thy. However, he did not provide explanation on how they deviate man from
the straight path and how a person can overcome them (al-Ghazzi 2011, 1:184).

A pro-Salafi contemporary interpreter, ‘Abd al-Rahman Nasir al-Barrak
(b. 1933-1934) used this fadith to criticise Ibn Rajab al-Hanbalt’s (d. 795/1392)
position on Kalimat al-Ikhlas (“The Word of Devotion”). Ibn Rajab stated that
“the ‘arifin have no engagements other than what they have with their Lord
and no concerns about something other than Him ...” According al-Barrak, it is
nothing but an utterance of some extreme ascetics who transcended the limits
with a wrong ijtihad due to their ignorance. Al-Barrak criticised this position
on the ground that it contradicts the hadith of tahbib. He finds no issue in
engaging with family, children, and other lawful comforts. However, unlike his
predecessors, he resorts to criticising Ibn Rajab instead of offering a reconcil-
ing interpretation (al-Barrak 2014, 110).

5 Material World: Love or Curse?

In his commentary, al-Qadi ‘Iyad had given attention to the apparent contra-
diction between this hadith and the Islamic concept of cursing the material
world (dunya), since this hadith treats three things among worldly matters and
depicts the dunya as the loved one. Therefore, he noted that the Prophet did
not see women and perfume as Ais worldly matters, but he used the words
“your worldly matters.” This was concluded from the addition found in some
versions, i.e., the phrase Aubbiba ilayya min dunyakum, which means some of
your worldly matters that have been made dear to me.” According to al-Qadi

7 The hadith has been recorded without the possessive pronoun “kum” (see al-Maqdist 2000,
5:122; Abii Yala I-Mawsili 1984, 6:237; Ahmad b. Hanbal 2001, 21:433). So, the meaning would
be “I was made to love from the world ...”
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‘Iyad, the Prophet perceived these matters as his akhira (the Hereafter) affairs
since a Muslim can convert any worldly matter to that of the Hereafter by hav-
ing the right niyya (insight). Nevertheless, a question remains due to this inter-
pretation — it leaves no specific reason to the mention of only these two things
since all worldly matters share the same potential of convertibility.

Other interpretations offered to solve this contradiction are those by
al-Kalabadhi and al-Ghazali. Al-Kalabadhi opines that the article “min” in the
hadith could be given the meaning of “fi” which then indicates that women,
fragrance, and prayer are the three things made dear to the Prophet during his
life in this world (hubbiba ilayya wa-and fi [-dunya), but they are not part of
this world. Unlike later hadith scholars, he treated the word three as a part of
the hadith and tried to answer two questions simultaneously: firstly, how can
the Prophet love something that is a part of this world? and secondly, how can
prayers be attributed as a part of this material world? Hence, these non-worldly
affairs are made dear in this world while he was here. He further elaborated
that this hadith indicates a very high stage of ubudiyya (worship) achieved by
the Prophet. Prayer is the most elegant form of glorification (tazim) of Allah,
and this fadith implies that the Prophet had attained it. The other two mat-
ters, women and fragrance, represent excellent interaction with the creations
of Allah, which should be done by fulfilling their due rights as well as being
kind and generous towards them. He further added that fragrance is amongst
the rights of the angels, and the Prophet was applying it to fulfil their rights.
Indeed, the Prophet himself is the most beautiful fragrance in this world and
he does not need any fragrance (al-Kalabadhi 1999, 25). In short, al-Kalabadhi
attempted to establish that the love mentioned in this fadith was not a mere
love of comforts in the material world, rather it was part of achieving the finest
form of ‘ubiidiyya and excellent dealing with others.

Al-Ghazali also viewed this hadith as apparently contradicting with the
basic principles of asceticism and Sufism, discussing it in the book of Dhamm
al-Dunya (“Condemnation of the Worldly”). He argued that the things found
in the dunya are of mainly three categories, the first of which are the things
that will go to the next world, such as one’s knowledge and actions. By knowl-
edge he means the recognition of God, His attributes, His actions and His
sovereignty over heaven and earth, and by actions, the actions done for the
sake of God. To him, though it is part of the dunya, it is not blameworthy but
praiseworthy. To substantiate his position, he cited the hadith of tahbib. Even
though prayer is classified with the dunya, it is an action done in the dunya
for the akhira. Consequently, actions related to marriage and using fragrance,
although mentioned as part of the dunya, do not fall into the category of a
blameworthy dunya (al-Ghazali n.d., 23).
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6 Jurisprudential Perspective

In dealing with the hadith of tahbib, most of the scholars of jurisprudence
focused on the subject of fragrance. The Maliki Ibn al-‘Arabi referenced this
hadith in his interpretation of al-Muwatta’ (“The Well-Trodden Path”), titled
Kitab al-Qabas (“The Book of Allusion”), to explain away other fadith that
claimed the Prophet applied perfumes during sajj whilst it is considered a pro-
hibition to do so during such ritual. Ibn al-‘Arabi grouped different opinions of
scholars into four, the first of which is that applying perfumes while perform-
ing hajj and ‘umra is an exclusive right (khususiyya) of the Prophet. It is allowed
exclusively to him because it was specifically made dear to him by Allah. Ibn
al-‘Arabi further observed that the Prophet was given some privileges regard-
ing whatever was made dear to him. In terms of prayer, it was obligatory for
him to pray at night whilst it was only supererogatory for others. Likewise, he
was allowed to marry more than four wives, as well as conduct his marriages
without the presence of guardians and witnesses. Therefore, according to Ibn
al-‘Arabi, it is not strange to have a special privilege for the Prophet in apply-
ing perfume during pilgrimage (Ibn al-‘Arabi 1992, 1:553). Ibn al-‘Arabi also dis-
cussed this hadith in his commentary on Jami‘ al-Tirmidhi (“The Compilation
of al-Tirmidhi”) explaining that the Prophet never rejected perfume when it
was offered to him because he needed it and at the same time, it was made
dear to him, combining need and love here. It is possible in his case to reject
things other than perfume if there is any reason to do so (Ibn al-‘Arabi n.d.,
10:236). Obviously, the Prophet does not need fragrance since he himself is fra-
grant, therefore, by “need,” Ibn al-‘Arabi might have intended his need to fulfill
the rights of angels as mentioned above.

7 Tahbib as a Sublime Quality of the Prophet

As seen above, some jurists and Sufis have considered this fadith as addressing
a specific privilege of the Prophet. While al-Kalabadhi treated it as an indica-
tion of the most excellent form of human being reserved for the Prophet, Ibn
al-‘Arabl treated it as a reason for a concession to marrying more than four
wives and applying perfumes during pilgrimage. Likewise, this hadith has
been much discussed as part of the Prophet’s shama’il (sublime qualities of
the Prophet). Al-Suyuti (d. 911/1505), in his commentary on Sunan al-Nasa’i
(“The Traditions of al-NasaT"), investigates the wisdom behind the tahbib from
two different angles. On the one hand, it is a ba/a’ (hardship from God) because
world matters have been made dear to a person whereas he needs to dedicate
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his love solely to God. Therefore, life has become the most challenging task for
him. On the other hand, when the enemy of the Prophet accused him as being
a sahir (sorcerer), or a poet who was oblivious to ordinary life, he became con-
cerned with worldly matters to refute their claims. In that sense, it is not a
hardship, but rather a mercy from God (al-Suyuti 1986, 61-63).

Al-Sind1 (d. 170/787) added that the divine wisdom behind the Prophet’s
love towards women was educational. His wives could convey many lessons
from his private affairs to the coming generations. As for the perfume, it was
the dearest thing to the angels and as a prophet who dealt with angels, he
was using it to please them. Al-Sindi infers that his Aubb was not a mere love
of worldly matters, but by doing so, he was fulfilling some noble objectives.
However, the coolness of the eyes is located in the Prophet’s conversation with
God during his prayers. It conveys the idea that if a worldly pleasure hinders
the love towards God, it is not a praiseworthy thing. It is only laudable when it
enhances the love towards God (al-Sind1 1986, 61-62).

On another part, most of the interpreters of Mishkat al-Masabih (“The
Niche of Lamps”) such ‘Abd al-Haqq al-Dihlaw1 (d. 1052/1642) and ‘Al 1-Qari
(d. 1014/1606) also elaborated on the meaning of the hadith. They have given
some attention to the word “hubbiba” as it denotes that the love did not origi-
nate from the Prophet’s nature or self, but that Allah compelled him to be so as
a mercy for mankind (al-Dihlaw1 2014, 8:480; ‘Ali 1-Qari 2002, 8:3294). Though
both of them were seen as coming from Sufi backgrounds, they did not relate
tahbib with the Sufi concepts of baga’ and fana’ as found with al-Jilani.

In Nuzhat al-Majalis wa-Muntakhab al-Naf@’is (“Unwinding Councils and
Precious Selections”), al-Saffur1 (d. 894/1489) narrated a background story,
without any isnad, to offer context for the hadith. It says that when the Prophet
mentioned this hadith, Abu Bakr (d. 13/634), ‘Umar (d. 23/644), ‘Uthman
(d. 35/656) and ‘Ali (d. 40/661) responded one after another by citing the
things that were made dear to them. Abti Bakr said that he was made to love
three things from this world — to sit in front of the Prophet, to recite salawat
(prayers) upon him and to spend his wealth for him. Thereupon ‘Umar said:
“I was made to love three things from this world; commanding good, forbid-
ding evil, and establishing the hudud (the prescribed punishments).” Then
‘Uthman responded that he was made to love feeding the hungry, spreading
salam (peace greeting), and praying at night while people are sleeping. Finally,
‘Ali said: “T was made to love three things from this world; fighting with the
sword, fasting in summer and serving guests.” Then the angel Gabriel informed
the Prophet about things that he was made to love, saying: “I was made to love
descending upon Prophets, carrying the message to Messengers, and praising
Allah the Lord of the Worlds.” Then Allah informed the Prophet about the three
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things that He likes most: a tongue that always recites dhikr, a thankful heart
and a body that is patient during hardship (al-Saffur1 1867, 1:52—53). Al-Safftri
commented that when this hadith reached the four eponymous founders of
the legal madhahib (legal schools), Aba Hanifa (d. 150/767) was reported to
say: “I was made to love acquiring knowledge throughout the nights, avoiding
self-praise and arrogance, and having a heart that avoids the love of dunya.”
Malik (d. 179/796) also related the three things that were made dear to him:
being a neighbour to the Prophet'’s grave, attachment with his soil, and paying
respect to his relatives (ahl al-bayt). Al-Shafi1 (d. 204/820) said that he was
made to love dealing with people with compassion, avoiding things that lead
to pretentiousness, and following the way of tasawwuf. Ahmad responded that
he was made to love following the Prophet in his sayings, seeking God’s bless-
ings with his lights, and embarking on the path of his examples (al-Safftri 1867,
1:52—53). Indeed, al-SaffurT’s extended story includes many of the major early
Islamic figures, truly providing a lesson of “three” important loveable actions
for later generations.

This long narration was repeated with some variations in al-Qastallant’s
al-Mawahib al-Laduniyya and al-Ajlant's Kashf al-Khafa’. Though the authen-
ticity is questionable, this provides another unique understanding of the
hadith. It indicates that the things made dearer to people could be of anything
apart from women and perfume. In a sense, it is congruent with al-Jilan1’s con-
cept of tahbib where certain worldly pleasures are made dearer to specific indi-
viduals (al-‘Ajlani 2000, 1:391-393; al-Qastallani n.d., 2:221).

8 Theosophical Perspective

It is not surprising to find that the one who treated this hadith from a theo-
sophical perspective was the renowned Sufi luminary Muhyi 1-Din Ibn
al-‘Arabl. He interpreted this fadith in Fusis al-Hikam (“Bezels of Wisdom”)
appropriating it to a theosophical system called by others as “the unity of
being” (wahdat al-wujad). Starting with Adam, each of the 27 chapters of Fusis
is dedicated to a Prophet mentioned in the Qur'an. The chapters are based on
a specific Qur’anic verse or Prophetic hadith that describes the characteristics
of the respective Prophet. The final chapter is dedicated to the last Prophet
Muhammad, and its entire discussion is based on the hadith of tahbib.
According to Ibn al-‘Arabi, all things are reflections of a unique and unified
Absolute Reality, God. Some things are a greater manifestation compared to
others, such as the Prophets amongst other creatures and Prophet Muhammad
amongst other Prophets — he is the highest manifestation. He also believed
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that a woman is the one who completes a man’s recognition of the divine, and
a man'’s witnessing of God in a woman is the most excellent witnessing. After
quoting the first part of the fadith, “three things from your dunya are made
dear to me,” Ibn al-‘Arabi said that among the three, Allah started with women
even before prayer due to this state (Bali Zadah 2002, 312—313). Unlike other
interpreters, he gave much attention to the order stated in the hadith. To him,
knowing a woman is part of knowing one’s self since she is an excellent mani-
festation of the oneness of being. Only those who achieve that knowledge can
reach the core of prayer, which is a part of knowing God. Whoever knows him-
self knows his Lord. According to him:

When man witnesses Allah in women, his witnessing is in the passive;
when he witnesses Him in himself, regarding the appearance of woman
from Him, he witnesses Him in the active. When he witnesses Him from
himself without the presence of any from him, his witnessing is in the
passive directly from Allah without any intermediary. So, his witnessing
of Allah in the woman is the most complete and perfect because he wit-
nesses Allah inasmuch as He is both active and passive. For this reason,
the Prophet, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, loved women.

IBN ‘ARABI 2014, 128

According to his interpretation, the love of women is not a matter of worldly
pleasure; instead, it is a medium for acquiring the ultimate knowledge about
God, which is called ma‘ifa (gnosis). He further argued that every subject
yearns for its origin. Man yearns for his Lord® because He created man in His
image by blowing His rith (spirit). God loves him, who is in His image. Likewise,
He makes loveable to man the woman whom He extracted for him from him
and who appeared in His image. When a man loves a woman, he desires their
union, and the best way to achieve it is through marriage. Ibn al-‘Arabi states:

When a man loves a woman, he seeks union with her, that is to say the
most complete union possible in love, and there is in the elemental sphere
no greater union than that between the sexes. It is [precisely] because
such desire pervades all his parts that man is commanded to perform

8 This is based on the Qurianic verse 32:9, which reads: “Then He proportioned him and
breathed into him from His [created] spirit and made for you hearing and vision and
hearts; little are you grateful,” and the hadith “The Prophet, peace and blessings be upon
him said, ‘Allah created Adam in His image ...” (al-Bukhari 1987, 5:2299: Kitab al-Istidhan
(“Book of Asking Permission”), Bab Bad’ al-Salam (“Chapter on Commencing with the Peace
Greeting”)).
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the major ablution. Thus, the purification is total, just as his annihilation
in her was total at the moment of consummation. God is jealous of his
servant that he should find pleasure in any but Him, so He purifies him by
the ablution, so that he might once again behold Him in the one in whom
he was annihilated, since it is none other than He Whom he sees in her.

IBN ‘ARABI 2014, 128

In terms of the fragrance (tib), the Prophet mentioned it after women because
women are the best perfume. They have fragrance in their form (takwin) itself,
and the best perfume is the embracement of the well-beloved (Ibn ‘Arabi
2014, 128).

Ultimately, within the domain of hadith literature, the association of tahbib
with the concepts of fana’ and baga’ was only found in the writings of ‘Abd
al-Ra’uf al-Munawi (d. 1031/1622), an Ottoman scholar from Cairo. He was
known for his works on the early history of Islam and the history of Sufism
in Egypt, and he was also a disciple of al-Sha‘rani (d. 973/1565). In his seminal
work, Fayd al-Qadir (“Revelation of the Omnipotent”), al-Munaw1 mentions
that some scholars have related tahbib with fana@ and baga’ and, to them, the
hadith refers to a state after fana’. When an aspirant annihilates in God without
having any personal intention and desire, God places some worldly matters in
his mind. Yet, al-Munawi did not mention al-Jilani by name. Nevertheless, it is
after al-Munawi that this concept found extensive elaboration in hadith inter-
pretive discourse (al-Munawi 1937, 3:371).

9 Hadith al-Tahbib in al-Jilani’s Works

The hadith of tahbib was mentioned two times in al-Fath al-Rabbant and once
in Futah al-Ghayb.® In al-Fath, the hadith has been quoted as: “I was made to
love from your world women and perfume, and the delight of my eyes has
always been in the prayer.” In some latest editions of al-Fath, there is an addi-
tion of the words “three things,” i.e., “I was made to love three things from your
world;” however, they were absent in the earliest one. The addition was also
found in the early editions of Futith al-Ghayb. This addition has caught the

9 This hadith has been mentioned in al-Fath in the seventh discourse on patience, and in the
25th discourse on ascetic detachment in the world (al-zuhd fi [-dunya) (al-J1lan11988, 44, 114).
It has also been mentioned in Futith in the sixth discourse on al-fana’ ‘an al-khalqg (al-Jilan1
1973, 14).
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attention of many Aadith scholars since it raises some questions as explained
above.

The apparent meaning that an ordinary reader gets from the hadith is
that the Prophet likes perfumes and women, yet he still found real happiness
whilst performing prayers. Qurrat al-‘ayn (literally, the coolness of the eyes) is
an Arabic metaphor for enjoyment as the tears become cold when a person
becomes extremely happy (Ibn Manzur 1993, 12:582).

In the seventh discourse on “patience” in al-Fath al-Rabbani, a lecture that
al-Jilani delivered in his ribat (Sufi lodge) on 17 Shawwal 545 (13 February 1151),
he elaborated on the hadith of tahbib uttering the following:

Hate all things and love the creator of all things. Then if He makes you
love one of the things you have hated, you may do so in safety, because
He is the one giving rise to the love, not you. This is why the Prophet,
Allah bless him and give him peace, said: “I have been made to love three
things: perfume, women, and the coolness of my eyes (chief comfort) is in
the prayer.” He was made to love them after disliking, forsaking, renounc-
ing, and shunning them. You must now rid your heart of everything aside
from Him until He makes you love whatever part thereof, He will.

‘ABD AL-QADIR AL-JILANI 1992, trans. HOLLAND, 61

Again, in his speech on “renouncing worldly affairs” on 19 Dhu 1-Hijja 545
(15 April 1151), he quoted the same hadith saying:

When a person is sincere (sadiq) in his asceticism, his allotted shares (of
worldly things) come to him. He receives them and uses them to clothe
himself outwardly, while his heart is filled with abstemiousness toward
them and other such things. This is why our Prophet Muhammad, Allah
bless him and give him peace, was more ascetic than Jesus, blessings and
peace be upon him, and the other Prophets, blessings and peace be upon
them, although he did say: “I have been made to love three things belong-
ing to this world of yours: perfume, women and my chief comfort is given
in prayer.”

He loved all these, despite his abstemiousness towards them and other
things, because they were part of his allotted share, of which his Lord,
almighty and Glorious is He, had foreknowledge. So, he accepted them
in fulfilment of the (Lord’s) commandment. Carrying out that command-
ment is obedience, so whoever receives his allotted shares in this manner
is in a state of obedience, even if he is fully involved in this world.

‘ABD AL-QADIR AL-JILANI 1992, trans. HOLLAND, 178
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In the two quotes above, al-Jilan1 did not connect the hadith to the concepts
of fana’ and baqa’, two well-known concepts in Sufism. However, in Futith al-
Ghayb, the hadith was discussed in the sixth discourse on al-fana’ ‘an al-khalg
(vanishing from the creature). Apart from this, two other stages of fana’ were
explained here: vanishing from desires, and vanishing from one’s own will,
together with the signs of each stage. For the first, a person should completely
avoid all social contact with people to free his mind from desiring what they
possess (al-Jilani 1973, 14). For the second, it is a sign to discard all efforts for,
and contact, with worldly means in acquiring any benefits and avoiding any
harms. Al-Jilani explained it as:

to not move oneself in one’s own interest and to not rely on oneself in
matters concerning oneself and to not protect oneself nor help oneself,
instead, leave the entire things to God; because He had the charge of it in
the beginning, so will have it till the end, just as the charge rested on Him,
when you were hidden in the womb (of your mother) as also when you
were being suckled as a baby in the cradle.

AL-JILANI 1973, 14

The sign of vanishing from one’s will is to maintain the passivity of the organs
of his body and the calmness of his heart at the time of the manifestation of
the will and act of God, without entertaining any resolve or having any desire.
This passivity is not unique to tahbib, rather it is discussed with the highest
level of almost all other Sufi concepts, for example, rida (satisfaction) (Khalil
2014, 378). At this moment, one will not have any feeling of internal need nor
any purpose, God will be his only objective (al-Jilani n.d., trans. Ahmad, 31-32).

Passing these three stages, an aspirant will reach into a phase called baga’
(subsistence). Al-Jilan1 explains the ultimate stage, baga’, an aspirant reaches
by passing through the above-mentioned three different levels:

After this experience, you will never remain broken down. Neither any
sensual desire nor any will remain in you like a broken vessel that retains
neither any water nor any dreg. And you will be devoid of all human
actions so that your inner self will accept nothing but the will of God. At
this stage, miracles and supernatural things will be ascribed to you. These
things will be seen as if proceeding from you when in fact they will be
acts of God and His will.

Thus, you will be admitted to the company of those whose hearts have
been smashed and their animal passions have vanished. Hence, they
have been inspired by the Divine will and new desires of daily existence.
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Itis about this stage that the Holy Prophet PBUH, says: “Three things have
been made dearer to me ..."

AL-JILANI n.d., trans AHMAD, 31-32

In his work, al-Ghunya li-Talibi Tarig al-Haqq (“Richness for the Seeker of the
Truth”), al-Jilani does not reference the hadith neither to encourage marital life
nor to promote the use of perfumes as many early and later scholars had done.
Unlike his two works mentioned above, al-Ghunya focuses on human faith and
actions in day-to-day affairs, including the etiquette of marriage. While read-
ers would expect to find the hadith in the work, with the scholar exploiting
its popular sense of promoting marital life and perfuming, this was not the
case. Al-Jilant’s neglect of the hadith in al-Ghunya while having given detailed
discussion in the other two works supports the perception that he did not give
any attention to its apparent and popular meaning.

10 Al-Jilani’s Interpretation of the Hadith and Tahbib

In his interpretation of the hadith, al-Jilani focuses on the word “hubbiba’
which means made to love. Given this passive form, a reader would become
curious about the actor who influences the Prophet. Who made those things
dearer to him? There are four possible answers; he is either controlled by his
own passion, by his hawa (desire), by Satan, or by God. For Muslims, the first
three are impossible in the case of the Prophet, for a prophet could not be
a person who is driven by his desire, passion, or Satan. The basics of Islamic
teachings emphasise disobeying satanic inspirations; therefore, it could not be
expected from a prophet. The only remaining possibility is God, the Almighty.
If that is the case, further clarification is much needed.

Although some scholars have tried to elaborate on the word hubbiba, they
confine this hadith to the life of the Prophet, as can be learned from the afore-
mentioned discussions of the pre- and post-Jilani interpretations. However,
al-Jilani generalised tahbib by describing it as a stage in a Sufi’s life, which con-
tributes a significant addition in the hadith interpretive discourse and Sufi tra-
dition. He says: “... Thus you will be admitted to the company of those whose
hearts have been smashed and their animal passions have vanished.” Hence,
they have been inspired by the Divine will and new desires of daily existence. It
is about this stage that the Holy Prophet, peace and blessings of Allah be upon
him, says “Three things have been made dearer to me ...” (al-Jilani n.d., trans.
Ahmad, 31-32). That means a Sufi may be made to enjoy certain worldly plea-
sures after struggling through various stages of asceticism (zuhd) to eventually
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end up in the ultimate goal, fana’. At this stage, God will make him long for
some worldly comforts according to His will — and this can be concluded as an
act of tahbib.

Al-Jilani applies this concept even to marriage, which is generally perceived
as an act of Sunna by the majority of scholars. It indicates that if an act is not
an obligatory one, it would be subjected to this theory as well. That is very clear
from the application of this concept in his own life. Nevertheless, in his com-
mentary on al-Jilant’s Futith al-Ghayb, Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) attempted to
reconcile this theory, and the concept of fana’ in general, with the principles
of Shari‘a by reducing them to worldly affairs usually treated as merely permis-
sible (mubah) and not as praiseworthy in Islam. For Ibn Taymiyya, something
which is praiseworthy should not be forbidden, even according to the path of
Sufism. However, this could be regarded as a bend of al-Jilani’s thought, as it
does not bode well with what al-Jilan1 himself had proposed and explained, or
how he applied it in his own life (Ibn Taymiyya n.d., 31).

n The Exemplification of the Concept in al-Jilani’s Personal Life

Al-J1lan1 seems to have believed that he had reached the prime stage of Sufism,

fan@’, wherein a Sufi will experience tahbib in his life. A perfect example for
this is his own marriage life. Although Islam encourages marriage, as in various
Quranic verses and Prophetic hadiths, a Sufi’s understanding of marriage is
quite different from that of the layman. When al-Jilani was asked about mar-
riage, he answered — after giving a brief remark on its jurisprudential aspect —
that, from a Sufi perspective, marriage is prohibited for a murid, a person who
strives in the path of God and has not achieved his goal. In terms of a murad,
a person who has reached the prime stage of Sufism, Allah will engage him
either with marriage or with something else, and he need not bother about it
(al-Jilani 1988, 345).

The above two Sufi terminologies ( fana’ and tahbib), indicate two different
stages in Sufism. However, once a Sufi reaches the paramount, he has no choice
to wish something for himself. Instead, Allah will wish for him something and
make him love it, and he will wholeheartedly accept it. After getting married
in his forties, al-Jilan1 was addressed with several questions concerning his
marriage. He then answered: “I waited for consent from the Prophet until he
suggested [to] me to do so [the Prophet appeared to him in a dream]. Then I
married four wives. Therefore, they never became a hindrance in my spiritual
path” (al-Suhrawardi 1971, 1:343). The marriage, thus, was instructed. One could
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also notice from al-Jilani’s response that he considered the Prophet’s instruc-
tion through dreams as one of the signs of tahbib.

Another exemplification of tahbib theory in his life were his own lectures in
which he says:

Allah’s destiny made me sit here although I did not wish to do it. O pupils,
I have spoken out, but you are running away and not practising! My name
in other countries is akhAras (dumb, mute). I used to pretend to be crazy,
dumb, or unable to speak Arabic, but it was not correct for me. Destiny
brought me out here to you. I was in the underground storage bins when
it pulled me out and made me sit on the lecture seat.

AL-JILANI 1992, trans. HOLLAND, 398; AL-JILANT 1988, 235

Similar expressions about him being exposed can be found in many places in
his two major works, al-Fath and Futuh. This association with people has been
justified as wujud (existence) after fana’ (annihilation). It is also represented
by other terminologies such as bast (expansion) after gabd (contraction),
and jam‘ (gathering) after tafriga (separation), and sahw (sobriety) after sukr
(intoxication) (al-Jilani 1988, 213, 173, 364).

How does Allah make a person who reached that stage love worldly affairs
and how do we know whether God or others caused that inclination? These
are questions that arise from the points mentioned above. As previously men-
tioned, sometimes the Prophet comes in a dream and gives direction to sym-
bolise tahbib. A similar experience was reported to occur to the early Sufi, Abu
1-Qasim al-Junayd (d. 297/910) (al-Jilani 1988, 356). Interestingly, al-Jilan1 him-
self was confronted with these questions as related in the sixty-first discourse
in al-Fath al-Rabbani. Al-Jilant’s reply was:

How to explain to you what notions are? Your notions come from the devil
(shaytan), natural impulses (tab‘), the passion (hawa) and this world.
Your interest (hamm) and concern are whatever is more important to
you (ahammaka). Your notions correspond in kind to your interest while
it is active. A notion (khatir) inspired by the Lord of Truth (Almighty and
Glorious is He) comes only to the heart, free from anything apart from
Him. He said: Allah forbid that we should seize anyone except him with
whom we found our property (Q 12:79). If Allah and His remembrance
(dhikr) are present with you, your heart will certainly be filled with His
nearness, and the notions suggested by the devil, the passions and this
world will all avoid your company. There is a kind of notion belonging
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to this world and a notion belonging to the Hereafter. There is a notion
belonging to the angels, and a notion belonging to the lower self (nafs),
and a notion belonging to the heart. There is also a notion belonging to
the Lord of Truth (Almighty and glorious is He). If you reject the notion
of the lower self, the notion of the passions, the devil’s notion and the
notion of the world, the notion of the Hereafter will come to you. Then
you will receive the angel’s notion, then finally the notion of the Lord of
Turth (Almighty and Glorious is He). This is the ultimate stage.

AL-JILANT 1992, trans. HOLLAND, 417
He further says:

When your heart is sound, it will pause to ask each notion as it arises:
What kind of notion are you? From what source do you come? So, they
will tell him in return: “I am the notion of such and such. I am a true
notion from the Truth (khatir hagg min al-haqq). 1 am a loving counsellor;
the Lord of Truth (Almighty and Glorious is He) loves you so love you too.
I am ambassador (safir). I am the portion of the spiritual state (hal) of the
prophethood (nubuwwa).”

O young man! You must devote your attention to real knowledge (ma‘ifa)
of Allah (Almighty and glorious is He), for it is the root of all that is good.
If you are constant in obedience to Him, He will grant you real knowledge
of Himself.

AL-JILANI 1992, trans. HOLLAND, 418

From his lengthy explanation, it can be understood that, at a particular stage, a
person will be able to differentiate between notions, whether they come from
God or others. However, it is difficult to explain the form of each notion to
someone who has not attained such a status. For those who have attained it,
the forms are not at all relevant to them, since they can identify the notions
without prior knowledge of the forms.

12 Tahbib and the Concepts of Fana’ and Baqa’
The state of tahbib is a stage after fan@’, and it can be perceived as a stage asso-

ciated with baqa’, the ultimate goal of an aspirant. Fana’ indicates the notion
of “dying metaphorically before the real death,” which represents a breaking
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down of the individual ego and a recognition of the fundamental unity of God,
creation, and the individual self. Individuals who have entered this enlight-
ened state obtain awareness of the intrinsic unity (tawhid) between Allah and
all that exists, including the individual’s mind. It is coupled conceptually with
baqa’, subsistence, the state of pure consciousness and abidance in God (see
fana@ and baqa@ in Murata 2018).

In Futih al-Ghayb, al-J1lani related tahbib with the concept of fana@’, whereas,
in two other places in al-Fath al-Rabbani, he connected it with two different
ideas. In one of them it is related to asceticism, as explained in the first part of
this chapter. According to al-Jilani, zuhd is the way to achieve fana’, and that
is also apprehended when the statements in Futih and Fath are considered
together. While he talks about zuhd in Futith, al-Jilani uses the term fana’; he
says “ifna ‘an al-khalg,” that means to abstain from the creatures. The state rep-
resents the beginning of the ultimate fana’. Zuhd is fana’ ‘an (abstain from),
but the real fana’is fan@’ f, annihilation or dissolution in God. After fana’ from
people, an aspirant should go forward to fana’ from desires, then, fana’ from his
own will. Eventually, he will acquire fana’in God.

The other context wherein this hadith was quoted in Fath is where it was
related to sabr (patience) or being content with gada’ (divine decree) and
gadar (fate). In this regard, al-Jilani says: “Hate all things and love the Creator
of all things. Then, if He makes you love one of the things you have hated ...” To
hate things calls for zuhd, and only by going through different stages of zuhd,
one can reach fana’ in Allah and subsequently the stage of tahbib.

To denote the stages of fana@’, the central theme of the two books, al-Jilani
sometimes uses different words, such as inkisar (to be broken), and called the
heart of such a person “broken hearted.” He says:

This world belongs to one set of people, the hereafter belongs to another
set of people, and the Lord of Truth (Almighty and Glorious is He) belongs
to yet another set of people, namely the truly convinced believers ... who
are grief-stricken and broken-hearted for His sake.

AL-JILANI 1992, trans. HOLLAND, 53; AL-JILANT 1988, 37

Broken-hearted here indicates that no self-interest or intention has remained
in the heart; it is broken and keeps nothing. Likewise, al-Jilant’s statement of
“al-akhdh (possess) after al-tark (renounce),” indicates that a zahid fears to take
from this world because he fears to lose his beloved, the Almighty (al-Jilani
1988, 362). But the one who achieved the ultimate zuhd takes from it without
any fear, while gnosis emanates from Him. That appears as the meaning of his
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statement “al-tark zuhd wa-l-akhdh ma‘rifa” (to renounce is ascetism and to
possess is gnosis) (al-Jilani 1988, 362). Whoever reaches this stage attains real
happiness in this world (al-Jilani 1988, 62).

13 Conclusion

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani, a Hanbali Sufi scholar, can be regarded as first inter-
preter of the tahbib hadith who blended it with two essential Sufi concepts;
fana@ and baqa’. However, his interpretation does not attract much attention
from the exegetes of hadith, and this was the case for five centuries, until
al-Munawl accentuated this discussion in his seminal work Fayd al-Qadir.
Al-Jilant’s exposition differs from the popular understanding of the hadith.
According to him, it could not be treated as an unconditional encouragement
for marriage and perfuming, it could have pointed otherwise. Moreover, there
is no point, according to him, to restrict the love mentioned in the hadith to
only the two subjects. Instead, the hadith refers to a stage associated with baga
(subsistence) that an aspirant has achieved after passing through the differ-
ent states of fana’ (annihilation) by being persistent in asceticism. Once he
achieves it, Allah will make him love some worldly comforts. Yet, in the case
of the Prophet, women and perfumes were the things that were made dearer
to him. The concept of fana’ and baga’ was not something new to medieval
Sufism. Instead, they were already embraced by al-JilanT’s great predeces-
sors such as al-Kharraz (d. 286/899) and al-Junayd. In this regard, al-Jilant’s
approach could be treated as a defensive response to those who depicted Sufis
as the adversaries of the Quran and Sunna. This exploration of al-Jilani’s idea
could be appreciated as an invitation to study his attempt to substantiate other
Sufi concepts with the scriptural basis, particularly the hadith. This study cov-
ered almost all interpretations by the exegetes of hadith in the pre- and post-
Jilani era. However, the influence of al-Jilant’s new understanding of the hadith
on Sufis themselves requires further analysis. Ultimately, the intertwinement
of hadith and Sufism can be appreciated as a mechanism for ethical discourse
as evident in the scholarship of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani.
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CHAPTER 7

Seclusion
An Ethical Imperative Driven by the Hadith?

M. Imran Khan

1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on seclusion (‘uzla),! which is a contentious theme that
has barely been analysed, not least from an ethical perspective, as opposed to
a mystical one. It behoves us to delve into this topic from the perspective of
earlier works and other figures who wrote or compiled traditions on seclusion.
I will begin therefore with a brief historiography of uzla in Islam so that we
may understand various ideas and works on this subject to better realise ‘Abd
al-Ghani 1-NabulusT's (d. 1143/1731) contributions. This will follow with some
historical context, followed by a selection of traditions which seem to capture
al-Nabulusi’'s motives, while a subsequent section will consider whether with-
drawing benefit from society presents a problem, despite corruption within
society. Finally, the virtue of humility will be evaluated to consider whether it
may be congruent with secluding oneself from society.

Notions of “sociality” or interaction are inevitably bound by judgments of
morality and relate to ethics, which means the nature and tensions of these
relations may provide valuable insights, but the converse is also true, as argued
by John Barbour, who believes that there is an urgent need for an ethics of
seclusion (Barbour 2004, 4). This begs the question how seclusion relates
to ethics and how this understanding may be achieved. If sociality, synony-
mous in Arabic with sufiba (companionship) and mukhalata (social interac-
tion) among Muslims, has been understudied, seclusion has had almost no

1 “Seclusion” has a number of synonyms besides ‘uzla in Arabic which all connote voluntary
seclusion, self-imposed isolation or retreat and these constitute a fundamental principle of
asceticism (zuhd): khalwa, wahda, infirad, inqita“ (see Knysh 1999, 314-316). A further word
introduced by Ibn Bajja (d. 533/1139) is tawahhud for the isolation undertaken by a philoso-
pher, such philosophers are referred to as ghuraba’ by the Sufis. He does this because he does
not live in a virtuous city where people base their actions on rationality and the use of the
intellect (see Ibn Bajja 1978, 18—19).
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attention.? Yet, we are given the impression by al-Nabulusi, in his main work
on the topic: Takmil al-Nuut fi Luzam al-Buyut (“Perfecting Praiseworthy
Qualities by Imposing Home-Seclusion”),3 that his seclusion was motivated by
the hadith traditions which urge this practice, primarily in times of severe trials
due to moral decline. The ensuing practice is meant to act as a protective buf-
fer from society. Yet, it is undeniable that al-Nabulusi felt little appreciated by
society too, and this caused him considerable consternation. In fact, he turned
his attention to seclusion partly for having failed to attain a prominent teach-
ing position (Schlegell 1997). As an eminent scholar in an antagonistic society,
he felt the need to justify his rationale via the application of the Islamic tradi-
tion to his social reality, which thereby granted him the prerogative to seek
separation from society on theological grounds. Such an assessment appears
in line with the task of moral knowledge, determining the right action in a
particular situation, as Hans Gadamer argued, and the requirement for seclu-
sion certainly demanded an appropriate response for a scholar of al-NabulusT’s
stature (Gadamer 1989, 313—317). We may furthermore extend what Gadamer
said about law, to the sources al-Nabulusi uses and his approach towards them,
that is that they do not exist solely “in order to be understood historically, but
to be concretised in [their] legal validity by being interpreted” such that the
interpretations may function in contexts (Gadamer 1989, 309). The Takmil's
and Ghayat al-Matlab fi Mahabbat al-Mahbub's (“The Peak of the Goal in
Loving the Beloved”) self-referential and part-ethnographical appraisals repre-
sent al-NabulusT's style of argument and showcase his deft use of the akadith.
Whereas moral texts written by preceding Muslim authors (such as many of
those mentioned below) are usually written timelessly and, therefore, offer

2 One of the most extensive works on ethical social conduct with others is Abu Hamid
al-Ghazalr’s (d. 505/1m) Kitab Adab al-Ulfa wa-l-Ukhuwwa wa-l-Suhba wa-I-MuGshara (“The
Book of Etiquettes of Affection, Brotherhood, Companionship and Social Interaction”) in
IThya’ Ulam al-Din (“Revival of the Religious Sciences”) (al-Ghazali 2002, 213—299). According
to Hellmut Ritter the fervour behind al-Ghazali’s penning of this section “arises from the
spirit of Islamic mysticism” established by Sufis (Ritter 2003, 324—325). Ritter says that Ignaz
Goldziher (1888-1890, 1—39) has dealt with the concept of brotherly solidarity in the Islamic
social ethic but his concern is chiefly with the early period of Islam: “Muruwwa und Din.”

3 For the manuscript of this work, see al-Nabulusi n.d., fols. 356b—376a. There is also an edited
version published under al-Muslimun fi Zaman al-Fitan Kama Akhbara al-Rasul (“Muslims
in the Time of Strife as Told by the Messenger”), and edited by Majdi b. Mansar b. Sayyid
al-Shara (al-Nabulusi 1998), referred to in-text by the author’s original designation: Takmil
al-Nu‘ut fi Luzim al-Buyit. A non-academic translation of this text exists in English with
a lengthy introduction praising the work and lauding its importance, based on the former
work, entitled: The Virtues of Seclusion in Times of Confusion (al-Nabulusi 2017). Excerpts
from passages in the Takmil, which are translated here, are my own translations.
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little or no insight into how the authors’ practical lives, relations and experi-
ences may have shaped their opinions or determined their intellectual trajec-
tories and lived experiences.*

In Islam interpersonal social links are meant to strengthen people’s disposi-
tion to act in the correct way, while seclusion is typically discouraged (Leaman
1999, 125). Although al-Nabulusi presents the Prophet as a moral exemplar,
he does not make explicit comparisons between his own sequestering and
the Prophet’s retreats, nor that he is undertaking it as part of his affiliation
to the Sufi Nagshabandi path. The main motivation for the Sufis to withdraw
from society is imitatio prophetae — for our purposes here — the custom of
the Prophet Muhammad to isolate himself in a cave on Mount Hird prior to
Islam (Knysh 1999, 316). Mahmud b. ‘Ali al-Kashani (d. 735/1334) in the Misbah
al-Hidaya (“Lantern of Guidance”) goes as far as to proclaim khalwa (seclu-
sion) an innovation of the Sufis — the Sunna was, in fact, “social engagement”
(suhba) and its “excellence excelleth other excellences” — since the Prophet’s
retreats preceded the sending of the Sunna. Al-Kashani does however soften
his objection noting that for the seekers of God khalwa might be wajib, just
as Moses required it to achieve propinquity to God so that he could converse
with him (Suhrawardi 1891, 41-42). Additionally, when one’s faith is at peril we
find the requirement to disassociate rather emphatic in the traditions around
which al-Nabulust's arguments and conduct revolve.

