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PREFACE

In the course of history, Islam asareligion and asa
religious community has come into contact with a
number of other religionsin the East and West. Mus-
[ims have met non-Muslimsand their culturesin dif-
ferent situations and at different times and places.
Throughout this history there have been Muslim au-
thorswho wrote of what they knew and thought about
other religions and their adherents. It is alegitimate
scholarly question how, in different circumstances,
they saw people with other religions or none at all,
and to seek an answer through the study of texts
which have reached us from the past.

Thisbook presents someresults of such research.
Part I, written by the editor, is of a general nature
and surveysthefield. PartsIl and 111 contain essays
by different authors on specific subjectsin the me-
dieval and modern periods of the history of Islam.
They were originally read and discussed at a sym-
posium organized at the University of Lausannein
December 1991. Unfortunately, the publication of
the definitive texts took much more time than | had
expected; in the meantime four participants have
published five books related to the subject: Camilla
Adang, Islam Frente a Judaismo: La polémica de
Ibn Hazmde Cérdoba (Madrid: Aben EzraEdiciones,
1994); Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism and
the Hebrew Bible: From Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996); Christine Schirrmacher,
Mit den Waffen des Gegners: Christlich-muslimische
Kontroversen im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Berlin:
Klaus Schwarz, 1992); Isabel Stimpel-Hatami, Das
Christentumausder Scht zeitgendssischer iranischer
Autoren: Eine Untersuchung religionskundlicher
Publikationen in persischer Sprache (Berlin: Klaus
Schwarz, 1996); Steven M. Wasserstrom, Between
Muslim and Jew: The Problem of Symbiosis under
Early Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1995).

Vii

The historical and social relations between reli-
giouscommunitiesare attracting increasing scholarly
attention. | hope that this book with its bibliography
will encourage othersto continueresearchinthisrela-
tively new field. It is not just the religions them-
selves—theinterpretationstheir adherents have given
them and the norms they have derived from themin
the course of time—that are worthy of attention. The
views, appreciations, and judgmentsthat these adher-
ents have given of each other and their behavior are
equally avalid subject of investigation. This holds
especially truefor Islam, today’ s second largest reli-
gion, about which most people have opinionsbut only
afew knowledge and insight.

Thanks are due to all those who gave thisresearch
project scholarly, moral, and financia support. With-
out a subsidy from the Swiss National Science Foun-
dation and the Swiss Academy for the Humanitiesand
Socia Sciences the symposium would not have taken
place. Without much patient work by Hilary Kilpatrick
and I sabel Stiimpel thetext and the bibliography would
not have been readable. And without the active partici-
pation of colleagueswho prepared papersand took part
inthediscussion, thewhol e enterprise would have been
but one man’ sdream. The dream started in 1965 when
the late Gustav E. von Grunebaum encouraged me to
study the medieval Muslim contribution to the devel-
opment of Religionswissenschaft. | have extended this
subject to cover the whole field of Mudlim views of
other religionsinthe course of history, collecting avast
documentation on the subject. The symposium of
December 1991 hasbeen oneof theresultsof what may
be called alifelong dream, “Religionsin the Mirror of
Islam”—more or less the reverse of my doctora dis-
sertation, “1damintheMirror of Western Orientalists.”
Lausanne, Switzerland JW.
August 1998
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INTRODUCTION

Inrecent years, thewaysin which artists, authors, and
scholars have described people from cultures other
than their own or in which one culture has viewed
another one have been attracting increasing scholarly
interest. This interest is twofold: first to establish
which aspects of the other culture were seen and de-
scribed, and second, to determine the extent to which
the views of that other culture reflect particular val-
ues and ways of thinking that are specific to the
author’s own culture or society.

The underlying question here isto what extent a
certain openness toward people from other cultures
existsamong given groupsor individuals, if they are
willing and able to learn from these other cultures,
and what exactly they are prepared to learn. The at-
tention paid to other cultures, of course, isnot only a
matter of themind. It also hasto do with intersocietal
relationsgenerally, including economic and political
relations. But it isconnected, too, with man’ sfunda-
mental need for communication and with his gift of
imagination.

Whereas Western views of Islam have received
increasing scholarly attention during thelast decades,
thisismuch lessthe case with Muslim views of other
cultures and religions. Yet since its inception the
Muslim civilization has been in continuousrel ation-
ship with other cultures and civilizations. It extends
from the Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans and through
regions which havelong been carriers of culture. As

Xi

aconsequence, Muslims have comeinto contact with
many religions. One may think not only of various
formsof Christianity and Judaism inside and outside
the Middle East but also of Zoroastrianism and
Manicheism, Hinduism, and even Buddhism, not to
speak of nonliterate religions in many parts of Asia
and Africa

A number of texts have come down to us about
these culturesand their religions, written by Muslim
theologians and jurists, travelers and historians, and
men of |etters, aswell as other people of imagination.
Thesetextstestify to voluntary and involuntary meet-
ingsthat have taken place between Muslimsand other
peoples. They are the sources of this book.

Part I, “Muslim Studies of Other Religions,” is
meant to open up this area as a field of research.
Jacques Waardenburg surveysthe field’ s broad out-
lines and supplies information especially on those
issuesthat are hardly treated in the more specialized
essays of Parts|l and 1.

Part 11, “Medieval Times,” treats specific subjects
from thevery beginnings of Islam to the sixteenth cen-
tury. Jane McAuliffe examines the way in which the
Christians are viewed in the Qur’an and specific
Qur’anic commentaries. To alarge extent, these texts
have conditioned thewaysinwhich Mudimsperceived
and perceive Christians. Ahmad Shboul gives an ac-
count of early medieval Arab-Muslim perceptions of
Byzantine Christian religion and culture, whereas
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Andrea Borruso treats similar perceptions of Latin
Christianreligion and culture around the eleventh cen-
tury c.e. Next, medieval Muslim perceptions of Juda-
ism are treated. Camilla Adang analyzes medieval
polemics particularly against the Jewish Scriptures,
while Steven Wasserstrom discusses some docu-
mentsfrom Mamluk times. Particular circlesin medi-
eval Muslim civilization viewed other religions in
particular ways. Carl-A. Keller opens up the various
waysinwhich mysticsviewed other religions. Charles
Genequand presents views about such religions as
devel oped by some prominent thinkers. M ore specifi-
caly, Christoph BUrgel treats Zoroastrianism and the
waysinwhichitisreferredtoin medieval Persian and
Arabic literature. And at the end of Part II, Hilary
Kilpatrick highlights the ways in which authors of
belles-lettres texts (adab), especially Abu’l-Farg) a-
| sfahan, treated encounters between Muslimsand non-
Muslimsin sometimes unexpected situations.

Part I11 contains essays dealing with “Modern
Times,” from the nineteenth century to the present. It
openswith accountsof Persian and Arabic writingses-
pecially of thetwentieth century. |sabel Stimpel con-
centrateson aselection of Persian writingsabout Chris-
tianity. Patrice Brodeur discusses Arabic writings on
religions other than Islam by three Egyptian authors.
Asinformer times, Indiahasremained ameeting place
of religions. Sheila McDonough traces intellectual
developments in the Muslim community and its new
forms of self-awareness after Mughal times until the
partition of 1947. Ashgar Ali Engineer criticaly de-
scribes how the situation of the Muslim minority in
India has evolved since independence. This part ends
with three essays indicating different orientations in
the perception of other religions. Christine
Schirrmacher concentrates on thewaysin which mod-
ern Muslim apologetics and polemics against Chris-
tianity were influenced by German critical Bible re-
search. Karel Steenbrink sketches how the various
religionsin Indonesiaare perceived in aframework of
religious harmony, and how on the basis of the
Panjasila a kind of theology of religions is develop-
ing. Ekkehard Rudolph analyzes different positions
taken by Arab Muslims about the possibility and na-
ture of adialogue with Christians.

The book ends with a selective Bibliography di-
vided into four periods, adistinction being made for
each period between textsin translation and studies.

At the end there is alist of some modern Muslim
writings in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish. The mate-
rials were collected and the selection was made by
Jacques Waardenburg.

Wetried to concentrate on subjects on which sub-
stantial research has not yet been carried out. Thus,
apart from theinformation givenin Part |, the reader
will bereferred to the availableliterature for instance
on the status of the dhimmizs or on the work of well-
known authors such as Ibn Hazm, al-Birunt, al-
Shahrastant, al-Mas‘tdi, and Ibn Khaldan. The same
holds true for the polemics against the Manicheans
and Zoroastrians, Arab accounts of the Crusades or
Muslim views of Jews and Hindus, not to speak of
the innumerabl e subjects of twentieth century inter-
action between Muslims and non-Muslims.

This book, then, is meant to encourage further
research in the broad field of Muslim interactions
with communities adhering to religions other than
Islam. Both thewaysin which Muslims perceived and
perceive other religionsand cultures and thewaysin
which non-Muslims did and do the same with Islam
have become relevant topics of study. It seems that
there has been more interaction and that there have
been more natural and unconstrained relationships
between Muslims and other people than has been
assumed until now. And whether or not a person,
group, or society opens or closesitself to other cul-
turesislargely dependent on itsarticulation of iden-
tity and contextual factors such as power relationships
and needs of economic or physical survival.

That such research, especially when religiousis-
sues are concerned, puts high demands on the re-
searcher is evident. It should be carried out without
political, confessional or ideological bias, in aschol-
arly spirit of impartial search for the truth about rela-
tions between people coming from different cultures
and religions. Academic studies of thiskind test the
possihilities of atrue science of religions.*

* For the current situation of the study of religions
ascarried out in various Muslim countries, see Jacques
Waardenburg, “ Observations on the Scholarly Study of
Religions as Pursued in Some Muslim Countries,”
Numen 45 (1998), pp. 235-257. One may hope that a
workshop will be organized inaMuslim country where
scholars and researchers from the Muslim world can
present and freely discuss their research and teaching
on this subject.
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MUSLIM STUDIES OF
OTHER RELIGIONS







The Early Period

610-650

JACQUES WAARDENBURG

The Qur’an on Other Religions

The Qur’anic view of other religions has attracted
increasing interest in recent years. It has been the
subject of a number of publications by Muslims and
non-Muslims, theologians and scholars of religions,
philologists and historians—some favoring inter-
religious relations, others expressing reservations
about them. Since the Qur’an is the founding Scrip-
ture of Islam and because Qur’anic verses (ayat) are
considered Words of God, knowing what the Qur’an
says about other religions and understanding what is
meant by these passages is indispensable if one wants
to grasp the relations between Muslims and non-
Muslims. Throughout Islamic history Muslim ex-
egetes have paid attention to this problem, sometimes
showing much ingenuity in discussing it.

Our approach is of a historical nature. We are only
concerned here with the texts’ literal meaning and the
historical context within which they arose, or, as
Muslims put it, within which they were revealed. Our
basic hypotheses are, first, that this context was
largely constituted by the various kinds of inter-
action which Muhammad had with other believers
and, second, that this interaction falls into three suc-
cessive phases—at the beginning with the polythe-
ists in Mecca, then with the Jews in Medina, and fi-
nally with the Christians in northwestern Arabia.
Other scholars as well, whether Muslim or not, have

adopted a similar historical approach but we hope to
contribute something new.

When using Qur’anic texts as sources for our in-
vestigation we do not discuss questions such as
whether the Qur’an is Revelation, or in what sense it
is Revelation. We take the texts seriously as they are,
but we do not feel called upon to discuss questions
that are basically of a theological nature. While re-
specting the Muslim faith, we address ourselves as a
researcher to other researchers, on the level of his-
torical scholarship. We hope, however, that this ap-
proach will encourage further studies of the Qur’anic
texts and their meaning, as far as attitudes to other
believers are concerned. We also trust that such
Qur’anic studies will not preclude similar investiga-
tions, based on historical method and evidence, of
the ways in which the other believers have formu-
lated their own beliefs and practices themselves.

A number of Qur’anic verses reflect the intense
discussions and debates which Muhammad had in
Mecca and Medina. He had these discussions both
with Arabs who clung to their religious and cultural
traditions, which Muslim authors characterized as
“ignorance” (jahiliyya), and with Jewish and Chris-
tian Arabs, whom the Qur’an characterizes as “People
of the Book™ (ahl al-kitab). Much attention has been
paid to the nature of pre-Islamic beliefs and practices
in Arabia, to the origin and history of the Jews liv-
ing in Arabia in Muhammad’s lifetime, and to the
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beliefs and practices of the Christians at the time.
Much attention has also been given to the meanings
of a number of Qur’anic concepts and representa-
tions—their use, for instance, in pre-Islamic poetry
and in Jewish, Christian, or other texts and represen-
tations current at the time. Certain elements of what
have been vaguely called monotheistic oral traditions
of Judeo-Christian origin and even Zoroastrian and
Manichean elements have been traced in early Islam.
We leave the intricate problem of historical influ-
ences here out of consideration.

Much less interest has been shown, however, in
the discussions and debates which Muhammad car-
ried on with pagan Arabs and with Jews and Chris-
tians. How did Muhammad perceive Judaism and
Christianity? Which arguments did he use in order
to convince pagan Arabs, Jews, and Christians of the
correctness of his message and preaching and of the
falsity of a great number of their religious beliefs and
practices? What exactly did he want to refute and
why? The Qur’an contains much material on this “in-
terreligious dialogue,” not in the terminology of ra-
tional, theological thought but rather in the sponta-
neous utterances of an inspired prophet addressing
people from various religious traditions and trying
to convince them by means of arguments which con-
tinuously appeal to reason.

Polytheists

The battle which the prophet waged against the
prevalent polytheism in Arabia of his time left its
traces in the Qur’an. The Qur’an calls it shirk or
ishrak, meaning “associationism, assigning associ-
ates to Allah,” and the people concerned mushrikiin,
meaning ‘“associationists.” They commit the worst
sin possible in that they recognize shuraka’ (“asso-
ciates”) side-by-side with Allah (literally, “the God”).
Throughout the Qur’an there is a fundamental oppo-
sition between the hanif, monotheist, on the one hand
(and every Muslim is, by definition, necessarily a
hanif’), and the mushrik, “associationist’” or polythe-
ist, on the other hand. In the debate between the hanif
Muhammad and the mushrikiin around him, particu-
larly in Mecca, reasonable argumentation plays an
important role. The Qur’an describes a similar debate
in earlier times between the hanif Ibrahtm (Abraham)
and the surrounding mushrikiin, including his own
father.

Attributing associates to God (the Arabic verb
ashraka)' is the worst sin imaginable (ithm ‘azim,

S. 4:48). It is precisely the distinctive nature of God
that he has no child, no associate, and does not need
a protector (walf) from abasement (S. 17:111). Mu-
hammad himself receives the strict order not to ap-
peal to any other god than Allah (S. 28:88), to turn
away from associationists (S. 15:94), to have no
doubts of the falsity of the gods to whom others pray
in their idolatry (S. 11:109). He is forbidden to wor-
ship those to whom others pray outside of Allah
(S. 40:66-68).

God regularly sent warners and prophets to man-
kind so that believers would arise who would surren-
der to God and follow his laws. But, there were
often downfalls when new believers or their descen-
dants no longer followed the path of the true religion
and no longer believed in God as the only God.
People fell back into a state of ingratitude and unbe-
lief (kufr), which resulted in a negation of the one-
ness and uniqueness of God. Such a kufr manifests
itself in shirk: either explicitly as in the worship of
idols, or implicitly as in the recognition of other, in-
dependent manifestations of the sacred apart from
God, whether in the inner or outside world. Any re-
ligious surrender to anything other than God, or any
religious attachment outside of God, is an offense to
the true religion. Associating anything to God makes
one’s religion “impure,” which goes against man’s
calling to make one’s religion “pure” (akhlasa al-din,
S. 98:4).

The very act of ashraka is attributed in the Qur’an
to zann (S. 10:67). Zann is a subjective opinion im-
bued with imagination, and hence uncertainty. It is
the opposite of solid knowledge (ilm, S. 51:10-12)
which is acquired by experience and reason, revela-
tion and reflection. In the same way as zann causes
shirk, man’s ahwa’ (desires leading to wrong imagi-
nation) cause his being to go astray (dalal) from God
and from true reality. The Qur’an suggests that
“associationism” has psychological roots: shirk is
a consequence of zann and a cause of dalal (S.
26:22-23, S. 22:12, S. 6:74). When someone com-
mits the sin of shirk, he not only dishonors God but
distorts and falsifies reality, committing, in effect, a
religious and metaphysical falsehood.

The expression al-mushrikiina often occurs in the
Qur’an. On a social level, this word may have indi-
cated the opponents of the new Muslim community
and its leader; on a religious level, the word referred
to those who had committed a deadly sin. The term,
which consequently has both a sociopolitical and a
religious meaning, does not necessarily point to a



given group of individuals. As other Qur’anic gen-
eral concepts, al-mushrikiina conceptually embraces
all those whom Muhammad saw as the fundamental
antagonists of monotheism. It is the Qur’anic under-
standing that those who commit the sin of shirk are
unable to recognize the absolute oneness and unique-
ness (tawhid) of God.

Characteristic of such “associationists” is that in
their sacrifices and worship they do not offer every-
thing to God but they give a part of it to shuraka’,
gods beside God. These gods do not create anything
but they themselves have been created; they neither
give life nor take it away nor do they have the ca-
pacity to resurrect life (S. 25:2), thus they have no
useful purpose. Such shuraka’take the form of idols
(awthan, asnam, S.29:17) or of intercessors (shufa @’).
People who accept such “masters” besides God say
that they worship them with the hope that their sta-
tus will be raised and that they will enter into a more
immediate relationship with God (S. 39:3)? or be-
cause they ask them for help (S. 36:74). In a situa-
tion of crisis people may call to God but when the
crisis is over, they once again address the shuraka’
as well as God. The associationists consider the spir-
its (jinn) as associates of God (S. 37:158), whereas
they are only his creatures. They also think that an-
gels are divine beings, whereas, in reality, they are
simply God’s servants (S. 43:19). They say that God
begat a child or children (ittakhadha al-rahman
waladan, S. 19:88, 21:26, 18:4), which is not true (S.
112:3). Characteristic of the “associationists” is also
that they are divided into different religious groups
(S. 30:31-32), as if there were some intrinsic con-
nection between polytheism on the one hand and sec-
tarianism on the other (S. 30:31-329).

The judgment on such polytheists (mushrikiin) is
exceedingly negative and can be summarized as fol-
lows. At the end of time they will be under the power
of Satan, and on Judgment Day those beings which
the polytheists associated to God will abandon them
(S. 6:94). When the shuraka’ abandon the mushrikiin,
who had put their confidence in them, the latter are
lost (S. 2:166). When they pray to the shuraka’, even
with the ironical encouragement of Allah, there is no
response. And when they declare that they had never
been “associationists” (mushrikiin), the answer is
clear: “They lie to themselves!” (S. 6:22-24). At the
Last Judgment, the shuraka’ themselves will testify
against the polytheists who worshipped them (S. 19:
81, 82); they will declare themselves nonresponsible
for the fact that the people worshipped them. Whether
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it was all a human illusion, a scheme organized by
Satan or even the shuraka’ themselves is not clari-
fied. What is certain, however, is that the final reck-
oning is made before God and the polytheists, along
with their shuraka’(S. 37:22-23, 21:98-99), will be
sent to hell.

In the debate with the polytheists, the Qur’an uses
different types of arguments. The arguments of au-
thority remind the polytheists that God is Lord of
all creation and all beings and that the Day of Judg-
ment will come (S. 18:102). The arguments of ques-
tioning, as put in the mouth of Ibrahim for instance,
show that the polytheists cannot escape from their
own self-made traps. Other arguments, often in par-
able form, are aimed at making the polytheists recon-
sider their position by reflecting on their unavoidable
death and God’s power at the moment of resurrec-
tion. Sometimes there is a complicated exchange of
arguments on both sides as in S. 38:4—11 or S. 25:42
where the Meccans admit that Muhammad nearly
succeeded in averting them from their gods! There
are also arguments which put the polytheists before
otherwise unsolvable questions, by means of a para-
dox or psychological unmasking, as in S. 25:43,
“What do you think of someone who has made of his
desire or wish his god?” Or, as stated in S. 23:91,
21:22, 13:16, a multiplicity of gods would lead to
chaos in heaven as well as on earth. Beyond all these
arguments and above all who discuss and debate, the
last word is given to God on the Day of Judgment
(S.22:17). With subtlety, the Qur’an admonishes the
believers not to insult the shuraka’to whom the poly-
theists pray, since they could be tempted to abuse
Allah.

In terms of belief, the polytheists are guilty of the
one unforgivable sin of shirk or ishrak. They have
to convert from this sin and recognize God as being
one and unique. A continuous effort is made on the
part of Muhammad to make the polytheists under-
stand the ayat, the “signs” of God contained in the
Qur’an, in nature and history. Furthermore, they are
threatened with what will happen to them on the Day
of Judgment.? In the end there will be a grandiose
battle undertaken in the name of God, an ideologi-
cal, political, and military battle to persuade and
strike down this terrible enemy of Islam: not so much
atheism but polytheism. Only a radical conversion
to the one and unique God will be able to tear them
away from their ancient religious bonds. All argu-
ments used presuppose that the polytheists are able
to exercise their faculty of reason and that the exis-
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tence of God is a given. For Muhammad the omnipo-
tence of God and the powerlessness of everything
outside of Him is evident, something to which his
commands testify.

This may help clarify in part why the arguments
used in the Qur’an are all impregnated with a particu-
lar absolutist tone. Is it the real discussions carried
out by Muhammad, or the inspired character of the
recited texts, or rather the deeper level of human
emotion expressed in a particular rhetoric which are
at the root of this absolute tone which cannot but help
move the hearer? As far as the precise historical re-
ality of Muhammad’s discussions and the precise
identity of these mushrikiin are concerned, however,
the Qur’anic discourse does not give us much infor-
mation. Yet, in certain cases, it is certain that mush-
rikitn means Christians, among others.

People of the Book

The second category of non-Muslims mentioned in
the Qur’an are the “People of the Book™ (ahl al-kitab)
consisting specifically of Jews and Christians who,
according to the Qur’an, received revealed Scriptures
just as the Muslims received the Qur’an. Through
Moses, the Jews received the Tawrat; through Jesus,
the Christians received the Injil—both in exactly the
same way as the Muslims, through Muhammad, re-
ceived the Qur’an. All three Scriptures, as brought
by the three prophets, go back to an original heav-
enly Book (kitab or umm al-kitab).* This Book was
revealed in the past to Moses and Jesus whose fol-
lowers constitute two religious communities called
“People of the Book.” We shall first look at the main
judgments contained in the Qur’an regarding the
People of the Book in general, before going on to
mention some specific arguments brought out against
the Jews and Christians.

It is first of all stressed that the behavior of Mu-
hammad and his community toward these people,
as long as they are not malevolent, should be one of
good faith. There should be discussions with these
communities and both parties should witness their
faith in the form of the revelation they have received,
for it is the same God that is shared by the People of
the Book (S. 29:45). The Muslims should attempt to
come to an understanding with them regarding the
worship of God, without association (shirk) and with-
out looking at humans as masters instead of God. In
the event that the People of the Book should turn
away, the Muslims should witness that one has to

abandon oneself to God (S. 3:57). Both the People
of the Book and the polytheists should be called upon
to accept the divine message of submission to God
(islam) so that even if people turn away, the message
still reaches them (S. 3:19). On the other hand, there
are texts saying that the faithful should not take Jews
and Christians as friends (S. 5:56) or put their trust
in those people outside of their own community (S.
3:114). S. 8:29 even goes so far as to say that those
People of the Book who do not believe or act accord-
ing to their religion do not belong to the true religion
and should be fought against until they are subjected
and forced to pay tribute (S. 9:29). This verse occurs
in a part of the Qur’an which is dated at the end of
Muhammad’s prophetical activity, a short time be-
fore his death.

The People of the Book are called upon to accept
the new Revelation, so that the questions on which
they disagree among themselves will be decided (S.
3:22). Why do the People of the Book who already
possess knowledge of Revelation not accept the new
Revelation (S. 2:83)? The answer is simple: because
the present Revelation brings to light their opposi-
tion and unbelief (S. 5:72). Muhammad came so that
the People of the Book would not be able to say that
a messenger or warner had not been sent to them.
Subsequently, the People of the Book are called upon
to live and act according to the prescriptions outlined
in the new Revelation.

Three texts do not restrict the People of the Book
to Jews and Christians but also add the Sabians and
in one case the Zoroastrians, too. If the Jews, Chris-
tians, and Sabians believe in God and if what they
do is correct, they will be rewarded on the Day of
Judgment (S. 2:59, 5:73). S. 22:17 adds to these three
communities of the People of the Book the Zoroas-
trians (majiis): on the day of Resurrection God will
distinguish between three groups and decide accord-
ingly. These groups are the faithful (Muslims), the
People of the Book (Jews, Christians, Sabians, and
Zoroastrians), and the polytheists. In other words, all
except the pagan Arabs can be rewarded on the Last
Day if they have been faithful to God and have acted
correctly. The solution for the problem of different
kinds of faith in God is thus seen to be eschatological,
at the end of time.

Jews and Christians are both reproached with
claiming exclusive access to Paradise and therefore
quarreling with one another; the final truth will not
manifest itself until the Day of Judgment however,
that is, eschatologically. In S. 2:114—115 mention is



made of the fact that Jews and Christians exert pres-
sure on Muhammad to join them: they do not recog-
nize Muhammad’s authentic prophetical inspiration.
In response to this observation, it is added that those
people who read their own Scripture diligently will
certainly believe in the Qur’anic revelation.

S. 2:129-135 describes how the new religious
community obtains its independence from Jews and
Christians by referring to the pure monotheistic reli-
gion of Ibrahim; the claim of the People of the Book
that IbrahTm and his descendants would have been
Jews or Christians themselves is refuted. Ibrahtm was
neither Jew nor Christian but rather a monotheist
(hanif) who had given himself to God (muslim).
Ibrahim is highly valued in the Qur’an as the true
monotheistic patriarch whose descendants, not only
the faithful (Muslims) but also the Jews and Chris-
tians, should recognize Ibrahim as true monotheist
(hanif) and each other as his spiritual descendants.
Seen from this perspective, the Qur’an calls on Jews
and Christians to put their faith anew in God, to sub-
mit themselves to the teachings of their own Scrip-
tures and to return to the pure, monotheistic religion
of IbrahTm the hanif which now takes shape among
the faithful (Muslims).

God’s alliance with the children of Israel and with
the Christians is highly estimated; unfortunately both
Jews and Christians have neglected the obligations
implied in the alliance. The fact that the People of
the Book have kept part of their Scriptures hidden
from themselves necessitated the mission of Mu-
hammad. The claim of Jews and Christians to be
God’s chosen people is rejected with rational argu-
ments (S. 5:15-22).

The long passage of S. 9:29-35, which dates from
the end of Muhammad’s activity, calls Muslims to
fight the People of the Book and submit them to
Muslim rule. S. 9:30 reproaches the Jews and Chris-
tians for saying so shamelessly that a human being,
‘Uzair by the Jews and Jesus by the Christians, would
have been a son of God; in this respect the People of
the Book are like the polytheists and are to be cursed.
Moreover, they have taken their religious leaders to
be masters instead of God, therefore sinning against
the command to serve only the one and unique God
(S. 9:31). In the next verse (32) the People of the
Book are said to want to block God’s salvation which
was sent to humanity. In this passage the true reli-
gion is clearly defined as the community of faithful
Muslims. This community is not only independent
of the existing older communities (compare S. 2:129)
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but is also described as superior to all other religious
communities. This religious superiority can translate
itself into political superiority, that is authority, as
well, which implies subjection and humiliation of
these other communities. It is added in verse 34 that
many of the religious leaders of the People of the
Book take material advantage of their people and
keep them from following the will of God. However,
their punishment is inevitable.

The previous Scriptures are repeatedly declared
to have been sent by God (S. 6:92, 2:91, 95, 3:2,75,
etc.). Consequently, S. 10:94 proposes to consult the
People of the Book to take away their possible doubts
concerning Muhammad’s mission and revelation. In
S. 29:45 the recognition by Muslims of the previous
Scriptures is seen to be an excellent starting-point for
discussion with the People of the Book. It is assumed
that Muhammad’s prophethood was previously an-
nounced in special a 7am (announcement) texts, both
in the Tawrat of Moses and the Injil of Jesus (S.
7:156). In any case, possession of Scripture carries
an extremely positive religious value in the Qur’an.
It is perhaps not superfluous to say that many of the
texts addressed to the People of the Book are in fact
addressed specifically to the Jews whereas only a few
of them are meant specifically for the Christians. Like
the category of the mushrikiin, the category of the ahl
al-kitab covers various concrete groups that are not
always identifiable with precision. We shall now
briefly review the main arguments against the two
specific groups of Jews and Christians as they appear
in the Qur’an.

The Jews

When referring to the Jewish community, the Qur’an
uses two different terms: the children of Israel (banii
isra’Tl) standing for the ancient Israelites, and the
Jews (yahiid) standing for the Jewish people at the
time of Jesus and in particular those contemporaries
of Muhammad living in Medina.

Various positive appreciations of the Jewish com-
munity and their Scripture brought by Moses are
contained within the Qur’an. Those People of the
Book who are faithful will be rewarded on the Day
of Judgment (S. 2:59, 5:73), as sharply distinguished
from the mushrikin (S. 22:17). Some People of the
Book recognize truth in the Qur’an saying, “We were
already abandoning ourselves to God (muslim) be-
fore the Qur’an was there” (S. 28:52,53). Among the
children of Israel there were not only quarreling
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groups (S. 32:25, etc.); there were also believers
among them (3:106, etc.). There exists among the
Jews a pious community of upright men and women
(S. 3:109-110) as there was also a good community
among the people of Moses (S. 7:159). Special men-
tion is made of a group with a moderate standpoint
(S. 5:70b).

The Jews have been divided into different com-
munities (S. 7:167). Some of them can be trusted in
business where others cannot (S. 3:68). They are
longing for the goods of this world rather than for
eternal life (S. 7:168); more than other people they
tend to cling to this life (S. 2:90); they have murdered
their prophets (S. 3:177) and have a long register of
sins (S. 2:79, etc.).

In his grace, God, through Moses, gave the chil-
dren of Israel their Scripture and saved them from
Pharaoh (S. 6:155, 7:101-133). He declared them a
chosen people (S. 44:31). Jesus was sent to them and
fulfilled the Tawrat (S. 3:44a), bringing the Injil into
existence (S. 5:50) and announcing the coming of a
prophet after him (S. 61:6). It is expressly stated that
the God of the People of the Book and of the faithful
Muslims is the same (S. 29:45). No harm can come
to pass which has not already been foretold in the
Heavenly Book which existed before creation itself
(S. 57:22).

In response to these acts of grace, however, the
children of Israel were disobedient to God and com-
mitted many sins, most notably the worshipping of
the golden calf (S. 2:86-87). They turned away from
God, but He had mercy on them nevertheless (S.
2:61). Only a small group among them kept the pre-
scriptions to which they had bound themselves be-
fore God (S. 2:77).

Now God sends a new revelation which confirms
the Tawrat and both Tawrat and Injil (S. 46:11, etc.).
From this new revelation the children of Israel can
learn most from to solve their disagreements with one
another (S. 27:78). The Qur’an also gives informa-
tion about the fire of hell, so that the People of the
Book will not doubt any longer (S. 74:31).

However, the Jews do not accept the new revela-
tion; their behavior toward God is reprehensible.
They do not believe in God’s signs (S. 63, 93); they
even barter them away (S. 5:48). The Jews have little
faith (S. 2:82); part of them reject the Scripture sent
by God (S. 2:95). They quarrel among themselves
even after having received the Scripture and clear
proofs (S. 2:209). They lie to God (S. 4:53) and are
also hostile toward God, his prophets, and angels (S.

5:91-92). However, they still claim to be friends of
God (S. 62:6), his sons, and also his chosen ones (S.
5:21). As a consequence, God sends his punishment:
his wrath was sent against them (S. 58:15), He cursed
them and hardened their hearts (S. 5:16).

The Jews obscured the truth of their Scripture
through lies and kept it a secret (S. 3:64, 2:141), so
that a new prophet had to come in order to clarify to
them their act of secrecy (S. 5:18). They did not act
according to the prescriptions of their Scripture (S.
2:79, 5:70). They even claim that a text which they
fabricated themselves is revelation (S. 2:73). They
changed the text of their Scripture so that people
would think that words that were their own originated
in Scripture; claiming that it came from God whereas
in reality it only came from them. They therefore will-
ingly tell a falsehood against God (S. 3:72). They
behave badly toward Muhammad (S. 3:183), they lis-
ten to lies and tell lies themselves (S. 5:45); they do
not want the Lord to reveal anything to the Muslim
community that is holy to themselves (S. 2:99). Some
of them would like to mislead the faithful Muslims,
butit s in fact they themselves who are deceived with-
out being conscious of the fact (S. 3:62, 65-66).

The Christians

Like Moses, Jesus is highly praised as a prophet.’
Like the Jews, the Christians are disobedient to their
alliance with God. However, the tone of accusation
in the Qur’an toward the Christians is much milder
than that addressed to the Jews, and the conflict be-
tween Muhammad and the Christians was certainly
not nearly as intense as his conflict with the Jews.

Leaving aside the texts related to Jesus (al-masth)
which consider him as an eminent prophet, there are
a number of texts in which Christians are evaluated
positively. S. 57:27 mentions certain positive char-
acter traits, in particular among those who have cho-
sen the religious life; living as monks was not pre-
scribed by God, however, and their choice remains
their own responsibility. Other positive judgments
are given in S. 9:113 where it may also concern
monotheistic piety of the hanif type; S. 24:36-37,
S.3:109-111, and S. 28: 52-55 may refer to Chris-
tian but could also refer to Jewish groups.

On the other hand, the Christians are reproached
having forgotten their spiritual rules and prescrip-
tions and hence living in animosity with one another.
Such conflicts have been aroused by God as a pun-
ishment, and they will continue until the Day of



Resurrection when an account will be made of their
deeds (S. 5:17). All of this implies that the Christians
have broken their alliance with God. S. 5:19 and S.
5:76 reject the idea that God is a human being, the
son of Mary, Jesus, al-masth; they state that God’s
omnipotence puts Jesus above all human beings.

Jesus was a created being (S. 3:52) and a servant
of God (S. 43:59). The Jews tried to kill Jesus with
their plan of crucifixion but unsuccessfully (S. 4:
152-157, S. 3:48). Furthermore, the Qur’an pro-
claims itself to be against the following theses as-
cribed to Christianity: that God is one of three (S.
5:77, S. 4:169), that Jesus and his mother Mary are
gods (S. 5:116), that the Christians give “associates”
to God (S.9:31, 17:111, 19:36, 23:93, 25:2), that al-
masth is the son of God (S. 9:30), and that God has
a son, a child, or children (S. 19:36 and 4:169; other
similar verses are directed primarily to pagan Arabs
holding such beliefs).

In conclusion, we can say along with W. M. Watt®
that the Qur’an rejects the idea of:

e Jesus and Mary as gods (S. 5:116-120)

e man as a “son” of God (S. 19:36)

e tritheism (S. 5:77, 4:169)

» complete identity between Jesus and God (S. 5:19,
76)

e al-masth being independent of God (S.9:30,
5:116)

In summary, we can say that the Qur’an directs
reproaches at the Christians but explicitly or implic-
itly recognizes positive religious values in them. As
in the case of the texts on the Jews, in the case of the
texts on the Christians there is less judgmental con-
cern of the two religions of Judaism and Christian-
ity in their assumed “pure” state since they are rec-
ognized to have a prophetic origin. The judgments
concern rather what the Jews and Christians have
made of the religions given to them; that is, their
behavior and beliefs. Asking for the Qur’anic view
of the Christian religion, one only finds texts which
refute certain doctrines’ concerning the person of
Jesus, the nature of God, and God’s relationship to
Jesus. As soon as the Christians, according to Mu-
hammad, erred, the latter felt obliged to protest.

One of the most interesting aspects of the Qur’anic
texts concerning Muhammad’s debates with the Jews
and Christians® seems to be the fact that during those
debates Islam had not yet crystallized into a complete
and “fulfilled” religion. During the Qur’anic period,
prophetic revelations made up the core of the reli-
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gion; specific doctrinal positions began to take form
only later. Consequently, the Qur’anic texts concern-
ing Jews and Christians are to be seen first as a re-
sponse to—and a protest against—their ways of life
and their pretensions as they existed during Muham-
mad’s lifetime.

It may legitimately be asked whether the devel-
opment of the Qur’anic concept of Islam as a religion
is not somehow linked to the development of the
Qur’anic concepts of Jews and Christians and their
religions. This seems at least plausible when taking
into account the Qur’anic texts concerning Muham-
mad’s discussions and debates with the Jews and
Christians. In any case, the definitive Qur’anic judg-
ment of Jews and Christians appears to be eschato-
logically suspended. It is simply left to God’s final
judgment at the end of history.

Muhammad and Other Believers

As in the other sections of Part I, the treatment of
relevant texts is followed—or sometimes preceded—
by a survey of the historical relationships between
the Muslims and the religious community concerned.
Consequently, after having dealt with the Qur’anic
view of other religions, we shall briefly describe the
relations which Muhammad, the prophet and founder
of the Muslim community, entertained with other
religious communities, as far as this can be histori-
cally known.

In the following pages, we shall be concerned
with the historical periods in which Muhammad in-
teracted with the polytheists in Mecca, the Jews in
Medina, and the Christians in northwestern Arabia,
in that order. These interactions constitute the his-
torical context of the Qur’anic texts already treated.
They are, as Muslims would put it, the asbab al-nuzil
(occasions of revelation) of the ayat about polythe-
ists, Jews, and Christians. There were other moments
as well, as in the case of Muhammad’s encounter with
a delegation of Christians from Najran in southwest-
ern Arabia, but they are not treated here.

Our approach, a purely historical one, has been
adopted by a number of historians, whether or not
Muslim. We hope to be able to offer something new,
however. As a matter of fact, we shall attempt to
describe certain aspects of the historical development
of Islam during Muhammad’s lifetime that are closely
connected with the encounters of the growing Mus-
lim community with other religious communities. As
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a consequence, we must also deal with some aspects
of the biography of Muhammad.

For this kind of historical research it is not rele-
vant to discuss questions such as the prophethood of
Muhammad or the relation between the religious and
sociopolitical aspects of his action. We simply in-
quire about what happened historically, as far as it
can be ascertained. While respecting Muslim percep-
tions of Muhammad, we study him here as a mature,
responsible, and gifted person who was aware of the
choices he had to make, not as a passive being sim-
ply subject to the laws and customs of his time. We
submit our findings for further scholarly discussion
and hope that this approach can contribute to further
historical research into the many encounters that have
taken place between Muslim and other communities.
In such research we also have to bear in mind the
views which both parties had of each other and them-
selves in given situations.

In the previous pages we briefly summarized the
main ideas and judgments contained in the Qur’an
regarding polytheists and the People of the Book. It
is now time to put these ideas and judgments in the
historical context of the successive relationships
which Muhammad had with Meccan polytheists,
Jews in Medina, and Christians in northwestern
Arabia.’ On closer observation, these relationships
also represent the principal phases of the develop-
ment of Islam, starting as a prophetic message and
evolving into a historical religion. The key to this
development seems to have been the interaction
which took place between the prophetic leader with
his community on the one hand and existing religious
communities on the other. The encounter between
Muhammad and the religious beliefs and practices
surrounding him is particularly relevant for the
growth of Muhammad’s prophetical preaching and
acting, his founding of a new community, and the
institutionalization of Islam as a historical religion.
This seems to have taken place through the devel-
opment of Islam as a religion in three phases: from a
movement of religious purification to a movement
of reform and, finally, to a “completed” religion
shortly before Muhammad’s death in 632 c.E."

Muhammad and the Polytheists in Mecca

The fact that Muhammad started preaching a new
religious message in Mecca implies that he had ex-
plicitly set himself apart from the world, with its as-
sumptions and rules, with which he was familiar. His

message was primarily directed at the mushrikiin
(polytheists), that is to say specifically the Meccans
whom he identified as such. The ensuing interaction
with the Meccan milieu, apart from the political rami-
fications which we leave aside, was extremely im-
portant for the development of Islam.

As W. Montgomery Watt demonstrated, Allah
was a god recognized by the Mecccans as rabb al-
bayt, lord of the city, but not as the only divine
being.!" But to Muhammad, Allah became rabb al-
‘@lamin, a universal god, benevolent creator, sus-
tainer and judge, outside of whom nothing divine
could exist. This message, together with that of the
coming resurrection, judgment, and afterlife, led to
violent debates between Muhammad and the Mec-
cans. He reproached them for not being able or will-
ing to recognize God and his oneness and to draw
the consequences of that. Instead of powers such as
fate and time, or fertility, Muhammad taught that it
was this almighty al-ilah (Allah) who decided on the
major determinants of life. Over and against the pre-
vailing confidence in a good life on earth and mate-
rial well-being during that life, Muhammad preached
man’s status as a creature and his dependence on his
Creator. He preached a morality of divine commands
instead of tribal tradition, the sanction of eschatologi-
cal reward and punishment instead of tribal honor,
religion rather than tribal and other factional inter-
ests as a basis for human solidarity. These notions
of divine commands, a judgment at the end of time,
and one religious community of all the faithful were
most probably new to the Meccans, or if certain ideas
and practices from other religions may have been
half-known at the time, they were now being pre-
sented in a new, “Arabicized,” form. As a result, the
new religious movement was launched.

In response to disbelief in his prophethood,
Muhammad elaborated a more historical dimension
for his activity by giving, in an almost mythical fash-
ion, accounts of stories of prophets of the past. These
stories contained both Arabic elements like the pun-
ishment stories (mathant) and figures from the pa-
triarchal period of the Judeo-Christian tradition. Such
prophets of the past in whose line Muhammad stood
could serve as an argumentative tool in sermons and
debates and they also had the potential to link the
Arab prophet with a patriarchal past.

The religious basis of the new movement, and in
particular prophetic authenticity and authority, were
elaborated in various terms, the most important being
that Muhammad’s recitations (qur’ans) were revela-



tions given through an angel. They had a mysterious
origin, being signs or symbols (ayat) of something
hidden (ghayb) beyond the visible world.

There are many aspects to this particular belief in
revelation,'? but the most important one, as far as our
subject is concerned, is that, through it, Muhammad
assumed prophetic authority not only in his words,
like the typical Old Testament prophets, but also in
his deeds, like Moses and the patriarchs. His claim,
moreover, that his message was basically the same
as that of the previous prophets, not only gave his
activity a supplementary charismatic quality, but it
also provided a link with the Judeo-Christian reli-
gious tradition, and it gave his message a certain
universality. Those who joined the movement en-
tered the community of believers of the one univer-
sal monotheistic religion in its Arab branch. The
Arabs thus had their own revelation in Arabic, and
they had their “heavenly” religion just as the Jews
and Christians had theirs.

The refusal of the majority of the Meccans and
their leaders to drop their religious tradition and ab-
jure other divine powers alongside of Allah, whose
veneration was part of their tradition, led to intense
debates with the prophet who was unrelenting on the
subject. He rejected any compromise, arrived at a
position of absolute monotheism and separated the
movement of the believers (mu’miniin) rigorously
from all polytheists (mushrikiin) with their basic sin
of shirk or ishrak from which society had to be puri-
fied. At this significant point the earlier openness and
receptivity on the part of the prophet stopped and the
demand of purification from—and fight against—
idolatry in all its forms became one of the striking
features of the Islamic religion. Paradoxically enough,
the Meccan opposition caused the new religion—
which stressed the need for repentance with a view
of the oncoming Judgment, the fight for the oneness
of God as a necessary belief to be held in his honor—
to grow. The opposition also forced Muhammad to
give the necessary theological, historical, and social
weight to the message he conveyed.

When Mecca finally opened its doors to Muham-
mad and Islam in 630 c.E./8 A.H., a number of ancient
Arab practices and ideas were retained, provided they
did not constitute shirk. The transfer of certain tra-
ditional practices, such as the hajj, even though with
a change of meaning, was the last important contri-
bution which the ancient Meccan religion made, be-
fore its demise, to the formation of Islam. In various
ways, the interaction between Muhammad and the
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polytheists in Mecca clearly and decisively shaped
the new religion."

Muhammad and the Jews in Medina

Although hardly any Jews appear to have lived per-
manently in Mecca itself, Jewish religious ideas and
practices were certainly not unknown and a number
of elements of what may be called Jewish-Christian
oral traditions must have reached Muhammad both
before and after the beginning of his prophetic ac-
tivity.'* He must have known the notion of a univer-
sal religion with the worship of one single God, the
existence of sacred scriptures in languages other than
Arabic, the idea that such scriptures were based on
revelation and that revelations were transmitted by
prophets. Already in the early stiras we find eschato-
logical representations, certain cult practices, and
references to biblical stories containing Judaic ele-
ments which may have reached Muhammad directly
or via Christian channels. Given that the prophet was
convinced that his inspirations had the same origin
as those of the prophets before him, there was no
harm in looking for further information as is clearly
stated in S. 25:4-6 and S. 16:103. As Watt has ob-
served,’> Muhammad, facing particular problems,
gave a definitive Arabian formulation to certain
truths held in the Judeo-Christian tradition, insofar
as he had had an immediate and original experience
of such truths himself. With their new formulation
ancient truths obtained a new, Arabian meaning
within the framework of Muhammad’s overall mes-
sage which he conveyed to the Arabs in both word
and deed.'®

The fundamental notions of the continuity of rev-
elation and the unity of all revelations—and the re-
ligions resulting from them—had also practical im-
plications. They made it possible and legitimate for
Muhammad to adjust the cultic regulations of the
Muslim community, in certain respects, to Jewish
ones when the prospect of going to Yathrib (Medina)
presented itself. One could speak of an “ecumenical”
effort in matters of ritual: Friday (the preparatory day
for Shabbat) became the day for public worship,
Jerusalem became the gibla of prayer, the fast of
‘Ashura parallelled that of 10 TishrT, and the midday
salat was added so that there would be three daily
prayers in the Muslim as well as the Jewish commu-
nity. Muslims obtained permission to eat the food of
the People of the Book and to marry their women.
Evidently, Muhammad hoped intensely that he would
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be recognized by the Jews in Medina as a prophet.
His open attitude at the time should be seen, how-
ever, not simply as a result of tactical policy mak-
ing; it was also the logical consequence of the uni-
versalist assumptions underlying his own religious
message. We have to see Muhammad’s appeal to the
Jews to reconcile themselves with the Muslims on
the basis of their common faith in one God in a simi-
lar light.!”

It was through his contact with Medinan Jews,
some of whom converted, that Muhammad received
further information about Judaism. Apparently, Mu-
hammad had held that the Jews and Christians of
his time were two offshoots from the ancient Bant
Isra’1l. He learned now, for instance, that the Jews
had their Tawrat and the Christians their Injil, that
Masa had been the founder of Judaism and had pre-
ceded “Isa who, as the last prophet, came from the
Jews, and that Ibrahim had preceded both of them.
In this way he learned more about Judaism and cer-
tainly became aware of the importance which a par-
ticular religious tradition and history holds to those
who keep to it.

The Jews, however, did not cooperate in the way
Muhammad had hoped for, and they undermined his
authority by denying the divine origin of his revelations
and consequently the authenticity of his prophethood.
This was possible precisely because Muhammad—out
of prophetic conviction but without empirical evi-
dence—held that his own revelation was in essence
identical with the revelation held by the Jews. When
the latter denied this, Muhammad had to react. He made
some changes in ritual practice away from that of Ju-
daism and started to see IbrahTm as his great example
and to fashion Islamic monotheism according to his
understanding of Ibrahim’s monotheism. His way of
incorporating elements of Ibrahtm, known in Mecca as
the builder of the Ka‘ba, clearly made Islam more ac-
ceptable to the Arabs while retaining a universal, mono-
theistic framework. The results, in polemic and action,
of the confrontation between the Jewish claim to be the
chosen people and Muhammad’s claim to be the cho-
sen prophet are well known and need not be elaborated
here.

Muhammad’s interaction with the Jewish tribes
in Medina had profound consequences for the fur-
ther development of Islam. Besides the halakic-bib-
lical elements already absorbed earlier in Mecca, we
have seen that certain Jewish ritual regulations pro-
vided a model for the ritual innovations made by
Muhammad in the period of assimilation which

started shortly before the Hijra. However, in the pe-
riod of Jewish opposition, starting about a year and
a half after the Hijra, this model was abandoned.
Muhammad’s negative experience with the Jews
caused him to be disillusioned in his assumption of
the unity of the monotheistic religions, at least on an
empirical level. Consequently, he seems to have re-
tained the idea of the unity of revelations rather than
that of religions. The Jews and the Christians devel-
oped their religions in ways contrary to the revela-
tions given to Moses and Jesus which were funda-
mentally identical. This was the context in which the
accusation was developed that the Jews and the
Christians had corrupted the Scriptures which Moses
and Jesus had received by way of revelation.'® As a
result, Muhammad could now legitimately distance
himself from the Jews of Medina and their religion.
He then brought together all the arguments that could
be used to support this separation.

Apart from what Muhammad learned from Juda-
ism and partly incorporated into the new religious
movement, his experience with the Jews certainly
reinforced his prophetic self-consciousness. It forced
him to reconsider his own position, the meaning of
his preaching and action, and the significance of the
new movement, in terms not only of the past but also
of the future. He now moved toward completely iden-
tifying the hanifiyya with the religion of Ibrahtm, that
is to say the millat Ibrahim. Through the figure of
Isma“1l and the idea of the millat Ibrahim, the notion
of a chosen people and its historical role was now as
it were transferred and applied to the Arabs and to
the Muslim community at large."

It may have been precisely his encounter with the
particularity of Judaism that stimulated Muhammad’s
elaboration of—and stress on—the universality of his
message and religion, with the movement resulting
from it. Significantly, the new religious movement
took the name of “Hanifiyya,” stressing monotheism,
before becoming known as “Islam,” stressing surren-
der to God. Both names imply universality. Just as
the Meccans’ resistance had induced a strict mono-
theistic universalistic stance, so the Jewish opposi-
tion in Medina resulted in a growing universalization
of the nascent religion.

Muhammad and the Christians
in Northwestern Arabia

Alongside the notion of one almighty God and a
number of biblical stories, certain beliefs and prac-



tices seem to have been especially strong among the
Christians in Mecca where Muhammad grew up and
along the caravan routes where he traveled. They are
the idea of Resurrection and the Day of Judgment,
representations of the Hereafter, certain ethical and
ascetic values, and practices of worship. These ele-
ments appear in the Qur’an already in the first two
Meccan periods, together with references to patriar-
chal figures, apocryphal stories of Mary and Jesus,
and the notion of angels and other spiritual beings.
As in the case of Judaism, elements obtained from
Christian communities could be assimilated into
Islam on the assumption of the continuity of revela-
tion and the unity of the revelations and the religions
resulting from them.?

Muhammad had probably already been making
open or implied statements hostile to certain Chris-
tian beliefs in the Meccan period, when he felt that
true monotheism, to which he was passionately at-
tached, was violated. But his attitude in Mecca on the
whole was open and favorable with regard to the
devotional attitudes and moral virtues which struck
him among the Christians, as expressed for example
in S. 57:27 and 5:82-84. Before the hijra, adherents
of the community were sent to Christian Ethiopia for
security reasons and apparently he had made ap-
proaches to Christian tribes before deciding to go to
Yathrib (Medina). In the first Medinan years, during
his conflict with the Jews, Muhammad compared the
Christians most favorably with the Jews and used
stories about ‘Isa and the way he had been treated as
part of what may be called an ideological attack on
the Jews. But after his victory, first over the Jews and
then over the Meccans in 630 c.E./8. H., there was a
remarkable change in his attitude toward the Christians
and Christianity which is clear in the well-known pas-
sage (S. 9:29-33) to wage war against them. How is
this change to be explained historically?

A Historical Explanation

A first explanation is that Muhammad, when expand-
ing to the north, was confronted with tribes that were
mostly Christian and linked to what may be called
the Byzantine defense system. According to this
view, Muhammad’s attack on Christianity was pri-
marily of a political nature, so as to detach these tribes
from their Christian overlords by making an ideologi-
cal attack on their religion as part of a full-fledged
war. It is questionable, however, whether there might
not have been better political or other means avail-
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able to win these tribes over to the prophet’s side,
rather than attacking their religion, which was likely
to enhance their resistance. Thus we have to look for
another explanation, without denying the fact that
Muhammad made political use of Islam in his strug-
gle against the Christian tribes.

A historical explanation of the change in Mu-
hammad’s attitude has to take into account certain
Qur’anic data. One notable aspect of the Qur’anic
texts directed against the Christians and Christian-
ity is their doctrinal interest, a feature that was
scarcely present in Muhammad’s refutation of the
polytheists and the Jews. Another particularity is that
certain Christian doctrines are mentioned and sub-
sequently refuted, whereas other doctrines are not
mentioned at all. Why would Muhammad have been
so badly informed about Christianity?*' A third strik-
ing fact is that, contrary to the Qur’anic texts directed
against the polytheists and Jews, which seem to cor-
respond with real debates in which Muhammad used
any arguments he could find within the arsenal of
beliefs of the other party, the Qur’anic texts against
the Christians are rather incidental and give the im-
pression of someone shouting at a distant enemy
rather than being involved in lengthy debates.

It would indeed seem that the new attitude taken
by the prophet against Christians was due to several
historical factors. Muhammad’s disillusionment with
the idea of the unity of the monotheistic religions, to
which his experience with the Jews in Medina testi-
fied, certainly played a role as did his new under-
standing and conceptualization of Islam as an ex-
pression and elaboration of the millat Ibrahim. The
old name of the movement, the hanifiyya, stressing
monotheism, suggests not only a religious purifica-
tion movement against polytheism but also some-
what of a reform movement with regard to the ahl
al-kitab. Once this monotheistic religious reform
movement had become established, following the
victories over the Jews and the Meccans, Muhammad
gave new attention to the Christians. When he attacked
what he held to be the false doctrines of Christianity,
it was not because he had studied that religion, but
simply because he was struck by those doctrines held
by the Christians which he saw to be contrary to the
hanifiyya, the religion of IbrahTm (millat Ibrahim).
Over and against Christianity, he then qualified Islam
as the “religion of truth” or “true religion” (din al-
haqq, S. 9:29) and further institutionalized it.

In Medina, Muhammad had the opportunity to get
to know the Jews in the area just as he had known



4 Muslim Studies of Other Religions

the Meccans since his childhood. We must assume
that he was less familiar with the life of the Chris-
tians with whom he probably had not lived. He rather
saw their religion from a distance, first respecting and
even admiring what he witnessed of their devotion
and virtues, while later combatting what he saw as
opposed to his own idea of religion.

Politically speaking, Muhammad could use his
“true religion” (din al-haqq) against the Christians
in times of warfare, just as he could very well use the
Ibrahim story against the Jews in the period of po-
litical conflict. Our contention, however, is that Mu-
hammad’s view of the “religion of Ibrahim” (millat
Ibrahim) and the “true religion” (din al-haqq) repre-
sents an autonomous religious structure which goes
beyond and precedes the political use made of it.

The key to the problem of why the Qur’an pro-
vides so little information about Christianity, and
provides even information which does not represent
orthodox Christianity, is that Muhammad was sim-
ply not interested in it. Muhammad was neither a
scholar of religion nor a theologian but a propheti-
cal reformer. As a reformer he only stressed those
elements of the Christian religion that were objec-
tionable in his view. These elements were mainly of
a doctrinal nature. Just as he had been struck by the
idolatry of the Meccans and hurt by the pretensions
of the Jews, he was shocked by certain theological
constructs of the Christians. In all three cases he di-
rected his reform activities against the aspects he
found to be objectionable and fashioned Islam—the
primordial religion of mankind—as a protest against
them.

We have now gathered the necessary elements to
explain Muhammad’s change of attitude in his deal-
ings with Christian tribes in the north. The earlier
treaty with Judham suggests that the prophet was first
prepared to enter into alliances with Christian tribes,
as he had done from time to time with other tribes
and groups without making specific religious de-
mands. Then, precisely between the defeat at Mu’ta
(Sept. 629) and the expedition to Tabuk (starting in
Oct. 630) he changed his policy. He now concluded
alliances only on the basis of acceptance of Islam.
Christian tribes were now put before the dilemma of
accepting or avoiding war. And in case they wanted
to avoid war, they were either to accept Islam or to
submit to the prophet’s political authority with the
payment of an annual tribute. And whereas the south-
ern Christian tribes who refused to become Muslims,
like the Christians of Najran, avoided war by opting

for a treaty settlement,? the northern Christian tribes
who also refused to become Muslims opposed Mu-
hammad’s troops with armed resistance.

It is important to keep in mind that the command
of war as contained in the Qur’an (S. 9) was most
certainly not directed at the Christian tribes for being
Christians but rather against tribal enemies who hap-
pened to be Christians. In this war Muhammad seems
to have used politically the idea of the “true religion”
(din al-haqq) as a war ideology. In a similar way
he had used politically the idea of the “religion of
Ibrahim” (millat Ibrahim) as an ideology of combat
against his Jewish opponents in Medina a few years
earlier. It must be assumed, however, that the mono-
theistic idea of the Hanifiyya, as well as the idea of
the religion of Ibrahim and also the idea of Islam as
the true religion, had already been conceived by
Muhammad before his actual political and military
conflicts with the Jews and the Christians. These
ideas, however, found a political or “ideological”
application here.

A Broader Explanation

The command of war against the Christians in S. 9:1—
37 should be seen in a broader context. It is linked
with a similar command against the Jews, with the
argument that neither of them were true monotheists.
It is also linked with the general command pro-
claimed in March 631 to wage war against all Arabs
who had remained pagans. In other words, the un-
belief of the ahl al-kitab in the new din and their
unwillingness to submit to it, is equated with the
unbelief of the pagan Arabs. This is a logical con-
clusion from the standpoint of a purification and re-
form movement which has arrived at a stage in which
it wants to impose a new social and political order.

Summarizing the argument, the new attitude taken
by Muhammad toward Christian tribes is not specifi-
cally directed against the Christians. It is rather a
consequence of his fundamental decision to impose
the new din as a religious, social and political order
on all Arabs in the Arabian peninsula and to subject
them. Different as they were from the pagans, Chris-
tians and Jews were not forced to adopt Islam them-
selves. They were forced, however, to recognize the
dominance of this din as the new overall base of
society imposed by the present political authority and
they had to pay tribute accordingly.?

The religious movement which had started in Mecca
as a purification movement and which had become



a religious reform movement and potential religion
in Medina had now been completed or “fulfilled” as
a full-fledged din in the true meaning of the word at
the time. That is to say, a religion with a strong
sociopolitical dimension, or the other way round, a
sociopolitical order on a religious foundation.

Summing Up

When trying to sum up the consequences of the in-
teraction between Muhammad and the Christians in
Arabia at the time, the first thing we must point out
is the fact that the Christians whom Muhammad was
forced to deal with were not a community with which
the prophet lived, unlike the polytheists in Mecca and
the Jewish tribes in Medina. They were dispersed,
they had different political allegiances, they belonged
to different churches and sects, and they had differ-
ing forms of piety. In part as a consequence of this
state of affairs, there was much less immediate inter-
action between Muhammad and the Christians than
with the polytheists in Mecca or the Jews in Medina.

The interaction with the Christians must have had
certain consequences for Islam. The creating, sustain-
ing, and judging aspects of God were stressed and
its eschatology was developed strongly. Certain de-
votional practices along with a particular ascetic life
style could provide a model for the pious. It has been
observed that such elements were so to say “in the
air” in Mecca and in other places in Arabia at the
time, as is witnessed by the presence of hanifs. This
fact may explain a certain openness on Muhammad’s
part toward the religious practice and way of life of
the Christians. During the Medinan conflict Muham-
mad compared the Christians favorably with the
Jews, notwithstanding the fact that neither group
recognized him as a prophet. At that time the Chris-
tians were less closed off religiously and less dan-
gerous politically than the Jews, and he was im-
pressed by their virtuous life.

While appreciating the religious practice of the
Christians, the prophet refuted current Christian doc-
trines of the relationship between God and Jesus and
with man in general. This may be considered as a
logical consequence both of the absolute monothe-
ism which had characterized Islam from the begin-
ning and of the way in which Islam had developed
throughout the conflicts with the Meccan polytheists
and the Medinan Jews. From a purification and re-
form movement it had become a complete din. The
very resistance of the Christian Arab tribes in the
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north certainly accelerated the ideological use of the
new religion against them. The refutation itself, how-
ever, not only of Christianity but of all that seemed
to be contrary to strict monotheism, went beyond
politics. It was, in fact, a logical consequence of the
fact that the prophet had identified his hanifiyya with
the monotheistic millat Ibrahim and that he came to
consider it as the din al-haqq in the full sense of the
word.

In short, we would say that the new religious
movement presented itself successively in at least
three principal ways: as a religious purification move-
ment of polytheism, as a religious reform movement
of Judaism and Christianity, and as the proclamation
of the true universal monotheistic religion in its Ara-
bian form with a complete sociopolitical order. All
three tenets, as well as the fact that the movement had
now established itself with its own power base, af-
fected Muhammad’s attitude toward the Christians
in the north. The resistance of the Jewish and Chris-
tian tribes may indeed have been a factor that con-
tributed to the transformation of Islam from a reform
movement to a new religion with universal claims,
including that of being the true religion (din al-haqq),
distinct from empirical Judaism and Christianity.
Paradoxically, the Christianity of the northern Arab
tribes may thus have indirectly contributed to the full
development of the new religion among the Arabs
and also to the sense of competition which this reli-
gion developed alongside the claims of Christianity.

Looking at the interaction of the new Islamic reli-
gious movement with the major religious communi-
ties with which Muhammad had to do, one is struck
on first sight by the important role sociopolitical fac-
tors played. Yet on closer analysis, one has to recog-
nize another dimension as well, which determined
the significance and weight of these interactions.
Muhammad simultaneously acted on earth and pro-
nounced a series of ayat, which were held to be re-
vealed and consequently lent religious authority to at
least certain of his worldly activities. In his deeds he
behaved as a statesman; but he was a prophet as far
as his revelatory experience was concerned. The im-
plication for Muhammad’s dealing with other reli-
gions is clear. Every encounter with another commu-
nity took place on two levels: a settling of affairs on a
sociopolitical level and an interaction of religious
ideals and practices. This interaction was paralleled
by particular inspirations or revelations of the prophet.

If Muhammad had not considered himself to be a
prophet nor had been considered by his followers as
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such, he would have been obliged to deal with other
religious communities on a mundane level only,
without any religious dimension. It was precisely his
recognized prophethood that made possible this func-
tioning on two different levels, a sociopolitical and
a religious-ideological one, at the same time.

In an analogous way, Islam’s interactions after
Muhammad’s death with other religions, religious
communities, and more or less secular societies
would take place at the same time on both a worldly
and a religious level.

NOTES

1. The verb sharaka with its various verbal forms
occurs 70 times in the Qur’an, the masdar shirk 5 times,
the participles in the plural shuraka’, and mushrikiina
35 and 44 times, respectively. See, for what follows,
Toshihiko Izutsu, Ethico Religious Concepts in the
Qur’an (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1966).

2. A specific explanation of the idolatry of the
Bant Isra’1l is given in S. 7:134: When the latter arrived
in a country where the people had asnam, they asked
Moses to make them a god like the gods of the other
peoples.

3. The supposed proximity of the Day of Judg-
ment where the hypocrites and the idolaters will receive
their punishment (S. 33:73; 48:6) from the One and only
God gives to the Qur’anic threats a particular serious-
ness. Especially in Muhammad’s earlier preachings the
eschatological dimension is very strong.

4. By kitab is meant not a closed “book” but rather
a document that functions as a contract and that ascer-
tains and regulates relationships—in particular a juridi-
cal relationship—to God; the basic version of this con-
tract is with God in heaven. The kitab contains the
fundamental rules which should be kept by the com-
munity and the individuals. See D. Kiinstlinger, “‘Kitab’
and ‘ahlu I-Kitabi’ im Kuran,” Rocznik Orientalistyczny,
IV (1926), pp. 238-247, in particular p. 246.
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15. Watt, Muhammad at Mecca, pp. 80-85. The
originality of the Qur’an, formally speaking, is given
precisely with its Arabic presentation of religious in-
formation within one corpus of texts.

16. Inthe history of religions, attention should be
given to establishing both historical and social facts and
to discerning the meaning of these facts in the given
historical and social context for particular groups and
persons who interpret them. During the acceptance of
specific elements from elsewhere within a particular
religious tradition, their meaning nearly always changes.
Even the most direct factual influences or borrowings
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17. S.29:46: . .. wa-ilahuna wa-ilahukum wahi-
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Muhammad and the figure of Abraham. See Youakim
Moubarac, Abraham dans le Coran (Paris: Vrin, 1958).

20. Muhammad considered that his mission had
been foretold in the previous revelations of the Tawrat
and the Inj7l. During a journey Muhammad made as a
young man, the Christian hermit Bahtra is supposed to
have recognized in him the expected and last prophet
sent to the world. See, for example, Stephen Gero, “The
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legend of the monk Bahira, the cult of the Cross, and
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de Damas, 1992), pp. 47-58.
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Werner Schmucker, “Die christliche Minderheit von
Najran und die Problematik ihrer Beziehungen zum
frithen Islam,” in Studien zum Minderheitenproblem im
Islam, vol. 1 (Bonn: Selbstverlag des Orientalischen
Seminars der Universitdt Bonn, 1973), pp. 183-281.
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in Medieval and Middle Eastern Studies in Honour of
Aziz Suryal Atiya, ed. Sami A. Hanna (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1972), pp. 50-61.
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from the Arabian peninsula. See Seth Ward, “A frag-
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I’ Arabie les juifs et les chrétiens?,” Islamochristiana,
vol. 16 (1990), pp. 43-65.



The Medieval Period

650-1500

ACQUES WAARDENBURG

Mudim Interest in Other Religions

Not only among the ancient Greeks and Romans,
with Herodotus, Plutarch, and Tacitus, but also in
medieval Islamic civilization aninterest existedinthe
religions of other civilizations and in religious his-
tory. In Europeit was, with afew exceptions such as
Roger Bacon (1214-1294) and some missionary
minds like Ramon Lull (ca. 1232-1316), only at the
time of the Renaissance and of the voyages of dis-
covery that people showed areal interest in the my-
thology and religions of the Ancients, and the beliefs
and religious practices of the newly discovered coun-
triesand peoples. Given that medieval Muslim schol-
ars showed an interest in foreign religions, what can
we say about the “study of religions” in medieval
Islamic civilization?

Therewere many difficultiesand limitationswith
regard to such a study at the time. First, there were
technical difficulties. There was very little knowl-
edge of languages other than Arabic and Persian. The
lack of diffusion of foreign manuscripts—that is,
textsfrom outside | slamic countries but al so from the
religious communities within the dar al-islam—
added to the difficulties. There was alack of knowl-
edge of the history of civilizations before the outset
of Islam and outside of the Islamic world. The way
in which non-Muslims were perceived depended
mainly on the restricted information that was avail-

18

ableand on thelimited direct contacts between Mus-
[ims and non-Muslims.

There were also limitations of a different sort
which arose out of the predominant life and world
viewsof thetime. Such viewswereboth “Islamic”—
that is, nourished by the Qur’an and the Sunnawhich
were further elaborated intellectually—and “medi-
eval” in abroad sense of the word. | would not like
to propose that such views were imposed by Islam
as such, but rather that they were due to medieval
peopl€ sinterpretation of Islam, which wasvariable
depending on the milieu, time, and place. On the
whole, any Muslim interest in non-Muslims, their
ideas and practices, seems to have been practical
rather than inquisitive. This outlook was culturally
reinforced since Muslims at the time saw othersfrom
their own vantage point of being “lords of the two
worlds” who had very little to learn from others.

Some Basic Distinctions

Let usrecall somebasic medieval Islamic distinctions
regarding non-Muslims. They are derived from cer-
tain general views on man and the world which
largely go back to Qur’anic notions and ideas. | will
refer to three of these distinctions.

First, the Qur'an makes asharp distinction between
believersand unbelievers, Mudimsand non-Musdlims.
There are at least three ways in which non-Muslims



differ from Muslims: (1) they do not confess the one
and unique God; (2) they do not recognize Muhammad
as the conclusive and al-encompassing prophet; (3)
they do not accept the Qur’an as the definitive Rev-
elation. All of these criteria are, of course, closely
linked. Non-Muslims do not confess, recognize, and
accept things which Muslims do; such a refusal of
what is offered to them is considered to be “ingrati-
tude” or unbelief (kufr).

Second, the Qur’an distinguishes between two
different categories of non-Muslims—namely Jews
and Christians, Zoroastrians and Sabians on the one
hand and polytheists (mushrikin), with more primi-
tive forms of religion, on the other. The criterion is
theological: everything depends on the question of
whether or not a community has received arevela-
tion, what kind of arevelation it was, and what the
community has done with the given revelation. Any
revelation is transmitted by a prophet, who can ei-
ther be a nabz, ssimply warning of the Judgment to
come, or arasil, amessenger transmitting arecited
revelation in the form of a sacred book (kitab). His
hearers will have to choose either to accept or to re-
ject the book, to hear or not to hear the warning, or
even to keep intact or to falsify (tahrif) the revela-
tion. Of those who received arevel ation, the Jews and
Christiansin particular are called the “ People of the
Book” (ahl al-kitab), possessing arevealed or “ heav-
enly” religion. For aMuslim, al revelation was ful-
filled in Muhammad asthe* seal of the prophets’ and
his transmission of the Qur’an is seen to be the last
and definitive revelation for humanity.

Third, the Qur’an makes another distinction
among non-Muslims, which more or lessruns paral -
lel to the distinction just mentioned. There are those
who believe in the one and unique God (i.e., mono-
theists), and then those who believein morethan one
God or who ascribe a divine quality to people or
things separate from God (i.e., the polytheists,
mushrikin). Thecriterion for thisdistinctionisagain
of atheological nature, sinceit isthe recognition of
the God proclaimed by the prophetsthat is decisive.
One can respond to the truth which was conveyed and
believe but one can also refuse it. The distinction,
interestingly enough, does not coincide completely
with the distinction made earlier between areveaed
and a polytheistic religion, since in principle there
can be monotheists within polytheism, or believers
among unbelievers.

These basic distinctions derived from the Qur’an
arefundamental for understanding medieval Muslim
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conceptions of non-Muslims. They also gaveriseto
some general normative ideas which may help us
understand why Muslims perceived non-Muslimsthe
way they did:

1. Non-Muslimsarejudged by Muslimsprimarily in
light of what is accepted by the latter as revela-
tion (i.e., the Qur’an), hence in areligious light.

2. Thisrevelationisconsidered not only to provide
the formal standards and categories by which
non-Muslimsareto be evaluated but also to pro-
vide substantial knowledge about them and their
religious beliefs.

3. Certain earlier revelations in the course of his-
tory, preceding that to Muhammad, which were
not fully heard or widely respected but are at the
origin of all monotheistic religion, are recognized
asvalid.

4. There is recognition of a kind of “primordial
religion” (Urreligion), a primal and fundamen-
tal consciousness of God (fitra), which has been
implanted in each human being at birth. Human-
ity can choose to follow this consciousness or
neglect it. Islam is the true expression of this
eternal, primordial religion.

5. A nonreligious person or a polytheist is not rec-
ognized and should become abeliever. Jewsand
Christians, Zoroastrians and Sabians can con-
tinue to live according to the beliefs of their re-
spective, recognized religions, but within Mus-
lim territory (dar al-islam) they must submit to
the given Muslim political authority and, with-
out coercion, be encouraged to become believers.

In addition to these normative ideas concerning
doctrine (elaborated in tafsir and kalam), two other
medieval Islamic distinctions can be traced to the
Qur’an and have been elaborated in figh. They con-
cern political organization and socia behavior.

The first distinction is between dar al-islam, ter-
ritory under Muslim political authority, and dar al-
harb, theworld outside Muslim territory. According
to this view, as the latter name indicates, there is a
conflictual relationship, a“cold” or “hot” war situa-
tion between Muslim territory governed by animam
(caliph) and the outside world. A similar “imperial”
vision of the world can be found in medieval Byz-
antine and Latin Christian thought; here it was cen-
tered around the office of the Emperor. In medieval
Islamic thought, it was the caliph who was the cen-
tral political authority figure. He was awordly ruler
responsible, among many other things, for enabling
the Shari‘a to be applied and specificaly for carry-
ing out the jihad.
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The second distinction is that made within the
dar al-islam itself, between Muslim believers and
dhimmis (“protected people”) who are not Muslims
but whose religion is recognized. Interestingly
enough, the basic concern is less the rapid conver-
sion of al people within the dar al-islam than the
ruling that all should recognize the caliph’s author-
ity and accept the validity of the Shariain aMus-
lim territory, even though the Shar7‘a does not
apply to non-Muslims (dhimmis) personally or to
their relationsamong themselves. However, polythe-
ists (mushrikizn) cannot be dhimmzs: no mushrikin
are allowed within the dar al-islam; only monothe-
istsandin particular ahl al-kitab can be dhimmis. The
dhimmis were subject to a specia taxation (jizya),
and they kept an internal autonomy within Muslim
territory as socioreligious communities possessing
their ownlawsand jurisdiction. Nevertheless, certain
explicitly formulated socia duties and other conse-
guences of their lower socioreligious status effec-
tively made them second-class citizens in Muslim
society.

Of course, the dhimmzs were viewed by Muslims
from an Islamic standpoint. The latter, for instance,
hardly knew the meaning of the Christian church and
had no conception of the tension which exists be-
tween “heavenly” church and “earthly” society inall
Christian communities, including the dhimmzs. Not
only in normative Shar7 ‘a but also in social practice
the communities of the dhimmiswere considered and
treated as adhering to a distortion of Islam and of
Islamic beliefs and practices. The polytheists (mush-
rikizn) were described and treated asakind of counter-
image, the very reverse of the Islamic ideal.

The Muslim mutakallimin, ‘ulama’, and fugaha
— theologians and doctors of religious lav—devel-
oped acoherent normative system by means of which
non-Muslimswere perceived, judged, and treated and
which contained the basic categories for the descrip-
tion and evaluation of religions other than Islam. Dis-
cussionstook placeand variationswerealowed within
the framework of this normative system.

>

Development of Muslim Attitudes
to Other Religions

We will now tentatively survey the main attitudes
which developed in medieval Islamic civilization
with regard to the interest in other religions. We are
particularly concerned with the social conditionsand

the cultural context within which Muslim interest in
religious history and the plurality of religions arose.
Asacivilization and as areligion Islam has had nu-
merous contacts and encounters with different reli-
gions, and the nature of these contacts could not but
influence Muslim attitudes toward adherents of these
religions. Political and socia conditions played a
major role, as did the views that Muslims had of
themselvesand of their religion. One should note that
thereisanearly constant and self-perpetuating rela-
tionship between the notion abeliever has of hisown
religion and the attitude he takes toward other reli-
gions and religion in general.

On the whole, we can distinguish at |east seven
major attitudes to other religions which developed
inthe course of timein medieval 1slamic civilization.
They can be sketched as follows.

1. Those who had no curiosity or desire for fur-
ther knowledge could simply dismiss the earlier re-
ligions as having been superseded, if not ascomplete
nonsense. Thismay have been the attitude of thefirst
Arab conquerors or rulers, for instance, who had
other interests and simply left the religions of the
conquered territories as they were. These religions
were unableto stimulate any intellectual curiosity or
interest among the invading soldiers, settlers, and
traders.

2. Given a slowly rising number of converts to
Islam in the conquered territories one could express
concern, or even suspicion and distrust, toward for-
eign doctrinesand ways of lifewhich might enter the
Muslim community by way of these new converts.
This negative attitude could lead here and there to a
hunt for heretical movementswhich might disturb the
social order and of course to suspicion of those who
were interested in foreign doctrines. As Ibn al-
Mugaffa’ (d. ca. 756) and Aba “Isa Muhammad ibn
Haran al-Warraqg (d. 861) were to experience, this
attitude of suspicion on the part of the religious as
well as some political leaders, not only blocked any
authentic intellectual interest but also threatened
those who harbored any such serious interest some-
times with the death penalty.

3. With the growth of discussionson an intellec-
tual level on faith, doctrine, and religious practice
within the Muslim community itself, one had to be
informed of the opponent’s doctrines in order to be
able to refute them, such as the Mu‘tazilites did.
Conseguently, the various opinions and doctrines to
be found within the Muslim community were de-



scribed. Such descriptions of deviating “sects’ were
given both by Sunnt and by Shi‘t authors. In the
course of time they were expanded so that eventu-
ally other religionswereincluded among them. One
sees this already in the Maqgalat al-islamiyyzn of al-
Ashart (d. 935) or in the Al-farq bayna 1-firaq of
al-Baghdadi (d. 1037). Within medieval Islamic civi-
lization the study of other religionsarosein thisway
from the study of | slamic sects. The main purpose of
these descriptions, however, was to gain knowledge
of other religions only as false systems and sources
of falsehood to be refuted. This is particularly evi-
dent in theKitab al-fisal wa1-ahwa’wal-milal wal-
nihal of Ibn Hazm (d. 1064).

4. A more positive interest in foreign doctrines
was first found among those who, for some reason
or other, converted to Islam but continued, quite
naturally, to appreciate their ancient cultural and
spiritual heritage. This could lead on the one hand
to non-Islamic doctrines being inserted into compre-
hensive synthetic systems of more or less esoteric
philosophies. It is difficult to find precise informa-
tion about such sectarian groups and their universalist
teachings, but there are certain referencesto Isma‘ilt
groups cherishing ancient gnostic doctrines. On the
other hand, this could lead to the study of foreign
doctrines for their own sake.

Herewe come across an interesting rule: namely,
that the very interest in foreign doctrines—that isto
say, doctrines other than what the Muslim commu-
nity as such believed—is to be found at the earliest
date among those who were outside the established
religious system. This interest was much weaker
among those who adhered to Islam asiit was usually
defined according to tradition (sunna), those who
wanted to make it into a distinctive system to be
defended. It isno accident that thisinterest could be
found in Shi‘1 circles. One may think of thelost writ-
ings of al-Nawbakhtt (d. 912) and Ibn Babuya (d.
1001), of alleged Shi‘t sympathizers such as al-
Shahrastant (d. 1153) and Aba-Ma‘alT (who wrotehis
book in 1092), and also of certain insights and doc-
trinesof thelkhwan al-Safa’ (10th c.) and the lsma‘ilis.

5. A different attitude found in medieval 1slam
goes back to the notion that all things true and good
inother religionsand cultureswere evidently already
present in Islam itself. Such elements, even if they
are to be found elsewhere, may then still be called
“Islamic.” In other words, elements of Islam could
be found outside the historical community of Mus-
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lims. Thisideaoften served in practice to legitimate
thevariousassimilation processesfrom other cultures
which enriched medieval Islamic civilization with so
many practical, intellectual, and also religiousviews,
prescriptions and customs which cannot be found in
the proper sources of Islam. It isdifficult to find an
outspoken representative of this attitude who stud-
ied other religions at all, since he would probably
consider them asvariationsof Iam. Thelslamicidea
isheretaken to include the positive elements of other
cultures.

6. At the apogee of classical medieval Islamic
civilization (ninth—thirteenth centuries c.e.) the cul-
tivated Muslim public had a pronounced interest in
the history and geography of the world known at the
time. This public required information on other cul-
tures, and it was most likely due to this rising gen-
eral cultural interest that encyclopedic works were
composed by authors like al-Mas‘tdt (d. 956-957)
and Ibn al-Nadim (author of the Fihrist written in
987-990). In this way, knowledge of non-Muslims,
insofar as it was not harmful to Muslim self-under-
standing, was more or less harmoniously integrated
into the general Muslim life and world view of the
time. In the tenth-twelfth centuries, and here and
there aso in later periods, there existed among edu-
cated Muslims a sense of one universal world in
which adherents of different religions lived side by
side, accepting the reality of religious plurality.

7. Finally, weshould mentionin classical ISlamic
civilization the attitude of Muslims versed in mysti-
cism and who adhered to the wider idea of the uni-
versality of divine revelation to humanity. One
may think here of the great mystical poet Jalal al-Din
Ramt (d. 1273). Thisreligiousuniversality provided
an opennesstoward “other” believers, and asaspiri-
tual attitude it could lead to religious studies. Such
an attitude, which was evidently only found among
individual personsand in certain religious circles—
and which probably had little impact on society asa
whole—nevertheless upheld and nourished the idea
of the essential unity of all revelations and religious
traditions, despite their external differences.

Sources for the Study of Muslim Views
of Other Religions

The following is a brief survey and selection of the
various kinds of sources available for the study of
medieval Islamic perceptions of other religions.
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Descriptive Texts

1. First there are historical works, where we find
descriptions of religious history from a Muslim per-
spective, which span thishistory beforethe beginnings
of Issam. The major elements of thisIslamic view of
history aregivenintheQur’an, in particular the proph-
ets mentioned there who were sent to bring amessage
of warning, alaw or scripture to the people.

We see this scheme elaborated in the so-called
Universal Histories which treat the history of the
world from the creation onward. One thinks of the
worksof al-Y a‘qubi (d. 923) and al-Mas‘udi (d. 956
or 958), which concentrate on the prophets and on
the non-Muslim religious communitiesto which they
spokeinthe past. The characteristic features of these
communitieslargely depended not on broader histori-
cal realities but on the preaching of the prophets and
the response of the people addressed. History is
viewed here from a theological standpoint, which
emerges from the prophet’s message of divine rev-
elation. In the series of prophets Abraham, khalil
Allah (“friend of God”), occupies a place of honor.
Both hispersonal history and the history of hispeople
constitute in the Muslim view the very “infrastruc-
ture” of the relations between the Jewish, Christian,
and Muslim monotheistic communities. It would be
difficult, if not impossible, to understand Muslim
perceptions of other religionsif we did not take this
fundamental view of religious history into account.
In medieval timesand even later, Muslim world his-
toriography was based both on this normative frame-
work deduced from the Qur’an and on factual infor-
mation obtained by scholars.

Itissignificant that the prophetical religious his-
tory of humanity is not seen in a completely nega-
tivelight. The prophetical religions were seen to be,
to the extent that they rejected idolatry, not wholly
false. Therevelations on which they were based were
thought to beinherently true but to have been tainted
by peoplein the course of history, resulting in abe-
trayal of the divine, revelatory, primordial religion
(Urreligion) common to all. In order to restore and
further this primordial, monotheistic religion, Mu-
hammad was sent to bring a conclusive revelation.
Once memorized and written down, the Qur’anic
revelation channeled by Muhammed, unlike earlier
prophecies, was held to have remained authentic and
pure.

According to the medieval Muslim view, the
truths contained within the Qur’an do not differ from

the truths of the preceding prophetic religions. The
samerevelation, meant to restore theinnatereligious
disposition (fitra) to mankind, is supposed to be be-
hind al the monotheistic traditions. The medieval
Muslim view of history, asaconsequence, isnot one
in which different religions succeed each other in a
continuous history. Itis, rather, the history of the one
religion which has been revealed intermittently and
which perpetuates itself through multiple histories.
Thisprimordial religionwasin particular realized in
history through the “heavenly” or “revealed” pro-
phetical religionswith their historical variations. We
are concerned herewith aparticular theological view
of history which provided the normative framework
within which individual historians worked. The his-
tory of nonprophetical religionssuch as, for example,
those of ancient Greece and Egypt, evoked much less
interest.

2. For thereligions contemporary with Isslamand
mostly beyond the borders of the dar al-islamitself,
Muslims owed their knowledge largely to travelers
whosetravel accountswere used and synthesized by
geographers. Such travelerswere neither professional
discoverers nor primarily interested in religions.
When wethink of Ibn Fadlan (traveled in 921-922),
Abu Dulaf Mis‘ar (d. 942), and the unknown authors
of the Kitab akhbar al-Sn wa- 1-Hind (851) and the
Kitab ‘aja’ib al-Hind (ca. 950), we are mainly look-
ing at people whose interest in intellectual matters
was limited. They were attentive to those customs
which were opposed to their accustomed way of
life—for example, statues of divinities in India or
funeral customs in China. The farther the country
was, the greater the taste for the miraculous.

Muslims recognized the greatness of other con-
temporary civilizations in South Asia and the Far
East. Al-Birant (d. after 1050), in his description
of India, perceived Hinduism, religiously and cul-
turally, as something astonishing; Ibn Battata (d.
1377) liked to entertain his readers with his travel
adventures. However, nonliterate religions, as in
Africafor instance, were not viewed favorably by
Muslims and could even be seen as bordering on the
ridiculous.

A notable case to be mentioned are the accounts
brought into Muslim territory regarding the Chris-
tians in the Byzantine Empire, Italy, and northern
Spain.2 We have reports of battles against the Ram,
and poetry in connection with thejihad on the Muslim-
Byzantinefrontier at our disposal, aswell asdescrip-
tions of Constantinople and Rome asthey were seen



by ambassadors and prisoners, tradesmen and free
travelers, who visited these Christian territories for
various reasons. Haran b. Yahya (d. end 9th c.) and
Ibrahim b. Y a'qub (traveled c. 965) are both brought
to mind in this regard. On the whole, however, Eu-
rope evoked little interest.

Also of aspecia nature are Muslim accounts of
the crusaders—for exampl e, the customs and behav-
ior of the Franksat thetime of Salah al-Din (d. 1192).
Y et with respect to their religion, which was assumed
to be known and looked upon with contempt, little
was said with the exception of some matters pertain-
ing to morality.

In fact, all of these reports by direct observers
show littleinterest in other religions. Religiousfacts
were only noted down if they happened to draw the
attention or stirred up the imagination of the Mus-
lim visitors. Geographers such as Ibn Rusta (wrote
ca. 905) and al-Mugaddast (ca. 985-990) synthesized
sundry travel reports into their books about the
known world at thetime. They did not give much data
about other religions.

3. Besides historical literature and travel ac-
counts, the broad field of the literature of medieval
Muslim civilization (mostly adab) is another source
for the study of Muslim perceptions of other believ-
ers.® In Arabic poetry and prose there are numerous
references to adherents of other religions; the same
holds true for more popular literature such as the
Thousand and One Nights. One should a so explore
Persian, Turkish, Swahil1, and other Muslim litera-
turesinwhich non-Muslimsarereferred to. Not only
descriptions of perceived reality but also the imagi-
native dimension of Muslim writings are resources
for the study of how non-Muslims were perceived
and imagined in the medieval Muslim world.

4. There are other writings as well which are of
great interest. We have accounts of philosophical and
other schools of thought outside Islam.* The Fihrist
written in 987-990 by Ibn a-Nadim shows to what
extent Muslim culture was interested in the outside
world, the world before and outside the bounds of
Islam. It containsreports of the Zoroastrians® and the
Manicheans and is awork to which the modern dis-
ciplineof the history of religionsisindebted. Another
work of importanceisthe Muriij al-dhahab (“ Golden
Meadows") of al-Mas‘udr (d. 956/7).

Among these sources there are some extensive
medieval Muslim accounts of other religions which
are of particular interest and which we shall exam-
inein afollowing section.
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Texts concerning Jewish
and Christian dhimmis

A special category of textsis the literature treating
the dhimmisliving in the dar al-islam. If we can see
a certain lingering curiosity in the descriptions of
non-Muslims outside of the dar al-islam, we must
note the marked absence of such a curiosity when
Muslims wrote about Jewish and Christian dhimmizs
living in Islamic territory. We can clearly see that
Muslims wished to carve out a distinct and separate
existence from the dhimmzswhom they tol erated but
fundamentally held in contempt. The presence of the
dhimmis implied social and economic possibilities
but also problems which gave the writings concern-
ing them a pragmatic and utilitarian tendency.

Jews and Christians living in the same town or
countryside as Muslims were not the object of inter-
est or study; their religions were supposed to be suf-
ficiently known. In their unavoidable presence, al
attention was directed to practical matters: taxesthey
must pay, rules of conduct to which they must ad-
here, juridical problemsto be solved, the public order
to be maintained, laudable cases of conversion, and
so on. They were, after all, people who had either
been defeated in battle or who had surrendered in
time, and in either case, they lived under Muslim
political authority and were considered second-class
citizens. Muslims could not help but notice the si-
lent resistance on the part of the dhimmzsto attempts
to convert them and to Muslim political authority;
they were sensitive to any sign of arrogance or re-
bellion. Thusheretical viewswithinthe Muslim com-
munity could easily be ascribed to dhimmi and other
foreign influences which, it was suspected, had in-
filtrated Islam with the entry of the new converts.
There was a noticeable suspicion of Jewish influ-
ences of various kinds, especially in religious mat-
ters. Such influencesin hadith literature were called
isra’tliyyat.

The juridical figh literature about the status and
treatment of dhimmrzs, including relevant fatwas
given to specific problemsthat occurred in the rela-
tions between Muslims and dhimmisisawidefield
of research. It has to be explored not only to know
better how prescriptions about the dhimmis were
developed in the Shari‘a but also to find out what
medieval Muslims knew about the Christian and
Jewish communities, their organization, communal
rules, and customs. Administrators had to know the
dhimmis to be able to impose the dizya on them. A
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special topic isto what extent and how exactly in-
teractions between Muslims and dhimmrs took
place. Apparently, both sides avoided too close
relationships.

Polemical Literature

Polemical literature constitutes another source for
any study of medieval Muslim perceptions of other
religions. The starting point of the large number of
polemical textswritten by medieval Muslim authors
against other religionsisthe fundamental opposition
between 1slam, based on revelation, and other reli-
gions without reliable revelation, and between the
Muslims and other religious communities. This op-
position is stressed over and over again, with regard
to both doctrines and practices; anything essential
that Muslims and non-Muslims might have in com-
mon is omitted.®

Such polemical literature which largely servesto
ascertain one’ sidentity over others, also abundantly
developed between the different schools of thought
within the Muslim community itself. Here we are
primarily concerned, however, with polemics di-
rected against Christianity and Judaism, Zoroastri-
anism or Mazdeism, Manicheism, and other foreign
religions. Thisliterature has been studied already for
its technical arguments, for a better knowledge of
Islamic doctrines, and for itsimpact on medieval |s-
lamic civilization itself. But for our purposesit is of
particular interest in the following respects.

Behind these debates one finds basic positions
and judgments on the Muslim side regarding truth,
positions from where doctrines held to be outside
that truth were denounced, confronted, and refuted.
Throughout the polemical literature we can distin-
guish typical Muslim expressions of truth, often in-
tellectually elaborated with technical precision, spiri-
tually rather dry and narrow but useful for polemical
purposes. Such ideas of truth have had far-reaching
consequences, not only for Muslim eval uations and
judgments of non-Muslims but also for the limits
within which Muslim authorswere able to understand
at al what non-Muslims thought and did, and why.

Viewed from this angle, this literature is disap-
pointing. In the refutations as well asin the various
debates, whichin their written form are mostly ficti-
tious, we almost invariably find stereotyped argu-
ments on both sides rather than a real discussion.
Such arguments mainly function, whether used per-
sonally or communally, to define and strengthen the

position of the community against the opposing
party; thereis no common search, no dialogue. This
literature constitutes a genre in itself, with a clear
tastefor the art of rhetoric and for argumentsthat are
supposed to be convincing through the beauty of their
coherence and suggestive force.

Throughout this medieval polemical literature,
however, we note theinability of theauthorsto grasp
what really moves the non-Muslim believers and to
arrive at what we would presently call understand-
ing others from their own point of view. The level
onwhich theargumentsare carried forth demonstrate
that inthe majority of casesit wasonly doctrinal and
factual issueswhich were seen to have any valueand
which were treated according to established rules.
Thiskind of polemical literature representsalargely
negative dialogue. From another point of view, how-
ever, thisliterature is useful because it throws light
on the cultural and social climate in which the po-
lemic functioned. It certainly played an important
role in the Muslim community’s sense of truth and
self-identity through debate and controversy. Real
knowledge of the other party was of secondary im-
portance; as a rule, such polemical treatises were
hardly read by those to whom they were addressed.
When we look at the polemical literature as a social
phenomenon, the point is not so much the contents
but the occasions on which, the precise reasons why
and aims for which particul ar tracts were written by
particular individuals for specific groups.

One should add that there was amarked tendency
to identify and define oneself in terms of contrasts.
Thistendency is at variance with the other assump-
tion mentioned earlier: theideal that all believersare
deeply united through their belief in the one God and
the existence of a shared, primordial, monotheistic
religion.

Spiritual Religious Texts

Quite opposed to the confrontational texts just de-
scribed are a certain number of what may be called
spiritual texts which offer a mystical, gnostic, or
philosophical interpretation of religions other than
Islam.” Such interpretations remained the privilege
of small religious and philosophical groups, some-
times accused of heresy, who were on a search for
what may be called the universal and who often had
an esoteric character. With the exception of great
mysticslike Ibn a-‘Arabt (1165-1240) and Jalal al-
Din Ramt (1207-1273), they remained outside the



mainstream Muslim community, perhaps because of
their penchant toward universality. With their spiri-
tual inclinations, however, they did little to set forth
areal knowledge of other religions. They mainly
wanted to appropriate tenets of these religions for
their own religious purposes rather than learn about
them for the sake of abetter understanding of people
who were different from themselves.

Four Scholars Concerned with the Study
of Other Religions

Medieval Muslim authors gave some very interest-
ing accounts of other religions, and we shall devote
this section to four which are particularly important.
So far we have traced the major medieval Muslim
distinctions concerning non-Islamic religions, and
the main attitudes taken toward them. We have aso
surveyed the variouskinds of sourcesat our disposal
for the study of medieval Muslim views of other re-
ligions. We shall now look at four medieval Muslim
scholars who studied other religions, three of whom
have acquired a reputation beyond the borders of
Islam itself and may be considered asforerunners of
the modern study of religions.

Ibn Hazm

Ibn Hazm?® was born on the 4th of November, 994 in
Cordoba, Spain. Hewas possibly of Iranian descent;
other sources suggest that he came from afamily of
former Mozarabs and that his great-grandfather had
converted from Christianity to Islam. Hisfather was
wazr to the regent al-Mansir (d. 1002) and to his
son, the hajib al-Muzaffar (d. 1008). Asaresult, Ibn
Hazm received an excellent education and moved
within the highest circles of court and culture. Asa
member of the Moorish aristocracy and a fervent
partisan of the Spanish Umayyad caliphate, a diffi-
cult and uncertain time began for him with the tur-
bulent political situation after 1008, culminating in
thefall of the caliphatein 1031. After spending some
timein prison and asarefugee on Mgjorca, I|bn Hazm
retired to hisfamily estate where he devoted himsel f
to scholarship and writing. He died on the 15th of
August, 1064. Ibn Hazm was hated by the ulama’
because of hisviolent attacks on the traditional reli-
gious authorities of the Ash‘art school of kalamand
on al four recognized madhahib of law; he himself
was a Zahiri. With his polemical writings he made
himself many enemies and asaresult hisworks—he
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was said to have left about 400 works written on
about 80,000 |eaves—were publicly burnedin Seville.
Much was thus | ost to us forever.

Ibn Hazm must have had a strong and sensitive
personality and an immense erudition with wide
horizons. Hiswas an exceedingly sharp intelligence
which was directed, in an original and fearless way,
toward what he held to be true according to logic and
Zahirt interpretation of religioustexts, that isto say,
taking the literal meaning of texts. Besides being a
theologian, jurist, and politician, Ibn Hazm was also
a writer of essays and a poet—author of the well-
known Tawq al-hamama (“The Neckring of the
Dove”)—and polemicist. He had an immense thirst
for knowledge. His convictions and his theology
challenged the religious thinking of his time. With
hisimmense knowledge, his superior mind, and last
but not least, his passionate temperament, whether
in love or in hatred, Ibn Hazm remained a man of
incredibleintellectual courage, lonely in hisintellec-
tual and spiritual wrestling and isolated within his
society.

The famous work on religions written by Ibn
HazmishisKitab al-fisal (or: al-fadl) fz 1-milal wa-
1-ahwa’ wa- 1-nihal® which he started to write most
likely between 1027 and 1030. It consists of two
parts. one about non-Muslim religions, the other about
Muslim sects. It aso contains a special refutation of
the Scriptures of Judaism and Chri stianity—probably
a second work, inserted later into this book—which
may be called aforerunner of modern Bible criticism.
What interests us here in particular is thefirst part of
thebook, sinceit containsasystematic description and
arefutation of the religions outside Islam which Ibn
Hazm knew, treated in alogical order.

In his introduction, Ibn Hazm indicates how
highly he esteems reason. Subsequently, he applies
this reason to what he considers to be the six princi-
pal formsof philosophical and religiousthought. We
mention them here since they giveagood ideaof 1bn
Hazm'’ s strict reasoning.

First, there is the skepticism of the sophists who
deny all truth, saying there can be no positive, real
truth. However, that statement itself has been ac-
cepted by them as “truth.”