Regarding emulation, “true Islam,” according to ‘Ali Shari‘ati (d. 1977), must
be discovered “not in scripture but in the activity of exemplary Muslims” some-
thing our figure is keen to emphasise (Lee 2018, 122).5 Indeed, one of the ways
in which moral judgements are evaluated, modified and corrected is by “con-
sulting the behaviours of moral exemplars, who are widely acknowledged as
deserving emulation,” o, at least, looked to for inspiration (Cuneo 2014, 17).
Not only did al-Nabulusi achieve such prominent acceptance among his con-
temporaries, his legacy was also spoken fondly of, even in the mid-twentieth
century, although it had faded somewhat in the interim period after a few

4 In arguing for the importance of moral considerations today, Osvaldo Rossi argues that self-
perception has now incorporated a new self-subjectivity, a broadly focussed one that centres
on relationships: “as a ‘self’ in front of the others, [which] referred to the world, to meaning,
to God and so on” which has led to a more balanced equilibrium between knowing and act-
ing (Rossi 1990, 107-110).

5 According to Shari‘ati, the knowledge of this authentic version of the religion depends on:
the history of Islam, especially in its early days; study of the contemporary world and its
needs; familiarity with Islamic scripture, and receptivity to the most mystical elements of
religion (Lee 2018, 121).
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decades since his death. The preeminent Levantine scholar, Yasuf al-Nabhani
(d.1350/1932), for instance, regarded him to be the “greatest gnostic sage” of the
past three hundred years (al-Nabhani 1983, 194).

Nevertheless, there had to be a higher ethical perspective that ennobled the
action and attracted the respect of others even if this may not have initially
featured as a motivation for al-Nabulust. Indeed, duty, obligation and rightness
are but one part of ethics or morality, “there is the whole other area of the val-
ues of personal and interpersonal relations and activities” (Stocker 1976, 455).
Such values belong to the throbbing centre of the human moral constitution,
and, as Mark Sainsbury reminds us, “the throbbing centres of our lives appear
to be describable only in vague terms” (Sainsbury 1996, 251). For the purposes
of this study then, considering al-Nabulust’s arguments in a phenomenological
frame will be vital to aver a distinctive epistemological enterprise, and whether
his attitude was influenced at all by personal relations. Even though his stated
aim is to gather ahadith for instance, both the introduction as well as digres-
sions further in the Takmil expressing moral outrage reveal his discontent and
loathing of society. These factors appear so dominant that even his mystical
proclivities surprisingly pale beside them. The purpose of this chapter will
be to evaluate the ethical stance of al-Nabulusi regarding seclusion by assess-
ing his use of hadith through a critical analysis of his works which deal with
this topic, mainly the Takmil al-Nu‘at ft Luzam al-Buyat, Ghayat al-Matlub fi
Mahabbat al-Mahbub and briefly the Wasa’il al-Tahqiq wa Ras@il al-Tawfig
(“The Means of Truth-Seeking and the Letters of Providential Guidance”).

2 Historiography

Writings on seclusion in the very early period of Islam (around the second/
eighth and third/ninth centuries) are mainly compilations of hadith tradi-
tions subsumed in various works of hadith literature, usually as chapters
with varying lengths of traditions. The genre lodges itself embryonically into
the broader works on zuhd (asceticism), which overlap chronologically with
the earlier works on hadith (sometimes even preceding them) and often tak-
ing the form of mere compilations of traditions. We begin to see some philo-
sophical observations with more original theological contributions on the
topic in the fourth century by Abu Sulayman Hamd b. Muhammad al-Khattabi
(d. 386/996 or 388/998) which reaches its apogee in Abti Hamid al-Ghazali
(d. 505/1111), whose disquisition is the most thorough of all works reviewed on
this topic. Al-NabulusT's work blends this latter trend with a concerted delivery
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of two chapters of traditions with virtually no commentary, while in other
areas of his work, he veers into a sociocultural critique interspersed with invec-
tives aimed mostly at fellow scholars.

‘Abd Allah b. al-Mubarak’s (d. 181/797) al-Zuhd wa-l-Raqa’iq (“The Renun-
ciation and Heart-Softening Reports”) has 1627 traditions and according to
Fuat Sezgin (d. 2018) it is the oldest book to have reached us from this period
on the topic of zuhd (renunciation). According to Yunus Yaldiz’s study on Ibn
al-Mubarak, seclusion was generally practiced by ascetics and renunciants
(Yaldiz 2016, 46, 145). Zuhd is also connected to the idea of samt (silence) and
dhikr (the recollection of God), as these are related acts of obedience which
acquire greater significance during seclusion, as exemplified in the lives of per-
sonalities such as the Companion Abti Hudhayfa b. al-Yaman (d. 36/656) and
Rabi‘b. Khuthaym (d. 62/682). In fact, samt and dhikr were sometimes used as
metonyms for khalwa and ‘uzla (Yaldiz 2016, 164-165). Although the latter work
is not about “seclusion” per se it contains abundant traditions that refer to it.6

Abu Bakr b. Ab1 l-Dunya al-Baghdadi (d. 281/894) compiled a work, al-Uzla
wa-l-Infirad (“Seclusion and Isolation”), which continues in the vain of the early
muhaddithin by including a sanad (chain of transmission) for each report,
many of which are statements by the salaf who gave importance to seclu-
sion. In one such report a man comes to Shu‘ayb b. Harb (d. 196/811 or 197/812)
and says he has come to socialise with him, whereupon he tells him that he
has taken to isolation for forty-years. Ibn Abi l-Dunya thereupon beseeches:
“O God: I seek refuge in propinquity to one whose closeness distances me from
you” (Ibn Abi I-Dunya 1997, 94). Ibn Abi I-Dunya does not directly share his
own thoughts on the topic although it seems quite likely that discussion of the
subject arises from a favourable sentiment towards seclusion.

The earliest systematic monograph dedicated to the topic of seclusion
appears to be Kitab al-‘Uzla (“The Book of Seclusion”) by al-Khattabi who was
a Shafi1 jurist and litterateur. Al-Khattabi was not promulgating isolation by

6 This work is representative of a genre of works which include al-Zuhd by Hannad b. al-
Sariyy (d. 243/857) and a work of the same title by Abii Bakr b. Abi ‘Asim (d. 287/900); al-
Tafarrud wa-l-Uzla (The Tract on Aloofness and Isolation) by Abii Bakr Muhammad b.
al-Husayn al-Ajurr1 (d. 360/970); al-Risala al-Mughniya fi [-Sukit wa-Luzim al-Buyit (“The
Comprehensive Epistle on Silence and Connubial Confinement”) by Aba ‘Ali al-Hasan
b. Ahmad b. ‘Abd Allah al-Baghdadi (d. 471/1078); Tzz al-Uzla (“The Honour of Isolation”)
by Aba Sa‘id ‘Abd al-Karim b. Muhammad al-Sam‘ani (d. 562/1166); al-Uzla (“The Tract on
Seclusion”) by Abu I-Faraj ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Ali al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201); Uns al-Mungqati‘in
ila Thadat Rabb al-Alamin (“The Congeniality of those Sparing themselves for the Worship
of the Lord of the Worlds”) by al-Mu‘afa b. Isma‘l al-Shaybani (d. 623/1233); al-Tbadat wa--
Khalwa (“The Tract on Worship and Seclusion”) by Muhammad b. Shakir al-Darani b. Shakir
al-Kutbi (d. 764/1363).
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any means, rather, he was arguing for avoiding the company of bad associates
even if that meant quarantining oneself. He argued: “an excess in all things
is reprehensive. The best of affairs is in moderation; virtue is flanked by evil”
(al-Khattabi 1990, 236). Moreover, isolation, does not entail leaving the Friday
or quotidian congregational prayers nor avoiding greeting others or abandon-
ing various noble customary practices — although the latter may be “conditional
exceptions” (fa-innaha mustathnatun bi-shar@itiha). Al-Khattabi pragmati-
cally explores beyond textual precepts to advise people (by which he means
scholars), who are uniquely fit to undertake this practice to consider whether
they have the independence to distance themselves, and, if it is the case, then,
the choice is theirs to make individually. But this should never extend to shun-
ning members of one’s household and neighbours. Excessive socialising is
the main target of his reprobation (al-Khattabi 1990, 58-59). In a commen-
tary of several Qur’anic verses and a tradition by an early Muslim scholar on
the theme of animals, al-Khattabi demonstrates his expository skill by linking
them to represent the variation in dominant human character traits and then
uses, among others, the metaphor of a dog’s barking as being zoomorphic for
an irascible person’s pugnacity. He then attempts to provide some psychologi-
cal relief for those that must endure such incivility by stating that they are to
regard such individuals as their animal counterpart and not pity them since
their physicality is not like that of an animal, for which they supposedly have
sufficient a respite (al-Khattabi 1990, 159-163). This nuance by the author high-
lights the rich variation in the way in which seclusion has been retreated.
References to isolation were made in works even prior to al-Khattabi,
albeit these were typically brief, including a single page in al-Wasaya (“The
Commandments”) of al-Harith al-Muhasib1 (d. 243/857).” The latter argues
that one ought not to part with their religion when the devils from jinn and
humans inspire one another (towards heedlessness) with adorned speech.
Two types of people’s company should be kept: one type is those who inspire
you to virtue and reverence of God, the other type is those that assist one in
their temporal affairs. If both needs may be fulfilled by one person, then oth-
ers besides that individual should be avoided. Only the helper to virtue is not
harmful to one’s religion, which is why the most meritorious act and safest
precaution is keeping aloof from people, it is greater than that which is feared.
He advises his companions not to mix with people, yet acknowledges that few

7 Avoiding people was a common trope that was frequently mentioned in works of exhorta-
tion. Gibril Fouad Haddad gives several references to the practice of “silence” (samt) which
al-Muhasibi mentions, namely, that nine tenths of worship is in avoiding people (see Haddad
2017, 101).
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people can accept this advice because enduring patience in this regard is dif-
ficult to bear (al-sabr ‘ala l-wahda shadid). He then delimits sociality by saying
“shun people from the heart, afford them connection [only] through greetings
and by means necessitated as per their rights as Muslims” (al-Muhasibi 1986,
104). There is also a book attributed to al-Muhasibi entitled Kitab al-Khalwa
wa-l-Tanaqqul fi l-Tbada wa-Darajat al-Abidin (“The Book of Seclusion and
Movement in Worship, and the Levels of Worshippers”), which according to
Gavin Picken, extolls the virtues of spiritual retreat (khalwa) from worldly life
and particularly when it is simultaneous with frequent recitation and reflec-
tion upon the Qur’an. The one pursuing seclusion is advised to adopt silence
and to view necessary speech “as a disaster that has struck” (Picken 2010, 83).

Scholars have also discussed seclusion’s relationship to travel, and how the
two can further one’s relationship with God. Al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi (d. 298/910)
stated, for example:

I came to love withdrawing in seclusion (khalwa) athome, as well as going
forth into the [deserted] countryside. And I would wander about in the
ruins and amongst the tombs situated near the city. This was my constant
practice. And I sought sincere companions who might be of assistance to
me in this matter, but I did not succeed and I withdrew into those ruins
and places of retirement.

RADTKE and O’KANE 1996, 17

These words seem to have been expressed after al-Hakim al-Tirmidh1’s return
from pilgrimage in Mecca, where he underwent a spiritual experience that led
him to resolve to live a life devoted to God. However, he was unsuccessful in
finding kindred spirits on his sojourn, nor effective spiritual tutelage. It is espe-
cially important to consider al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi as his popularity ascended
greatly due to the theosophist-mystic Muhy1 I-Din Ibn al-‘Arabt’s (d. 638/1240)
writing on him; who, of course, greatly influenced al-Nabulusi (Radtke and
O’Kane 1996, 17). Indeed, Ibn ‘Arabi whom al-Nabulusi considered al-shaykh
al-akbar (his greatest master) deemed samt and ‘uzla as some of the prerequi-
sites that the traveller ought to strive to acquire on his journey toward union
with God (Ateg 1968).

Not only did seclusion play an important role in the thought of Muslim
scholars, but also a central one in the rituals of many Sufi orders. Ahmad b.
Husayn al-Bayhaqr's (d. 458/1066) al-Zuhd al-Kabir (“The Major Epistle on
Asceticism”) has one section of six on the theme of “seclusion and obscu-
rity” (al-‘uzla wa-l-khumal). While Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi (d. 632/1191)
dedicates three chapters of his Awarif al-Ma‘arif (“The Esoteric Insights of
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the Gnostics”) describing the rules of khalwa (retreating). Khalwa played an
important role in the rites of Sufi orders, including the Kubrawiyya,?® the
Qadiriyya,® the Shadhiliyya,® and the Khalwatiyya,! which derives its
name from it (Knysh 1999, 314—316). Both in earlier examples of zusd among
Sufis and their later counterparts, including al-Nabulusi, the focus is usually
a lifestyle preoccupied with interior conscionable concerns and scrupulous
behaviour (Yaldiz 2016, 165).

The most extensive and systematic work on the topic is al-Ghazali's Ihya’
‘Uliam al-Din’s (“Revival of the Religious Sciences”) sixth book from the quarter
designated for “worship,” which lists the preconditions of undertaking uzla;
he also covers the topic broadly in his Minhaj al-Abidin (“The Curriculum of
the Worshippers”) and his Minhaj al-Arifin (“The Curriculum of the Gnostics”).
The arguments for both sides are presented in the Izya’ and al-Ghazali sets out
to explain these meticulously. He proffers seven benefits of socialising with
people (which receives virtually no treatment in al-Nabulust’s main work on
the subject), and offers a partial retreat as an alternative. He stresses that seclu-
sion might even be undertaken for selfish ends, such as gaining a reputation
as a mystic, or other such sanctimonious purposes (al-Zabidi 2012, 380—416).
Murtada al-Zabid1’s (d. 1205/1790) commentary on the Ihya’ entitled Ithaf
al-Sada al-Muttaqin (“The Benefactions of the Cultivated-Faithful”) expands
on the seminal work by adding useful explanations and inputs. For exam-
ple, al-Zabidi says that certain early Muslim scholars believed every believer
had the power of intercession and that this ought to be a motivating factor
in forging abundant relations with other “believers” — rather than secluding
oneself — since you may ultimately benefit from a specific believer whom
you had befriended (al-Zabidi 2012, 314—317). Al-Nabulusi does not address
the conundrum of scholars withdrawing in times of corruption, and unwit-
tingly further perpetuating corruption through their absence from the role of
publicly guiding people, although he may have appealed to his dedication to
publishing works and teaching some students in his defence (al-Nabulusi 2010,
138). Again, al-Ghazali is far more exacting and nuanced in his treatise on this
point as on so many others on the subject.

8 A Sufi order founded by Najm al-Din Kubra (d. 618/1221) which is based on al-mawt
al-iradi (death by volition).

9 A Sufi order founded by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1166) rooted in service to humanity
and submission to the will of God.

10 A Sufi order founded by Abii I-Hasan al-Shadhili (d. 656/1258) that is known for lifelong
learning and gratitude to God, for which it is sometimes known as the tariga of gratitude.

11 This order was founded by ‘Umar al-Khalwati (d. 800/1397) which was fundamentally
about withdrawing from the world for mystical purposes.
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More recently scholars have examined the Takmil and discussed the spiri-
tual seclusion practiced by Muslim scholars. Gibril Fouad Haddad critiqued
the Takmil of al-Nabulusi in a journal article that also mentioned accounts of
various Muslim renunciants (Haddad 2017, 91). The nature of isolated retreats
by prominent Muslim figures are worth considering in light of Hermann
Landolt’s point in his entry on khalwa for the Encyclopaedia of Islam: “spiritual
isolation from the world was considered higher than material seclusion and it
is clear that periodic retreats rather than permanent seclusion were practiced
in reality” (Landolt 1977). Even prolonged durations away from interaction
with people tended to be punctuated by occasional visits to others or receiving
guests as al-Nabulus’s case reveals.

3 Historical Context around the Time of al-Nabulusi’s Seclusion

The first half of the eighteenth century was argued by Ottoman specialists,
such as Andre Raymond, to be a period of urban development and commer-
cial expansion, rejecting the theory of decline (Aladdin 1985, 23). Lejla Demiri
and Samuela Pagani agree that “decline” is no longer an acceptable “descrip-
tive term to characterise the Ottoman period in the Arab-speaking territories”
while cautioning that concepts differ across civilisations (Demiri and Pagani
2019, 6).

Intriguingly and perhaps in contradistinction to “urban development and
commercial expansion” salving the decline narrative, al-Nabulust’s primary
disquiet with the sociocultural atmosphere of late eleventh/seventeenth cen-
tury Damascus was, in fact, its “decline,” albeit in morality. “Moral degenera-
tion” was posited as the primary justification for his retreat from public life
(al-Nabulusi 1998, 25—26). Negative moral influences are not the only reason
why al-Nabulusi confined himself to his house in Damascus for several years.
At the same time, to interpret his actions as motivated merely by a desire for
spiritual edification would be to overlook its complexity. The immediate cause
seems to have been captured in the following remarks:

I was severely affected by the wretched state of affairs that seriously
affected our land, Damascus, as well as the dangerous pronouncements
and severe calamities which had befallen her. These state of affairs deter-
mined that I cease meeting with people except a few who believed in
what I had to say and shared the same convictions. I resolved not to leave
my house except if necessary. This was due to the appearance of disbelief
and its spread between them [the Muslims] without any compunction.
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I counted and relied on God in bearing harm, patience at misfortune,
excessive hypocrisy, the appearance of schisms and felt much alienation
from people when I did not find anyone who agreed on the clear truth,
let alone someone helpful, due to the incredible amount of corruption
of this age, sinfulness, widespread misguidance among laity and scholars
alike.

AL-NABULUSI 1995, 130

Abdul-Karim Rafeq highlights the disaffection al-Nabulusi had felt when he
had been informed about the injustices of excessive taxation “inflicted on the
peasants by the sipahis, the feudal lords, which resulted in the emptying of
the countryside” (Rafeq 2009, 10). This urbanisation led to prominent ulama’
from the four schools of Sunni jurisprudence to issue verdicts censoring the
sultanic orders and the feudal practices which had led the sipahis to drive this
poor class from their villages and their “homeland” (watan). They urged the
peasants to take a stand against their oppressors who were brazenly contra-
vening the Shari‘a. Al-Nabulusi himself had issued a fatwa on this issue enti-
tled: Takhyir al-Tbad fi Sukna al-Bilad (“Giving People the Option to Live where
they Choose”). He rebuked the sipahis (Ottoman cavalrymen) for attempting
to coerce the peasantry to return to ruralisation and till the lands so that tax
revenues may be collected after having driven them out in the first instance
(Rafeq 2009, 10-11). His unequivocal denunciation of those in power demon-
strates how earnestly al-Nabulusi treated issues of social justice.!?
Al-Nabulusi was not retreating as a monadic hermit who simply sought
to indulge in esoteric practices for personal spiritual gain but, rather, or per-
haps also, someone that was deeply concerned with the social injustices
affecting his people. The withdrawal therefore was, in some regards, a protest
and many of his writings during this period were the medium by which he
raised his voice and deep dissatisfaction.! This supports Nir Shafir’s observa-
tion that the widespread pietistic turn in the tenth/sixteenth and eleventh/

12 Social concerns are deemed to be emotions that are influenced by the welfare of others,
emotions such as happiness or joy, “or outcomes that would lead to those feelings.” These
are also known as “fortunes-of-others” emotions (see Mesoudi and Jensen 2012, 419—433,
426—427). Being sensitive to the emotions and states of others motivate prosocial behav-
iours, which is behaviour intended to help other people (see Mesoudi and Jensen 2012,
426-427). For more on whether religions influence prosociality (see Preston, Salomon
and Ritter 2014, 149-169).

13 He only elaborates on political oppression but there is a sense that other vices are being
left unsaid. The following chapter brings some of these to surface based on records
towards the end of al-NabulusT’s life but which are likely to have resembled some of the
problems which poverty will likely have caused when he was remonstrating about the
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seventeenth centuries Ottoman Empire as captured by its “morality literature,”
or the nasihat-nama (advice book) genre which mushroomed in the period,
was not simply religious in the devotional sense but had political implications
and, indeed, was sometimes motivated by overwhelmingly political events, as
the above case shows.

4 Motives for Withdrawal: A Selection of Ahadith from the Takmil

The Takmil was compiled during al-NabulusT's retreat and its first two chapters
seek to justify his seclusion by reference to sixty-two hadiths that are occa-
sionally interspersed with brief social commentary.!# In this way, al-Nabulusi
revealed how he personally read the contemporary state of affairs to which
the traditions were meant to apply.!® The first chapter of his work pertains to

prevalence of vices in society, such as prostitution and mercenary-harlot alliances in defi-
ance of public morality (see Rafeq 2009, 180-196).

14  This combination of ahadith and social commentaries marries elements of timelessness
and contemporary social issues. The Qur’anic and hadith sources foreground the first half
of the book, several digressions notwithstanding, while the latter half of the book refers
to the corruption besetting society and with which those sources are in conversation. For
more on the commentarial impulse to timeliness/timelessness (see Blecher 2018, 184—
145). The disadvantage of this approach, rather than a more specific but not necessarily
atomistic one, is that we do not attain a nuanced insight into exactly which traditions are
used for which particular purpose, or how some are even relevant to the argument being
made. Even if the current work is not hermeneutically sophisticated it manifests a thor-
ough engagement with the tradition in the first half, before assessing the practices and
views of other Muslim scholars which are used as auxiliaries. This opposes the accusation
of intellectual decline by showing the vibrancy of al-NabulusT's production on this theme.
Even the longstanding military decline had some recovery in the eleventh/seventeenth
century, albeit embedded in centuries of steady decline. To say that the military decline,
or irregularities in the provincial governments’ rule (such as the rise of “dynasty gover-
nors”), signifies intellectual decline is unfair, as it compares the modernisation of the thir-
teenth/nineteenth and fourteenth/twentieth centuries with the “allegedly static” tenth/
sixteenth, eleventh/seventeenth and twelfth/eighteenth centuries (see Barbir 1980, 3-6).
Furthermore, due to inflation and the rise of an expanding janissary army in Istanbul, the
livelihoods of the military forces spread throughout the Ottoman provinces were threat-
ened. This resulted in the need to strengthen the governors of those regions to maintain
local order. The state also resettled thousands of janissaries away from Istanbul to keep
them away from brewing trouble in the political heartland; which led to trouble else-
where (see Barbir 1980, 16-17).

15 In al-Nabulusi we see the fleshing out of the eschaton “end” when using hadith tradi-
tions. Eschatological discourse is either futuristic or realised. In futuristic eschatology,
the eschaton foretold by the scripture is still to happen; eschatological events are still in
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disassociating from the public in times of “tribulation” ( fitna), the second is
on shunning the imams of “fitna” in the mosques. My focus will be on the first
of these chapters as it has a broader application, applied as it is to the masses.

Al-Nabulust’s use of the ahadith to bolster his case for seclusion is some-
what selective. It is notable that the general thrust of akadith in the major
hadith collections on “the ethics of sociality” (adab al-suhba) push in the direc-
tion of prioritising companionship (sufba) and brotherhood (ukhuwwa).16
‘Uzla removes one from fulfilling the ethical imperatives promulgated in these
ahadith, even though uzla in itself is not considered an absolute virtue, in the
same way that “compassion” or “generosity” are considered (both of which,
ironically, require others).1” Usually Sufis are thought to have other higher spir-
itual objectives which lead them to pursue isolation from society. This does
not seem to be the case with al-Nabulusi. As we will see from a sample of some
of the ahadith considered below, there are traditions which portend various

the future. Realised eschatology are those traditions which contain events which have
been fulfilled; the eschaton is thus in the past. The Prophet Muhammad'’s death inaugu-
rated eschatological expectations relating to seclusion. None of the traditions recounted
by al-Nabulusi refer to events which may occur in the Prophet’s life. For credit for these
terms and for a useful comparison with a Christian typology on eschatology see (DeRoo
and Manoussakis 2009, 5-6). By bringing texts of futuristic tendencies, as well as anteced-
ent application to the present, the case is made to make both the past and future predic-
tions causally efficacious in the present.

16 This is because suhba is a part of a spiritual foregrounding of moral philosophy, a sine
qua non of attaining optimal spiritual maturity. Attaining the virtuous self is hardly ever
a solitary exercise. It is both achieved in relation to interacting with others as well as
through the input of others’ ethical assistance especially spiritual masters. For instance,
al-Muhasibi encouraged seeking venerable masters as moral guides (see al-Muhasibi
quoted in Yazaki 2013, 37). Al-Nabulusi encourages people to keep the company of the
friends of God but then states, in an essay completed four years prior to his retreat, that
owing to people’s negative opinions of others and most people’s corrupt objectives such
pious people are in a state of “necessary obscurity” (khifa daruri) (see al-Nabulusi 1998,
181-183).

17  The requirement for ‘uzla is much more subjectively determined and applies to a narrow
range of circumstances. This is different from saying, in the Nietzchean conception, that
references to absolute values are futile and that one must guide their actions or limit
them by the “juridical sanctions of positive law” (see Rocci 1990, 219—225, 219). Murtada
al-Zabidi’s commentary Ithaf al-Sada al-Muttagin on al-Ghazall's Ihya’ ‘Ulum al-Din,
Kitab Adab al-Ulfa wa-l-Ukhuwwa wa-l-Suhba wa-l-Mu'‘ashara (“Book on the Etiquettes
of Affection, Brotherhood, Companionship and Social Interaction”) stretches to three
hundred pages while his commentary on uzla amounts to a mere one hundred pages,
highlighting the importance placed on both topics but the predominance of the former.
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ominous circumstances where Muslims have been told to withdraw from soci-
ety on account of certain problems within that society.

Some ahadith refer to specific types of events, usually internecine conflict,
while others address a generally foreboding time in the distant future, and may
have application in a variety of situations. An example of a specific event dur-
ing “the time of strife” (zaman al-fitna) when the Prophet’s companions were
at war is alluded to in the following tradition. In response to whether he should
carry his sword, Aba Dharr al-Ghifari (d. 32/652) was told by the Prophet that
if the olive trees are sullied by blood (in reference to the trees in Medina) then:
“stick to your houses” (kunu ahlasa buyutikum) (al-Nabulusiigg8, 7).18

Of those traditions which describe a general state of widespread corrup-
tion or anarchy several problems arise to which attention will now be drawn.
The ethical precept in many such ahadith either recommends or strongly pro-
poses one to withdraw from society given various states of tumultuous affairs.
Both Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 97/778) and al-Ghazali were of the opinions that it
was permissible to isolate oneself from society.!® Referencing their opinions
al-Nabulusi goes one step further by claiming it is “wajib and fard” (both terms
implying varying degrees of obligation with it being intensified in the latter) to
isolate oneself from society in his time. He does not provide specific “evidence”
(dalil) for this point, instead proclaiming:

It is equivalent to Islam and faith (&man) in our times. Whoever therefore
ignores this and intermingles with people then his Islam and iman are
mere lip service without a reality in the heart, like the Islam of a hypocrite.

AL-NABULUSI 1998, 2220

Another hadith which al-Nabulusi refers to is the tradition narrated by Abu
Burda (d. 103/721 or 104/722 or 723):

18  The hadith is related by Aba Dawad 2009, 6:319: Awwal Kitab al-Fitan (“Book of
Tribulations”), Bab al-Nahy ‘an al-Sa‘y fi [-Fitna (“Chapter on the Prohibition of Engaging
in Vice”). Hils or halas is a cloth used to prevent saddle-sore on the back of a riding beast.
The metaphor aptly compares material which is pressing upon the animal and is firmly in
place with the way a person should remain confined to his house. The cloth also prevents
major friction which is painful to the animal, just as a person avoids civil strife by with-
drawing from society.

19  There were others who held this belief too such as: Ibrahim b. Adham (d. 161/778), Dawud
al-Ta1 (d. 165/782), Fudayl b. ‘Iyad (d. 187/803), Yasuf b. Asbat (d. 110/810) and Bishr al-Hafi
(d. 227/841) (see al-Zabidi 2012, 317).

20  For al-NabulusT’s understanding on Islam and iman see (al-Nabulusi 2000, 95-128).
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There will be strife, hostile separation and grave disagreement. When

that time arrives you must take your sword and break it. Then sit in your

house, until a sinful hand comes to you or a preordained death.
AL-NABULUSI 1998, 92!

Abu Burda confirms that the prophecy of the Prophet was realised when he
says: “what the Prophet Muhammad said, happened” (al-Nabulust 1998, 9).
Al-NabulusT's reliance on this hadith suggests that he favours withdrawal from
society in times of strife, as well as adopting a passive acceptance of one’s fate
in such times. The act of isolation, itself, in such traditions is justified by those
facing unpalatable circumstances, rather than stemming from a mystical or
spiritual motive for those with a surfeit of numinous stamina. This external-
ist approach of al-Nabulusi impresses upon the reader that it is the situations
highlighted in the traditions and their attendant precepts that are the cause of
his motivation to withdraw.

5 Corruption, Deprivation of Benefit to Others and Obligations
to Society

It is important to explore al-NabulusT's views of “others” during his seclusion
from mainstream society. A paradox occurs with his decision to seclude him-
self which involves the relationality between the individual and society. His
ethical outlook, informed by his epistemology, required him to disengage
from the corruption of society. However, some of the ahadith he relied upon
suggest it is society rather than al-Nabulusi that may benefit most from his
withdrawal. For instance, in one hadith which he quotes, Abi Sa‘id al-Khudri
says the Prophet Muhammad was asked: “Who is the best person?” Among
the people mentioned is a believer in a valley (or a barren area) who fears his
Lord and distances people from his evil (al-Nabulusi 1998, 10).22 Muhammad

21 The hadithisrelated by Ibn Maja 2009, 5:109: Kitab Abwab al-Fitan (“Book of Tribulations”),
Bab Idha Iltaga -Muslimani bi-Sayfayhima (“Chapter on When Two Muslims Confront
One Another with Their Swords”); Ibn Hanbal 1999, 29:496.

22 The hadith is related by al-Bukhari 1422]2001[, 4:15: Kitab al-Jihad wa-l-Siyar (“Book on
Fighting for the Cause of Allah”), Bab Afdal al-Nas Mumin Mujahid bi-Nafsih wa-Malih ft
Sabil Allah (“Chapter on the Best Man is the Believer who Participates in the Fight with
His Life and Property”); Muslim 1991, 3:1503: Kitab al-Imara (“Book on Government”),
Bab Fadl al-fihad wa-I-Ribat (“Chapter on the Virtue of Jihad and Keeping Watch over the
Frontier”).
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‘Abd al-Rahman al-Mubarakpuiri (d. 1353/1934) explains its rationale thus: “So
he does not wrangle with people nor argue with them” (al-Mubarakpuiri 2011,
296). The above tradition is quoted by al-Nabulusi, but another which he does
not mention might reflect upon him more positively and would better explain
his actions:

I heard the Prophet — upon him blessings and peace — say, “People will
see a time when the best property will be sheep. A person leads them to
the summit where it rains, fleeing for the sake of his religion away from
strifes.”23

The former narration depicts the isolationist as sparing society his own harm,
while the latter sees him fleeing from society’s harm.

Although some of the ahadith which al-Nabulusi quotes seem to suggest
that society may benefit from the seclusion of certain difficult individuals,
al-Nabulust’s own view is that seclusion from a corrupt society benefits the
individual who chooses such an isolated path. Irrespective of which attitude is
adopted, arguably, the path of seclusion contains a paradox. On the one hand, if
society is corrupt, surely an ethical individual — not least a scholar — has a duty
to engage in and reform that society, a point captured in a number of letters
which al-Nabulusi writes (al-Nabulusi 2010, 121). If, on the other hand, an indi-
vidual is corrupt, while his withdrawal may benefit society, it is unlikely that a
corrupt individual will seclude himself simply to benefit society. Nonetheless,
it could also be argued that the semi-isolation of some of the spiritual elite
might raise the spiritual aspirations of ordinary believers by representing an
exemplary ethical standard and this may have partly motivated al-Nabulusi.
Such a strategy may confer religious repute to those who practice seclusion (as
it certainly did to al-Nabulusi) and help gain admiration which results in a fol-
lowing. This may, in turn, benefit society if the secluded individual is a virtuous
person seen as worthy of emulation.

Withdrawing from society, while it faces moral upheaval rather than seek-
ing to improve it from within, does have its antecedents in Islamic literature.
Precisely such a line of argument is enlisted by ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Jawzi
(d. 597/1200) in Sayd al-Khatir (“Capturing the Mind’s Destructive Tendencies”):
“that I benefit myself alone is better than I benefit others while harming
myself” (Ibn al-Jawzi 2011, 140). This reasoning may well be based on the under-
standing that privileging spiritual self-care is one’s primary obligation. Does

23 Al-Bukharl 1422 [2001], 9:53: Kitdb al-Fitan (“Book of Tribulations”), Bab al-Ta‘arrub fi
[-Fitna (“Chapter Staying with the Bedouins during Tribulations”).
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the pursuit of spiritual self-interest in the midst of such corruption then con-
stitute [Sharia-justified] “psychological egoism,” a term used by Joel Feinberg.
Psychological egoism being a theory which states that humans pursue their
own self-interests. Al-Nabulust's position, however, might be better described
as “ethical egoism:” all people ought to pursue their own well-being; it is about
what ought to be the case (Feinberg 2013, 167). This stance indicates, “saving”
oneself — however an individual defines it so — is given precedence over con-
tributing to the welfare of others and it seems that this is al-NabulusT's outlook
during the said period. In al-Nabulus’'s own words the following were some
of the intolerable moral and ethical problems he encountered that led him to
focus inwardly:

Know that the tribulations which demand seclusion from people in our
age, have been enumerated by the Prophet, as narrated in the explicit
traditions quoted earlier. These include corruption becoming rampant
and widespread. It is now so pervasive and has burgeoned to the extent
that people have declared its permissibility, they have been assisted in
that by the wicked scholars who ridicule a person and then declare: “He
is a public sinner and backbiting a public sinner is not considered unlaw-
ful” As for the laity they say: “We have only spoken the truth.” It also
includes: honouring materialistic people, to the extent that they pardon
every transgression of theirs and call it “obedience;” out of coveting their
wealth, while severely despising the destitute, whom they consider beretft,
wretched. They say: “If God was pleased with them, he would have pro-
vided them with material provisions and enriched them.” It also includes
the dominance of evil people over the people of truth so that you will see
the pious believer fearful religiously and personally from slipping in front
of a hypocrite, a profligate and criminal who is undeterred what religion
he belongs to (even after claiming Islam and of having faith). You will see
this believer around such type of people suffer considerably, at the hands
of those who excoriate him and attack him with despicable actions and
words relating to his honour, his religion, his intellect, assisted by a cote-
rie of wicked people. Various other examples exist that would prolong
this work. These matters then and their likes, are corruptions like a “sliver
of the dark night,” [to those who do] not find anything wrong in them
in the slightest and indulge in them without compunction. They do not
recognise them as problematic and nor consider them consequential.
Some conceited folk even consider this age superior to the past, prais-
ing their contemporaries out of sheer ignorance, blind hearts, an extin-
guished insight due to eating the unlawful: “And whoever God wants to
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try with strife, you will not avail him from God in the slightest” [Q 5:41].
How incomparable: that age of mutual love to this age of hypocrisy, tyr-
anny and hostility?

AL-NABULUSI 1998, 2526

The Quranic call to pay heed to one’s own affairs (which appends his work
dedicated to the theme of seclusion), as well as al-NabulusT’s interpretations
in the previous quote, apparently gave him the justification to withdraw the
benefit of his presence from others and to focus on preserving himself.

This leads us to the question of whether spiritual self-preservation amounts
to tacit harm of others and how to determine benefit and harm for oneself and
society. Indeed, al-Ghazali, but not al-Nabulusi, suggests that one drawback
of seclusion is that it prevents one from “inviting to virtue and curtailing evil”
(al-amr bi-l-ma‘raf wa-l-nahy ‘an al-munkar). Echoing this, albeit politically,
according to Abu Nasr al-Farabi (d. 339/950), the virtuous political regime is
one in which its inhabitants’ souls are all as healthy as possible: “the one who
cures souls is the statesman and he is also called the king” (Butterworth 2010,
42; al-Farabi 1971, 24).2* However, al-Nabulusi forestalls such objections of
social and political apathy by bringing a tradition of Anas b. Malik (d. 93/712)
where he asserts that someone asked the Prophet when should inviting to vir-
tue and curtailing evil be ceased:

He said: “If what manifested in previous communities (umam) manifest
in you.” “We said: O Messenger of God what was it that manifested in pre-
vious communities.” He said: “Sovereignty among the young, depravity
among senior folk and knowledge being the lot of those who are despi-
cable (wa-l-ilm fi rudhalatikum).”

AL-NABULUSI 1995, 3325

Here al-Nabulusi brings in Zayd b. Yahya b. ‘Ubayd al-Khuza‘ (d. 463—464/1071)
to explain the meaning of the latter phrase as: “if knowledge is borne by the

24  According to Nasir al-Din al-Tasi (d. 672/1274), virtuous friendship is the crucial element
that was missing in al-Farab’s utopian vision. “The best friendship is the love between
good and virtuous men, who share a hunger for perfection and for the Divine” (Gianotti
2015, 82). It seems it was precisely this quality of friendship which al-Nabulusi searched
for but could not find.

25  The hadithisrelated by Ibn Maja 2009, 5:147: Kitab Abwab al-Fitan (“Book of Tribulations”),
Bab Qawlihi: “Ya Ayyuha l-Ladhina Amani Alaykum Anfusakum” (“Chapter on the Words
of Allah: ‘O You Who Believe! Take Care of Your Own Selves™).
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profligate” (idha kana al-ilmu fi l-fussaq) and then elaborates who the “fussaq”
(profligates) are in his opinion:

The profligate are those who insist on backbiting in their gatherings,
spreading gossip, envy, arrogance, self-conceit, consuming the unlawful,
hypocrisy, ostentation, giving verdicts to curry favour with popular senti-
ments and in order to side with their objectives, and the use of subterfuge
“in legal matters” (Shari‘a), to make falsehood truth and truth falsehood,
to terminate endowments and ownership, to meddle in Shari‘a contracts
for the sake of temporal gains and other such matters which would be too
long to illustrate and which would be unsavoury to spread.
AL-NABULUSI 1995, 33

It appears that there are more sinister affairs that are rife in society, and that
al-Nabulusi does not deign to mention these matters because he finds them
deeply abhorrent. His emphatic outbursts elsewhere are not similarly trun-
cated which supports the idea that al-Nabulust’s arguments and condemna-
tion for virtually excommunicating his entire society are not expressed in full
in the Takmil.

In order to further disambiguate the moral dimension which he mentions
we must delve into another of his texts, the Ghayat al-Matlizb. This work offers
a more integrated insight into the struggles al-Nabulusi faced, and which led
him to perceive his contemporaries so morally wanting that he could not bear
to associate with them.26 Although his opinion of people was derogatory, and
possibly contemptuous, he did not go so far as to insinuate that they were
“ruined” and perhaps he proves that by eventually abandoning his retreat.
In the discussion on “gazing at beautiful faces” (al-nagar ila wujith al-hisan),
al-Nabulusi appeals to a hadith, for his own defence, in which the Prophet
Muhammad is reported to have said: “If you hear a person say that people are
ruined; assuredly, most ruined is he.”?” He appeals to the commentary of Yahya
al-Nawaw1 (d. 676/1277) to clarify two possible interpretations of this depend-
ing on whether the word “ruined” (ahlak) is in the nominative or accusative
case. If in the former case, then it means that the person referring to them,
is himself the most ruined among the people. While in the latter situation it

26  This text was also written during al-Nabulust's seclusion and hence complements some of
the critiques made about society contained in the Takmil.