Second, there is the atheism of certain philoso-
phers who do indeed recognize the existence of real
truth but who deny the existence of God; they believe
in the eternity of the world.

Third, there are those philosopherswho recognize
the existence of God. God is Lord in their opinion,
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but he is not the creator of the world. Hence they
affirm both a God and an eternal world.

Thesethreeformsof thought deny the foundation
of religion, and Ibn Hazm attempts to refute their
false propositions and wrong assumptions about the
world and God logically.

Fourth, there are the polytheists who do indeed
admit that there is truth and that the world may not
be eternal but created, but they accept more than one
Lord of theworld. Included inthisgroup are also the
supposedly polytheistic Christians. Ibn Hazm triesto
prove that the idea of number cannot be applied to
the idea of God, since the two ideas represent two
orders of reality which are incompatible. He turns
himself then to the task of refuting the main doctrines
of Christianity: the trinity, the incarnation, and
Christ’s divinity. He thus upholds monotheism.

Fifth, there are those monotheists who, like the
rationalists and those whom he callsthe “ Brahmans®
(barahima), accept truth, look at theworld as created,
and recognize one God as creator and Lord, but who
do not want to speak of prophetic revelation. Ibn
Hazm attempts to show the necessity of divine rev-
elation with special referenceto therole of the proph-
ets. There are three prophetic religions: Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam. The question still remains,
however, asto which isthetrue one. Before he starts
answering this question, however, Ibn Hazm refers
to some special formsof religion: belief in thetrans-
migration of souls, astrology, magic, animism, and
so on. He also discusses the philosophical doctrine
of time and space being eternal like God and theidea
that the celestial sphere, in itself eternal and differ-
ent from God, determinesthe world. Such doctrines,
in hisview, are contrary to monotheism itself.

Sixth and last, there are the monotheists who ac-
cept truth, who take the world to be created, who
recognize God as Lord and creator of theworld, and
who also accept prophetic revelation. These are the
Jews and the anti-Trinitarian Christians, but they are
limited in that they only accept certain prophets. Ibn
Hazm then tries to refute their views: since they do
not recognize a continuous chain of prophets, they
havelost thedivinerevelationin its completeness as
it manifested itself in the course of history. The con-
tradictionsin their Scripturesareimportant proofs of
their deficiency; moreover, these monothei stic Scrip-
tures have been definitively abrogated, according to
Ibn Hazm'’s reading of the Qur’an. In his refutation
of the revelatory character of the Old and New Tes-
tament texts, Ibn Hazm applies a vehement internal

textual criticism to the Bible and refutes any claim
to “revelation” made by Jews and Christians. Hence
only Islam remainsasthe onetrue prophetic religion.
To complete his case, Ibn Hazm also refutes Chris-
tian objections to Islam.

Besides the literalism in which Ibn Hazm con-
fronts the texts, it is striking to see the nearly com-
plete absence of any historical treatment in the Kitab
al-fisal. The author pays no attention to the origin and
riseof religiousideasor to the historical devel opment
of thereligions he writes about. Heis uniquely con-
cerned with the doctrinal base and contents of the
religions he discusses.

After having given a descriptive rendering of the
doctrines of areligion, hetakesafundamentally criti-
cal stancein his polemical writing and appliesatruly
“modern” scriptural criticism to the sacred texts of
that religion, in particular Judaism and Christianity.
Hethus demonstrates an extraordinary critical sense
which he combines with athorough skepticism about
all religionsoutside of Iam. Hisbrilliant intelligence,
which at times takes the shape of hard rationalism, is
applied to refuting not only intellectual mistakes and
indifference to truth but also popular credulity and
superstition, as well as false religious authorities.

Ibn Hazm had great influence on later Muslim
polemicists against Judaism and Christianity; his
arguments, especially in refuting therevel atory char-
acter and authority of the Bible, have been repeated
again and again. He was answered by his contempo-
rary Ibn al-Nagrila (933-1056) who waswazr at the
timein Granadaand much later by Salomo Ibn Adret
(d. 1310), both belonging to the Jewish community.
Inreturn he gave acrushing rebuttal of 1bn al-Nagrila,
which approaches what would be called today anti-
Semitic vehemency.

Al-Birant

Al-Birani’® was born on the 4th of September, 973,
in a suburb (brrazn) of Kath, capital of Khwarizm,
south of Lake Aral. He descended from an Iranian
family from the border area between the Iranian
world and the steppe inhabited by Turkic nomads.
Here helived and worked for thefirst 15 yearsof his
life. From about 988 onward he worked for a num-
ber of yearsin Jurjan, south of the Caspian Sea, ina
region of ancient Iranian culture, where he was at-
tached to the court of the Ziyarid sultan Qabas ibn
Wushmagir. He carried out a correspondence with
Ibn Sina (980-1037) in Bukhara.



Here he wrote a lengthy work of fundamental
importance on theinstitutions of ancient peoplesand
religions, the Kitab al-athar al-bagiya ‘an al-qurin
al-khaliya.** Al-Biruni returned to Khwarizm before
1008, where he worked for seven years at the court
of the khwarizmshah Aba ‘I-’Abbas Maman b.
Ma man.

However, calamity struck after the khwarizmshah
was assassinated in 1016-1017, and the country was
conquered by sultan Mahmud of Ghazna. In the year
1017 a-Birant wastaken as a prisoner or hostage to
Ghaznain Sijistan. A few yearslater the sultan took
a-B1runt with him on his conqueststo India, and left
him somewhere in northwest India (now Pakistan)
for anumber of yearsin acapacity whichisunknown.
During these years, al-Birunt sought to get to know
the country where he was living and became well
acquainted with it, but he probably traveled no fur-
ther than Lahore. It seemsthat he received consider-
able instruction from Hindu pandits and may have
learned some Sanskrit. In these years he wrote his
Kitab ta7kh al-Hind? which wasfinished in the year
1030, shortly before the death of sultan Mahmad.
Thisfamous work which was to make him immortal
appeared anonymously and, contrary to the customs
of the time, was not dedicated to anyone. This may
indicate a tense relationship between al-Birant and
Mahmud of Ghazna under whose patronage he
worked. In the same year al-Birani a so finished the
great astronomical calendar-study which immortal-
ized himasascientist, the Kitab al-ganiin al-Mas udi
fi 1-hay’awa- 1-nujazm.®® Thisbook was dedicated to
Mahmad’ s son and successor, sultan Mas‘ad whois
mentioned in the title.

As a result of his reconciliation with sultan
Masud, al-Birant was allowed to return to Ghazna
where he wrote a number of works, apparently un-
troubled by further difficulties. When he died some
time after 1050, most likely in Ghazna, he left be-
hind some 180 works, of which 20 concerned India,
including several trangl ations of Sanskrit works. Abu
Rayhan al-Birant must be considered an intellectual
geniusin the history of mankind. In the Muslim tra-
dition he carries the honorific title of al-ustadh, the
Master.

The Kitab ta’rrkh al-Hind, with which we are
concerned here, is a unique attempt on the part of a
Muslim scholar to become acquainted with a com-
pletely different culture and worldview on the basis
of personal observations, questions, and the study of
Sanskrit texts. Out of the 80 chapters of the book, 10
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deal with religion and philosophy, 14 with festivals
and folklore, 6 with literature and the study of metres
in poetry, 14 with geography and cosmography, no
fewer than 31 with chronology and astronomy (which
was the scholar’ s proper field), and 4 with astrology
among the Hindus. Chapter 10, for instance, treats
the source of theHindu “Law” and the Indian “ proph-
ets’; chapter 11, the beginning of polytheism with a
description of different statues of deities; chapter 63,
the Brahmins and their way of life; chapter 64, the
rites and customs of the lower castes. In the book no
fewer than 35 Sanskrit sources are used in addition
to adescription of different aspects of Hindu culture
and a survey of theological and philosophical doc-
trines. The work remained unknown for along time
but hasfortunately been discovered and made acces-
sible in a text edition and an English translation of
Eduard C. Sachau.

What is of special interest to us are a-Biruni’s
empirical investigations into Indian culture.** Dur-
ing his probably forced residencein India, al-Birant
apparently did not enjoy any specia protection on
Sultan Mahmad' s part. His own misery, caused by
Mahmaud, may have made him sympathetic to Hin-
dus who, as is well known, received an extremely
harsh treatment from Mahmud who had destroyed a
number of sanctuaries. Since al-Biruni had come
with the conquerors, however, he must have been
suspect among the Indians and his relationship with
Hindu scholars may have remained cool, notwith-
standing hisfriendly intentions. Since, moreover, he
could not go to thereal centers of Hindu scholarship
in Benares and Kashmir, a-Birant had to be content
with theinformation given by those people whom he
could meet and question.*> Neverthel ess, his personal
curiosity and his own fascination with India, espe-
cially its philosophy and its latent monotheism be-
hind a pal pable polythei sm, enabled him to overcome
many obstacles and led him to remarkable results.

Al-Birant’ s method is neither apol ogetic nor po-
lemical but rather observing and descriptive. He re-
mains at a distance from the material and does not
identify himself withit. Hisaimis, ashe statesin the
Introduction to his book, to render what Hindus
themselveswrote or personally told him, sothatitis
not he himself who describes doctrines, behavior, and
Sanskrit renderings but rather those with whom he
was in contact. Each chapter sets forth the problem
of the subject treated along with the Hindus' doc-
trines and opinions and al-Birant’s own observa-
tions. Severa of the early chapters contain references
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to ancient Greek and Saft concepts and practices
which al-Birani compares to their Indian counter-
parts with the purpose of clarifying Indian practices
and making them more comprehensible.

One can observein a-Birant himself two differ-
ent sets of values. On the one hand, he stresses the
superiority of Islam in matters such as the equality
of al men versus the inequality of the caste system
which he finds reprehensible. He emphasizes the
virtues of the personal law contained in the Shari‘a
in opposition to the Hindu law, and the cleanliness
and moderation of Muslims in comparison with the
unclean customs he found among the Hindus. On the
other hand, throughout his description of India a-
Biruni significantly depreciatesthe Arabs. He affirms
especially that the Arabs who destroyed the ancient
Iranian culture were no better than the Zoroastrian
Iranians and had customs which were no better than
the Hindu ones. He must have been proud to be of
Iranian stock.

Prominent traits of al-Birant are his spirit of dis-
covery, his scholarly curiosity, the clear and open
way in which he expresses himself and his respect
for truth. It isthisrespect for truth which promptshim
to unmask cheating and swindling, to separate chaff
from wheat, and continually to appeal to logic, rea-
son, and the laws of nature. In his study of Hindu-
ism there are elements that have become fundamen-
tal in present-day studies of religions, especiadly in
thetask of acquiring correct information and attempt-
ing to render the given information more comprehen-
sible by means of comparison.

Alessandro Bausani offered somevaluablecritical
remarkson al-Birant’ sview of Indiaand itsunavoid-
ablelimitations.*¢ HecallsAl-Birant’ sapproach static,
rather theoretical, and bookish. Al-Birant overstresses
the asymmetry and the lack of order of the Hindus,
particularly in their spiritual life. He seesthe Hindu
world as simply the reversed image of the Muslim
world and discernsasort of “perversity” inthe Hindu
mind, leading to adisharmoniousworldview of unity,
which for him is nothing but muddled confusion.

What al-Birant did not see was the more imper-
sonal character of the Hindu divinities as compared
to the more personal character of the Semitic divin-
ity. With his rational mind, al-Birant did not have
much feeling for the meaning of symbolsfor Hindus
and pantheists; in fact, he was rather insensitive to
symbolism in general. Al-Birant also did not per-
celvethat Hinduism, ascompared with Semitic ISlam,
accentuates knowledge more than behavior and ac-

tion, and fundamental philosophy more than basic
religious feeling and emotions. Being himself an
intellectual, hewas struck by Hindu popular religion;
he did not and could not have an open mind for the
positive valuesof nonliterate peopleand their religion.

According to Bausani, the following assumptions
aretypical of al-Birant and hisview and description
of India

1. Theexistenceof acommon fitra (innatereligious
disposition) among all mankind and all civiliza-
tions, implying a certain natural theology.

2. The stress on faith in one and the same God, in
connection with the common fitra; this faith
also demonstrates the link between Islam and
Hinduism.

3. The predominant idea of an impersonal and
philosophical God asit was developed in Greek
philosophical speculation. Hence al-Birant' sir-
ritation with illiterate, sensuousfolk religion and
anthropomorphic gods; he offers a euhemeristic
explanation of polytheism, deducing it from the
veneration of human beings, and he embodies
traditional Semitic antipantheistic views.

4. Thedesire to reconcile on the highest level the
thought of the Brahmins with al-Birani’'s own
philosophy; this also contributes to the sharp
distinction he makes between popular religion
and philosophy.

5. A typical rationality to be found in his elabora-
tion of certain concepts and in hisideathat true
religion cannot be contrary to reason. Conse-
quently, he was not only unable to see the posi-
tive aspects of nonrational popular religion, but
he alsojudged the Hindu mind asirrational, per-
verse, and arbitrary.

6. A certain empiricism based on an elementary
notion of common sense. Thispreventsal-Birant
from being on the spiritual wavelength of the
ideal and of metaphysics.

7. A basic philosophical orientation and a funda-
mental Sif1 grounding. Thismakesitimpossible
for a-Birant to grasp the real contrast between
Islam and Hinduism.

These various observationsmakeit clear that alsoin
al-Birant’ s scholarly work, which rises so far above
the work of other medieval scholars in this field, a
definite set of Muslim normsand valuesremains pal -
pable. Nevertheless, his attitude toward other reli-
gions betrays an openness and inquisitiveness that
testify to amodern mind in search of universal truth,
living in medieval Muslim civilization.

Franz Rosenthal draws attention to some other
general viewscontained ina-Birant sIndia.r’ First,



al-Birant thought that Indian civilization, though
different from Greek civilization, was comparableto
it and that both had been in agreement in the distant
past. He believed that therewas abasic original unity
of higher civilization, and he wanted to open the eyes
of educated Muslimsto Indian culture besides Greek
science and philosophy.

Second, al-Birant held that both in Indiaand in
Greece there had been and still were philosophers
who, through their power of thought and reason, ar-
rived at the truth of the one God which, on a philo-
sophical level, corresponds with the basic message
brought by al prophets.

Third, he contended that this kind of universal
monotheistic thought is only within reach of the lit-
erate elite, the khawass; on the contrary, theilliter-
ate masses, the ‘awamm not only outside but also
within Islam, tend to give way to the innate human
inclination toward idolatry.

Fourth, as a consequence, al-Birant extended his
affirmation of God’ s universality to the point where
he contended that Greeks and Hindus also knew of
God as the One. Through mystical experience they
sought spiritual unification (ittihad) leading, beyond
scholarly knowledge, to thetrue insight of the mind.

Arthur Jeffery and W. Montgomery Watt ana-
lyzed a-Birant’s contribution to the study of reli-
gions as a scholarly discipline taking religions as
subjects of empirical research.®

Al-Shahrastan?

Al-Shahrastani®® was born in 1086 in Shahrastan, a
town in Khurasan, on the fringes of the desert near
Khwarizm. After having finished his studies in
Nisabar he continued to live in his home town. The
only interruption wasthe hajj which he accomplished
intheyear 1116, after which he stayed for threeyears
in Bagdad. He then returned to Shahrastan where he
lived until his death in 1153. He left several works
of atheological nature as well as his famous Kitab
al-milal wal-nihal® which he wrote around 1125,
ten years after his return from Bagdad.
Al-Shahrastant must have been a pleasant per-
son, irreproachable in hisway of life and endowed
with an excellent, albeit perhaps not very original
mind. Although an Ash‘art theologian, he appears
to have sympathized with Isma‘il1 ideas for a cer-
tain time. It is known that he, unlike many of his
colleagues, had littleinterest injuridical questions.
On the other hand, he was a talented author with a
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clear and readable style. He is said to have had a
thirst for knowledge.

What hewritesin hisKitab al-milal wal-nihal is
for the most part a presentation of what was already
known at the time but he does it objectively, with-
out a consciously apologetic attitude. As he himself
states, hispresentation is“without hatred against the
one, and without preference for the other.” He used
existing sources without giving further specification;
he chose his materials with care and sought to clas-
sify them appropriately. Hewas especially concerned
with describing doctrines and systems. The book
presents practically no history, indication of histori-
cal data or biographical details of people.

TheKitab al-milal wal-nihal consistsof two parts.
Thefirst part treats peoplewith areligion, that is, those
who havereceived arevelation. They are, for the most
part, sects within Islam and then those non-Muslims
who possess Scriptures and who are recognized as
such by Islam, mainly Jewsand Christians. Thosewho
have a doubtful or even falsified scripture like the
Zoroastrians and the Manicheans are al so mentioned.
The second part treats people who have no “revealed
religion,” that is, people “who follow their own incli-
nations’ (ahl al-ahwa’). Thefirst arethe Sabianswho
venerate stars and spiritual beings; exceptionaly, al-
Shahrastant includes a religious dialogue between a
Muslim and a Sabian. Second, there are the philoso-
phers who constitute by and large the greater part of
the ahl al-ahwa’. Third, there are the polytheists: the
pre-Islamic Arabs as well as the Hindus (Brahmins,
Vaishnavas, and Shaivas), the Buddhists, the star- and
idol-worshippers, aswell as some more philosophers.

Aspreviously stated, the book isacompilation of
existing knowledge. Therearises, therefore, the prob-
lem of al-Shahrastant’s sources, which has been
much discussed and to which different solutionshave
been proposed. However, the problem has not yet
been adequately solved, largely because certain prob-
able sourcesno longer exist. Curioudly, a-Birant was
apparently unknown to al-Shahrastani. Consequently,
on first sight the book amounts to a patchwork of
existing fragmentswritten by othersearlier and then
rounded off and polished into a self-contained sur-
vey. On second sight, however, there is a certain
systeminit, as was shown by Bruce B. Lawrence.®
By applying certain models in his descriptions al-
Shahrastant rehabilitates the Indian religions.

It isno accident that al-Shahrastant treats Sabian-
isn?? in the second part of hisbook, where the Indian
religions are treated also. For him, it servesasakind
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of “model” for asort of religion that is situated, so to
say, between monotheism and polytheism. Sabianism
would have been an ancient religion and there have
been varieties of it, like the ancient Sabians them-
selves, the Greek Sabians, the Indian Sabians, and the
later Sabians in Harran. Al-Shahrastant considers
the Sabians to have been originally the followers of
theancient “prophet” Hermes (Ar. ‘Adhiman), aHel-
lenistic revelatory figure whom Muslims later identi-
fied with the Qur’anic Idris (standing for Enoch). The
Sabiansthen abandoned | dris’ (‘Adhiman’s) prophetic
teaching of the one God. They constituted a particu-
lar kind of deviation from true monotheism, besides
the well-known deviations held by the Zoroastrians,
Jews, and Christians. The Qur’an mentionsindeed the
Sabians(2:59, 5:73, 22:17) in apositive sense besides
the Christians, the Jews and a so the Zoroastrians. By
presenting Indian religion asaform of themoreor less
admissible Sabianism, al-Shahrastant triesto ‘ rehabili-
tate’ agreat deal of Hindu thought and religion.

The information which al-Shahrastani provides
about the dualists (Zoroastrians and Manicheans) is
especially interesting. The lively debate with the
Sabians, who are portrayed according to the doctrines
which used to be attributed to them, is also interest-
ing. The author has a rather good knowledge of
Christian doctrines.?® He gives a fair treatment of
Buddhism about which Muslim communities at the
time could not have known much.

He al so speaks about the existence of “leaves’ of
revelation which Ibrahimissupposed to havereceived
and which would have been the common root of the
religionsof the Sabiansand Zoroastrians. Theseleaves
were then lost, which consequently necessitated the
later revelation to Muhammad. On the other hand, al-
Shahrastant does not tell much about the Jews, and he
israther brief in his discussion of the Isma‘ilisin the
section on the Islamic sects.

The organization of the book fulfills certain es-
thetic and literary criteria. The author, who wrote
also several important theological treatises, was evi-
dently concerned to provide basic information about
non-Muslim religionsand Muslim sectsto hisMus-
lim readers. The book has become a classic and is
still considered by many Muslims as a basic source
of information.

Abi 1-Ma‘alt
Littleisknown about Abu ‘I-Ma‘alt’ s life. Hisfam-
ily came from Balkh and he was a contemporary of

Nasir-i Khusraw (d. between 1072 and 1077). Abt
‘I-Ma‘alt wrote hisKitab bayan al-adyan® in theyear
1092 in Ghazna during the reign of Sultan Mas‘ad
[11 (1089-1099), also called ‘Ala’ al-Dawla.

The Kitab bayan al-adyan is the earliest work in
Persian about religions and sects. It is small, it has
an abrupt literary style and it lacks abalanced struc-
ture. It was probably written for didactic purposes
and meant for nonspecialized readers. In its short
description of the major religions and sects it only
offerstheir main lines. The occasion which gaverise
to thewriting of the book isnot quite clear; there are
only hints as to its origin and am. In his introduc-
tion the author refersto a discussion, which suppos-
edly took place in a prince’s court, about various
religions and sects and in which the well-known
hadzth concerning the existence of 73 Islamic sects
is referred to. The author alludes to the fact that in
thisworld it is mandatory to obey those who are in
power. He then mentions that an advantage of his
book is that it informs the Sunnis of the arguments
of their adversaries and, hence, makes their refuta-
tion possible. The Sunnis will then see that they
themsel ves made the right choice so that their under-
standing and their self-assurance will increase.

Thebook itself consists of five chapters. Thefirst
chapter treats the idea of God and the universal be-
lief in a Creator who bears different names. This
chapter, which readslikeaMuslim theological tract,
throwslight ontheway inwhich Aba ‘|-Ma‘al1 treats
his subject matter and which distinguishes him from
al-Birant and al-Shahrastant and, to alesser extent,
Ibn Hazm. It ends with the remark that most people
believein aCreator and that they all—eachin hisown
|language—recognize the almighty unique God under
one special name which they call upon in times of
misery. “This is the greatest proof of the existence
of God,” the author concludes, leaving aside the
proofs given in Islamic theology.

The second chapter treats those religions which
preceded Islam and which, characteristically, werein
contradictionwith oneanother. Theancient Arabshead
the first list, followed by the Greek philosophers, the
Jews, the Christians, the Zoroastrians, the Mazdakites,
and the Manicheans. The idolaters are treated in the
second place; a commentary on the origin of idolatry
precedes discussions of the Hindus, who are highly
praised for their refinement and wisdom; the Sabians;
the Qarmatians and Zindigs (Manicheans) who deny
theexistence of aCreator; and finally the Sophists, who
put waking on a par with dreaming.



Thelast three chapters, which are of lessinterest
here, successively treat the hadith of the 73 Islamic
sects, as well as certain extremist attitudes which
consider man as God or as prophet.

Abu ‘|-M&’al1 uses available sources, but uncriti-
caly; therearein hisbook someincorrect quotations
from a-Birani. One should therefore be cautiousin
assessing Aba ‘I-Ma‘alt sremarks about non-Muslim
religions. The best section of the book seems to be
that which deals with the Shi‘a, in particular the
Imamiya or Twelvers. This suggests that Aba ‘I-
Ma‘alt may have been a Twelver Shi‘i himself for at
least apart of hislife.

Throughout the book the influence of Islamic
normsand values can befelt intheway, for example,
in which non-1slamic religions are classified. The
author’ sopenness can be seenin hisreadinessto offer
information, without scholarly pretensions, about
other religionsand about | slamic sectsto hiscontem-
poraries. What is unique about thework isthat it was
writtenin Persian, asearly asthe end of the eleventh
century.

The Interest of These Four Scholars
in Other Religions

L ooking back on the four authorsjust described, we
may conclude that with the exception of a-Birant
they treated the non-Muslim religionsin connection
with the Islamic sects. For the most part these de-
scriptionswerefollowed by atheological discussion,
whether it be in the form of a polemic or of a sepa-
rate treatise of kalam.

It isfair to say that none of the books discussed
were written exclusively for the sake of knowledge
of thereligionin question. Thereligionisput within
an interpretative framework and the author drawshis
conclusions with the aim of somehow distinguish-
ing good from bad. In view of this, he may either
describe such religions as being fundamentally dif-
ferent from Islam and establish abarrier against their
possibleinfiltrationinto Islam; for example, through
sects advocating heretical doctrines. Or he may pay
attention to previous revelations which are held to
be at the basis of these religions. He may even give
an interpretation of the fact that humanity is appar-
ently always inclined to be religious. He may then
justify hisinterpretation with accepted theol ogical or
philosophical doctrines.

It is important to notice the different ways in
which these four authorsusereason in their study and
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presentation: in order to systematize religious doc-
trinesfrom anormative point of view, to comparethat
whichislessknown with that which isbetter known,
or simply for purposes of classification. The use of
reason as an instrument of inquiry prevents them
from spiritualizing their study of other religions. It
keeps them within the limits of reason and experi-
ence, eschewing mystical, gnostic, and speculative
tendencies. This view of reason seemsto meto bea
firm point of departurein the study of other religions
and comparative religion in general.

Questions

Several questions arise in connection with the work
of thefour scholars mentioned previously, and these
are also relevant to the study of religion in general.
One of these questionsiswhether or not a particular
scholar appreciates the presence of more than one
world-view positively. That is to say, whether he
accepts the fact that there are several waysto inter-
pret life, reality, and the world, and that other cul-
tures and “worlds” exist apart from the one into
which he was born.

As a matter of fact, in two of the four cases ex-
amined here, that isto say Ibn Hazm and al-B1rant,
the biographies show alife of reversals, under po-
litical and other pressures, aswell asan involvement
in broader intellectual and religious currents of
thought. The societies in which these two scholars
wereworking and writing were strongly influenced
by political calamities, conflicting ideologies, or
even foreign domination, which tried to eliminate
the established order often in a radical way. Dur-
ing their lifetimes these scholars were exposed
to other cultures and religions. This could be due
to a number of factors: they may have lived in
the border areas of a higher civilization; they may
personally have met people of other religions and
convictions; they may have lived near the remains
of ancient pre-Islamic civilizations; and they may
have been sent into exile or otherwise discovered
the existence of other religious societies besides
Islam.

| contend that in the case of Ibn Hazm and al-
Birant we are not only dealing with asimple broad-
ening of their mental and spiritual horizons. Their
own life stories brought about areal break with the
past for them, and perhaps even a separation from
their own society. This break confronted them with
different ways of life, as well as different world-
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viewsand “life-worlds.” Itis precisely such abreak
or separation with atraditionally given world, with
amoreor |ess self-evident and even absol utized cul -
ture and religion, which was conducive to these
thinkers' experiencing a new “real” world. This al-
lowed for the discovery of the existence of adiver-
sity of human ways of life, world-views and “life-
worlds’—that is to say plurality—within the one
given “rea” world.

Such discoveriesof coursetook placeinthe Mus-
lim world aswell as elsewhere, but further intellec-
tual developments that could arise from them were
hampered in the former case, unfortunately, and the
discoveries apparently bore no intellectual or social
fruits. One of the reasons may have been theideathat
Islam was anyhow at the climax of thereligious his-
tory of mankind. Why bother about other religions
at all? Another reason may have been the presence
of authoritarian regimeswhich did not encouragefree
inquiry in sensitive domains. Another reason again
may have been the fact that |slam became identified
with aparticular Sunnt or Shi‘t orthodoxy which ex-
cluded a plurality of ways of life, world-views, and
religions. It would seem fair to say that the establish-
ment of institutionalized Sunnism or Shi‘ism espe-
cially in education meant the end of areal interestin
other religions. Thiswasonly to awaken againinthe
twentieth century.

Another question that arises from the analysis of
the work of these and other Muslim scholars of the
period, is that of the general extent of medieval
Musliminterest in other religions. It seemsthat inthe
heyday of medieval 1slamic civilization there was a
definite interest in religions other than Islam and in
religious history. This interest, however, seems to
have remained extremely circumscribed. When Greek
philosophy, medicine and scienceswere studied, they
were useful for the Muslim community. The study
of religions in itself could not, however, be seen as
something very useful for Islam and the Muslim com-
munity, except for apologetic or polemical purposes.
The very existence of other religious communities
which absolutized their truths and doctrines contra-
dicted the claims of superiority of the Muslim com-
munity and the absol utization of itstruth and its des-
tiny intheworld. Under such conditionsthe members
of the community claiming superiority will not bother
about other religions. And any universal interest
which goes beyond their own community and world
will remain confined to afew persons.

Deeper Questions

One may also look for deeper causes at the root of
the more limited Muslim interest in other religions
since the thirteenth century. Two lines of reasoning
are possible. According to thefirst one, one can ask
oneself whether thereissomethinginlslamitself, as
a dernier venu amongst the world religions, that
could explain a certain insensitivity with regard to
other religious orientations besides the Islamic one,
and this particularly in regard to certain aspects of
inner life. Could certain Islamic tenets be prohibitive
of aninterest in other religions? One can think of the
defense of what is dueto God, the notion of religion
asaprescriptive system of divine origin, the convic-
tion of the privileged role and mundane power of the
Muslim community on earth, perhaps even the Is-
lamic conception of “revelation” itself as contained
forever in one single book. By looking at theway in
which Islamis conceived as areligion, and how it it
isseen to convey religious meanings, one may try to
find at least a partial explanation of the decline of
Muslim interest in other religions after having been
ahead of Christianity in this respect.

According to the second line of reasoning, onecan
ask oneself whether an explanation for the limited
Musliminterestin other religionsbesides|slam since
the thirteenth century could not be found in the pre-
vailing historical and social conditions. In fact, asa
rule alack of interest with regard to other religions
isto befound in al religious traditions. In the case
of Europe, we can refer to the extremely limited in-
terest on the part of the Christiansin other religions
prior to the eighteenth century. Before the nineteenth
century, Jewish interest in other religions was also
minimal. For the Europeans, the historical and social
conditions before the Enlightenment, including the
Wars of Religion, blocked the discovery and the
study of religions as a worthy subject of investiga-
tion. Due to a number of circumstances, the medi-
eval and pre-Enlightenment period in the Muslim part
of theworld seemsto have lasted for alonger period
than in Europe and consequently the interest in an
empirical study of other religions was delayed.

We shall now describe the way in which medi-
eval Muslim authors perceived the main religions of
thetime, dealing first with their views of the so-called
non-Biblical religionsand later with their perceptions
of Christiantity and Judaism. We must leave out a
treatment of the way in which Muslims of the medi-



eval period wrote about world history,? other great
religions like the Chinese religions,? religions from
the ancient past of which monumentsremained,? the
pre-Islamic religion of Arabia,® and literate or
nonliterate religions known through travelers.

Views on and didgments
of Foecific Religions

Nonbiblical Religions

In addition to the biblical religions, Christianity and
Judaism, that will betreated in the next section, Islam
encountered some major nonbiblical religionsin the
Medieval period.3t

Buddhism

It has become clear from recent studies® that only a
few medieval Muslim authors knew about Buddhist
doctrines, and then only fragmentarily. Buddhism as
such on the whole remained outside the horizon of
Islam, since there were only a few direct contacts.®
Ibn al-Nadim (wrote 377/987) deals with the per-
son of the Buddha and some of his teachings,* al-
Shahrastant (d. 548/1153) is aware of a distinction
between the Buddha (al-Budd),* whom he compares
with the figure of al-Khidr in Islam, and a Bod-
hisattva (Budhasf). When treating the Buddhists
(ashab al-bidada), he pays attention to their appear-
ance in India and to their ethical doctrines.®® Al-
Iranshahrt (end 3rd/9th c.) must have given details
of Buddhist cosmology which have been lost but
which were used by a-Birani (d. after 442/1150),%
and the author of the Kitab al-bad’wa-tarzkh (writ-
ten around 355/966) deal swith the Buddhist doctrine
of transmigration.® Itisonly Kamala Shri’ saccount
of Buddhism, which forms part of the end of the
Jami “ at-tawarzkh (World history of Rashid al-D1n)
(d. 718/1318), that presents an overall view of Bud-
dhism, and thiswaswritten by a Buddhist and shows
many legendary features.® It isstriking that al-Birant
does not pay much attention to Buddhismin his ex-
tensivedescription of Indian religion and philosophy;
it probably had largely disappeared from northern
India by the end of the eleventh century.

Ibn al-Nadim calls Budhasf the prophet of the
Sumaniyya, a word derived from the Sanskrit ’sra-
mana, in the meaning of ‘ Buddhist monks'.*° These
Sumaniyyaare described by Muslim authors as hav-
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ing constituted the ancient religion of Eastern Asia
before the coming of the revealed prophetical reli-
gionshere—that isto say, in Iran before Zarathustra' s
appearance, in ancient India, and in China. Asapar-
alel to this, the religion of the Chaldeans was be-
lieved to have constituted the ancient religion of
Western Asia, before the coming of the reveal ed pro-
phetical religions there; the Harranians in northern
M esopotamiawere thought to be thelast descendants
of these ancient Chaldeans. This is for instance re-
ported by a-Khwarizmi (d. 387/997) and al-Birant
(d. after 442/1050). In other words, the Sumaniyyiin
and Khaldaniyyin were held to have been the ancient
idolatersin the East and the West, respectively, be-
fore the appearance of the prophets, and Buddhism
as Sumaniyya was considered to have been the an-
cient idolatrous religion of the Eastern people.*
Themain practice and doctrines of the Sumaniyya
as reported by medieval Muslim authors were their
worship of idols, their belief in the eternity of the
world, their particular cosmology (implying, for in-
stance, that the earth is falling into a void and that
theworld periodically goesunder and isreborn), and
the doctrine of the transmigration of souls (tanasukh
al-arwah). Most interesting in this connection, how-
ever, is the idea that the Sumaniyya were skeptics,
denying the validity of reasoning (nazar) and logi-
cal inference (istidlal). In kalamthose who deny rea-
son, themu ‘attila, are consequently called Sumaniyya.
Sincethereal Buddhists, asiswell known, did not
reject reasoning at al, we have an example here of a
basi c mechanism which we also meet in other cases.
In scholastic theology (kalam), a particular meta-
physical position that is refuted as being contrary to
Islamisoften projected upon aspecific, lesser known
group of non-Muslims. This was done not because
they were known to hold thisdoctrinein redlity (rea
knowledge was lacking) but simply in order to as-
cribe a heretical doctrine to a particular group of
outsiders. In this way the mu ‘attila were called the
Sumaniyyaof Islam. This particular way of locating
wrong doctrines implies a particular way of ‘judg-
ing’ non-Muslims without seeking to know them.
After al, therea doctrine of the Sumaniyyawasvery
different from that of the Muslim mu ‘attila.

Hinduism

Medieval Islam was better informed about Hinduism
than about Buddhism, because of the gradual occu-
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pation of parts of northwest and north Indiafirst by
Arab and then by Turkish conquestswhich led to the
spread of Islam.*? This becomes clear from the way
inwhich Indiaisregarded in historical works, travel
accounts, and geographical and general encyclope-
dical works, aswell asin works of kalaminsofar as
they have reached us.** Themain issuesdiscussed in
connection with religion in India were the doctrine
of transmigration of souls (tanasukh al-arwah), idol
worship (e.g., several reports existed on a famous
statue in Multan), the caste system, and some pecu-
liar Indian doctrines and practices which struck the
Muslims, such asthe extreme asceticism of the yogis
and, at the husband’ s cremation, the burning of wid-
ows and slaves. Only in afew cases, however, can
we speak of an appreciation of Indian religion based
on actual study and knowledge.

The celebrations of the millenary of a-Birant's
birth in 362/973 have attracted new attention to his
work, including his book on India. Apart from the
valuable information contained in it, especialy in
view of thetimeat which it waswritten, itisasplen-
did case of what may be called a top-level Muslim
perception of another religion and culture and has
attracted attention from different sides.*

Another view and appreciation of Indian religions
wasgiven by al-Shahrastant (d. 548/1153) ahundred
years later. Al-Shahrastant treats Hinduism in his
Kitab al-milal wal-nihal in the chapter of the Ara’
al-Hind, which dealsin six successive sectionswith
six groups. These are the Sabians, the Barahima, the
three groups of ashab al-rizhaniyyat (proponents of
spiritual beings), ‘abadat al-kawakib (star worship-
pers) and ‘abadat al-asnam (idol worshippers), and
finaly the Indian philosophers. Where a-Birani di-
vides the Hindus into the educated and the unedu-
cated, al-Shahrastant grades them according to de-
grees of idol-worship.

Asmentioned earlier, Bruce B. Lawrence demon-
strates convincingly that al-Shahrastant uses the
model of Sabianism in order to describe and legiti-
mize different levels or grades of Hindu thought and
worship.*® This implies that al-Shahrastant’s judg-
ment of the Hindusisdifferentiated in the same way
as hisjudgment of the Sabians. The Vaishnavas and
Shaivasarelikethe Sabian ashab ar-rizhaniyyat: they
venerate Vishnu and Shiva as Spiritual Beings who
were incarnated and brought laws, albeit without a
scripture; as a consequence they cannot be called
idolatersin the strict sense of the word. Those ador-
ing Aditya and Chandra (sun and moon) are like the

Sabian star-worshippers ( ‘abadat al-kawakib), which
isagradelower but still not idolatry. Only thosewho
adore and prostrate themselves before man-made
idols are real idolaters (‘abadat al-asnam), like the
pagan Arabs of the Jahiliyya.

In kalam, just as the Sumaniyya (‘ Buddhists')
were described asthose rejecting reason or asagnos-
tics (muattila), the Barahima (‘Brahmins’) were
described as those accepting reason and believing in
one God (muwahhida) but rejecting prophecy.*® This
too was a metaphysical position unacceptable in
Islam, and, like the first position, this position was
projected upon a specific, lesser-known group of
non-Muslims. Little inquiry was made about the
doctrines which the Buddhists or the Brahmins
really held. The Sabians represent a third kind of
metaphysical position which was judged to be con-
trary to Islam and projected on a certain obscure
group of non-Muslims.#

Nameslikethe Sumaniyya, the Barahima, and the
Sabi’aare, consequently, categoriesof classification.
They becametechnical termsdesigned within kalam
as theological predicates and not as descriptions of
empirical realities. As previously stated, this proce-
dure implies a particular way of thinking about and
then judging non-Muslims without seeking to know
them. We shall see that the same holds true for the
designation of people by means of their “con-
structed” religions, as Dualists, Jews, and Christians.
They are not seen and studied for their own sake but
as representing particular doctrines held to be con-
trary to Islam. The names simply serve to ascribe
what are held to be wrong doctrines to particular
groupsof non-Muslims. They serve primarily to clas-
sify different beliefs held to be wrong.

These observationson a-Birani and a-Shahrastant
can be supplemented with similar observations on
Rashid-al-Din’s(d. 718/1318) vision of India*® which
also showsalflexibility ininterpreting Hinduism and
arefusal to reject the whole religion outright. This
trend to seethe Indian religionsin amore differenti-
ated and positive light was to become even stronger
when Muslimsruled great parts of Indiawhere Hin-
dus constituted the majority of the population. The
Hanaf1 and Malikt schools of law, for instance, were
willing to include Hindus within the category of ahl
al-dhimma and give them protection accordingly.*
Even when Hindus went on worshipping their gods
they could enjoy the protection (dhimma) of the Mus-
lim rulers on condition that they paid jizya. In other
words, Hindus were not considered as polytheists



(mushrikin) inastrict sense. Consequently, they were
not treated according to the Shar7 @ sprescriptionsfor
the treatment of mushrikin in Muslim territory: con-
version, departure, or death.

The three medieval authors mentioned here—al-
Birani, al-Shahrastant, and Rashid al-Din—werenot
the only oneswho saw Indiain amore positivelight.
There were some otherswhose views on Indian reli-
gion were not only negative.® Already the anony-
mous Kitab al-bad’ wal-tarzkh (written ca. 966)
suggests that the monotheistic Barahima revere one
God who sent an angel to them in human form. Al-
Gardizi (d. ca. 1060) describestwo of the four basic
divisions of the Hindu religion in purely monotheis-
ticterms. Amir Khusraw Dihlawt (1253-1325) even
makes the statement that the Hindus are better than
the adherents of the dualist religions and the Chris-
tians.5t During the first century and a half of the
Mughal period (1526—-1857) positive Muslim views
of Indian religions would develop further.

Mazdaism

Mazdaism,5? al so called Zoroastrianism, wasfounded
by the prophet Zarathustra (Greek: Zoroaster) who
may havelived in Transoxania, northeast present-day
Iran asearly asaround 1000 B.c.E. M azdai sm became
the statereligion of the lranian Sasanid empirewhich
was founded in 224 c.e. and it remained so until the
Arab conquest of Iran was completed in 651.

During Muhammad’s lifetime adherents of this
religionwerefound in Arabia: in the northeast among
members of the Tamim tribe, in Hira and Bahrein,
in Oman and Yemen, and probably also among
tradesmen in Mecca itself. Muhammad may have
very well met them and S. 22:17 mentionsthe majiis
(Zoroastrians) asagroup whose beliefsfall somewhat
between the People of the Book (ahl al-kitab) and
the polytheists (mushrikin).

Starting out with a prophetic message which led
to the formation of acommunity led by Zarathustra,
Mazdaism developed into a strongly rituaistic, le-
galistic religion as attested to by the devel opment of
its Scriptures (the Avesta) and their commentaries
(zand). Yet it retained an ethical impulse character-
ized by the belief proclaimed by Zarathustrathat man
has to continually choose between good and evil as
two metaphysical principles. Besidesthe elaboration
of ritual and legal prescriptionsin much detail, there
also devel oped variousdoctrina currents. Therewas,
for instance, astrong monotheistic tendency in Maz-
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dean theological thought that concentrated on Zurvan
as the eternal principle of time and on the primacy
of Ohrmazd, the principle of the good, over Ahriman,
the principle of evil. Thistendency was particularly
accentuated in apologetic literature addressed to Jews
and Christians. There were al so polytheistic tenden-
cies as manifested in the importance given to the
Yazatas, divine beingsto whom ahymnisaddressed
in the Avesta and to whom a cult may be rendered.
But there was also arigidly dualistic theology, tak-
ing good and evil astwo equally eternal principles,
thisstrain of theology was developed in particular in
ninth-century polemics against monotheistic Islam.
At the end of the Sasanid period, before the Arab
conquest, the priestly class, closely linked to the
aristocracy in afeudal, hierarchically structured so-
ciety, exerted much power. Official ritualstook place
in fire temples where people could also undergo the
prescribed rites of purification and where they could
make food-offerings. There were no images in this
religion and there was apositive, antiascetic attitude
to life. Particular features included seasonal feasts,
the avoidance of dead matter, the wearing of asacred
cord (Kustr), and the exposure of the dead on “tow-
ersof silence” (dakhmas).

Most important perhaps for itslater influence on
political developmentsin Abbasid times (after 750)
was the close link that existed in Sasanid Iran be-
tween state and religion. This showed up in areli-
gious glorification of Iran and the belief in a special
charisma of its king, and especialy in the fact that
Mazdaism was considered to be the true religion of
thelranians. There were, however, religious minori-
ties: in particular, Christians and Jews living in
M esopotamia, which constituted the western part of
the empire, and Buddhistsliving in Afghanistan and
Transoxania, which constituted the northeastern part.
Up to the fifth century there had been persecutions
of the Christians but those who belonged to the
“Nestorian” Church of the East, which had been ex-
communicated from the Byzantine Empire, arch-
enemy of Iran, enjoyed some degree of tolerance. At
alater stage, certain religious minorities were given
akind of protected statusin the empire, provided they
did not become involved in palitics; apostasy from
Mazdeism was severely punished. Such rules may
have been a model for the later dhimma rules in
Islam.

Religious movements like those of Mani (216—
276) and Mazdak (suppressed in 528) werein large
part socia protests against the hierarchical politico-
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religious structure of Iranian society. Both commu-
nities were persecuted and Manicheism was to
develop further outside Iran. It isinteresting to note
that Zoroastrians could also be found in western
India, central Asia, and even China, probably among
Iranians living there.

The Arab conquest in 651 meant the end of the
Sasanid empire. Muslimswere confronted here with
animportant religion which wasintimately linked to
Iranian society and to which the Qur’an made only
one reference. Following a precedent according to
which Muhammad isreported to have accepted jizya
from the Majis of Hajar, the Zoroastrians were
treated relatively well by the Muslims, though not as
well as the People of the Book, that is to say Jews
and Christians. The Avesta was recognized by the
Muslims as akind of Scripture, a“semblance of the
Book” (shibhat al-kitab). Consequently, Zoroastri-
answere considered as dhimmisand had to pay jizya
for their protected status (dhimma). Their blood price,
however, was only one-fifth of that of aMuslim and,
unlike Jewish and Christian women, their women
were forbidden to Muslims. They could keep their
fire temples and celebrate their cult freely, at least
at first, but they had no head of the community to
represent them before the caliph. Preciousinforma-
tion about Mazdaism, including Mazdean sects, is
given by al-Baghdadi (d. 1037) and especially a-
Shahrastant (1076-1153).5 Al-Khwarazmi in his
Mafatih al- ulazm describes some eastern religions
and religious groups, aso in Iran.>

Although Mazdaism contained an important cur-
rent of dualistic thought, Muslim polemics against
thereligion of Zarathustrawere less vehement than,
for instance, those against Manicheism.%® This may
be due in part to the fact that Mazdaism had many
more adherents than Manicheism and represented, so
to say, the national religion of Iran. Still, the Zoro-
astrians themselves lacked the missionary attitude of
the Manicheans and, consequently, did not pose a
direct threat to Islam. As mentioned earlier, Maz-
daism was to be considered as a tolerable religion
though not on the same level as the religions of the
People of the Book. A certain spirituality in it was
recognized.>®

Interestingly enough, Mazdaism did not lend it-
self to the reproach of forgery (tahrif) of its Scrip-
ture, perhaps sinceit was modest in its claim of hav-
ing aprophet at its start and the Avesta as Scripture.
It did not pass any judgment on prophets and revela-
tions sent to other peoplesin later times.

The main objection made against M azdaism was
that of dualism, a position which the Zoroastrians
themselves in their replies defended tenaciously.
Mazdean doctrineslike the proper nature of evil, the
existence of two eternal principles, and theideaof a
continuous struggle between good and evil were
subject to intense debate. Whereas for the Zoroastri-
ans all suffering isinextricably linked with evil, for
the Muslim polemicists this was not necessarily the
case; in Islam, suffering and evil are not seen to be
intrinsically related. Why should God not be the cre-
ator of evil? Why should evil have a creative force
of itsown? Evil is not determined in advance: Iblts
himself does not act out of determinism but out of
his own free will.

Finally, certain religious practices of Mazdaism
likethe elaborate rites of purification, the New Y ear
(Nowriiz) feast at spring, and the mythical stories of
the creation of man and of the great kings of the past
were considered by Muslims to be mere curiosities
of areligion which was hardly thought to be harm-
ful aslong as it was subjected to Muslim authority.
Indeed, Nowr zzwas adopted in Abbasid court ritual,
as was the autumn fest Mihrijan.

Although conversionswere opposed by the priests
and although they did not occur at the beginning on
amassscale, it wasparticularly the political and eco-
nomic elite of Iranian society which converted to
Islam, no doubt in order to retain their privileges.>”
Therewere sporadic destructions of firetemplesand
persecutions of Zoroastrians. The course of theeighth
century witnessed a series of uprisingsby Zoroastrian
peasants, provoked by fiscal oppression, in particu-
lar in the eastern part of Iran. They crystallized in
prophetical movements which became sometimes
new Mazdean sects. Some changes in cult and cus-
tomstook place in responseto Islam such as, for in-
stance, in the rituals of purification or in the expo-
sure of the dead. When there came to be a shortage
of priests, educated laymen seem to have played a
more important role.

In the ninth and at the beginning of the tenth cen-
turies, there was anoticeabl e recovery of Mazdaism.
Theold religious literature was collected for preser-
vation, and anew apol ogetic and polemical literature
against Islam emerged on ahigh intellectual level and
in debate with Muslim Mu‘tazilitethinkers. Thiswas
in particular in response to the problem of the origin
of evil, to which the Zoroastrians claimed to have a
more satisfactory solution with their dualist doctrine
than the monotheistic Muslims could give. Yet this



renai ssance of Mazdaism did not last. Thismay have
been due in part to the rise of the Samanid dynasty
which promoted a renaissance of Iranian language
and culture but under the banner of Islam. It led to
the further development of the Iranian cultura heri-
tage but not of Iranian religion. After the tenth cen-
tury littleis known about the apparently irreversible
decline of Mazdaism in favor of Islam.