27  Muslim 1991, 4:2024: Kitab al-Birr wa-l-Sila wa-l-Adab (“Book on Virtue, Joining of the Ties
of Kinship and Enjoining Good Manners”), Bab al-Nahy ‘an Qawl Halaka al-Nas (“Chapter
on the Prohibition of Saying: ‘The People are Doomed”).
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means that he presumes them to be ruined, not that they are, in reality, ruined
(al-Nabulusi19gs, 83). Were one to say that “people are ruined”, the supercilious
pronouncement belies a callous proclamation of omniscience which, unsur-
prisingly, al-Nabulusi does not use in the Takmil, even though his opinions
regarding fellow residents of Damascus seemingly betrayed such an attitude.
After relaying numerous incidents from the Prophet Muhammad’s times
concerning the “dissolute conduct of some Muslims,” including sexual liaisons
and prostitution, al-Nabulusi says the “acts of ignorance” ( jahiliyya) during
that period were greater than his own era’s corruption and evil (al-Nabulusi
1995, 87). As further examples to highlight the impiety characteristic of that
age — yet similarly present in his own time — he mentions theft, fraudulent
activity, armed robbery, homosexuality, extra-marital sex, drinking alcohol,
false accusations, hurling insults and having the worst suspicions about others
(al-Nabulusi 1995, 88).28 Al-Nabulusi further clarifies that one is not to think
that iniquity, evil, abhorrence and licentiousness are an exclusive feature of
his times and that the past, even the virtuous era, was somehow empty of such
decadence.?® The prominent wars between the companions are better forgot-
ten and not spread, he says, as well as those that occurred after them. Evil is
present in all times, and much in that way could be mined from the books of
“hadith, narrations and history” (al-Nabulusi 1995, 83). Still, licentiousness, false
testimonies, and calumny were sparse in the first “three-favoured-centuries”
(khayr al-quran) which represented greater virtue, it is later that these vices
became widespread (al-Nabulusi 1995, 89). The predecessors would consider
thinking ill of one another as being forbidden, spying as unlawful and it would
only be hypocrites who would fall foul of such sins. Nowadays, he inveighs,
“no one thinks such things to be forbidden; very few individuals are free from

28  Hadith commentaries, even the non-conventional type, like al-Nabulust’s Takmil, may
function as “an exegetical history that connects the audiences’ current social and histori-
cal context to the past” (see Blecher 2018, 177). Al-Nabulusi was not a historian, yet his
overview of Damascene society portrays insights that are useful for analysing his moral
thought. In this sense, his value might be likened to when al-TabarT writes contemporary
history as its author, rather than a compiler or editor; his self-authored section is recog-
nised as “highly distinctive” and valuable (see Shoshan 2004, xxxiii). Al-NabulusT’s deci-
sion to seclude himself because of corruption appears to contradict his confession of the
Prophet’s era being mired more in vice than his own, unless, it may be argued that, certain
vices of his age — and he does differentiate between the two — were more malignant and
nefarious, thus compelling his drastic course of action. It may also be the case that he
was more personally affected by the issues prevalent in his society, hence, the need to
consider his emotional state. Perhaps he was overwhelmed as the target of hatred, which
evoked such an extreme reaction from him.

29  Thisis said in reference to the first three generations of Muslims, beginning with the first
who witnessed the Prophet Muhammad in their lives and so forth.
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them” (al-Nabulusi 1995, 91). His arguments continue to pivot almost entirely
on the explicitly moral.

One understands the moral duty to speak boldly which al-Nabulusi feels
(and duly responds to in writing) when he quotes a tradition on the author-
ity of Abu Sa‘id al-Khudr1 (d. 74/693) that the Prophet Muhammad said in a
sermon: “Let a man not be prevented, out of awe for the people, from speak-
ing the truth if he knows it.” Al-Khudri then cried and said: “by Allah we saw
things and were ‘timorously reticent’ ( fa-hibna) (al-Nabulusi 1995, 91).”30 In
yet another instance he quotes the Prophet:

Let none of you detest himself. The companions asked: “O Messenger of
God, how are we able to detest ourselves?” He said: “He sees an affair per-
taining to the rights God speaks of, and about which he should interject,
but he refrains from doing so. God will say to him on Judgement Day:
‘what prevented you from speaking about such and such? He will say:
‘fear of people. God will respond: ‘It was me from whom you should have
been more afraid.”

AL-NABULUSI 1995, 173!

Silence, al-Nabulusi goes on to say, would be tantamount to a blemish in the
character of the Prophet Muhammad, contradicting God’s epithet for him in
the Qur'an: “Your virtues are indeed magnificent” (Q 68:4; al-Nabulusi199s, 17).
By mentioning this, al-Nabulusi presents himself as someone following in the
footsteps of the Prophet by making knowledge-driven interventions.

Indeed, many of the scholars al-Nabulusi includes as practitioners of isola-
tion taught from the privacy of their homes and did not entirely deprive others
of their knowledge, even if the number of their beneficiaries may have dwin-
dled post-isolation. This is referred to by Gibril Haddad as “qualified asociality”
and quite accurately sums up the manner in which most scholars mentioned
in the Takmil practiced seclusion (Haddad 2017, 91). Withholding knowledge,
besides being a condemned practice, is evidence of miserliness.32 Knowledge

30  The hadith is related by al-Tirmidhi 1996, 4:58: Kitab Abwab al-Fitan (“Book of Tribula-
tions”), Bab Ma Ja'a Ma Akhbara al-Nabi Ashabahu Ma Huwa K&'in ila Yawm al-Qiyama
(“Chapter on What the Prophet Informed His Companions Would Occur until the Day of
Resurrection”); Ibn Maja 2009, 5141: Kitab Abwab al-Fitan (“Book of Tribulations”), Bab
al-Amr bi-l-Ma‘riaf wa-l-Nahy ‘an al-Munkar (“Chapter on Commanding the Right and For-
bidding the Wrong”).

31 The hadithis related by Ibn Maja 2009, 5:142: Kitab Abwab al-Fitan (“Book of Tribulations”),
Bab al-Amr bi-l-Ma‘raf wa-l-Nahy ‘an al-Munkar (“Chapter on Commanding the Right and
Forbidding the Wrong”); Ibn Hanbal 1999, 17:359.

32 Al-Nabulusi clearly laments the lack of enthusiasm among people who have not appre-
ciated their scholars and have consequently not preserved their scholars’ written or
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is the foundation of love, a silent person who is knowledgeable cannot uplift
others ethically. Through the generosity of his speech, however, he can bring
deliverance and tranquillity to them (Khalifa 2010, 227). One might still incline
to charging a recluse like al-Nabulust with ingratitude as Aba ‘Uthman ‘Amr
al-Jahiz (d. 254/868 or 255/869) states: “you cannot show gratitude to God; you
cannot show it except through speech” (al-Jahiz 1906, 136; also quoted in Khan
2008, 54). Al-Jahiz’s argument seeks to convince his reader of the inferiority
of silence — a typical characteristic of seclusion — “were silence more prefer-
able ... the superiority ...[of | human beings over other [creatures] would not
be recognised” (Khan 2008, 155). If one were to accept the above premise as a
charge against al-Nabulusi, ignoring his thirsty pen during his retreat would
ironically mean this narrow interpretation would itself lend to an uncharitable
constriction of generosity, the pen too has a tongue. Moreover, al-Nabulusi per-
mits occasional access to himself which vindicates him from this charge.3?
Considering this, to reinforce the earlier point of al-NabulusT's engagement,
it is likely that he did not see himself as being taken to silence and he cer-
tainly did not forego all human contact, as a small flock of his close associ-
ates maintained visits. Therefore, contrary to a lone undertaking concerned
solely with interior progress and spiritual unveilings, al-Nabulusi continued to
seek engagement with and benefit society especially through his prodigious
output.34

6 Attitudes to Seclusion: A Reflection of True Humility or
False Humility?

Demonstrating humility to God is different from showing humility to fellow
humans. Al-Nabulust’s departure from the view of earlier self-deprecatory
scholars, who believed that one should ascribe corruption to themselves,
ostensibly appears arrogant. The argument might be inferred from those

intellectual legacy. This clarifies his stance on knowledge-sharing as being a bountiful act
from which others may benefit (see al-Nabulusi 1995, 132).

33  He does feel unvalued; gaining respect was seen as important for him as a public fig-
ure (see al-Nabulusi 1995, 130). Reference to respect as an important interpersonal com-
modity can be seen in many works such as the following example where ‘Abd al-Rahman
Ibn al-Jawzi contrasts two people, one of whom has far greater knowledge but due to a
particular obnoxious sin is disgraced by people and they no longer pay him respect. His
counterpart with far less knowledge, fulfils the rights of God and is held in higher esteem
in people’s hearts (see Ibn al-Jawzi 2011, 277).

34  Weknow al-Nabulusi had great faith in books having the power to educate and transform
people. As Bakri Aladdin has pointed out, it was the books themselves that were the real
teachers of al-Nabulusi (see Aladdin 1985, 82-84).
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earlier scholars, that in order to preserve one’s spiritual integrity, assump-
tion of exogenous corruption was woefully self-defeating, as it would lead
to one’s ego assuming one was better than others.35 Rather, despite evident
societal dissolution, one is required to reflexively contort their perception,
and to regard themselves as being of a lesser moral standing than people in
society, or at least to outwardly manifest this position. The empirical reality
to undergird the Damascene shaykh’s dismay with his social circumstances is
supported prima facie by his personal account, our limited accessibility to the
effects on his personal state notwithstanding. Therefore, should al-Nabulusi
have affected self-diminution if he was unable to genuinely view himself as
being corrupt and society as virtuous, in contradistinction to the advice of oth-
ers such as al-Ghazali and Abui 1-Qasim al-Qushayr1 (d. 465/1073) who thought
it proper to view oneself as being the party guilty of moral deficiencies in such
a scenario?36 Al-Nabulusi was unwilling to do so and thus radically departs
from what would seem a fundamental commitment to any serious spiritual-
mystical sojourn in the lives of some earlier practitioners of this type of seclu-
sion, perhaps even undermining its spiritual essence.

To reiterate, self-perception when considering isolation is explained in the
following two ways: one leaves society because people are noxious or, con-
versely, that one regards themselves as objectionable and ethically-wanting.
Al-Ghazali and al-Qushayr1 say one must view themselves as being corrupt
and loathsome. This latter position, al-Qushayri asserts, emerges from having
crushed one’s ego while adopting the former stance is to manifest superiority
over creation. Whoever effaces his ego is humble; he who feels supercilious
towards any individual is arrogant (al-Qushayr1 2013, 138). Al-Nabulusi adopts
the opposite position. Among the ahadith which address this conundrum are
two prima facie paradoxical traditions. The first suggests seclusion to stave off
one’s evil from people; the second that seclusion is meant to protect one from
the evil of others. Nonetheless, sequestering oneself in the above ahadith is
meant as a protective measure rather than to prevent corruption, either to
oneself or others. Therefore, one who solely seeks spiritual edification through

35  This is a common trope in Sufi discussions on humility. In Sufi parlance, humility, is to
see everything which comes to you as coming from God. Al-Shibli is said to have asked
Yasuf b. Asbat about the extreme limit of humility. He replied: “when you come out of
your house, you consider everyone you see better than yourself” (Nurbaksh 1988, 81-82).
Fudayl said: “Whoever sees himself as having worth has no share in humility,” while
Bayazid said humility was when a person “sees himself as possessing neither station nor
state and sees no one among God’s creatures worse than himself” (Nurbaksh 1988, 86).

36  Philosophers during the Enlightenment such as Spinoza (d. 1677), Friedrich Nietzsche
(d. 1900) and David Hume (d. 1776) vehemently opposed this view, disparaging humility
and disregarding it as a virtue; ostensibly they would laud al-Nabulust’s stance on this
point (see McPherson 2016, 163, 212).
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reclusion is not ipso facto directly acting on those ahadith which encourage
isolation, based on al-Nabulusi’s compilation. Al-Nabulusi does not seem to be
acting primarily for the achievement of such esoteric rewards and nor there-
fore sees “humility” as an important issue to address within the Takmil.

If the content of al-NabulusT’s literary output and others’ high-esteem of
him and his self-perception were to be taken at face value, then it seems he
was justified in taking his stance: society was corrupt, he was not. This does
not seem contrary to humility or objectionable on moral grounds albeit, the
stance is highly controversial in light of the principles of Sufi thought dis-
cussed above. Given al-NabulusT's extensive use of source-texts we must admit
that his rationale for seclusion was to some degree motivated by the Prophet
through his traditions. In addition, it is incontrovertible that his emotions and
sentiments clearly influenced his undertaking. It is arguable that if al-Nabulusi
was less morally incensed and sensitive he may not have been incentivised by
the ahadith alone to forego contact with mainstream society, particularly if he
had achieved a prominent teaching position. This seems realistic given that he
gave up his seclusion in 1098/1687 and led an integrated public life buttressed
by a swell in following that will ostensibly have helped subdue residual feelings
of emotional detachment and pain (Shafir 2019, 613—614). The emotions and
feelings evinced by al-Nabulusli give us a better idea of his attitude in a way
that a list of ahadith or impersonal anecdotes of others who undertook this
practice would never disclose. After all, “emotions are part and parcel of ethi-
cal deliberation” (Nussbaum 2009, 172).

As illustrated above, the foundation of al-Nabulusi’s moral epistemology
is seen through the lens of received tradition and is heavily supported by his
personal interpretations and experiences. Neither the religious elite nor the
common-folk are spared vitriolic diatribes, effectively dismissing them as wast-
rels. Together the Takmil and Ghayat al-Matlitb — both of which were written
during the seven-year seclusion — functioned as justifications for al-NabulusT’s
extreme measures and sought to persuade readers of his moral judgement
about the unbearable inhabitants of his city. What makes this period of his life
relevant to study is that solitary action produces reflexives, these are insights
that are developed when alone through sustained, focussed, concerted effort,
which lead to a “culturally skilful development of thought” (Cohen 2016, 153
155). The salience of this self-society relation almost in absentia through a writ-
ten corpus expresses al-Nabulust's reading of his milieu and his subsequent
ascription of meaning to religious texts, which reflect the underlying spirit of
those texts according to his view, and in application to his particular circum-
stances. Hans Gadamer would concur that the undertaking of the interpreter
of a text is that he must relate it to his situation in order to understand it at all
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(Gadamer1989, 324). Historical interpretation expresses not merely the linguis-
tic expression of texts, but what the texts betray by delving “behind them and
the meaning they express to inquire into the reality they express involuntarily”
(Gadamer 1989, 336). Texts need explication, so that they are understood not
only in terms of what they say but also what they exemplify (Gadamer 1989,
336). What al-Nabulust’s arguments exemplify is that he was eminently capa-
ble of weaving the rich ahadith corpus to his context and skilfully apply it in a
demonstrably favourable manner in congruence with his moral constitution.

7 Conclusion

The underlying rationale and the hermeneutic employed in al-Nabulust's
analysis of severing social ties with most others is generously expatiated in
the Takmil. Beyond quoting ahadith extensively in the latter work, the Ghayat
al-Matlib further captures his arguments related to the prevailing social and
moral injustices which undergird his case for seclusion (al-Nabulusi 1995, 130).
Together these texts display considerable insight into his moral sentiments at
the time of writing. The theoretical basis of al-Nabulus1’s claim uses ahadith to
support his actions, but it is clear they were not the only motivating force. Of
course, al-Nabulusi may have felt compelled by the influence of religious texts
to withdraw from society around 1090-1091/1679-1680, but arguably other
forces were also at play, like unbearable societal corruption and his feelings
of alienation (Nabulusi 2010, 97).37 Even though he was palpably a Suf, the
mystical element appears dim in his considerations to “withdraw” or practice
‘uzla from society.

The Takmil and Ghayat al-Matlib are personal attempts by al-Nabulusi to
combine his judgement on society with his religious hermeneutics to justify
the drastic measures he takes. Written prior to the conclusion of his retreat,
the former does not account for the reasons why he subsequently gives it up.
Yet, it does show that moral issues were the significant rationale for his social
disengagement even as no coherent moral theology is exposited. Together with
other works written during the seclusion, much about his self-perception and
personal struggles is revealed, giving us a glimpse of this understudied per-
spective about him which, as the above analysis demonstrates, in this instance,

37  The context, which for brevity I do not delve into here, plays a crucial part in convincing
al-Nabulusi to seek refuge from social interactions. It is worth noting: “People often over-
estimate the degree to which language itself determines meaning and underestimate the
role that context plays in every act of interpretation” (see Camper 2018, 17).
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was driven largely by his moral theology. We also better understand his inde-
pendence in the conclusions he came to, based on his reading of the texts,
history and his specific context, for example, in the discussion on humility.
This shows Islam to be a discursive tradition that may diverge considerably on
ethical issues which are not straightforward to navigate based upon a simple
reading of primary texts. Indeed, the texts about seclusion provided the nec-
essary rationale for both engagement with, and the abdication of, the lauded
social responsibilities towards others so emphasised in Islam. The application
of these texts may change based on the subjective judgement of an individual,
not only due to the reading of such texts, or even external socio-political cir-
cumstances, but also subject to the vicissitudes of inner emotional rifts caused,
to some extent, by society’s reception of one’s ideas and their personal admira-
tion or dislike of a public figure. Useful as the Takmil is, it would be a stretch to
attribute a coherent ethics of seclusion to al-NabulusT’s writings on this topic,
yet, that he was ethically motivated in his withdrawal from society is unde-
niable, and it was the ahadith that were ostensibly the mainstay of such an
undertaking.
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CHAPTER 8

The Ethical in the Transmission of Sunna
Rethinking the ‘Ulama’-Qussas Conflict

Safwan Amir

1 Introduction

In a world of information-at-your-fingertips, the idea of transmitting knowl-
edge from a pious individual to others, as seen in the Sunna’s case, might seem
regressive and antithetical. While contemporary knowledge practices are but
numerous chains of signifiers producing a further number of contexts, the
Islamic tradition has held on to a unique system that tries to maintain its link
to the Prophet Muhammad. What is the relevance of such hand-picking and
fixation around establishing these links? How can a premodern method of
knowledge transmission provide us with material to realise our dissonances in
modern comprehension?

This chapter addresses early Islamic ethics and transmission through the
premodern ulama’-qussas dichotomy. I argue that the gass-alim (preacher-
scholar) relationship was one of a methodological approach rather than con-
flict that triggered true and false traditions of knowledge. This can better be
characterised as a large scale premodern jadal (argumentation) and mundagara
(debate) that took its gradual course within the Islamic tradition and was not
specifically attuned to the operations of rupture or continuity as ascribed
by contemporary historians. With the Prophetic tradition being a main site
of contention for these two groups, I will first compare hadith and gissa with
an overarching idea of sunan in the background, then I look at that which is
desired, in place of a telos, through the activities of the storyteller-preachers
and hadith scholars. The chapter moves on to elucidate the kind of selves
(and self-lessness) the two groups cultivated and disciplined. This allows us to
locate possible genealogies of the isnad and matn approach, shaped by the
muhaddithiin, and how the ulama’ came to privilege it. Finally, I will end with
a suggestion on how to approach such dispersed categories in history without
falling for continuity and rupture as the only way out.

Absence and presence are two interconnected themes that direct this
chapter —be it mediums analysed or characters cast. Since storyteller-preachers
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are seen as marginal entities, and are extinct in later centuries, present schol-
arship has engaged sparsely with them. This chapter then draws attention to
the exuberant life of the gass and his indubitable role in the everyday ethics
of Islam. The work is historical but does not entitle any specific period in the
premodern, and rather seeks to contribute to anthropological debates around
transmission and inculcation of ethics.

2 The Scholar Meets the Preacher: Tradition and Authenticity

This chapter begins with an intriguing account. Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/
855), the revered Sunni scholar, and his friend and fadith transmitter Yahya
Ibn Ma‘in (d. 233/847) were in for a shock one day after the noon prayers. They
heard a Basran gass preaching:

Ahmad Ibn Hanbal and Yahya Ibn Ma‘in once related to me, on the
authority of ‘Abd al-Razzaq (d. 211/827), from Ma‘mar (d. 153/770), from
Qatada (d. 117/735), from Anas (d. 93/712), that the Messenger of God is
reported to have said: “He who says la ilaha illa Llah causes a bird to be
created from every word, with the beak made of gold, and feathers of
pearls ...”

JUYNBOLL 1983, 158-159

The gass went on for an equivalent of twenty pages while the two scholars
conferred among themselves if either had transmitted this kadith. Testifying
that neither had heard this narration till date, they signalled to the gass after
his session and enquired from whom he had learnt this hadith. The gass imme-
diately replied,

“Yahya Ibn Ma‘in and Ahmad Ibn Hanbal.” Ibn Ma‘in said: “But I am Yahya
Ibn Ma‘in and this man here is Ahmad Ibn Hanbal and we have never
heard of this mentioned as a Prophetic tradition.”

JUYNBOLL 1983, 159

To this the gass retorted “grinningly,”

I have always heard Yahya Ibn Ma‘n is stupid ... As if there were in
the whole world no other Yahya's or Ahmad’s except you two! I have
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written down traditions from seventeen different people called Ahmad
Ibn Hanbal apart from this one here.
JUYNBOLL 1983, 159!

This is a classic example of an academically studied encounter with a gass
(pl. qussas) in medieval Islamic literature.

The linear story of the storyteller, gass, is not new to students of premod-
ern Islam. It begins in the initial centuries, following the death of Prophet
Muhammad (d. 11/632), with the gass or storyteller-cum-preacher seen as
instrumental in spreading the tradition. Acting as a bricoleur, the gass dons
several religious odd-jobs that include, more frequently, narrating tales of an
edifying nature, reciting Qur’an (qurra’), instructing, admonishing and exhort-
ing (wu“az), as well as being transmitters of sunan, and, occasionally serv-
ing a s gadr (judge) and khatib (Macdonald 1927; Goldziher 1971; Pellat 1976;
‘Athamina 1992; Armstrong 2017).

With a clientele that usually involved a large following of the masses, they
were hastily concluded as “popular preachers” (Berkey 2001). Drawing ire of
more well-trained ulama@ and muhaddithun? the gass were severely criti-
cised and ridiculed for their exaggeration and lack of authenticity. The story-
tellers’ tale, then, was bound to be a tragic one. The fall of the gass was ensured
by subsequent generations of ulama’ who saw to it that they put an end to
the storyteller’s lies (Halldén 2006; Firestone 2006). Few were roped in, and
most were vilified. While the dominant position within academic scholarship
has been to read this compelling story from the perspective of the ulama’ and
muhaddithun, in descending linear time, few (Afsaruddin 2002) have been
sympathetic to the gass by showcasing their gradual loss in social standing to
the ‘ulama’. However, what remains common in these two seemingly oppo-
site standpoints is that the gass’s hazy modes and vague means evolve into
the G@lim’s certain and coherent ones. The Basran gass instance above high-
lights this very movement (and moment) of imprecision to a more concrete
approach towards the Islamic tradition. By exhibiting and asserting what fab-
rications are, these discourses have also, inadvertently, enabled definitions of

1 Many modern academics cite this example showcasing premodern scholar’s contempt for
the preacher (see also Juynboll 1983, 158-159; Goldziher 1971, 151-152). The story was cited in
Ibn ‘Asakir 1995, 65:27; al-Dhahab1 1985, 11:86; Ibn Hajar 2002, 1:315. Al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348)
said: “this is a weird story (hikaya ‘ajiba). Its narrator, [Ibrahim b. ‘Abd al-Wahid] al-Bakr1 is
not known to me. It might be forged by him.” Ibn Hajar (d. 852/1449) also said: “I don’t know
him. He narrated unbelievable story (hikaya munkara). It might be forged by somebody else.”

2 Primarily, my comparison is between the muhaddithin and qussas. I use the term ‘ulama’
because in the end they privilege the isnad and matn form and method of the hadith scholars.
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the contours of truth within what came to be known as the Islamic tradition,
and more importantly how one needs to go about labelling authenticity.3

The earlier example, however, can generate other possible readings besides
typical insinuations. The Basran gass appears to playfully engage the two
scholars — challenging their certitude and critiquing their method. He is quick
in his responses, uses the right amount of rhetoric, and leaves the scholars
irresolute for a short period. We only get to learn bits of the preacher’s content
but can, undeniably, contend that the imaginative expanse being built-up was
beautiful to the spectators’ ears. The scholars are left dumbfounded and forced
to leave without any comeback. It is also important to observe the interest-
ing oral to written comparison the scholar makes when he equates the length
of the preacher’s utterance to a twenty-page entry (Goldziher 1971, 151). Apart
from being a testimony to the fact that the qussas have left us with scant writ-
ten evidence, we also catch glimpses of the rugged terrain in these mediums of
transmission. It is accurate that influential premodern scholars have chastised
storytellers.* Nevertheless, it goes unwarranted to state that this represented a
major practice among scholars post third/ninth century. Nor does it justify the
teleological premise that the gass paved way for the ulama’. What can be said,
in the least, is that the @lim and gass entered into contestations over practices
now and then, but this did not define/limit their relationship.

3 Hadith and Qissa: A Comparison of Sunna

Works of tabagat (Islamic biographical literature) help us understand the lives
of scholars, as iUm al-rijal (the study of hadith transmitters/narrators) is an
important criterion for discerning the validity of a hadith. There are special
biographical genres for hadith transmitters (tabaqat al-muhaddithin) and the
same can be found for the fugaha’ (jurists), gudat (judges), Sufis, etc. However,
there is a strong absence of tabagat works specifically revolving around the
qussas. And yet, the gass is mentioned across most tabagat and similar biog-
raphies in passing. While we have to leave the reasons for this particular omis-
sion for later sections, we can nevertheless begin by observing the material the
scholars and storytellers undertook.

3 Before entertaining the idea that this work takes a Shahab Ahmed (2015) turn, I would like to
maintain that my interests are exceedingly around how modern academia have engaged with
such discourses, rather than showcase supposed internal contradictions within the tradition.

4 See, for example, Ibn al-Jawz1 1983; Ibn Taymiyya 1988; al-Suyuti 1974.
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The origins of both the hadith and gisas lie in the sunan, and yet the Sunna
itself was never a fixed category. The sunan (guidelines for exemplary con-
duct) were never the sole purview of Prophet Muhammad, especially in the
initial centuries after his death. This does not mean that the Prophet’s mode
of conduct was not ideal, or that the companions competed with the Prophet’s
Sunna, but that the earlier phase of Sunna in the Islamic tradition included
conducts of the Prophet’s companions as well (athar),5 as there was no con-
sensus on the use of terms like “hadith” (Ansari 1972, 256). The companions,
as well as people of particular cities (Medina, for instance), considered vari-
ous aspects of Prophetic and non-prophetic modes of conduct as sunan out
of their deep connection with the Prophet. Wael Hallaq locates the history of
Sunna and distinguishes between “practice-based sunan” and literary hadith,
by elaborating on how the former was primarily transmitted by storytellers,
while the latter found prominence after the proliferation of a class of mobile
traditionalists by the end of the second/eighth century (Hallaq 2009, 39—43).
Such practice-based Sunna has to be identified with the very living processes
of early everyday Islam, and even though the proliferation of literary hadith at
the hands of these newly emergent traditionists gains primacy, the role of the
gass and his transmission of sunan does not reduce in any way. Though the
literary and living can be said to coalesce and overlap in this era,® they do not
have to eclipse each other. Let us focus on the two separately to understand the
fine points with which they approached the Sunna.

Hadith transmitters can be cited as some of the first to develop the isnad
and matn (source and content) form. Thus, the entirety of any hadith would
include a set of proper names (kunya, nicknames, regional affiliations would
also be included) to indicate the sanad that has been followed in capturing
a particular Prophetic tradition. Such traditions are usually actions and say-
ings of the Prophet, as recounted by his companions, and these make up the
matn (main content), the primary text within quotes. These narrations can
also be followed by commentaries made by various scholars across time and
space. Memory and religiosity (ethicality rather) are primary considerations
that hadith transmitters have to demonstrate for the validity of hadith. While
usul al-hadith has many ways of dealing with a hadith and its transmitter, I am
interested in these fundamental ones because it gives us a sense of the basic

5 Literally means “trace.” They are modes of conduct as well and can include artefacts related
to the Prophet and his Companions.

6 The best example is to think of how the Qur'an was never considered as learnt but as embod-
ied. See Rudolph Ware (2014) for “embodiment as epistemology.” More on this in subsequent
sections.
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premises with which the scholar engages in such activities. Even within the
domains of memory, the method was made further rigorous by the inclusion
of only that Sunna that could be recollected verbatim. Contrarily, in a famous
instance, while al-Hasan al-Basr1 (d. 110/728) knew a Prophetic Sunna regard-
ing a theological position, he was unable to give a “verbal transmission” attest-
ing the same (Hallaq 1997, 14). Can the religiosity/ethicality of a noted tabit
(companion of the Companions) like al-Bagsr1 be contested? Or does memory
dictate the certainty of a sunna? How can such Sunna find life under such
strenuous measures? One way is to go by the standards set by the muhaddithin
themselves and consider the varying degrees of da'if (weak), maqgbul (accept-
able), hasan (good), and sahih (authentic) hadith. And yet, this approach is only
attained after a long and arduous procedure of sieving that gave these Sunna
their respective degrees. It is perhaps for this reason that Louis Massignon, the
French scholar of Islam, said:

If the muhaddithin had succeeded in imposing their method and elimi-
nating all hadith with apocryphal isnad from the “authentic” collections,
believers would now have only dried meat to feed meditation: a few pre-
scriptions concerned only with hygiene and civility, sandal cleaning, and
the right wood for making toothpicks.

MASSIGNON 1997, 85-86

What happens to the remaining sunan? Are they never to be actualised in the
Islamic tradition?

The qussas place us in a unique predicament given that they are hardly
studied in any relevant manner, especially regarding how they engaged ethi-
cally or their transmission of Sunna. The fact that focus has never been on
the gass, even at the minimal level of a storyteller, is indicative of an issue of
obsession around who wrote over who spoke. Much of the gisas that are avail-
able from early Islam are anonymous entries, repetitions, and a combination
of various hikayat (stories). Lyall Armstrong writes:

The term gissa (pl. gisas) is more problematic; “story” does not adequately
encompass the breadth of the term ... [A] gissa, during the period of time
in question, seems to indicate any general piece of instruction given by
a gass [preacher/storyteller] ... The term incorporates number of differ-
ent types of instruction, including actual stories, verses of poetry, legal
rulings, hadith, as well as martial statements given on the field of battle.

ARMSTRONG 2017, 9
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My concern is not with the written author or the original narrator, but with
those who related and passed on the gissa generation after generation. These
“storytellers” are never mentioned or given their due because western schol-
ars have indulged in a larger historian’s disdain for the storyteller in studies
on the Islamic tradition. In doing so, they follow the legacy of historians like
John Wansbrough (1977) and Patricia Crone (1987) who saw the storyteller with
suspicion and as a source of inauthenticity in the tradition (Armstrong 2017,
81). This absence and dearth of sources then imply that we must look at other
places for answers. Concentrating on the root g-s-s, we learn from Arabic lexi-
cons (especially Ibn Manzur’s (d. 711/1311) Lisan al-Arab (“The Tongue of the
Arabs”)), from the eighth/fourteenth century onwards, that the words “trace,”
“echo,” and “footprint” are equally important when locating the multiple defi-
nitions of the term “gass.”” A shared quality of traces, footprints, and echoes is
that they do not have an ever-active presence, and yet their absence is never
fully realised. Derrida (d. 2004) puts it succinctly:

Trace is not a presence but is rather the simulacrum of a presence that
dislocates, displaces, and refers beyond itself. The trace has, properly
speaking, no place, for effacement belongs to the very structure of the
trace.

DERRIDA 1973, 156

This peculiar potential of the term gass needs to be read as a built-in mecha-
nism that challenges standard mnemonic practices and mediums.

To illustrate the same, let us look at the narrative strategies employed by the
gass in their gisas. Stories (gisas) did not take the prominent isnad and matn
form, but the storyteller (gass) took the Prophet Muhammad as their model
(Abbott 1967, 14). The qussas played a major role in extending the Prophetic
imagination in the initial centuries after his death. The form of the gissa
would generally include narratives of and around the Prophet. The Prophet
would appear in various ways — in dreams or in other spatio-temporalities
(al-isra’ wa-l-mi‘raj being an example), or, simply, in the Hijaz. There would
be an added local flavour to these stories — generally a story of how the ruler
of the locale embraced Islam and how he felt intense love for the Prophet.
They would also include the sahaba (Companions), tabiun (Companions’
companion), and other well-known Islamic figures. Tellings of gisas al-anbiy@
included stories of other Prophets and these would usually lead to a story of
the Prophet Muhammad. Emphasis and inclination always tend to the Prophet

7 To cut, narrate, and shear are other meanings.
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and this is the widespread rule of the gissa. Reception is of key importance
here and the audience enters into the world of the storyteller (Berkey 2001,
43-52; Armstrong 2017, 161-163).

The gass does not rely much on memory and improvises most of the time.
These improvisations were often called bid‘a (innovations) and admonished by
scholars. An interesting example is the reason for the ninth/fifteenth century
scholaral-Suyuti(d. gu/1505) writing Tahdhir al-Khawass min Akadhib al-Qussas
(“A Warning to the Retinue against the Lies of the Storytellers”). The grand @alim
says that he had come across a gass (preacher/storyteller) who was transmit-
ting a Prophetic Sunna without verifying or attributing it to the “right sources.”
The preacher retorted to this blatant criticism by saying, “I will verify them with
the people!” and the audience who were witness to al-Suyutl’s admonishing
turned against the ‘Glim and threatened to stone him (Berkey 2003, 255-256).
We have two interconnected points to reflect on: one, an organic relationship
between the larger public (the masses) and the gass as seen in this instance,
and second, the concept of “verifying with the people.” When the preacher says
that he derives his verification from the people, he is not implying a popular
idea of religion or subscribing to a status of the popular. The gass observes the
community he is attached to, interacts with people, is knowledgeable about
their issues, spends time with them, is privy to their moral fibre, recognises
the various classes, gives advice when sought, and prays for them.8 It is for this
reason that Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201) notes:

The common people ... rarely meet a jurist, so they discuss things with
[the preacher]. The preacher is like the trainer of animals, who educates
them, reforms them and refines them.

BERKEY 2001, 24

Coming back to the genre of the gissa, we learn from al-Khazin (d. 741/1340)
that a hikaya (story) is called a gissa because the “narrator releases the story
bit by bit” (bin Tyeer 2016, 12; see also al-Khazin 2004, 2:511). This releasing in
piecemeal is deliberate and is based on the depth and breadth of knowledge
the audience is accustomed to. The gass is careful not to overdo the amount
of preaching and storytelling, and is highly receptive to the moods and senti-
ments of the audience. In such instances, the gass has to then “verify” with

8 Ideally, the gadi, should intimately know the society where he is placed or know ethically
sound people from the society who have knowledge in these matters. It comes as no surprise
that the qudat and qussas were one and the same for a brief time in Islamic history. It is
highly possible that those whom the gadi sought for intimate social knowledge were the gass.
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the people as to what they want and how well they can be instructed and
narrated appropriate tales worthy of that period. These could vary from spe-
cific Islamic months, impending war, water scarcity, famine, extensive fitna,
severe debt, and social crises to numerous everyday personal issues. In all
these cases, the gass would narrate and mention the Prophet, instil hope, and
bring about unity among people. In short, these were not mere gisas but ahsan
al-gasas (the best of stories) as the fifth/eleventh-century exegete and mystic
al-Qushayri (d. 465/1074) maintains — such gisas would mention the beloved
Prophet Muhammad and his beloveds, usually contain imitable and inspiring
“ideal behaviour,” and are not “explicitly didactic (command/forbid)” as these
could induce “feelings that insinuate shortcomings” (bin Tyeer 2016, 12; see also
al-Qushayri 2000, 2:166-167).

4 Medium beyond Absence and Presence

In one of his earlier works, Jacques Derrida rereads the origin myth of writ-
ing through Plato (d. 347 BCE). He shows how Western philosophy privileges
speech over writing since it was believed that the latter was a mere represen-
tation of higher forms of truth and presence (Derrida 1981). Muslim societies
privilege a “culturally specific logocentrism,” in the Derridean sense, of the spo-
ken word via recitation (both textually and from oral/rote memory) (Messick
1993, 25). The dichotomy between the written and spoken word can be seen
right from the beginning of Islam, with various close associates and teacher-
student ties diverging on this question (Afsaruddin 2002, 20). And yet, our
previous discussion on the qussas and their trace-based characteristics, points
to different modalities of absence/presence from the western one. Regarding
a mark or trace, Derrida believes that absence is key to communication, and
words can be grafted onto other contexts which results in endless chains of
signifiers, divorced from its origins and a metaphysics of presence (Derrida
1982). It is crucial to locate Derrida’s idea of absence/presence in more con-
crete terms. His commentary on communication and transmission of ideas
vis-a-vis absence is an apt representation of the conditions with which moder-
nity moves about. Rather than the mere breakdown of authority or specific
sites of dissemination, absence involves the blurring of ethical contours that
were in place.

I propose reading Derrida’s transformation of a metaphysics of presence to
an ontology of absence as an insightful reading of the very shift from premod-
ern knowledge practices (like the ones seen in the Sunna) to a modern-day
information explosion. While the written and oral came to be identified as
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modes that changed due to its explicit nature, the ethical has often gone unrec-
ognised as the larger site for transformations. Derrida’s re-reading of the origin
myth of writing in Plato is crucially an attempt to showcase the ethical value at
stake in the written and oral. The various Gods involved in this reading are not
tropes to give an essential Greek flavour but attempts to provide metaphors to
the deep shifts that are studied and witnessed by Derrida.

In this chapter, I invoke the Derridean trace only because there are no clear
concepts of absence and presence in an immediately available language of
Islam.? In a different spatio-temporal context, the hadith, as chains of transmis-
sion that harbour on pious individuals throughout the premodern, allowed for
some kind of presence.!° This can be seen as late as al-Suyutl who wrote Kitab
al-Farq Bayna al-Musannif wa-l-Sariq (‘Book on the Difference Between the
Compiler and the Thief”) to expose another ‘alim’s “misdoings” (Abdel-Ghaffar
2018). The latter’s crime was that he had not attributed a particular work to
al-Suyutl. The work in question is not one that al-Suytti composed himself,
rather his labour was in organising, gathering, and ordering narrated accounts
of the Prophet. This book is “a tissue of quotations” and al-Suyuti believed that
proper attribution to the one who found them, gathered them from a variety of
sources, and ensured their authenticity is essential to respect the effort put in
to make the book’s knowledge available (Abdel-Ghaffar 2018). The book is not
al-Suyutr’s words and yet the kind of attribution that he seeks is one of pres-
ence or harbouring around pious individuals who could authorise the content
within. Al-Suyati’s concerns, almost like a premonition, also give us a sense of
the world that was about to emerge (early modernity/colonialism) — a strong
threat to both knowledge and ethics wherein it could be communicated in
absence. Thus, we learn that the ‘ulama’ were not necessarily attacking the
qussas alone but were wary of an impending approach to knowledge and eth-
ics, and it was the realm of practices that they sought to redress.

All the same, what did presence and absence mean to the gass and his fol-
lowers? It can be noted that various gisas were translated into the written for-
mat at the hands of author-jurists and scholars who attended their sessions

9 Without doubt, fana’ might be one. However, the term has been so closely associated with
the mystical that reimagining it, or working through its standardised meaning, might be
difficult.