From the tenth century onward, groups of Zoro-
astrians migrated, when possible, to Indiawherethey
settled as Parsis on the west coast. Asfar asMuslim
attitudes toward Zoroastrians are concerned, Guy
Monnot observes that they often have emotional
resonances, in particular among Iranian authors.
Whereas Arab authors and those Iranians who feel
part of an“international” 1slamic culture demonstrate
a certain disdain of Mazdaism, many Iranian Mus-
lims show some sensitivity and interest for the an-
cient religious traditions of their country.>®

Manicheism

Manicheism® wasareligion founded by Mani (216—
276), a prophetical figure who, after the Sasanid
empire was established in 224, preached a synthesis
of all preceding religions with a gnostic interpreta-
tion of thetruths contained in them. Despite the hope
of success in the beginning, Mani was accused of
heresy by the Mazdean religious leaders and put to
death. Part of the books, which he wrote himself,
survived however, and hisdoctrine spread westward,
around the Mediterranean where it was persecuted
by the Christians, and eastward, where it penetrated
from Iran into central Asiaand China. In 762 it be-
camethemain religion of the Uygur Turksin present-
day northwestern China, and remained so until the
end of the Uygur state, a century later.

The encounter between Manicheism and Islam
was particularly ominous. There are profound differ-
ences as to content, but Islam takes up some formal
elements of Manicheism asfar astheidea of afinal
revelation encompassing previousrevelationsiscon-
cerned. In both casesthe prophet claimsto be the seal
of aseriesof earlier prophets, bringing the definitive
revelation which had previously been given to the
earlier prophets but which had been neglected by
their followers and communities. In both cases rev-
elation is conceived of as the literal dictation of sa-
cred words by an angelic being and as written down
intheform of Scripture, which was considered to be
absolute truth in aliteral sense and sacred reality in
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a mundane world. How would monotheistic Islam
with its mundane interests in building a sociopoliti-
cally based drn on earth respond to areligion that had
an anal ogous concept of revel ation but had devel oped
along spiritual and dualistic-gnostic lines? Interest-
ingly enough, the Qur’an does not even mention
Mani or Manicheism. Mani was never considered a
prophet, and there is no recognition of Mani’ s writ-
ingsas Scripture. Other religionswhich according to
Islamic criteria were not strictly monotheistic were
recognized. But Muslims did not consider Mani-
cheism areligion at al, but rather a philosophical
system or asect only resembling Islam; it wasthusa
caricature of religion asit should be.

Muhammad himself may have heard of or even
listened to Manicheans. Arabia had close commer-
cial contacts with Egypt and Mesopotamia, where
centers of Manicheism existed; there was a Mani-
chean community in northeastern Arabia. Later Mus-
lim authorswrote that among the Quraysh, which was
the leading tribe of Mecca, there had been some
zindzgs (i.e., Manicheans) who had learned the doc-
trine of zandaga (Manicheism) from Christians in
Hirain northeastern Arabiaat the border of present-
day Irag. It has been hypothesized that S. 6: 1-3 (“It
is God who established darkness and light”) implies
areferenceto the Manichean doctrine which held that
light and darkness are two independent principles.
The text in question proclaims God to be sovereign
over them. Several hadrths give a severe condemna-
tion of zindzgs.

At the conquest of Iran, Manicheism was more
widespread in Khorasan and beyond than in Meso-
potamiawith the capital Ktesiphon wherethe central
Sasanid power was established and where Manicheism
had been severely persecuted. After the conquest, the
Umayyad dynasty (651-750) in Damascus and its
governors in Mesopotamia seem not to have been
unfavorable to the Manicheans, whose numbers,
consequently, grew in Mesopotamia. The establish-
ment of the Abbasid dynasty in 750 and its moving
of the capital to Mesopotamia, however, led to a
changein attitude toward Manicheism. Ideologically,
the empire was now to become an “Islamic” state
where religions without dhimma (protection) would
not be permitted. Politically, theinfluence of Iranians
who had been used to consider religion as the back-
bone of the stateincreased immensely under Abbasid
rule. As Zoroastrian convertsto Islam, who had been
accustomed to the persecution of Manicheans, they
probably did not look on Manicheism with much
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favor. Only inintellectua circles does Manicheism
seem to have found amore positive response, and it
isonthislevel that the encounter of thetwo religions
took place.

Precious information about the Manicheans,
often simply called “dualists,” is given by Ibn al-
Nadimin hisFihrist (987) and also by al-Khwarizmi
(d. 997) in hisMafatrh al- ulzm. Ibn al-Nadim gives
15 names of important zindzgs and mentionsthat only
five Manicheanssitill lived in Bagdad in hislifetime.
‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025) mentionsthe names of nine
Manichean |eaders of the past.

Itisintheeighth century that thetermszndiq and
zandaga appear in Arabic. In Sasanid times the
Pahlevi word zandik meant someone who hasazand
(commentary) which is different from the orthodox,
accepted zand. In a general sense this meant a her-
etic, an apostate, a free-thinker, but in a more spe-
cific sense it came to mean an adherent of Mani, a
Manichean. In eighth-century Arabic theword zindiq
also had the double meaning of an unbeliever in a
general sense and of a Manichean, with a negative
connotation.

It hasbeen observed that, in Muslim thinking, just
asthesin of the polytheistsisidolatry (shirk), thesin
of the Manicheans s that of agnosticism (tatil, lit-
eraly, emptying, i.e., ‘emptying’ the concept of
God). Manicheans with their mythical representa-
tionsand their dualistic scheme of light and darkness
are held to be agnostic. Moreover, in the Muslim
view, with their spiritual church they do not repre-
sent asociopolitical community inthe ordinary sense
of the word.

As soon as zindiq becomes aderogatory term, its
application becomes more pervasive and extends to
anyone suspected of heretical ideas. Zandaga then
means something akin to intellectual rebellion or
pride which insults the honor of the prophet. There
may have been the accompanying ideathat zandaga
may be politically subversive. If the phenomenon of
zandaga was spreading in early Abbasid times, and
if it was viewed as dangerous for the new Islamic
state, Manicheism was supposed to constitute an
important part of this abominable phenomenon and
to be a potential danger for the state.s°

The caliph a-Mahdi started a persecution of
zindigsin 780 and again from 782 on; his successor
al-Hadt continued the persecutions until 786. It was
the first state persecution of a non-Muslim religion
in the history of Islam. At the same time, intense
polemical activity was directed at the Manicheans.

The first author to write arefutation of Manicheism
was the founder of the Mu’tazila, Wasil b. ‘Ata‘; the
text, written ca. 728, is unfortunately lost. The sec-
ond author was the Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 765)
himself; another Shi‘t author, Hisham b. al-Hakam
(d. 795 or 815), also wrote arefutation of the zindigs
which is lost as well. During the eighth and ninth
centuries no less than 18 refutations appeared, ad-
dressed specifically to the Manicheans.

Before the middle of the tenth century most
Manicheans must have | eft M esopotamiaand sought
refuge in Khorasan and beyond. Their headquarters
were established in Samarkand where, showing pru-
dence after persecution, they called themselves
Sabeans (Sabi izn). The Sabeans are mentioned in the
Qur’an, in alist of religious groups (S. 2:62, 5:69,
22:17), as a community with a religion to be re-
spected. Several groups, notably the people of Harran
in northern Iraq, claimed to be Sabeans so asto save
themselves and their religion.

Manicheism spread both to the West and to the
East, asfar as China, thereby constituting areal world
religion, adapting itself to various cultural and reli-
gious environments and proclaiming a gnostic truth
which was contained in all former religions. Tragi-
caly, it has been persecuted by al monotheistic re-
ligions. Thanksto Ahmad Ashgar al-Shirazi we have
avolume containing al Arabic and Persian texts on
Mani and hisreligion as known in 1956, the year of
publication.t* These still existing materials make it
possible to reconstitute to some extent the image of
Mani and Manicheism which were developed by
medieval Arab and Iranian authors.

Muslim medieval judgments of Manicheism were
harsh. Next to Christianity, as the doctrine of the
“tritheists,” Manicheism, as the doctrine of the “du-
alists,” was seen to be the main enemy of Islam. No
origina Manichean texts in Arabic have been pre-
served, and of the numerous polemical texts address-
ing the dualist doctrine only a few have survived.

The ways in which Manicheism represented a
danger to Islam, and Islamic thought in general, was
only realized some 50 years ago when scholarship
established the extent to which Manicheism had
been a“world religion” between the fifth and tenth
centuries, beforeits gradual disappearance. We al-
ready drew attention to the state of Manicheism in
Muhammad’ slifetime and his possibl e relationship
to it. Here we will confine ourselves to presenting
the main arguments formulated by Muslim think-
ers against Manicheism®? and give some elements



of the historical relationships between Muslims and
Manicheans.

Since Islam does not recognize Mani’s writings
as revealed texts nor Mani as a prophet, the accusa-
tion of textual forgery levelled against the Hebrew
Bible and the New Testament could not apply to the
Manichean Scripture. Yet, the reproach of forgery
could be made in a more general way, in the sense
that Mani had falsified, for instance, the purereligion
of Jesus and other prophets by putting it within a
dualist framework and through the obscure myth of
the struggle between the elements of light and the
forces of darkness. The Manichean myth is judged
by Muslim polemicists as being too fantastic to be
equated with religion.

Errors of thought and doctrine In the view of
Muslim polemicists, the Manichean doctrine of du-
alism (thanawiyya), the existence of two eternal prin-
ciples, constitutes a fundamental attack on the truth
of tawhid, the oneness and uniqueness of God. Asin
the case of Buddhism and Brahmanism, Manicheism
was probably identified with a particular form of her-
esy or unbelief formulated in Islamic kalam, namely
tatil, the “emptying” of the idea of God, which
represented in Muslim eyes a kind of agnosticism.
This doctrine was then ascribed to the Manicheans
without, however, what M anichean theol ogians had
thought themselves and what they meant with their
system being really studied. The following errors
were noted by Muslim theologians.

1. The doctrine of the nature of evil, which holds
that evil constitutes areality in itself and that it
has an absolute origin, isrejected. An argument
taken from the Qur’an was that evil cannot de-
tract from God’ s power and authority and that its
forceisnot strong enough to dispense the human
being with hisor her basic responsibility to carry
out what is good and to withhold from what is
evil. Rational arguments were used to deny the
absolute character of the force of evil.

2. The doctrine of the eternal nature of two prin-
ciples is judged to be an error. This doctrine
implies that good and evil have two absolutely
different originswhich are called their “ authors”
or principles. According to the Qur’an, however,
both light and darkness were created by God and
do not constitute real or autonomous agents. It
was also inferred from the Qur’an that God pos-
sesses power over what is morally bad, and that
God in his al-mightiness even has the power to
commit evil himself, although in reality he does
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not do it. Furthermore, the idea of the eternal
character of two principleswasrefuted by means
of rational arguments: only one principle can be
eternal.

3. Theideaof amixing of good and evil in abattle
between the two forces was held to be impos-
sible. The Qur’an indeed defines good and evil,
respectively, as obedience and disobedience to
God'scommandments, which excludes any inter-
mingling of them.

Errorsofreligiouspractice  Muslim polemicists
presented serious objectionsto certain religious prac-
tices, especially among the Manichean elect, such as
(a) disdain of the body and its needs, leading to a
complete neglect of the basic needs of the human
body by the elect; (b) contempt of material realities
as belonging to the realm of darkness, and high es-
teem for spiritual realities asbeing part of therealm
of light; and () certain practicesand prohibitions as,
for instance, the refusal to kill animals, even harm-
ful ones. The Muslim religious vision seemsto have
been hurt particularly by certain elements of the
Manichean view of life:

1. The absolute separation between good and evil
disproves monotheism, that isto say the doctrine
of tawhzd. The all-mightiness of God, and even
the concept of one unique God, is questioned in
this way.

2. The harmony between the creation and God, its
creator, aswell asthe harmony given within cre-
ation itself find themsel ves disrupted because of
the presence of an eternal enemy of God. The
idea of a basic split in reality, and the idea that
God would have to wage apermanent war against
an enemy are contrary to the basic harmony of
creation.

3. Theidea of a mutual engagement or “mixture”
of good and evil in fighting is absurd from ara-
tional point of view and impossible as areality.

4. The subordination of all oppositional concepts
under the basic opposition of two contrary meta-
physical principles undermines the primordial
character of tawhizd both as the starting point of
logical thinking and asthe metaphysical principle
of reality.

5. The relationship between the created human
being with hisindividual responsibility, and God
whoishiscreator isdislocated by theidea of two
opposed ontological principles and by the idea
that evil can constitute an autonomous reality.

The danger of Manicheism Earlier we gave
some details about the history of Manicheism and its
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spread. We saw that under the Umayyads Mani-
cheism acquired a new foothold in Mesopotamia.
What then may have been the attraction of Mani-
cheism and why was it seen as a danger by the new
dynasty of rulers,®® the Abbasids who moved the
capital to Iraqin 7507?

Asaphilosophical system Manicheism apparently
appealed to the cultivated public, where its rational
philosophical ideasand valuesrather than its mytho-
logical elements were stressed. It not only offered a
rational solution for the problem of evil, but it also
gave a coherent vision and a meaningful interpreta-
tion of human life and the world. As a philosophy,
Manicheism could claim aparticular rational univer-
sality, all the more so since Mani himself had made
a conscious effort to bring the different religions of
his time into a broad synthesis. Moreover, Mani-
cheism stood for a long cultural tradition of philo-
sophical religiousthought which had long existed in
the Near East and Iran before the Arab conquest and
the arrival of an Islam which lacked philosophical
inclination. This cultural tradition could not but re-
sist Islam, by claiming to have a universal orienta-
tion with agnostic kind of knowledge of God. It made
adistinction between different kinds and degrees of
knowledge and insight and applied adualistic meta-
physical scheme which was well-thought out. For a
long time rational dualism had been part of Iranian
culture and of an Iranian educated elite. The idea of
a common hidden “gnostic” truth could effectively
be used to minimize the differences and oppositions
existing between different religions.

Besides its religious aspects Manicheism could
also become the flag and symbol of the Iranian cul-
tural heritage. In fact, it constituted a form of oppo-
sition to the Arabs and their Islam on the part of Ira-
nians who suffered physically and culturally under
the occupation of the culturally poor and religiously
pretentious Arab Muslims. Thus Manicheism became
part of the claim of Iranian cultural superiority over
the Arabs—that isto say part of the movement of the
shu @biyya. It was able to mobilize pro-Iranian loy-
alties which were eventually to take dangerous po-
litical forms. Asaconsequence, the Abbasid |eader-
ship, after having used the Iraniansto establish itsel f
in 750, now made an effort to diminish Iranian in-
fluence and spiritual culture in favor of Islam re-
garded asauniversal monotheistic religion and back-
bone of the empire.

On areligiouslevel, Manicheism, asavision of
the world which was of gnostic origin, had a pessi-

mistic view of the empirical reality of life and the
world. It could not but oppose the more naive atti-
tude of positive affirmation of life and theworld as
propounded in Islam. Indeed, M anicheism waswell
suited to become the religion and ideol ogy of those
who suffered under the domination of thislslam. As
was pointed out earlier, on an intellectual level, the
universally oriented view of Manicheism with its
openness to humanism became a means of resist-
ing the particularistic pressures of the Arab rulers.
Last but not |east, Manicheism was able to identify
evil and to promise redemption after the present
time of suffering. All of this explains why Mani-
chean propaganda obtained positive results. From
an Arab Muslim point of view, Manicheism repre-
sented both an ideological oppositionto thereligion
of tawhrd and a political, largely ethnic opposition
to Arab domination. In short, Manicheism was, from
the Abbasid rulers' point of view, a permanent po-
tential source of agitation and revolt. It had to be
suppressed.

The Biblical Religions

Christianity

Muslim writings about Christians and Christianitys
during the medieval period were many and various.
As far as the Christian religion is concerned, they
were highly critical, in particular of those Christian
doctrines referred to in the Qur’an, insofar as they
were perceived to be contrary to basic Islamic doc-
trines. These touched on, for instance, the unity and
unicity of God (tawhzd) and the fundamental differ-
ence and distance between man and God, hiscreator,
lawgiver, and judge.

The knowledge of Christianity as areligion was
largely confined to those doctrines to which the
Qur’an alludes and the main divisions between the
Christian communities of the Middle East which had
resulted from the doctrinal decisions of the Councils
of Nicea (325) and Chalcedon (451). Muslims had
little idea of the differences between the Eastern
(Oriental and Orthodox) and Western (Catholic, later
also Protestant) churches.

Muslims of the period identified Christianity as
areligion opposed to Islam as a religion; the truths
of these two religions were thought to be mutually
exclusive. Asin the case of thereligionstreated ear-
lier, Muslim theol ogians proj ected what they consid-
ered to be fal se doctrines, according to the Qur’an and
kalam, on the Christians whom they generally per-



ceived asunbelievers (kuffar). Theterm “ Christians’
was a term used to identify a group of unbelievers
held to adhere to particular doctrines judged to be
wrong in kalam. There was no further study of what
Christians meant with their doctrines, and there was
little interest in knowing more about the Christians
practical lifeor religiousinstitutions. Thiswasall the
more so since Christianity was professed either by
what would become minorities in Muslim territory
who, like the Jews, had the secondary status of
dhimmis, or by political enemies outside Muslim
territory, Byzantine and Latin Christians who were
liable to attack Muslim lands.

From the Christians' point of view, Islam repre-
sented a fearful reality, and not only for doctrinal
reasons. A large part of the lands which had been
Christian under Byzantine rule in the sixth century
were conguered by Arabs who had Islam as their
religion (dzn). For the conquered Christians, Islam
was the religion of a dominating power which im-
posed on them growing economic and political bur-
dens even though they had been accustomed to the
high demands of the Persians and the Greeks.

The Christians on the other, northern side of the
Mediterranean, the Byzantinesand L atins, saw |slam
asthereligion of an aggressiveenemy. Mudimarmies
had taken the Near East including the Holy Land,
North Africa, Spain, and most islands in the Medi-
terranean, as well as parts of Italy. They had en-
camped before the walls of Constantinople, at the
beginning of the eighth century, and Rome, in the
middle of the ninth century. Intermsof military con-
frontation, the second half of the medieval period can
be characterized as one great reconquista of Europe
going as far as North Africa and the Volga. The
liberation of the Balkanstook another four centuries.
In this “battle for Europe” the Christians employed
both military and ideological means, and one can
speak of ideological centers of anti-1slamic propa-
ganda supported by interests of different kinds.

Much medieval Muslim and Christian writing
about the other religion, to which the greater part of
this section is devoted, remainsincomprehensibleif
one does not take into account the conflictuous his-
torical, social, and political context in which these
textswerewritten. Equally, actionslikethe Crusades,
the reconquista of Spain and Portugal, and the search
for the legendary Prester John (the Christian king
behind the Muslim ring around Europe) can only be
understood in terms of the great conflict between two
religiopolitical powerswho saw each other as antago-
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nists. Inthisconflict both 1slam and Christianity were
reduced to ideological instruments in the great con-
test of the two major power blocks of the Middle
Ages. Thefollowing pages are meant to describethe
polemics especially from the Muslim side and to see
them in the context of the time.

Religious polemics in historical context It
would seem logical that the violence and change of
power in the Middle East, and the Arabization and
Islamization of so many regions which followed,
would lead to a serious confrontation in the spiritual
realm, t00.% An abundant polemical literature in
Islam exists against Christianity, and many of the
texts have not yet been edited.® After the morefavor-
able judgments on Christians and Christianity ex-
pressedin the earlier saras of the Qur’an, the polemic
starts at the end of the Medinan period, when Mu-
hammad was confronted with Christian Arab tribes
opposing hisexpansionin Northwestern Arabia. The
main Qur’anic accusations against Christians at the
time are that they attribute a son to God, that they
consider Jesus as God, and that they venerate priests
and other beings besides God, so that they are not
true monotheists. They commit shirk (association-
ism) and areto be considered askuffar (unbelievers).

A firstreal confrontation with articul ate Orthodox
Christians who were theologically schooled took
place in Damascus at the time of the Umayyad dy-
nasty.®” Theinitiative here seemsto have been taken
by the Christians who, partly spurred on by a supe-
rior culture and partly out of self-defense, put spe-
cific questions to the Muslims who had to develop
resources to find answersto them. The debates dealt
with subjects such asthe Word of God, the nature of
revelation and prophecy, the unity of God, and the
destiny of man and his salvation. They constituted
some of the themes which underlay the rise and fur-
ther development of kalam.

This religious polemic between Muslims and
Christians occurred in a context of continuous ten-
sionsand conflicts. Both within Muslim territory and
in Byzantium, Christians viewed Islam in the first
centuries as a heresy of the one great, true religion
and as a heresy it was a threat to the true religion.
The Christians' tacticswere, asin the case of Chris-
tian heresies, to refute Islam on those points where
it clashed with those elements of doctrine, law, and
ethics which were the cornerstones of the firm con-
struct of Christian theology. We can distinguish vari-
ous periods in these mutual polemics.
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1. Inthefirst period, up until the middle of the
ninth century and within Muslim territory, Christians
could exert a certain sociopoalitical, cultural, and re-
ligious pressure. The sociopolitical pressure con-
sisted of a whole-hearted defense of the privileges
given to the different Christian communities within
Muslim territory, especialy in the form of treaties
negotiated between the Arab conquerors and the
Christian towns and regions which surrendered.
Christians also played an important role in adminis-
tration and in trade. The cultural pressure consisted
of the use of the full Hellenistic and Syriac cultural
heritage, referring to a glorious past and deploying
brilliant scholarship in philosophy, sciences, and
medicine against invaders felt to be uneducated
desert nomads.

Most important, however, wasthereligious pres-
sure exerted. The Christians raised questions about
Islam to which the Muslims were obliged to find
answers. Thus they were forced to define their atti-
tudes, not only on a sociopolitical level as Muslims
inrelation to Christians but also on areligious level
aslslam’ srelationship to Christianity. Theresult was
that already in the Umayyad period (661-750), the
main issues of the Muslim-Christian debate had been
formulated. From the very beginning, the Muslims
maintained that God’s will was the source of all
human action. They explicitly rejected the Trinity,
embraced Qur’anic christology (that is, no crucifix-
ion), and denied any divine naturein Christ—that is,
the Incarnation. With regard to the doctrine of rev-
elation, the Muslims proclaimed the doctrine of the
literal identity of the Qur’an with the Word of God
and of the Qur’an as final Revelation. They held to
the doctrine of prophecy and of divine Law brought
by prophets, with Muhammad as the “ Seal of the
Prophets.” They maintained the accusation, based on
Qur’anic texts, that the Old and New Testament were
falsifications of hypothetical Scriptures brought by
Mosesand Jesus. They interpreted the victories of the
Arab Muslim armiesasasign of God’ s predilection
toward Islam. Onthe Christian side, we possessfrom
the Umayyad period atreatment of Islam by John of
Damascus, in chapter 101 of his Book on the Her-
esies.®® Other texts on Islam have been attributed
to him, but their authenticity is questionable. For
John, Islam was a forerunner of the Antichrist:
Prodromostou Antichristou. The encounter between
Muslims and Christian theologians in Syria was a
powerful incentive for the development of Islamic
theological thought, with an apologetic tendency.®

There are reports of discussions, whether histori-
cal or fictitious, between Christians and Muslims
during thisfirst period. We have, for instance, in an
early Syriac source a report of a debate held by a
certain patriarch John, probably a Syrian Orthodox,
with an “emir of the Agarenes.””™ There is the text
of aletter which acertain Arethas, aChristian, issaid
to have sent to the governor of Damascus.”™ There
was al so afamous discussion between the Nestorian
Catholicos (Patriarch) Timothy | (728-823) and the
Abbasid caliph a-Mahdi (r. 755-785), probably in
hislater years.”? Much later, afamousreligious dis-
cussion between two friends, the Christian al-Kindt
and the Muslim al-Hashimi, was written, probably
from within the territory acquired by the Byzantine
conquest at the beginning of the tenth century. A lit-
erary work, the discussion takes placein the court of
al-Mamun and shows sophistication interms of rea-
soning as well as frankness of expression.”™

However, it was under the Abbasid dynasty
(750-1258), and especialy in the middle part of the
ninth century, under caliphs such as a-Mamian
(813-833) and al-Mutawakkil (847-861), that po-
lemical literature developed. This increase in Mus-
lim polemics led to a second period of Muslim-
Christian polemics. It was encouraged by the new
rulers’ policy of establishing an Islamic state, by their
stressing of Islam as the religious ideology of the
state, and by an increasing state interferencein re-
ligious matters. This policy culiminated under al-
Ma'man and al-Mutawakkil. The state interference
concerned not only doctrinal expression but also a
stricter definition of the rules according to which—
and limits within which—non-Muslim minorities
such as Jews and Christians could enjoy the protec-
tion (dhimma) of the state.™ In the polemical writ-
ings of both sides we find the use of philosophy, in
particular Aristotelian logic and metaphysics which
not only philosophers but also Christian thinkers such
as Theodor Abt Qurra(c. 740—c. 826)7 had devel-
oped and aready employed in their theological dis-
courses. Abt Qurra alone wrote 17 polemical trea-
tises against Islam and saw Muhammad as a false
prophet working in the spirit of Arius (4th c.) who had
been accused of heresy. Abti Qurraisone of the most
important Christian theologians of the rich polemical
literature written by Christian Arabsagainst Islam.’
Muslimshad learned Aristotelian | ogic through trans-
lations and, thanks to the effort of the Mu‘tazilites,
had adapted it for the formulation and reasoned
defense of Islamic doctrines. Various schools of



thought within Islam and Christianity used it for their
debates and, equally, in refuting each other.

2. In this second period the initiative shifted to
the Muslim side, once again on three levels. On the
sociopolitical level, pressurewasfirst exerted against
the Manicheans and against Iranian socia and politi-
cal influence, which led to the downfall of the in-
fluential Iranian family of the Barmecids under
Hartn al-Rashid in 803.

More than half acentury later, asimilar pressure
was exerted against Christians who aroused hostil-
ity by their prosperity, social, and cultural influence.
Under a-Mutawakkil (847-861) Christianity came
under increasing attack. Thisfound expressioninthe
formulation and back-dating of the so-called Edict
of ‘Umar which regulated the position of thereligious
minoritiesin adiscriminatory way.” It also became
visible in al-Jahiz's (d. 869) vehement reply to a
Christian tract in which he attempts to demonstrate
the socia vicesof the Christianswhile using ambigu-
ous invectives to incite his readers.” On a cultural
level, the Christians within Muslim territory still
dominated over the Muslimswho remained thelearn-
ers—and who were willing to learn—in thefields of
philosophy, medicine, and the sciences. The Arab
Muslims, however, prided themselves on their eth-
nic and linguistic superiority. Indeed, the ninth cen-
tury saw agrowth and flowering of Arabic literature
together with a decisive development and formula-
tion of thereligious sciencesof ISlamin Arabic: tafsir
(Qur’anic exegesis), ‘ilmal-hadrth (science of tradi-
tion), figh (jurisprudence), and kalam (scholastic
philosophy and theology).

Initiatives were also taken on areligious level.
We have aready mentioned al-Jahiz who wrote at
the request of the caliph al-Mutawakkil. Another
well-known refutation was written in the same pe-
riod, around 850, by the convert “Al1 ibn Rabban
al-Tabart (d. 855).7 The strength of Muslim polemi-
cal thought in the middle of the ninth century c.E.
is, however, clearest in Abu-‘Isa al-Warraq's refu-
tation of Christian doctrines.®

The polemic was then carried out mainly with
philosophical—dial ectical arguments, in particular by
Mu‘tazilite mutakalliman. There was a close con-
nection between the intra-Muslim polemic against
heresies and the polemic against other religions.
Christians, for instance, were often compared with
particular hereticswithinlslam likethe Murji‘itesand
Rafidites, just as these Muslim groups could be at-
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tacked for having “Christianizing” tendencies. The
Mu‘tazilitesthemsel ves, however, who were leading
this intellectual combat against the Christians as
against the Manicheans, were in an ambivalent po-
sition. Having assimilated Greek logic, they could
combat the Christians and refute with Aristotelian
logic the doctrines of thetrinitarian divine substance
and the divine nature of Jesus. They had to pay the
price, however, within their own community, for
having arrived, by means of the same logic, at the
formulation of doctrines denying the existence of
the attributes of God asentitiesin themselvesand the
eternal character or “uncreatedness’ of the Qur’an.
These doctrines were not accepted within the wider
Muslim community, and Ash‘art theology replaced
Mutazilt theology.

From the middle of the ninth century onwardsthe
Muslim attitude to the Bible also started to change.
Onthe one hand, Biblical textswere now used inthe
debate with Christians; on the other hand, akind of
Bible criticism began to devel op.8* Muslim polemic
combined the use of logical arguments of a philo-
sophical nature with scriptural arguments based on
the Old and New Testaments. Thisindicates a better
knowledge of the Bible due to translations or infor-
mation passed on by converts.®? In the debate with
the Christians about Scripture, the question of naskh
(abrogation) arose; the Christianstook amore lenient
attitude toward this matter than did the Jews, since
they themselves believed in the “abrogation” of the
Old Covenant by the new one. Here the principal
point of attack by Muslim polemicists, with regard
to Scripture, consequently, isnot naskh asin the case
of Judaism, but the accusation of tahrzf, corruption
of the text both of the Old and of the New Testa-
ment.& Different positions could be held with regard
to the texts, corresponding with different interpreta-
tions of tahrzf. Was the text itself falsified, or were
certain lines simply omitted? Or was the text itself
reliable but wrongly interpreted by the Christians?
Moreover, whereas the Qur’an was supposed to have
been transmitted faultlessly by Muhammad and those
who had heard his recitations, it was held that this
was not the case with the Christian Scripture. The
argument of awrong transmission (tawatur) of the
inj7l that God had supposedly given to Jesus was
reinforced by the fact that contradictions exist be-
tween the four Gospels, something Muslim polemi-
cists were glad to demonstrate.

Closely connected with the scriptural argument
for the superiority of the Qur’an (taken as a pure,
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revealed text) over the Bible (taken as a text that
suffered from tahrif ) are the arguments derived from
the Islamic doctrine of prophethood. Just as the
Qur’an had been declared to be the uncreated and
infallible Word of God, inthe second half of the ninth
century c.e., SO Muhammad’ s status asthe infallible
seal of the prophets proclaiming definite truth was
fixed. Thethreeissuesof naskh, tahrif, and prophet-
hood, together with Aristotelian logic, formed the
basisfor the mutakallimizn’ s polemics against Chris-
tianity, as they did for their polemics against Juda-
ism. But there were considerable variationsin Mus-
lim views and interpretations.

Polemics against Christianity went further and
further beyond the typical kalamworks. The tafsirs
of the ninth and tenth centuries c.e. show increasing
polemical tendencies against Christianity, and they
now quoted texts from the New Testament and other
Christian sources in support of certain verses of the
Qur’an or certain views of a particular commentator
against Christianity.® It has been suggested by A.
Abel that, on closer analysis, the stories of certain
legendary figures, like Dhu-I-Qarnayn,® or stories
like the Qisas al-anbiya’ of al-Tha‘alibi (about
prophetsfrom the past) al so show polemical tenden-
ciesdirected against Christianity or the ahl al-kitab.
The same may be the case with more popular poetry
and folk literature like the story of ‘Antar, the Dhat
al-himma® or the Alf layla wa-layla (1001 Nights”)
should also beinvestigated when studying theissue.
The Muslim controversy with Christianity hasfound
many different expressions and very probably aso
denotesasocial controversy. Thus, the refutation of
Christianity asareligion, with its particular doctrines
and rites, implied ahumiliation of the Christian com-
munity living in Muslim territory. Al-Jahiz not only
refuted Christian doctrines but also described the
Christian people as a social evil .&”

Theliterature of controversy hence becomes part
of the social pressure exerted, for whatever reason,
at a particular time and place on the non-Muslim
minorities in Muslim societies. This holds true,
whether it isdirected against the Christians or against
Jews, Manicheans, Zoroastrians, or Hindus. The
many variationsthat can befound inthisliterature—
whichwasread mainly by Muslimsand hardly by the
objects of the attack themselves—therefore represent
different social and political profiles. Some major
theological refutations in this period were those of
the Zaidi Shi‘t al-Qasim b. Ibrahim (785-860),% the

Ash‘art Abt Bakr a-Bagqillant (d. 1013),% and the
Mu‘tazilt ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025).%°

Apart from the exchanges and polemics between
Muslims and Christians within Muslim territory,
embassies and letters were also exchanged between
Arab Muslimsand the Byzantines, Christiansoutside
Muslim territory. There were different kinds of rela-
tions between the Empire and the Caliphate.®* Both
parties had their views about each other,%? and there
were polemical writings between them aswell.** The
later patriarch Photios (ca. 820-891), for example,
was part of a Byzantine embassy sent to the caliph
al-Mutawakkkil in Baghdad in 855/856;% a corre-
spondence was attributed to the caliph ‘Umar 11
(717-720) and the emperor Leo 111.% The quotation
from the first letter which Nicholas | Mystikos, Pa-
triarch of Constantinople (901-907 and 912-925)
sent around 913 to the Abbasid caliph a-Mugtadir
(908-932) in Baghdad is famous:

‘Two sovereignties—that of the Arabs and that
of the Byzantines—surpass all sovereignty on earth,
likethetwo shining lightsin the firmament. For this
one reason, if for no other, they ought to be part-
ners and brethren. We ought not, because we are
separated in our ways of life, our customs and our
worship, to be altogether divided; nor ought we to
deprive ourselves of communication with one an-
other by writing in default of meeting personally.
This is the way we ought to think and act, even if
no necessity of our affairs compelled ustoit.”%

The emperor Michael 111 (842-867) received at
least oneletter from acaliph inquiring about hisfaith
and summoning him to accept |slam. He | eft the an-
swer to Niketas Byzantios ‘the Philosopher’ who
lived between 842 and 912 and who wrote two let-
ters of response in the 860s. He also wrote adefense
of the doctrine of the Trinity followed by a lengthy
refutation of the Qur’an.?”

3. A new wave of Christian-Muslim polemics
arose in the tenth century; one may speak of a new,
third period. By that time Byzantine armies had re-
conquered Calabria, Crete, and Cyprus, and during
the reign of Romanos | Lepapenos (914-944) they
moved via Ciliciato Syria. In Byzantium and Syria
some larger treatises in Greek were written against
Islam, and in addition more popular Byzantine lit-
erature flourished on the subject, probably designed
to bring the population of the reconquered territories
back to Christianity. Thismust aso have been anera



of hope for the Christians, living deep in Muslim
territory and awaiting afinal Christian victory over
the Muslims. Quite a number of polemical treatises
were written by Christians within Muslim territory
during this period, among which were the refutations
by two Syrian Orthodox theologians of the polemi-
cal works of two Muslim theologians; these were
written by Yahya b. ‘Adt (893-974)% and Ibn Zur‘a
(943-1008).%°

History took another course, however. Not only
was a collapse prevented, but also the Byzantines
were pushed further and further back, and this took
aserious turn with the arrival of the Seljuk Turksin
the later eleventh century, and their subsequent pen-
etration deep into Anatolia and the harrassment of
pilgrims going to the Holy Land. The stream of
Christian polemica pamphlets subsided.

Among the polemicists against Christianity, 1bn
Hazm (994-1064)° in Spain sharply criticized the
biblical text. In his Fisal (or Fasl) he writes about
Christianity twice, first ranging the Christiansin the
category of the polytheists (Fisal I, pp. 48-65) and
then, in the probably inserted |zhar, including them
among the ahl al-kitab (Fisal 111, pp. 2-75). Aswith
the Old Testament (Fisal I, pp. 98-224), he severely
attacks the New Testament (Fisal 11, pp. 2-75). He
denounces contradictions between different textsand
what he calls absurdities in the text itself; these he
lays at the door of the Evangelists as far as the Gos-
pels are concerned. The textual mistakes which he
uncovers furnish asmany arguments against the cur-
rent Christian doctrine of theliteral inspiration of the
Bible. His conclusion is that the Bible cannot be
considered to have been revealed.

Probably at the end of the eleventh century c.E.
another text refuting Christian doctrineswaswritten,
Al-radd al jamil 2% It also takes the New Testament
text as its departure and argues on the basis of this
text against the doctrine of the divine nature of Jesus.
There is an immense difference between the two
refutations of Christianity on the basis of New Tes-
tament texts, as far as organization and execution is
concerned.

During the eleventh century there were on the
Christian side some well-known Nestorians who
responsed to Muslim polemical writings. The names
of Eliasof Nisibis(975-1046)'%? and ‘Abdallah b. al-
Tayyib (d. 1043)'% deserve to be mentioned.

The scene changed significantly with the arrival
of thefirst Crusaders shortly before 1100, followed
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by others in successive waves; they finaly disap-
peared acentury and ahalf later. The Crusades were
essentially aLatin affair, but their repercussionswere
alsofelt onthereemerging polemical literatureinthe
Near East.'* Christian Arabs such as Bartholomew
of Edessa(12th c.?),1% and Paul d-Rahib (‘theMonk’)
of Antioch (12th c.)* could afford to write lengthy
treatises against Islam. They did not need to wait a
long time for an answer.

4. Thefourth period of Muslim-Christian polem-
icsisthat of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
In this period the classical refutations of Christian-
ity were written which, together with that of Ibn
Hazm have been current until the present day. They
arelargely compilations of six centuriesof arguments
against Christianity.

One may think of the Kitab al-ajwiba 1-fakhira
by al-Qarafi (d. 684/1285),° who held that Chris-
tians are not mushrikin (polytheists) but simply
kuffar (unbelievers; that is, non-Muslims). Thewell-
known Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328)'% wrote hislarge
Al-jawab as-sahth li-man baddala din al-masih,®®
arguing that the forgery of the biblical text is re-
stricted to the historical parts only, whereas with re-
gard to the legidlative parts of the Bible, not the text
itself but the Christian exegesis, isat fault. Thesetwo
authors, together with the more Sufi-minded Muham-
mad Ibn Abi Talib (d. 727/1327),'*° were responding
to apolemic directed by the Christian author Paul ar-
Rahib (Paul of Antioch, 12th c.) against Islam.*!
Most of the polemical arguments against Christianity
are assembled in al-Qarafi’s and Ibn Taymiyya's
refutations, and one can find here nearly al the
components of the previous polemics. Sa'id b. Hasan
al-Iskandarant (d. 720/1320)**2 and 1bn-Qayyim al-
Jawziyya (d. 751/1350)** wrote combined refuta-
tions of Judaism and Christianity.*** Moreover, refu-
tations of Christianity are to be found within the
general works of kalam.

Spain produced some outstanding Muslim po-
lemicists against Christianity,''®> the most famous
being Ibn Hazm (933-1064).11¢ Abu’l-Wal1d al-Bajt
(d. 1081)**" and Ibn Sab‘in (d. 1271)**# should also
be mentioned. Animportant refutation of Christianity
was the Tuhfa written in 1420 c.e. by the converted
Spanish Franciscan ‘Abd-Allah a-Tarjuman.®

Since we said something about Arab-Christian
and Byzantine polemics against Islam, we may add
also a few remarks about medieval Latin polemics
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which developed increasingly in the eleventh cen-
tury, especialy since the beginning of the Recon-
quista of Spain and the Crusades.*® In Spain Peter
of Alfonso (11th c.) wrote a treatise against Islam.
Better knowledge of I1slam was acquired by theinitia-
tive of Peter the Venerable (ca. 1092-1156), Abbott
of Cluny, who visited Spainin 1142-1143 and com-
missioned some translationsfrom Arabic into Latin,
including a translation of the Qur’an by Robert of
Ketton. Thistranslation project isknown asthe Cor-
pus Toletanum. In the early thirteenth century Mark
of Toledo translated a Christian attack in Arabic on
the Qur’an into Latin. This text, the Contrarietas
elpholica had considerableinfluence on further Latin
polemics. The Dominican Ramon Marti (ca. 1220~
1285) isprobably the author of the Quadruplex repro-
batio, which is also addressed against |slam. Ramon
Lull (1235-1315) on his part tried to prove the truth
of Christian doctrines by rational means. He con-
ceived the idea of a dialogue between the monothe-
istic religions and wrote several texts in this sense,
but in the end he wrote a sharp attack on Islam him-
self. The Dominican Ricoldo da Monte Croce (ca.
1243-1320), who visited Baghdad around 1291, also
polemicized against Islam. Theologianslike Anselm
(ca. 1033-1109), Guibert de Nogent (twelfth century)
and Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225-1274), when ad-
dressing Islamintheir writings, tended to give alarge
place to reason. Muslims and Christians were sup-
posed to agree on the level of natural theology.
Nicolasof Cusa(1499-1464) and others had the same
starting point and sought conciliation.?

The Muslim treatises show all the featureswhich
consistently pervade Islamic polemical literature
against Christianity: the denia of the Trinity and of
Jesus’ divinity, proofs of the prophetic quality of
Muhammad including those drawn from the Bible,
contradictions and inconsistencies in the Old and
New Testament, proofs of Muhammad’ s prophecies
and miracles, evidence of the dignity and superior-
ity of Islam, and the condemnation of the ethical and
cult practices of Christians on the grounds that they
are just as faulty as the Christian beliefs.

The* medieval” character of these Muslim-Chris-
tian perceptions A study of Muslims' and Chris-
tians' views of each other is largely a study of mu-
tual misunderstanding. Many factors contributed to
this, including emotions such as the fear of a supe-
rior power, with a foreign religion and ideology,
exhibiting strength. Misunderstandings arose espe-

cially from the fact that both sides interpreted the
other religion in light of their own. Medieval Islam
saw Christians as believers gone astray but to be re-
spected as People of the Book; medieval Christian-
ity saw Muslims largely as believers in the wrong
things, misled by ignorance. Neither party could
adequately place the other’s claim to absol ute truth.
Whereas |slam had its scholars and mysticsto defend
its case, Christianity had besides scholars and mys-
ticsits ecclesiastical organization, which, for better
or worse, exercised agreat deal of power.

On the level of apologetic technique, both Mus-
lims and Christians had recourse to Scripture and
reason in order to convince each other and especially
themselves, although they did thisin different ways.
Each group used its Scripture to combat that of the
opposing party’s, and here the Muslims had a clear
advantage since Muhammad had lived later than
Jesus and since he, unlike Jesus, had left a written
Scripture. Also, theideaof the Qur’an asthereveaed
words of God was easier to grasp than the idea of
Christ as the revealed word of God. Regarding rea-
son, the Muslims recognized that things religious
transcend reason, but they also held that religion
should not contradict reason and that it should lend
itself to analysis and logical inquiry. With this “ra-
tional” approach they fired devastating rational ar-
guments against Christianity. The Christians, how-
ever, believed in salvation and religious mysteries
leading to it, also in the realm of experience, which
were not only inaccessible to reason but, in fact,
contradicted any simplistic rationalization. There-
fore, although they could certainly develop rational
arguments against Islam, they could not pressashard
rationally against Islam as the Muslims could do
against Christianity. In fact, according to Christian
doctrine, man’s mind could not be forced by reason
to see the truth of Christianity; rather, God's grace
and man’s free choice were needed for this.

Of course, there were nuancesin this matter, and
both Orthodox and L atin theology could be terribly
rationalistic in their refutations of the Muslim faith.
Among thedifferent theological schoolsinislam, the
Mu‘taziliteswerein the vanguard of Muslim polem-
icswith Christianity and Manicheism. We still need
acareful investigation of the precise implications of
the various schools of Muslim thought with regard
to their interpretation and judgment of non-Muslim
doctrines. Theimplicationsfor thissubject of Quranic
tafsir and different strands in hadzth literature need
to be better known as well. On the whole, it seems



that Islam with its claim to be the “religion of the
golden mean” tended to view other religions, Chris-
tianity included, basically as exaggerationsof Islamic
doctrineson certain given points. They were sects of
the one Eternal Religion.

A supplementary problem in the relations between
medieval Christianity and ISamwasthat Mudimsheld
that the Qur’an contained everything that needed to
be known about Christianity, both descriptive and
evaluative, so that afurther study of Christianity was
scarcely necessary. Moreover, Chrigtianity wasan out-
of-datereligion. The Christians, by contrast, could not
consult their Scripturefor descriptionsand eval uations
of Islam: insofar asthey wereaware of their ignorance,
they were obliged to study it. On anintellectua level,
thinkers of the stature of 1bn Sina (930-1037), a-
Ghazal1 (1058-1111), and Ibn Rushd (1126-1198)
had no match among Byzantine theologians at the
time. It took the Latins until the twelfth century, the
“first Renaissance,” inspired by Arab science and in-
tellectua inquiry, to produce thinkers able to digest
theMudlims' trendsof thought and devel op their own.

With regard to the religious minority groups exist-
ing on both sides in the medieval period, we may
speak of a structural intolerance, measured accord-
ing to present-day norms and criteria. We may ac-
knowledge, however, a general religious tolerance
combined with indifference on the part of the Mus-
lims and a degree of toleration in certain circum-
stances and on the part of individual Christians as,
for example, under some Norman kingsof Sicily and
some Christian kings in Spain. The prevailing atti-
tude of thereligious majority on both sides, however,
was to feign not to see the minority and its religion
and to avoid any intense contact. Onthe Muslim side
there were no massacres of civilian Christians, no
state persecutions, and no inquisition of Christians.
Therewas never asystematic repression of the Chris-
tians within Muslim territory, except under the
Fatimid caliph al-Hakim (985-1021) in Cairo, who
was considered insane by hiscontemporaries. Onthe
Christian side, on the other hand, from the eleventh
century the Latin Church developed an aggressive
attitude against Muslimsand | slam both ideologically
and politically. In the sixteenth century, after the
Reconquista and against the treaty conditions, the
Latin Church resorted to forced conversions and
persecutions of Muslims in Spain. With regard to
Islam the medieval Latin Church went berserk.

This kind of conflictuous tension and structural
intolerance implied not only that no one tried to re-
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formulate and rethink questions of truth in light of
the other’s existence or claims. It also implied that
the Christians on thewholedid not recognizeagrain
of truth in what Muslims considered as revelation,
whereasthe Muslimsrecognized the Christians' rev-
elation at least in their own Islamic terms. On the
whole, Muslims worked for the Islamization of the
conquered areas within the limits of a tradition of
religious toleration, yet applying strong pressures.
Christians, when expanding their territories, did the
same, but they adopted arigid missionary approach
to Muslims, individually and collectively. Particular
pressures—economic, social, and psychological—
could be and were exerted in the name of one reli-
gion on adherents of the other. This was considered
to be necessary by the religious leaders of both reli-
gions and as just by those who had political power,
provided the public order was not disturbed.

Such underlying structures are fundamental to
understanding therelationsand mutua viewsof Chris-
tians and Muslims—and al so Jews—in the medieval
period. The starting point for their study consistsin
identifying the problems of the three monotheistic
religions. Medieval thought cannot be understood
unless one takes into account the fundamental prob-
lems with which these three religions confronted
people at the time and to which they tried to give an-
swers. That there were common, deeper structures
appears in the fact that thinkers on both sides, Chris-
tian and Muslim, recognized such problems and
largely viewed the other party in terms of common,
general problems. Moreover, both were confronted
with thefact of the other’ sexistenceand had to find a
solutionfor it. ISam did thisby considering the Chris-
tians ahl al-kitab, People of the Book, possessing a
deficient revelation. The Christians vacillated, some-
times calling Islam a heresy and sometimes calling it
afasereligion, with no revelation at all.

Strikingly medieval, to our senses, is the centrip-
etal and near solipsistic worldview, religiously fixed,
of both civilizations. Strikingly medieval is also the
idea that adherence to a faith other than one’s own
implies separation, whilein fact there were common
structures that allowed for deeper cultural contacts
between members of these civilizations. Strikingly
medieval, finally, wasthe wholesal eidentification of
people at thetimewith thetwo entities of “ Christian-
ity” and“Islam” conceived of as outright antagonists
as far asreligion is concerned.

In their medieval polemical writings, the Chris-
tians (Arab, Byzantine, and Latin) and the Muslims
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(Arab and Persian) saw each other asradical antago-
nists in the realm of religious truth. It was mainly
theologians and jurists, however, who were at the
forefront of thisliterature. They all moved against the
background of aworld of war and political tensions.

Perceptions beyond conflicts We ought not,
however, be blinded by such widespread polemics
to the fact that Muslims on the one hand, and Arab
and Byzantine Christians on the other, had many
areasof lifeand culturein common. They shared phi-
losophy and science, commerce, and travel; and they
also had (though each within their own society) simi-
lar ideas on authority, behavior, and socia order.