10  “Allowed” in the past tense, because hadith and other Prophetic sayings are almost always
used in the present, out of context, or contexts are given to them when people use them
for various purposes, including rhetoric and polemics, in their lives. Modernity has made
it possible to by-pass the pious individuals they usually were harboured around. “So and
so” reports “such and such” is only important for the text and content that is iterable and
graftable to new contexts.
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in the sixth/twelfth century, and onwards. People and their gass, nonetheless,
do not seem interested in this transitional phase. If anything, it has probably
only been of application for later day historians. To advance the question we
have set for ourselves at the beginning of this section, it is pertinent to tap into
multiple potentials of the trace within the gass.

The legendary tale of Aba Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) and the maraud-
ers give us a starting point to think of the diverging ways in which presence/
absence plays in an Islamic setting. The story goes that a group of raiders
stopped al-Ghazali’s caravan and robbed him of his most prised possession —
numerous books he had written, collated, and held close to heart. A desper-
ate al-Ghazali tells the chief raider to take away his possessions except for his
cherished books. To this the chief retorts that if al-Ghazali requires the pres-
ence of these books then the scholar has not benefited from studying them
(Macdonald 1899, 76). This leaves the great ‘a/im in deep reflection and ini-
tiates his second phase of heightened truth-seeking. The thief is not coinci-
dental here, just like nothing else is in the Islamic tradition. His statements
are not mere statements but are quite similar to those of the gass. They are
effective and powerful. They hit exactly where they are supposed to and Imam
al-Ghazali undergoes a thorough transformation thereafter. I am not suggest-
ing that the thief is a gass in disguise. Rather, the potential of the verb “gass”
can only be found in such extreme or unusual instances. The thief is inter-
esting because, in his act of thievery, he is also advising (nasiha) al-Ghazali.
The advice is also not a direct statement issued to al-Ghazali, which is quite
similar to the edifying content of the gisas. He is not commanded to enjoin
right or forbid wrong (al-amr bi-l-ma‘rif wa-l-nahy ‘an al-munkar).* And yet,
the nature of this transformation is an ethical one.

In an important essay on the category of ma‘rif, Kevin Reinhart comments
that ethical content and reflection must be found outside the Qur’an in rela-
tion to changing environments (Reinhart 2017). He also suggests that solutions
to “socially fraught situations” (especially those that concern the micro doings
of people) that require Muslims to enact maif cannot be directly found in the
Qur’an. Reinhart’s premise is based on the closing of tradition in the early cen-
turies of Islam and postulates that people in the present end up distorting the

11 While I agree that maif can include lots of possibilities beyond a fixed category of
“good,” my case is against those who try to read Islam’s entire ethical content through a
shallow rendition of al-amr bi-l-ma‘riaf wa-l-nahy ‘an al-munkar.
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Qur’an, a debate that I will not enter into.!2 Reinhart, nevertheless, mentions in
passing that such social situations demand “tact,” and “creative openness,” and
these are “qualities” that the “Sira emphatically attributes the Prophet himself”
with (Reinhart 2017, 67). The essay works towards the scripture with an overt
presence, privileging the written, and yet, it cannot do this without mention-
ing (even in passing) an aspect that he considers to be absent — the Prophet’s
unique life. What the scholarly analysis fails to do is take up this crucial aspect
of the sira when it comes to dealing with ma‘if, ethics, and the Qur’an itself.
This could stem from modern scholarship that presumes law and ethics as con-
fused in the Shari‘a, or a predominant focus on the textual without bringing
out their deeply embodied characteristics. The human body is disciplined to
bring about necessary ends, with the ethical being an important one.

In his exceptionally brilliant ethnography, Rudolph Ware examines Qur'an
schools in Africa to show that the Quran and knowledge that emanates from
it is not learnt, but, rather, embodied.’® The Prophet, simply, is the walking
Qur’an, while the hadith cannot be treated as scripture but “are best under-
stood as historical traces of normative practice that can also be known through
chains of embodied transmission” (Ware 2014, 13). The medium then is not
about written or oral, but about the very person who transmits the Prophetic
Sunna.

If so, ethics and ma‘rif (and the diverse possibilities the term offers) need
to be understood through the ways in which they are actualised through the
body rather than consider them as a mental process of choices to be found in
quotes or texts.1

But how do we understand this embodiment in the case of the gass? How
do we think of the gass as a medium beyond absence and presence in the usual
Western philosophical sense? al-Qushayri cites Abu ‘Ali I-Thaqafi (d. 328/940)
in his Risala (“Epistle”) to say:

12 For more on the closing of the gate tradition and jjtihad, see Hallaq 1984. For more on
the modern construction of the Muslim subject vis-a-vis fundamentalism, see Mamdani
2004.

13 The idea of habitus is relevant here while thinking of knowledge, bodies, and their inti-
mate connections. Habitus are those aspects of tradition that are effective, learnt, and
acquired by the body through transmission which includes essentially oral, imitative,
and repetitions among others (Mauss 1973; 2006). Ibn Khaldin (d. 808/1406) theorised
the concept of “malaka” which can be said to be a forerunner of the concept of habitus
(Messick 1993, 261).

14 This is not to return to the debate between “lived” and “textual” Islam, but to look at the
very nature of tradition as primarily embodied discourses (Asad 2015).
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If someone could absorb all the sciences ... he would still be unable to
attain the rank of the real men (la yablughu mablagha al-rijal) unless he
engages ... in exercises under the supervision of a master (shaykh), reli-
gious leader (imam) or a sincere preacher (mwaddib nasih).

AL-QUSHAYRI 2007, 631%

This move beyond the usual sciences in the attainment of higher degrees of
being is characterised by exercising on the self with the help of a set of experts.
That the sciences alone could not get one to a higher degree of piety or close-
ness with his Lord is stressed here. Thus, we come to realise an aspect of knowl-
edge through the potential of the trace. It is to such experts and exercises that
we need to turn to realise what and who the storyteller-preacher is. The qussas
as a medium beyond the oral, written, presence, and absence point to their
trajectory as ethical repositories.

5 Self and Self-Lessness

Let us focus on this bodily aspect of ethics in detail. As we have seen in the
previous section, the one who moves beyond nominal knowledge and sciences
makes use of assistance from particular experts to attain the “rank of real men.”
But, how does such assistance work out? One of the standard ways in which
internalisation of ethics is understood is via what Foucault has given currency
to — “technologies of the self” However, the subject does not transform them-
selves on their own in all scenarios. They avail “the help of others” to orient their
“own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being” to attain particu-
lar states of living (Foucault 1988, 18; 1997, emphasis added). Within an Islamic
context, especially picked up by the anthropology of Islam, such operations on
the self (and soul) have been studied in detail to show how the body becomes
a site for the cultivation of virtues and discouraging of vices as defined by the
tradition (Asad 2003; Mahmood 2005; Hallaq 2013).

What interests me are these “others” who “help” people with their desired
ethical practices and states of living. What kind of disciplining do they go
through to ensure this service? There is literature available on how the fugaha’,
‘ulama’, and Sufis go through disciplinary training, and yet, as indicated ear-
lier, given the kind of attitude historians have taken towards the qussas, the

15 Whether al-Ghazali’s thief was “muaddib” is, nevertheless, contested. We do, however,
know through this very Risala, that thieving marauders can undergo events which set
deep transformations in motion (al-Qushayri 2007, 18, 390).
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question of internalisation and pedagogic exercises can hardly be found even
among those who studied the various facets of the storyteller-preacher. To
reach this point of what went into training the gass, we are forced to look
for answers elsewhere again. We learn from multiple sources that preachers
were generally associated with or mentioned alongside zuAd in premodern
Islam (al-Qushayr1 2007, 37—-38; Massignon 1997, 112—115; Berkey 2001, 50-53;
Afsaruddin 2007, 142). The concept of zuhd is a complex one to explain pre-
dominantly due to the easy translation in “asceticism” that it receives. While
numerous premodern scholars have defined and thought about this in detail,
I will (due to my limitations) merely term it here as “moving away from the
self” Controlling the self or nafs is a common trope in the Islamic tradition,'6
and it comes as no surprise that the qussas took it up as an important compo-
nent of their work while preaching and narrating.!”

Exploring the subtle details of preaching led me to locate a few significant
roles that the storyteller-preacher engaged in. Healing in its multiple dimen-
sions happened to be a role that the qussas took up, or had to pick up, given
the intimate nature of their relationship with the society they were placed in
or visiting, as mentioned earlier. A couple of verses composed, as late as the
ninth/fifteenth century, in honour of a preacher is illuminating here:

Our imam preached [wa‘aza] to mankind — the eloquent man who
poured out the sciences like an ocean filled to overflowing and healed
hearts with his knowledge and his preaching for only the preaching of a
righteous man [salik] can heal.

BERKEY 2001, 39

“Healing hearts” can be said to have a spiritual angle to it.!® However, the heart
is also about the body — a body that is at once individual and social.'® The

16 The nafs is again differentiated into many types and is beyond the scope of this chapter.
Imam al-Ghazali’s works have influenced much scholarship to this day on this subject.

17  Agood example is Qissat Shakarwati Farmad or “Tale of the Great Chera King” (Kugle and
Margariti 2017, 362) where the gass includes a separate prayer seeking features of zuhd,
and pushes the audience to think and reflect beyond their selves.

18  Whichis not to divide the spiritual from other aspects of life. Rather, my point is to extend
this argument alone.

19  Afamous sahih hadith goes like this: “You see the believers as regards their being merciful
among themselves, showing love among themselves and being kind among themselves,
resembling one body, so that, if any part of the body is not well then the whole body
shares the sleeplessness (insomnia) and fever with it.” Al-Bukhari1997, 8:36: Kitab al-Adab
(“Book of Good Manners”), Bab Rahmat al-Nas wa-I-Baha’im (“Chapter on Being Merciful
to the People and Animals”).
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gass with his intimate approach to people allows for not merely an advisory or
counseling relationship, but one where he is in the centre of things. A deeply
grounded kind of hikma (wisdom) arises from such intimacy. This is an organic
relationship and needs to be addressed and read in that manner. By interact-
ing and intervening in social issues that take the breadth and expanse of day
to day problems, family complications, bodily ailments, mental issues, the gass
attempts solutions. Hikma now expands in prospect and we get to see multiple
meanings of the concept in play. There is a sense of signifying “wisdom” which
is also about holding things in equilibrium and harmony. The body (social and
individual) needs to be healed to maintain its equilibrium. The gass would
initially diagnose a problem and try to come to a point that attempts to bal-
ance issues. This can be found in the case of a heated argument between two
families where the gass would play the role of a moderator and try to ease the
tension by alluding to simple examples or sayings. This moderator role can be
found among many learned men, but the gass stands out for uniquely submit-
ting themself to this particular role. Thus, the zuhd that they engage in can
be seen to derive from moving away from their selves in the service of other-
selves. I term this as technologies of self-lessness.

But, we are still not clear on the exact nature of this pedagogical training
that the gass enters into. How does one discipline the self to move away from
the self? A point that goes hand-in-hand with this is the anonymous nature
of the gisas that the storyteller-preacher-hakim (wiseman) entertains the soci-
ety with. Why do they remain anonymous when we have seen scholars, like
al-Suyuti, take strong positions on attributing and referencing people? Why
have the gass remained anonymous to the extent that there are no specific
tabaqat that discuss them as their primary topic? Humility is an overarching
concept of zuhd and is perhaps the most common among all who have prac-
ticed self-lessness (al-Qushayri 2007, 134-138). Thus, anonymity was part of the
humility that the zahid-qass cultivated which led them to stay unnamed, care
less for titles or labels, and, at times, forget their designations.

It is important to take this point in direct comparison with that of the ‘alim,
not to privilege a dichotomy, but to understand the divergent ways in which
selves can also be thought of.2% One primary goal in a fast-changing world,
that the scholars had rightly anticipated throughout — the idea of ensuring
proper attribution, is also part of moving away from this world and still being

20  Idonot want to engage with the self in terms of a telos because a set of ethical practices
only lead to another or affirm/better the ongoing ones. Thus, to read the disciplining of
selves as aimed only for the next world can limit the potential of thinking around cultiva-
tion of ethical selves.
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remembered and prayed for. Al-Suyatl’s purpose in writing al-Farg is also to
ensure this very aspect of life and afterlife (Abdel-Ghaffar 2018). As part of cul-
tivating humility and other virtues, the gass went about preaching and narrat-
ing without naming themselves but would often name others. By attributing
others - fictitiously and genuinely — they were not entering into the realm of
what constitutes honesty/dishonesty, but were ensuring that one of the goals
of the scholar lives on. It is this kind of service that needs to be thought of
when we take up narratives like that of Ibn Hanbal and Yahya Ibn Ma‘in which
we saw in the beginning. Thus, the grin that appears on the Basran gass needs
to be rethought through what the Prophet taught: “smile, it's Sunna.”?!

6 Transmission and Development

Having learnt the divergent approaches to disciplining the self, we are now left
with the question of transmission, itself. Once again, the lives of the ulama’
and qussas need to be read as intertwined if we are to unearth the ways in
which transmission took place among the gass. We are aware of the presence
of scholars in various gass sessions — imam al-Ghazali being quintessential
here (Berkey 2001, 53). Easy deductions allow us to say with some clarity that
preachers attended other preaching sessions. This is seen through numerous
renditions of the same story in several gisas — few characters and a basic narra-
tive stand while additions play out now and then. A storyteller follows another
storyteller only to the extent where the fundamentals of the story are intact.
The rest is left to what has been accused as innovation/imagination (bid‘a).
Let us focus on this imaginative aspect of such “accretions.” While charges
against the qussas are that of giving free rein to people’s imaginations, the
counter can also be claimed. By being highly performative and moving
beyond ordinary conventions of /isan (linguistic abilities),?2 the world that the
storyteller-preacher presents are minutely detailed. This richness in descrip-
tion can be compared to the Geertzian “thick description,” for a lack of a bet-
ter analogy.?3 The ethnographer utilises this method to describe the field in

21 Various instances of the Prophet smiling are commonplace in all major hadith sources.
“Your smiling in the face of your brother is charity (sadaga), commanding good and for-
bidding evil is charity ...” Al-Tirmidhi 2007, 4:62: Kitab Abwab al-Birr wa-l-Sila (“Book on
Righteousness and Maintaining Good Relations With Relatives”), Bab Ma Ja'a fi Sana’i‘
al-Ma‘ruaf (“Chapter on What Has Been Related about Various Kinds of Good Deeds”).

22 Onadetailed engagement of the gass with lisan, please refer to Armstrong (2017, 157-159).

23  Clifford Geertz (d. 2006) is an anthropologist of fame for developing the ethno-
graphic method of “thick description” which is still used and taught in the discipline of
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detail - taking in every aspect, big or small, a wink or a fight, while analysing the
various subjective positions and meanings that can be generated — the same
can be said of the storyteller. The “twenty-page” equivalency that the writer
imputes to the Basran gass’ preaching in the initial example can be understood
as a kind of thick description. We get to learn only the introductory bit and are
left to imagine what may have followed. However, the storyteller’s audience is
enthralled by the kind of “thick description” they are privy to. In short, the gass
steers the imagination of the audience and limits their capacity to do so on
their own. Perhaps a hadith, in contrast, with its short and crisp layout might
evoke an untethered imagination in the contemporary era.

As the gass were ethical repositories, a point we have delved in detail in
earlier sections, it can also be safe to add that the imaginative they encouraged
via these “thick descriptions” was well within the boundaries of the ethical. In
away, if the ‘ulama’ were attentive to scrupulousness in sources, the qussas can
be said to have shown scrupulousness in the daily lives of the people around
them. This is not to say that the ulama’ were not careful of their outward
behaviour, but it can be said that their over emphasis on texts might have kept
them aloof from the laity. The gass, on the other hand, derived their sources
from other ethically sound gass (quite similar to the muhaddithin). The only
difference happens to be their diverging approaches to presence and absence
on a longer duration. The gass are aware that the gisas have been transmitted
through a kind of presence that is almost-ever absent, while the ulama’ are
wary of losing an ongoing presence within the tradition.

To further this argument, it is necessary to recognise the kind of transforma-
tion the gass went about themselves. This will also partially answer questions
on the public nature of their preaching and the idea of public religion. The
evolution of the qussas is to be read along lines with the evolution of the guild
system post the fourth/tenth century. The close association of the gass with the
guilds provide us some direction as to how transmission itself was undertaken.
Association with a guild was the only credential to possessing knowledge and
later being able to transmit it (Makdisi 1993, 377). However, associating with
guilds would also mean opening up the category of the storyteller to include
other vocations — that of the blacksmith or the barber or any occupation that
would ensure humility while staying mobile.

anthropology (Geertz 1973). However, subsequent anthropologists have critiqued the
method for being ahistorical and limiting the idea of “religion,” see Asad (1993), especially
chapter one. The analogy here is strictly to describe the lengths to which the storyteller
goes into describing a narrative.
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The isnad and matn approach has been the major site of methodology in
most contemporary scholarship on Islam. But, once again, it should be noted
that during the premodern period it was a matter only for those who were
concerned about it. Or rather, to put the same idea in another way — fixating
around absence and presence in terms of authority/authenticity was not the
concern of all scholars. While many modern scholars are quick in pointing
to “political” issues, especially that of the Kharijis, as the reason for obsess-
ing around authenticity (Juynboll 1983), we have already seen that the ethical
can be equally important. However, we have hardly been able to think of the
context in which the ethical has been placed by and for the scholar. Reception
might give us a faint idea in this regard. Scholarly works were read, copied,
transmitted, and memorised by a group that, though spread across time and
space, were overtly beginning to identify themselves as one. Their interlocutors,
and quite often concerns, were not the people or the larger masses directly. The
gass, on the other hand, was one among the people, their audience was the
common mass, and the society they were placed in were their interlocutors. By
this comparison, the aim has been to suggest that the idea of the ethical when
it comes to scrupulousness need not be the same for the ulama’ and others.
When we approach the isndd and matn method in this fashion, we need to
admit that it was more a scholarly engagement among a few, rather than a
methodology to approaching Islam as a whole, till at least the tenth/sixteenth
century.

But the question remains how did we, in modern academia, come to privi-
lege the isnad and matn approach as the only one? I believe the issue stems
from how we have looked at the concept of trust itself. If anything, our entire
argument till now shows that the dialectic between the ulama’ and qussas has
been based on various ideas that take the breadth and length of methodol-
ogy, approach, and sources but not overarchingly around trust. How people
came to trust their peer in the premodern has nothing to do with how contem-
porary scholarship has come to trust and obsess around positivist facts and
phenomena.

7 Conclusion

Rather than summarising what has been done in this chapter, I would like to
conclude by suggesting that reading premodern Islam through the historical
methods of both conflict/rupture and continuity need not be the only ways in
which the past needs to be studied. While they do make for important anal-
yses, one is left wondering whether our privileging of such binary methods
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can explain and expand the scope of matters that have deeper non-material
underpinnings.?* Rather than seeing the gass and alim (preacher-scholar)
relation as one of conflict that spurred separate traditions of knowledge, I have
tried to argue that the issue was one of a methodological approach to knowl-
edge itself. This chapter should not be read as overemphasising the scholar
versus preacher-storyteller theme to reimpose a binary, but to recognise how
important the scholar is to any historical understanding of knowledge in the
Islamic tradition. It is through a comparison with the scholar that the story-
teller’s method can be traced and closely read.

Further their diverging methods of transmission also converge at many
junctures, and hence they need not be seen as drastically in opposition to one
another. They were not in competition but were interested in maintaining and
propagating their approach (and the subsequent chains of transmission) as
the best/unique one for their varied reasons. This can better be characterised
as a large scale premodern jadal (argumentation) and munazara (debate) that
took a gradual course over time within the Islamic tradition and was not spe-
cifically attuned to the operations of rupture or continuity as ascribed by histo-
rians. Or, this can be thought in terms of how learned members of the society
would balance practices that stretched between overt-piety and extreme lax-
ity. Hikma (wisdom) would be sought in these cases to, then, induce a new
set of dialectics in place. While the ulama’ did come to represent all walks of
engagement with knowledge in the Islamic world, knowledge itself came to be
defined by historians within the ambit of “religion.”

The history of the qussas is a way to initiate discussion into preconceived
notions of what knowledge meant, how they were authorised, and in what ways
people responded to them. It also attempts to think of the ethical beyond lit-
eral scriptures and manifest in pious individuals who walked across the length
and breadth of the premodern world, imitating the Prophet Muhammad.
While the chapter attempted to answer the question of what happened to all
the sunan that did not go through the rigorous method of isnad and matn, we
are left with another matter to end with: What happened to the qussas after
the early period of transmission? Where did they disappear into with the com-
ing of stronger authorities and established knowledge traditions?

To attempt a history of the storyteller beyond the initial centuries of the
Islamic tradition will then require us to also move along with these preach-
ers and enter into domains away from the “centre.” The periphery, in a way,

24 The attempt is to include the non-material, or rather immaterial. This does not mean
that the material is a separate domain or cannot be perceived through the non-material.
Rather, privileging the material is contested.
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being the site for conversion and future conversations, allows for a richer his-
tory of the storyteller-preacher. The preacher’s connection with guilds and the
way they moved about preaching the word of Islam will give us a better lead
to the lives of these storytellers that is not limited to the activity of storytelling.
This will also mean analysing not only the standard hikaya or gissa, but also
the multiple forms that such genres would later merge with such as shadow
puppetry, kissa pattu, dastangoi, and other storytelling forms in South and
Southeast Asia. The storyteller, if anything, is yet to complete his tale.
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CHAPTER 9

Abu Shuqqa’s Approach to the Hadith

Towards an Egalitarian Islamic Gender Ethics

Fagihuddin Abdul Kodir

1 Introduction

Over the past three decades, many feminist and progressive Muslims have crit-
icised the hadith and dismissed them from their projects on egalitarian gender
ethics in Islam. Fatima Mernissi (d. 2015) argued that all fadiths demean-
ing women are traditions of misogyny falsely attributed to the Prophet and
accordingly are not authoritative sources of Islamic teachings (Mernissi 1991).
Riffat Hassan (b. 1943) and Ali Asghar Engineer (d. 2013) also contended that
the hadith is a source of patriarchal Islam and are not authoritative enough to
construct a notion of egalitarian Islam (Hassan 1991; Engineer 2001). On the
other side, many contemporary religious scholars still utilise hadith to perpet-
uate entrenched traditional interpretations of Islam that discriminate against
women.

On the basis of traditional interpretation and some hadiths, many religious
scholars have reduced the ideal Muslim woman, in this contemporary age,
as completely invisible from the public domain. They forbid women to drive
cars, walk in the middle of the road, travel alone, work in public (especially
in radio or television stations), or participate in political activities. They have
also conceptualised that the ideal Muslim woman a domestic role of being an
obedient wife whose religious duty is to serve and please her husband. This
hadith-based interpretation is observed in the works of ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn Baz
(d.1999) and of Muhammad b. Salih al-‘Uthaymin (d. 2001) (Ibn Baz 1988;1994;
and 1995; al-‘Uthaymin 1989; and 1998), the most revered scholar for contempo-
rary Wahhabi Muslims. This traditional interpretation is also visibly observed
in the contemporary hadith collections on gender issues by Muhammad ‘Ali
al-Hashimi (d. 2015), Muhammad Farija, and Sadiq b. Muhammad al-Had1
(al-Hashimi 2013; Farija 1996; al-Hadi 2009).

Other scholars seem uneasy with interpretations adopted about women
by traditional religious scholars, but they also do not want to disregard the
authority of hadith in Islam. They generally accept the hadith literature and
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prefer rather to circumvent the seemingly harsh element of literal meanings
of hadith texts. They attempt to find an ethical message from each hadith
to draw out a more women-friendly interpretation. This approach is notice-
ably observed in the works of many scholars, such as Ghada al-Khurasani,
Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 1996), Kaukab Siddique (b. 1943), Yusuf al-Qaradawi
(d. 2022), Hiba Ra’uf ‘Izzat (b. 1965), and Mohja Kahf (b. 1967) (al-Khurasani
1979; al-Ghazali 1989; Siddique 1990; al-Qaradawi 1991; Tzzat 1995; Kahf 2000).

In line with this interpretative approach is the work of ‘Abd al-Halim
Muhammad Abu Shuqqa (d. 1995) in his book, Tahrir al-Mara fi Asr al-Risala:
Dirasa ‘an al-Mara Jami‘a li-Nusus al-Qur'an wa-Sahihay al-Bukhariwa-Muslim
(“The Liberation of Women at the Time of the Message: A Study on Women
Composed of the Qur’anic Texts, and the Sahifs of al-Bukhari and Muslim”).! It
is the first work that collects a large number of the sadiths on women'’s issues.
It brings many inspiring interpretative examples from the fadith that have
influenced some conservative Muslims to hold more women-friendly opinions
(al-‘Awwa, 2000, 13-14). It has also been used by some Muslim women activists
to challenge male authority within Islamic spaces that often restrict women'’s
mobility (Berglund 2011, 505-508). The book was even celebrated at a 2003
international conference held in Cairo on Islam and the liberation of women
(al-Lajna al-Islamiyya al-Alamiyya lil-Mar’a wa-1-Tifl 2004). It also inspired
some female scholar-activists on gender justice to argue that some fadiths can
be the basis to claim necessary social recognition of Muslim women’s roles in
both the private and public spheres (Abt Bakr and Shukr1 2002). Indeed, Aba
Shuqqa’s work is transformative for gender justice discussions within Islamic
interpretation at the start of the 21st century.

This chapter analyses the methodological approaches of Aba Shuqqa dis-
closed in the Tahrir to present some enabling interpretations of the hadith,
and establish a theological basis for an egalitarian gender relations ethics from
within an Islamic perspective. I argue that the work of Abii Shuqqa can be
regarded as a genre of “conflicting hadiths” (mukhtalif al-hadith) in the sciences
of hadith (‘ulim al-hadith), since it prefers to circumvent seemingly harsh ele-
ments of the literal meanings of some fadith and attempts to find an ethical
message to present a more women-friendly interpretation. In his interpreta-
tion, Abu Shuqqa suggests promising approaches towards the fadith to pro-
duce more favourable interpretations of egalitarian gender relations ethics by
promoting an Islamic ethics of mutuality and reciprocity between women and

1 While this chapter cites the 2002 edition of Abti Shuqqa’s work, his collection was first pub-
lished in 1990.
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men, both in domestic and public spheres. I argue that the Tahrir has paved
the way for methodological approaches to the hadith that establish the means
for interpreting an Islamic egalitarian gender ethics.

2 Abu Shuqqa’s Interpretation on Gender Relations

The main elements of Abti Shuqqa’s interpretation of egalitarian gender rela-
tion can be identified in four themes: the humanity of women; anon-segregated
society as an ideal Muslim community; the active agency of women in pub-
lic activities; and mutuality and reciprocity in all matters related to spousal
relationship, including sexual intimacy. He suggests that his work is a form of
Islamic women’s liberation that differentiates from and repairs conservative
interpretations. In his perspective, liberation means to free women from the
burden of oppressive and discriminatory interpretations, by promoting teach-
ings of Islam towards the humanity of women (insaniyya) and the equality of
gender relationships (musawat) (Aba Shugqa 2002, 1:28—-61).

Abt Shuqqa argued that, in Islam, women and men are human and should
be principally treated equally in all matters of life. He emphasised six prin-
ciples to avow the humanity of women. They are: the entitlement of women to
human dignity; their ability to be responsible for their own labour; their right
to freedom and independency; their potentiality for human perfection, just
like men; their capability to play their roles in the public sphere; and their abil-
ity to have proper personalities as normal human beings.

To prove his argument, Abu Shuqqa refered to verses of the Quran that
assert the humanity of women. In fact, the term musawat, which means “no
other than equality,” is the first word he used to open his entire interpreta-
tion. He quoted Qur’anic verse 4: to state that women and men are created
from the same entity. Based on the verses 3:190-195, 4:124, 16:97, and 40:40,
he also affirmed that Islam demonstrates the equal responsibility of women
and men. The personality of women, and men as well, is respected and digni-
fied in Islam on the grounds of many verses of the Qur'an (see for example Q
24:11-12, 33:35, 48:5, 48:25, 57:12, 57:18 and 71:28). In dealing with the reward
and punishment by God, these verses demonstrate equal treatment of women
and men. Moreover, the verses 66:10—12 maintain the independency of women
from their husbands in terms of their own responsibility towards God (Abu
Shuqqa 2002, 1:69-110). Indeed, these verses, according to Abu Shuqqa, clearly
reveal the idea of equality between men and women in Islam, allowing him to
argue for equality in his interpretation of hadith.
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Abti Shuqqa established the humanity of women from the hadith of Umm
Salama (d. 62/681).2 To my knowledge, there has been no attempt prior to the
Tahrir that uses a hadith to demonstrate the equal humanity of women in
Islam. Abu Shuqqa reinterprets the hadith of Umm Salama to affirm that a
woman, in the Prophet’s time, was declared as a member of humanity and,
thus, as equal to men. This attempt has been acknowledged and appreciated
by Omaima Abou Bakr during her opening discussion on Islamic feminism.
On the grounds of Umm Salama’s saying, alongside other hadiths that detail
female questions and demands, she argues that women in Islam are encour-
aged to engage in social matters, to obtain acknowledgement and praise by the
society, and that their voices should be heard, and their problems solved in any
stage of history (Aba Bakr and Shukr1 2002, 14-16).

Abu Shuqqa established the equality of men and women as the principle
of Islam on the grounds of the saying of the Prophet, “women are the coun-
terparts of men” (al-nisa’ shaqa’iq al-rijal).® Based on this saying, he starts to
establish the principle of gender equality, aiming intentionally to criticise the
basic assumption about women prevalent in the traditional interpretation.
This saying along with his discussion in the Tahrir becomes, borrowing the
argument of Mohammed Fadel, “an explicit textual basis for a presumptive
norm of gender equality” (Fadel 2012, 13). In his introduction of the main argu-
ment of the Tahrir, Abii Shuqqa quoted the phrase, “women are the counter-
parts of men,” alluding to the equality of women and men (Abu Shuqqa 2002,
1:30). This phrase is also quoted to point out the importance of women’s posi-
tion in Islam, which has been neglected for centuries. It is included mainly
as an epitome of the whole discussion of hadiths on the characteristics and
personality of women in Islam. This phrase is conflated with the statement of
‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23/644), who argued that Islam guaranteed the rights of
women. It is repeated again as the opening remark of Abii Shuqqa’s second vol-
ume on equal participation of women and men in public activities. When Abi
Shuqqa reinterpreted the temptation of women, he also quoted this phrase
to emphasise equal partnership between two sexes in avoiding unlawful sex-
ual attraction, rather than focusing on the temptation of one sex only (Aba

2 Muslim 2000, 2:989: Kitab al-Fada’il (“Book of Virtues”), Bab Ithbat Hawd Nabiyyina wa-Sifatih
(“Chapter on the Cistern of Our Prophet and its Attributes”).
3 Abua Dawud 2000, 1:39: Kitab al-Tahara (“Book of Purification”), Bab fi [-Rajul Yajidu al-Billa
ft Manamih (“Chapter on a Man Who Sees Some Wetness on his Clothes after Sleeping”);
al-Tirmidhi 2000, 1:34: Abwab al-Tahara (“Book of Purification”), Bab fi -Rajul Yajidu Balalan
wa-la Yadhkuru Ihtilaman (“Chapter on A Man Who Awakens to Find Wetness, but Does Not
Recall Having a Wet Dream”).
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Shuqqa 2002, 1:30, 69—79, 115, 295 and 302—303). Indeed, Abti Shuqqa’s inter-
pretation is one of gender equality in all situations, including perceived fitna.

The argument for equality (musawat) in the Tahrir appears in three forms:
women as individuals, women as part of the family, and women as members of
society. As individuals, women are described by Abu Shuqqa as equal to men
in all essential rights and duties towards Allah, the Absolute. They are created
from the same essence (nafs wahida) as men, not from the crooked rib of men.
To Abu Shuqqa, Allah makes no distinction between women and men in the
origin of creation. They are addressed by the revelation equally for faith and
its teachings. They are also to be equally rewarded or punished for their deeds.
In terms of moral responsibility, both women and men are equally account-
able for their actions. In terms of legal status, women are allowed to have their
own contracts, to run their own business, to possess their own property, and
to vote based on their own political choices equally and independently from
their husbands or any relatives (Abai Shuqqa 2002, 1:67-147 and 295).

As part of the family, women are equal to men in all principal rights and
duties in the familial relationship. To begin family life, consent of both bride
and groom is essential in Abii Shuqqa’s interpretation. A woman, therefore,
cannot be forced to enter into marriage without her agreement; indeed, she
has the right to withdraw from a marriage to which she does not agree to. In
daily familial life, both women and men are equally required to treat and to be
treated with mutuality and reciprocity when it comes to taking care, respect-
ing, and serving each other. Familial relationships in Abt Shuqqa’s interpreta-
tion are based on the principle of respect, mutual understanding, and helping
each other. This principle is emphasised in his discussion of the notions of
male leadership (giwama) and guardianship (wilaya), and conjugal rights and
duties among the spouses (Abwi Shuqqa 2002, 1:47-48, 128-130, 173-175, 296—
311, 3115, 53, 216 and 5: 96—214).

In contrast to interpretations that enforce gender hierarchy, Abti Shuqqa
conceptualised the wilaya of fathers over their daughters, or of brothers
over their sisters, and the giwama of a husband over his wife as the right of
mushawara, or giving consultation in the interest of the daughters, the sis-
ters, and the wife. It is, rather, a responsibility to guarantee protection, safety,
maintenance, and the well-being of family members than a right to lead and
command them. This right also should be exercised in a friendly manner and
for the good purpose of the wife and other members of the family. Otherwise,
a wrongly practiced right should be redressed so that it results in its initial
purpose. Abii Shuqqa presented examples of hadiths to show how guardians
were required, when they arbitrarily misused their right of guardianship, to
turn back to the purpose of the fadith to result in what was best for the ward,
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women or wife. For example, Abu Shuqqa points to how the Prophet asked
Ma‘qil b. Yasar (d. 58/678) not to prevent his sister from marrying a man of her
choice; how the Prophet enforced Khansa’ bint Khidam’s right to annul her
forced marriage by her father; the way he let the aunt of Jabir b. ‘Abd Allah (d.
76/697) work outside her home during the waiting period after divorce ( idda);
to how the Prophet forbade men from preventing their wives from going to
the mosque; and to how the Prophet rejected the desire of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib
(d. 40/661) to marry another woman without the consent of his wife Fatima
bint Muhammad (d. c¢.18/605) (Abui Shuqqa 2002, 1:296—299).

In this regard, the giwama of a husband over his wife along with her obedi-
ence (ta@‘a) to him are discussed in Abui Shuqqa’s interpretation as the right of
both partners to — and their responsibility for — caring and protection. To ease
these rights and responsibilities, the husband is charged with the responsibil-
ity of giwama and maintenance while the wife is entitled with the responsi-
bility of rearing children and managing the house. This division is, however,
subject to change and negotiation under the notions of “helping each other”
(ta‘awun), and “giving and getting consultation” from each other (mushawara),
particularly when realities require the exchange. These notions of ta‘@wun and
mushawara are very fundamental in Abai Shuqqa’s interpretation of all aspects
of the marital relationship, which is rooted in the norms of mutuality, reciproc-
ity, and partnership. For instance, the wifely duty of obedience is interpreted as
being part of helping the husband fulfil his duty to manage the matters of the
whole family and to take care of them. When the giwama is practiced outside
of this purpose, the wife has the right to disobey her husband and to rectify his
giwama by giving him an alternative. This giving of an alternative is part of the
notion of mushawara. In turn, the husband embracing the opinion proposed
by his wife is part of mushawara and ta‘awun as well. During the absence of the
husband, the wife’s taking of giwama and ri‘aGya becomes necessary as a part
of the requirement that spouses help each other (Abai Shuqqa 2002, 5:99-115).

To Abui Shuqqa, nafaga (marital financial support) is primarily a duty of the
husband, not the wife. However, since there is the principle of ta‘@wun, to him,
the wife is also encouraged to provide maintenance for the family depend-
ing on her capacity and capability. During the absence of the husband, for
instance, or his lack of capacity to provide, it becomes a wifely duty to feed the
family. We find in the Tahrir examples of women from the early Islamic period
who worked for their family during the life of the Prophet, such as Jabir b. ‘Abd
Allah’s aunt, Umm Mubashshir al-Ansariyya, and Zaynab (d. after 32/653), the
wife of ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘id (d. 32/653). We can also mention Umm Shurayk
(d. c.50/670), who was well known for her richness, generosity, and her strong
work ethic (Aba Shuqqa 2002, 2:343-345, 359-364 and 5:109-115). Indeed,
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these women are examples of ta@wun that present wives actively providing
for their families.

Whereas the husband maintains the health of his family by working outside
the house, the wife is obliged to rear children and manage the house at home.
This responsibility of the wife appears and takes form in the Tahrir as her obe-
dience to the husband within the spirit of helping him to fulfil his responsibility
as the holder of giwama. However, the principle of ta‘@wun here operates also
to encourage the husband to do the rearing, caring, and managing of domestic
matters while he has time at home, particularly if the wife is very exhausted,
or busy with her profession outside of the home. Indeed, women should have
access to the benefits of cultural activities outside of their homes. Doing the
rearing, caring, and managing of domestic matters, in turn, may become
the obligation of the husband when the wife is obliged to go out to work
for the family, for society, or for the sake of developing her own personality. In
ordinary circumstances, argues Abu Shuqqa, a believing Muslim should follow
an example of the Prophet as he served his family while he was at home (Aba
Shuqqa 2002, 2:364—366, 5:132-133).

On this basis, women are equal to men in all aspects of enjoying and partici-
pating in public activities that relate to building society. In Abii Shuqqa’s inter-
pretation, women not only have full freedom but should also be encouraged
to develop their personalities by participating in and shaping a better soci-
ety for the sake of all. To prove his claim, Abii Shuqqa draws from the images
of virtuous women during the time of the first generations of Muslims. They
are portrayed as individuals who actively took part in public life; who went
to the mosque for prayers and took part in other social activities with men;
who joined their colleagues in migration for faith; who sought knowledge and
taught it to other people; who engaged with men in military expeditions; who
worked and looked after the maintenance of the family; and who gave alms to
the needy. Essentially, they participated in all aspects of religious, social, eco-
nomic, and political spheres, bringing benefits to society. Since this equality is
mandatory, Abii Shuqqa urges men and all members of society not to burden
women alone with domestic responsibilities in which they are prevented from
their participation in public life. Indeed, this public participation is beneficial
to women'’s self-development, and women'’s participation is beneficial to soci-
ety (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 2:15-72).

3 Abiui Shuqqa’s Methodological Approach to Hadith

There are many sources in the Takrir on which Aba Shuqqa based his interpre-
tation to advocate for his notion of gender equality (musawat). The sources are
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verses of the Qur’an, hadith texts, hadith commentaries of classical scholars,
events from the past, history related to the subject, opinions of classical and
contemporary scholars, as well as experts’ analysis of the context of contempo-
rary social changes. However, hadith texts are the primary sources in the Tahrir
while the other sources are complementary. As his concern is mostly inter-
pretation, Abu Shuqqga did not discuss the issue of authenticity. He followed
the judgments of hadith texts as sahih and hasan made by classical scholars
such as al-Bukhari (d. 256/870), Muslim (d. 261/875), Aba Dawud (d. 275/889),
al-Tirmidhi (d. 279/892), and Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449), and even by
contemporary scholars such as his teacher Nasir al-Din al-Albani (d. 1999).
With regard to methodological approach, I suggest that there are five main
approaches to the fadith, through which Abt Shuqqga established his interpre-
tation in the Tahrir for what he called gender equality (musawat). As the next
sections will explore, he advocated for an inclusive definition of the Aadith
which focused on examples of the female Companions of the Prophet, for pair-
ing the hadith with the Quran on gender issues, for a reorganisation of themes
in the hadith (tarajim al-abwab), for a hermeneutics of equality (musawat),
and for a reinterpretation of problematic hadiths (ta’wil mushkil al-hadith).

3.1 Inclusive Definition of the Hadith
Abu Shuqqa used the terms Sunna and Aadith interchangeably, as one is iden-
tical to other. Both are about general principles and examples of the Prophet
understood from detailed case law and teachings recorded in the hadith litera-
ture. Following the definition of the term “hadith” that includes sayings and
deeds of the Companions of the Prophet (‘Itr 1985, 27—30; al-Bugha 1990, 9-10),
Abu Shuqqa regarded the experiences of female Companions as part of the
definition of “hadith” of the Prophet. He also attributed prophetic guidance
(hady al-nabi) to the deeds of ‘A’isha (d. 58/678), Umm Haram (d. c.27-28/648-
649), and Zaynab bint Jahsh (d. 20/641) (Abui Shuqqa 2002, 1:28-31).

The following texts are examples of how Abu Shuqqa focused on the experi-
ences of female Companions, in addition to the actions and statements of the
Prophet, and unlike the Sakihs of al-Bukhari and Muslim:

Abu Sa‘ld al-Khudri [d. 74/693] reported that a woman came to Allah’s
Messenger (may peace be upon him) and said: “Allah’s Messenger, men
receive your instructions (dhahaba al-rijal bi-hadithik); kindly allocate at
your convenience a day for us also, on which we would come to you and
you would teach us what Allah has taught you.” He said: “You assemble on
such and such a day” They assembled and Allah’s Messenger (may peace
be upon him) came to them and taught them what Allah had taught him
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and he then said: “There is no woman amongst you who sends her three
children as her forerunners (to the Hereafter) but they would serve for
her as a protection against Hell-Fire.” A woman said: “What about two
and two and two?” Thereupon Allah’s Messenger (may peace be upon
him) said: “Even if they are two and two and two."*

This text above is found in the Sahih of al-Bukhari in a chapter titled Ta¥lim
al-Nabi Ummatahiui Min al-Rijal wa-l-Nis@’ (“On the Teachings of the Prophet
to His People, Men and Women”), and in the Sahih of Muslim in a chapter
titled Fadl Man Yamut wa-lahu Walad fa-Yahtasibuh (“The Merit of the One
Who Dies while He has a Child, through Whom He Will Be Rewarded”). A simi-
lar text is placed by al-Bukhari in a chapter titled Hal Yuj‘al lil-Nisa’ Yawm ‘ala
Hida fi - Ilm (“Should a Specific Day be Allocated to Women for Knowledge?”),
and in another chapter titled Fadl Man Mat wa-lahu Walad fa-Htasab (“On
the Merit of the One Who Died while Leaving a Child through Whom He Will
be Rewarded”) (al-Bukhari 2000, 1:28, 235). However, In the Tahrir of Abu
Shuqqa, the above text is placed in a chapter titled: Namadhij min Quwwat
Shakhsiyyat al-Mara al-Muslima wa-Husn Idrakiha li-Huquqgihd wa-Wajibatiha
(“On Examples of Strong Characteristics of a Muslim Woman and Her Good
Discernment on Her Rights and Obligations”) in a sub-chapter about women
who demanded the Prophet have more chances for his teaching (Abti Shugqa
2002, 1:171). Thus, the chapters of Abt Shuqqa are focusing on the experiences
of female Companions.

The following is the second example of female Companions presented by
Abu Shuqqa.

Narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas [d. ¢.68/687]: ‘Umar b. al-Khattab said: “It so hap-
pened that I was thinking about some matter that my wife said: ‘I wish
you had done that and that. I said to her: ‘It does not concern you and
you should not feel disturbed in a matter which I intend to do.’ She said
to me: ‘How strange is it that you, o son of al-Khattab, do not like any-
one to retort to you, whereas your daughter retorts to Allah’s Messenger
(peace be upon him) until he spends the day in vexation.” ‘Umar said:
“I took hold of my cloak, then came out of my house, visited Hafsa [d.
41/661] and said to her: ‘O daughter, (I heard) that you retort upon Allah’s

4 al-Bukhari 2000, 3:1477: Kitab al-I'tisam bi-I-Kitab wa-I-Sunna (“Book on Holding Fast to the
Quran and Sunna”), Bab Talim al-Nabt Ummatahu min al-Rijal wa-I-Nisa’ mimma Allamahu
Allah (“Chapter on How the Prophet Taught His Followers, Men and Women, from What
Allah Taught Him”).
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Messenger (peace be upon him) until he spends the day in vexation,
whereupon Hafsa said: ‘By Allah, we do retort upon him. I said: ‘You
should bear in mind, my daughter, that I warn you against the punish-
ment of Allah and the wrath of His Messenger (peace be upon him). You
may not be misled by one whose beauty has fascinated her, and the love
of Allah’s Messenger (may peace be upon him) for her’ I (‘Umar) then vis-
ited Umm Salama because of my relationship with her and I talked to her.
Umm Salama said to me: “Umar b. al-Khattab, how strange is it that you
meddle with every matter so much so that you are anxious to interfere
between Allah’s Messenger (peace be upon him) and his wives?’ And this
perturbed me so much that I refrained from saying what I had to say, so
I came out of her quarters.”

For the classical scholars of hadith, such as al-Bukhari and Muslim, the text
above is only referenced as evidence that a man often loves one of his wives
more than the rest, or that the husband may let his wives choose to leave him
if they dislike to live with him. However, for Aba Shuqqa, the text is a lesson
that women at the time of the Prophet were strong and knowledgeable (Abu
Shuqqa 2002, 2:153).

Thus, Aba Shuqqa applies the term “hadith” and “Sunna” inclusively, not
only for the traditions of the Prophet, but also for sayings and deeds of the
Companions of the Prophet. These experiences, according to Aba Shuqqa, rep-
resented the origin of prophetic guidance on gender relations. He named these
experiences “practical and applied hadiths” (ahadith ‘amaliyya tatbigiyya)
on the relationship between men and women in diverse aspects of life (Aba
Shuqqa 2002, 1:28). Indeed, all of his work concentrated on including experi-
ences of female Companions as religious authorities to which Islamic teach-
ings on gender relations should refer.

3.2 Pairing Qur'an with the Hadith

For his interpretation on egalitarian gender relations (musawat), Aba Shuqqa
paired the Qur’an with the fadith to dig up meanings of the latter which are
suitable to principles of the former. This attempt is made on the grounds that
there should be unity and coherence in telling the truth, since both are author-
itative sources of it. Abu Shuqqga recognised the prevalent argument in Islamic
legal theory (usul al-figh) about the certainty of the Qur'an and probability of

5 Muslim 2000, 1:617-618: Kitab al-Talag (“Book of Divorce”), Bab fi l-Il@’ (“Chapter on Keeping
away from One’s Wives”).
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the hadith, but he did not polarise these two sources. Rather, he brought both
together to figure out the truth about the equality between women and men.

The Tahrir is a collection of hadiths on women’s liberation, but it also pres-
ents verses of the Qur’an related to the subject in question. He put the verses
in the beginning of the collection to set up what he conceived as principles
of Islamic teachings with regard to women. There are about thirty pages of
the first volume where some verses of the Qur’an are presented to support his
argument about the equality of men and women when it comes to: the respon-
sibility of women as human beings, the liberation of women from oppression,
a recognition of their personality, their place in the family, their participation
in public life, and celebrating stories of virtuous women in the Qur’an. Indeed,
there are 474 places in the Tahrir where Abu Shuqqa supported his interpreta-
tion with verses of the Qur’an.

His main argument, that men and women are from the same essence, is
established from verse 4:1 of the Quran. The humanity of women, the nobil-
ity of their personality, and the independency of their responsibility of their
own good and bad deeds, are also drawn from verses of the Qur’an (3190195,
4124, 16:97 and 40:40). He often starts his major topics with presentation of
verses and follows by listing hadiths on the subject in question. He establishes
the major argument from the Qur’an and put it in his title headings before he
listed hadith related to the subject. He then composed title headings inspired
by Qur’anic verses to categorise the fadith he interpreted. His interpretation,
then, of hadith is coloured by his weight to principles deduced from Qur’an;
and evidenced in three major topics of the Tahrir, female participation in pub-
lic, familial relationship, and sexual intimacy.

In some cases, Abu Shuqqa interprets the fadith in light of the Qur’an. The
hadith-text that states that people will not achieve their prosperity when led by
a woman, for instance, is interpreted in favour of gender justice with the fact,
which is recognised by verses 27:23-44 of the Qur’an, that a woman (Bilqis)
ruled a kingdom successfully and that her people were happy and prosper-
ous. In other cases, however, he interprets a verse from the Quran using the
teachings and practices of the Prophet. This is obvious in the verse of the right
of men to slap their wives. The Qur’an has dictated that wives who disobey
(nushiiz) their husbands are subject to being slapped after receiving advice
if they still persist in disobeying (Q 4:34). In Abt Shuqqa’s explanation, how-
ever, this right is explained under restricted conditions drawn from the teach-
ings and practices of the Prophet, who did not condone wife-beating. Thus,
whether the Qur’an is interpreted through the Aadith, or vice versa, is defined
by the question of what the meanings signify to the reader. There is no specific
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approach to textual interpretation that applies in all conditions and for all
texts, other than the principle of reciprocity and equal humanity.

3.3 Producing Themes Using Chapter Headings (Tarajim al-Abwab)
Before delving into discussing chapter headings, it is important to discuss
the structure of Abu Shuqqga’s collection. The titles of the six volumes of the
Tahrir are (1) Ma‘alim Shakhsiyyat al-Mar'a al-Muslima (“Characteristics of
Muslim Women”), (2) Musharakat al-Mara al-Muslima fi [-Hayat al-Ijtima‘yya
(“Women'’s Participation in Public Social Life: Activities of Women During the
Time of the Prophet”), (3) Hiwarat ma‘ al-Mu‘aridin li-Musharakat al-Mar'a fi
[-Hayat al-litima‘tyya (“Extended Evidence of Women’s Participation in Public
Activities”), (4) Libas al-Mara al-Muslima wa-Zinatiha (“Dressing and
Adornment of Women”), (5) Makanat al-Mar'a al-Muslima fi[-Usra (“Marriage”)
and (6) al-Thaqafa al-Jinsiyya lil-Zawjayn (“Sexual Education”). Each volume
is divided into chapters and each chapter contains sub-chapters followed by
texts of hadith. The first volume contains eight chapters ( fasl); two are dedi-
cated to the presentation of the verses of Qur’an and six to the texts of hadith.
The third to eighth chapters of the first volume, that are designated for the
texts of hadith, are titled (3) Ba'd Ma‘alim Shakhsiyyat al-Mar'a (“Landmarks of
Characteristics of Women”), (4) Mawagif Nisaiyya Karima (“Noble Feminine
Stances”), (5) Namadhij min Quwwat Shakhsiyyat al-Mara al-Muslima wa-Husn
Idrakiha li-Huquqiha wa-Wajibatiha (“Examples of Strong Characteristics of a
Muslim Woman and Her Awareness of Her Rights and Her Responsibilities”),
(6) Shakhsiyyat Nisatyya (“Biographies of VirtuousWomen”), (7) Ahadith Sahiha
‘an Shakhsiyyat al-Mar'a Asa’a [-Ba’d Fahmuha wa-Tatbiquha (“Religiously
Sound Texts of the hadiths on Women, Understood and Applied Incorrectly by
Some People”), and the last (8) Ta‘gibat ‘ala Ma‘alim Shakhsiyyat al-Mara al-
Muslima (“Comments on Landmarks of Characteristics of Muslim Women”).

Abui Shuqqa also came up with new themes using chapter headings to
emphasise that women are visible, knowledgeable, have good characteristics,
and that they should be active participants of domestic and public activities.
The themes of familial relationships are also presented in much more favour-
able perspectives, as a partnership between women and men. All of these
newly created themes are observed in the chapter headings of the Tahrir.
Starting from the title of the book, Abu Shugqa declares that women have been
liberated since the time of the Prophet. His themes, as emphasised in his chap-
ter headings are, then, composed to serve his notion of women’s liberation,
which is about the humanity of women and the rights of women to access
public spheres.
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The fifth chapter of the first volume, as an example, has 18 sub-chapters,
each of which is followed by one or two texts from the two canonical collec-
tions, the Sahih of al-Bukhari, the Sahih of Muslim, or both. The first ten sub-
chapters that prove women’s visibility, knowledge, and good characteristics
are; al-Nisa’ Yutalibna al-Rasul bi-Mazid min Furas al-Ta‘lim (“Women Demand
the Prophet More Opportunities for Education”); Asma’ bint Shakl Tughalib
al-Haya@ li-Tunfiqguh fT [-Din (“Asma bint Shakl (d. 73/692) Overcomes Her
Shyness to Spend it on Religion”); Sabi‘a bint al-Harith Ta‘rif Kayf Tataharra
li-Tasil ila [-Yagin (“Sabi‘a bint al-Harith Knows How to Search in Order to Come
to Certainty of Knowledge”); al-Mar'a al-Khath‘amiyya — wa-Hiya Shabba -
Yushghiluha Hukm al-Hajj ‘an Abiha (“A Woman of Khath‘amiyya — and She is
Young — is Concerned with the Provision of Performing the Pilgrimage on behalf
of Her Father”); al-Mar'a Tatamassak bi-Haqqiha fi Khtiyar al-Zawj (“A Woman
Upholds Her Right in Choosing a Husband”); al-Mar'a Tatamassak bi-Haqqiha
ft Mufaraqat al-Zawj (“A Woman Upholds Her Right in Repudiating Her
Husband”); Atika bint Zayd Zawj Umar b. al-Khattab Tatamassak bi-Haqqiha fi
Shuhud al-Jama‘a (“Atika bint Zayd the Spouse of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab Upholds
her Right to Attend the Congregation”), al-Mar'a Tumaris ba'd al-Hiraf li-Kasb
al-Mal wa-Tatasaddaq (“A Woman Works to Earn Money and to give Alms”);
al-Nis@ Yulabbin al-Da‘wa ila Jtima“ Amm bi-l-Masjid (“Women Come to a
Public Meeting in the Mosque”); and Umm Kulthum bint ‘Uqba Tufariq Ahlaha
Jamian wa-Tuhajir Firaran bi-Diniha (“Umm Kulthim bint ‘Ugba (d. 33/654)
Leaves All of Her Family and Migrates for Her Religion”) (Aba Shugqa 2002,
1169-176).

Another example of Abu Shuqqa’s attention to upstanding Muslim women
is the title of the fourth chapter in the first volume which is Mawagif Nisa’iyya
Karima (“Noble Feminine Stances”). Abii Shuqqa, here, explains facts concern-
ing early Muslim women. This chapter implies his criticism against those who
negatively pigeonhole women as religiously defective. Under this chapter of
noble female characteristics, Abui Shuqqa lists sub-chapter headings, namely:
Badhl al-Nafs ftSabil Allah (“Sacrifysing Oneself for the Sake of God”), al-Tumiih
ila [-Kamal (“Ambition towards Religious Perfection”), al-Igbal ‘ala [-Tbada
(“Action of Sincere Devotion”), al-Sadaga wa-l-Badhl (“Gracious Giving”), Birr
al-Walidayn (“Obedience to One’s Parents”), Husn al-Tawakkul ‘ala Llah (“Full
Reliance on God”), al-Sabr ‘ala [-Musiba (“Good Patience during Calamity”),
al-Istimsak bi-I-Iffa (“Holding on to Chastity”), Sur@at al-Itiraf bi-l-Dhanb
(“Quick Confession to Sins”), al-Hirs ‘ala [-Tatahhur bi-I-Rajm (“Readiness to
Redemption”) (Abii Shuqqa 2002, 1:155-166).

The second volume is dedicated to exhibiting women'’s roles in public
activities in the early period of Islam. Again, Abii Shuqqa here presents facts
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and stories that took place in Islamic history before he comes to a conclusion
about the teachings of Islam in the subject matter. There are eight chapters
and ninety-eight sub-chapters under the volume title Musharakat al-Mara
al-Muslima ft [-Hayat al-Ijtima‘yya (“Muslim Women'’s Participation in Public
Social Life”). With the eight chapter headings titled: Dawa® Musharakat al-
Mar’a al-Muslima (“Positive Factors of Female Participation”), Adab Ishtirak
al-Mara al-Muslima (“Etiquette of Female Public Participation”), Musharakat
al-Mara fi [-Hayat al-Ijtima‘yya fi ‘Uhud al-Anbiya’ (“Female Participation in
Public during the Ages of the Earlier Prophets”), Liga’ Nisa’ al-Nabi (S) al-Rijal
ft Majalat al-Hayat Qabl Fard al-Hijab (“The Prophet’s (S) Wifes Meeting
Men in Public Life before the Verse of the Veil”), Tawasul Nisa’ al-Nabt ()
ma‘ al-Mujtama‘ wa-Muhadathatihinn al-Rijal ba'd Fard al-Hijab (“The Wives
of the Prophet Staying in Touch with Society and Talking to Men after the
Obligation to Wear the Veil”), Waqai* Musharakat al-Mara al-Muslima ft
-Hayat al-Ijitimayya ft Asr al-Risala (“More Facts about Female Participation
in Public Social Life during the Age of the Prophet”), Musharakat al-Mara al-
Muslima fi [-Amal al-Mihant (“Female Participation in Professional Labour”),
Musharakat al-Maral al-Muslima fi [-Nashat al-Ijtima ‘i (“Female Participation
in Female Participation in Social Activities”) and Musharakat al-Mara al-
Muslima ft [-Nashat al-Siyasi (“Female Participation in Political Activities”)
(Abu Shuqqga 2002, 2:5-8).

In the rest of the volumes, there are many other chapter headings that indi-
cate Abu Shuqqa’s interpretation with regard to women’s liberation. The above-
mentioned sub-chapters show women as the subjects of stories and as the
active agents in the early period of Islam. Thus, Abu Shuqqa has approached
the hadith by inventing a new tarjama (translation) of the hadiths in which
women are visible to contemporary Muslims in the canonical collections. The
Prophet, in Abii Shuqqa’s perspective, was surrounded by powerful, honour-
able, and knowledgeable women in every part of his duty in delivering a reve-
latory message to the people at that time. In other words, women in the time
of the Prophet are described by Abti Shuqqa as believing firmly in the faith,
as caring to others, as being generous with their wealth for society, as active
in social and public activities, as participating in very hard moments such as
migration and war, as creative in their suggestions and demands for their own
rights and the society, as independent of their marital rights, and as intelligent
when it comes to the important knowledge of the time they lived. All of these
descriptions of early women in Islam are apparent in Abt Shuqqa’s chapter
titles and sub-chapter headings.

Abti Shuqqa also categorises care, love, and sexual pleasure under a chap-
ter titled al-Huqiq al-Mutamathila lil-Zawjayn (“Mutual Rights between the
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Spouses”) (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 5:6—9). There is a title heading in the Tahrir,
al-Ta‘a Mas’uliyyat al-Mara (“Obedience is the Obligation of the Woman”),
but it is followed by a discussion of mutual consultation in the sub-chapter
al-Ta‘awun bayn al-Zawjayn (“Collaboration between the Spouses”) to empha-
sise mutual obligation (Abua Shuqqa 2002, 5:103-109). This organisation reveals
that “obedience” is for the sake of both, not only for the sake of one side. In
other words, it connotes that the husband is also obliged to obey his wife in
order to help her obligation of bringing goodness to the family. Rearing the chil-
dren is discussed under al-Mas’iliyya al-Ula lil-Mar’a (“The First Obligation of
the Woman”) as well, but it is followed directly by al-Ta‘awun bayn al-Zawjayn
min Ajl Kamal Ada’ Mas’uliyyat al-Mara ft [-Hadana (“Collaboration between
the Spouses to Accomplish the Obligation of Nurturing the Children”) (Aba
Shuqqa 2002, 5:116-126). Under this title, there are sub-titles that explain that
rearing the children was also done by the Prophet and many men. The same
is for the obligation of managing the house. The Tafrir classifies it under the
obligation for the wife, but this is directly followed by al-Ta‘awun bayn al-
Zawjayn min Ajl Kamal Ada’ Mas’iliyyat Tadbir Shw’iin al-Bayt (“Collaboration
between the Spouses to Accomplish the Obligation of Managing the House”)
(Abi Shuqqa 2002, 5:126-130), which discloses that this obligation should be
shared in the sense that the husband is also obliged to help his wife in accom-
plishment of managing the house. There are also sub-titles about the Prophet
and male Companions managing their homes. This entire approach, which
centres women in the very organisation of the text, when compared to classi-
cal works of hadith on women’s issues and contemporary ones as well, makes
the Tahrir a very impressive and promising text for further attempts to read the
hadith literature through the lens of gender justice.

3.4 Inclusive Hermeneutics on Gender

Abiti Shuqqga also came up with a method termed the hermeneutics of equality
(musawat) to help dig up new meanings in the hadith. Given that Arabic is a
gender-specific language, in which expression of all things is classified either
as male or female, Abti Shuqqa explains the rule of textual interpretation with
regard to this matter. He suggested that the revelatory texts, the Quran and
hadith, apply equally to both sexes, men and women, even though the lan-
guage that is used is generally in male form. He acknowledged that there are
limited texts delivered particularly to women, but the rule remains that both
sexes are addressed intentionally, while the gender-particular texts are excep-
tional. To prove this argument, Abii Shuqqa quotes the sayings of Abti Bakr Ibn
al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148), Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198), and Ibn al-Qayyim (751/1349)
on the matter. Among classical scholars, however, the issue of whether the
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male form of sentence includes women is debatable since Arabic is originally
a gendered-specific language (al-Hasani 1992, 69—70).

According to Aba Shuqqa, every usage of masculine form in any sentence
of the Qur'an and fadith is intended to include both male and female, equally,
unless it includes a specific indication for its exclusive application to a male
or female (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 1:70). Though Abu Shuqqga did not explain this
rule, he exemplified it with many texts of the hadith. There are at least twelve
texts in the masculine form interpreted to include women as the subjects of
meaning. These texts are about teachings that relate to building society, taking
care of its members, giving advice and counsel, doing good deeds for the com-
munity, bringing peace to people, giving alms to the poor, and helping all the
needy (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 2:394-396).

This perspective of understanding the Arabic language as gender inclusive-
ness, though the form is not so, leads to the belief in gender equality stated
by Abu Shuqqa, in interpreting the Quran and hadith. This belief made him
approach the fadith in a way that treats women and men equally as subjects. Its
meanings should not discriminate against women in particular. Even though
he knew that the Arabic language is gender-specific, he attempted to propose
an inclusive interpretation in which women are included in the statement of
the masculine form and men are included in that of the feminine form as well.
He was additionally aware that many texts are composed literally, not in favour
of women, and they side-line and reduce the existence, role, and participation
of women in public and private life. Moreover, he was cognisant of prevalent
understandings of the available texts among people, the subject of his conten-
tion. He objected to an understanding that discriminated against and violated
women’s humanity. He also rejected any interpretation that maintained that
women are bodily alluring and thus damaging to the “community,” which posi-
tions them as sources of religious immorality.

Just after establishing his hermeneutics of inclusivity when it comes to
the Arabic language, Abii Shuqqa goes directly to name the sub-chapter with
the phrase “that man and woman are created from one origin.” The example
is stated in the Tahrir as an interpretation of the Quran, which states that
God created “you” (both sexes) from one soul or self, then, from it, God cre-
ates its pair, then from both, He created other men and women (Q 4:1). The
“you” or kum in Arabic is composed in a male-gendered form. In the traditional
interpretation, the verse means that the human being (kum, you) is created
from Adam, then from his rib God created Eve, and then He created the rest
of human beings, men and women (Ibn Kathir 1999, 2:206). Abti Shuqqa was
likely motivated by the traditional interpretation, which is argued by almost
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all classical exegesis, and moving to an interpretation that “man and woman
are created from one origin” (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 1:70). Here, unlike traditional
interpretation, Abu Shuqqa argued that the verse of creation does not exclu-
sively address men, but is inclusive of both women and men, and that their
creation, then, is the same from one origin.

He also inclusively interprets the verse of consultation (Q 42:38) which is
composed in the plural masculine form, “and their affairs are consulted among
them” (wa-amruhum shira baynahum), in favour of gender neutrality and,
thus, applying equally to both men and women. In terms of specific familial
life, in his interpretation, this verse prescribes a husband to consult his wife
and a wife to consult her husband as well. It is odd to him that women are
advised to consult men while men are not advised to do the reverse, for many
women are wiser than men. Consultation is good conduct in Islam, and it is
good for both man and woman to consult one another. He brings forth, then,
many hadiths to show how the Prophet also consulted his wife in matters of
both religious and ordinary life (Aba Shuqqa 2002, 5:103-109).

He also reads many hadiths with this hermeneutics of equality in mind.
Among them is the following hadith:

Narrated by Anas (d. 93/712): The Prophet said, “None of you will have
faith till ~e wishes for his (Muslim) brother what he likes for himself"s

This hadith is composed in the Arabic masculine form which is then translated
into “he,” “his,” “brother” and “himself” (la yw'minu ahadukum hatta yuhibba
li-akhihi ma yuhibbu li-nafsih). Abu Shuqqa included this hadith in his discus-
sion about the principles of affection among spouses in familial life. To him,
this hadith directs both husband and wife to love each other and to do her/his
best for her/his spouse, since bringing affection to the family is the responsibil-
ity of both of them, together. In this regard, the verse of affection in the Qur’an
(30:21),” when interpreted from this inclusive linguistic perspective, is inter-
preted by Abii Shuqqa reciprocally in two directions, from husband to wife and
vice versa (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 5:98, 144, and 163).

6 Al-Bukhari 2000, 1:8: Kitab al-Iman (“Book of Faith”), Bab min al-Iman an Yuhibba li-Akhihi
ma Yuhibbu li-Nafsih (“Chapter on Desiring for One’s Muslim Brother What One Desires for
Himself is Part of Faith”).

7 “And one of His signs is that He created for you spouses from among yourselves so that you
may find comfort in them. And He has placed between you compassion and mercy. Surely in
this are signs for people who reflect” (Q 30:21).
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Another example is the hadith of Abt Hurayra (d. 57/678, or slightly later)
which is composed in clear gender- specific language, and addressing a hus-
band about his wife. However, Abti Shuqqa reads this hadith reciprocally
address the wife about her husband (Aba Shuqqa 2002, 5:164).

Abu Hurayra (Allah be pleased with him) reported that Allah’s Messenger
(may peace be upon him) said: A believing man should not hate a believ-
ing woman; if he dislikes one of her characteristics, he will be pleased
with another.®

Having these hermeneutics of equality, then, he attempted to counter tradi-
tional hermeneutics that put the onus only on women as responsible for every-
thing regarded to be religious deviation. He has called for a balance of this
meaning by centring women in the stories of the hadith text. For example, the
following report on a saying of the Prophet operates with two indispensable
features, by awakening consciousness of the discriminatory context of the text
and moving to that of an egalitarian understanding of it as well.

Narrated by Abii Miisa (d. ¢.48/668): Allah’s Apostle said: “Many amongst
men reached (the level of) perfection but none amongst the women
reached this level except Asiya, Pharaoh’s wife, and Mary, the daughter
of ‘Imran.”

This hadith is recorded in the Sahih of al-Bukhari and the Sahih of Muslim. Aba
Shuqqa put it in conversation with other traditions about virtuous women,
making a specific argument under the heading al-Mara wa-Bultigh al-Kamal
(“Woman and Achieving Religious Perfection”). In its explanation, he begins to
quote opinions of classical scholars such as Abu I-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 324/925)
and Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani claiming that women can be prophets and indeed
there are many female prophets such as Eve, Sara, Asiya, the mother of Moses,
and Mary the mother of Jesus. Characteristics linked to prophecy, as quoted
from Ibn Hajar, are indeed evidenced in many women of the world, but heard
of little. The hadith mentions three virtuous women, and female prophets.
Having this report on female prophets and its interpretation in classical works,

8 Muslim 2000, 1:608: Kitab al-Rada‘ (“Book of Suckling”), Bab al-Wasiyya bi-I-Nisa’ (“Chapter
on Advice With Regard to Women”).

9 Al-Bukharl 2000, 2:672: Kitab Ahadith al-Anbiya’ (“Book of Traditions of the Prophets”),
Bab Qaw! Allah Ta‘ala wa-Daraba Allahu Mathalan lil-Ladhina Amani (“Chapter on Allah
Almighty’s Statement: ‘And Allah Sets Forth as an Example to Those Who Believe™).



ABU SHUQQA’S APPROACH TO HADITH 239

Abu Shuqqa made his argument by drawing from this hadith, explained in the
seven points below (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 1:312—315):

1.

10

The nature of being elevated to religious perfection (kamal) is initially
embedded in both men and women. Abt Shuqqa has argued that women
and men have equal potential to become elevated to the state of religious
perfection.

This potential will be possible only by having a readiness for religious
consciousness, and the ability to conduct religious activities that may
elevate one to the state of being religiously perfect. Learning, teaching,
and preparing supportive conditions for both women and men are neces-
sary to reach this state. The more these conditions are accessible for her
or him, the more possibilities are open for her or him to move towards
perfection.

Taking the two notes above into consideration, Abt Shuqqa clarified that
the little number of virtuous women stated in the report above is not
because they are women, but because the society they lived in encour-
aged them to have other duties that were not considered part of “reli-
gious perfection,” such as getting pregnant, giving birth, rearing children,
and taking care of all familial matters. In such conditions, women are not
prepared by society to become elevated to the state of religious perfec-
tion. Muslims should open equal spaces to women as they do to men for
this elevation to perfection.

Abti Shuqqa has also questioned his readers; does the hadith above indi-
cate only the perfection that has been seen, known, and heard by people?
Thus, could there be other perfection, particularly pertaining to women,
that has not been seen, known, and heard by them? This question comes
to mind from reading verses 66:11-12 of the Qur’an.!° Indeed, according
to him, there are many honourable and perfect women who are not
known yet.

Since public spaces, in which acts take place such as worship, teaching,
and preaching, through which one may be elevated to perfection are
already occupied by men, Aba Shuqqa proposed that “female spaces”
should also be considered as grounds for this religious perfection.
Activities related to taking care of the family are considered commonly

“And Allah sets forth an example for the believers: the wife of Pharaoh, who prayed, ‘My
Lord! Build me a house in Paradise near You, deliver me from Pharaoh and his [evil] doing,
and save me from the wrongdoing people. [There is] also [the example of] Mary, the
daughter of ‘Imran, who guarded her chastity, so We breathed into her [womb] through
Our angel [Gabriel]. She testified to the words of her Lord and His Scriptures, and was one
of the [sincerely] devout” (Q 66:11-12).
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as mundane. Since these activities are very important, even from a reli-
gious perspective, they should be reconsidered as religious and spiritual
and thus as a pathway towards perfection. Unfortunately, these activities
are unseen, unknown, and unrecognised by society, and those who par-
ticipate in these activities are also unseen, unknown, and unrecognised.
The unknown, to him, does not mean unimportant. Indeed, he argued
that there are many unknown soldiers who save society and who make its
history. In his view, women are the unknown soldiers of society.

6.  The hadith, according to Aba Shuqqa, encourages women to be part of
those who elevate to perfection. It does not state that women are not able
to elevate. Natural hindrances such as menstruation may prevent women
from certain types of worship, primarily prayer and fasting, but they may
conduct many other good things that will take them to perfection. Aba
Shuqqa has asked those who experience reproductive duties and dedi-
cate themselves to familial responsibilities to be patient, aware of their
important position, and faithful when educating people in their arms.
This will elevate them to religious perfection.

7. Abi Shuqqa has also urged contemporary Muslims to do their best to
support women in elevating to religious perfection and to make them
visible in society.

If all hadiths are approached with such hermeneutics, we will have many more

interpretations of egalitarian gender relations from an Islamic perspective.

3.5 Reinterpreting Problematic Hadiths
In classical discussion of the sciences of hadith, there is a branch that explains
interpretative attempts made for hadiths that literally contradict each other or
contradict the principles of Islam derived from the Quran and hadith. These
contradictory hadiths are called mukhtalif al-hadith and mushkil al-hadith,
which literally mean “conflicting hadiths” and “problematic hadiths,” respec-
tively. The classical scholars often defined conflicting or problematic hadiths
as accepted hadiths despite apparently contradicting the principles of the
Qur’an or other authoritative texts, so a serious attempt to avoid a literal under-
standing of these hadiths is necessary (al-Ghawrl 2010, 2:169). In the classical
discussion, only very few reports concerning gender issues are deemed to be
problematic fadiths. In modern times, many hadiths concerning gender issues
and which appear to condone discrimination and marginalisation of women
are subjects of reinterpretation; thereby, they are considered as conflicting and
problematic hadiths.

Abu Shuqqa also discussed the genre of problematic hadiths, and in the
Tahrir, there are many valid hadiths regarded as conflicting and problematic.
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Since women’s participation in public spaces is Sunna, Aba Shuqqa reinter-
preted many fhadiths that are traditionally understood literally to be contrary
to the principle of Sunna, and, thus, problematic. The hadith: “[the] jihad
of women is pilgrimage,”! for instance, according to Aba Shuqqa, is not to
ban women from the jihad of military expedition. The hadith is to explain
that women may make pilgrimage if they want to receive the rewards of jihad.
This hadith is rather to acknowledge the physical paucity of women to be as
involved as men in war. Women are still, however, allowed to go on military
expeditions. There are many hadiths showing that the women of early Islam
were involved in this activity, preparing food, nursing the wounded, and even
bearing arms. Fifteen women, for instance, took part in the war of Khaybar
(7/628). Umm Sulaym bore arms in the war of Hunayn (8/630). Umm ‘Ammara
(d. 13/634) bore arms and protected the Prophet in Uhud (d. 3/625) when the
Muslims were defeated and most of the men ran away to save themselves,
leaving the Prophet unprotected (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 1:31, 177, 2:53—45, 221-222,
3:36—38). Thus, Abu Shuqqa interprets the above-mentioned hadith of jihad
in a different way: that this sadith acknowledges the conditions of women in
society but does not discriminate against them.

The hadith “[the] prayer of a woman in her house is better than in the
mosque” (Ahmad b. Hanbal 1996, 45:37—38) does not contradict the right of
women to pray in the mosque. This hadith should be understood in its context,
which is the busy woman with domestic duties. This fadith, according to Abii
Shuqqa, appreciates domestic activities and acknowledges the hardships that
might exhaust a woman who works in her house, and also longs to pray at the
mosque. This hadith, he argued, does not require women to conduct prayer at
the house, as many female Companions were active in praying at the mosque.
When the Prophet heard a woman'’s baby cried during congregational prayer,
he did not command her to pray at her house; he still welcomed her come to
the mosque. Moreover, when the Prophet was reminded that Isha’ prayer was
conducted late at night, and thus women and children would not be able to
attend as they were sleeping, he performed it in the early evening. All of these
hadiths, according to Abti Shuqqa, reveal that women are not to be kept away
from the mosque and that their houses are not better than the mosque. The
main message addressed by the hadith is that a woman’s hardships should be
acknowledged and her work should be appreciated. In this context, only when
awomen is exhausted from domestic work, or when a prayer is conducted very

11 Al-Bukhari 2000, 2:558: Kitab al-Jihad wa-l-Siyar (“Book on Fighting for the Cause of
Allah”), Bab Jihad al-Nisa’ (“Chapter on the Jihad of Women”).
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late at night and could jeopardise her safety, then, her prayer at home is better
for her than in the mosque (Abu Shuqqa 2002, 3:27-31, 39 and 53).

Furthermore, Abti Shuqqa argued that fadiths on the prohibition of hand-
shakes between men and women, and preventing men and women from being
in seclusion with each other, are not meant to bar them from jointly participat-
ing in social activities. These hadiths are understood by Abu Shuqqa, alongside
other teachings such as veiling women and lining them behind men in con-
gregational prayers, as advice to men and women on how to meet each other,
while also practicing self-dignity, honesty, and modesty. Abti Shuqqa also cites
many hadiths in his text that show how on many occasions the Prophet was in
a situation where he touched and was touched by a woman and was in seclu-
sion with a woman as well. For example, Anas b. Malik related that “Any of
the female slaves of Medina could take hold of the hand of Allah’s Messenger
and take him wherever she wished.”? This assures Muslims that for many
good purposes, a man may touch a woman and he can be in seclusion with
her as long as they maintain self-dignity and honesty, while avoiding illicit
sexual intimacy. There are also many hadiths quoted by Abu Shuqqa regard-
ing this point that support his suggestion. He puts them under the title Nusis
Tufid Jawaz al-Lams ‘ind al-Haja bidiin Shahwa (“Texts of Hadith Denoting the
Permissibility of Touching (Woman and Man) If Need Be without Temptation”)
(Abu Shuqqa 2002, 2:91-93). Indeed, according to Abai Shuqqa, the Aadiths do
not ask men to stay away from women, or even prescribe separate societies for
women and men.

There is also a famous hadith recorded in the collection of al-Bukhari where
the Prophet says: “I haven't left behind any fitna (trial or affliction, etc.) that
is more harmful to men than women” (ma tarakti ba'di fitnatan hiya adarr
ala al-rijal min al-nis@).!® This hadith often becomes the grounds for conserva-
tives to perpetuate the idea that women are dangerous sources of temptation,
explicitly using the word fitna. From their perspective, in order to prevent men
from destruction stirred by women, there should be abundant restrictions
placed upon women. They should be veiled, segregated, confined at home, and
their public activities should be significantly restricted. Abti Shuqqa suggested
that conservative exaggerations of texts on the temptation of women are
shaped mainly in the spirit of “oppression of women by men and arrogance of
men over women” (istid‘af al-dhakar lil-untha wa-sti'la’ al-rijal wa-stikbaruhum

12 Al-Bukhari 31240: Kitab al-Adab (“Book of Manners”), Bab al-Kibr (“Chapter on Pride and
Arrogance”).

13 Al-Bukhari 2000, 3:1064, Kitab al-Nikah (“Book of Marriage”), Bab ma Yuttaqga min Shu'm
al-Mar'a (“Chapter on What Evil Omen of a Lady is to be Warded Oft”).
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‘ala [-nisa’) (Abu Shugqa 2002, 3:203). This is evidenced in the way conserva-
tives selectively emphasise only the temptation of women while they deliber-
ately omit other texts that focus on the temptation of family, wealth, and social
status.

In Abu Shuqqga’s description, the notion of fitna, or temptation, is a general
term for the state of condition in which one may be allured from the right path
to conduct a wrong deed. Abu Shuqqa criticised conservatives who exaggerate
the notion of the temptation of women by inferring restrictions that confine
the freedom of women, while they do not create any restrictions to keep away
from the temptations of family and wealth (Abti Shuqqa 2002, 3:200—203). The
only reason for this is, according to him, because restrictions on temptation
when it comes to family and wealth might harm men’s freedom and rights.
Hence, conservatives prefer to control women and restrict their mobility, while
they allow men to widely enjoy their freedom. This kind of conservative inter-
pretation contradicts the principle of equality, partnership, and mutuality
between men and women. It also contradicts the principle that women have
equal humanity to men. Here, argued Abt Shuqqa, fitna should be understood
inclusively as a general test of life, addressed to both women and men, that can
take the forms of any kind of worldly desires that may turn them away from the
truth. Women, family, and wealth are only examples of those forms.