There is even more than meets the eye. Gregory
Palamas, a friend of John Cantacuzenos, wrote an
account of histravels (probably asaprisoner) to Asia
Minor in 1354 which included an encounter and dis-
cussions with Muslims.?? An evergoing stream of
pilgrims from Byzantium and from the Latin West
made their way through Muslim territory to theHoly
Land and back. Beliefsand practices of folk religion
were often common to Muslims and Christians, as
was the veneration of saints and adoration of the
Virgin Mary.*? Such practices could be borrowed by
one community from the other, without any official
authority being involved. It would seem that religious
interaction and “dialogue” can occur much more
easily on the popular level of peopleliving together
than on amore official level, whatever the authority
and model function of the latter. Recently, some
scholars have examined the image of Jesusin medi-
eval Muslim writings, and they have shown that one
can speak of an “Islamic Christology.”*?* Medieval
Muslim historians showed interest in the life of
Jesus.*?> On closer consideration, the | slamic context
has not simply been negative for meetings between
Muslimsand Christians.? Therewasthewell-known
transmission of Greek philosophy and science from
Syriac and Greek into Arabic in the ninth and tenth
centuries, and from Arabic to Hebrew and Latin in
thetwelfth and thirteenth centuries. In the domain of
literature, art, architecture, and technology too, there
have been sometimes surprising interactions.*?

Inaddition, it must be said that, although cultural
relations between Muslims and Christians were pro-
foundly affected by political and religious antago-
nism, some Muslim authors wrote interesting de-
scriptions of Franks and Byzantines, aswell astheir
history.1?® First, various accounts of the Crusades, in

particular those organized around the figure of Salah
al-Din (Saladin), portray the“ Franks” with thevices
and virtues proper to West European and in particu-
lar French knights.*?® Furthermore, some accounts
tell of journeys by Muslimsto visit Europe—either
on a specific mission, for instance in an embassy or
astraders asfar as Scandinavia, or more freely ven-
turing to explore the darker regions of the north. Two
accountsarewell known: that of Ibrahimibn 'Y a'quab
al-Turtasht around 965, and that of Aba Hamid al-
Granadino (1081-1170).1%

Slowly there developed a knowledge of the his-
tory of Western European Christians, which reached
its apogee in the chapter on the Franksin Rashid al-
Din’sworld history at the beginning of the fourteenth
century c.e.® Inthe historiography of Muslim coun-
tries or cities we find occasional references to the
place of non-Muslim minorities. Al-Mas‘adi ac-
corded Church history aplacein hisMurij al-dhahab.

Whereas the Byzantines were seen as the succes-
sorsof the ancient Greeksand admired for their civi-
lization, equal during the ninth to eleventh centuries
tothat of the Abbasid caliphate, the Latin Christians
were on the whole perceived as of amore barbarous
nature. The superiority of the Arab-Muslim civiliza-
tion over that of Western Europe up to—roughly
speaking—the thirteenth century explainsat least in
part the lack of curiosity about what was happening
on the other side of the M editerranean, the Pyrenees,
and the Alps. What could Muslims have learned from
the northerners, who wererather on the receiving end
of cultural exchanges?

Common structures  On closer analysis, what
was felt by the conflicting religious parties to be an
absolute antagonism must be seen in a broader his-
torical perspective of the meeting of cultures.** This
very antagonism wasin fact imbedded in certain as-
sumptions and presuppositions which Muslims,
Jews, and Eastern and Western Christians shared.**
Thus we might speak of certain common structures
underlying positionsthat seemed to be, to the people
concerned, mutually exclusive.

Primarily, beyond the different elaborations, there
was a common structure of faith in one God—a be-
lief that this God manifests hiswill by means of pre-
cisely known revelations and by his acts in history.
There was the notion of the one true religion rising
above the many heresies, and of the existence of re-
ligious communities considering themselves to be



living under God’ smore or less exclusive protection.
The elements of this structure were articulated in
different ways with different theological views, but
these differentiations were only possible due to a
common ideaof revelation, acommon framework of
thought and the common acceptance of historical
events as evidence of the truth of the faith.

The people concerned were someti mes conscious
of these facts themselves. Christians tried to clarify
and expound their idea of revelation by means of
philosophical reason along thelines of Aristotle and
Plotinus. Faithto them had itsown ratio, so they were
looking for theratio fidei; in addition, they appealed
to the tradition of the church and its power, visible
like that of the Christian state, as an argument for
their truth. Muslims, on the other hand, defended the
oneness and uniqueness of God’s being against any
conceivable infringement. They carried out aratio-
nalistic attack both on the text of the Bible and on
the mysteries of faith in which the Christians be-
lieved. Their general stance was to take the Qur’an
as astarting point and to accept in addition only ar-
guments based on reason. But whatever the differ-
ences between the positions upheld by Muslims and
Christians with regard to the elements of such reli-
gious structures, and their meaning, both groups ac-
knowledged as self-evident the existence, worth, and
truth of these structures, aswell asanumber of their
elements. From a philosophical point of view, it
would be correct to say that it was their different
views of truth which made them choose and inter-
pret elements of common structuresin different ways
and consequently made them see each other in adif-
ferent light as well.

The presence of such common structures does not
alter thefact that there was, simultaneously, for their
own consciousness adefinite and “total” opposition
between Muslims and Christians. The continuous
military struggle, interrupted only by incidental
truces, should not only be seen in light of the reli-
gious ideologiesin question but also in terms of the
political relationship of two giants. Similarly, many
of the actual victories of one party over another can
be interpreted in terms of the natural envy of mili-
tary men from anomadic background with regard to
higher civilizationsand their riches. Military history
weighsheavily on the rel ationship between these two
religions. One should keep in mind that Byzantine
Christianity until the tenth century, and Latin Chris-
tianity until the eleventh century found themselves
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fighting on the defensive against Islam and that this
was to be resumed in the eleventh and fifteenth cen-
tury, respectively. The antagonism between Christian
and Muslim countries was seen to be absolute since
therewashardly ever athird party of any significance
in the political field. The military and political op-
position derived support from the different religious
beliefs and practices, as well as the different social
and ethical norms of the two civilizations. Such
norms, practices, and beliefs had by then cometo be
not only the expression but also the legitimization of
the social systemsin question. Each society was or-
ganized within areligiousframework; each religious
community was a “nation” (natio) defined through
its religion over and against the other. Psychologi-
cally speaking, each society projected the other reli-
gion as its ideological antagonist.

Main arguments against Christianity as a
religion Thelslamictheological arguments against
Christianity can be grouped under three headings™*
—scripture, doctrines, and religious practices. Nearly
all these arguments refer to Quranic texts and are
devel oped within the framework of Aristotelianlogic.

1. Forgery of Scripture. Christian scripture is
regarded as forged on two counts;

e Therewas a historical forgery because of afalse
transmission of the preaching and doctrine of
Jesus, in particular before the writing and canoni-
zation of the New Testament. As a consequence,
present-day beliefsand practices of the Christians
do not parallel the original message of Jesus.

e Therewasaliterary forgery for the following two
reasons. Firt, the Christians canonized atext which
was not the original text which Jesus, according to
the Qur’an, would have brought. Second, the Chris-
tians have given wrong interpretations of a num-
ber of Biblical texts while presuming that their
interpretationswereright. Thusthe Christian scrip-
ture suffers from corruption (fasad) and tahrif:
forgery of thetext itself or elseawrong interpreta-
tion of the correct text.

This accusation of forgery rests on assumptions
which are typically Islamic. The form of revelation
asconceived of in Islam—that is, prophetical recita-
tions brought together in abook, isheld to beamodel
for any revelation. Qur’anic verses on the existence
of tahrif are applied without further ado to biblical
texts, without paying attention to the meaning of
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these latter texts in their own literary and historical
context and without inquiring about the kind of truth
of such texts. It is assumed without questioning that
anything that the Qur’an says on a given subject is
Truth, evenin aliteral sense.

2. Errorsof Thought and Doctrine.  Such errors
are held to be fundamentally due to a neglect of the
truth of tawhid, the oneness and uniqueness of God.
They concern three main doctrinal issues:

 The Christian doctrine of incarnation, that Jesus
had a divine nature and was the son of God, is
thoroughly rejected. The Qur’an deniesthat Jesus
was more than a prophet and the mutakallimin
tried to prove this by means of reason. They re-
fused, on logical grounds, to distinguish between
ahuman nature in Jesus (able to suffer) and a di-
vine nature (unableto do so). They pointed to the
differences between the christol ogies of different
Christian churches and contended that the very
unsoundness of the doctrine of a hypostatical
union between God and man was proved already
by the many confusions and contradictionsresult-
ing from it. They also refuted the doctrine of the
incarnation by saying that this implied that God
had been in need of a woman, whereas God is
without need and creates out of his own will. Ibn
Taymiyya and al-QarafT, as well as the author of
Al-radd al-jamil, noticed that Jesus’ human weak-
nesses, asthey are stressed in parts of the Gospels
and certain words of Jesus and his disciples, im-
ply that he was not of a divine nature. Moreover,
in the Gospels Jesus never claimed to be God.
e The Christian doctrine of the trinity, that God
consists of one substance and three persons, is
rejected outright on the basis of the Qur’an, which
denies anything that might infringe on the oneness
(tawhid) of God. The mutakallimin further re-
futed the doctrine by means of reason: a number
of logical argumentswereformulated against it, and
Chrigtian attemptsto construct anal ogies of thetrin-
ity in defense of the doctrine were refuted. Argu-
ments were also drawn from the New Testament
itself, where the trinity is nowhere mentioned as
such. Theideaof afather—son relationship within
God was particularly revolting to Muslim thought;
logically God would become needy and contin-
gent by the concept of tawallud (procreation).
The Christian doctrine of salvation isalso unam-
biguously rejected. The doctrine of original sin
cannot be found in the Qur’an and is held to be
contrary to divine justice. The belief that the sins
of individually responsible people could be remit-
ted by someone else through atonement goes

against the Qur’anic ideas of law, justice, and
human responsibility, and it also conflicts with
reason. The Christian idea of the redemption of
the faithful from their sufferings and sins, from
theweight of thelaw, and from the demands of the
world is clearly in conflict with the daily experi-
ence of Christians themselves.

Nearly dl the doctrinal mistakesmadeby the Chris-
tians come down to one basic error: thefrontal attack
on the fundamental truth of tawhzd (the One God),
through shirk (associating things that are not divine
with God); moreover these formulations are felt to
belogical impossibilities. Just asthere can be no two
eternal principles, so there can beno mingling of God
and man, and there can be no three eternal principles
within one. The consequence of these doctrinal errors
isthat the Christians hold beliefsthat arein straight-
forward conflict with reason. This leads them into a
maze of philosophical and theological confusion and
to contradictions which they themselves abusively
call “mysteries.”

3. ErrorsinReligiousPractice. Some of these
include the following.

* In matters of cult, Christians are generally re-
proached with indulging in idol worship when
adoring Jesus or venerating Mary and the saints,
through images and other objectsheld to be sacred.

Inritual practicethey are reproached with laxity,

for instance in abandoning of circumcision and

neglecting ritual purity, as prescribed by Mosaic
law.

* Inadmissible novelties have been introduced by
the Christianssince Jesus' lifetime. Al-Qaraft and
Ibn Taymiyya point out the various liturgical and
popular religious celebrations and feasts, the sac-
raments (eucharist, baptism, confession), theven-
eration of Mary, certain church laws (marriage,
celibacy, excommunication), and customslike the
veneration of saints, which they consider asinno-
vations, contrary to Jesus’ teaching.

Other kinds of arguments were used, too. The
demands of Christian ethics were judged to be ex-
travagant and Christian asceticism wasrejected. The
freedom of man’s will, as accepted in Christianity,
was denied. Attention was drawn toward the divi-
sions among the Christians themselves, the intellec-
tual blindness and stupidity of their religion, the de-
feat of the Christian armies and concomitant victory
of Islam as a sign of God's providence. New argu-
ments were coined to counter Christian attacks on
Islam and to work out a convincing apology for



Islam. Christian objections to the Qur’an, for in-
stance, had to be met, the rejection of Muhammad's
prophethood had to be refuted, and the unity of pro-
phetic revelation from Adam to Muhammad had to
be proved. Of course, it aso had to be proved both
scripturally and by means of reasoning, that Muham-
mad was the seal of the prophets and Islam the final
universal message for all mankind. Polemicsagainst
non-Muslims ended in an apology for Islam.

One of the results of these scriptural, doctrinal,
and practical errors, according to the polemicists, has
been that the Christians not only are alienated from
the true message of Jesus but also do not listen to
Muhammad’ s message and thus remain closed to the
revelation brought by him and contained in the
Qur’an.

Further analysis reveal s certain assumptions be-
hind these arguments against Christianity. On one
hand, the accusations of literary and historical forg-
ery of divinerevelation arose from the model of rev-
elation as conceived of in Islam—that is, atext that
corresponds literally with the Heavenly Book and
was brought by a prophet. On the other hand, these
accusations arose from the application of certain
Qur’anictextsabout Christianity directly to the Chris-
tian Scripturesin order to search there for corrobora-
tion of what was said in the Qur’an such asthe claimed
announcements of Muhammad. These Qur’anic accu-
sations, combined with a rather simple, common-
sense idea of what is good literary and historical
transmission, were then applied to the texts to be
refuted. Assumptions underlying the accusations of
doctrinal mistakesincluded the literal acceptance of
statements found in the Qur’an, the assumption that
the Qur’an provides not only atrue but also a suf-
ficient knowledge of God, the assumption that the
Islamic model of revelation isthe only possible one,
and the assumption that the categories of Aristote-
lian philosophy are able to express religious truth
adequately.

On closer consideration, these objectionsto Chris-
tianity show that the Muslim religiousview waspain-
fully touched by Christianity on several sensitive
points:

1. Making adistinction between the different per-
sonswithin God and the divine substance comes
down to negating or denying God’ s unity. In the
Muslim conception, God is one and unique and
cannot be divided within himself.

2. The notions of the Fall and of original sin, and
the concomitant notion of a subsequent self-sac-
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rifice of the Creator, needed to restore his cre-
ation, disrupt the harmony given with creation
as well as the harmonious relationship between
creatureand Creator. It alsoimpliesadiminution
of the positive responsibilities assigned to man.

3. Theideaof amixture of what ishuman and what
isdivine in one person, held to be God’s incar-
nation or the Son of God, is not only a logical
impossibility and an affront to clear thinking, but
is also blasphemous in that it attacks God’'s
honor.

4. Thehistorical trustworthiness of reports on fac-
tual events like the crucifixion of Jesus, as they
are given in the Christian Scriptures, is simply
denied as soon as they conflict with Qur’anic
statements. For medieval Muslim feeling any
Qur’anic statement has a normative and evalua-
tive as well as empirical character; it can there-
fore serveto establish or deny historical or natu-
ral facts, taking precedence over all other sources
of knowledge.

Just as in the refutation of Mazdaism and Mani-
cheism kalam had to work out the implications of
tawhzd, and asin the refutation of Judaism it worked
out the implications of naskh, so it was led through
the refutation of Christianity, to elaborate the doc-
trine of the Qur’an considered as God' seternal word.
Polemics against Christianity stimulated the assess-
ing of the relationship between substance and at-
tributes within God' s oneness of being.

Judaism

The relations between |slam and Judaism have been
complex from the very beginning.t®> However, a-
though there was severe Muslim-Jewish strifein the
early Medinan stage of Islam, to which the Qur’an
bears witness, classical Islam directed its polemics
much more against Christianity. Whilethe Christians
in Muslim territory had a powerful Byzantine state
behind them, and in the conquered lands actively
defended their religion against the new faith, the Jew-
ish communities, asmaller minority anyhow, kept to
their own communal life and did not discuss their
religion with outsiders. They rarely attacked Islam.
So also the number of polemical treatises directed
exclusively against Judaism is relatively small and
dates from later times. Although after the Qur’an
critical statementsand polemical utterancesoccur in
hadith literature,’*¢ proper information about Juda-
ism asareligion and way of life was only later sup-
plied by converts.
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Muslim descriptions and refutations of Judaism
until Ibn Hazm have been studied by CamillaAdang
in her previously mentioned work. Descriptions of
it were given in some historical workst®” and in
encyclopedical works like the Kitab al-bad’ wal-
tarikh attributed to al-Mutahhar a-Magdist (d. ca
985). Its doctrines and sects are presented in milal
literature, in particular in the books of 1bn Hazm
(d. 1064) and, much more concisely, a-Shahrastant
(d. 548/1153).

Polemics Muslim-Judaic polemics go back to
the Qur’an.®® Muhammad had already had intense
debateswith the Jewsof Medina. Y et, these Qur’anic
texts have hardly ever led to the kind of religiously-
based antisemitism that has developed in Christian-
ity, although some of the arguments used in the first
centuries c.e. by Christians against Judaism found
their way, through convertsin particular, into Mus-
lim circles and were used then in the Muslim-Judaic
polemic.

The best known polemical treatises of Muslim
authors against Judaism are thefollowing. lbn Hazm
(994-1064),* who is standing himself in atradition
of such writings wrote no less than three such trea-
tises, one of them against the Jewish wazir 1smail
b. Yasuf ibn an-Naghrila (993-1056). An analysis
of Ibn Hazm’s writings against Judaism was pub-
lished by Camilla Adang.+

Several refutations of Judaism were written by
Jewish converts to Islam. Samaw’al al-Maghribt
(ca. 1125-1175),*** for instance, wrote hisIfhamal-
Yahiid (“ Silencing the Jews") after hisconversionin
1163, and Sa'1d b. Hasan (d. 1320)**2 who converted
from Judaism in 1298, wrote a treatise against both
Judaism and Christianity. Another convert and au-
thor, ‘Abd a-Haqgq al-1slami,'*® is assumed to have
livedin Morocco at the end of the fourteenth century.
Well-known other polemicists were Al-Qaraf1 (d.
1285);** 1bn Qayyim a-Jawziyya (d. 1350),*> who
also wrote atreatise agai nst both Judaism and Chris-
tianity; and Abu Zakariyya Y ahya ar-Raqil1,**6 who
in 761/1360 wrote a tract against Judaism while liv-
ing in Christian Spain. Less known isthe Moroccan
al-Maghili (d. ca. 1504).%4” Moreover, there arerefu-
tations of Judaism within the general kalam works,
asfor instancein theKitab at-tamhzd of Al-Bagillant,
written around 369/980.4

The principal argument used specifically against
Judaism concerned the doctrine of naskh (abroga-
tion). Muslims adhered to this doctrine in a double

sense: arevelation occurring later in time was sup-
posed to abrogate an earlier one, and arevealed reli-
gious law of alater date was supposed to replace an
earlier one. Thisimplied that by means of a series of
revelations, God could revea hiswill successively
in different ways. Jewish theologians, by contrast,
held that it isimpossible for God to change hismind,
as God does not change his decree and dispensation.
They therefore rejected naskh and did not recognize
the Qur’an any more than they had recognized the
New Testament. Muslim thinkers such as Ibn Hazm
declared it an error to think that God would not be
able to change his mind or that there would be only
onerevelation given by God: the Torah. Much effort
was expended by Muslim polemiciststo convincethe
Jews of the necessity of naskh and to demonstrate that
it was already present in the Torah itself, where the
law of Jacob, for instance, had been superseded by
thelater and different law of Moses. Theideaswhich
scholars like Ibn Hazm, Al-Juwayni, and Fakhr ad-
D1n ar-Razi devel oped about the nature of areveal ed
text led to discussions on the subject of revelation
and to a further questioning of what God had in-
tended with hisrevelations. Thiswas conduciveto a
further elaboration and refinement of the doctrine of
naskh in Islam itself. Various positions were taken
up with regard to therel ationship between the Qur’an
and the earlier Scriptures, as well as between the
Shari ‘a and preceding religious laws.

As early as 1878, Goldziher gave a general out-
line of the historical development of Muslim polemic
against ahl al-kitab and Judaism in particular.'*® He
considers the oldest document for the polemic, the
Qur’an itself, which already containsthe three main
later themes of polemic. They are, first, the accusa-
tion that the ahl al-kitab changed and corrupted their
Scriptures (tahrif 2:73; tabdil 4:48, 5:16, 45, 52;
taghyir 3:72); second, the refutation of certain doc-
trineswhich they held; third, the rejection of certain
of their rites and customs. It is worthwhile to recall
the main points which Goldziher makes about the
accusation of corruption of the Torah (tabdzl).t%°

The Qur’an statesin so many wordsthat the Jews
and the Christians had corrupted their Scriptures, and
this was to remain the main accusation against the
ahl al-kitab. Different arguments could be used as
proof of the corruption (tabdil) claimed in the osten-
sibly heavenly, perfect textswhich, according to the
Qur’an, were the original Tawrat and Inji7 brought
respectively by Moses and Jesus. One of the argu-
ments for the fact of corruption was based on tajsrm



or “anthropomorphism” in the wider sense of the
word. In the Bible there were unworthy passages
about patriarchs, prophets, and political leaders and
their lineage, their words and deeds, and their scan-
dal ous storieswhich should not occur in asacred text
and which indicated unworthy authorship. Another
argument was based on obvious textual contradic-
tions in the Bible. Furthermore, there were “mis-
takes’ in thetext, such asthe substitution of the name
of Isaac for Ishmael as the son whom Abraham was
asked to sacrifice. Moreover, certain texts which,
according to Muslim understanding, ought to figure
within arevealed scripture, were lacking in the Old
Testament; it was assumed that these had been sup-
pressed. These texts included the tenet of the resur-
rection at the end of time, along with the following
reward and punishment and the recognition of the
existence of prophetsoutsidelsrael. Lastly, the pres-
enceinthe Old Testament of prophets who were not
mentioned inthe Qur’an, such as|saiah and Jeremiah,
was held to be altogether superfluous.

The biblical Torah was apparently not identical
with the pure Tawrat which was held to have been
given asarevelation to Moses. There was, however,
a considerable difference of opinion on the extent
to which the Scriptures preceding the Qur’an were
corrupted.

On the one hand, Ibn Hazm, who was the first
thinker to consider the problem of tabdil systemati-
cally, contended, as did al-Qaraf1, Ibn Qayyim al-
Jawziyya, and a-Tarjuman later on, that the text it-
self had been changed or forged (taghyir). In support
of this contention he drew attention to immoral sto-
ries which had found a place within the corpus, as
well as to obvious contradictions within the text it-
self. By contrast, thinkers like al-Qasim b. Ibrahim,
al-Tabar1, Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi, and |bn Khaldan
held that the text itself had not been forged, but that
the Scriptures had been misinterpreted (faulty ta'wil)
by the Jews and the Christians. This was especially
true of textsthat predicted or announced the mission
of Muhammad and the coming of Islam: the so-called
a‘lam texts. Others again developed a theory about
certain texts, in particular the alam texts, to which
the Qur’an referred, but which were not easy to find
in the available Scriptures. The Jews and Christians
would have simply removed these texts from their
Scriptures, but they would not have added to or
forged the scriptural text itself.

Whether aMuslim scholar showed greater or less
respect for the Bible, and whether and how he could

The Medieval Period 53

quote fromit, depended very much on his particular
interpretation of tabdzl (the doctrine of corruption).
However, contradictions in the work of the polemi-
cists themselves could also occur. Ibn Hazm, for in-
stance, rejectsnearly the entire Old Testament, brand-
ing it aforgery, but he cheerfully quotes the tawrat
when bad reports are given of the faith and the be-
havior of the Banii Isra’il, considering them to be
evidence against the Jews and their religion!

The search for alam texts in the Hebrew and
Christian Scriptureswasin fact asearch for proof of
Muhammad’ s prophethood. Since the Qur’an stated
that the mission of Muhammad and the coming of
Islam had been announced in the earlier Scriptures,
Muslim polemicists started to read through the Bible
looking for such texts and interpreting them accord-
ing to what may be called a“Muhammadan” Bible
exegesis. There were variations in the number of
quoted Bible places, and not everyone agreed that the
Jews and the Christians actually removed certain
aflamtextsfromtheir scriptures. In hisarticle of 1878
Goldziher dealswith the 51 Bible placestowhich al-
Qaraft refers.

Closely connected with the accusation of tahrif
or tabdil of the earlier Scripturesisthe reproach that
the historical transmission (tawatur) of thetext of the
original tawrat was not reliable, so that tahrzf could
in fact have occurred in the span of time which had
elapsed since the life of Moses. Against the claims
of the Jews in this respect, Muslim polemicists held
that the transmission of the Judaic tradition had not
been any more reliable than that of other traditions.
Biblical anecdotes about the unreliability, lack of
faith, and changeability of the Israelites were used
by some Muslim authors as argumentsto this effect.
They not only proved that the Jews could not be
God’ s chosen people or children but aso they gave
plausability to the view that they could not have been
ableto transmit correctly the tawrat given to Moses
initsoriginal form. Muslim polemicists held Ezrat®!
in particular responsible for having made inadmis-
sible innovations in the text of the original tawrat.
Theissue of tawatur (transmission) has been anim-
portant one in Muslim polemic. Good tawatur not
only guarantees the authenticity of a given text but
can also serve, for instance, as aguarantee and proof
for miraclesif these werewitnessed by several people
who subsequently testified about the true happening
of such a miracle. If the historical transmission
(tawatur) shows defects, reports on miracles that
happened in the past cannot be trusted. This issue,
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aswell asthat of tahrzf and of a1am texts, was also
important in the polemic against Christianity.*>?

Other arguments were also used in the Muslim
polemic against Judai sm. For instance, Samaw’al al-
Maghribt usesthe nearly Christian argument that the
Talmud makes life a burden which isimpossible to
bear, and he a so uses the argument of the difference
between Rabbanites and Karaites within Judaism to
show theimperfection and weakness of thereligion.
The very fact of the dispersion and theinstitutional -
ized humiliation (dhull) of the Jews could aso be
employed to prove the truth of I1slam, to which God
had given victories on earth, and to provide an open-
ing for conversions to Islam. Other authors added
other arguments regarding Jewish rites and customs
and other forms of Jewish particularism. It isinter-
esting to observe how in these polemics between
representatives of Islam and Judaism there gradually
developed a common understanding about what
should be considered asvalid scriptural and rational
arguments and proofs. Such proofs had to be based
on scriptural revelation, prophethood, miracles, and
sound historical transmission asconstitutive elements
of avalidreligioustradition. Each author could stress
one or more elements in particular.

Asagenera rule, Muslims—conditioned asthey
were by what they typically identified asdivine rev-
elation, sacred Scripture, and prophethood—showed
great reservations about the analogous claims of rev-
elation, Scripture, and prophetical qualities upheld
in Judaism, which was considered an “out-of-date”
religion. Thiswasreinforced by the fact that the Jew-
ish community for itspart did not recognize Muham-
mad asaprophet, or the Qur’an asrevelation, and that
it rejected naskh.

Main arguments against Judaism as a religion
Asinthe case of Christianity, the arguments against
Judaism can be summarized under the heading of
arguments against the Scripture, against doctrines,
and against religious practices.

1. Forgeryof Scripture.  Aswith Christian Scrip-
ture (the New Testament), Jewish Scripture (the
Hebrew Bible or “Old Testament”) is accused of
forgery on two counts:

» There was a historical forgery due to a wrong
transmission of the preaching and Law of Moses,
in particular during the uncertainities of the Isra-
elites’ battles when they arrived in Canaan and
after thereturn from Babylon to Canaan, when the

Law was proclaimed anew by Ezra. As a conse-
quence, aready before Jesus, the beliefsand prac-
tices of the Jews were not in agreement with
Moses' original message.

» Therewasaliterary forgery of the Tawrat which
Moses brought as a complete Scripture. Certain
texts were added, others omitted. In general,
Muslims did not consider the books of the Proph-
etsand the Books of Wisdom of the Hebrew Bible
to have been revealed. Historical catastrophes
contributed to the fact that parts of the ancient
Tawrat were lost; the texts which were left were
often falsely interpreted. The Jewish Scripture,
accordingly, suffers from corruption (fasad) and
tahrif (forgery of thetext itself or incorrect inter-
pretation of a correct text).

These accusations Muslim polemicists made
against the Hebrew Bible correspond to the accusa-
tionsthey levelled at the Greek New Testament and
are based on the same assumptions. One may add that
Muslim authors hardly spoke about the Mishna; how-
ever, they held the Talmud to be almost asimportant
for Jewish believers as the Torah.

2. Errorsof thought and doctrine.  Thefollow-
ing errors of thought are particularly the object of
Muslim polemics:

» Thedoctrine of God sufferson account of itslack
of universality, although the Jewish recognition
of hisonenessand uniquenessismoreinlinewith
tawhrd than the Christian doctrine of God. Being
bound through his supposed alliance with the
children of Israel and the Jews, God is not recog-
nized in his full, universal dimension as being
concerned with his creation and humanity as a
whole. Also, the Jewish idea that God is unable
to change his mind means that no further revela-
tion other than that of the Torah is accepted and
that Jesus and Muhammad are rejected as proph-
ets. It also leaves out arational solution for the
apparent contradictionswhich can befound inthe
text of the Torah.

» Thedoctrine of the children of I srael and the Jew-
ish people as the Chosen People has led to the
wrong assumption that the Jewish people are apart
from, and superior to, other peoples. Thisiswhy
thechildren of Israel annexed Ibrahim astheir own
physical ancestor and why they disdain the proph-
etsand revelations given to other peoples. Others
should not be excluded from the particular revela-
tion that the children of Israel once received.

3. Errors of Religious Practice. There are a
number of differencesin religious Law which can-



not betreated here. Sufficeit to draw attention to two
typical reproaches directed at Jewish religious prac-
tice, on the basis of Islamic assumptions:

« Keeping the Sabbath as a day of rest could not
have been among God'’ s prescriptions. Thewhole
ideaof aGod who needed arest after having made
his creation isan offense to hishonor and dignity.

e The Jews introduced israzliyyat, certain ele-
ments of Jewish thought and tradition, into Islam.
Similarly, the Christians were reproached for
having introduced rahbaniyya, or monasticism,
into Islam. Subsequent polemics were directed
against such “borrowings” from Judaism which
should be removed from Islam. Islam should
purify itself of such Jewish and Christian novel-
ties that found their way into the Muslim com-
munity through, for example, Jewish and Chris-
tian converts to Islam.

Historical relationships Muslim-Jewish rela-
tionships, until the mid-nineteenth century, were
uniquein the sense that the Jewish communitiesliv-
ing in Muslim territory, unlike the Christian minori-
ties, had no recourse to aforeign power which could
offer refuge or intervene if necessary.’™ Asaconse-
guence, unlike the Christian minorities, Jewish com-
munitieswere |ess suspected of being afifth column
for an enemy from abroad. One may assume that
during the Medieval period and beyond, Muslim
political leaders were not unaware of the fact that
Jewish minoritiesin Christian lands had amuch less
favorable positionthanin Muslimlands. Thiswas cer-
tainly the case with the Ottoman political leadership.

Apart from the Khazars, for alimited time from
740 onward, no Jewish political entity existed, and,
asaresult, Jews constituting small minorities had to
survive assuch, as peasants, astradesmen, or ashold-
ers of free professions. Because of the strong links
among the Jewish communities and their families,
networks of communication developed, with possi-
bilities of “free passage” which were not available
to members of larger political entities. The study of
the Geniza documents by S. D. Goitein, in particu-
lar, has opened new insight into Jewish life around
the Mediterranean and in Muslim lands in the tenth
and eleventh centuries, and into the relationships
between the Jewish communities and the Muslim
societies in which they lived. Roughly speaking,
Jewish traders had afreedom to move, provided they
could bring back valued goods to the countries in
which they were living. And, of course, they should
not disturb the public order.
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The beginning of Muslim-Jewish relations after
the elimination of three Jewish tribes from Medina,
along with the accompanying invectives against the
children of Israel and the Jews in the Qur’an, was
gloomy. Muhammad’ streaty with the subjected Jew-
ish community of Khaibar, however, established a
precedent for later treaties with Jews, as well as
Christians, in Muslim territory. Typically, the nega-
tive Qur’anic judgments of the Jews did not lead to
aform of Muslim “anti-Semitism” parallel to that
found in Europe. Yet, like the Christians, the Jews
had to leave Arabia, except for Y emen, and live under
the rules and hardships of their status as dhimmisin
Muslim territory. Whenever rule and order declined,
where there was hardship and people looked for a
scapegoat, Jews, perhaps even morethan Christians,
were victims.

When the Jewish communities in the Near East
were subjected to Arab Muslim rule in the seventh
century (and their coreligionists, in Spain, somewhat
later) they had their own traditions, which were well
established in Mesopotamia and Egypt. The degree
towhich Muslim legal thought (figh) wasinfluenced
by—and influenced in its turn—Jewish orientations
(in the same way as the development of kalam was
influenced by debateswith Manichean and Christian
thinkers) is still an open field of research. The Mus-
lim tradition at the time was still much more open
than after the establishment of a Sunni “orthodoxy”
inthe second half of the twelfth century. The Jewish
tradition, too, had differing branches not only on a
popular level but aso in religious thinking. The
Karaites who have since nearly disappeared had a
strong position in the medieval period.

During the medieval period, mutual interactions,
influences, and parallelisms between “ officia” Islam
and Judaism, as between their “unofficial” popular,
philosophical, and mystical trends, must have oc-
curred and should be explored further.1>* The nature
of the encounter between Jews and Muslims, given
the fact that the Jews lived in Islamic societies and
shared a good deal of culture, including the Arabic
language, with their Muslim neighbors, needsfurther
study. In some cases, forms of “symbiosis’ occurred;
in other cases, oppression and conflict prevailed.
Maimonides could not work in Spain, but he found
enough freedom to work fruitfully in Cairo. Some of
theargumentsusedin pre-Islamictimesby Christians
against Judaism found their way, through converts
in particular, into Muslim circlesand were then used
in the Muslim polemic against Judaism.
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Another question is the effect of the presence of
Christians, inside or outside Muslim territory, onthe
situation of the Jews. Whereasthe Christiansin Spain
were pitiless against Jews and Muslims alike, the
Ottoman empire received both Jewish and Christian
immigrants well. The common medieval history of
Muslims, Christians, and Jews has yet to be written.

Conclusion: Medieval lidgments
on Other Religions

Nature of Muslim Judgments and Images

It has become clear that the names under which reli-
gions other than Islam, largely unknown, were des-
ignated—Ilike Sumaniyya, Sabi’, Barahima, Magjus,
Thanawiyya, and to some extent al so the Judaism of
the Tawrat and the Christianity of the Injzl—are not
at all descriptive but evaluative and even normative
concepts. They were applied to non-Muslims and
served as predicates in kalam and figh. The same
holds true for the basic concepts under which the
adherents of thesereligionsare classified, likeahl al-
kitab, ahl al-dhimma, mushrikin, and kuffar. Some
of the concepts were taken from the Qur’an, and the
normative character of these termswas clear. All of
them served not to further empirical knowledge as
in the present-day study of religions, but to appreci-
ate, qualify, and judgethereality, strangeto Muslim
feeling, of non-Muslimreligiosity and religions. Fun-
damentally, they reflect the basic Muslim view of
other religions as deviationsfrom the one primordial
religion. The actual reality of other religious beliefs
and practicesissubordinated apriori to some primary
conceptsand categories: Buddhistsare skeptics, Brah-
minsarerationaistswho deny prophecy, the Jahiliyya
was pureidolatry, Christians are tritheists, and Zoro-
astriansand Manicheansaredualists. These namesand
concepts qualified reality; they did not serve to know
it. Only when something more became known about
these religions could the meaning of the names and
concepts be expanded or narrowed down, and varia
tionsinjudgment could arise. But they remained Mus-
[im judgments, based on | slamic norms; they were not
empirical knowledge in the modern sense.

Often parallels were drawn between groups of
non-Muslimsand Muslim heretics, and heresiography
dealt with both. Thisimplies that heretical opinions
could beascribed to influencesfrom outside; in addi-
tion, there was a search for some basic structures
behind al deviationsfrom truelslam, whether inside

or outside the common religion. The inference was
that such parallel mistaken groups were at fault be-
cause they made the same “exaggeration” or doctri-
nal error, either within the Muslim community or
outsideit. Even idol-worshippers could be seen, ba-
sically, asMuslimsby originwho later deviated, like
the Sabians, Dualists, Christians, and Jews. Heretics
and non-Muslims could be grouped according to the
basic theological “sins’—shirk, thanawiyya, tatil,
dahriyya, and tanasukh—and in this framework the
doctrine of incarnation could be viewed as aform of
idolatry. All those not adhering to true Islam, how-
ever defined, shared the common name kuffar, un-
believersin the broad sense of the word.

Inthe course of history, when Muslims cameinto
contact with people unknown before, there was a
tendency to subsume more and more religions like
Mazdeism, official Hinduism, and official Buddhism
under the heading of the People of the Book or,
rather, of a “semblance” of a book (shibh kitab).
Another tendency was to distinguish, among the
adherents of other religions those people who are
nearest to |slam—because of following their innate
fitra—from the others. Later, on the whole, a some-
what less unfavorable judgment of nonmonotheistic
religions devel oped than that which prevailed in the
first period of Islam. Whereason thelevel of practice
people could be polytheists, on the level of thought
and with education they became monotheists.

In the foregoing pageswetried to place theviews
and judgments that Muslim authors gave on other
religions within the historical context of the some-
times strained relations that existed between the
Muslim community and the community under con-
sideration. In the course of time, the polemical lit-
erature which was meant to refute other religions
developed into a genre in itself with its own tradi-
tion. When needed, people—including new authors—
could draw on thistradition, and this, of course, pre-
supposed that author and reader identified with the
cause of Islam.

All sourcespoint to thefact that contacts between
Muslims and non-Muslims in the medieval period
werelimited in scopeand size. Medieval society dis-
tinguished communities and groups according to
their religious identity, and each religious commu-
nity tried to be as self-sufficient as possible. More-
over, the society had rather formal and fixed social
structures; prevailing concepts of lifeand theworld,
based on religious tradition, also had arather static
character. One of the functions of religion in this



society was to provide a means of identification. It
was a social fact, and apparently few people suc-
ceeded in surpassing this and reaching a more flex-
ible concept of religion which would lend itself to
free discussion and debate between peopl e from dif-
ferent communities and traditions.

Another important fact wasthat the Christian and
Jewish communities, for instance, living in Muslim
territory, had to pay special taxes and were subject
to ruleswhich, imposed and applied, were humiliat-
ing. This simple fact must have eliminated any in-
clination thesetwo groups may havefelt to enter into
discussion with Muslimswho aready felt themselves
to be the masters over the dhimmrs. Christians and
Iranians, moreover, possessed a collective memory
of apast in which they had been great nationswield-
ing power, which probably functioned much like a
dream but strengthened identity.

Under such circumstances, the social climate did
not favor the awakening of much interest in adher-
ents of another religion. Moreover, the facts known
about foreign religions were limited in number and
subjected to rather severe value judgments and
schematized interpretations. At the very most, people
arrived at some general normative descriptions and
classifications of foreign ideas, representations, and
practices.

All of thisexplainswhy, in medieval and later pre-
modern Muslim societies, rather fixed images pre-
vailed of other religions. These images were part of
traditions from the past which could go on for cen-
turieswithout being corrected or even revised, espe-
cialy where religion was concerned. Of course, in
contrast, among those whom the Muslims had fought
against or those who had calmly submitted, the same
fixation of images of other religionsand culturestook
place. With the exception of afew individual cases,
therewere no revolutionariesin thisdomain. No one
possessed an intrinsic interest in changing, correct-
ing, or even breaking such imagesin order to arrive
at more reliable knowledge, not to speak of making
the acquaintance of the people behind the images.

Different Kinds of Muslim Judgments

Muslim judgments of other religions, which refer to
Islam as a normative standard, are based on at least
two fundamental claims. In the first place, it is
claimed that arevelation of divine origin is readily
available, offering mankind in all circumstancesthe
knowledge they need about God, the right view of
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reality, man, and the world as well as the right val-
ues and norms for action. The revelation is held to
be the Qur’an, and the religion resulting from it is
Islam. Inthe second place, it isclaimed that thisrev-
elation and religion offer the framework, norms, and
laws to organize a just human society.

Two Kinds of Muslim Judgments

Looking more closely at the different ways in which
medieva Mudim authorsjudged non-Mudims, wecan
distinguish basically two kinds of judgment. The first
type concernsthe doctrines, rites, and laws of other re-
ligions, and the second is concerned with the way of
life, culture, and society of other civilizations. Thesame
distinction exists, incidentally, in present-day Muslim
judgments of non-Muslim religions and societies.

1. Judgments of other religions: doctrines, rites,
and laws.  Such judgments may be properly called
theological and legal judgments, expanded upon in
kalam and figh. These judgments go back to the
claimof the Qur’anto bearevelation of divineorigin,
whichwasgiven onceand for al. The Qur’an remains
the unchangeabl e judgmental norm, although correct
interpretation is always needed. In this scheme, the
different religionsare classified in four main catego-
ries according to their doctrines, rites, and laws:

e Muslims of various persuasions who are part of
the Islamic umma, with discussions on the status
of the Muslim sects.

e The ahl al-kitab, People of the Book as referred
toregularly inthe Quran—that is, Jewsand Chris-
tians, with discussions on their status as dhimmis
in Islamic territory.

¢ Additional communitieswhich have asemblance
of Scripture, likethe Zoroastrians, and others, like
the Sabians, who enjoy certain privileges of the
dhimms.

e The mushrikin, polytheists who offend the one-
ness and uniqueness of God (tawhid), with the
possible presence of monotheistsin such polythe-
ist communities.

These categories of classification represent ascale
of evaluation; thevery act of placing agivenreligion
in aspecific category impliesajudgment. Such judg-
ments are formulated in theological and legal terms,
within the context of kalam and figh. Behind them,
however, we find basic intentions and religious ori-
entations which express fundamental views of hu-
manity and the world.
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In these theological and legal judgments, an im-
portant factor seemsto have been the particular kalam
or figh school which the writer followed and which
logically leads to particular judgments of other reli-
gions, some schoolsbeing stricter than others. Quranic
texts, for instance, that express a negative judgment
can still be interpreted in a narrower or a broader
sense; texts that give a positive judgment can bein-
terpreted to be more or less applicable to the case in
question. Thus many nuanceswhich arelinked to the
given interpretation of such key concepts as din,
umma, milla, aslama, islam, amana, and iman are
possible. The discussion of the status of dhimmis, for
instance, is rather abstract and elusive as to empiri-
cal reality, and is conducted in legal terms.

Historical circumstances, including political and
socia factors, may condition al these judgments, but
theway inwhich judgments are founded on texts and
presented in fatwas and other writings, israther tech-
nical and difficult to grasp for someone not trained
intafsir, ilmal-hadith, figh, or kalam.

2. Judgments of other ways of life: ideologies,
cultures, and societies.  Inthese judgmentsthe sub-
jectisnot initself of areligious nature but it is con-
sidered to be somehow linked to religion, and Islam
isused asanorm and criterion of evaluation and judg-
ment. Basically, this type of judgment rests on the
claim that Islam offers the best social order.

Thesejudgmentsare not theological or legal inthe
technical sense of the word, as the preceding group.
Wemay call them ideological judgmentsin the broad
sense of the word, to the extent that they all refer to
Islam as a value and norm. In fact, the “Islamic”
character of these judgments is rather fluid. Their
interest isthe way in which and the degree to which
agiven author interpreted and used Islam asanorm
and as an ideal in order to pass judgment.

Suchideological judgmentson other ways of life,
ideologies, cultures, and societies may enjoy great
popularity, but they evidently do not have the same
authority asthestrictly theological andjuridical judg-
mentswhich refer to the Qur’an and other sources of
true religious knowledge according to rules known
to the specidlists. Even morethan the theol ogical and
legal judgments, ideological judgmentsarelinked to
the historical situation in which they were formu-
lated. Very often such ideological judgments are dif-
ficult to understand if one neglectsthe contemporary
situation with its underlying socia structures and
tensions.

Four Normative Levels
of Muslim Judgments

It is useful to make a distinction between different
normative levels on which Muslim judgments of
other religions are based.

First of al, there are universal norms valid for all
of humanity which are mentioned in the Qur’an, espe-
cialy of the Meccan period. Such norms often refer to
pre-Idamic* patriarcha” timesor even earlier and make
reference to the order of creation. In a sense, these
norms are timeless as the Ten Commandments are.

Second, there are more particularistic religious
norms which may have their rootsin the Qur’an but
which were further developed during the history of
Islam. One instance concerns the relations estab-
lished with other religious communities or with in-
dividua adherents of other religions. We may con-
sider such normsto be more historical sincethey were
formulated in the course of Islamic history, at least
in part in response to outside challenges, often posed
by the presence of other religions. Such particular-
istic norms superimpose themselves on the more
universal norms already mentioned.

Third, besides such religious norms of a more
universal or more particularistic nature, many other
social rules and customs played arole in the Mus-
[im judgments of adherents of other religions, ex-
pressed in specific situations and contexts. These
rules and customs, however, were of asocial nature
and had little to do with the normative I slamic sys-
temasit was circumscribed and el aborated by theo-
logiansand jurists. In the course of time, such social
rules and customs could, however, obtain an ideo-
logical relevance and a religious legitimacy and
could be called “Islamic” on the level of “living”
religion as, for instance, in popular Islam.

Fourth, besides such explicit norms applied in
Muslim judgments of other believers, a great num-
ber of “implicit” perceptionsand judgments are based
less on rational criteriathan on immediate sensitivi-
tiesand emotions. It seemsthat precisely in situations
of tension and crisis between Muslims and non-
Muslims, hidden sensitivities came out into the open
and gave rise to judgments based on particular ex-
periences of human life rather than on Islamic norms
or rational considerations.

Some Observations on Muslim Judgments

Asahypothesis, | would like to propose that the de-
fensive position that Muslims were obliged to take



at the outset of Ilamic history regarding the religions
and civilizationswhichthey foundin theterritoriesthey
conguered—especialy missionary religions such as
Christianity and M anichel sm—gaveaparticular apolo-
getic tendency to Ilamic thought. This defensive atti-
tude, combined with the notion of religious superior-
ity because of possessing the Qur’an asrevelation and
Islam as heavenly religion, may help explain therela-
tively modest interest in other religions, except for the
investigations of some exceptional Muslim scholars.
These other religions had formulated and examined
religious and cultural problems that were unknown in
the Muslim way of life and thus evoked little interest.
Muslim attitudes to other civilizations and religions
remained ethnocentric for avery long time.

It would seem that the rather limited contactsthat
existed between Muslims and non-Muslimsin Mus-
lim territory at least in the medieval period, were
affected by religious controversy only in periods of
tension and conflict. At moments of crisis, Muslims
appealed to what they felt to be the essential values
of Islam in order to defend both themselves and
Islam. Of course, such an appeal could only stress
the differences between Muslims and non-Muslims.
At alater stage, political and group interests could then
use such communal differencesto stimulate negative
attitudes and behavior in particular situations even to
the point of physical hostility toward certain groups
of non-Muslims. In each case of conflict between a
Muslim and anon-Muslim community, specificinter-
ests played arole on both sides; they should aways
betaken into account. The simple difference between
Muslims and non-Muslims or the sheer idea of jihad
isinsufficient in itself as an explanation of factual
conflicts as they occurred in history.

Muslim judgments of other religions were inti-
mately linked to the way in which Islam itself was
interpreted and the way in which the authors saw and
identified themselves as Muslims. Many factors
could play aroleinidentifying oneself asaMuslim.
Onecould identify oneself, for instance, primarily by
means of the shahada and an ‘agida of faith asgiven
in kalam. Or one could do this by means of a par-
ticular religious tradition to which one belonged or
a school which one claimed to belong to, or simply
by means of a particular religious community, likea
tarzqga, or to a particular shaykh to whom one gave
loyalty. What isimportant is that in practice aMus-
lim author alwayswill tend to identify and judge non-
Muslims on areligious and cultural level that paral -
lels the level on which he identifies himself.
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The function in society of Muslim judgments of
other religions was to keep awake the sense of truth
and of basic norms. Polemics and apol ogeticsare part
of aspiritual jihad, and whoever judges another reli-
gion takes on the function of amujahid for the cause
of Islam. Especialy in medieval times the task in-
cumbent on the mujahid was to defend the Muslim
umma as well asiits religious, ideological, and cul-
tural foundations which werefelt to be sacred. In so
doing, he sought to maintain a basic truth and iden-
tity of society for which Islam stood and stands as a
symbol.
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The Modern Period

1500-1950

JACQUES WAARDENBURG

Writings from the Muslim Empires
1500—1800 cE.

The emergence of new, more extensive empires, such
as the Ottoman empire in the fourteenth century and
the Iranian and Moghul empires in the sixteenth, cre-
ated a new situation in the Muslim world and may be
regarded as the beginning of the modern period. The
fact that these empires brought together different eth-
nic groups and religious communities under one cen-
tral Muslim authority is of special interest for our study.
Not only did a new kind of “togetherness” develop
between Muslims, Christians, and Jews, or Muslims
and Zoroastrians, or Muslims and Hindus, but also the
state saw its interest in preventing conflicts between the
religions within its territory and passed legislation to
regulate the situation of non-Muslim inhabitants.

The most interesting writings on other religions in
the period of the great Muslim empires were produced
in India. India had already aroused the imagination of
Muslims in the medieval period and, in addition to al-
BirtinT’s scholarly description around 1029, various
medieval texts containing accounts of travels in which
the imagination or at least the sense of the marvelous
often predominate have survived. By the end of the
medieval period a certain image of the religions of
India had been established in Muslim writings.

The direct contact with Hindus within the Moghul
empire, and in particular at and around the court,
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where interests of state were involved, signified a
modification of the separateness previously estab-
lished and the beginning of a new kind of interac-
tion.! The emperor Akbar, who ruled for nearly half
a century (1556-1605), was especially concerned to
take initiatives in this domain.? He favored meetings
and discussions between Muslims and Hindus, Jains,
and Parsis, not only for political reasons but also out
of personal interest.> He also founded a kind of
politicoreligious fraternity, the Din-i ilahi (literally,
“Religion of God”) which brought together Muslims
and Hindus on a political, social, and religious level.
Akbar also wanted to deepen knowledge of Hindu
culture and religion among Muslims and encouraged
the translation of Sanskrit works into Persian, which
was the language of the court.

The study of Hindu religious thought was further
promoted by Dara Shukoh (1615-1659), the eldest
son of Shah Jahan (r. 1628-1658) who, like his fa-
ther Jahangir (r. 1605-1627), had continued Akbar’s
policy of cooperation between Muslims and Hindus
after the latter’s death, although pressure from the
‘ulama’ had put an end to the Din-i ilahi. Dara
Shukoh, a spiritual man himself, was in close touch
with Muslim Sufis and Hindu sanydsts and studied
both Muslim and Hindu mysticism.* Looking for a
rapprochement between Hinduism and Islam, Dara
Shukoh held that all holy books, including the Vedas,
stem from one source and that they constitute a com-



mentary on each other. He also contended that the
advent of Islam did not necessarily abrogate the re-
ligious truths contained in the Vedas or supersede the
religious achievements of the Hindus. He wrote sev-
eral works in which he expounded ideas relativizing
the supposed absolute opposition between Muslim
monotheism and Hindu polytheism, arguing that
Brahmins accept one divine principle behind the plu-
rality of gods. His famous Majma ‘al-bahrayn (“The
coming together of the two seas,” 1655) is a kind of
comparative study of the technical terms used in
Sufism and Vedanta philosophy.’ With the help of
learned Hindus he translated 52 Upanishads from
Sanskrit into Persian under the title of Sirr-i akbar
(“The greatest secret,” 1657). He encouraged fur-
ther translations of Sanskrit works into Persian,
which Akbar had started, and some 25 translations
were edited and printed in the course of the seven-
teenth century.® Dara Shukoh may be seen as hav-
ing carried furthest the meeting of Muslim and
Hindu spirituality and most actively promoted
Muslim studies of Hindu religious thought. Militar-
ily defeated by his younger brother Aurangzéb, who
seized the right of succession, Dara Shukoh was
accused of heresy and executed in 1659. His works
survived, however.

Aurangzeb, who ruled under the name of ‘AlamgTtr
I (r. 1658-1707), reversed the tolerant policies of his
predecessors, treating Hindus as people who should
convert to Islam and showing no interest in the te-
nets of their religion. The policy he inaugurated was
to lead to growing antagonism between Muslims and
Hindus in India. It also meant the end of a literature
in which different Muslim views of Hinduism were
expounded.”

Among the works on non-Muslim religions in
India in this period, special mention should be made
of the Dabestan-e madhdaheb (*“School of religions”).?
Written in Persian by a certain Muhsin Fani, it gives
arather flowery account of the various religions that
could be found in northern India at the time. It shows
Zoroastrian leanings, has been ascribed to Mohsin-e
KashmirT or Zu’lfigar Ardastant, and has been dated
around the middle of the seventeenth century. It tes-
tifies to the imaginative interest in religions that pre-
vailed around the Moghul court before Dara Shukoh’s
fall. It was to be two centuries later that a completely
new kind of interreligious encounter in India took
place, with the arrival of Christian missions.

Whereas the Moghul state in India had a major-
ity of non-Muslims, the Safawid state in Iran had only
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a small minority of Zoroastrians, Christians, and
Jews, who were treated as dhimmis. ‘Abbas I (r.
1587-1629) had moved a number of Armenians to
Isfahan to help in constructing the new capital. I am
not aware of Persian Muslim texts written between
the sixteenth and twentieth centuries, describing the
religions of these minorities or other religions in
general. It would have been interesting to compare
Twelver Shi‘T descriptions and evaluations with
SunnT texts on the subject and also to trace the his-
torical roots of the interest in ancient Iranian religion
which was to become more prominent in the course
of the twentieth century. In the published diaries
written by Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848- 1896) about
his travels to Europe in 1873, 1878, and 1889, reli-
gion plays only a minor part.® As in India, the shock
of encountering another world religion was to take
place with the arrival of Christian missions in Iran
in the second half of the nineteenth century.

The Ottoman empire was the most extensive of
the three empires considered. It had numerous Chris-
tian and Jewish minorities, not only in Anatolia but
also in many regions of its Balkan territories and its
Arab lands. It was involved in a number of wars with
European nations and its conflictuous relationships
with Europe which lasted several centuries still loom
in the European subconscious. Europeans seldom
realize, however, that it may well be thanks to the
Turkish danger that the Reformation in Germany
could survive.!®

One of the most interesting books of the seven-
teenth century is the ten-volume Seyahatname (“Book
of Travels”) of Evliya Celebi (1611—ca. 1684), aman
of great culture who made extensive travels in and
outside the empire. His “Travels” provide precious
historical and contemporary accounts of the regions
and cities he visited, including information about
non-Muslim communities.!! His contemporary Hajji
Khalifa (Katib Celebi, 1609-1657), an outstanding
scholar and author of historical, geographical, and
bibliographical works, wrote in 1655 a small work
on the history of the Greeks, Romans, and (Byzan-
tine) Christians.!? The sixteenth and the first half of
the seventeenth century was the great period of Otto-
man culture which does not seem to have produced
any new description of religions other than Islam.
Besides the Qur’an, the accounts of al-Shahrastant
and other medieval authors remained authoritative.
The Ottoman world histories touched on the history
of religions before Islam but, like medieval histori-
cal works, they treated the subject as the history of
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those religious communities that were founded by
prophets mentioned in the Qur’an."

On a more popular level we have some interest-
ing accounts written by an Ottoman interpreter,
‘Osman Agha about his adventures in Austria and
Germany around 1700.'*

Historical studies have helped us become better
informed about the situation of the Christian and Jew-
ish dhimmts living in the Ottoman empire, who were
formally organized and administered according to the
well-known millet system of autonomous communi-
ties according to their religion.'> The conditions of
these religious minorities varied considerably between
the Balkans, Anatolia, and the Arab regions.'® The
rules of protection which had been applied during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries unfortunately were
less strictly enforced during the decline which had set
in by the end of the seventeenth century. Although the
European powers pressed for improvements in the
situation of the religious minorities, in particular the
Christians, this pressure turned out to be a two-edged
sword. The European intervention in Ottoman inter-
nal affairs, together with the independence movements
of the Balkan peoples, aroused bitterness among the
Turks,!” a bitterness to which the Armenians fell vic-
tim in 1895, 1908, and especially 1916. It was only
through the Constitution of 1924 that, along with the
Shari a, the millet system was abolished in the new
Republic not only formally but also in practice.

There was one province of the Ottoman empire,
however, that distinguished itself through its rapid
modernization in the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and this was Egypt.'® The account of the French
occupation between 1798 and 1801 and other events
in Egypt around these years written by al-Jabartt
(1753—ca. 1825) is a precious document of the way
in which an intelligent Egyptian historian and ob-
server viewed the French occupation and French life
and customs on Egyptian soil.!” This experience and
the following modernization policies of Muhammad
‘AlT (r. 1805-1848) would spark interest in Europe
among a new generation of Egyptians. Some of them
would go and study there and familiarize themselves
with European culture. From the beginning of the
nineteenth century, Egypt was a meeting place for
Europe and the Arab world, as well as for different
peoples from the Middle East. It was here and in
northern India that Muslim intellectuals started
movements of reform and modernization of Islam.

As far as Safawid Iran is concerned, the third of
the three great Muslim empires of the modern period,

the position of the non-Muslims was here even less
favorable than that in the Moghul and the Ottoman
empires. Both writings against the Jews and persecu-
tions of them are known in the seventeenth century.?’

From the sixteenth century onward, as European
expansion began, Islam was also spreading outside
the three great empires already mentioned, in Africa
and South and Southeast Asia, an expansion which
had started already in the medieval period. The late
medieval traveler Ibn Battuta (1304-1377), a Mus-
lim Marco Polo, wrote a description of his journeys
to these non-Muslim regions, including China (which
he may not have visited himself), in which he also
deals with the inhabitants’ religious customs.?!

Indonesia presents a special interest as a meeting-
place between Muslims and non-Muslims. The In-
dian Muslim scholar and mystic shaykh Nuruddin al-
Ran1r1 (d. 1658) was shaykh al-islam in the Sultanate
of Acheh in North Sumatra from 1637 until 1643.
Among the many books he wrote is an interesting
account of the religions known at the time as the
Tibyan ft ma ‘rifati’l-adyan,? written on the model
of al-Shahrastant’s Kitab al-milal wa’l-nihal.

Other Muslim writings from Asia and Africa deal-
ing with non-Muslim beliefs and customs and dating
from before the colonial period may still be discovered.

During the colonial period, however, roughly
speaking from the middle of the nineteenth until the
middle of the twentieth century, a new kind of Mus-
lim literature about other religions, in particular
Christianity, came into existence. This was largely
in response to the rapid spread of Western domina-
tion and the growing influence of modern science and
technology, European cultural self-confidence, and
Christian missions from the West.

Europe and the West in general never had a high
opinion of Islam, and this was particularly true for
the colonial period. With a few exceptions, the sol-
diers, administrators, merchants, settlers, missionar-
ies, and teachers coming from Europe, who estab-
lished themselves in Muslim lands, tended to look
down on Islam as a religion and civilization, and in
many cases on religion in general. Colonial policy
makers perceived Islam as a real or potential danger
to be eliminated from the sphere of politics, rather
than as a living social force sustaining Muslim soci-
eties or as a moral force sustaining human relations.
Paradoxically, countries under colonial rule which
had sizable communities of adherents of traditional
religions as well as a Muslim population, as in Sub-
Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia, witnessed a clear



expansion of Islam at this time. This was made pos-
sible precisely by the new peace and order which the
Europeans had established and the improvements
they had made in communication. Islam also sym-
bolized resistance to colonial intrusion.

Western rule not only facilitated a further expan-
sion of Islam, it also opened up the colonies to Chris-
tian missions, with their manifold religious, educa-
tional, medical, and social activities. The history of
these missions has been written mostly from a mis-
sionary Christian and sometimes from a broader his-
torical or anthropological angle. But rarely have the
missions been studied from the point of view of the
people the missionaries worked among. How did
Muslims at the time, in various regions and under
various circumstances, perceive the missionaries and
their work? What ideas did they develop about Chris-
tianity as they saw it entering Mulsim societies? We
have the generally negative ideological response as
expressed in polemics against Christianity, and a
slightly less negative answer in the form of a grow-
ing apologetical literature contrasting Islam with
Christianity. But there are also some more impartial
accounts of what the missionaries did and how Mus-
lims reacted to them. There have been expressions
of esteem for and even friendship with Christians,
testifying to a new kind of perception of Christian-
ity that emerged from the direct interaction of Mus-
lims with Western Christians.

We shall concentrate here on the period from the
arrival of Western administration until its departure
around the mid-twentieth century. This is the time
when a number of new independent Muslim nation-
states were established besides the few that had re-
mained independent, like Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan,
and Yemen. We shall look first at the context in
which the encounter of Muslims with religions other
than Islam took place during the period, a context that
was conditioned by far-reaching social changes.
Next, we shall pay attention to some Muslim texts
about other religions, and in particular Christianity,
dating from this period of Western military and po-
litical domination.

The Colonial Period

Characteristic of the colonial period was that several
European states—Great Britain, France, Russia, the
Netherlands, Germany until 1918, Spain and, toward
the end, Italy—exerted political control of the gov-
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ernment and administration of the majority of the
Muslim regions of the world. Their policies were
secular. If needed, they used Christian minorities for
their own political interests.?* They used military
force to occupy these regions and to suppress rebel-
lions. They penetrated these countries to serve both
their economic and imperial interests, which also de-
termined the policies they followed to modernize
these societies. They introduced a modern school
system at the primary and secondary levels, as the
result of which new educated classes arose with di-
rect links with the colonial power concerned.?*

In Turkey and Iran, which remained politically
independent, the same kind of “secular” policies were
imposed by Kemal Atatiirk and the Pahlevi shahs in
the twentieth century. Besides the Western countries
just mentioned, most other European countries as
well as the United States increased their economic
influence in Muslim countries and propagated West-
ern cultural ideals and values among the new edu-
cated classes. In this sense, all Western countries
somehow participated in the expansion of Western
influence in the Muslim world and beyond.

As a consequence, European and American value
systems and ideologies started to spread in the new
intellectual centers of the Muslim world, with differ-
ent emphases depending on the particular countries
and the period concerned. The situations in Algeria,
Egypt, Turkey, Lebanon, Iran, India, and the Soviet
Union varied greatly, but the impact of the West
made itself felt everywhere. Critical scholarship,
science, and technology were presented as major
achievements of Western civilization. The French
consciously propagated a secularist ideology (laicité)
after 1870 and especially after the separation of state
and church in France in 1905. Great Britain and the
United States put forward an ideology of enlightened
liberalism and open market economy. German cul-
tural and political ideals were spread in the German
colonies until 1914 and later as an alternative to the
“colonial” ideologies after 1918.

The major alternative in the West to the various
ideologies of colonialism was socialism, mostly rep-
resented by a minority in the parliaments of the co-
lonial powers. Socialism was also acceptable for
those intellectuals in the colonies who were no longer
indebted to religious tradition, looking for justice and
striving for independence. The great alternative to all
Western “bourgeois” and “capitalist” ideologies, of
course, was Communism; after 1917, Communism
was politically centralized in the Soviet Union which,
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incidentally, had “colonized” its own Muslim terri-
tories in Central Asia and in and beyond the Caucasus.

The impact of these different ideas and ideologies
on the educated and largely Westernized elites of
Muslim countries has been tremendous and may be
considered a kind of corollary of the economic and
political colonization. As a reaction, Muslim authors
started to underline in their writings what they saw
as the fundamental differences between Islam and all
ideologies with a Western origin. They had more
reason to do so, since all these ideologies were criti-
cal of Islam, seeing it either as a source of resistance
to Western rule, or as a socioreligious structure that
resisted development.

As mentioned earlier, the expansion of the West’s
influence also led to an expansion of Western Chris-
tianity, in particular through the missions which, in
their different variants, were no less critical of Islam
than the various secular Western ideologies. In the
way in which Christian missions were conducted, one
must avoid easy generalizations. Not only must dif-
ferent situations, times, and places be distinguished,
but also different ways in which the missions oper-
ated. The approaches of the various Roman Catho-
lic Orders, the Church of England and its mission-
ary societies, the numerous Protestant missionary
societies (a number of which had no direct links with
any particular Protestant Church), and the mission-
ary work carried out by the Russian Orthodox Church
until 1914, must be clearly differentiated.?

The implications of this growing Western influ-
ence in the ideological and religious domain, exerted
as it was in the shadow of political and economic
power, have been immense. Western influence not
only called for different Muslim responses in the
name of Islam but also changed existing relationships
between Muslim and other local religious commu-
nities.? It led to the emergence of new religious com-
munities with a Western type of organization and
outlook. All of this also brought about a discussion
among the ‘ulama’ and other Muslim leaders about
the attitude Muslims should take to non-Muslims and
the status of non-Muslims generally.?” A positive
development in the colonial period was that the situ-
ation of the non-Muslim minorities in Muslim soci-
eties improved. The dhimmf status disappeared when
all citizens became equal before the law; Muslims
and non-Muslims enjoyed equal status and treatment
at least in law.

It is also in this broader context that the revital-
ization of religions outside the West in general should

be seen. The Christian churches of the Near East re-
ceived support from Western churches but still were
an object of missionary efforts until after World War
II. New Christian communities and churches were
established in most Muslim regions and countries, if
only for the sake of Christian settlers and migrants.

Thanks to support from the West, many Jewish
communities in the Near East came to new life. Most
important, the establishment of Jewish colonies in
Palestine and later of the state of Israel not only
caused the departure of most Jews from Muslim lands
but also led to religious estrangement insofar as
Muslims generally viewed Zionism as the political
expression of religious Judaism.

In India, the revitalization of Hinduism, partly as
aresponse to Christian missions and partly as an ef-
fort to mobilize Hindus for the national struggle and
for modernization, increased the existing communal-
ism of Hindus and Muslims. The establishment of
Pakistan led to a growing estrangement not only
between Pakistan and India as states but also between
Hindus and Muslims in India itself.

In Africa south of the Sahara, Western influences
led to new relationships between Muslim and Chris-
tian communities sharing a common African heri-
tage. The opening of Europe and North America to
growing numbers of Muslim immigrants in the
course of the twentieth century has exposed Muslims
to situations of religious plurality in modern secular
societies. Moreover, it has led to a certain proletariza-
tion of these immigrants at least in the industrial cities
of Western Europe. Since the 1970s, social inequal-
ity between immigrants and local inhabitants has
been running parallel in Europe with ethnic and re-
ligious differences. At the same time, the predomi-
nantly Muslim countries surrounding Europe have a
much lower standard of living than the European
ones. All of this implies a growing difference in well-
being between Westerners and Muslims along the
North-South divide, something that could not but
affect their mutual perceptions even apart from reli-
gion and politics.

Looking back, one must admit that the growing
influence of the West in Muslim regions and coun-
tries has led to a number of Muslims feeling them-
selves, their societies, and Islam to be threatened. The
advent of non-Muslim secular ideologies, as well as
religious movements, in the midst of a gradual dis-
ruption of traditional social structures could only
strengthen the sense of an imminent ideological dan-
ger against which Muslims had to arm themselves.



This danger was first attributed to a Christian and
then to a de-Christianized, secular West.

Some Writings from the Period
8001950

Islam and the West

The accounts by Egyptian students and travelers of
their experiences in Paris, starting with Rifa‘a Rafi’
al-TahtawT’s stay in Paris from 1826 until 1831,% and
Muslim travelers in Europe in general® have been a
subject of studies which we shall not deal with here.
These accounts testify to the amazement and aston-
ishment that Egyptian visitors felt when looking at
the social and personal lifestyles of Europeans. Typi-
cally, they did not pay attention to the religious as-
pects of European societies; it was in the first place
the social behavior that struck them as one of the most
visible differences between Egyptian and European
life—at least, life in the cities with which they came
into contact. But there are travel accounts of other
than Egyptian Muslims as well. Apart from some
travel accounts of Turks visiting Central and East-
ern Europe before the nineteenth century, discussed
previously in this chapter, there are also some by
Muslim travelers to Spain.*® Al-Hajart al-Andalust
from Spain (and later Marrakesh) visited France and
the Low Countries from 1611 to 1613, leaving a fas-
cinating account of his experiences.?! The Moroccan
Muhammad al-Saffar visited France in the 1820s and
1830s and reported about it.>? From Iran, Pir Zadeh
visited Paris in 1887 and wrote down the results of
his observations.*?

The fruits of the French Revolution, as presented
by the French, made a great impression on all of
them.?* Discussions started on the relationship be-
tween the East and the West.? The ideals of freedom,
equality, and brotherhood were taken up by younger
intellectuals. Together with the confidence in reason
and Western science,’ these ideals were to challenge
the existing structures and authorities of North Afri-
can, Turkish, Middle Eastern, and other Muslim so-
cieties. Over and against traditional Islam (al-gadim,
literally “the old”), new views developed (al-jadid,
literally “the new”). During the period 1870-1930
new interpretations of Islam tended to stress the posi-
tive role of reason and modernity.?” At that time, other
values, where the West played only a minor role or
which were opposed to the West, like a new recourse
to Islam or national independence, started to impose
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themselves. In their turn, they were to obtain a nearly
absolute character for those who were moved and
mobilized by them.

Famous visitors from Egypt to Paris in the first
decades of the twentieth century were Taha Husayn,
Tawfiq al-Hakim, and Muhammad Husayn Haykal.?
All three of them studied in Paris and brought back
to Egypt the confidence in reason and Western civi-
lization that was so typical of the European intellec-
tual elites before World War I and afterward. Each
tried to transfer the critical use of reason in research
and education, in literary writing and cultural ideals.
But each of them, too, after having embraced the
West for its liberal and intellectual virtues, was to
become disenchanted with precisely that egoism of
liberalism which does not care about other people’s
well-being. The end of this “liberal age” can be very
well spotted in the work of these three prominent au-
thors* who, after having been in the balance between
“East and West,” between “Islam and Europe,” all fin-
ish just as most others of their and the following gen-
erations in choosing for the first term, either the East,
Islam, or simply the roots of their own society.*

In fact, there always had been an undercurrent of
hostility in Muslim societies to the West, first because
of its encroachments on Muslim societies and sec-
ond because of its negative attitude to Islam, when
Westerners took a haughty attitude to Muslims and
tended to despise Islam. European colonial conquests
were answered by the call to jihad, mostly at a local
level.*! One of the first Muslim intellectuals to be
aware of the global danger of Western domination
over Islam was Jamal al-Din al-Afghant (1838-1897)
who, like Marx with the workers some decades ear-
lier, saw the need for Muslims to unite—not only
against the West but also against their own regimes
which were dependent on the West or simply cor-
rupt.*> Whereas the West gave liberal Muslims hope
that their societies could be modernized, for al-Afghant
and his followers the West rather was the incarna-
tion of evil and should be resisted, ideologically and
otherwise. Many Muslims reacted with relief to Rus-
sia’s defeat by Japan in 1905, and World War I
would show them that the colonial powers were
neither as united nor as invincible as they had been
thought to be.

Islam and Christianity

In this battle of the minds about how to take a stand
to the West, and which one, the debate about the at-
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titude to take toward the religion of the West, Chris-
tianity, played an important role. We should remem-
ber that, according to the Qur’an and religious tradi-
tion, Jesus was a prophet bringing essentially the
same monotheistic message as Muhammad did six
centuries later. Accordingly, as to its origins Chris-
tianity was a heavenly, revealed religion, but very
soon in the course of its history the Christians alien-
ated themselves from the original “Islamic” message
of Jesus and distorted the religion brought by him.
As in the medieval period, Muslims in the modern
period either stressed the heavenly message brought
by Jesus or the distortions introduced into it by the
Christians. In the former case their attitude tended to
be more positive, in the latter case more negative.
Here the conflict was only aggravated when Chris-
tian missionaries tried to persuade Muslims that
Islam was not a good religion and that the Qur’an
could not be a revelation. Muslims retorted by say-
ing that the text of the Bible cannot be a revelation
since it has been wrongly interpreted or even falsi-
fied (tahrif).

One of the most famous disputations was that held
in 1854 in Agra (India) between the German mission-
ary Karl Gottlieb Pfander (1803-1865) and the In-
dian Muslim Rahmatullah al-Kairanaw1, nicknamed
‘al-HindT" (1818-1890).* Besides his Izhar al-haqq
(Demonstration of the Truth), treated separately in
this volume, al-Kairanaw1 wrote a number of other
treatises, some of them of considerable length. The
Izhar al-haqq itself was first published in Constan-
tinople (not in India!) in 1867, with several new edi-
tions and translations in the following years. It be-
came a model for subsequent Muslim refutations of
Christianity and especially its Scriptures. Many other
examples of controversial literature flourishing on
both sides could be given.

Sayyid Ahmad Khan

The most important Muslim thinker of this period
(1800-1950), as far as his attitude to Christianity was
concerned, was probably Sayyid Ahmad Khan
(1817-1898) in India.*> Coming from an important
Muslim family, he received a perfect education ac-
cording to the Muslim standards of the time. He was
fluent in Urdu, Persian, and Arabic, and then also in
English. The Rebellion of 1857, the so-called Mu-
tiny, meant the collapse of the world of Sayyid
Ahmad’s youth. For the rest of his life he made im-
mense efforts to promote the education, cultural stan-

dards, and social life of the Muslim community in
India in order to catch up with Western standards, as
well as with the economic and intellectual develop-
ments in the Hindu community. He also defended the
Muslim community against British reproaches of
having instigated the “Mutiny” of 1857. As the Egyp-
tians looked to the French, Sayyid Ahmad saw the
British as the model for the development of the In-
dian Muslims. His experience of 1857 had taught him
that British power, at least for the time being, could
not be resisted and that Muslims ought to learn the
secrets of the power of the Europeans, including their
religion. For Sayyid Ahmad this meant in the first
place an intellectual and even spiritual venture and,
unique in his time, he started to make a scholarly
study of the Old and New Testaments.

The result was published in his Tabyin al-kalam
[t tafstr al-tawrat wa’l-injil ‘ala millat al-islam
(Theological clarification on the subject of the ex-
egesis of the Old and New Testaments destined to the
community of Islam), with the English subtitle, “The
Mohamedan Commentary on the Holy Bible.” Three
parts of this work were published. Part one, an in-
troduction to the subject, appeared in 1862. Part two,
an introduction to the Old Testament in general and
the Book of Genesis in particular, with a commen-
tary on Genesis 1-11, appeared in 1864. These two
parts appeared both in Urdu and in English. Part
three, a short history of Christianity up to the arrival
of Islam, with a commentary on Matthew 1-5, ap-
peared only in Urdu in 1865 and was never translated.
As far as I know, this has been the only Muslim ef-
fort ever undertaken to write a coherent commentary
on the Bible, with due knowledge of critical Bible
research in the West.* The purpose was to make the
Bible known to the Muslim public without polemi-
cal or apologetic intentions. Even if the initial project
to write a commentary on the whole Bible could not
possibly be realized, we have to do here with a unique
document which, by the way, is difficult to find in
Western libraries. Most interesting for our purpose
is to see how Sayyid Ahmad Khan, speaking as “we”
and “we Muslims” in the name of the Muslim com-
munity, treats the key concept of Revelation (Arabic:
wahy).

The author defines Revelation as “that by which
God’s will is disclosed (to us) in things unknown.”#
Such Revelation can be addressed to prophets and is
then called wahy; this is the highest level of Revela-
tion. But persons other than prophets can have reve-
lation experiences as well, which Sayyid Ahmad



indicates with terms such as rahdith (revelation to
persons who are not prophets), ilham (immediate
inspiration of the heart of a human being, specifically
a mystic), and mushahada or mukdashafa (what is
communicated in a dream or a vision). Consequently,
there is a gamut of communications that man can
receive from “elsewhere,” and Sayyid Ahmad gives
examples of these different kinds of Revelation not
only from the Qur’an (on his own authority) but also
from the Bible (on the authority of Christian theolo-
gians). It is important to note that Sayid Ahmad,
when dealing with the Bible or typical Christian
doctrines, always used Bible texts themselves with
interpretations from prominent Christian theologians.

The author indicates two major differences be-
tween Revelation given to prophets and to persons
other than prophets. First, the texts revealed to proph-
ets are without error, whereas the texts revealed to
others can contain errors—for instance, because
something that was revealed is accompanied by an
interpretation of the person concerned. Second, the
texts revealed to prophets can contain a religious
prescription (hukm shar T), whereas revelations re-
ceived by others cannot contain any religious law.

Itis interesting also to note the difference Sayyid
Ahmad makes between the Revelation (wahy) given
to Muhammad in the Qur’an and that given to the
prophets who lived before Muhammad. The Qur’an
is literally dictated (wahy matli); God himself is at
the origin of its words. That is, the Revelation re-
ceived by Muhammad and present in the Qur’an is a
miracle of language (mu jizat al-fasaha), alanguage
that is immediately divine. The prophets before
Muhammad, by contrast, received only the contents
(madmin) of the Revelation, which they then ren-
dered into their own language; thus, not all words had
a divine origin. In certain cases a “special text” was
revealed (matn khass), and in other cases a personal
“elaboration” (riwaya) was made by the prophet con-
cerned. As a consequence, Sayyid Ahmad takes all
words of the Qur’an as literally revealed, whereas he
is free to differentiate texts of the Old and New Tes-
tament, interpreting them according to this distinc-
tion between “text” and “elaboration”—that is, be-
tween revealed divine text (matn) and human
elaboration (riwaya).

As a result, the three “heavenly” Scriptures all
have their origin in God, but the quality of their Rev-
elation is different: in the Qur’an everything is liter-
ally revealed; in the Old and New Testaments, cer-
tain texts are literally revealed (matn khass) but there
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are also human elaborations (riwaya). We leave
Sayyid Ahmad’s further and more detailed treatment
of the Bible and its cases of assumed “corruption”
(tahrif) aside. Most important for our purpose is to
see that Sayyid Ahmad’s acceptance of the presence
of Revelation in the Old and New Testaments, as well
as certain hermeneutical criteria which he derived
from Islamic theology, made him investigate the
Bible in an intellectually positive way no Muslim had
done before. He clearly made use of the results of
Western biblical critical scholarship as it was avail-
able in his time. His purpose, however, was not to
destroy the Bible—as Rahmatullah and long before
him Ibn Hazm had wanted to do—but better to sort
out what elements of Revelation it contained. His
approach must be seen in the line of a long tradition
of positive appreciation by Muslim thinkers of Scrip-
tures earlier than the Qur’an.

Other Muslim Indian thinkers like Amir Ali*® and
Khuda Bukhsh* also held more or less positive views
of Christianity.

Muhammad ‘Abduh

The Egyptian reformer Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849—
1905),% though culturally and intellectually of lesser
stature than Sayyid Ahmad Khan, had an equally
strong desire to modernize Muslim society and im-
prove Muslim education and scholarship. Muhammad
‘Abduh, too, accepted the intellectual achievements
of Europe in so far as they were not in contradiction
with the basic principles of Islam such as could be
derived from the Qur’an and Sunna with the help of
reason. Like Sayyid Ahmad, ‘Abduh studied Chris-
tianity but his attention was directed less toward the
study of the Bible as Scripture than toward the his-
tory of Christianity. And as Sayyid Ahmad tried to
distinguish critically the positive texts in the Bible,
held to be “revealed” from other texts, ‘Abduh tried
to discriminate critically between the negative trends
and developments in the history of Christianity and
the positive ones, which he held to be in accordance
with the teachings of Jesus.>!

From 20 August 1902 onward, ‘Abduh published
in al-Manar six articles entitled Al-islam wa’l nas-
raniyya ma‘a al-ilm wa’l-madaniyya (Islam and
Christianity with [reference to] science and civiliza-
tion).>> They were a response to an article that the
Greek Catholic (“Melkite””) Farah Anttn (1861-
1922) had published elsewhere, in which he con-
tended that in the course of history Christianity had
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been more tolerant than Islam toward science and
culture. In his articles, which later appeared as a
book, ‘Abduh defended the opposite position. It was
not Islam but Christianity—in particular, the Church—
that had been opposed to the free use of reason and
that had shown intolerance, for instance, in the hor-
rors of the Inquisition. Islam, on the contrary, had
passed on philosophy and science to an ignorant
medieval Europe; it was lastly thanks to Islam that
the Renaissance and the Enlightenment had taken off
in Europe. Contrary to Christianity, imbued as it is
with mysteries and antirational doctrines, Islam is a
religion that honors reason and research and thus
promotes science and civilization. And in his sixth
and last article, ‘Abduh appealed to Muslims in gen-
eral, and Egyptians in particular, to use their intelli-
gence in the search for knowledge. In this way they
would at one and the same time revitalize science and
religion in Muslim societies, true religion being for
‘Abduh intimately linked to reason. Science and re-
ligion should fraternize again, as in the beginning of
Islamic history and as prescribed by the Qur’an.

In his objections against Christianity’s causing
obstacles to the development of science, ‘Abduh
could very well have been a nineteenth-century Eu-
ropean humanist opposing science to religion. This
becomes clear in the following six points which
‘Abduh considers as the essence of the Christian re-
ligion and of which he outlines the negative conse-
quences and effects for the development of science.>?

1. Christianity holds miracles to be a proof of truth,
whereas science looks for laws instead of miracles.

2. In Christianity the religious leaders exercise an
authority and power that opposes free thinking
and research of the faithful.

3. Christianity has the innate tendency to turn away
from this world and address itself to the here-
after, whereas science does not occupy itself with
the hereafter but with this world.

4. Christianity views faith and belief as gifts that
cannot be attained by means of reason. Conse-
quently, it teaches the faithful that they can use
reason, at most, in order to understand what they
believe. Christianity obstructs anyone who wants
to investigate something that is completely op-
posed to what he believes.

5. Christianity teaches that the Bible contains every-
thing man should know and that all knowledge
should be drawn from Scripture. This principle
goes against scholarly research that wants to go
beyond what Scripture says or to address Scrip-
ture itself.

6. Christianity makes an extremely sharp separation
between Christians and other people, those who
follow Jesus and those who do not (Mt 10: 34,
35). In this way it cuts across the fundamental
ties of family and kinship, destroying society and
culture.

Over and against these six negative aspects of
Christianity’s attitude to the development of science,
‘Abduh argued that Islam, in these six respects and
others, favors the development of science.

What is strikingly modern in “Abduh’s treatise is
his comparative approach, applied to what he con-
siders to be the “principles” held by the two religions
about intellectual pursuits. He gave copious ex-
amples from Islamic and European history of the
treatment meted out to science and thought in Mus-
lim and Christian lands. Like Sayyid Ahmad, he es-
tablishes a direct connection between religion on the
one hand and reason, science, and culture on the
other; none of the latter treats religion as a separate
domain or sphere. Both authors consequently arrive
at a beginning of “‘comparative religion” or at least a
comparative study of Christianity and Islam accord-
ing to the possibilities at the time and their own com-
mitments. Their presentation not only of Christianity
but also of Islam differed considerably from earlier
Muslim presentations. We must leave aside here their
exegetical work on Qur’anic texts dealing positively
with other religions including Christianity.>*

A different attitude from the harmonizing attitude
of the modernist reformers, whose first care was to
improve Muslim thinking and pedagogy with the
help of reason and certain values of European cul-
ture, was held by those reformers who exerted them-
selves to defend Islam against attacks by Christian
missionaries and in their turn went on to attack Chris-
tianity. This was the case, for instance, with ‘Abduh’s
younger collaborator, the Syrian-born Sayyid Muham-
mad Rashid Rida (1865-1935).%> He claimed to work
in the spirit of “Abduh but had a less open—not to
say less liberal—attitude, and he was much less fa-
miliar with Europe than was ‘Abduh, who had been
there several times and knew English and French. He
also had a much more political and critical view of
the West than “Abduh had.*® Rashid Rida was a pro-
lific writer on nearly all problems confronting Islam
at the time, in particular in al-Manar, which he had
inaugurated and which barely survived him. Various
articles written by him on the subject of Christianity
on different occasions were collected in his early
book entitled Shubuhat al-Nasara wa hujaj al-islam



(Demonstration of the Criticisms by the Christians
[sc. against Islam] and the Proofs of Islam).’” The
problem of the Scriptures occupies a large place in
his debates with the Christians.’® Christianity, like all
other religions that were the outcome of prophetic
preaching, including Eastern religions, was contami-
nated by polytheistic tendencies and thus its mono-
theistic fundaments were changed.>® The same author
also polemicizes with Christianity elsewhere, as in his
al-Wahy al-muhammadi (The Revelation of Muham-
mad).% Rashid Rida was also the first to organize an
institution to educate Muslim missionaries to be sent
out; it was closed when World War I broke out.

We are here in the broad field of controversial
literature. Useful summaries of Muslim polemical
literature against Christianity that appeared in Egypt
from the end of the nineteenth until about the middle
of the twentieth century are given by Arthur Jeffery
in the 1920s°' and by Harry Gaylord Dorman Jr. soon
after World War I1.92 Recently, Hugh Goddard pub-
lished a more thorough study of this literature.% In
missionary circles the rise of anti-Christian Muslim
writings in the Near East and elsewhere after World
War I was of course taken as a negative point, but in
the sociopolitical context of the time its occurrence
was understandable.5

A particularly aggressive brand of anti-Christian
polemics came from the Ahmadiyya movement, es-
pecially the militant Qadiani® but also the Lahore®
branch, in particular until World War II. The Ahma-
diyya was active both in the Indian context where the
movement arose and through missionary efforts in
Europe and Africa. Other Muslim perceptions of the
Ahmadiyya are here left out of consideration.

Muhammad Abii Zahrah and Others

In the framework of Islamic University teaching, in
1942 the Egyptian Azhar scholar Shaykh Muham-
mad Abt Zahrah published nonpolemical “Lectures
on Christianity” (Muhadarat fi I-nasraniyya) which
he had delivered at the Azhar University for more ad-
vanced students. His point of departure was a tradi-
tional one: in order to know “true” Christianity, that
is to say the teaching of Jesus, one cannot rely on the
Scriptures and historical accounts of the Christians
since they have been corrupted. True knowledge
about original Christianity should therefore be derived
from Qur’anic data to be supplemented by those re-
sults of Western scholarship that conform to what the
Qur’an says about Jesus and the Christians.
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The fundamental question in all Muslim writings
of this kind is, Where can one find the true written
Injil (Gospel) that, according to the Qur’an, Jesus
brought himself and of which the four Gospels of the
New Testament are only later witnesses? Perhaps
more important than the existing poor state of knowl-
edge, even compared with what Sayyid Ahmad wrote
80 years earlier, is the fact that at this time the Islamic
al-Azhar university started to show interest in other
religions and provide some kind of teaching about
other religions.®” Some liberal intellectuals, however,
followed their own curiosity in a spirit of free inquiry.
It would be important to trace the kind of interest they
had in other religions, in Egypt and elsewhere.

During the period under consideration (1800—
1950), notwithstanding the considerable expansion
of Islam in Asia and Africa, it was practically only
Christianity which attracted attention from Muslim
authors. This happened mainly as a response to Chris-
tian missionary activity and to the domination of
Europe and the West in general where Christianity
was the typical religion. As already suggested, there
has been a great variety in Muslim responses to
Christianity in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries which need to be studied academically.® In Iran
a certain interest in the ancient Persian religion of
Zarathustra and even in Manicheism developed.
Before 1950, however, publications on religions
other than Islam here mainly concerned Christian-
ity.”® As far as travel accounts during this period are
concerned, there exists an interesting description of
Tibet by Khwaja Ghulam Muhammad (1857-1928),
who visited the region in 1881-1882 and 1886."!

Spiritual Orientations

During the period 1800-1950 there were also sev-
eral spiritual movements among Muslims which ad-
dressed themselves to non-Muslims too and took a
more universalistic attitude. Two of them, originat-
ing in Iran, must be considered to have crossed the
borders of Islam. The first was the “messianic” Bab1
movement in Shiraz around Sayyid ‘AlTt Muhammad
(1821-1850); this movement started in 1844 but was
severely persecuted from 1852 onward. The other
was the “messianic” Bahai movement around Baha’
Ullah (1817-1892) which started in 1863, as a kind
of fulfillment of the Babi movement. Both commu-
nities were persecuted in Iran, but the adherents of
Baha’ Ullah succeeded in developing their commu-
nities in the Ottoman Empire and later elsewhere. The
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Bahai movement became a religion of its own, inde-
pendent of Islam, in much the same way as Chris-
tianity became a religion of its own after it had be-
come independent of Judaism.

Another movement with a universalistic attitude,
but without conflicts with Islam, was the Sufi Move-
ment established by Inayat Khan (1882-1927). Origi-
nating from the CistT tariga, Inayat Khan decided to
open membership of his own fariga to adherents of
other religions too; only Muslims, however, could be
initiated. He founded the Sufi Movement in 1923 in
Geneva, with summer courses being given in Suresnes,
France. The Sufi Movement’s spirituality attracted
European adherents. A similar interreligious, spiri-
tual orientation is characteristic of the spirituality of
Idrts Shah (b. 1924).

In Europe itself, some thinkers of a gnostic ori-
entation who were looking for a wider Eternal Tra-
dition than the traditions of the established religions
discovered Islam. René Guénon (1869-1951), who
had been initiated to the Shadhiliyya Order, and
Fritjof Schuon, who had been initiated to a branch
of the ‘Alawiyya Order, deserve mention here. Both
men had become Muslims, but their followers in the
West came from different religious traditions and
were not required to convert to Islam.

The few Europeans and Americans who formally
converted to Islam before the middle of the twenti-
eth century tried to create a better understanding of
Islam in the West, in a period in which Islam had
quite negative connotations. They made little effort,
however, to make Christianity or any other religion
understandable to their fellow Muslims. Often react-
ing as converts rather negatively to their former reli-
gion, or to any other religion than Islam, they fall
outside our inquiry about Muslim perceptions of
other religions. They scarcely perceived them at all.
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JACQUES WAARDENBURG

The far-reaching historical changes caused by World
War II and the establishment of a number of inde-
pendent Muslim nation-states—that is, states with a
Muslim majority population—could not but affect
the relationships between Muslims and adherents of
other religions. One only needs to think of the con-
sequences of the establishment of the state of Paki-
stan in 1947 for Muslim-Hindu relations and of the
effects of the establishment of the state of Israel in
1948 for Muslim-Jewish relations.

Most important for the Muslim countries was the
end of the European powers’ immediate military and
political domination, although economic dependence
on Europe and the United States would make itself
ever more palpable, and Western political, social, and
cultural ideals would continue to present themselves
as universally valid. In most Muslim countries and
regions, but also in other newly independent coun-
tries, direct Christian mission from the West was no
longer allowed. Western Christians who wanted to
serve in other, and specifically Muslim countries,
could engage in health service, educational institu-
tions, or social work—but not in religion for its own
sake. At most, a few Christian theologians from the
West could teach at local theological colleges or
seminaries with Christian students. In a number of
Muslim states Christian missions were forbidden
outright, and in Saudi Arabia, for instance, Christian-
ity cannot even manifest itself in public.
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In most of these countries, revolutions by the
military took place sooner or later after indepen-
dence. These revolutions not only brought about a
shift in power but also were accompanied by more
or less profound social upheavals that put an end to
the privileges of certain established classes. These
could be big landowners, merchants assuring eco-
nomic exchanges with Western markets, or the upper
strata of the urban bourgeoisie, but they could also
be creative artists, writers, and intellectuals who
maintained cultural links with Western countries
where they had studied or visited. Often smaller or
larger groups of Christians belonged to these privi-
leged groups, and when they were forced into the
imposed molds of the new society, it was not so much
because of their being Christians but because the
groups they belonged to were dispersed and the coun-
try came under the sway of a new national ideology
and a new regime. The results varied in the different
countries. In Egypt, the better situated Copts lost
most of their riches; in the Ba’thist regimes of Syria
and Iraq, Christians could participate more easily in
state organizations but they lost their fortunes.

There were other factors at work as well. All
newly independent countries needed to develop in
order to survive; technological modernization and
economic development had to be carried out. This
brought about the rise, in the armies, industries and
elsewhere, of new classes of technicians, economists,
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managers, and skilled labor who developed a more
rational view of things than was offered by tradition.
These new classes were not, at least not in the be-
ginning, especially concerned with religion in a par-
ticularistic sense.

On the international scene, the influence of the
United States increased quickly, starting during
World War II, and this influence gradually came to
surpass that of the former colonial powers in Europe.
Throughout the Muslim world, from the beginning
of the 1950s, the political and economic power of
America was ever more felt. “Modernization” be-
came more and more identified with “Americaniza-
tion.” The alternative power was the Soviet Union,
which boasted of opposing what remained of the old
colonial relations of dependence. It helped at least
certain new nation-states to resist the imposition on
their economies of the capitalist market-system,
which as a rule was to destroy much of the traditional
economic and social structures in large measure. But
the Soviet Union also made its power felt, through
local Communist parties and pressures from outside.
It revolutionized countries in its own way, binding
them to itself.

The history of most Muslim states between 1950
and 1990 has been conditioned by the fact of the Cold
War between the two superpowers. Even the state of
Israel’s impact on the Middle East scene has been
much more linked to the Cold War, and its own in-
terests in it, than was realized by most observers at
the time. One may even surmise that the rise of Is-
lamic consciousness and Islamic movements was
more closely linked with Cold War interests than the
current literature on the subject suggests. If it is true
that, broadly speaking, the period from 1850 to 1950
was conditioned by colonial tensions, that from 1950
to 1990 was conditioned by Cold War tensions.
These were sometimes accompanied by economic
conflicts as in the Mossadegh crisis of 1953 in Iran,
the Suez crisis of 1956 in Egypt, and the oil crisis of
1973-1974 in the Middle East. Often these and other
tensions led to terrible wars. One should remember
the savage war in Algeria (1954—-1962), the Suez War
(1956), the Yemen War (1962-70), the Arab-Israeli
Wars (1948, 1956, 1967, 1973), the wars between
Pakistan and India (1949, 1965, 1971), the Afghan
wars starting in 1979, the Irag-Iran War of 1980—
1988, and the Gulf War of 1991. Outside the Mus-
lim states, Muslim minorities in the former Soviet
Union and in the People’s Republic of China, as in
Israel and the Occupied Territories, have endured

oppressive situations. Moreover, Muslim nation-
states have had their own internal problems and have
occasionally conflicts. All of this has conditioned the
framework within which relations between Muslim
and other religious communities have developed in
various directions.

It is in this world ridden with tensions that Islam
has come to play a growing political role. Its increas-
ing ideologization has had an impact on the relations
between Muslims and non-Muslims which started to
unfreeze in the climate of dialogue of the 1960s,
1970s, and early 1980s. During the last decade it has
become quite clear that provocative actions against
and oppression of Muslim populations—by Chris-
tians, Jews, Hindus, outright secularists, and even
Muslim regimes—are leading to an increasing
politization and ideologization of Islam.

Most countries on the eve of independence had
already known movements advocating the establish-
ment of an Islamic state—that is, a state based on the
Shart ‘a. Sometimes, as in the Dar ul Islam movement
in Indonesia in the 1940s and 1950s, such movements
tried to impose their views by force. The national
leaders, however, who had led the struggle for inde-
pendence and came to power when the new states
were founded, opposed the idea of an Islamic state.
All of them advocated a modern state on the model
of the Western democratic states, mostly that of the
colonial power itself, and they had in general a more
or less secular view of the state organization. With
the exception of Saudi Arabia which had been cre-
ated explicitly as an Islamic state in 1932, and some
traditional Islamic states of ancient date like Yemen,
Mauretania, and Afghanistan, or even Morocco, all
new states with a Muslim majority were officially
secular and recognized a separation of state and reli-
gion. Most of them, however, stressed their Muslim
character by accepting the Shari‘a as a major source
of personal law and by requiring that the head of state
be a Muslim.

By the end of the 1960s, however, the secular
national ideologies that had prevailed since indepen-
dence and were linked in a number of countries to
ideologies advocating economic development ac-
cording to the Western or the socialist model, no
longer satisfied the needs of the population. Prom-
ises of economic development had not been kept;
boasting of national honor and pride could no longer
mobilize the people; regimes in many cases were
compromised by injustices or even corruption, or by
an excessive dependence on one of the superpowers



engaged in the Cold War. A new generation did not
let itself be seduced by the ideologies spread by the
nationalist, often military leadership. In most coun-
tries this meant going into opposition either as a left-
ist or under the banner of Islam. When 20 years had
passed, around 1985, it was the latter choice that had
won. Among the many meanings which the notion
of Islam conveyed, those of resistance to dependence
on either the Western or Eastern block countries, and
of organizing society according to socioreligious
norms of justice to which most people were commit-
ted had a most powerful appeal.