Unlike the conservatives, arguing on the grounds of verses in the Quran
(specifically 12:23, 24, 31 and 33), Abli Shuqqa explained that both women and
men are susceptible to sexual temptation, they both are reciprocally attractive
to and attracted by each other. Aba Shuqqa recognised the potential tempta-
tion of both women and men, to each other. The hadiths, according to him,
advise people to establish relationships between the different sexes with self-
dignity without labelling one sex as the only source of temptation. In other
words, the notion of sexual temptation applies to men as they are attractive
to women and to women as they are attractive to men. Being attractive to and
attracted by is natural. Indeed, it is not the concern of the fadiths on this issue.
Rather, the hadiths pertaining to this issue are about how to behave in rela-
tion to one another in a respectful manner and about not luring each other to
illicit sexual intimacy. To burden women with the onus of all immoralities that
happen in the society is an obvious injustice and not intended by the hadiths.
This way of giving a reciprocal meaning to the hadiths when it comes to sex-
ual desire is, to my knowledge, only observed in the Tahrir of Aba Shuqqa.
Moreover, the consciousness that male biases may influence hadith-based
interpretations concerning the temptation of women is also only observed in
the Tahrir.
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In the discussion on the interplay between text and context, Aba Shuqqa
also maintained that problematic hadiths should be reinterpreted by focusing
on their main message. For instance, the hadith that says: “A woman should not
travel unless accompanied by her husband or her relative,”# is to guarantee
a woman’s safety during her trip, not to restrict her from travel. According to
Abu Shuqqa, the hadith is not to ban women from travelling or any activity in
public spheres. The task of providing safety is also not necessarily performed
by her relative since there are many other means to guarantee safety. In fact,
a woman is allowed to have any person, man or woman, whom she trusts to
accompany her when she needs it for her travel (Abti Shuqqa 2002, 2:280—282).
This is to say that the main message of the hadith is not to require male accom-
paniment for a woman during her trip, but to provide for her safety. With this
approach, the hadith is not used as the basis for banning women from their
basic rights to travel, study, and work. Rather, it encourages society to facilitate
women’s complete safety when traveling for study, work, or other purposes.

4 Conclusion

Abu Shuqqa’s interpretive attempts, when it comes to the hadith texts, are gen-
erally characterised by his acknowledgement of male biases within prevalent
interpretations of the hadith; hence, his seeking of strategies to centre women
is inevitable, and can be observed in particular by the way he mainstreamed
the notion of partnership, mutuality, and reciprocity. Compared to the tradi-
tional and conservative views, Abu Shuqqa’s interpretation ensures that wom-
en’s involvement in public activities is not only allowed in Islam, but is also
recommended; thereby, society is encouraged to provide proper inclusion for
women. Though he still envisages traditional divisions between gender roles as
important and primary, they are neither universal nor immutable.

From the methodological approaches of Abu Shuqqa, analysed above, this
study finds that there are possibilities for reinterpreting fadith to encourage
egalitarian gender ethics. Indeed, this study finds three favourable approaches
of the Tahrir with regard to advocacy for gender equality. First is its inclu-
sive concept of hadith in which experiences of the female Companions are
imparted as a constitutive element of the Prophetic guidance. Second is its
reorganisation of the fadith in themes that make female agency observable
and recognisable. Third is its equality-based reading of the texts in which

14  Muslim 2000, 1:548: Kitab al-Hajj (“Book of Pilgrimage”), Bab Safar al-Mar'a ma‘ Mahram
(“Chapter on A Woman Travelling With an Unmarriageable Kin or Her Husband”).
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women’s perspectives are centered much more than the readings of the con-
servatives and the moderates. Its conception that Islamic sources have estab-
lished three principles on human dignity, independency, and responsibility of
both women and men is also favourable for the development of this ethics.

The above discussion was a hermeneutical analysis about the reinterpre-
tation of the hadith within the context of Muslims’ contemporary struggle
for equality between women and men. It was concerned with an interpreta-
tive attempt in which the hadith is perceived positively, as a source of Islamic
teachings for a meaningful life and just relations between women and men.
I used the Tahrir of Abii Shugqa to point out some of its enabling moments
when it comes to reading Islamic sources, as practiced by advocates of gender
equality within Islam. While Abu Shuqqa’s interpretation of egalitarian gen-
der relations is debatable, his methodological approach to the fadith deserves
ample appreciation, as his work suggests that reinterpretation of hadith in the
light of women’s and men’s equality can retrieve key aspects of the texts that
have been neglected through tendentious assumptions prevalent among many
Muslims. His interpretation of mutuality when it comes to the relationship
between women and men in domestic and public spheres therefore deserves
further study as we work towards egalitarian gender ethics in Islam.
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CHAPTER 10

Islamic Ethics and the Hadith of Intention

Ali Altaf Mian

1 Introduction

The capacity of the doer to give purpose and meaning to the deed, or inten-
tionality, is a major theoretical and practical concern of Islamic ethics. This
chapter illuminates this concern by recourse to a study of the Prophetic report
often called the hadith of intention: “Actions are indeed [evaluated] according
to intentions.” I approach this report as an entry point into broader debates on
human agency in Islamic ethics. To that end, this chapter pursues the follow-
ing questions: What is the relationship between intention and action? Does
the former cause the latter, or does action construct inner life? How do com-
monly shared motivations create community and how are such motivations
cultivated? Where have Muslim jurists and Sufis converged and diverged in
their approaches to intentionality? Are intentions performative (embedded in
devotional practices and social transactions) or a matter of the heart (presup-
posing a self that stands behind bodily actions)?

I grapple with these questions in three conceptual frameworks, which is to
say that I relate the hadith of intention to (1) the dialectic of inside (batin) and
outside (zahir), (2) communal formation, and (3) the distinction between the
transcendental and empirical aspects of juridical-moral norms. My argument,
simply put, is that studying the hadith of intention in relation to these concep-
tual frameworks reveals the resourcefulness of hadith discourse for thinking
about ethical agency, since the commentarial literature on this report elabo-
rates a complex view of intention as a psychosomatic orientation that conjoins
the self to the Other, the individual to the community, and morality to legality.

At the outset, I find it apropos to mention my personal motivation for pur-
suing the question of intentionality and Aadith discourse. I suspect that this
chapter is an attempt on my part to grapple with the challenges posed to inten-
tionality by psychoanalysis, especially the writings of Sigmund Freud (d. 1939)
and Jacques Lacan (d. 1981). I have especially struggled to come to terms with
two challenges stemming from my study of their writings. First, they hold that
the subject of consciousness is not fully self-transparent and one often acts
without total knowledge of one’s latent motivations. Second, they contend that
it might be impossible to constantly orient oneself towards a transcendental
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signifier, that is, to constantly focus on God, when most of one’s actions are
embedded in social networks of recognition.

The commentarial literature on the hadith of intention allows us to think
creatively about both challenges posed by psychoanalysis. This is so because
Muslim ethicists have elaborated nuanced views of interiority that approach
inner life as a theatre of struggle between instinct and reason. They have also
acknowledged the social nature of action as well as the communal, even politi-
cal, import of intentionality. Thus, I read the Islamic ethical insistence on the
necessity of introspection, the struggle to purify motivation, as an attempt to
constantly destabilise the moral certitude practitioners of piety might enjoy
about their actions. In other words, by linking intention to self-probing ethi-
cal reasoning, the Islamic ethical tradition posits moral action as a site of
self-transcendence.

Now, a note on what follows. I commence with a brief discussion of the
hadith of intention that locates my inquiry in the turn to practice on the part
of religious studies scholars. This section also illuminates how thinking about
intention through the lens of religious practice involves attention to its histori-
cal scene of emergence, its meaning in concrete social contexts, and the “dis-
cursive formations” (or what I have called conceptual frameworks) in which it
has been historically understood. To that end, the following sections consider
the biography of the hadith scholar who popularised this report in the middle
of the second/eighth century (section 3); how this report has been linked to
political action and communal formation (section 4); the textuality of its cita-
tion in its locus classicus, namely, al-Bukhari’s (d. 256/870) Sahih (“Authentic”)
(section 5); the reception of this report, and intentionality more broadly, in
classical-era Sufi writings (section 6); the necessity of approaching intention
in Islamic ethics as simultaneously empirical and transcendental (section 7);
finally, the conclusion considers the methodological salience of using hadith
texts to think about key concepts in the study of Islamic ethics.

2 Intention and the Turn to Practice

The three conceptual frameworks I mentioned above are alluded to in the “the
hadith of intention,” which I cite below:

Actions are indeed [evaluated] according to intentions, and in fact what
belongs to a man is what he intends. So, whosoever migrates towards
God and His Messenger, let it be known that his migration is for God and
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His Messenger. So, whosoever migrates to pursue the world or to marry a
woman, let it be known that his migration is for what he migrates towards.

AL-BUKHARI 2011, 1:180-1811

The report’s ethical significance was clear to classical-era Muslim reli-
gious scholars. For instance, the famed jurist Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafi1
(d. 204/820) allegedly said: “This fadith contains seventy portals into ‘religious
understanding’ (figh) ... and encompasses one-third of ‘religious knowledge’
(ilm).? This Prophetic report has thus been cited copiously and continu-
ously in Muslim religious discourses to underscore the ethical principle that
the doer’s motive is an important source for determining the moral status of
the deed. The hadith fleshes out this principle by recourse to an example, what
I call “ethnographic illustration,” that is, an example considering how people
might practice the principle at hand.

The hadith of intention places motive at the heart of action, a move that
has wide-ranging purchase in both legal and Sufi ideas about human agency
(that is, the capacity to transform oneself and one’s social world through
action). Yet the Islamic ethical principle concerning intention (niyya) is not
only about being conscious of one’s motivations; it also involves truthfulness
and sincerity: “intention signifies sincerity; it is a unitary act for the sake of
God, the One without peers” (Ibn Hajar 1969, 1:12). This is what we might call
the pietistic understanding of intention, which has often been elaborated
in Sufi texts. At the same time, the idea that Sufi theologians are concerned
solely with the transcendental aspects of intentionality is also problematic.
As the foremost Sufi theologian and Muslim mystical author of the seventh/
thirteenth century Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) writes: “While intention is unitary
with respect to its essence, it changes with respect to its object, and so the con-
sequence of an intention, too, depends on its object” (Ibn ‘Arabi 1997, 1:256).
Niyya thus concerns fow one desires in the heart but also what one desires
in the world. Muslim jurists, in turn, consider the moral status of devotional
rituals, social transactions, and criminal behaviour. The key question here is:
How does empirical action mirror inner motive? Jurists answer this question
on a case-by-case basis, complicating our understanding of the inside-outside
relationship.

1 This hadith, which is the first report recorded by al-Bukharl in his Sahih, appears with slight
modifications in six additional “books” of this collection. Here, I cite the opening version in
Kitab Bad’ al-Wahy (“Book of the Beginning of Revelation”), Bab Bad’ al-Wahy ‘ala Rasul Allah
(“Chapter on How the Divine Revelation Started to Be Revealed to Allah’s Messenger”). For
an insightful analysis of this report, see de Francesco (2013).

2 The first saying is cited from al-Khatib’s (d. 463/1071) al-Jami‘ (“The Compendium”) and the
second from al-Bayhadq (d. 458/1066) (al-Suyuti 1986, 42—43).
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The broader ethical principle underlined by this fadith thus becomes:
because bodily action can reveal, conceal, and displace inner motive, we must
approach niyya in contextual, concrete terms. This is another way of under-
scoring the centrality of practice and contingency in ethical theory. The fact
that Sufis and jurists have accentuated different aspects of this ethical princi-
ple does not necessarily imply that we are talking about two different religious
practices. Rather, we can take the Sufi insistence on the inside and the juristic
emphasis on the outside as reflecting the two sides of religious practice: the
transcendental and the empirical. I address the latter conceptual dichotomy
below. Here, let me say more on the advantages of approaching intentionality
through the lens of religious practice.

Several scholars of religion have argued for nuanced approaches to reli-
gious practice. In her influential ethnography of Egyptian Muslim women’s
participation in the so-called Islamic Revival of the 1990s, anthropologist Saba
Mahmood underscores “the morphology of moral actions” (Mahmood 2005,
25, 119). She argues that when examined as micropolitical strategies, Muslim
women'’s practices of piety can no longer be depoliticised as docile submission
to authority, as is often done within secular liberal feminist frameworks. In her
focus on practice as a site for understanding ethical life, historian of religion
and social ethicist Anna Peterson posits practices of “morality as a living, col-
lective, and active undertaking” (Peterson 2020, 6). The sociologist of religion
Robert Wuthnow argues that intention cannot be ignored in any examination
of religious practice, since practitioners use rituals to “articulate and enact
their intentions” (Wuthnow 2020, 104). He further argues that we must attend
to the macrostructures in which religious practices are situated and in which
intentions are “reinforced, aligned, and favorably [or unfavorably] assessed”
(Wuthnow 2020, 104). These macrostructures include “power dynamics, social
interactions, and discursive formations” (Wuthnow 2020, 13). The turn to prac-
tice in religious studies, therefore, allows us to place intentionality in Islamic
ethics in multiple historiographical, political, and conceptual frameworks. In
what follows, I have especially attempted to situate the hadith of intention in
relation to its salient “discursive formations,” namely, the dialogue of the inside
and outside, political action and communal formation, and the transcendental
and empirical aspects of juridical-moral norms.

3 The Popularisation of the Hadith of Intention

To appreciate how this report underscores the dialogue between the inside
and outside (as well as the implications of this dialogue for the practice of
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Islamic ethics), it is important to first study its historical scene of emergence.
It was the traditionist Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Ansari (d. 143/760 or 144/761) who first
brought this report into wide circulation in the middle of the eighth cen-
tury. A student of the so-called “seven jurists of Medina,” Yahya b. Sa‘id was
a famed scholar of Prophetic traditions and a master-jurist in his own right.
His pre-eminent status as a man of piety — according to some observers he
was an urbane ascetic — made him attractive to the administrators of law and
order in the Islamic imperium. The Umayyads appointed him judge (gadi) of
Medina around the year 743 (Judd 2014, 158). The ‘Abbasids followed suit and
appointed him gadi when they established rule in the Iraqi city of Hashimiyya.
The prosopographical literature remembers Yahya for emphasising sincere
intentions and pious actions. The Damascene historian and hadith scholar
Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348) informs us that “Yahya is the [chief]
narrator of the Prophetic report about actions and intentions, and it is from
him that this hadith became popular. It is said that around 200 people narrated
this report from him” (al-Dhahabi 1996, 5:476—481).

Yahya is therefore the “common link” between narrators of this report
before his time period and the succeeding generations of narrators. The term,
“common link,” was coined by the Orientalist Joseph Schacht (d. 1969) to refer
to the narrator who popularised a tradition: “the existence of a significant com-
mon link (N.N.) in all or most isnads of a given tradition would be a strong
indication in favour of its having originated in the time of N.N.” (Schacht 1979,
172). The Dutch historian of hadith G.H.A. Juynboll (d. 2010) brought a more
nuanced view to this phenomenon and joined Schacht in using “the common
link” to “establish the date and place of origin of individual fadiths” (Motzki
2004, xxxviii). Yet both Schacht and Juynboll associated the common link phe-
nomenon with forged reports. Harald Motzki (d. 2019) challenged their view by
insisting that the common link is not necessarily the forger of a tradition, but
in many instances a narrator who might be “characterised as an early system-
atic collector who professionally passed his material on to students in a teach-
ing circle” (Motzki 2004, x1). This view is more sympathetic to the approach of
Muslim traditionists, since for them the common link phenomenon did not
automatically imply forgery or invention; rather, it only signalled one of the
many defects of transmission that must be considered in evaluating a report’s
authenticity and normative evidentiary status (Aghaei 2020, 114-115).

The point to underscore here is that it was Yahya who popularised the
hadith of intention, as is brought out in Juynboll’s “chain of narration” (isnad)
for this report:
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FIGURE 10.1  Isnad chart of the hadith of intention (Juynboll 2007)

We can only speculate why Yahya might have frequently engaged in the teach-
ing of this hadith, since “the early historical literature on adith and rijal does
not contain a single clue as to the reason why ... Yahya ... may have brought
the tradition into circulation” (Juynboll 2007, 677). At the same time, Juynboll
does insinuate that Yahya’s “judicial activities may have dictated the need for
such a niyya maxim” (Juynboll 2007, 677). This is a valid interpretation because
intention is an important aspect to consider when judging human actions in
juridical settings. Let me suggest two additional interpretations.

First, the time period in which Yahya was a gadr coincided with the tumultu-
ous decades that witnessed the transition from the Umayyads to the ‘Abbasids.
While recent scholarship has emphasised a continuity between the two
empires instead of the “rupture” presumed by earlier scholars, the two decades
of the 740s and the 750s nonetheless saw significant transition in power and
patronage. The era was therefore ripe, one might argue, for proliferating a
Prophetic teaching that used intention to emphasise loyalty to religion, includ-
ing in acts of migration. In fact, Yahya himself migrated from Medina to Iraq.
This contextualisation allows us to appreciate how ethical ideas accrue value,
and how moral practices become normative, in relation to particular social
and political dynamics.
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Second, the biographical literature on Yahya portrays him to be incredibly
learned in hadith and jurisprudence and also exceptionally committed to devo-
tional religion (al-Bukhari 1941-1964, 4.2:275-276; al-Mizzl 1983, 31:346-359;
al-Dhahabi 1996, 5:468—481; Juynboll 2007, 668). I would like to suggest that he
might have popularised this hadith for the sake of exhorting his co-religionists
to monitor their motives and to cultivate sincerity. Thus, his profuse transmis-
sion of this hadith might be seen as an antidote to the habituated, dry practice
of devotional religion.

4 Community and Political Action

The attention to Yahya b. Sa‘id enables us to identify the possible social and
political contexts in which early Muslims might have cited this report. Yet
it is important to underscore that this sadith’s linking of intention to politi-
cal action resonates generally with how intentionality figures in the broader
hadith discourse. This section first mentions those reports that maintain this
link and then discusses the political implications of intention. To begin with,
let me mention a report mentioned in Shi‘7 sources:

Actions are indeed according to intentions, and in fact what belongs to a
man is what he intends. So, whosoever fights for the sake of what is with
God the Loftiest, he will surely find his reward with God the Loftiest. And
whosoever fights desiring something of this world, then there is nothing
for him except what he intends.

AL-MAJLISI 1983, 67:2123

3 Let me mention here a few Shif reports in order to illustrate the fact that intentions are
central in both Sunni and Shi‘ hadith canons. ‘Al b. al-Husayn (d. 95/713) is reported to have
said: “No action is valid without intention.” The Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said:
“The intention of a believer contains more goodness than his action, whereas the intention
of the unbeliever contains more wickedness than his action, and every doer does according
to his intention.” Here, action only brings forth a part of the intention, which contains more
goodness in case of a good action and more wickedness in case of an evil action. This view
of intention coheres with Ibn ‘Arabi’s views discussed above, as soul and meaning are the
standing reserves of potentiality from which bodies and words derive their actuality. Several
reports attributed to Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765) are especially illuminating. For example: “The
needy and believing servant of God prays, ‘Oh Lord! Grant me so that I can do this or that
act of goodness. So, because God the Most Sublime and Sanctified knows the truth of his
intention, God grants him the same reward that he would have received had he performed
that action, for God is All-Encompassing and Ever-Kind.” In another narration, Ja‘far al-Sadiq
justifies the eternity of hellish punishment and paradisiacal pleasure based on the fact that
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Consider also the tradition, “There is no migration after the Conquest of Mecca,
but in terms of armed struggle and intention and if you are called to go forth,
then go forth [in armed struggle]” (al-Bukhari 2011, 6:7-8).

In his discussion of intention, the famed Muslim moral theologian Aba
Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) mentions the following reports that further link
intention to political acts such as warfare and migration:

— Anas b. Malik (d. 93/712) reports: “The Prophet said during the Tabik cam-
paign: ‘There are many in Medina who, while still in the city, are joined with
us in every valley we have crossed, every path we trod that vexed the unbe-
lievers, every provision spent or hunger felt’ The Companions asked, ‘How
could it be, O Messenger of God, if they were not with us? He replied: ‘They
were excusably detained and partook by way of good intention” (al-Ghazali
2010, 6:132; al-Ghazali 2013, 6; al-Bukhari 2011, 8:619—620).

— “He who fights with the intention only to have his share [of the booty] shall
have only what he intends” (al-Ghazali 2010, 6:133; al-Ghazali 2013, 6).

— “Fighters fight according to intentions” (al-Ghazali 2010, 6:134; al-Ghazali
2013, 7).

— “When the two rows meet, the angels descend to record men their rank: so-
and-so fought for the world (dunya); so-and-so fought zealously (hamiyya);
so-and-so fought for clan (‘asabiyya). Therefore, say not that this person fell
in the path of God, for only he who fights to make God’s word supreme is on
God’s path” (al-Ghazali 2010, 6:135; al-Ghazali 2013, 7).

While scholars have questioned the authenticity of some of these reports,

these reports do enable us a glimpse of how later authors such as al-Ghazali

underscored the political context in which intention mattered as a concept
in early Islam. These reports suggest that communal belonging and political
action were especially relevant to early Muslims’ ethical thought and practice.

Thus, Kevin Reinhart identifies “membership in/leadership of the community”

as one of the two primary concerns of formative “Islamic theological ethics,”

the other being “predestination/moral responsibility” (Reinhart 2005, 250). He
insightfully explains that these two issues were “inextricably bound together”
and posed a major question for those who aspired to the “moral rigorism of
early Islam:” Does “moral failure mean expulsion from the community?”

(Reinhart 2005, 250).# The moral failure that was linked to political belonging

included failures in both devotional rituals and pious intentions.

God has perfect, eternal knowledge of believers’ and unbelievers’ intentions. For all reports,
see al-Mazandarani 2008, 8:265—268.

4 Roy P. Mottahedeh briefly discusses the link between niyya and political loyalty with refer-
ence to vows in fourth/tenth century Bayid contexts (Mottahedeh 1980, 65-67).
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How do intentions become political? The hadith of intention uses the exam-
ple of migration, namely, the migration of the early believers from Mecca to
Medina. We know that according to the standard biographical tradition, the
Prophet Muhammad migrated to Medina after thirteen years of preaching in
his hometown of Mecca. For a believer to migrate with Muhammad implied
leaving behind home and family ties. Migration was thus an act of fidelity,
which demonstrated one’s commitment to an ideological community (instead
of a tribal community). However, what if a believer had migrated for a rea-
son other than pleasing God and joining Muhammad’s community? What
if one had migrated for the sake of a prospective marriage partner or to sell
one’s merchandise in a new market? Is this migration also an act of fidelity
and does it also secure political belonging? The hadith of intention questions
this type of migration. Hadith commentators state that this report is about
a person who had allegedly migrated from Mecca to Medina for the sake of
marrying a woman named Umm Qays (Ibn Hajar 1969, 1:10; al-Suyuti 1986,
37—38). Consequently, the man became known as “the migrant of Umm Qays”
(muhajir Umm Qays). While the story is hard to verify, it does furnish us with
the context needed to understand the practical, and in fact political, implica-
tions of intention. The strong connection we see between the hadith of niyya
and community-forming political actions, such as migration and warfare, sug-
gests that the idea of pure intentions served to consolidate loyalty in believ-
ers’ hearts, so that the onset of adversity and adversaries would not weaken
believers’ attachment to the faith community. The particular example of “the
migrant of Umm Qays” gives an incredibly political charge to intention, signi-
fying intentions as personal and political.

5 Al-Bukhari’s Creative Citation

The above explanations underscore the point that the hadith of intention is
deeply connected to the dialectic of inside and outside and that intentionality
is at once a matter of private devotion and political belonging. I now turn to
the locus classicus of this hadith, namely al-Bukhar1’s Sahih, to examine some
further aspects. This famed collection of Prophetic speech commences with
this report, and it is significant that al-Bukhari placed it at the beginning of
a chapter concerning the lofty theme of divine revelation (wahy), suggesting,
albeit implicitly, that the Prophet’s sincere search for truth was rewarded in
the form of Quranic revelation, for God gifts one according to one’s intentions.
Recall the Prophet’s foundational migration, one that took him from com-
mercial engagements to contemplative experiences on the Mount of Light. By
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taking up solitude in a cave outside Mecca, the Prophet Muhammad intended
to find transcendental meaning and message. Because what God gifts people
corresponds to their intentions, the Prophet received divine revelation as the
reward of his foundational quest/intention to find God. Here, at least two
questions must be addressed. First: Why does al-Bukhari include the hadith of
intention at the beginning of “The Book of Revelation?” Second: What is the
significance of starting with “revelation?” The hadith commentator, Ibn Hajar
al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449), addresses both questions.

Ibn Hajar speculates about al-BukharT’s possible intent behind the textual
decision to commence with this sadith. Imagine, the commentator asks his
readers, the following words on al-Bukhart’s lips: “I intended to collect the
revealed Sunna transmitted from the Prophet Muhammad — who is the best of
all created beings — so that my [sincere] intention would ensure the goodness
of my action [of compiling hadiths]” (Ibn Hajar 1969, 1:8; see also al-Qastallani
1996, 1:67). Note how these words posit the Sunna a revealed text, hearken-
ing back to al-ShafiT’s point that the Prophet’s speech was “cast into his heart”
by God.® This is also the reason that al-Bukhari begins a collection of hadith
with “revelation,” accentuating the revealed or scriptural nature of Prophetic
speech. Thus, the reader is encouraged both to think of hadith as revelation
and to engage in an act of purifying his or her intention for engaging in the
study of hadith. In other words, the reader is indirectly being directed to con-
template this question: What motivates my engagement with divine revela-
tion? In this way, al-Bukhar’s textual decision to commence his collection by
coupling revelation and intention performs the communicative work that is
usually reserved for exhortative prefaces.

Ibn Hajar mentions that some commentators have suggested that al-Bukhari
cites this report in lieu of an opening “sermon” or khutba (“exhortative preface”
in this textual context). This is so because in some traditions it is reported that
the Prophet’s companion ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23/644) recited this hadith “on
the pulpit,” and in another narration, the hadith begins with the Prophet say-
ing, “O people! Actions are indeed according to intentions.” These textual cues
lend support to the idea that this hadith is exhortative in substance, an ideal
Prophetic aphorism befitting the sermon genre. We must also mention that by
opening with this hadith, al-Bukhari might be merely following tradition, an

5 The hadith scholar Muslim b. al-Hajjaj (d. 261/875) opens his collection with “Faith,” while
“Purification” opens the other four books of the six canonical books (al-kutub al-sitta) in
Sunni Islam.

6 Inhisal-Risala (“Epistle”), al-Shafi1 (d. 204/820) remarked: “Both [the Qur’an and the Sunna]
came to him [Muhammad] from God’s grace, just as God intended, and just as other acts of
grace came to him” (al-ShafiT 2015, 48—49).
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established custom of his righteous predecessors. In this regard, the following
textual fragment from another Mamluk-era commentator, namely, Badr al-Din
al-‘Ayni (d. 855/1451), sheds some light: “The predecessors [of the community]
have preferred starting their discourse with the fadith of intention for the sake
of indicating their sincerity” (al-‘Ayni 1970, 113). Note that ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Mahdi (d. 198/814) is reported to have said, “he who wants to write a book, let
him start with the tradition: works are to be judged by their intentions (man
arada anyusannifa kitaban fa-l-yabda’ bi-hadith al-a‘mal bi-l-niyyat)” (Juynboll
2007, 676).7 These explanations attest to al-Bukhari’s success in compiling a
text that invites such rich observations on the part of commentators and read-
ers. Let us now examine how other Muslim scholars approached the theme of
intentionality.

6 Intention in Sufi Writings

The interplay between inside and outside as being a major feature of the
Islamic ethical tradition’s understanding of intentionality is especially brought
out in Sufi writings.® In his al-Ri‘aya li-Huquq Allah (“Observing God’s Due”), a
text that was “composed in the form of counsels given to a disciple in response
to questions on his part” (Smith 1935, 44), the mystical theologian al-Harith
al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857) defines niyya as “the resolution on the part of the
believer to align his action to an idea from among ideas. Hence, when he
determines that he will perform this particular action for this particular idea,
then such a resolution is called niyya, be it for God’s sake or for another’s”
(al-Mubhasibi n.d., 246). Furthermore, al-Muhasibi says, “intention thus covers
two meanings: the resolution to do a particular action and doing something
while desiring a particular meaning [object of thought]” (al-Muhasib1 n.d,,
246). It is in this sense that I term niyya a psychosomatic orientation; it is an
inner movement that is expressed by and embodied in physical action.

In his Quat al-Quliub (“Nourishment of the Hearts”) Abu Talib al-Makki
(d. 386/996) adopts a holistic approach to the centrality of niyya in everyday
ethics: intention pervades not only the formal practices of piety but, also,

eating, drinking, attire, sleeping, and marital relations, since these are all
actions for which one shall be questioned [by God]. If one performs these
actions for God’s pleasure, then they increase his tally of good works.

7 Ibn Taymiyya (2004, 18:246) makes a similar point in his analysis of this hadith.
8 This paragraph and the next two are also discussed in Mian 2022.
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However, if one undertakes these actions in pursuit of lust or for the sake
of another’s pleasure, then they end up amplifying the tally of evil deeds.
This is [the meaning of the Prophet’s words] for every man is what he
intends.

AL-MAKKI 2001, 3:1342

Al-Makki additionally says that néyya is a gift of God and that a single action
can contain multiple motivations. In this way, a single action becomes a source
of plentiful merit. Such merit, however, is contingent on not only the doer’s
knowledge of and assent to the revealed norms but also the grace of God
(al-Makki 2001, 3:1343).

In al-Ghazalt’s thinking we find a finessed account of niyya. He retains the
link between action and what al-Muhasibi calls idea (that is, between ‘amal
and mana) and also al-Makki’s idea of “multiple intentions.” However, instead
of “idea” or “meaning” (mana), al-Ghazali opts for a more psychologically-
laden word, namely, gharad (aim or purpose). To that end, he cites the hadith
under study in this chapter in a refined discussion of intention as well as sin-
cerity (ikhlas) and truthfulness (sidq).° For al-Ghazali intention becomes espe-
cially relevant for highlighting the dialogue between the inside and outside,
since he defines niyya as an “intermediate attribute” (of the soul). He writes,
“intention is the soul’s springing forth, direction, and inclination towards what
it perceives as its purpose [intended object], in this life or in the hereafter”
(al-Ghazali 2010, 6:155). “The springing forth of the soul” — inbi‘ath al-nafs,
which one might even translate as the flow of the inner onto the outer - is a
beautiful phrase that captures the dynamic way in which niyya mediates the
inside and outside.

Ibn ‘Arabi illuminates the relationship between the inside and outside
through three analogies. Intention is like the body’s soul; it is similar to the
rainwater that nourishes the ground of action; finally, action and intention are
akin to word and meaning (Ibn ‘Arabi 1997, 1:256—259). These multiple analo-
gies allow us to view intention as source, sustainer, and substance of action.
Yet Ibn ‘Arabi also encourages us to approach intentions as taking place in
a liminal space that is the scene of both coherence and displacement, unity
and difference. He further complexifies this view when he posits the relation-
ship between water and intention as ontological and not merely analogical.
He does so in his discussion of purification rituals, where he elaborates the

9 Al-Ghazali approaches niyya under five subheadings: the virtues of good intention, its reality,
how intention is superior to action, the relationship between action and intention, and the
difference between intention and choice.
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ingenious insight that the reason why some jurists do not require intention as
a necessary condition for ritual ablution is because of the role water plays in
this practice. Recall that according to Qurianic discourse, water is the source
of all life (Q 21:30). In Ibn ‘Arabi’s imaginal schema, life/soul and intention are
structurally identical (niyya for him is rih ma‘nawr). Thus, because water is
life, its use in the practice of ablution already presupposes the presence of the
soul (read: intention). Hence, there is no need to identify formal intention-
making as a condition of ritual ablution, since the liquid substance one uses in
this practice assumes the same relationship to flesh as intention does to action
(Ibn ‘Arabi 1997, 1:397).

7 Scholarship on Intentionality in Islamic Ethics

The deep resonance between the inside and outside insofar as the concept of
intentionality in Islamic ethics is concerned has not always been appreciated
by scholars. Paul Powers has studied the ritualistic and performative dimen-
sions of niyya in Islamic law. He finds fault with those scholars who deploy
niyya “to look for a ‘deep’ or spiritual component of ritual” (Powers 2006, 64).
For Powers,

Niyya is what one does with the mind while making certain ritualised
bodily movements and verbal utterances ... The legal texts do not indi-
cate a capacity or mental mode such as “will” that is separate from, and
which directs, the niyya. Rather, one simply intends, formulates niyya,
and this is the inner self in a ritual mode. There is nothing “further inside”
than niyya, no “self” standing back while the mind/body performs the
acts of ritual.

POWERS 2006, 203

While Powers rightly draws attention to the “physical, bodily, and praxis-
oriented qualities so central to Islamic ritual law and practice,” his limited
sources reflect only a provisional and partial view of niyya in Islamic law and
ethics (Powers 2006, 72). For Talal Asad, this position sees ritual prayer, for
example, as “an external effect” even if “will and intent are viewed as a con-
joined internal cause” (Asad 2018, 81).1° On my reading, however, Powers effec-

10  Asad further states: “What worries me about this way of looking at the problem is that
the most important point of the prayer (the subject learning to articulate her faith) is
missed, and the traditional norm being learned is confused with the experience of the
performed — that is, with what she thinks the prayer means. The recited words and body
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tively partitions the inside and outside, leaving little room for understanding
the meaning and function of ritual in the broader framework of Muslim piety.

I thus question Powers’ hasty conclusion about “no self” in ritual worship.
Unfortunately, he does not engage with works of moral philosophy and legal
theory, which do presuppose a moral self and discuss the transcendental con-
sequences of actions.! Pre-modern Muslim jurists in fact cited the hadith of
intention in both works of substantive law and in texts of legal theory. I provide
two illustrations to make this point.

My first illustration comes from the Andalusian jurist and littérateur Ibn
Hazm (d. 456/1064). He justifies his jurisprudential approach to the issue of
buying and selling musical instruments by recourse to the Aadith of inten-
tion. On the one hand, the sale of musical instruments is forbidden, argues
Ibn Hazm, when the buyer intends to use such instruments in sinful behav-
iour ( fisq), such as listening to music in a way that arouses illicit sexual desire.
On the other hand, the purchase of the same instruments is permissible for
someone who seeks self-comfort and pleasure (tarwih al-nafs), which in turn
might strengthen one’s willingness to perform the devotional rituals. “He seeks
to enliven himself by means of music,” explains Ibn Hazm, “and he is obedient
and virtuous, and his action [of buying these instruments] is valid” (Ibn Hazm
2003, 7:567; cited in Kaddouri 2013, 234). It is noteworthy that Ibn Hazm makes
repeated references to a self that intends and becomes either pious or impious
due to the effects of intention. The invocation of this “self” thus problematises
Powers’ claim about the lack of a self behind ritual performance.

My second illustration comes from a text of legal theory. The Egyptian Hanafi
jurist Ibn Nujaym (d. 970/1563) discusses néyya in a major text on legal rules
and axioms. He invokes the fadith of intention in his discussion of the juris-
tic maxim, “there is no reward except with niyya.” He explains that the hadith

movements in prayer aim not at creating a belief (an intellectual doctrine) but an attitude
of reverence and a desire (intention) to get closer to God. I stress that I refer here not to
the private experience of every performer but to the point of the prayer as stipulated by
the discursive tradition” (Asad 2018, 81).

11 Missing from Powers’ account are several important treatments of niyya by pre-modern
and modern Muslim jurists and theologians. A broader view of niyya reveals that a host of
traditionists and jurists themselves recognise its spiritual dimensions. See, for example,
the following works on niyya, which are all missing from Powers’ book: Ibn Abi -Dunya
(d. 281/894), al-Ikhlas wa-[-Niyya (“Sincerity and Intention”); al-Suyuti (d. 911/1505),
Muntaha l-Amal (“Ultimate Hopes”); al-Qari (d. 1014/1606), Tathir al-Tawiyya (“Smoothe-
ing the Folds”); al-Karani (d. no1-1690), I'mal al-Fikr (“Activate the Thinking”); Ibn
Ajiba (d. 1224/1809), Tashil al-Madkha! (“Simplifying the Introduction”); al-Husayni
(d. 1332/1914), Kitab Nihayat al-Thkam (“Book on the Goal of Legislation”). In addition
to these monographs, there are countless texts in various genres where Muslim authors
from a range of disciplinary backgrounds comment on niyya.
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of intention occasions “a verdict on or a moral assessment of actions” (hukm
al-a‘mal), which is of two types: transcendental and empirical. The first verdict
or assessment “pertains to the afterlife and concerns the question of reward or
punishment” (Ibn Nujaym 1999, 17). We can call this “the transcendental fukm,”
to borrow words from Ebrahim Moosa (1998). The second assessment — or, “the
empirical Aukm” — concerns “the validity or invalidity of actions in this world”
(Ibn Nujaym 1999, 17). While a jurist often has to restrict himself to determine
the empirical validity or invalidity of human actions, Ibn Nujaym acknowl-
edges that intentions also have consequences in the afterlife and implicate a
soul or self, a moral subject (al-Hamaw1 2011, 1:63—67). The Hanafl jurist Ahmad
b. Muhammad al-Hamaw1 (d. 1098/1687) further clarifies that the Hanafis — as
opposed to the Shafi‘ls — lack consensus on the necessity of niyya as a prerequi-
site for the empirical validity of an action. Yet, the Hanafls unanimously affirm
the transcendental implications of niyya, that is, its significance for thinking
about reward or punishment in the afterlife (al-Hamaw1 2011, 1:63—67).12 Thus,
the transcendental fiukm, which pertains to the afterlife and implicates a soul,
forms a part of the legal discourse about niyya (Moosa 1998).

These two illustrations — the first from Ibn Hazm and the second from Ibn
Nujaym - serve to demonstrate my point, namely, that jurists are cognisant of
moral subjectivity and attend to both the empirical and transcendental aspects
of norms. I thus remain wary of the claim, on the part of Powers, that Islamic
substantive law does not presuppose a moral self. Below I consider how other
scholars have studied intention to highlight some alternative perspectives on
the subject matter in the study of Islamic ethics.

The legal historian Oussama Arabi has studied niyya in the context of
modern legal reform by concentrating on the Egyptian jurist ‘Abd al-Razzaq
al-Sanhtut’s (d. 1971) efforts to modernise Islamic law. The latter activated a
subjectivist notion of intentions in legal practices by turning to the Hanbalj,
and to a lesser extent Maliki, treatment of intent or ulterior motive in contract
law. The “pietist subjectivist bent of Hanbalil law” emphasises both the intent
of the buyer and the seller (for example, with reference to an arms seller whose

12 See also Ibn Kamal Pasha’s (d. 940/1534) discussion of this point in his treatise on the
first “book” of al-Bukhari’s Sahih (Majmiu‘ Rasa’il al-Allama Ibn Kamal Basha [“Collection
of Treatises of the Scholar Ibn Kamal Pasha”]). Already in the late third/ninth and early
fourth/tenth centuries, the Egyptian Hanafi jurist Aba Ja‘far al-Tahawi (d. 321/933) argued
that the report, “actions are indeed according to intentions,” does not establish “the
principle that the appropriate intention must accompany a speech act for the act to be
deemed legally valid. He reinterprets the hadith as confirming simply that Divine reward
in the hereafter for a given action correlates with the agent’s intention in performing the
action” (Syed 2017, 160).
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customer might use a purchased weapon to execute a mass shooting) (Arabi
1997, 220). This subjectivist bent appealed to al-Sanhiir1 because of its reso-
nance with “the modern French theory of the determining cause or motive”
(Arabi 204). Al-SanhurT'’s reformist efforts illustrate that Islamic legal traditions
can be read in multiple ways to support different ideas about ethics and moral
responsibility.

The historical anthropologist Brinkley Messick directly approaches the
question of subjectivity: is there a theory of the self that is implied in Islamic
legal thought and practice? For Messick, the writings of Muslim theologians
and jurists on intention elaborate “crucial components of the legal theory
of the shar7 subject” (Messick 2001, 153). Messick emphasises the usefulness
of contextualising this ethical subject within “a history of the self and the
individual” that is distinct from Eurocentric conceptualisations of subjectiv-
ity and individuality (Messick 2001, 151). The contours of the Muslim ethical
self also become clear when this self is posited in relation to God. While a
“separation of intentionality and expression” does not characterise the divine
word, human language indicates a lack of equivalence between thought and
expression (Messick 2001, 178). It seems to me that the crucial point here is to
appreciate the vulnerability and uncertainty that infuses all human intentions
and actions. Thus, a moral action, according to the Islamic ethical tradition,
expresses the agency of a self, but its immediate and final meaning remains
contingent on two factors that exceed the self, namely, public interpretation
and divine judgment.