Economic problems caused by petrodollars flow-
ing to the few and bringing increased poverty to the
many, and political tensions due to ever-increasing
state control parallelled by growing infractions of
justice and human rights by the government, to some
extent explain the revolutionary forms which this
politicized Islam took in some countries. The Iranian
revolution of 1979, first anti-Shah and then Islamic
in its orientation, worked to catalyze Islamic move-
ments elsewhere, especially since revolutionary Iran
had been able to humiliate the powerful United States
upon which many Muslim states were dependent.
States like Pakistan, Libya, and Sudan turned Is-
lamic; Islamic movements gained support among the
masses everywhere; in Egypt and some other coun-
tries “Islamists” showed their teeth to the regime in
power. And while Iran exported Islamic revolution,
Saudi Arabia exported Islamic order. It did this
largely through money, through the newly founded
international Islamic organizations with headquarters
in Mecca and Jeddah, through encouraging the Islam-
ization of society or simply through paying for
mosques, Islamic instruction, local Islamic move-
ments, and other Islamic purposes. In both cases
Islam served the state interest, becoming an instru-
ment of interior or foreign policy.

In this way, throughout the 1970s and 1980s
Islam more and more became a means, or a cover, to
legitimate other things. Political opposition against
established regimes was obliged to speak and act in
the name of Islam when other formulas of opposi-
tion were not allowed. Movements appealing to Is-
lamic norms and ideals could be understood by
people looking for justice, especially those who came
from the countryside, where Islamic traditions were
still solidly anchored in society. The populist char-
acter of so many Islamic movements at present does
not necessarily prove that these movements have
gained many more adherents. It may also indicate that
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tradition-bound country people, in their search to sur-
vive, have mobilized themselves; since these people
were used to interpret the world in Islamic terms, they
tend to see Islam as providing the solution. That this
renewed stress on Islam has meant increasing pres-
sures on non-Muslim minorities living in Muslim
countries has been an unfortunate consequence for
the relationships between Muslims and non-Muslims
there. “Islamists” in particular tend rather to sharpen
the difference between non-Muslims and Muslims
than to look for common ground.

Another important factor that has conditioned and
changed relationships between Muslims and Chris-
tians, in particular in the period since 1950, is the
increasing Muslim presence in Western Europe and
in the West in general.! We have seen that even be-
fore 1950 Muslim groups had established themselves
in Europe: the Ahmadiyya mission, the Sufi Move-
ment, adherents of the more esoteric teachings of
Guénon and Schuon, some European converts. After
World War II, however, international migration in-
creased immensely, and Muslims moving to the West
were part of it. In North America and Britain quali-
fied migrants from Muslim countries could enter and
enjoy the freedom to organize and express them-
selves. In continental Europe, Muslim immigrants
were used as cheap labor, and although they suffered
economic hardship, they could organize or partici-
pate in Islamic or other movements that were some-
times forbidden in their countries of origin.

Western societies confronted the next generations
of these immigrants with a challenge to move toward
either a more secular outlook and adaptation to West-
ern society or toward a certain rediscovery of their
Islamic roots. It is no accident that, parallel to the
increasing role of Islam in the political discourse in
Muslim countries, we can see an increasing affirma-
tion of Islam in the Muslim discourse in Western
countries. Mosques are put up or newly built; Islamic
education is advocated and spread; Islamic ways of
life are stressed in Muslim organizations in Europe.
Incidents like the Salman Rushdie affair when
Khomeiny declared Rushdie an apostate who could
be killed with impunity or the problems caused by
girls wearing headscarfs at school or at work not hid-
ing their Muslim identity, are little tests. They allow
Muslims in the West to assess how far they can go
to affirm Islam in the societies in which they live and
perhaps further it. When non-Muslims have Muslims
as neighbors, and the other way round, this leads to
more direct contacts between them, with positive but
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also with negative results, the latter in particular in a
time of economic crisis.

Three other conditionings may be mentioned that
have arisen over the last 20 years and exert a power-
ful effect on the attitudes of Muslims and non-Mus-
lims to each other and their perceptions of each other.
First, a great number of Muslim minority groups exist
in non-Muslim countries, including India and the
People’s Republic of China. There is a kind of soli-
darity with them in Muslim countries, and attitudes
of new self-awareness are developing among them
such as are found among other socioreligious minor-
ity groups. Whereas in former times the number of
Muslims living under non-Muslim political author-
ity was small, this number has increased tremen-
dously in the course of this century. Each country
now has its Muslim majority or minority.

Second, there is the issue of violence. For a long
time and in many quarters Muslims were held to be
initiators of violence, according to a rather simple
reading in the dominating West of the doctrine of
Jjihad. The last 20 years, however, have shown Mus-
lims to be victims of other peoples’ violence: Pales-
tinian Muslims suffered at the hands of Israelis, Leba-
nese Muslims at the hands of Maronite Christians,
Bosnian Muslims at the hands of Serbian and
Croatian Christians, and Chechen Muslims at the
hands of Russians. To perceive Muslims as victims
of other peoples’ violence changes old views and
stereotypes of relations between non-Muslims and
Muslims.

The third conditioning factor of new attitudes and
new perceptions which Muslims and non-Muslims
have of each other is the close connection that evi-
dently exists in many Muslim communities between
ethnic and Muslim identity as two sides of the same
coin. Just as Armenians are held to be Christians,
within the community and by the outside world, so
Turkic and Iranian peoples are held to be Muslims
and want to be so. In many cases the stress laid on
Islam is less a religious affirmation than an affirma-
tion of a person’s social identity, of his or her being
part of a broader community and feeling solidarity
with it in times of crisis when existence is at stake.
It then becomes an expression of communal identity.

All of this must be seen as the new and critical
background of Muslim perceptions of non-Muslims
in the second half of this century. Without taking
this bitter background into account, much of what
Muslims have written critically about other reli-

gions during this period runs the risk of being mis-
understood.

Some Writings from the Period
19501995

On Christianity

Most Muslim writings about other religions than
Islam since World War II concern Christianity.>? A
great number of them are refutations of it in one form
or another,? written for Muslim readers in the “Is-
lamic” languages Arabic, Turkish, Persian, and Urdu.
As in earlier periods, the arguments are based on
Qur’anic texts and common sense, and they are ad-
dressed specifically against such Christian doctrines
as the sonship of Jesus, the Incarnation, the Trinity,
and the Bible as Revelation. More recently, with the
presence of Muslim da ‘wa centers in the West and
elsewhere, Muslim publications critical of Christian-
ity are now also printed and sold in the West.* Be-
sides such straightforward polemical literature, one
also finds a more informative kind of literature that
tries to compare Christianity and Islam, evidently
concluding that Islam is superior.’

Throughout the period one finds specific attacks
on all attempts to convert Muslims to Christianity.
Christian missionaries, especially in the years imme-
diately after independence, could be accused of hav-
ing been agents of Western imperialism. Muslims
were warned against the methods certain groups of
missionaries used to obtain conversions.® Rules
against any form of apostasy have existed since the
beginning of Islam, when the Muslim community
was constituted. This literature acquired a new rel-
evance, however, when Christian missionaries ap-
peared in Muslim lands in the nineteenth century and
factual debates occurred between missionaries and
Muslims. Over and against missionary efforts to
bring about conversions, the rule that Muslims
should not be allowed to leave Islam was maintained
with various means, and not without success.

Besides much controversial literature emphasiz-
ing the superiority of Islam, often on a popular and
even base level, and intellectually deplorable, other
kinds of publications about Christianity have ap-
peared especially since the “dialogue years” of the
1960s and 1970s.

A range of books and articles presents Jesus as a
great prophet. Several authors have meticulously



studied the four Gospels of the New Testament. They
interpret the New Testament accounts within the
general framework of Qur’anic data—that is, with-
out reference to the crucifixion and the resurrection
stories. Best known is Qarya zalima (The city of
wrongdoing) by Muhammad Kamil Husayn,” which
appeared in Arabic in Cairo in 1954 and has been
translated into several languages. It is a novel describ-
ing the course of events leading to Good Friday, and
it places special emphasis on the disciples’ reactions
to the victimization of the innocent Jesus, out of
which the Christian community and the Christian
faith and religion arose. Other texts respectfully de-
scribe Jesus’s exemplary prophetic behavior and his
universal significance not only for Christians but also
for the whole of mankind.® Some authors stress the
passion of Jesus as a symbol of the suffering of the
innocent or, for instance, of the Palestinian people.

In the Muslim view, the history of Christianity is
its fall. The Christian religion developed in ways that
went against and beyond what Muslims hold to be
the teachings of Jesus properly speaking. This would
have consisted mainly of the preaching of monothe-
ism, the warning of the Judgment with the announce-
ment of the resurrection and man’s eternal destiny,
and the handing over of the religious Law of the InjTl.
Mostly Paul but also other New Testament authors
and of course the church are held responsible for
these deviations.” Some Muslim scholars, familiar
with the results of Western critical New Testament
scholarship, have started to produce new texts about
Christianity and the development both of its doctrine
and of its community and church.'®

Here and there, new assessments have been made
of the intrinsic nature of the relationship between
Islam and Christianity," going beyond the traditional
scheme of a complete opposition.'> Besides existing
lapidary presentations of Christianity in Muslim jour-
nals, schoolbooks, and other writings, ' there are also
assessments which quote sayings of certain promi-
nent critical and self-critical Christian theologians.
Some authors refer to what has been conveyed to
them by Christians in a direct way, for instance in
Muslim-Christian dialogues.'

One also may find signs of new research break-
ing through long-established patterns, of new ques-
tions being formulated, and new problems being
treated. M. Ayoub insists on a more careful and pre-
cise reading of Qur’anic texts concerning Christians,
away from the oppositional scheme of traditional
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Qur’an exegesis.'” H. HanafT raises hermeneutical
questions. M. Arkoun applies modern semiotics in
his reading of the Qur’an, bypassing the purely lit-
eral meaning of the words.

At least three studies were published on the sub-
ject of the classical medieval Islamic polemical lit-
erature against Christianity.'® They remind the reader
of the unsurmountable doctrinal differences between
the two religious systems, but they also show that this
literature arose in a particular historical and social
context and set out the conditions under which it
developed and flourished. One scholar who carefully
analyzed the nature and validity of the classical po-
lemicists’ arguments has appealed for further schol-
arly research on Christianity within the framework
of the discipline of history of religions.!” Another
sign of reorientation is the introduction of the con-
cept of “Societies” of the Book, rather than “Peoples”
of the Book. Instead of stressing the doctrinal and
legal differences between the contents of the three
Scriptures accepted in the three major monotheistic
religions, M. Arkoun wants to stress the importance
of their sheer existence. Having a Scripture has par-
ticular implications and plays an important role in
shaping Muslim, Christian, and Jewish societies and
cultures.

Another way in which Muslim perceptions of
Christianity express themselves is through art and
literature. The example of Qarya zalima has already
been mentioned. There exists a Turkish literary
elaboration of the trial of Jesus in the form of a the-
ater play.'® Ali Merad wrote an account of the Chris-
tian hermit Charles de Foucauld.” Several novels and
short stories portray Christians, some indigenous,
some Western, in a Muslim context and suggest the
significance of their being different from Muslim
believers.?

On Judaism

Whereas, on the whole, Muslim presentations of
Christianity have become more sympathetic and
sometimes gained in precision since World War [I—
at least in writings coming from Arab Mediterranean
countries—the presentations of Judaism, on the con-
trary, have developed in the direction of growing
hostility. The reasons, of course, are political. On the
one hand, the fact that nearly all Muslim countries
acquired their independance before or during the
1950s weakened the negative associations which
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Muslims had established between Christianity and
Western imperialism, and freed the way for a better
acquaintance with the Christian religion. On the other
hand, the Zionist movement, the Jewish immigration
in Palestine, and the establishment of Israel in 1948
together with the harsh confrontations between Israel
and the surrounding Arab states, as well as the grim
military regime in the occupied territories, could not
but strengthen the negative associations that Muslims
made between Judaism and the state of Israel as an
agressive Fremdkorper in the region. Especially after
Israel’s victory in the June war of 1967, a number of
publications in Arabic saw the light. Some of them
were attacks on Judaism and what was seen as its
political outgrowth, Zionism, whereas others were
defamatory and must in part be qualified as anti-
Semitic. The appearance of these publications may
have functioned as a psychological compensation for
the defeat and an ideological mobilization against the
powerful enemy. However, this does not detract from
the fact that a number of Egyptian and other intel-
lectuals were mobilized for a campaign of hatred that
was traumatic rather than intellectually honest.

In any case, the Muslim image of present-day
Judaism has changed remarkably in the course of the
last 50 years, from that of a “heavenly” religion pro-
mulgating divine law to that of a political project
using this religion for its mundane ambitions.?' Is-
raeli views of contemporary Islamic movements
seem to have little eye for their moral and religious
aspects; they tend to consider them as sociopolitical
movements or at most as a politization of religion.
Such mutual views are definite proof of the rule that
military and political conflicts have a profound and
politicizing influence on the perceptions of each
other’s religion held by the conflicting parties. The
same rule applies in the Pakistani-Indian, Azeri-Ar-
menian, and Serbian-Bosnian conflicts. It also holds
true for tensions between minorities and majorities
in which the religions involved are depreciated by the
other party. All of this points to the general rule of
politization of perceptions; in the case of mutually
exclusive monotheistic religions the effects are par-
ticularly devastating.

One of the tragic consequences of this state of
affairs is that whereas a Muslim-Christian dialogue
of several decades has been able to clear up a certain
number of misunderstandings on both sides at least
for an inner circle, the political conflicts around Is-
rael have made any real Muslim-Jewish dialogue
practically impossible even in religious matters. Pro-

vocative Israeli policies—unfortunately endorsed by
the United States—in practice have meant that fur-
ther misunderstandings have been able to develop
freely. The way has then become open for anti-Jew-
ish attitudes to arise even in Muslim countries which
had kept an open relationship with Israel.??

On the West and Western Orientalism

Without going so far as to reduce specific relation-
ships between religious communities and religions
simply to a function of general cultural, economic,
and political relations, there can be no doubt that
twentieth-century Muslim images of Christianity
have been strongly affected by the strained relations
between certain Muslim and Western countries dur-
ing this century. The same can be said of Western
images of Islam. The problem of these relations is
symbolized by the formula of the relationship be-
tween “Islam” and “the West.”?

Up to World War I, and in many intellectual and
business circles up to World War II and later, the
West was widely regarded as the model of civiliza-
tion for Muslim countries, which were at the time
mostly politically dependent on the West. Since
World War II this view has been maintained in what
may be called “Westernized” circles who had adopted
Western ways of life and thought. But even there,
such a positive view of the West has not been with-
out problems and tensions for those who had been
brought up with their own cultural values, often ob-
serving them at home while identifying with Western
values in public. Probably few Muslim authors have
analyzed the traumatic effects of the shock of West-
ern modernity on those brought up in Muslim socie-
ties better than Daryush Sharegan.?* As he describes
it, the impact first of the West and then of modernity
as developed in the West has led to forms of what he
calls a schizophrenia that affects not only outward pat-
terns of behavior but also the domain of culture and
religion. This analysis seems to hold good for most
Muslim societies at least during part of the twentieth
century. Notwithstanding heavy external pressures,
people have simply refused to abandon norms and
values with which they have grown up and which they
summed up, or rather symbolized, by the word “Islam.”

The visible Westernization of a certain elite in
Muslim countries, in a time in which these countries
were or had been fighting for independence from the
West, could not but lead to resentment in the society
at large. As areaction to the Westernization process



in which an intellectual and economic elite had be-
come involved, or to which it fell victim, the second
half of the twentieth century has seen a stream of
publications which attacked the West not only for its
political and economic but also its cultural imperial-
ism.” The same West whose culture had been adu-
lated at the end of last century is now decried as void
of real culture and destroying other cultures. The idea
that Western societies and Western civilization itself
are in decline, moral and otherwise, has gained ground;
at a somewhat later stage, the norms and values repre-
sented by Islam have come to be seen in some circles
as the right alternative, and successor to the morally
decadent and secular West.2®

This negative view of the West has also been a
response to Western “Orientalism,” unmasked as a
way of submitting the Muslim world to a Western
vision with the aim of dominating it. In self-defense
some Muslim authors have launched a devastating
attack on existing Western studies of Muslim soci-
eties and Islam.?”’” They have reproached Western
Orientalists with reducing phenomena of life to dead
facts and lifeless structures, neglecting the values of
Muslim culture and feeling no ethical responsibility.
Their approach contrasts sharply with that of East-
erners “Westernizing” themselves, and sympathizing
and even identifying with the culture or civilization
they have studied. In fact, such Orientalists have been
unable to see Easterners as free partners in the ven-
ture of knowledge. Furthermore, together with mis-
sionaries, Orientalists have been accused of wanting
to annihilate the highest values, even the absolute
norm of Muslim societies—that is to say, Islam. They
have been seen as even more dangerous than the
missionaries because they have obtained knowledge
of the Islam they wanted to destroy. It should be
pointed out that similar attacks on a certain Western
Orientalist scholarship have been made by Indian,
African, and other non-Western scholars both Mus-
lim and non-Muslim.

This general accusation brings together reproaches
on several questions which most Orientalists had
never put to themselves. They had not felt obliged
to explain to Muslims with what aims they carried
out their studies, giving no other reason than the
advancement of scientific knowledge or scholarship
as a kind of absolute in itself. They had not cooper-
ated with people from Muslim societies on a level of
equality, but rather made use of their services as in-
formants. They had not put the results of their re-
search at the disposal or in the service of the people
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and societies they had studied. They had rarely given
evidence of being aware of any moral problems per-
taining either to this kind of research on other peoples’
culture and religion or to their own attitude to the
people and religion they were studying.?®

Especially on a popular level, many Muslim pub-
lications have decried the moral decay of Western
societies, the enslaving of people including women
in an economic system in which communal society
gives way to a social jungle in which each individual
is forced to defend his or her own interests. In this
view, Christianity had lost any real influence on
Western societies, a fact which also proves the weak-
ness of Christianity and thus points to the rightness
of Islam. The atheism and materialism prevailing in
Eastern-block socialist societies have similarly been
criticized. Both communism and capitalism as eco-
nomic, political, and ideological systems have been
decisively rejected, and Islam has been presented as
the right middle way, avoiding the extremes of the
two ideologies which were till the end of the 1980s
represented by the two superpowers.

On a less popular level, however, Western tech-
nology is approved of and European culture not com-
pletely rejected. In the West, but also in certain uni-
versities in Muslim countries, forms of cooperation
have developed between Muslim and Western schol-
ars where the difference of religious background does
not play a role. In the field of the humanities includ-
ing Islamic studies it can even be seen as a positive
asset.?? Moreover, the countries around the Medi-
terranean Sea have a common history and common
interests, and throughout the second half of the twen-
tieth century they have stressed the need for affirm-
ing, developing, and deepening their relations. The
expressions “Islam” and “Europe” here stand for the
southern and eastern, and the northern and western
parts of the Mediterranean, respectively. Many col-
loquia and publications have been devoted to the
need for Mediterranean cooperation and Euro-Arab
dialogue, taking account of the economic and politi-
cal interests, as well as the religions and cultures
involved.* Cultural anthropologists have shown the
presence of many cultural traits which the north and
the south of the Mediterranean share, whatever the
doctrinal and ideological oppositions. On an intel-
lectual level, much discussion among Muslims has
been devoted to the nature of the relationships be-
tween Muslim and European culture.’! These cultures
have a number of problems in common nowadays,
and different solutions have been proposed. While
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M. Arkoun, for example, sees a continuation of
eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinking on both
sides,3? S. H. Nasr envisages an Islam, aware of its
spiritual treasures, extending a hand to a continent
suffering under increasing materialism.*

On Muslim Minorities

Like conflicts, minorities have played an important
role in the mutual perceptions of Muslims and Chris-
tians.>* Up to the twentieth century, the situation of
Christian minorities in the Near East had an impor-
tant—and often negative—influence on the general
views of Islam current in Europe. In an unforeseen
way, the reverse has also turned out to be true. The
presence of several million Muslim migrant workers
in Western Europe since the 1960s has considerably
affected Muslim perceptions of European societies
and Christianity in Western Europe. And here the
picture has not been positive either.

The first care of the migrants, of course, was to
survive economically and socially, and not to lose
their Muslim identity. They were now in a position
to observe Christians in their Western societies, just
as a century ago European settlers had had the op-
portunity to observe Muslims in their own societ-
ies—in North Africa, the Near East, India, Indone-
sia, and elsewhere. The broad range of attitudes that
Muslim migrants have taken toward European and
American societies in general and Christians in par-
ticular would demand a study in itself and falls out-
side the scope of this essay. Between the extreme
views that the pope and the Catholic Church exert
the real power in Europe, or that Christianity is dy-
ing out, unable as it is to withstand the forces of secu-
larism and materialism, the new contacts have also
led to new perceptions of at least some forms of liv-
ing Christianity, and, by extension, of living Islam.

These perceptions have been extremely diversi-
fied. The experiences of encounter in different coun-
tries and groups varied widely. Europe or the West
in general has been perceived and judged according
to diverging norms and values, often symbolized by
“Islam” seen as that which constitutes the essential
difference with Europe and the West. In Muslim
circles numerous voices have been raised about the
problems that Muslims have encountered in Europe,
where Islam is not usually a recognized religion and
the Shart ‘a not a recognized source of legislation, a
fact that has to be admitted. Many Muslims in Eu-
rope feel themselves in a diaspora situation.’ The

number of serious studies about Muslim communi-
ties in Europe and North America which take into
account the cultural and religious dimension is still
restricted.3¢

Concern about the situation of Muslim minorities
and their needs in the West has led Muslims here and
there to look in new ways at non-Muslim minorities
in Muslim countries. The usual attitude among Mus-
lim authors was formerly to describe the situation of
Christian and Jewish minorities as satisfactory. They
hinted at the dhimm7 regulations of former times and
the foresight of the Muslim governments. That Chris-
tians®” as well as Jews3® could actually have suffered
as minorities in Muslim states could hardly have been
understood from the premises of this scheme.

As a consequence of the increase in Muslims liv-
ing as minorities in a number of countries, some
Muslim authors have started now to inquire about the
situation of non-Muslim minorities in Muslim states
where social control and political pressure play arole.
Their situation and their actual rights and duties have
begun to be discussed.* This is especially the case
in countries where for a long time Muslim and non-
Muslim communities have lived side by side, such
as in Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Iraq. Such
coexistence also has a history in countries like
Nigeria, Sudan, Pakistan, Malaysia, and Indonesia.

Speaking of Muslim minorities one must also refer
to the Indian subcontinent, where a Muslim minority
and a Hindu majority have been living side by side for
centuries and under very different political regimes.

On India

Mutual perceptions of religious communities in India
and Pakistan would require separate study. The prob-
lems of the Muslim minority situation took a new
form after the partition of 1947. Those Muslims who
had chosen to stay in India were committed to a secu-
lar state where they would occupy their due place,
accepting cooperation with the large Hindu major-
ity and the smaller Sikh, Christian, Jain, Buddhist,
and Jewish communities. Such cooperation meant
a revision of the classical scheme applied in the
Moghul time, according to which Muslims had their
own political organization and enjoyed a dominat-
ing position with regard to non-Muslims living in the
same country. In present-day India, Muslims and
Hindus as citizens are equal before the law.

The need for cooperation, which Hindu leaders
like Nehru strongly urged, required Muslims to de-



velop new attitudes. As in the case of other minori-
ties, tolerance became a key to survival and as such
it was hailed by Muslims. The need for harmonious
relations was stressed, primarily by the government
as in Middle Eastern states with significant Christian
minorities. Several Muslim politicians have had im-
portant positions, most noticeably Abt ’1-Kalam
Azad (1888-1958) who was minister of education
(1947-1958) and saw Islam and Hinduism as well
as other religions as one in their essence.*’ But it was
also demanded by Muslims under pressure them-
selves.*! They constituted a vulnerable minority and
often underwent the treatment to which in practice
most minorities have been exposed throughout his-
tory. And, as elsewhere where minorities’ rights are
violated, since the 1970s Muslims have penned pro-
tests against the violation of their legitimate rights
by Hindu extremists. In the meantime political ten-
sions have increased. On a more reflective level, the
new kind of Muslim minority situation in a number
of countries has led several Muslim thinkers to re-
vise traditional ideas of Muslim self-sufficiency.*?
They have made a number of studies about Muslim
communities and Muslim-Hindu relations in the past.
Here and there preparatory studies for a Muslim-
Hindu dialogue have been started.*

On Israel

Already since World War I but certainly since the
establishment of Israel in 1948 the situation of the
Muslim community in Israel has been complex.
Nearly all of them are Palestinian Arabs who could
not enjoy the same rights as the Jewish citizens. From
1967 on, when Israel occupied East Jerusalem, the
West Bank, and Gaza, all with a majority Muslim
population, and encouraged Jewish settlements there,
the situation of the Muslim communities as Palestin-
ian Arabs has steadily deteriorated. The expectations
awakened among Muslims by the so-called Peace
Process have been turned into anger and bitter frus-
tration, especially since the reversal of Israeli poli-
cies in 1996. The effects may turn out to be detrimen-
tal for Israel in the long run.

There is urgent need here for solid studies about
Muslim-Jewish-Christian relations in past and pre-
sent. Mutual perceptions between the three commu-
nities in their social and historical varieties should
be taken into account.** Any analysis should take
critical account of the political and other interests of
all parties involved, including those of the USA.
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The reflection, also by Muslims, on the implications
of religious plurality,® that is to say, the acceptance
of other religious communities side-by-side with the
Muslim one, has gained in acuteness during the last
years.* This is not only due to the fact that many
countries have a situation of religious plurality. It is
also a kind of compensation for the growth of “Is-
lamist” movements protesting what is called religious
“pluralism.” It expresses an ongoing concern with
Islam’s role in society in general. Muslim thinkers
also enter into discussion with others on this subject.*’

A first result of the situation of religious plural-
ity is that several studies have been made on what
the Qur’an has to say about religious plurality.*® In
the special case of Christianity, but also on a more
general level, attention is focused on the problem of
the relation between the Qur’anic message and the
existing religions, including Christianity. In these
studies new hermeneutics and other methods are
used.* Thus, quite a few Muslim thinkers have ar-
rived at a more positive appreciation of other reli-
gions than was the case formerly.> This led to more
positive views about the relations between Muslims
and non-Muslims,>! but it also met with stiff resis-
tance by people keeping to established tradition.

A second result of the situation of religious plural-
ity has been that, after an interlude of more than seven
centuries after al-Shahrastani, some Muslim authors
have published books of an informative and more
descriptive nature about religions other than Islam.>?
Many surveys, however, fit into the category of
apologetics rather than informative descriptive studies;
one example is Ahmad Shalabt’s four-volume work
Mugaranat al-adyan, followed by other such surveys
in the Islamic languages.>* All of them start from the
assumption that Islam is the final and most excellent
religion of mankind and try to prove this while treat-
ing other religions. They are marked by an apologetic
tone, some of them straightforwardly decrying certain
“un-Islamic” views held in other religions.

Some of these books have a strong political bias—
for instance, comparing the political and economic
force of Muslim countries with that of non-Muslim
ones. They often consider political Zionism a logi-
cal outgrowth of religious Judaism, just as Western
imperialism is sometimes seen as a political outcome
of organized Christianity. National, ethnic, and reli-
gious sentiments and loyalties can be important
motivations distorting impartial research.>
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Although an explicit affirmation of the indepen-
dent status of science of religion is rarely found here,
anumber of careful investigations in the field of his-
tory of religions and sociology and anthropology of
religion have been carried out by Muslim research-
ers, both in Western and in some Muslim countries.>>
Religions other than Islam are taught at certain uni-
versities in Muslim countries.’® Here and there, dis-
cussion has started to what extent a science of reli-
gion could develop in specific Muslim countries or
in the Muslim world in general, or how it could be
developed by Muslims living in the West.’” Such
scholarship will of course take into account the exist-
ing approaches in this field.’® Researchers have taken
different positions, and it seems that the call for a
scholarly study of religions is being heard, espe-
cially in countries of religious plurality and in those
insisting on having academic standards in research
and teaching. Naturally, more traditional or “Islam-
ist” quarters put up resistance to such a scholarly
study of religions.* Furthermore, the results of so-
cial scientific research on the role of religion in con-
temporary societies or in the social history of Mus-
lim societies are published here and there. But since
they deal with Islam, they fall outside the present
survey.

A third result of the situation of religious plural-
ity is that some prominent Muslim thinkers who are
interested in this field of research have called for
dialogue with adherents of other faiths, without re-
nouncing Islamic positions and starting points.®® In
alphabetical order the names of Mohammed Arkoun,*!
Mahmoud Ayoub,%? Ismail R. al-Faruqi,®® Hassan
Hanafi,* Seyyed Hossein Nasr,% and Mohamed
Talbi deserve to be mentioned here, but other names
could easily be added.®” A unique example of dia-
logue in the sense of common research is the Muslim-
Christian Research Group (GRIC), a French language
research group of Muslims and Christians. Several
publications have resulted from their work.%®

Recently, some Muslim institutions for interreli-
gious dialogue have been established. The Al al-Bayt
foundation in Amman has organized a series of dia-
logues. In 1993 the Indonesian Institute for the Study
of Religious Harmony was established in Yogyakarta;
in 1995 the first issue appeared of Religiosa: Indo-
nesian Journal on Religious Harmony, published by
the State Institute of Islamic Studies in Yogyakarta.
Relations between Islam and other religions in Indo-
nesia with its Pancasila formula have a unique char-
acter and deserve to be studied closely.®

No doubt an opposition to interreligious dialogue
also exists. It appeals to the absolute truth of Islam
which cannot be discussed or reflects the feeling that
any dialogue may weaken the forces of Islam in the
long run.”®

But what about the scholarly study of religions?
There certainly have been interesting developments
in Muslim countries. Fifty years ago (1948) the first
chair of the history of religions was established in
Ankara, and there are now seven of them in Turkey.
In a number of countries scholars of religion have fa-
miliarized themselves with the tradition of the disci-
pline and carry on teaching and research under such
different names as history of religions, comparative
religion, and philosophy of religion—or simply as
anthropology, sociology, or psychology of religion.
Before World War II such activities were virtually
unknown in Muslim countries. Nowadays certain
lines of interest can be distinguished, reflected in
scholars’ statements and publications, in libraries and
scholarly institutions, and in the questions of students
and a broader interested public. In countries like
Turkey’' and Indonesia’ studies of religion already
have their own identity, while Iran and Egypt have
cultural traditions in which such studies fit perfectly.
Interesting new initiatives have been taken in Tunisia
and Morocco but also by Muslim researchers in coun-
tries like South Africa and Lebanon where they are
directly exposed to the fact of religious plurality.
There can be no doubt that Muslim perceptions of
other religions will be influenced in the future by
many factors, including better knowledge of and in-
sight into these religions.”
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Chrigians in the Qur’an and Tafsr

ANE DAMMEN MCAULIFE

From its inception Islam has lived with other reli-
gions. Its emergent self-definition evolved through
aprocessof differentiation from other contemporary
belief systems. Astextua attestation to this process,
Islam’s foundational Scripture offers abundant evi-
dence of varied interreligious concerns and connec-
tions. For example, aprimary theol ogical assessment
created the fundamental categorization of believer/
unbeliever, whilefurther particul arization recognized
such groupings as Christians, Jews, Mgjus, Sabi’tn,
idolators, and so on. Those generations of scholars
who then explicated the Qur’an sought and stabilized
the referents for these terms as they elaborated the
theological judgments to which they found textual
alusion. From this interplay of the Qur’an and its
exegesis arose a fluctuating ethos of interreligious
perspectives, prescriptions, and proscriptions. One
aspect of this ethos captures the Muslim attitudes to
Christiansand Christianity asclassically defined and
transmitted. Certainly, thefull scope of thiscan only
be read out as countless Muslim sources which in-
corporate exegetical elements. The brief exemplifi-
cation that follows can do no more than evoke some
small sense of this vast and centuries-long process
of exegetical amplification of the Qur’anic text.

Collection and Classfication

Qur’anic statementsthat refer to Christianity may be
provisionally put into two general categories.* The

first category would include alusions to prominent
Christian figures, especially Maryam and “Isa b.
Maryam, and to the theol ogical assertionswhich have
for so long preoccupied Muslim polemicists and
Christian apologists. Thereisno need to rehearse the
principal scenes of that debate and the long history
of chargesand counterchargeswhichit has provoked.
What Christiansterm the doctrines of the Incarnation
and the Trinity, Muslims have frequently excoriated
as the blasphemies of divine reproduction and
tritheism. Study of the Qur’anic Jesus has aso re-
ceived considerable attention, enough, infact, to have
generated abook-length bibliography about 20 years
ago and, more recently, an English-language mono-
graph on thistopic has been published.? Although the
Qur’anic figure of Maryam has not attracted com-
mensurate attention, interest in the topic continues
unabated.®

The second category would be one which includes
the references to Christians (through a variety of
verbal designations) as a particular religious group.
| refer to this as a general and provisional form of
classification because taxonomic precision can only
be consequent upon the interplay of text and inter-
pretation. On first reading of the Qur’anic text, what
constitutes a Qur’anic reference to Christians as a
socia group ranges from the unequivoca to the
ambiguous. At one end of that spectrum stand those
verses which contain the Arabic noun al-nasara, the
common Qur’anic term for Christians, and a word
whichisfound seventimesin al-Bagarah (S. 2), five
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times in al-Ma’idah (S. 5), and once each in al-
Tawbah (S. 9) and al-Hajj (S. 22). Beyond such
univocal designation lies a variety of Qur’anic
phrases. Some stress the scriptural heritage which
Jews, Christians, and Muslims have in common and
their mutual blessing as beneficiaries of divine rev-
elation. These aternative modes of denotation in-
clude the title ahl al-kitab, which occurs more than
30 times in the Qur’an, and expressions such as
“those who were given the book” (alladhina iti al-
kitab), “ thoseto whom We gave the book” (alladhina
ataynahum al-kitab), “those who were given a por-
tion of the book” (alladhzna iti nastban min al-
kitab), and “those who read the book before you”
(alladhrna yagra’ina al-kitaba min gablika). Addi-
tional Qur’anic referencing may be culled from pas-
sages which mention ‘Isa and then speak of his
apostles (al-hawarzyin) or of “those who follow
him” (alladhina ittaba @hu). Moving yet further
along the spectrum from clarity to ambiguity elicits
inclusion of verseswhich make only associativeref-
erence to the Christians.* At this point and beyond,
textual specification must be sought from exegesis,
and text must be read from tafsir.

Within the second provisional classification of
Qur’anic statements about Christians, further subdi-
visionisapparent and appropriate. Thiscategory and
its subclassifications, however, cannot include ref-
erences to Christians alone. As the spectrum of de-
notation makes clear, reference to Christians is fre-
quently madein tandem with referenceto Jews. Apart
from the term al-nasara and mention of “Isa and his
apostlesor followers, Qur’anic phraseol ogy hasbeen
generally interpreted to carry at least dua applica-
bility. Christians, Jews, and, occasionaly, Sabi’an
and Majts are understood to fall within the scope of
the phrases just mentioned. Bearing such multiple
applicability in mind, it should now be useful to
sketch the subdivisions within this category of
nontheol ogical referencesto Christians—that is, ref-
erencesto Christians as a particular religious group.
The largest of these subdivisions contains direct or
indirect criticism. Among the most persistent charges
arethefollowing: (1) Christiansfight one another and
divideinto sects; (2) somedo not follow Jesus’ mes-
sage; (3) they aretritheists and make agod of Jesus;
(4) they make vainglorious statements; (5) they want
Muslimsto follow the Christian religion; and, most
comprehensively, (6) they aretransgressorsand do evil.
Additional charges condemn perceived aspects of
scriptural transmission and of Christian monasticism.

A second grouping can be made of those verses
that seek to guide Muslim behavior toward Chris-
tians, both socially and economically, such asrefer-
enceto the collection of aspecial tax, thejizyah, lev-
ied on Christians (and others of the ahl al-kitab) and
provisionsfor the protection of existing churchesand
cloisters. Representative examples of this category
include both cautionary strictures, such as those
which urge Muslims not to make friendswith Chris-
tians, and more positive calls for interreligious un-
derstanding and altruistic competition.

Verses that make ostensibly positive remarks
about the Christians compose the final subcategory.
As | have published a monograph on this group of
verses, | includereferencesto them here only among
therepresentative case studieswhich | shall present.

Concentrating on al-Nasara

To exemplify this preliminary taxonomy and to pro-
vide some sense of itsrange and diversity, | will draw
specific verses from the three subdivisions just out-
lined. In an effort to mount a discussion whichis as
focused asthe constraints of space permit, my choice
islimited to those verses that make unequivocal ref-
erence to Christians—that is, those which use the
term al-nasara. In addition to specifying particular
verses, | also must select those voices from within
the full exegetical tradition who can serve as repre-
sentatives for some of the principal periodsand per-
spectives. It may thus be helpful at this juncture to
provide avery brief excursus on the genre of Islamic
literature known as Glm al-tafsir and a few of its
major practitioners.

Surveys of the exegetical discipline, both Muslim
and non-Muslim, generally divide the subject chro-
nologically into two main periods, classical and
modern/contemporary. While a great deal of recent
attention in Western scholarship on the Qur’an has
concentrated on the preclassical period, the vast bulk
of published material fallsinto thetwo categoriesjust
noted. It would be a mistake, however, to present
these two periods of exegetical scholarship as dis-
continuous. Classical and modern tafasir represent,
in the main, a fundamentally coherent and intern-
ally consistent body of literature. Having devel oped
within the confines of a limited number of her-
meneutical principles, Qur’anic commentary isare-
markably uninterrupted craft, whose contemporary
practitioners are fully conversant with their tenth-,
twelfth-, and fourteenth-century counterparts. This



very cohesiveness has|ed some contemporary schol-
ars of the genre to question the usefulness of apply-
ing the adjective “modern,” with its present episte-
mological and sociopolitical connotations, to most
nineteenth- and twentieth-century commentaries.

In addition to this basic chronological categori-
zation, the products of exegetical activity areusually
classified according to their fundamental method-
ological orientation. Those which emphasize thein-
terpretive statements enshrined in the Prophetic
hadrth and its ancillary reports are assigned to the
category of al-tafsir bi-al-mathar—that is, interpre-
tation by the received tradition. Preservation and
transmission of applicable hadiths and verification
of their trains of transmission (isnads) constitute the
essential responsibilities of this form of Qur’anic
exegesis. The complementary categorization, which
is either lauded or disparaged, depending on one’'s
theological assessment of it, is termed al-tafsir bi-
al-ra’y—that is, interpretation which expands the
exegetical agenda to include doctrinal, philosophi-
cal, or mystical considerations.

Keeping in mind these fundamental formsof clas-
sification, both chronological and ideological, | have
chosen three mufassiriin as the primary sources for
thisessay. Thefirst of theseis Aba Ja'far Muhammad
b. Jarir al-Tabari, the undisputed foundation upon
which theedificeof classical tafsir waserected. Born
about 224/838 in the former Sasanid province of
Tabaristan, his youth encompassed the normal edu-
cational progression, beginning with studies in his
native city of Amul but moving well beyond that in
his more mature years to major centers of learning
inlrag, Syria, and Egypt. The principal venue, how-
ever, for hisyears of scholarly productivity was the
‘Abbasid city of Baghdad. It isherethat he completed
his two monumental contributionsto Islamic litera-
ture, his notional history of the world, Tarikh al-
rusul wa-al-mulik (The history of messengers and
kings), and his commentary on the Qur’an entitled
Jami “al-bayan ‘antawil ay al-Qur ‘an (The compre-
hensive clarification of the interpretation of the
verses of the Qur’an). It is here, too, that he died in
310/923.6 Jami © al-bayan, with its compilation and
methodical arrangement of the first two and a half
centuries of Muslim exegesis, inaugurates the clas-
sical period of Islamic exegetical activity. In hisre-
cent remarks on thiswork John Burton judgesthat it
“abruptly scaled heights not previously glimpsed and
never subsequently approached.”” Itisusually judged
to beaparticularly important example of al-tafsir bi-
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al-ma‘thar because of the enormous number of ex-
egetical hadiths which it incorporates.

To represent the category of al-tafsir bi-al-ra’y
and the achievement of developed classical exege-
sis, | have selected the medieval mufassir, Muham-
mad b. ‘Umar Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. Born in 543/
1149 or 544/1150in the Persian city of Rayy, a-Razi
ranks among the most significant intellects produced
by the Islamic Middle Ages. He was educated ini-
tially by hisfather and then proceeded to study with
prominent scholars of figh, kalam, and falsafah. In
hisadult yearshe traveled widely in the western part
of Central Asia, securing supportive patronage at
various courts. Eventually he settled in Herat under
the sponsorship of Ghiyath al-Din, the Sultan of
Ghaznah, who permitted him to open a madrasah
within the precincts of the palace. Fakhr al-Din died
in Herat on thefeast day following the fast of Rama-
dan (7d al-figr) in 606/1210.8

Al-Razt' s tafsir, entitled Mafatzh al-ghayb (The
keys of the unseen—a phrase found in al-An%am
[S. 6]:59), is a massive work of 32 volumes in the
most widely available edition. Itiscommonly printed
under the title al-Tafsir al-kabir (The great com-
mentary), atitular evaluation of both its length and
importance. Replete with philosophical and theol ogi-
cal erudition, itsrelative paucity of transmitted exe-
getical material makes it quite different from the
much traditional al-tafsir bi-al-mathir.® Yet such
elements are not completely excluded. Rather, nu-
merous earlier authorities, whom he engages in a
wide-ranging exegetical discourse, are selectively
used to offer subsidiary support to those arguments
and interests upon which a-Razi has chosen to focus.

To present contemporary currentsintafsir, | draw
on the Shi‘T exegete, Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’t,
an Iranian scholar who died afew yearsafter therevo-
lutionary events of 1979. Born in Tabriz in 1321/
1903, he was educated in that city before moving to
Najaf for further study. There Tabataba’1 pursued
advanced studiesin usal al-figh and began work on
such major sources as the Shifa” of Ibn Sina and the
Asfar of Sadr a-D1n Shirazi (Mulla Sadra, d. 1050/
1642). In 1353/1934 Tabataba’1 returned to Tabriz
where he continued hiswork as ateacher and writer.
After World War |1 he settled in the pilgrimage city
of Qum, the intellectual center of Persian Shi‘ism,°
where he taught chiefly in the fields of tafsir and
philosophical mysticism. Tabataba’1, who died on 18
Muharram (5 November) 1403/1982, lived to be 80
years old. Almost half of those years were spent in
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Qum, where he gained areputation which spread far
beyond its boundaries.

Hisal-Mrzan 7 tafsir al-Qur ‘an (The measure of
balance in the interpretation of the Qur’an) testifies
to hisbroad scholarly background and abiding inter-
est in comparative religion and philosophy. In addi-
tion to etymological and grammatical discussions, it
combines his own thoughts and elucidations of the
passage under consideration with discourses on its
moral implications or mystical-philosophical rami-
fications. Also included with some frequency are
excerpts from hadith collections and from previous
commentaries, particularly those of al-‘Ayyashi (d.
320/932), al-Qummi (d. 328/939), and al-Tabarsr (d.
548/1153).1

From the perspective of thesethree representative
tafasir, | can now preface theinvestigation of my se-
lected verses with some attention to the word al-
nasara itself. The basic etymological study of this
term, which was done by Josef Horovitz, providesa
Syriac derivation for it and notes cognates in such
other languages as Mandaic and Ethiopic.*? In an
early study Richard Bell remarked that al-nasara had
“becomethe usual namefor Christiansin Arabic, and
as such was in use amongst the Arabs before
Muhammad’ stime.” 3 All but three referencesto al-
nasara are to be found in al-Bagarah (S. 2) and al-
Ma’idah (S. 5).** The very first of these qur’anic
mentions, one which makes an apparently positive
association, appears in verse 62 of al-Bagarah:

Truly those who believe and those who are Jews, the
Christiansand the Sabi’tn, whoever believesin God
and the Last Day and does right, for them is their
reward near their Lord; they will have no fear, nei-
ther will they grieve.

Given the sequentia nature of the exegetical task,
for many commentators this verse quite naturally
prompted the most extensive discussion of the term.
In hisown consideration, al-Tabari first offersabrief
presentation of alternative plurals for al-nasara and
then advances three explanations for the name. The
first is that this lexeme, one of whose notional root
meanings in Arabic could be ‘to help, offer assis-
tance’, was applied to this group “because of their
support (nusrah) for each other and their offering
mutual assistance (tanasur) among themselves.” 1%
The second isthat these people were associated with
aplace called Nasirah, with “Isa himself being called
“the Nazarene” (al-Nasir7). Thethird isthat its ety-

mology is Qur’anic, being based on ‘Isa’s question
to his disciples as recorded in al-Saff (S. 61):14:
“Who will be my helpers (ansar) for God?’ (The
word heretranslated as‘ helpers' isyet another form
of the ArabicradicalsNSR from which al-nasara was
thought to be formed. Thus this third derivational
hypothesisisreally avariant onthefirst.) Clearly the
preferred explanation in a-Tabart’ sview isthe sec-
ond, asindicated by the number of hadiths herecords
insupport of it. In several of these hadiths more pre-
ciseidentificationismade and Nasirahisspecifically
identified as the village where ‘Isa used to live (i.e.,
Nazareth).6

In al-Tafsir al-kabir Fakhr al-Din al-Razi pays
relatively little attention to the etymology of this
term. While he doesincludereferenceto the hadiths
usually associated with the customary etymologies,
his treatment is concise and derivative.l” It con-
cludes with a direct quotation from the eleventh-
century commentary of Mahmad b. ‘Umar al-
Zamakhshari, where that author insists that the
Christians are so designated because they “ hel ped”
(nasarii) the Messiah.*® While Muhammad Husayn
Tabataba’1 optsfor the geographical etymology first
noted in al-Tabart, hisdiscussion indicates a closer
familiarity with the Gospel narratives than that ex-
pressed by either of the other commentators: the
word is associated “with a village called Nasirah
in the land of Syria where Isa and Maryam lived
after their return from Egypt.”°

Three Case Sudies from a-M3’idah

In the chronology of Qur’anic disclosure offered by
Noldeke, al-Ma idah, the fifth sirah of the Qur’an,
stands as substantially the last to be revealed.® (As
an aside, | should observe that the schemata devel-
oped by both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars that
place the siirahs, or parts thereof, within different
periods of Muhammad’s life have been called into
question by recent revisionist historiography. Never-
theless, such chronological determinationsremain an
operative part of qur’anic exegetical literature, the
genre with which | am here concerned.?t) From that
siirah may be drawn exemplars of each of the three
categories into which | have classified the Qur’anic
referencesto Christiansasasocial group. | have cho-
sen one verse which makes explicit reference to al-
nasara as representative of each category.



a-Mz’idah (S. 5):14

The first verse selected for this sampling of exegeti-
cal material falls within the category of accusations
made against the Christians. Structurally this verse
combinesadivinechargeof religiousinconstancy with
areport of thedivinely prompted consequences of that
inconstancy. The concluding statement reinforcesthis
declaration of past misconduct and its repercussions
with a stern prediction of future accountability. Al-
though any translation of the Arabic text inevitably
begs some of the exegetical issues, aprovisional ren-
dering of al-Maidah (S. 5):14 isasfollows:

We made covenant (al-mithaq) with those who say
“Weare Christians” but they forgot aportion of that
of which they were reminded. So We provoked ha-
tred (al- ‘adawah) and enmity (al-baghda’) among
them until the Day of Resurrection when God will
announce to them what they were doing.

Three issues preoccupy a-Tabart as he analyzes
this passage, preoccupations which then become the
basic agendafor subsequent commentators. Thefirst
issue constitutes a quasi-legal specification of the
terms of the convenant or contract (al-mithaq) which
the Christians are accused of forgetting. Enumerat-
ing the particulars of covenanted behavior affordsal-
Tabart an opportunity to list the specific demands:
to obey God, to perform the mandated religious du-
ties (fara’id), and to follow and give credence to
God’ smessengers.?? The contrasting accusations are
phrased more generally, linking Christian conduct to
the parallel malfeasance of the Jews and to a com-
prehensiveinfringement of covenantal commitment.
A hadrth from Qatadah b. Di‘amah (d. 177/735)
makes somewhat more explicit reference to their
forgetting “the book of God in their midst (bayna
azhurihim),” an allegation which echoesthe qur’anic
mention (al-Bagarah [S. 2]:101) of “agroup of those
who were brought the book” but who “toss the book
of God behind their backs” (wara’a zuharihim).