Arabi and Messick both highlight the need to situate the jurisprudence of
intent in broader social, political, and intellectual contexts. Likewise, it is also
important to acknowledge the complex intersectional realities in which con-
temporary Muslims observe norms that they take to be divinely sanctioned,
that is, norms based in the Shari‘a. Muslims’ everyday practices are situated
in networks of local and global histories (of nation-states, market economies,
and ethical traditions) as well as vectors of embodied differences, such as race/
ethnicity, class, gender, sexual orientation, and bodily capacity. As historian
of Islam and Muslim feminist scholar Kecia Ali points out, “Our experiences
differ dramatically based on our race and socio-economic status, our family
configurations, our sexual orientations, our marital statuses, our geographic
locations” (Ali 2016, 205). Thus, in our bid to identify the moral self, or ideas
about interiority and subjectivity, we have to be cautious. The sources might
reveal a reified self at work, but this generic “un-marked” self will not do for
everyone. In other words, after recovering a moral self in classical Islamic law,
there still remains the question: How do we bridge the gap between the legal
tradition’s idealised moral self, one who thrives in textual spaces, and ordinary
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Muslim selves, those who survive in physical spaces? The key is to engage in
critical and creative acts of translation, whether translating between textual
representation or social reality, or interior states and physical actions.

The need to approach intentionality within the contingencies of social
life was acknowledged by Muslim moral theologians such as al-Ghazali. For
Ebrahim Moosa, al-Ghazali saw intention as the elixir that purifies knowledge
and practice. A focus on inner motive, Moosa argues, has the capacity to huma-
nise those moral acts that appear as improper or subversive (Moosa 2005, 131).
Thus, our judgments about our own actions and others’ actions should resist
the convenient but crude binary of good and evil. Sometimes, evil intentions
lurk behind good deeds and vice versa. It goes without saying that the interpre-
tation of intention is not so easy, but the point here is that attention to intent
and motive complexifies, and can thus humanise, a range of actions whose
moral status we might not understand at first sight. In his insightful commen-
tary on al-Ghazali, Moosa also theorises the central dyad that concerns us in
this chapter, namely, the relationship between the inside and outside. These
two terms animate a paradox that consists of an “inwardness of faith that is
incommensurate with its outwardness — an exterior of faith not identical with
its interior” (Moosa 2005, 132). This incommensurability, however, sets the
stage for approaching Islamic ethics as a project of self-transcendence.

8 Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated the salience of hadith texts as important
sources for the study of Islamic ethics as well as the need to engage with ethical
themes and questions on the part of researchers in hadith studies. In the above
analysis, I have situated “the hadith of intention” in three discursive formations
that illuminate its analytical purchase for the critical study of Islamic ethics.
Intentionality in this ethical tradition is a psychosomatic orientation that pre-
supposes the dialogue of self and society and relates to communal formation
as well as the legal/moral divide of human actions (which I explored by look-
ing at how intention is important for both the empirical and transcendental
valences of juridical-moral norms). To a large extent, these three conceptual
points of reference enabled me to grapple with the psychoanalytical chal-
lenges to the intentional subject. In the Islamic ethical tradition, the spiritual
and material dimensions of intentionality are not easily separable. The actions
we undertake with our limbs both extend and inform psychic life. The move-
ments of the heart, too, seek bodily forms. Intention, therefore, is irreducible
to inner experience or linguistic or bodily performatives. I have also suggested
above that this view of intentionality resonates with scholarship on religious



ISLAMIC ETHICS AND THE HADITH OF INTENTION 265

practices. Finally, l underscored the need to engage in critical and creative acts
of translation when thinking about intention at the threshold of the inside
and outside.
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CHAPTER 11

Consult Your Heart
The Self as a Source of Moral Judgment

Mutaz al-Khatib

1 Introduction

The dichotomy of God versus human is central in Quranic discourse and
permeates most reflections in ontology, epistemology, and ethics. For exam-
ple, God’s roles as the Bestower of bounty (al-Mun‘im) and the Speaker (al-
Mutakallim) have been the focus of inquiries into the ethical obligations placed
upon humans and the sources of knowledge in Islamic scholarship. The search
for understanding this dilemma pushed Muslims to explore a methodology for
understanding God’s discourse and uncovering His will — either through the
Qur’an or through the Prophet Muhammad’s words and deeds.

The difference in methodology between jurists and Sufis around what is
apparent (zahir) and what is inward (batin) formed a central axis in discus-
sions within the fields of tafsir (Qur'anic exegesis), hadith (Prophetic reports),
figh (Islamic law), usal al-figh (Islamic legal theory), and Sufism (Islamic mys-
ticism). However, the search for the sources of ethical knowledge against the
universality of the Lawgiver stimulates serious inquiry into the role of the
individual in ethical judgment. The question of individual moral knowledge
prompts us to explore interrelated issues such as: (1) the capacity to know an
ethical judgment inwardly, which relates to the source of the judgment and its
evidence; (2) the competence to understand the Lawgiver’s intent addressed
to individuals; (3) the ethical responsibility in applying general judgments and
principles, or the fatwa (legal opinion) of the mufti (jurisconsult) to specific
private realities (scrutiny and caution); and (4) individual moral responsibility
and choice in the face of contradictions in muftis’ legal opinions — for example,
in the case of different opinions on a particular case, how should the individ-
ual choose?!

1 Recently, few studies discussed the moral role of the individual in Islamic law. Mohammad
Fadel discussed the ethical dilemma facing mugallids (imitators) as a result of the ethical
pluralism generated by usil al-figh’s individualist ethical paradigm, and he proposed that
“the mugqallid plays a central role in maintaining the integrity of Islamic law by monitoring

© MUTAZ AL-KHATIB, 2023 | DOI:10.1163/9789004525931_013

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc BY-NC 4.0 license.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

CONSULT YOUR HEART 269

The issue of individual moral knowledge is not only limited to questions of
ethical responsibility but also connected to the concept of “conscience” under-
stood as

The faculty within us that decides on the moral quality of our thoughts,
words, and acts. It makes us conscious of the worth of our deeds and
gives rise to a pleasurable feeling if they are good and to a painful one if
they are evil.

DESPLAND 2005, 3:1939

The concept of “conscience” in the Islamic tradition is a controversial issue
for Western scholars. For instance, William Tisdall appealed to the Arabic lan-
guage to prove that Islam lacks the ethical conception which is called “con-
science” (damir) claiming that “[n]either in the Arabic itself nor in any other
Muhammadan languages is there a word which properly expresses what we
mean by conscience” (Tisdall 1910, 62). This approach led the Encyclopedia of
Religion (Despland 2005, 3:1944) to conclude that: “The notion of conscience
as internal organ is not found outside of Christianity. As commonly under-
stood, it is peculiar to the West.” This debate on the existence or non-existence
of “conscience” in Islam began at the beginning of the twentieth century. Ignaz
Goldziher’s insight was critical when he noted: “The assumption that a word
alone can be taken as a credible proof of the existence of a conception, has
shown itself to be a prejudice” (Goldziher 1917, 16). Indeed, he quoted the two
hadiths under study here to prove that

didactic sentences, principles mirroring ethical conceptions, should be
tested by more than a word, a terminus technicus, such as those which are
used in the consideration of the “question of conscience” in Islam.

GOLDZIHER 1917, 16

In this vein, Bryan W. Van Norden coined the term “lexical fallacy” to argue
that simply because a word for a concept does not exist in a particular tradi-
tion, it does not mean that the concept is not operative in it (Ban Norden 2003,
101-102). Rashid Rida (d. 1354/1935) argued that the “qalb” (heart), in a specific
context, refers to what is known in modern Arabic as “damir” (conscience).

would-be mujtahids to ensure that they conform to Islamic ethical ideals” (Fadel 2014, 106).
Similarly, Baber Johansen suggested a differentiation between forum internum and forum
externum inherent to Islamic Law which, “like most legal systems, obliges those that appeal
to it to choose their own options and to take ethical decisions” (Johansen 1997, 20).
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It means knowing from oneself through spiritual and emotional engagement
(al-wijdan al-hissi wa-l-ma‘nawi). He also quoted the first hadith “consult your
heart ...” to prove this meaning (Rida 1367/1948, 9:419).2

The concomitant dichotomy of reason and revelation has also dominated
modern discussions about Islamic ethics,® hindering further inquiry into
conscience and its authority in the Islamic tradition. The present study unveils
understudied spaces where Muslim jurists, legal theorists, Sufis, and ethicists
have discussed the role of individual conscience in the development of moral
judgments from different perspectives.

In order to flesh out these issues, this study shall investigate two central
hadiths: “consult your heart and consult your self”* and “righteousness is
good conduct, and sin is that which rankles in your chest and which you would
hate for other people to look upon.” These two hadiths have been chosen for
their content and special status in the field of Islamic ethics. The two hadiths
point to the innermost dimension in humans — that which takes place in the
heart, stirs in the self, and occurs within thought — in order to distinguish
between the righteous and the sinful. The special status of these two hadiths is
attested by the fact that they were included by Imam al-Nawaw1 (d. 676/1277)
in his collection of forty hadiths, wherein each is considered

A core fundamental among the fundamentals of religion, described by
scholars as [the core] upon which Islam is premised, or as being half of
Islam, or one third of it, or something approximating that.

AL-NAWAWI 2004, 14-15

The reception of the two hadiths will be explored within the disciplines
of hadith commentaries, usil al-figh, figh, and Sufi literature. Looking at
Muslim jurists’ and theorists’ engagement with these hadiths, I shall focus on
al-Ghazali’s (d. 505/1111) understanding of wara“ (abstinence), Ibn Taymiyya's
(d. 728/1328) approach, and al-Shatib1’s (d. 790/1388) interpretation of jitihad
al-mukallaf (exerting one’s reasoning for personal judgment). My approach
investigates the specific ethical question of the inward aspect (batin) on three
levels. First, it looks at meta-ethics, as it explores the theoretical and epistemo-
logical basis relating to the sources of judgment and the criteria for specifying

—n

For more discussion about “damir” see Heck 2014, 292—324 and Leirvik 2006.
See for example: Makdisi 1983, 47—64; Frank 1983, 204—223; Hourani 1985, 57-66; Kelsay 1994,
101-126; Shihadeh 2016, 384—407; Al-Attar 2019, 98—111.

4 Lit. “seek fatwa from your heart and seek fatwa from yourself.” The variant narrations of the
two hadiths will be discussed below.
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righteousness and sin. Second, I examine the scriptural ethics, represented by
key hadiths as the primary gateways for the study of ethics within the hadith
corpus.® And third, I turn to applied ethics, which focuses on specific cases and
individual applications.®

2 References to the Inward Dimension (Batir) in the Hadith Corpus

The hadiths associated with the issues of the role of the individual’s inward
dimension may be approached through scrutiny of the transmission and nar-
rations, and/or interpretation, both direct and indirect. While the locus of
direct interpretation can be accessed in the books of sadith commentary, indi-
rect interpretation may be gleaned from the titles of books and chapters in
hadith compendiums that employ the device of chapter and topic headings
directly addressing this subject.

2.1 The Hadiths of the Inward Dimension (Batin)

There are two central hadiths that refer to the inward dimension of the human
in the attainment of knowledge of righteousness (birr) and sinfulness (ithm):
the hadith of Wabisa b. Ma‘’bad (d. 89/708) and that of al-Nawwas b. Sam‘an
(d. 50/670). It was reported that Wabisa came to ask the Prophet about righ-
teousness and sinfulness, so the Prophet said:

O Wabisa! Consult your heart and consult your self (three times).
Righteousness is that towards which the self feels tranquil, and sinful-
ness is that which rankles in the self, and wavers in the chest, even when
people have offered you their opinion time and time again.”

5 Taha Abdurrahman (Taha ‘Abd al-Rahman, b. 1944) has mentioned that it has been custom-
ary for jurists not to pay heed to the ethical aspects of scriptural texts, as a result of their
paramount interest in commandments, which he named the commandment-based (’timarr)
orientation. This orientation may be summarised as “seeking rulings simultaneously denuded
from both the divine witness (al-shahid al-ilahi) and the inward ethical dimension (al-batin
al-akhlaqi),” whereas “divine command (amiriyya) is the basis of the existence of the appar-
ent legal decree, and divine witnessing (al-shahidiyya al-ilahiyya) is the basis of the exis-
tence of the inward ethical dimension of these rulings” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 1:205-206).
However, I shall clarify in the course of this study the inaccuracy of this generalisation.

6 I have developed a specialised academic syllabus entitled “Scriptural Ethics: Ethics in the
Quran and the Hadith” for graduate students specialising in the “Applied Islamic Ethics” Ma
program at the College of Islamic Studies, Hamad Bin Khalifa University, starting in fall 2019.

7 Narrated by Ibn Abi Shayba 1997, 2:259; Ahmad 2001, 29: 533; al-Darimi 2000, 3:1649: Kitab
al-Buyu‘ (“Book of Sales”), Bab Da“ Ma Yartbuk ila Ma la Yaribuk (“Chapter on Leaving That
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As for al-Nawwas b. Sam‘an, it was transmitted that he said:

I asked the Messenger of God about righteousness and sinfulness, so he
said: righteousness is good conduct (husn al-khulug), and sinfulness is
that which rankles in your chest and which you would hate for other
people to look upon.®

There is a slight difference in the narrations of the hadith of Wabisa.
Consultation is reported to be sought from both the heart and the self together
in some narrations,® but in others, consultation is reported to be sought from

Which Stirs Doubt Within You in Favour of That Which Does Not”); al-Harith 1992, 1:201:
Bab fi [-Birr wa-I-Ithm (“Chapter On Righteousness and Doubt”); Abu Yala 1984, 3160;
al-Tahaw1 1994, 5:386: Bab Bayan Mushkil Ma Ruwiya ‘an Rasul Allah fi [-Birr wa-l-Ithm Ma
Huma? (“Chapter Clarifying Problematic Narrations Attributed to the Messenger of God on
Righteousness and Sinfulness: What Are They?”); and Aba Nu‘aym 1996, 2:24. Al-Nawawi
(2004, 14-15) said: “a good (hasan) hadith,” and Ibn Rajab (1999, 2:95) said: “and this hadith
has been narrated from the Prophet — upon him be God’s blessings and peace — via numerous
routes, some of which are good.”

8 Narrated by Ibn Abi Shayba 1989, 5:212: Kitab al-Adab (“Book of Manners”), Bab Ma Dhukira fi
Husn al-Khulug wa-Karahiyyat al-Fuhsh (“Chapter on What Has Been Mentioned Regarding
Good Conduct and the Abhorrence of Indecency”); Ahmad 2001, 5:386; 29:180; al-Bukhari
1989, n1o-u1: Bab Husn al-Khuluq idha Fagihu (“Chapter “Good Conduct if [Only] They
Understood”); Muslim 1991, 4:180: Kitab al-Birr wa-l-Sila wa-l-Adab (“Book on Righteousness,
Maintaining Relations, and Manners”), Bab Tafsir al-Birr wa-I-Ithm (“Chapter on Explaining
Righteousness and Sinfulness”); al-Tirmidhi 1996, 4:196: Kitab Abwab al-Zuhd (“Book on the
Doors of Temperance”), Bab Ma Jaa fi [-Birr wa-l-Ithm (“Chapter on What Has Been Reported
on Righteousness and Sin”); al-Khar@'iti 1999, 35: Bab al-Hathth ‘ala [-Akhlaq al-Saliha
wa-[-Targhib fiha (“Chapter on Encouragement and Promotion of Upright Conduct”); Ibn
Hibban 2012, 5:272: Ikhbaruhu Salla Llah ‘alyahi wa-Sallam bi-l-Ajwiba ‘an Ashya’ Sw’ila ‘anha
(“Chapter on Reports of the Prophet’s — upon Him be God’s Blessings and Peace — Answers
to Things About Which He Was Asked”), Dhikr al-Tkhbar ‘amma Yajibu ‘ala al-Mar’ min
al-Ta‘ahud li-Sar@’irihi wa-Tark al-Ighd@ ‘an al-Muhaqqarat (“Mention of Reports About
What a Person is Obligated to do in Terms of Commitment to [Being Watchful of] his Secrets
and Abstaining from Excusing Minor Sins”); al-Bayhaqi 2011, 21:30: Kitab Jima“ Abwab Man
Tajiizu Shahadatuhu wa-Man la Tajiizu min al-Ahrar al-Balighin al-Aqilin al-Muslimin (“Book
on the Anthology of Chapters on Whose Testimony is Permissible and Whose is Not Among
Free Muslims of Majority and Sound Mind”), Bab Bayan Makarim al-Akhlaq wa-Ma‘aliha
allati Man Kana Mutakhalligan biha Kana min Ahl al-Murita Allatt Hiya Shartun fi Qabul
al-Shahada ‘ala Tarig al-Ikhtisar (“Chapter on Clarifying the Noblest and Most Excellent of
Manners, Which Render a Person as Among the People of Chivalry, Which is a Condition for
the Acceptance of Testimony by Way of Abridgement”); and al-Bayhaqi 2003, 9:408: Bab fi
MuGlajat Kull Dhanb bi-I-Tawba minhu (“Chapter On the Treatment of Each Sin by Repenting
From It"), Faslun ft Muhaqqarat al-Dhuniib (“Section on Minor Sins”).

9 Asnarrated by Ahmad 2001, 29:533; Ibn Abi Shayba 1997, 2:259; Abui Ya‘la 1984, 3:160; al-Harith
1992, 1:201; and al-Darim1 2000, 3:1649.



CONSULT YOUR HEART 273

the self alone.l® Whereas Wabisa's version enquires about the knowledge of
righteousness and sinfulness, others seek the knowledge about the permissible
(halal) and the prohibited (haram), and some hadiths even report mention of
certitude (yagin) and doubt (shakk).! The sign of righteousness or certitude
is occasionally expressed as “tranquility (tuma’nina) of the heart or the self;
and on other occasions as “stillness (sukin) of the heart or the self” Sinfulness
is expressed on one occasion as “that which rankles in the self;” on another as
“that which rankles in the heart and wavers in the chest” (Ahmad 2001, 29:528),
and on yet a third occasion as “that which rankles in the chest” (Abui Ya'la 1984,
3:162). Sufis have engaged in extended discussions on the self and the heart,
but these hadiths do not help in differentiating between the self and the heart,
because they add in the term “chest.” However, the central formulation in the
hadith of Wabisa is “Consult your heart. Consult your self” and the common
denominator among all the narrations is turning towards the inner dimension
of the human being. This is meant to distinguish between righteousness and
sinfulness, between the permissible and the prohibited. The hadith is con-
nected to the dichotomy of the apparent (zahir) and the inward (batin), which
manifested strongly thereafter, particularly in the writings of the Sufis, who
speak of “the scholars of the apparent” (‘ulama’ al-zahir) in opposition to “the
scholars of the inward dimension” (‘ulama’ al-batin), as we find, for instance,
in Abt Talib al-MakkT’s (d. 386/998) work (al-Makki 2001, 1:326, 423—424, 443).

The hadith variant that mentioned certitude (yagin) and doubt (shakk) can
be linked to the intensive discussions on knowledge (ilm), its definition and
process as we find in philosophy, theology, and asu! al-figh. The Mu‘tazilis con-
sidered sukun al-nafs (lit., “tranquillity of the soul”) a condition for knowledge.
Thus, when conviction does not correspond to reality (mutabaqa lil-waqi), it
should be considered ignorance; which was criticised harshly by Sunni asa/
al-figh (al-Baqillani 1998, 178-182; al-Shirazi 2003, 4; al-Kalwadhlani 1985, 1:36).
The Mu'‘tazilis defined knowledge as “believing a thing to be as it is to one
self’s tranquility” ({tigad al-shay’ ‘ala ma huwa bihi ma‘a sukun al-nafs ilayh),'?
and a similar definition can be found in philosophy in relation to rhetorical
argument. ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025) developed an epistemology of sukun al-
nafs as mental persuasion that corresponds to outward realities (al-mutabaga
ft l-kharij), and he understood it as an additional attribute of scholarship
(‘alim) and not as an essential element of the definition of %/m itself. Hence,

10  Asnarrated by Ahmad 2001, 29:528; and al-Tahawi 1994, 53:386.

11 As narrated by al-Tabarani 1984, 1:17; and al-Mukhallas 2008, 2:265.

12 It seems that the Mu‘tazilis’ definition of %/m has been developed and revised by some
late Mu‘tazili scholars (see ‘Abd al-Jabbar n.d., 12:13; al-Basri 1964, 1:10; al-Mazarl 2002, 97).
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the subjective standard of inner conviction must be reinforced by an objec-
tive standard, and, thus, the tranquillity of the self belongs to rationality rather
than psychology, because lay persons, mugallids (people who follow others’
opinions), psychologically can have the tranquillity of the self without its ratio-
nal basis (‘Abd al-Jabbar n.d., 12:16—33; al-Kindi 1950, 1:171; Butterworth 1977, 63;
Rosenthal 2007, 471, 63, 211; Wilmers 2018, 151-152, 156, 163; Elkaisy-Friemuth
2006, 58-60, 169; Goodman 2003, 148-149).13 Note, however, that this under-
standing of sukiin al-nafs is outside the scope of this paper as it is related
mainly to the rational process of attaining knowledge and not to the inward
dimension and conscience.

Going back to the two mentioned hadiths, I should note that they have pro-
voked disagreement, as is clear from the words of Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari
(d. 310/923), who spoke of jurists being divided into two groups according to
their stance:

A group among the predecessors (salaf) advocated deeming them
authentic (sahif) and acting upon that which is indicated by their appar-
ent meanings..., then there are reports attributing to others a position
advocating attenuating them, deeming them weak (da‘f), and reinter-
preting their meanings.!#

As for the group, who ascribed a weak validity to these hadiths, they did not
only discourage people to act upon them, but also saw a contradiction between
those hadiths that restrict guidance (hidaya) to the Quran and the Sunna and
those that refer to consultation of the heart and the self. For, in their view,
God is the Legislator (al-Musharri‘) and He has clarified all matters of religion
either directly or indirectly. Indeed, even the Prophet had been commanded
in the Qur’an to rule between people according to what God had shown him
(Q 41105), not according to his own opinion, nor by what his self had instructed.
If this was the case with the Prophet himself, then it is all the more applicable

13 For more discussion on sukin al-nafs, see al-‘Askari 1998, 81; Bouhafa 2019, 67; Johansen
2013, 127-144.

14  After relating a number of hadiths, both marfii‘ (attributed to the Prophet) and mawgqif
(attributed to a Prophetic companion (sahabi)), al-Shatibi summarised the words of
al-Tabari from his book Tahdhib al-Athar (“Refinement of the Traditions”) (al-Shatibi1992,
2:659). We do not know precisely which hadiths have been deemed weak (da ‘), as some
hadiths to this effect have been verified in the two authentic books of hadith (al-Bukhari
and Muslim) or in one of them. Also, the extant copy of Tahdhib al-Athar is incomplete
and does not contain this discussion, nor could I find anyone else who has cited these
words from al-Tabari.
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to others. Whosoever is ignorant of God’s proclamations is obligated to ask the
scholars who understand God’s intention, not to ask his self. The scriptural
evidence is the sole reference for knowing the permissible and the prohibited,
the meaning of which is affirmed by a number of hadiths and reports. It would
seem that the choice for which this group has opted in order to resolve the
supposed problem is to weigh between the hadiths that gives preference to
one over the other. This is done without attempting to interpret or harmon-
ise them, or even claim abrogation — the available options for dealing with
“contradictory hadiths” (al-Khatib 2011, 286—289; al-Shumunni 2004, 157-161).
It would have been possible to restrict consultation of the heart to cases in
which scriptural texts are absent or in cases where divergence exists between
scholars on a particular issue. However, this too was ruled out based on the
aforementioned argument regarding the status of the scriptural text as the sole
authority with proclamations encompassing all realities.

As for the other group who advocated classifying these hadiths as authen-
tic (sahih) and acting upon their apparent meanings, al-Shatibi reported some
disagreement but did not convey the arguments through al-Tabari, although
they are mentioned in the books of usil al-figh. It appears that al-Tabari opted
for an intermediate position between the two groups, so he interpreted the
hadiths in a restricted manner,

either because he considered the hadiths to be authentic, or because he
considered those among them that indicate their [apparent] meanings
to be authentic.

AL-SHATIBI 1992, 2:663

However, the position advocating the attenuation of these hadiths, deeming
them weak (da‘f), did not continue after al-Tabarl. We find no clear trace of
this position in the various sources of hadith.'> It would appear that numer-
ous hadiths that reported on this topic within the hadith corpus precluded the
endurance of the position advocating such fadiths to be deemed forgeries.
This is especially the case because these hadiths buttress each other’s reliabil-
ity, due to the abundance of their sources and the trajectory of their chain

15  With the exception of that which appears, in a very limited fashion, in the criticism of
the chain of transmission of the “consult your heart” hadith, connected to the weakness
of a particular transmitter, or one transmitter not hearing the narration from another
transmitter. In all cases, this is a criticism directed at the chains of transmission, not to
the hadith in its origin, which is transmitted through numerous paths (see Ibn Rajab 1999,
2194-95).
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of transmission, as they were imparted from seven Companions (sakaba) and
one among the Successors (tabiun).

2.2 Interpretations of the Hadith

With the decline of the position advocating the weak reliability of these
hadiths, the discussion turned to their interpretation and the search for their
intended meaning. These fadiths provoked a central dilemma connected to
the sources of knowledge, namely the authority of the heart and the self. The
interpretations of the scholars of hadith reflect their positions vis-a-vis this
issue. For if we examine the chapter headings under which these hadiths have
been included, we will find them revolving around ethical content, such as:
righteousness and sinfulness; manners and good conduct; temperance, piety,
and abstaining from ambiguous matters; in addition to some jurisprudential
topics, such as the books of sales, testimony, judgments and rulings. The dis-
cussions of the hadith commentators revolved around three central issues:
(1) the boundaries of the authority of the heart and the self; (2) the concepts
of righteousness and sinfulness; (3) How to reconcile and harmonise between
the hadith and others that might contradict it. We now turn to these issues in
more detail.

2.2.1 The Authority of the Heart

One group rejected the authority of the heart and the self, and on this basis,
deemed these hadiths to be weak. Another group took the opposite position
and embraced the apparent meaning of these hadiths. Al-Tabarl was opposed
to taking these hadiths in their general apparent meaning. He argued that the
meaning of these hadiths is restricted, “not as those have presumed, that it is a
commandment directed to the ignorant ( juhhal) to act according to what their
selves have arrived at and reject whatever they deem repulsive, without asking
their scholars” (al-Shatibi 1992, 2:664). Thus, two central questions arise here:
what are those things that one should refer to the heart? And is this applicable
to all hearts?

Al-Tafl (d. 716/1316) determined that

the self (nafs) possesses an awareness, rooted in the fitra (innate disposi-
tion), of outcomes or results that are praiseworthy and those outcomes
which are not. However, the appetite (shahwa) can overcome inner
restrictions in such a way that it can obligate the person to act in a way
that is self-harmful, such as the thief who is overcome by the appetite to
steal, [despite] being afraid of the punishment that may befall him.

AL-TUFI 1998, 204
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Ibn Rajab (d. 795/1393) affirmed the same meaning, maintaining the posi-
tion that consultation of the heart is connected to those fadiths that speak
of the innate disposition that God has built into people (al-fitra al-lat fatar
al-nas ‘alayha).' However, something might arise that may corrupt this fitra,
as a result of the actions of devils or parents. Thus, truth and falsehood are not
ambiguous for the percipient believer — rather, he knows the truth from the
light that surrounds it, so his heart accepts it; and he recoils from falsehood, so
he condemns it and does not affirm it (Ibn Rajab 1999, gg—101).

However, because the fitra may become disturbed by external influence,
the authority of the heart remains, on the one hand, imprecise and ill-suited
for generalisation to all individuals and, on the other hand, also ill-suited for
all issues about which one seeks consultation. The position advocating the
authority of the heart in absolute terms would, thus, infringe upon the author-
ity of the scriptural text and that of the scholars. It is possible here to distin-
guish between three interpretations.

The first interpretation followed the apparent meaning of the hadith, while
restricting its applicability to the person seeking an answer alone, namely
Wabisa b. Ma‘bad, for the specificity of the person’s condition such as the
tranquillity of his self in comparison to others, and being gifted with a light
that distinguishes between truth and falsehood (al-Munawi 1972, 1:495-496).
However, the hadiths on this topic clearly demonstrate that Wabisa was not
unique, as the question was reportedly raised by others. Because some hadiths
are articulated in a general form, there is no rationale for such specification.

The second interpretation holds that the fadith is not specific to the person
seeking an answer. Rather, it is specific to a particular kind of heart. Thus, it
is addressed to a person whose chest God has expanded with the light of cer-
tainty when he was given an opinion based on mere conjecture or inclination
without shar? (legal) evidence (al-Munawi 1972, 1:495). Al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi
(d. 320/932) predates others in advocating this meaning, as he specified that
the heart an individual seeks consultation from should be the heart of “the
truthful” (muhiggun). By this, he means the people of truth possess a path
towards God and their appetites have been controlled to the extent that their
selves have become consorts of their hearts (al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi 2010, 2:39—
40). However, Ibn ‘Illan (d. 1057/1647) held that the intended meaning here is
the self and the heart of a person among the people of jtihad; for if this were
not the case, then the person would be obligated to ask a mujtahid (Ibn ‘Illan
2004, 5:41). Thus, he reverts the entire issue to the actions and choices of the
jurist, not to those of the mugqallid (follower) of a madhhab (legal school), or
the person seeking consultation.

16 On fitra, see Vasalou 2016; Holtzman 2015, 163-188.
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The third interpretation attests that the Aadith is meant for all believing
hearts, but that it is specific to ambiguous issues, or to the field of transactions
(buyu”) in particular. Thus, whoever has said that seeking consultation of the
heart is specific to ambiguous issues in general has interpreted the hadith of
Wabisa in light of the hadith of al-Nu‘man b. Bashir, who narrated from the
Prophet:

That which is permissible is clear, and that which is prohibited is clear,
and between these two are ambiguous matters that many people do not
know.

AL-BUKHART 1895, 3:53; Muslim 1991, 31221

Al-Tabari was among the first to advocate this position, as he dealt with the
juristic applications of these hadiths. Therefore, he “did not apply them in
every domain of figh” (al-Shatibi 1992, 2:663). Thus, seeking consultation from
the heart does not apply to the legislation of actions or instituting acts of wor-
ship, nor to leaving aside Shari‘a rulings. The authority of the self and the heart,
then, lies in issues that are licit (mubah) or in cases where sinfulness has been
cast in doubt. It covers the area of mundane choices (mu‘amalat) in life where
people find themselves hesitant about a decision.

Some of the jurists who have commented on the hadith, such as al-Tafl and
Ibn Rajab followed al-TabarT’s construal. Ibn Rajab attempted to create a bal-
ance between the authority of the self, on the one hand, and the authority of
the scriptural text and the mufti, on the other. Thus, he divided thoughts that
occur in the self into those addressed by scriptural texts and those that are not.
In the case of issues addressed by scriptural texts, the believer has no option
but to obey God and his Prophet, and what occurs in the self is of no conse-
quence. As for cases that have not been addressed by scriptural texts, author-
ity belongs to the evidence, if it exists, or to the self of the tranquil believer, if
no evidence exists (Ibn Rajab 1999, 2:103). This implies that Ibn Rajab remark-
ably narrowed the space in which one can refer to the heart, privileging the
scriptural text, the actions of the predecessors (salaf), and the authority of
the mufti.

2.2.2 The Concepts of Righteousness and Sinfulness

Wabisa and al-Nawwas had both inquired about righteousness and sinfulness
but were provided different answers, which led to different interpretations by
scholars. Righteousness, in the hadith of Wabisa, is “that towards which the
self feels tranquil (ma itmaannat ilayhi al-nafs),” whereas in the hadith of
al-Nawwas, it is “good conduct (husn al-khulug).” Al-Tahawi (d. 321/933) strived
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to bring the two hadiths into harmony and suggested that since good conduct
is occasioned by the tranquillity of the self, the two answers are in agreement
(al-Tahawi 1994, 5:387). However, Ibn Rajab considered the difference in the
Prophet’s explanation of righteousness to be due to a variance in the meaning
of the term itself, as it carries two connotations. In the context of the treatment
of the rest of creation, it means doing good (éksan), which includes doing good
to one’s parents (birr al-walidayn). It also means performing all acts of obedi-
ence, both apparent and inward. Ibn Rajab considered the hadith of al-Nawwas
to encompass the second meaning, because “by good conduct, one might mean
adopting the ethics of the Shari‘a and the manner of God.” However, he did not
clarify which meaning is applicable to the hadith of Wabisa (Ibn Rajab 1999,
2:97-99). As for al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 502/1108), the hadith of Wabisa does
not explain the concepts of righteousness and sinfulness, but somewhat clari-
fies their legal status (fukm) (al-Raghib al-Isfahani 2009, 64). This is because
the meaning of righteousness is amplitude (sa‘a), and the meaning of sinful-
ness is delay (ibta’), for “righteousness (birr) is amplitude in knowing truth
(Um al-haqq) and doing good ( fil al-khayr),” and sinfulness (ithm) “is a name
for actions that inhibit reward (mubtia ‘an al-thawab)” (al-Raghib al-Isfahani
2007, 160; 2009, 114).

It seems, as such, that al-Raghib wanted to suggest that the abundant com-
mission of good actions bequeaths the self an expansion in the chest and
tranquillity in the heart. As for al-Tafi, he considered that if righteousness is
opposed to sinfulness, then it pertains to what the Shari‘a demands in terms of
obligations or recommendations, sinfulness pertains to what the Sharia pro-
hibits; whereas if righteousness is opposed to ingratitude, then it means doing
good (ihsan). The hadith of al-Nawwas includes two signs of sinful acts, namely,
its effect on the self and its wavering within it, because of its sense of an ill
outcome, and hating for others to look upon the thing. However, al-Tafi gave
preponderance to there being a single composite sign (al-Tafi 1998, 204—205).

Al-Tafl and Ibn Rajab attempted to translate righteousness and sinfulness
into the juristic categories of human actions (al-ahkam al-fighiyya). On the
one hand, Al-Taft categorised the signs of righteousness and sinfulness into
four possibilities: (1) ithm (sinfulness) or faram is that which rankles in the
self, with fears that other people will observe it, such as zina and riba; (2) birr
(righteousness) is that which does not rankle in the self and there is no fear of
the observation of others such as ibada, eating and drinking; (3) mushtabih
(ambiguous) is that which rankles in the self but with no fear of other people
observing (4) or where one fears other people observing him but it does not
rankle in the self. The last two (3 and 4) oscillate between sinfulness and righ-
teousness and are encompassed by the category of abhorred acts from which
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one ought to distance oneself (al-karaha al-tanzihiyya). Guarding against
ambiguous acts is considered to be obligatory (wajib). Coming into contact
with them is sinful, whereas guarding against them is a path to absolution for
the religion (din) and honour (ird). This is obligatory, for the path to what is
obligatory is, in turn, also obligatory (al-Tafi 1998, 210).

Ibn Rajab, on the other hand, considered sinfulness to be of two levels: the
higher level is where both signs are established. The lower level is where the
action is objectionable to the performer of the action. This is only applicable if
the heart isamong those that have been expanded by belief and the mufti offers
his opinion merely on the basis of supposition (zann) or inclination toward
whim (mayl ila hawa) without shar 7 evidence where he grants the person the
right to an individual review. However, Ibn Rajab did not clarify the legal status
of referring to what is in the self in this case. Rather, he defined righteousness
as that which is permissible (kalal) and sinfulness as that which is prohibited
(haram). In so doing, he recognised the tranquil heart for which the chest
expands (ma sakana ilayhi al-qalb wa-insharaha ilayhi al-sadr) is righteous and
permissible, while its opposite is sinful and prohibited (Ibn Rajab 1999, 2:101).

Righteousness and sinfulness are ethical principles. Yet, commentators such
as al-Tafi and Ibn Rajab occupied themselves with the translation of the sig-
nifications of righteousness and sinfulness into a juristic language within the
system of the permissible and the prohibited (mangiamat al-halal wa-l-haram).
Thus, the idea that righteousness implies amplitude, for example, pushes one
to search for its constituent parts in an attempt to regulate and specify what is
righteous and permissible, what is sinful and prohibited — and what is ambigu-
ous. No acts of righteousness fall outside being either recommended (mandub)
or obligatory (wajib), as pointed out by al-Tafi.

However, righteousness, in its qualification as an ethical principle, refers, in
my opinion, to a broader conception than that as it encompasses two things:
truthfulness (sidq) in action, i.e., achieving the intended aim of the action, and
good conduct (iksan) in action, i.e., performing it in the most perfect way. This
means that righteousness is a concept that refers to quality, not to quantity
or the degree of obligation in action (obligatory and recommended). It thus
aims to transcend the formalism of apparent judgments or mere performance
apart from consideration for the intent or the anticipated value of actions. This
meaning remains unexamined in the books of hadith commentary. For righ-
teousness is a concept that surpasses juristic language and transcends to the
ethical sphere.

Al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi held the position that ambiguity only occurs for the
scholars of the apparent (‘ulama’ al-zahir), because “they found no revelation
in its regard, nor any tradition attributed to the Prophet, so it appears to them
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as ambiguous, sometimes as permissible and at other times as prohibited, and
they corrupted the witness (shahid) that is within their hearts and the proof
(hujja) with which God provided them” (al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi 2010, 2:42). But
this does not occur for “the truthful ones” (muhiggun) who find within their
hearts the clarification of ambiguous matters. Whatever makes their hearts
feel tranquil, they count among the permissible, and whatever makes their
hearts waver and from which they recoil, they count among the prohibited. For
in the view of “the truthful,” no ambiguous matter falls outside what is either
permissible or prohibited, and this is a level of reflection at variance with the
aforementioned ambiguous matters with which the jurists occupied them-
selves. An ambiguous matter for the jurist does not fall outside the category
of abhorred acts from which one ought to distance himself/herself (al-karaha
al-tanzihiyya), as made clear by al-Tafi. However, al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi counted
that towards which the heart feels tranquil as permissible, and that for which
the heart wavers as prohibited. I surmise that he had in mind a meaning spe-
cific to the jurists, which he clarified in another book when he spoke of abstain-
ing from appetites and avoiding desires for the purpose of refining the self and
training it so that the heart is not corrupted — not in the sense of prohibiting
that which is permissible (al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi1993, 64). This meaning is con-
nected to the principle of striving for perfection of action, which transcends
the action of the people of the apparent (ak! al-zahir).

These opinions have generally sought to present interpretations that pre-
serve the authority of the scriptural text and that of its specialists and prevent
the transformation of normative judgments into individual subjective judg-
ments. This is particularly the case as the self is susceptible to contingencies,
such as desires and appetites, which disrupt the objectivity of its judgments.
Accordingly, there were three interpretations; the first interpretation under-
stood “consulting the heart” as a reference specifically to the hearts of the peo-
ple of truth who relinquished their appetites and submitted to psychological
exercises that refined them and rendered their judgments as trustworthy. The
second interpretation specified consulting the heart over ambiguous issues,
where the line between permissible (falal) and prohibited (haram) is blurred.
This ambiguity occurs mainly in individual choices and in the absence of evi-
dentiary arguments. Here individuals are addressed by the Sharia because
they are aware of the innermost aspects of their selves. The third interpretation
understood consulting the heart as a reference to the heart of the independent
jurist (mujtahid) or the critical hadith scholar (al-muhaddith al-nagid) who
has acquired cumulative evidentiary knowledge. In all these interpretations,
scholars tried to minimise the subjective role of the individual in favour of the
objective judgment of the scholars in general.
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3 Consulting the Heart: Rational Proofs and the Sources
of Knowledge

The previous discussion revolved around the text of the hadith in two aspects:
that of the hadith being firmly established, and that of its signification and its
relation to other scriptural texts. However, the authority of the inward dimen-
sion (batin) is connected to discussions and branching issues that fall under
the domains of figh, usil al-figh, and Sufism. This is because the authority of
the inward dimension relates to a central issue — namely, the sources of knowl-
edge by which shar7 knowledge is established and the arguments for the rul-
ings (ahkam) of actions, which are matters where the jurists differ from the
Sufis. The hadiths of consulting the heart or referring to the stirrings of the
heart (hawazz al-qulub) are connected to numerous issues; among them are
inspiration (ilham), juristic preference (istiisan), blocking the means of pro-
hibited actions (sadd al-dhara@’i), piety (wara“) and caution (ihtiyat).\”

3.1 Inspiration (Ilham) and Rational Proofs

The jurists based their knowledge on a master principle: theoretical specula-
tion (nagar) and evidentiary inference (istidlal). In doing so, jurists held that in
every ruling (Aukm) there must be a fundamental principle (as/) upon which
it is based. Thus, they did not deem it permissible for a legally obligated indi-
vidual (mukallaf) to undertake an action if they do not know its shar7 ruling.
These rulings were specified according to an established methodology in usul
al-figh, which inquires into the evidence and proofs upon which figh is based.
They applied this method to assess particular actions by attributing to them
a specific ruling in the science of figh. However, inspiration (ilham) is neither

17  Istihsan is defined by some Hanafis as a nuanced and subtle evidence that the mujtahid
is unable to express properly (dalil yanqgadihu fi nafs al-mujtahid taqsuru ‘anhu ibaratuh),
although he/she feels it in his/her heart. This definition, according to Shams al-Din
al-Barmawi (d. 831/1428), makes istihsan close to ilham in the Hanafi view (al-Barmawi
2015, 5180), but istihsan, in contrast to Ibn Hazm’s (d. 456/1064) view, is classified as a
sort of evidence, not personal preference (tashahhi) (see al-Dabuisi 2009, 3:369, 404;
al-Taftazani n.d., 2:163; Ibn Hazm n.d., 6:60). Furthermore, conceiving ijtihad as a malaka
(faculty) that enables the mujtahid to do his job spontaneously, makes istifsan acceptable
even beyond the Hanafischool (see al-Tafi 1997, 3:192). As for sadd al-dhara’i, al-Shawkani
(1999, 2:196; see also al-Baji 1995, 2:697-698) considered this hadith as evidence that sup-
ports it; in the sense that the individual shall consult his heart in the case of doubt or
uncertainty and leave out some permissible actions to avoid what is prohibited. These
two concepts belong to the toolbox of the mujtahid per se. The other concepts belong to
the space of individual moral judgment. Hence, the following headings will be dedicated
to discussing them in detail.
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theoretical speculation (nazar), nor evidentiary inference (istidlal), and, there-
fore, it has been a cause for controversy in usul al-figh (Ibn ‘Aqil 1999, 118; Abl
Ya‘la 1990, 1:82). Can figh be based upon the inspiration of the heart? Is seeking
the adjudication of the heart an action of the independent jurist (mujtahid)
or the madhhab-follower (muqallid)? What is the authoritative reference if all
proofs are absent? These questions fall directly under our discussion of the
hadiths under study.

The evidentiary inference has been employed with the “consult your heart”
hadith in order to prove the authority of inspiration.!® This is an area of
inquiry where the positions of the usilis (legal theorists) have differed and
three positions are distinguishable.

The first position holds that inspiration is an absolute skar7 proof and an
inward revelation analogous to rational theoretical speculation and eviden-
tiary inference. It would appear that the rejection of the authority of inspira-
tion in the books of usi! is related to two issues: the jurists’ conceptualisation
of what may be deemed as adequate “proof” in their convention; and their
response to those who pay no heed to rational theoretical speculation holding
that “there is no proof except inspiration.” So, they give precedence to it over
rational theoretical speculation (al-Samarqandi 1984, 679; al-Maward1 1994,
16:53; al-Dabiisi 2009, 3:369—391; al-Fanarl 2006, 2:445).

The second position holds that inspiration is not proof, neither with respect
to the individual who is inspired (mulham), nor with respect to others, i.e.,
regardless of whether it is transitive or intransitive. The reason for this is the
absence of divine basis and the distrust towards those who carry fallible medi-
tations (al-Subki 2003, 111; Ibn Amir al-Hajj 1983, 3:296). Ruling out inspiration
as a path to knowledge or as a proof among other proofs is due to the paths of
knowledge and to the conceptualisation of the validity of proofs. The paths
of shar7 knowledge were restricted by al-ShafiT (d. 204/820) to the scriptural
text. He clarified elsewhere that resorting to ijma‘(consensus) and giyas (anal-
ogy) is within the category of darira (exigency) (al-Shafi1 1938, 39, 599). This
means that the locus of shar Tknowledge is either a revealed scriptural text, or,
in absence of a direct scriptural text, rational theoretical speculation regard-
ing a revealed scriptural text. However, the usulis who came after al-Shafi1
agreed upon the convention of istidlal (evidentiary inference), which is to
search for proofs outside the four sources (Quran, sadith, consensus, and anal-
ogy). Istidlal is based upon rational theoretical speculation, thereby excluding

18  Those in support of the authority of inspiration have marshalled it as evidence in a num-
ber of sources, including: al-Dabiisi 2009, 3:372; al-Samarqandi 1984, 680; al-Barmaw1
2015, 5:182; al-Fanari 2006, 2:445; al-Zarkash1 1994, 8:117; and al-Karani 2008, 4:38.



284 AL-KHATIB

inspiration (al-Dabiisi 2009, 3:375; al-Sarakhsi n.d., 2:185-186; al-Bukhari n.d.,
3:358).

The third position is that it is obligatory to act upon true inspiration, but
only with respect to the individual who is inspired. It is impermissible to invite
others to it. Al-Dabusi and al-Samarqandi (d. 540/1145) attributed this position
to the majority of scholars (al-Dabusi 2009, 3:369; al-Samarqandi 1984, 679; Ibn
Amir al-Hajj 1983, 3:296; al-Zarkashi 1994, 8:114; Ibn al-Najjar 1993, 1:330—332;
Ibn Rajab 1999, 2:104). However, those who hold this position consider inspi-
ration to be conditional proof, not self-standing independent proof. Thus,
it is not permissible to act upon it, except in the absence of all other proofs
(al-Dabusi 2009, 3:369; al-Samarqandi 1984, 679; Ibn al-Najjar 1993, 1:330—-332).

According to the first position, inspiration is considered as a path to knowl-
edge that is established in the heart without theoretical speculation or eviden-
tiary inference. The testimony of the heart without proof holds precedence
over the proof-based opinion of the mufii. This has been understood from
the hadith of Wabisa itself, meaning that the heart of the individual occu-
pies a dynamic role in the ethical valuation of actions, owing to the fact that
the inspiration of the heart is analogous to revelation. However, the problem
with this position is the possibility that inspiration can stand independently
from all other proofs, or in opposition to them (al-Dabiisi 2009, 3:388). Even
if it is indeed an “inward proof” (hujja batina), the characteristics of proofs
sanctioned by the usulis in rulings do not apply. Proofs, according to them,
are the rational proofs that depend on the one hand on scriptural texts and,
on the other, on theoretical speculation and evidentiary inference. Further,
among the necessary conditions of proof is that it should be expressed first,
whereas in the case of inspiration, “the scope for expressing it narrows”
(al-Ghazali 1971, 177). A proof must be suitable for debate and be binding upon
another (al-Dabsi 2009, 3:377; 1:133-134), meaning that it is open to generali-
sation. Obligation and generalisation, however, are established upon the char-
acteristic of what is apparent to everyone, which is not the same in the case of
inspiration.

The majority of scholars did not deem inspiration to be entirely without
merit, but they only resorted to it in cases of exigency where worthy proofs
were absent. What is implied by this is that proofs vary in degree, so direct
scriptural proofs are given precedence over indirect scriptural proofs. Thus,
giyas (analogy) and ijma‘(consensus) were considered to be an exigency in the
absence of a scriptural text. If all apparent proofs are lacking, the individual
who is inspired resorts to inspiration as an exigency. Such a ruling is established
for the individual alone, so others should not be invited to it. Obviously, this
avoids the arbitrariness of judgment and ensures stability while still allowing
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for some discretion in cases where no apparent evidence is available. This view
remains consistent with the theory of the usulis.

3.2 The Heart That Offers Opinion: al-Ghazalt, on Piety and Caution

The hadith of Wabisa, and others, are a fundamental principle within schol-
arship that addresses the subject of piety (wara®). The two imams al-Juwayni
(d. 478/1085) and al-Ghazali deemed it foundational within their chapters on
this topic. Al-Ghazali spoke of what he called “the heart that offers opinion
(al-qalb al-mufti),” and he drew a parallel between the opinion ( fatwa) of the
heart and that of the mufti in terms of ethical responsibility and the jurist’s
connection to the actions of the heart. The individual “is taken with respect to
his self — between himself and God — by the opinion of his heart” (al-Ghazali
1982, 3:3; 2:113; see also al-Juwayni 2007, 15:320). At the same time, the actions
of the heart fall outside the authority of the jurist due to two reasons: the first
is because the theoretical speculation of the jurist is specific only to the rul-
ings of the actions of the limbs and that which becomes apparent from inward
actions. In other words, the jurist is concerned only with what can be regulated
and is general to all legally obligated individuals. This differs from “the piety
of the God-conscious (muttaqiin) and the righteous (salihiin),” who aspire to
a station higher than that of the generality of the legally obligated. For that
reason, the latter do not only stop at the boundary of the obligatory and the
prohibited, rather, they abstain from everything in which there is ambiguity;
and they also abstain from some things that are licit out of fear that they may
lead to what is illicit. Then, if their station is elevated further, they abstain from
many licit fortunes which distract them from the pleasure of proximity to God.
The second reason is that the jurist “does not discuss the stirrings of the hearts
and how to act upon them,” because his theoretical speculation relates to the
earthly world (dunya) (al-Ghazali 1982, 1:19, 2:113, 4:213). On this basis, the indi-
vidual shoulders the majority of the heart’s actions themselves since it is s/he
who is acquainted with their own particulars. While this is a broad concep-
tion of piety that al-Ghazali discussed at length, he did not grant the legally
obligated individual complete authority to determine what is valid or invalid
in piety in case he passes over into obsessiveness and affective overburdening.
Some piety falls under the laws of figh in terms of regulation and codification,
and that which cannot be regulated is deferred anew to the legally obligated
pious individual (al-Ghazali 1982, 2:112).

Importantly, consultation of the heart is not absolute. It is subject to restric-
tions and particulars at which one must stop for it not to disrupt the system
of apparent rulings. This is because the purpose of scrutinising the conditions
of the inward dimension is to arrive at a higher station of devotion in worship.
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On this basis, al-Ghazali stipulated that the intended meaning of consulting
the heart is,

that which the mufti has declared permissible. As for that which he has
declared prohibited, it is obligatory to refrain.

AL-GHAZALI 1982, 2:118

Here, it is possible for us to distinguish between two cases. The first is the case
of conflict between the opinion of the mufti and the opinion of the heart,
which is implied by the hadith of Wabisa (al-Ghazali 1982, 1:224), i.e., that the
opinion of the heart is given precedence over that of the mufii, because the
heart is the locus of accountability for blame and the acquisition of reward.

So, if the heart of the mufii ruled in favour of deeming something obliga-
tory and it was mistaken in so doing, he is rewarded for that. Indeed, who-
soever presumed that he had performed ritual purification must pray,
then if he prayed and then remembered that he had not performed the
ablution, he receives a reward for his action. If he remembered and then
left performing it, he is punished for it ... and all that is by considering the
heart to the exception of the limbs.

AL-GHAZALI 2011, 51153

Moreover, the heart might be harmed by accepting that in which there is a
stirring. It is obligatory, therefore, to listen to it. Venturing upon any action
with a stirring in the heart harms it and brings darkness upon it, irrespective of
the reality of the ruling as determined by God or its formulation by the mufti
(al-Ghazali 1982, 2:113).

The second case is doubt and ambiguity, involving two competing beliefs,
each with its own proper ground. Al-Ghazali attempted to regulate the
implications of ambiguous matters. He determined that in cases of doubt,
the legally obligated individual shall consult his heart in the same way the
Messenger of God commanded Wabisa to consult his heart. Al-Ghazali thus
calls upon the legally obligated individual to go beyond simply avoiding what
is prohibited and to shun ambiguous matters. For a while the opinion of the
mufti is grounded on probabilities, the opinion of the heart pertains to piety
and needs to be shielded from ambiguous matters. Such a station is higher
than the theoretical speculation of the jurist which stops at clear-cut boundar-
ies. Although al-Ghazali attempted to regulate the fundamental principles of
ambiguous matters (shubah) by means of the logic of the jurist, the details and
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applications of these ambiguous matters cannot be regulated. On this basis, he
delegated them to the heart, not to the mufti (al-Ghazali 1982, 2:99, 103, 86, 118).

The heart’s stirrings, in terms of their capacity as a standard in determining
what is ethical, do not only depend on the heart as the locus of legal obliga-
tion. They also depend on the heart possessing “insights into discrete contex-
tual indicants for which the scope of speech narrows” (al-Ghazali 1982, 2:125).
Thus, it is not possible to regulate them according to the laws of figh, but they
may be realised by means of “the contextual indicants of conditions (gara’in
al-ahwal)” (al-Ghazali 1982, 4:213).

Because the heart’s stirrings differ according to individuals and realities, it
is possible to posit a general fundamental principle for them. Namely, “that
which he finds to be closer to his whim and to that which is implied by his
nature, the opposite of it is more worthy” (al-Ghazali 1982, 2:170). Because
these issues and conditions are in the utmost of subtlety, “not every heart can
be depended upon” (al-Ghazali 1982, 2:118). For that reason, “[the Prophet] did
not refer everyone to the consultation of the heart. Rather, he only said that
to Wabisa because of what he had known of his condition” (al-Ghazali 1982,
2m17). This does not mean that consultation is to be restricted to the hearts
of specific individuals, but rather that the command revolves around specific
characteristics that adorn hearts, which may be attained through cultivation,
watchfulness, and avoiding ambiguous matters. For hearts are two extremes
and a median: the two extremes are an obsessive heart that recoils from every-
thing and a covetous indulgent heart that is at ease with everything, and these
two hearts are to be given no consideration. Rather, consideration is owed to
what al-Ghazali on occasion called “the heart of the scholar who has attained
success that is watchful of the subtleties of conditions,” which on another
occasion he called “the pure moderate heart (al-qalb al-safi [-mu‘tadil).” Even
though al-Ghazali admits to the scarcity of this type of heart, he opens the
door to whoever “does not trust his own heart” to “solicit the light from a heart
bearing this description” in order that he may present his case to it (al-Ghazali
1982, 113, 118).

3.3 The Heart as Exhorter: Ibn Taymiyya and Giving Preponderance

to the Heart
Ibn Taymiyya reaffirmed the authority of the scriptural text, by holding the
position that any belief or action needs to be grounded in shar evidence (Ibn
Taymiyya 2001, 2:101; 2005, 10:477; 19914, 1:244; 2005, 18:65; 2005, 22:27; 1987,
5:134). According to him, the scriptural evidence reflects God’s intent and
what He loves and abhors. Hence, it behoves the legally obligated individual
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to examine the evidence without yielding to his or her whim. However, the
Lawgiver’s ruling may be absolute or specific. As clarified by the Lawgiver,
absolute rulings are principles and generalities which encompass an infinite
number of particularities (Ibn Taymiyya 2001, 2:102; 2005, 10:478). Specific rul-
ings, on the other hand, are those technically termed “establishing the ratio
legis (tahqiq al-manat).” If a specific scriptural text exists in which the ruling
is clarified, this expresses God’s intent more clearly. However, if God’s intent is
hidden due to the absence of evidence or its ambiguity, or because the proofs
contradict one another, establishing what God loves and what God abhors
becomes the locus of jjtihad.

It is here that Ibn Taymiyya cites three schools: the first is to give prepon-
derance to one position by the mere choice and will of the legally obligated
individual. This is the position of the theologians, jurists and some of the Sufis.
However, he determined that,

Giving preponderance to one position by mere will, without relying on
any scholarly basis, whether hidden or apparent, is not a position that is
held by any of the imams of knowledge and temperance.

IBN TAYMIYYA 2005, 10:269; 2001, 2:93

The second is to refer to pure gadar (divine decree), because of the absence of
overriding authoritative reasons (al-asbab al-murajjiha) from the perspective
of the Shari‘a, and to avoid the introduction of personal will and whim into
the action. This is because the introduction of whim dithers between being
prohibited, disapproved, or descending from the station of perfect obedi-
ence to God. Surrendering to gadar here is to give preponderance by means
of something that cannot be attributed to the individual and in which he has
no will. It is God’s action with regard to the individual. This is, according to Ibn
Taymiyya, the method of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1166) and his like among
the great shaykhs. The third is to give preponderance to one position based
on an inward reason, such as taste (dhawgq), inspiration (ilham), or inclination
of the heart (may! qalbt). Here, Ibn Taymiyya added that if the heart that is
abundant in God-consciousness (al-qalb al-ma‘maur bi-lI-tagwa) gives prepon-
derance to a position by its will, then it is a shar7 overriding authority (tarjih
shar?) with respect to itself. Guiding indications may occur within the heart
of the believer regarding things that cannot be expressed. This is because God
has built within his servants an innate disposition ( fitra) towards the truth,
and has placed within the heart of each believer an exhorter (wa‘z), just as he
placed an exhorter for the believer within the Book and the apparent Shari‘a.
Within each of the two exhorters, there are commandments and prohibitions,
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accompanied by exhortations and admonitions. This implies that there is a
correspondence between apparent commandments and inward command-
ments. And in the case of the heart that is abundant in God-consciousness,
the commandments and prohibitions that occur within the believer’s heart
are identical to the commandments and prohibitions of the Qur’an, so one is
strengthened by the other. Thus, there is sinfulness and righteousness “roam-
ing and wavering” (taraddud wa-jawalan) within the chests of creation. If the
servant exerts their utmost in obeying God and guarding against God’s wrath,
God becomes his or her hearing and sight and comes to be within his or her
heart and sense. Indeed, he or she mostly wills what God loves and detests
that which He abhors. When a heart becomes abundant in God-consciousness,
matters are disclosed and become open to it, unlike the darkened ruinous
heart. The action of this heart (i.e., al-galb al-ma‘mar bi-l-tagwa) here is stron-
ger upon its bearer than the weak and illusory analogies, just as it is stronger
than the many apparent meanings and claims of continuity (istishab) that
the jurists cite as proof (Ibn Taymiyya 2001, 2:98—99; 2005, 20:27—29, 44—46,
19:280—285, 10:268-273, 477; 1986, 8:70; 1991b, 1:7).

Resorting to the inward overriding authoritative factor (al-murajjih al-batin)
here takes place after the exhaustion of all apparent evidentiary indicants.
The believer in this case may either opt to give preponderance to this inward
reason, or to give preponderance merely based on his or her will and choice.
However, giving preponderance to something merely on the basis of personal
choice is to be avoided because it can be unstable, oscillating between prohi-
bition or disapproval, or descending from the station of perfect obedience to
God. The servant may also be requested to contradict his or her whim.

3.4 Everyone Is Their Own Jurist: al-Shatibt and Establishing the
Ratio Legis

Al-Shatib1 argued that these hadiths are connected to the legally obligated
individual’s jtihad in establishing the ratio legis (tahqiq al-manat). When it
comes to knowing its ruling, every action is in need of two exercises in theoret-
ical speculation: the first is an exercise in theoretical speculation with respect
to the scriptural evidence of the ruling (dalil al-hukm). This is something in
which the heart has no place. For deeming something detestable based on
the extent to which the self feels at ease without any scriptural evidence is
the methodology of the people of innovation (bid‘a), and opposed to the
ijma‘ of Muslims. The second is an exercise in theoretical speculation regard-
ing the locus in which the ruling is revealed (mahall al-hukm), as many of its
applications are deferred to the legally obligated individuals without requir-
ing them to meet the condition of fulfilling the status of jtihad or of Shari‘a
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knowledge.!® If the layperson were to ask the mufti about actions that are not
of the type performed in prayer — whether their commission by a person dur-
ing the performance of prayer would render their prayer invalid — the mufti
would answer: if the action is negligible, it is forgivable, but if it is excessive, it
would invalidate the prayer. The layperson here is in no need of clarification
from the mufti in specifying what is excessive and what is not, for such specific
judgment goes back to each legally obligated individual self to decide. This
means that judgments of validity and invalidity depend upon the self of the
legally obligated individual, i.e., deferring to the heart is restrictive in nature,
so it does not undermine the scriptural evidence of the Shari‘a (al-Shatibi 1992,
2:666—667; 1997, 2:300, 5:16-17, 25). As for determining general rulings, engag-
ing in theoretical speculation on scriptural evidence and establishing the ratio
legis that require jjtihad, they are to be referred to the jurists. This is because the
ruling authority of jurists rests on shar7 knowledge, which is specific to their
domain and distinguishes them from others. To refer to the jurist is to refer to
the Shari‘a, and the mugallid is in need of an exemplar to follow (al-Shatibi
1992, 2:858-862). This means that consultation of the heart does not nullify the
authority of the jurist.

Al-Shatibi stresses the regularity of the Shari‘a, the generality and consis-
tency of its rulings, and its exemption from loopholes, and thus runs on a singu-
lar law encompassing all legally obligated individuals. This regularity, however,
does not nullify the variances and differences between individuals, whether in
terms of the difference in their conditions, or the variance in their cognitive
abilities. On this basis, al-Shatibi determines that the purpose of shar7rulings
relating to customs (such as transactions and adjudications), as well as many
acts of worship, is the regulation of the avenues of benefits, so that people’s
affairs may become well-ordered. Regulation, to the extent that it is possible,
is closer to abiding by God’s intent. As for matters that cannot be regulated,
they are deferred to the trust and private affairs of legally obligated individu-
als (amanat al-mukallafin), such as prayer, fasting, menstruation, ritual purity,
and other such matters (al-Shatibi 1997, 2:526—527). Furthermore, absolute

19  After putting our hadith in the context of doubtful cases where everyone is obliged to refer
to his own conscience and abide by its response, Muhammad Abdulla Draz (Muhammad
‘Abd Allah Draz, d. 1958) discussed the role that the individual conscience plays in the
institution of moral duty based on two points: understanding a rule and applying it,
where there is a whole gamut of options between the undetermined and the determined.
A similar perception was discussed by al-Shatibi under “ratio legis (tahqiq al-manat).”
Draz concluded that it is “the recourse to individual effort, to ensure that one’s duty is
in conformity with the objective reality, is a universal duty, incumbent upon the most
ignorant man, as well as the most competent” (Draz 2008, 63-65).
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commandments and absolute prohibitions (i.e., those for which the Lawgiver
has not specified particular boundaries) are intended to be unregulated by the
Lawgiver and are delegated to the theoretical speculation of the legally obli-
gated individual to engage in jjtihad. This is because the commandments and
prohibitions must have intelligible meanings that can be understood indepen-
dently but are still left without regulation. The aim here is to accommodate
individual differences and conditions and variances in the performance of
duties, which fall outside the circle of well-regulated obligations in which all
are equal (al-Shatibi 1997, 2:148). This includes commandments such as those
in favour of justice, goodness, forgiveness, patience, and gratitude, and prohi-
bitions against injustice, indecency, bad conduct, and transgression (al-Shatibi
1997, 3:235, 392—398, 401). This point opens the door for the individual creative
effort,20 which differentiates between people in their goodness, and for dis-
tinctions between ethics and figh where the ethical realm goes beyond what
is licit.

As for the stirrings of the hearts, they cannot be regulated, and they encom-
pass personal revelations (mukashafat) and miracles (karamat). These can-
not validly be taken into consideration except on the condition that they do
not contravene a shar 7 ruling nor a religious principle. Moreover, the domain
of acting upon mukdashafat and karamat is in matters that are licit, or desir-
able pursuits in which there is room for manoeuvre, such as warning, giving
glad tidings, and the pursuit of benefits that one hopes may successfully be
attained. All this is based upon the fundamental principle determined by
al-Shatibi, namely that the Shari‘a is general and not specific. Its fundamental
basis cannot be contravened and its consistency cannot be broken (al-Shatibi
1997, 2:457, 466-468, 471-473).

Al-Ghazali discussed exhaustively what cannot be regulated among the
actions of legally obligated individuals under the topic of “piety (wara®),’
and included a cryptic part to guide the pious scholar. Al-Shatibi, however,
addressed the same point under what he called the theoretical speculation
of legally obligated individuals (razar al-mukallaf), or under the figh of the
self, which generally revolves around “establishing the ratio legis” The two
approaches are complementary, as they refer to the individual’s effort and
role in the valuation of actions. Overlapping occurs between the approaches
of al-Ghazali and al-Shatibi in that issues of piety intersect with issues of
establishing the ratio legis. If piety is taken to mean the avoidance of ambigu-
ous matters, then establishing the ratio legis is a broader category, because it

20  Itseems that Draz coined what he called “effort créateur” (creative effort) based on what
al-Shatibi mentioned here. For more details see Draz 2008, 257 f.; al-Khatib 2017, 107-108.
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addresses ambiguous matters and other issues. Al-Shatibi even made space for
that which the Lawgiver deliberately left unregulated so that the legally obli-
gated individual may move freely based on their jtihad and according to their
condition. Al-Ghazali primarily occupied himself with the responsibility of the
individual from a Sufi perspective, and therefore opened the door to the stir-
rings of the hearts in order that some licit things that may harm the self may be
avoided. Al-Shatibi, on the other hand, occupied himself with the regulation of
the fundamental principles of the Shari‘a. He thus posited a cohesive theoreti-
cal framework for it, closing the door to the stirrings of the hearts except when
they do not contravene shar 7 principles or rulings, such as mushtabihat or licit
actions, to exclude what some extremist Sufis did when they followed their
inspiration and freed themselves from the juristic rulings.

4 The Sufi Discourse on Consciences

Ibn ‘Ajiba (d. 1224/1808) noted that “among the foundational principles of
the people of tasawwufis to refer to God in all things” (Ibn ‘Ajiba 2002, 2:417).
However, this absolute recourse to God cannot be achieved by sticking to the
method of the jurists only and contenting oneself with the apparent actions.
The Sufis, thus, expanded in two directions: first, in valuating human actions in
such a way as to encompass actions of the heart, and that there are rights owed
to God in the beliefs of the hearts and what they acquire. These are referred to
as “the inward knowledge” (ilm al-batin),?! which pertain to what the Sufis call
musings (khatarat), which are, as al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857) says, “the causes
for hearts to turn to every good or evil” (al-Muhasibi 2003:84-85). The second
expansion came in the direction of the sources of knowledge of divine will,
which governs people’s actions. This will encompass “apparent command-
ments” (awamir zahira), expressed by scriptural texts, and “inward command-
ments” (awamir batina), embodied in inspiration (ilham) and the consultation
of the heart. Al-QushayrT's (465/1073) definition of musings reflects this afore-
mentioned expansion, as he defined musings as “a discourse that comes upon
the consciences” (khitab yaridu ‘ala I-dama’ir) (al-Qushayri 1989, 169). This is a
definition that encompasses two meanings:

21 Tlm al-batin refers to what al-Harith al-Muhasibi called “inward worship” (‘ibada batina)
which consists of the inward actions and virtues such as wara“ (piety), ikhlas (sincerity),
and niyya (intention). In contrast, the apparent knowledge (ilm al-zahir) consists of the
knowledge of halal (permissible) and haram (prohibited). This classification of knowl-
edge emerged with al-Muhasibi, and then became popular in Sufi literature such as Aba
Talib al-Makki’s work (see al-Muhasibi 1975, 81-88; al-Makki 2001, 1:363-380).
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The first meaning is that the heart is a discrete power (quwwa khafiyya)
or a divine spiritual subtlety (latifa rabbaniyya riahaniyya). This is the dis-
cerning aspect of the human that is addressed, punished, admonished, and
answerable. The khatarat, which come upon this heart, vary based on their
sources and types and are differentiated by means of signs and terminologies.
Al-Mubhasibi divided the musings of the hearts into three types: a forewarn-
ing from the Most Gracious (which may be direct, without an intermediary, or
through the mediation of an angel), a command from the self, and a whisper-
ing from the devil. Al-Qushayri clarifies that each of these types takes a con-
vention specific to it, “so, if it is from an angel, it is inspiration (ilham); if it is
from the self, it is called presentiments (hawajis); if it is from the devil, it is the
whispering (waswas); and if it is God who has placed it in the heart, it is a true
musing (khatir haqq)” (al-Muhasib1 1986, 297—-299; al-Qushayri 1989, 169-170).
The Sufis were thus cognisant of the complexities of that which roams within
the human and the different causes that prompt actions. This is a vision that
is more layered and complex than that of the Greek philosophers regarding
the three powers of the soul: the appetitive power, the irascible power, and
the rational power.22 This complexity can be explained based on the spiritual
experience and the scriptural sources.

The second meaning is that the Sufis’ inquiry into divine will (and what God
loves and abhors) generated their interest in the varieties of discourse, both
apparent and inward. With regard to the inward discourse, they considered all
its forms regardless of the source because they believed that the inward rev-
elation complements the apparent revelation. Inquiry into the inward revela-
tion requires differentiating it from what may be confused with it, such as the
whisperings of a devil or the whims of a self. The inward revelation takes two
forms: inspiration from an angel and the true musing from God, each of which
represents a source for the valuation of the individual’s actions. On this basis,
al-Suhrawardi (d. 632/1234) considered that “the esoteric sciences (al-‘uliim
al-ladunniyya) within the hearts of those devoted to God are a kind of com-
munication” (al-Suhrawardi 2000, 2:37). However, this differs from the way of
the jurists, who restricted themselves to knowing the discourse of revelation
(scriptural texts) which represents the general and apparent divine will. In the
absence of scriptural evidence, jurists had to negotiate how much leeway they
were willing to give to the heart within the non-textual sources. By contrast,

22 This is the classic version of the Platonic tripartite soul, but some studies show that Plato
(d. 347-348 BCE) was hesitant about the tripartite division or there is more than one
tripartite relation in the Republic (see Plato 2003, 135 f; Finamore 2005, 35-52; Robinson
1995, 119—122; Fronterotta 2013, 168-178; Corrigan 2007, 99-113).
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the Sufis did not have the same concern for they operated within the realm of
the heart and had more space to elaborate and theorise. For jurists, it remained
limited to psychology in relation to what is evident and what is apparent in
terms of testimony, while for the Sufis it became completely grounded in the
deep psychological domain of the heart, beyond the domain of what is appar-
ent. While some usiilis objected to the rejection of inspiration, for the lack of
grounding of its source, the Sufis posited standards and signs that aid in dif-
ferentiating between one musing and another.

From the sum total of their discussions, it is possible to say that the dis-
tinction between musings is based on two things. The first rests on the con-
sideration of the musing in light of the apparent revelation. The second is
premised on the special characteristics linked to taste and experience. The
divine musing is in concord with a fundamental shar principle, untouched
by license or whim, and followed by a sense of calm and expansion (buruda
wa-inshirah). The musing of the self mostly invites following an appetite or a
sense of pride, which is not in accord with a fundamental shar principle. It
also admits licenses and is followed by a sense of dryness and tightness (yubs
wa-inqibad). The angelic musing brings nothing but good, whereas the satanic
musing mostly invites us towards sin, although it may also bring good, which is
cause for ambiguity. The differentiating factor between the angelic and satanic
muse is that the first is supported by evidentiary indicants and is accompanied
by an expansion, contrary to the satanic, which turns one away from eviden-
tiary indicants and is accompanied by restrictiveness. If a person is confused
regarding the origin of their musing, it is up to them to stop and ascertain,
either by looking into their heart or asking the scholars. Thus, according to Ibn
‘Ajiba, it is among the characteristics of the people of tasawwuf“to consult the
hearts regarding those matters that occur [to them],” i.e., if they did not find
an apparent revelation in its regard (al-Muhasibi 2003, 89; al-Qushayri 1989,
169-170; al-Jilani 1976, 26—27; Zarriiq n.d., 288-289; al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi 2010,
2:42, 54; Ibn ‘Ajiba 2002, 3:14; 2:417).

The principle of referring to God in all things also affected the Sufis’ way of
gauging actions on the basis of the principle that all the servant’s movements
and moments of stillness ought to be through God. This is because referring
to God absolutely demands following commandments that may be divided
into two kinds: the first is to take from the earthly world (dunya) sustenance
(qut) which is the self’s right to avoid whims and desires (hazz al-nafs), and to
perform obligations and become occupied with avoiding sins, both apparent
and inward. This is the adherence to apparent commandments. The second
is to follow the inward commandment, which comes from the exalted Truth.
God commands His servants and prohibits them by means of true musing or
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by the inspiration of an angel. This inward commandment is linked to what is
licit with no ruling in the Sharia and is left to the servant’s choice. However,
here, the individual may relinquish choice and await the inward command-
ment regarding the issue at hand — and if he is then commanded, he complies.
Indeed, al-Jilani and others “command the performance of that which is rec-
ommended and not obligatory, and proscribe that which is discouraged and
not prohibited” (Ibn Taymiyya 2005, 10:265). Thus, there remains no scope for
the five legal rulings?3 with respect to the specific individual. This is because
the recommended (mustahabb) is subsumed into the obligatory (wajib), the
discouraged (makrith) is subsumed into the prohibited (haram), and the licit
(mubah) does not exist, because it becomes appended either to commission
or to omission. In fact, al-Jilani calls for the abandonment of those musings
which, upon consideration in light of the Book and the Sunna, it becomes clear
that they are of the self and its licit appetites (such as eating, drinking, sexual
intercourse, and other such things).

Ibn Taymiyya highlighted the disputation among the jurists over the mean-
ing adopted here by al-Jilani and others because the jurists affirm the five legal
rulings. However, the work of the jurists applies to rulings in general (‘umum)
and the work of the Sufis applies to the rulings of the elect (khawass). Thus,
al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi differentiated between “refining the self,” by barring it
from some licit appetites and “prohibition,” positing that by barring the self
from its desires, the training of the self is achieved such that it is subdued and
softened. Therefore, the renunciation of the heart is meant to purify the heart.
For the sake of these meanings, figh?* for the Sufis is the science of the path
of the hereafter, as clarified by al-Muhasibi, al-Ghazali, and others (al-Jilani
1976, 26—28; Ibn Taymiyya 2005, 10:296—299; al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi 1993, 63—65).
This provides room to both distinguish between figh and ethics and give more
scope for the individual creative effort that is based on self-discipline.

5 Conclusion

This study has shown that the inward dimension, with its various interpreta-
tions and the scope of its authority, has occupied an important space in various
disciplines of the Islamic moral tradition. However, taking the perspective of
how the two hadiths were interpreted offers a different outlook to what is often

23 The five legal rulings in figh are: obligatory ( fard), recommended (mustahabb, mandub),
permissible/ licit (mubah), discouraged/disapproved (makrith), and prohibited (haram).
24  Lit, “comprehension; understanding.”
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gleaned from Mu‘tazilis’ and Ash‘aris’ discussions on the sources of moral value
judgments (tahsin and taqbih). Moral conscience is a third category, besides
reason and revelation, used to assess the moral quality of our thoughts, words,
and deeds. This chapter proves that the common assumption of the absence of
individual decision making in Islamic ethics is an oversimplification.

The contemporary scholarship about Islamic ethics has reduced Islamic eth-
ics to two meta-ethical theories: ethical rationalism and ethical voluntarism
(divine command theory). This taxonomy has implicitly emphasised the com-
mon understanding among some Western scholars that the Islamic conscience
is an external scriptural conscience. This study identifies the rich Islamic dis-
cussions on individual conscience and its authority in ethical judgments. The
inward dimension of the soul is substantiated through the discussion of three
concepts: (1) inspiration (ilham) (2) the musings (khawatir) that come upon
the individual conscience in general, and (3) the preponderation of the heart
(tarjih al-galb) and its inclination towards a particular action or judgment.

Traditionally, there were two main positions vis-a-vis the two key hadiths dis-
cussed here. The first is represented by hadith commentators who reinforced
the authority of the scriptural text and the scholars to prevent the transforma-
tion of juristic rulings into individual judgment based upon human whims.
On this basis, the apparent or general meaning of the hadith was rejected.
Jurists, usulis and Sufis adopted the second stance and sought to negotiate the
strength of the authority of the conscience. In fact, the majority of usilis con-
sidered that in the absence of rational proofs, inspiration plays the role of an
inward proof with respect to the individual who receives inspiration to the
exception of others. In so doing, the recourse to inward dimension is needed
as a departure from the apparent sense-determinate towards the individual
inward dimension that cannot be made apparent, generalised, or regulated.
The Sufis, however, have a vision of divine command that is broader than that
of the jurists. For them, the issue is no longer limited to the commands and
prohibitions stated in the scriptural texts, nor to those dos and don’ts that can
be gleaned from the apparent meanings of these texts, but also encompass the
inward dimensions of individuals and the actions of hearts. In order for their
position to be made feasible, Sufis needed to broaden the sources of knowl-
edge of divine will. On this basis, they discussed “the inward revelation,” rep-
resented in inspiration and consultation of the heart, because it is deemed a
divine discourse, coming either directly from God or through the medium of
an angel.

In the negotiations over the authority and space of individual conscience,
some scholars such as al-Ghazali, Ibn Taymiyya, and al-Shatibi pursued a mid-
dle route, through which they attempted to reconcile between the apparent
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and the inward in terms of the discussions about consultation of the heart and
to give preponderance to it. Al-Ghazali argued for “the heart as mufii,” with
the hadith as a fundamental principle for piety (wara®). This piety directs itself
towards the actions and choices of individuals, an issue that does not occupy
the jurist. The individual takes charge of the majority of the actions of the
heart, as it is the individual who is acquainted with its particularities. The heart
becomes the locus of legal and moral obligation and possesses “insights into
discrete contextual indicants,” which cannot be regulated by the laws of figh.

Ibn Taymiyya weighs between the action of the heart and some of the pre-
ponderations that the jurists adopt (such as weak analogy, the apparent mean-
ing, and claims of continuity [istishab]), and considers that the inclination of
the heart in this instance is stronger with respect to the individual than the
overriding authoritative claims of the jurists.

Al-Shatibi, while refusing the heart as a source of evidence or a source of
issuing rulings, established a balance between the absolute and the individual,
the regulated and unregulated, and the authority of the scriptural text and the
jurist on the one hand, and the responsibility of the legally obligated individ-
ual on the other. Those issues that cannot be regulated are to be deferred to
the trusts and private affairs of legally obligated individuals. Indeed, there are
spaces which the Lawgiver intended to leave unregulated by delegating them
to the theoretical speculation of legally obligated individuals so that they may
engage in jjitihad according to their capacity, cognition, and condition. This is
because affairs of the conscience come down to intelligible meanings in which
individuals differ.

To conclude, subjective interiority was inherent in the Islamic tradition and
not necessarily imported and introduced by modernity.?5 This goes against
the widespread Weberian notion that the normative structure of Islamic law
leaves no room for individual ethical decisions and moral resistance against
legal authority and political power. According to Max Weber (d. 1920),

a “sacred law” is unable to develop the concept and the institutions of
a formally rational justice because the weight of material religious eth-
ics will always force the judge to define justice in the light of material
considerations inherent in the case which he has to try. It will, therefore,
produce “Kadi-Justiz.” The mixture of ethics and law is considered to be
an efficient impediment against the formal rationalisation of law.

JOHANSEN 1997, 2

25  Although Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen defended the opposite of this position (1997, 2325,
384).
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Mohammad Fadel (2014), Baber Johansen, and Talal Asad also proved that this
assumption is untenable and the latter emphasised that,

subjective interiority has always been recognised in the Islamic tradi-
tion ... what modernity does bring in is a new kind of subjectivity, one
that is appropriate to ethical autonomy and aesthetic self-invention — a
concept of “the subject” that has a new grammar.

ASAD 2003, 225

The classical discussions around the authority of the inward dimension and
the boundaries of its investment in ethical knowledge fall within the core of
hadith-centric discussions around the idea of the ethical conscience and its
role in specifying right and wrong, which in turn is worthy of attention in fur-
ther studies.
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