Although heis concerned about lexical precision
in the use of the terms enmity (al- ‘adawah) and ha-
tred (al-baghda’), al-Tabart’'s second line of analy-
sis allows him to concentrate on ascertaining what
aspects of religious misbehavior were consequent to
God' s“provocation.”? Dividing hisexegetical attes-
tations into two groups, he proposes alternative in-
terpretationsand then indicates his preference for one
of them. The implicit logic of a-Tabart’'s categori-
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zation creates asequential rather than parallel order-
ing. In the first line of interpretation, all of whose
attestations go back to the Successor Aba ‘Imran
Ibrahim b. Y azid al-Nakha't (d. 96/715), the objects
of divine provocation are the heretical views (al-
ahwa’) and disputatious quarrels about religion to
which these people incite each other.?

The aternative understanding, culled from a
hadrth attributed to Qatadah, placesthe blame at the
more fundamental level of neglecting the book of
God and disobeying his prophets.?® Religious divi-
sion and reciprocal animosity are subsequent effects
of the underlying enmity and hatred that God makes
consequent to neglect and disobedience. Aba Ja‘far,
however, prefers al-Nakha't's interpretation and
notesthat Christian antagonismin particular revolves
chiefly around differing doctrines about the Messiah.?”

In itself, this preference provides a clue to al-
Tabart’ sadjudication of thethird, and final, exegeti-
cal concern prompted by thisverse. The phrase “be-
tween/among them” has been understood in terms of
either Jewish/Christian enmity or intra-Christian re-
ligiousrivalry. Again al-Tabart elects the second of
these two options, the one transmitted from al-Rabi*
b. Anas (d. 139/756). Here thejustification used isa
straightforward argument from Qur’anic context and
structure. The hadith from al-Rabi” itself drawsapar-
alel with the malediction made about the Jews,
somewhat |ater in this siirah (5:64), after their being
charged with having declared the hand of God fet-
tered. Al-Tabart addsto thisstructural paralelismthe
contextual contention that God had completed his
reference to the Jews in verses prior to this one and
then begun a statement about the Christians.?® It is
interesting to note, however, that when basing his
argument on Qur’anic context al-Tabart feelshe must
add a disclaimer relativizing his choice as simply
somewhat closer to the mark.

Fakhr al-D1in al-Razi introduces a new consider-
ation by refusing to take the phrase “with those who
say ‘Weare Christians'” at face value. He points out
that God could simply have said “with the Chris-
tians.” That He chose not do so indicates to al-Razi
that the individuals thus designated are not really
Christiansbut only fal se claimantsto the name. Echo-
ing the etymological exegesis of al-nasara previ-
ously given, thiscommentator connects the nameto
the apostles’ statement to ‘Tsa in al-Saff that “we are
God's helpers’ (gala al-hawarryiana naknu ansaru
allah) and insists that it is a name expressing praise
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(ismmadh). These people may call themselves Chris-
tians, concludes al-Razi, but that does not make them
soin God's eyes.®

In addressing theissue of covenant, Fakhr a-Din
quite specifically glossestheterms of God’ s covenant
as “what iswritten in the Injil about their believing
in Muhammad” and further asserts that the “forgot-
ten portion” was precisely this, the most consequen-
tial and important part.%® Although he lists the pos-
sibility that the verse may refer to animosity between
Christians and Jews, the full thrust of his exegesis
on this passage supports its significance as intra-
Christian antagonism. Noting that Christians “will
call each other infidelsuntil the Day of Resurrection,”
al-Razi drawsattention to aparalel predictioninal-
Anam (S. 6):65.%

With the contemporary exegesis of Muhammad
Husayn Tabataba’1, contextual considerationsachieve
aprominencethat isfar lessmarked in his predeces-
sors. Tabataba’1 customarily groups verses within a
sirah into what he considersto be exegetically mean-
ingful units and in thisinstance has collected verses
8-14 asunified by acommon regard for matters both
temporal and eternal intheir individual and their col-
lective aspects.®? Absent from his exegesis is any
equivocation about whether the verse connotes both
Christians and Jews or any specification of the ref-
erence to covenant. Rather, Tabataba’1 chooses to
contrast the teaching of “Isa, which he characterizes
as a call to compassion, peace, and reconciliation,
with the historical realities of war, enmity, and ha-
tred. “ Forgetting a portion” thus means ignoring or
neglecting the teaching of Jesus, an entirely intra-
Christian condemnation.

Tabataba’1 elaboratesthis chargein amanner that
moves it far beyond the earlier exegetes emphasis
onintrareligiouswrangles and accusations. Remark-
ing how deeply rooted enmity and hatred have be-
come among the Christians, he notes that over time
doctrina disagreement grew fixed and ever more
divisive, “continuing to augment and increase until
it changed to wars, battles, invasions and the vari-
ous sorts of flight and attack.”3® The culminating
horrorsof suchintrareligiousenmity are, for him, this
century’ sgreat world warswith their human annihi-
lation and devastation of the earth.

a-Mz’idah (S. 5):51

Within the second category of Qur’anic statements
about Christians, the class of verses which seek to

guide Muslim behavior toward Christians both so-
cialy and economically, stands another passage from
al-Ma1dah. Addressed to the* believers,” it replicates
acommon Qur’anic rhetorical structure: a command
with explication followed by injunctive declarations.
Likemany of the passagesrelevant to thisessay, it also
links Christians with Jews in ajoint applicability. A
preliminary trandation of 5:51 is as follows:

O you who believe, do not take Jews and Christians
as friendd/allies (awliya’). They are friends of one
another. Whoever of you makes friends with them
isone of them. God does not guide thewrong-doing
people (al-gawm al-zalimin).

Al-Tabart turnsimmediately to considerations of
the asbab al-nuzil for thisverse. What were the par-
ticular situationswhich prompted itsrevelation? The
threeincidents which herelates became the standard
historical explanationsin subsequent tafasir. Two of
these episodes are attached to named individuals,
while a third has less precise attribution. The first
contrasts the behavior of ‘Ubadah b. al-Samit with
that of ‘Abdallah b. Ubayy.** Both were among the
Ansar of Medinawho had long-standing affiliations
with Jewish tribes of that city. Whereas ‘Ubadah
publicly renounced his confederacy with the Bana
Qaynuga‘, Ibn Ubayy did not.®> Another of the Ansar,
Abu Lubabah b. ‘Abd a-Mundhir wassimilarly chas-
tised for treachery in his dealings with the Bana
Qurayzah at the time when Muhammad was prepar-
ing to move against them. Sent to consult with their
tribal elders, Aba Lubabah gesturally denied his spo-
ken assurances by drawing his hand across his neck
to indicate that a slaughter was being planned. The
third incident which al-TabarT collectswith the asbab
al-nuzil of this verse names no individuals but re-
counts efforts at the time of the battle of Uhud to
secure alliances with Jews and Christians should the
engagement turn against the Muslims.¥

Having systematically presented these three pos-
sible asbab al-nuzil , al-Tabart promptly refuses pre-
cedenceto any of them.®® Whileall are possible, none
predominates. Theverse' simperativetherefore should
apply to all attempts“to take the Jews and Christians
as supporters (ansar) and alies (hulafa’) against the
people who believe in God and His Messenger.”
Consequently, a-Tabart sunderstanding of the phrase
“they arefriends of one another” reiteratesreference
to these aliances which Christians and Jews make,
both among themsel ves and with each other, against
the Muslims.



The consequences of such confederationsarefur-
ther clarified with the declaration that “whoever of
you makes friends with them is one of them.” The
fundamental argument here is a staple of social psy-
chology: to forge an alliance is but the prelude to a
change of allegiance. Political association becomes
religious affiliation.* The hadiths presented on the
authority of ‘Abdallah b. “‘Abbas (d. 68/687—688)
address the obvious socia concerns of eating Chris-
tian slaughtered animals (dhaba i) and marrying
Christian women,** while the verse itself reaches
culmination in a clear pronouncement of wrong-
doing (zulm) against those who seek such connec-
tions with Christians and Jews.

While citing only one of the three asbab al-nuzil
which a-Tabart presented, Fakhr a-Din al-Razi rati-
fiesal-Tabart snonrestrictiveinterpretation. Accord-
ing to Fakhr al-D1in, the command not to take the
Christiansand Jews as friends means*“ do not depend
upon seeking their assistance and do not show affec-
tion for them” (la tatamidi ‘ala al-istinsarihimwa-
la tatawaddadi ilayhim).*? In explicating the asser-
tion that “whoever of you makes friends with them
isoneof them,” hedrawsaQur’anic parallel withthe
versein al-Baqgarah (S. 2):249 where Saul uses ab-
staining fromtheriver’ swater asatest of hisarmy’s
solidarity. Quoting from Ibn ‘Abbas, al-Razi asserts
that such revelations as 5:51 and 2:249 are the nec-
essary boundary markers of religious difference.

To illustrate the concluding phrase of this verse,
Fakhr al-D1in recounts an exchange between the gov-
ernor of Basrah, Abt Musa a-Ashart (d. 42/662), and
‘Umar b. al-Khattab, the second Caliph. When Aba
Musa attempted to justify hisemployment of aChris-
tian secretary ‘Umar recited this verse to him. Aba
Musa retorted with theremark, “To himishisreligion
and to meishissecretaria skill” (lahu drnuhuwa liya
kitabatuhu), an obvious play on the concluding verse
of al-Kafiran: lakum drinukumwa liya dini (S. 109).
But onceagain ‘Umar urged severancewith theinjunc-
tion: “Do not honor them [Christians] when God has
debased them; do not exalt them when God has
humbled them; and do not draw them near when God
has distanced them.”* As Abt Musa continued to in-
sist onthe man’ sindispensability, ‘Umar reasoned that
were heto die he would have to be replaced and thus
urged Abt Musa to act asif that were the case and to
get rid of him now. With this dramatic little scenario
Fakhr a-D1in concludes his exegesis of this verse.

Moving from the tenth through the thirteenth to
the twentieth century produces a profound change of
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interpretive orientation onthisverse. While al-Tabart
had pressed beyond the limitationsinherent in iden-
tifying the verse with a particular sabab al-nuzil to
a more comprehensive connotation, Tabataba’t re-
jects this move as still unacceptably restricted. He
repeats the asbab al-nuzil presented by al-Tabart but
then finds contradiction in their very plurality andin
thefact that none of them reflect specific connection
with Christians.# A clue to the direction which
Tabataba’t’'s own interpretation will take may be
found in the gloss which al-Razt used to expressthe
meaning of “do not take Jews and Christians as
friends’: “Do not depend upon seeking their assis-
tance and do not show affection for them.” Whilethe
first part of this repeats al-Tabart' s prohibition of
contractual alliances, the second phrase points ahead
to the interpretive turn taken by Tabataba’t.

This contemporary exegete centers his argument
directly on the semantics of walayah (or wilayah),
an Arabic masdar whose basic meanings include
friendship/support and authority/power and whichis
the concept underlying this verse's reference to
awliya’ (friends/alies).* Unlike his predecessors,
Tabataba’1 refuses to support an understanding of
walayah as only alliance, sworn allegiance, or sup-
portive association. Rather, he argues, it must also
include walayah as love and affection—that is, the
sentiments of close and enduring friendship. Recog-
nizing that thisisalesstolerant reading of the verse,
Tabataba’1 supports his contention with several lines
of debate. Asarhetorical item of evidence, he points
to the first two consecutive statements in this verse
and contends that because awliya” in the second of
these means only affective relations it must convey
the same significance in thefirst. Had God intended
otherwise He would have said, “Do not make alli-
ances (la tuhalifi) with the Jews and Christians; they
are allies (hulafa’) of each other.”#6

Another approach adopted isintra-Qur’anic attes-
tation (tafsir al-Qur ’an bi-al-Qur ‘an). Tabataba’1
immediately drawsattentionto theparallel versein al-
Mumtakanah (S. 60):1 which forbidsfriendship with
God’ s enemies by employing aterm, al-mawaddah,
which unequivocally connotes affective relation-
ships.#” His second textual parallel, Al Tmran (S. 3):
28, forbids making friends (awliya’) with al-kafiran,
atermwhich Tabataba’1 straightforwardly glossesas
including Christians, Jews, and mushrikin.*® Arguing
historically, he notesthat at thetimewhen Al ‘Imran
was revealed, the Prophet certainly had alliances (al-
mu ‘@hadat) and treaties (al-muwada ‘at) with both
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Jews and mushrikin and, therefore, the walayah in-
tended can only be that of love and affection.*®

Y et another proof for his position is built on a
distinction made between the phrase “Jews and
Christians” and the phrase ahl al-kitab, with the lat-
ter seen asaterm of approbation for agroup to whom
the prohibition against friendship does not apply.
Looking ahead to 5:57, which begins just as the
present verse does, Tabataba’1 notes the qualifying
phrase—that is, those of this group “who take your
religionindisdain and jest,” which accompaniesthe
designation “those who were given the book before
you” (min alladhzna iiti al-kitaba min gablikum).” 0
Thus circumscribed, the designation ceases to be a
praiseworthy one and descends to the same level as
the appellation ‘ Jews and Christians'.

Having so forcefully buttressed his claim that the
walayah proscribed by this verse is not limited to
political, social, or economic alliances but extends
to the realm of affective relationships, Tabataba’
appliesthis understanding to the subsequent phrases
of the verse.>! The phrase “they are friends of one
another” assumes, for him, acontemporary politico-
military connotation. Although cognizant of Chris-
tian denominationalism and Jewish sectarianism,
Tabataba’1 asserts that both are unified, among and
between themselves, intheir enmity to |slam. Speak-
ing to his Muslim readers, the author warns that
Christians and Jews, “despite their internal division
and cleavages, are as one power against you and thus
nothing is to be gained from drawing close to them
in affection and love.” %2 To engage in such behavior
is to leave the path of guidance and to join those
deemed “wrong-doers.”

a-Mz’idah (S. 5):82

The most striking example of Qur’anic praise of
Christiansoccursin al-Maidah (S. 5):82. Thisverse
figures prominently in virtually all attempts to base
Muslim-Christian rapprochement on specific Qur’anic
texts. The passage itself constitutes an exegetical
challenge of considerable proportions. Within the
verseonefindsaconfiguration of five categories. Jews,
idolaters (mushrikin), “those who believe,” Chris-
tians, and priests and monks (gissisiin wa-ruhban).
Obviously issues of identification will occupy acon-
siderable portion of the exegetical effort expended
on this pericope, as will the desire to ascertain the
circumstances surrounding this revelation (asbab

al-nuzil). One possible translation of al-Ma‘idah
(S. 5):82isasfollows:

You will find the people most intensely hostile to
the believersarethe Jewsand theidolaters. Y ou will
surely find those closest in friendship to those who
believe to be those who say “We are Christians.”
That is because among them are priests and monks
and because they are not arrogant.

Al-Tabart begins hisdiscussion of thisversewith
arapid survey of the principa groups mentioned and
then proceedsto eval uate the various views proposed
about the occasion for itsrevelation. Thefirst of two
competing theories advanced isthat which associates
thisverse with the contact made between Muhammad
and the Najashi, the Abyssinian king.>® Different
scenarios for this are sketched, but the first one pre-
sented by al-Tabart on the authority of Sa'1d b. Jubayr
(d. 95/714) runs as follows. The Ngjasht sent a del-
egation of his Christian subjects to the Prophet who
recited from the Qur’an for them. As they listened,
they were overcome and immediately declared them-
selves Muslims. Upon their return to the Najashi,
they told him all they had learned and he, too, en-
tered Islam and remained abeliever until hisdeath.>

Subsequent hadrthsincluded in al-Tabart’ s com-
mentary flesh out this brief sketch. One such from
Mujahid b. Jabr adds the fact that this Christian del-
egation formed part of the group that returned with
Ja‘far b. Abt Talib from Abyssinia. Another, more
lengthy hadith from Ibn ‘Abbas fills in the back-
ground with an account of what occurred during the
first Muslim emigration to Abyssinia.>® Among the
group that later returned to the Prophet, according to
a hadrth from Isma‘1l b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suddt
(d. 128/745), were a number of Abyssinian priests
and monks. These were the ones who were so struck
by the Qur’anic verses recited by Muhammad that
they immediately converted. They then went back to
the Najasht and convinced him of thevalidity of this
new religion so that he too converted and returned
with them to Muhammad. This hadith closeswith the
statement that the king died on thistrip and when the
news reached Muhammad, he prayed for him.

Quite different is the second major interpretive
theory advanced to identify these Christians. Thisone
is far less specific or colorful. Rather it views the
phrase“thosewho say ‘Weare Christians ” asagen-
eral referenceto thosewhoin an earlier timebelieved
in Jesus and followed his teaching. “However when



God sent His Prophet, Muhammad, they acknowl-
edged him as a true prophet and believed in him,
recognizing that what he brought was the truth.”

Al-Tabart balancesthese two theorieswith athird
which acknowledges the insufficiency of available
information, a recognition to be found not infre-
quently in hiscommentary. He grounds himself in a
very literal reading of thetext, from which he seems
loath to extrapolate. All that can be asserted, accord-
ing to the exegete, isthat God described a peoplewho
say “We are Christians” and whom the Prophet
would find friendliest to the believers. “But,” al-
Tabart emphatically asserts, “He did not name them
for us.”5” It may bethat the Najasht and those around
him were meant or perhaps the pre-1slamic follow-
ers of Jesus were intended. This exegete maintains
that the text offers no real support for either option.

Fakhr a-D1in al-Razi begins his commentary on
thisverse by reinforcing the divine castigation of the
Jews. He seesin the near juxtaposition of the words
“the Jews” and “the idolaters’ a measure of the de-
gree of Jewish belligerence, acuriousargument from
lexical placement. He repeats the prophetic hadith
which brandsall Jewsaspotential Muslim-killersand
quotes those who speak of ageneralized Jewish hos-
tility. “ Jewish teaching requires them to inflict evil
(7sal al-sharr) by any means on those who oppose
them in religion. If they can do so by killing, then
they choosethat way. Otherwisethey act by forcible
seizure of property or robbery or any sort of cheat-
ing, deception and trickery.”s8

The Christians, on the other hand, are character-
ized asmore mildly mannered. Fakhr a-Din a-Razi
contrasts their ethics with those of the Jews by say-
ing that “intheir religion causing harmisforbidden”
(al-rdha’ fr drnihim haram).”®® Yet he is certainly
unwillingto view all Christiansin soflattering alight.
Fakhr a-Din al-Razi cites Ibn ‘Abbas, Sa‘id b.
Jubayr, “Ata’ b. Abt Rabah (d. 114/732) and a -Suddt
asreferentsfor the association of thisverse with the
Najasht and his associates. It is the only specifica-
tion he proposes. Heimmediately followsit with the
caution that certainly the verse does not mean all
Christians (jami  al-nasara), given the visible evi-
dence of their animosity toward Muslims (zuhiir
‘adawatihim lil-muslimzn).

Tabataba’1 takestheinitia approach of contextual
analysis and sees this verse as crowning the fifth
sirah’s treatment of the ahl al-kitab. Earlier verses
have detailed the errors of the ahl al-kitab, both moral
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and doctrinal, so the revel ation concludeswith amore
generd statement about the various religious groups,
relating them to the Muslims and their religion. The
mushrikiin are included “ so that the discussion of the
impact of 1slam on non-Muslims, relative to how near
or far they arefrom accepting it, should be complete.” ¢

In commenting on the matter of greater Christian
amicability, this exegete takes issue with one stream
of traditional exegesis on thisverse. To think that the
divine commendation is based on the response of a
particular group of Christians does violence to the
logic of thetext.®! “|f the coming to believe of agroup
had authenticated it, then the Jews and mushrikin
would have to be reckoned like the Christians and
credited with the same attributes, since agroup of Jews
becameMuslims. . . and anumber of mushrikin from
Arabia became Muslims; in fact, today they are the
generality of Mudlims.” 62 The very specification of the
Christians, then, is proof of their greater receptivity
to Islam and more positive response to the Prophet.

Without actually using the term dhimmah, which
is commonly used by Muslim authors to designate
the legal status of the ahl al-kitab, Tabataba’t de-
scribesthe options available to the various groups of
newly subject people at the dawn of Islamic history.
The Christians could choose between staying intheir
religion and paying a tax, the jizyah, or accepting
Islam and fighting in its name. For the mushrikiin
there was no choice other than accepting the Islamic
summons. (Tabataba’1 does not explain that the ob-
vious reason for thisis that the mushrikin, as their
designation indicates, were not considered monothe-
istsby the Muslims, aswerethe Jewsand Christians.)
Thefact that they had no choice makestheir numeri-
cally greater conversion rate to Islam no particular
factor in their favor. That many Christians, who did
have a choice, chose to become Muslimsis astrong
rationale for this divine commendation.

To complete his argument, Tabataba’T must then
ask why another group of the ahl al-kitab, the Jews,
are not accorded equal praise. After al, they, too,
have the option of remaining in their religion and
paying thejizyah or converting to Islam. What, then,
differentiates them from the Christians? Tabataba’
finds his answer in those perennial accusations of
arrogance and racial solidarity. He adds to this the
sins of treachery and scheming and claims that they
“wait for disaster to befall the Muslims.” 3

Tabataba’1 also posits historical confirmation of
this greater Christian receptivity to the message of
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Islam. Thelarger number of Jewsand mushrikizn who
became Muslims in the first years of Islamn—duein
large part to their geographical proximity—hasgiven
way to“ Christian numerical superiority in acceptance
of the Islamic summons (da ‘wah) during past centu-
ries.”® So self-evident does this exegete deem the
argument for Christian receptiveness that his com-
mentary on “Y ou will find the people most intensely
hostileto the believersarethe Jews” consistsof noth-
ing more than citing two qur’anic passages (al-
Ma’idah [S. 5]:62 and 80) which describe Jewish
perfidy.

The exegetical tradition on this verse has also
sought to clarify and develop the basis for its con-
trast of Jews and Christians. Such a concern moves
beyond an interest in purely historical specification.
Rather it seeksto understand thereligiocultural struc-
tures that buttress the varying relations among reli-
gious groups. The focus for such an investigation is
to be found in that pivotal phrase “that is because
among them are priests (gisssin) and monks (ruhban)
and because they are not arrogant.” While historical
identification is not absent from the commentators’
concerns, the larger interest, as evidenced by al-
Tabart, isthe explanatory nature of thiswhole phrase.
It is because of the very presence of such individu-
als within groups who call themselves Christians—
whoever they may be—that thereissuch friendliness
with the believers. Thisdivinely commended amica-
bility on the part of Christiansis due to the presence
among them of “a people diligent in worship (ahl
ijtihad f7 al- ibadat), living monastically in cellsand
hermitages (tarahhub f7 al-diyarat wa-al-sawami ).
They arenot far from the believersdueto the fact that
they assent to the truth when they recognize it, and
they are not too proud to accept it when they see it
clearly.”8> Al-Tabart then proceeds to refer to them
as"“peopleof areligion” (ahl drnin), vastly different
from “the Jews who habitually killed prophets and
messengers, stubbornly opposed God's commands
and prohibitions, and altered therevelation which He
sent down in His books.”% By implication, then, it
isthevery lack of afaithful remnant among the Jews
which exacerbatestheir hostility to the Muslimsand
prevents the development of that concord which
exists between Christians—at least a certain group
of them—and Muslims.

Rather than immediately involving himself in a
philological analysisof thetermsgjissisizn and ruhban,
asother commentatorshave, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi uses
the phrase as the basis for a continued analysis of

Jewish-Christian differences. Thistimehefindsacon-
trast not between Jewish belligerence and Christian
tractability, but between Jewish greed for worldly
things and Christian renunciation of them. It is this
latter polarity between avidity and renunciation which
generatesthe resultant belligerent or compliant behav-
ior. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi locates proof for this accu-
sation of Jewish greed in al-Bagarah (S. 2):96. Greed
(hirs), saysthis exegete, isthe root and source of dis-
cord, because “the man who is greedy for worldly
thingsdiscardshisreligiousduty in pursuit of worldly
pleasures. He has the audacity to do any forbidden or
abominable deed in the search for temporal goods.
Naturally his hostility increases towards anyone who
gains wealth and fame.” ¢

The obverse of this stark picture of Jewish moral
deformation is Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’ sidedlistic de-
piction of Christian rectitude. He maintains that un-
likethe Jews (who are greedy for the world’ sgoods),
the Christians are a people who renounce temporal
satisfactions (mu Tidian ‘an al-dunya) and who turn
to divine worship (mugbilzn ‘ala al- ibadah). As a
result their behavior is devoid of self-aggrandize-
ment, arrogance, and haughtiness; their inner virtue
is reflected in outward action. Anyone whose eyes
arediverted fromworldly gain “does not envy people
or hold grudges against them or quarrel with them;
rather hisis a nature open to the truth and prepared
for compliant submission to it.” 8

Having said this, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi hastensto
add a strong corrective to his complimentary por-
trayal of Christianity. The issue he raises is that of
the nature of Christian unbelief: “The unbelief (kufr)
of the Christians is cruder (aghlaz) than that of the
Jews because the Christians dispute about matters
theological and prophetical while the Jews debate
only about the latter.”®® Yet the Christian lack of
worldly greed and inclination toward the Hereafter
partially redeems them in God’s eyes, as the divine
honor accorded them in this verse attests. Again, in
contrast stands the divine denunciation of the Jews
“whose belief is not as coarse as that of the Chris-
tians” but whose condemnation is occasioned by
“their greed for worldly things.”

The question of how to reconcilethis phrase with
the Qur’anic rejection of monasticism found in al-
Hadid (S. 57):27, aswell asthe Prophet’ s denuncia-
tion of it, isanswered by Fakhr a-D1in al-Razi again
in terms of Christian-Jewish contrast. The point, he
insists, is not that monasticism is praiseworthy in
general. Rather it issomething to be praised “in com-



parison with the Jewish way of harshness and ruth-
lessness’ (al-gasawah wa-al-ghilzah).”

Tabataba’1 is consonant with most of the exegeti-
cal tradition in treating the concluding phrase of this
verse asan explanation for Christian-Muslim friend-
ship. Among the Christians there are three charac-
teristicsthat both the Jews and the mushrikiin lack—
that is, the presence of priests, the presence of monks,
and the absence of arrogance.” The mention of “ar-
rogance” provides Tabataba’1 the opportunity for an
exhortatory digression on the need for eliminating
bad attitudesin order to move from knowledge of the
good to right action. “Attaining the truth does not
suffice to prepare one to act in accordance with it”;
the individual must first “pluck from himself the at-
titude which isholding him back fromit.”” The ob-
structive attitude to which Tabataba’1 refersis“im-
periousnesstowardsthe truth because of racial pride
and so forth.” " Herealizes that such attitudes do not
develop in a vacuum but are greatly influenced by
one’s society and culture. Right thinking flourishes
with societal reinforcement, asdo right actionsin an
environment “inwhich it would be embarrassing for
the individual to neglect them.”” The prerequisite,
then, for asociety’ sreception of thetruthisthe pres-
ence in that society of learned men who know and
teach it, along with men who act in accordance with
it, so that people can see that it is both possible and
right to do so. The people themsel ves must be accus-
tomed to surrendering to the truth and must lack ar-
rogance toward it.

These prerequisites have been met by the Chris-
tians, as the final phrase of this verse manifests.
Tabataba’1 paraphrases this section in a way that
makes completely clear how the Christians have sat-
isfied the conditions he sets: “Among them are
learned men who keep reminding them of theimpor-
tance of truth and the things that must be known
about religion, by word; among them are ascetics
(zuhhad) who keep reminding them of the greatness
of their Lord and the significance of their earthly and
heavenly fortune, by deed; and among them thereis
no sense of being too proud to accept thetruth.” 76 The
exegete then catal ogues the deficiencies of the Jews
and mushrikin which prevent them from fulfilling
these divinely instituted requirements. The Jews, in
spite of their learned rabbis (akbar), are disqualified
because “the vice of obduracy and presumed superi-
ority does not induce them to be ready to receivethe
truth.”” The mushrikin are found wanting on all
three counts: not only are they bereft of learned men
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and of ascetics, but also they are guilty of the vice of
arrogance.

Concluding Observations

While illustrative of the centuries-long process of
exegetical amplification, these case studies should
not be forced to yield more than the insights that can
be offered by exemplification. They convey some
sense of the range of Qur’anic references to Chris-
tians and of how those references have been under-
stood, but they are necessarily evocative rather than
comprehensive. The commentators here presented
represent major strands of Qur’anic exegesisbut can-
not be deemed to speak for all Muslimsin al peri-
ods of history.

Some contemporary Muslims may argue that even
to present such material, replete with derogatory at-
titudestoward Christiansand Jews, doesadisservice
to Islamic standards of tolerance. Its dissemination
in Western languages might simply reinforce danger-
ously negative images of Islam and Muslim societ-
ies, damning the present with the past. These are
important objections and ones which Christian and
Jewish groups, among others, have al so raised when
faced with aspects of their respectiveintellectual and
socia histories that do not conform to present-day
standards of human values and rights.

The only adequate response must acknowledge,
once again, the inherent plurality of each religious
tradition. No system of faith and practiceis, or ever
has been, monolithic. As products of human thought
and behavior in varied historical and social contexts,
they areinvariably multiform. It isfair to note, there-
fore, that the exegetical tradition of which | have
offered representative examples continuesto flourish
in Muslim academies and schools. The commentar-
iesof al-Tabar1, Fakhr al-Din a-Razi, and Tabataba’1
areregularly reprinted and sold in Muslim bookstores
worldwide. It is aso fair to note that theirs are not
the only interpretive tones to which contemporary
Muslim earsare attuned. Other strong, vibrant voices
seek to recast the exegetical exercise, to ensure the
continuing vitality of the Qur’anic word by speaking
that word within the varied forms of current intel-
lectual discourse.

For example, in 1985 a professor at Al-Azhar
published a harmonious interpretation of 5:51 as
consideredin relation with al-Mumtazanah (S. 60):1:
“Oyouwho believe, do not take My enemy and your
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enemy as friendgallies’” (awliya’). He remarks that
“relationships have to be formed between people
despite differences in religion, and al need to co-
operate in various spheres’ but also cautions that
“these relationships have to issue from heartfelt af -
fection and friendship, and that is not easy for any-
one whose heart follows a creed differing from the
others.” ® More recently, Muhammad Arkoun has
urged anew Qur’anic hermeneutic, oneforged within
the contemporary considerations of semantics and
sociohistorical contextualization, onethat will draw
usback to “thelong march towards meaning, amarch
sometimes too assured and at others thrown out of
step by unexpected and overwhelming revivals of the
most archaic form of religion.” ™ Finally, mention can
be made of anew initiativein Jordan, the creation of
a Royal Institute for Inter-Faith Studies. In August
1995 this institute hosted its inaugural conference
with sessions devoted to exploring the history of
Muslim-Christian perceptions and reciprocal under-
standings. Such examples could be multiplied, pro-
viding additional attestation to the enduring vigor of
Quranic reflection and analysis and to the continu-
ing attention which the textual references to Chris-
tians can be expected to receive.
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67. Fakhr al-D1inal-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:66.

68. lbid.

69. Ibid. 12:67. See Jacques Jomier, “Unité de
Dieu, chrétiens et Coran selon Fakhr a-Din al-Razi,”
Islamochristiana 6 (1980): 149-177.

70. Fekhr al-Dina-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:67.
Rudi Paret highlights this reason for Jewish/Christian
contrast in his remarks on 5:82. Muhammed und der
Koran: Geschichte und Verkiindigung des arabischen
Propheten, 5th rev. ed. (Stuttgart, 1980), p. 141.

71. Fakhr a-Dina-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:67.

72. Tabataba’i, al-Mizan 6:80-81. For another
contemporary reappropriation of thisposition, see Syed
Vahiduddin, “Islam and Diversity of Religions,” Islam
and Christian Muslim Relations 1 (1990): 7.

73. Tabataba’1, al-Mizan 6:81.

74. 1bid.

75. lbid.

76. lbid. 6:81-82.

77. lbid. 6:82.

78. Translated by Penelope Johnstone from ‘Alt
al-Sayyid ‘Al1 Yunus's article in Minbar al-lslam of
September, 1985in her “Articlesfrom Islamicjournals:
Anlslamic perspective on dialogue,” Islamochristiana
13 (1987): 140. In her introduction to this collection of
articles Johnstone (p. 132) notes, however, the gener-
aly negative tone of virtually all of the articles to be
found in the Muslim press on the subject of interreli-
giousdialogue. Recognizing the“ancient fearsand sus-
picions which can lurk just below the surface,” she
concludesthat even if “ some of the views expressed by
Muslims are discouraging, at least it is probably better
that we should be reminded that they still exist.” More
recently, Hugh Goddard has collected additional bib-
liographical information on this subject. See his “An
annotated bibliography of works about Christianity by
Egyptian Muslim authors,” Muslim World 80 (1990):
251-277 and “The persistence of medieval themes in
modern Christian-Muslim discussion in Egypt,” in
Christian Arabic Apologetics during the Abbasid Pe-
riod (750-1258), ed. Samir Khalil Samir and Jergen S.
Nielsen (Leiden, 1994), pp. 225-237.

79. “Religion and Society: The exampleof Islam,”
in Islamin a World of Diverse Faiths, ed. Dan Cohn-
Sherbok (New York, 1991), p. 176.
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Arab Islamic Perceptions of Byzantine

Religion and Culture

AHMAD M. H. SHBOUL

From the rise of Islam in the early seventh century
to the advent of the Western Crusades in the late elev-
enth century (A.Dn.), the Arab Islamic world and
Byzantium were the two main rival powers in the
Mediterranean region. Their mutual relations in-
volved not only regular warfare and exchange of
prisoners but also subtle diplomacy, religious dia-
logue and polemics, active commercial exchange,
and cultural contacts.

Of course, Arab-Greek contacts go back at least to
the times of Alexander of Macedon and the early
Nabataeans. Such relations became more direct after
the Roman conquest of the Orient and the establish-
ment of the Roman Provincia Arabia in the old
Nabataean Arab territories of southern Syria.! From
the fourth century A.p., with the dissolution of the old
Roman Province, the Arabs of Syria and Palestine, and
to a lesser extent those of the Hijaz, found themselves
within the sphere of influence of the Hellenized, and
now Christianized, East Roman Empire of Constan-
tinople.? At the time of Muhammad’s Call, Byzantium,
the most important Christian power in the East, was
not entirely beyond the horizon of the Arabs of the
Hijaz. With the rise of Islam, first as a religious com-
munity then as a political power, the very nature of
Arab-Byzantine relations and mutual perceptions was
bound to undergo drastic transformation.

This historical and cultural encounter between the
Arabs and Byzantium has to be kept in mind in our
discussion of Arab Islamic perceptions of Byzantine

religion and culture. It is equally important to con-
sider the interplay between the vicissitudes of the
historical encounter and the normative Islamic atti-
tudes toward the Byzantines as Christians that was
inherent in Islamic teachings. There is no doubt that
early Islamic attitudes toward the Byzantine Chris-
tians, particularly as reflected in the Qur’an and in
the practice and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad,
continued to define later perceptions and attitudes
which, in turn, evolved in response to changing po-
litical circumstances.

Above all, this study is concerned with exploring
the nature of the Arab Islamic discourse regarding
Byzantium and the place of the religious dimension
in that discourse.? In this context, perceptions and
attitudes are closely and dialectically related. Al-
though this study is not concerned with religious
polemics as such, it is important to reflect on the
nature and motives of Arab Islamic polemics, apolo-
getics, and dialogue with the Byzantines, against the
background of political conflict and cultural contacts
between these two worlds.

The Qur’anic Premise and
the Historical Context

In studying the religious dimension of Arab Islamic
perceptions of Byzantium, it is natural to begin with
the time of the Prophet Muhammad and to refer to
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the Qur’anic text and to Hadith traditions. Let us
recall that the Prophet and his early community were
familiar with contemporary Christian communities,
both within Arabia and in neighboring lands, includ-
ing some individual Christian Arabs in the Hijaz. The
Arabs of the Hijaz had maintained commercial and
tribal connections with Christian Arab centers and
tribes under Byzantine hegemony or Byzantine in-
fluence such as the Christian Arabs of Syria and the
Yemen. The position of Byzantium as the most in-
fluential Christian power was well known to the
people of Mecca at that time.

It is true that the Byzantine-Persian war of the
early seventh century, the last great war of antiquity,
in which the Byzantines (Rizm) were initially van-
quished, prevented direct contacts between the early
Muslims and Byzantium, from circa A.p. 614 to 628.
However, Muhammad’s friendly disposition toward
Christian Abyssinia, Byzantium’s distant African
ally, is shown by his choice of the Aksumite king-
dom as a place of asylum for the first Muslim refu-
gees, or migrants. The friendly reception accorded
them by the Christian king of that country must have
strengthened the sympathetic attitude of the early
Muslims toward Christians in general. The fact that
the Byzantines were going through the agony of
military defeat, at the hands of the Zoroastrian
Sasanians of Persia, seems to have increased the feel-
ing of affinity which the nascent persecuted religious
community of Islam felt toward the Christians in their
hour of trial.

It is within such a historical context that the open-
ing lines of Siirat al-Riim should be understood: “The
Byzantines have been defeated in the nearby land and
after their defeat they would be victorious in a few
years; on that day the believers would rejoice in
God’s victory.” Although I do not attempt any de-
tailed historical commentary on these lines, it is im-
portant to highlight their significance for our present
theme.* The promised victory of the Byzantines
against their Sasanian enemy as foretold in these
verses is coupled with the anticipated rejoicing of the
Muslim believers. Apart from reflecting the politico-
religious atmosphere of the time and the impact upon
the Hijaz of events in Syria, these verses clearly show
Muslim sympathy and affinity with the Christian
Byzantines, as fellow “Believers.” One may also
perceive in these verses a certain consciousness and
sharing of the loss of Jerusalem to the Persians in A.D.
618, particularly as Jerusalem was still the gibla for
Muslim prayer, and since the Prophet’s miraculous

nocturnal journey (isra’) from Mecca to Jerusalem
is generally associated with this period, according to
Muslim tradition.

Let us also recall that such Islamic affinity with
the Christian believers, as reflected in Sirat al-Rum,
is in line with an inherent Qur’anic position that is
demonstrated in several other verses. Thus the par-
ticular sympathy toward the Byzantines should be
viewed within the wider context of the Qur’anic posi-
tive attitude toward Christians as a religious commu-
nity. For despite the few well-known polemical
verses in the Qur’an against certain aspects of Chris-
tian theology, and the criticism of some supposed
practices among contemporary Christians, it could be
argued that the overall attitude of the Qur’an is one
of sympathy and tolerance toward Christians. In par-
ticular, the Qur’an often emphasizes the affinity be-
tween the nascent Islamic community and the early
Christian community.’

At the same time, the Qur’an invites Muslims and
Christians (and Jews) to engage in religious dialogue.
The Qur’an is seen as confirming the Torah and the
Gospel, and as such it allows, even admonishes, both
Jews and Christians to follow the precepts of their
own respective scriptures.® Thus the Qur’an acknowl-
edges the religious and juridical diversity among the
three communities and also establishes the principle
of social interaction, by allowing the food of ahl al-
Kitab as halal, with certain exceptions, and by per-
mitting Muslims to marry women of ahl al-Kitab.”

In addition, the Qur’anic attitude toward Christian
piety and spirituality is essentially one of recogni-
tion and respect. The Christian qualities of compas-
sion and humility are particularly praised. Among
contemporary Christian priests and monks, the Qur’an
distinguishes between those sincere ones whose
hearts are filled with mercy and compassion, who
seek God’s pleasure in their ascetic life, and those
who are greedy, who devour people’s wealth unjustly
and use their own position for self glorification.®

It is also important to recall that the Qur’an reflects
the concern of the Prophet of Islam to be accepted
by both Christians and Jews in Arabia. For Islam saw
its own rise not in opposition to Jewish or Christian
teachings, but rather in line with their original prin-
ciples and in opposition to Arab polytheism. It is in
this context that the Qur’anic call for dialogue with
the “People of the Book™ should be perceived.

In a context which implies that certain Christians,
apparently including Arabs and non-Arabs, were
willing to listen favorably to Qur’anic revelations,



|24 Medieval Times

Christians in general are positively depicted as inher-
ently well disposed toward the Muslims and as most
spiritually inclined. “You will surely find the near-
est of them in love to the believers are those who say
‘We are Christians,” for among them are pastors and
monks and they wax not proud . . . You will find their
eyes filled with tears due to what they know of the
Truth, as they proclaim: ‘Our Lord! we do believe,
so inscribe us among those who bear witness.’”

The preceding brief outline is only meant to pro-
vide a contextual background for an understanding
of the early Arab Islamic attitude toward Christians,
as exemplified in the Qur’an. It should provide a start-
ing point for the unfolding historical encounter be-
tween the two religious communities and specifically
for the evolving Arab Muslim perceptions of Chris-
tian Byzantium as a power and a culture. Despite
other factors and changing circumstances, this nor-
mative Qur’anic attitude, characterized by dialogue,
tolerance, and sympathy, remains most influential in
the future orientation of the Arab Islamic discourse
on and dialogue with Byzantium.

However, the fact that the Qur’an (specifically
Sirat al-Rium 30:2-6) reflects Muslim sympathy to-
wards the Christian Byzantines did not preclude the
latter from being viewed politically and militarily as
the potential adversary in subsequent periods. Here,
we have to consider the wider political, economic,
and cultural dimensions of the position of both
Byzantium and the Arabs in the world of late Antig-
uity. The verses of Sirat al-Rim speak of a time
when the Byzantines were still the defeated side in
their war with the Persians and the Muslims were still
a tiny persecuted minority.

After regaining Syria, Palestine, and Egypt from
the Sasanians, Byzantium reemerged as the most
formidable Christian power known to the Arabs at
that time. Meanwhile, the Islamic community itself
had evolved from a weak religious minority to a con-
siderable spiritual and political force in Arabia, with
potential links with Arab clans and settlements in
southern Syria.'” Thus, the victorious and confident
Muslim Arab community, under Muhammad’s lead-
ership, found itself face-to-face with the victorious
Byzantine Christian empire.

At the same time, the Prophet was hopeful that the
Byzantine Christians might acknowledge his reli-
gious and political position. The Islamic historical
tradition contains reports of correspondence between
Muhammad and Heraclius in which the Arab Prophet
invites the Byzantine emperor (among other contem-

porary rulers) to accept Islam. Such correspondence
was supposed to have taken place in the same year
as the important peace treaty of Hudaybiya with
Mecca in A.D. 628, and possibly (if we postulate two
incidents of correspondence) also in 630, the year in
which Muhammad and his companions finally en-
tered Mecca victorious and in which most Arabian
tribes paid homage to him as Prophet and political
leader. It was also the time when Heraclius celebrated
his final victory against the Persians, including the
recovery of the Holy Rood, and received delegations
from far and near, including some Arab representa-
tives offering congratulations or homage.

From an early Islamic perspective, God’s prom-
ise of victory for the believers (as in Qur’an 30: 2-6
and elsewhere) was seen as vindicated. It may have
appeared possible to the Muslims, at least for a mo-
ment, that “the king of the Rim” might now accept
Muhammad as a true Prophet. But it may be said,
with no intended irony but without escaping an ob-
vious paradox, that the greater confidence each party
felt about God being on their side the less avoidable
their confrontation became. It is important to realize
that the contemporaneous Muslim and Byzantine
victories against their respective former adversaries,
in A.D. 628-630, and the uncertain political climate
in Syria, produced some unexpected reorientation of
loyalty among Christian Arab tribes in that region.
Thus by the end of Muhammad’s life it was clear that
Byzantium had increasingly become the potential
enemy in the eyes of the Muslim Arabs. It was under-
standable from the Arab perspective, but not neces-
sarily from the Byzantine one, that the same intelli-
gence report that brought the news of Muhammad’s
death to Heraclius’s camp also informed him of an
Arab expedition into southern Palestine. From the
Byzantine perspective, Heraclius’s recent lightning
victory against Persia, and the old Roman imperial-
ist attitude of condescension toward the Arabs, would
have produced a sense of complacency that prevented
any realistic assessment of the implications of the
Islamic revolution in Arabia.

Early Islamic historical and religious traditions
clearly indicate that the Islamic community during
the last two or three years of the Prophet Muham-
mad’s life were prepared for future conflict with
Byzantium. Qur’anic verses which generally antici-
pate conflict with “a formidable foe”” whom the Mus-
lims would have to face, are usually interpreted to
include the Byzantines (among others). Other Qur’anic
verses from the same period (most probably around
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630 A.p.) enjoin Muslims to “fight those who be-
lieve not in God, nor the Last Day, nor forbid what
God and His messenger have forbidden, nor acknowl-
edge the Religion of Truth, from among those who
have been given Scripture, until they pay the jizya
with willing submission, and are subdued.”'" Al-
though it is difficult to ascribe nonbelief in God or
in the Last Day to Christians, these verses, at least
on the bases of the two other points, were deemed
by some commentators to include the Byzantine
masters of Syria.'?

An important category of source material for this
period, in addition to the Qur’an and the extensive
historical reports, is the hadith genre, including in
this context, apocalyptic traditions depicting the Riim
as the perpetual enemy. Skepticism concerning the
authenticity of such traditions has long been ex-
pressed by certain scholars.'* However, such apoca-
lyptic traditions were apparently widespread, not
only in Arabia but even more so perhaps among the
Jewish and Christian communities in Syria and
neighboring lands, including Constantinople.'*

In any case, after the early Arab conquest of Syria
and Egypt and the complete collapse of the Sasanian
Empire, Byzantium’s image as the external enemy
par excellence crystallized in the Arab Islamic con-
sciousness; it was to continue at least until the pe-
riod of the Crusades. However, as a counterbalance
to this hostile attitude, it is important to remember
that the earlier positive Qur’anic image of the Chris-
tian Byzantines persisted, albeit with some modifi-
cation. This aspect of the Islamic perception is fur-
ther enhanced by certain hadith traditions attributed
to Muhammad. For example, the Prophet’s testimony
that “compassion belongs to the Byzantines” (al-
shafagatu fi-al-Riam) seems to have confirmed a
normative Qur’anic attitude that continued into later
periods.'> Such a perception of Byzantine compas-
sion was later reflected in official letters from Mus-
lim caliphs or their representatives to Byzantine
emperors, particularly when discussing peace and the
treatment and release of prisoners of war.!®

From the period of the conquest of Syria and
Egypt, we have the important statement elaborating
on the theme of “Byzantine compassion.” One of
Muhammad’s prominent companions, ‘Amr b. al-
‘As, conqueror and first Arab governor of Egypt, is
credited with identifying compassion, as well as
philanthropy, particularly toward the weak, as posi-
tive traits of the Rum. At the same time the Byzan-
tines are perceived, among other things, as a people

for whom religiosity, asceticism, and spirituality
were extremely important.'”

Thus, two seemingly paradoxical premises seem
to have continued to collectively define later Mus-
lim perceptions of, and attitudes toward, Byzantium.
There is no doubt that the early positive attitude to-
ward Christians as reflected in the Qur’an, including
the injunctions to have friendly dialogue with the
People of the Book, provided a counterbalance to
other injunctions to fight against neighboring centers
of power until they submit. Similarly, statements and
actions attributed to the Prophet concerning the Rum,
including his friendly invitation to Heraclius to ac-
cept Islam, became models for such caliphs as ‘Umar
I, “‘Umar II, Harun al-Rashid, and al-Ma’mun, all of
whom combined religious dialogue with discussion
of practical political matters, and sometimes open
confrontation, in their correspondence and dealings
with contemporary Byzantine emperors. Thus a per-
ception evolved of Byzantium as a compassionate
Christian society on the one hand, and as a neigh-
boring hostile power whose monarch and population
were theoretically suitable candidates for conversion
or subordination on the other hand.

The Religious Dimension of
the Arab-Byzantine Encounter:
Was the Conflict Essentially a Religious One?

Given the religio-political and military character of
the rise of the Arab Islamic power, the sympathetic
and tolerant attitude of Islam toward Christianity
and Christians, and the actual history of the Arab-
Byzantine military and political conflict, can one de-
scribe this conflict, during the period of the Arab
conquest and after, as simply or even principally a
religious conflict? It is my submission that such a
description would be inaccurate and misleading. To
quote Norman Daniel on a somewhat parallel situa-
tion: “It is already to beg the question to speak of a
religious war, before we have established that that is
what it was.”'® In fact, it is possible to go further than
this in the case of the Arab Islamic conquest of Syria
and Palestine. For here a number of Christian Arab
tribes identified more with the advancing Muslim
Arabs than with the Byzantines, while the Syriac-
speaking Christian population felt no strong affinity
with Byzantium, ethnically, politically, culturally, or
ecclesiastically. Religious zeal, it is true, was a sig-
nificant factor in both the motivation and the success
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of the Arab conquests. Such religious zeal had its
counterpart among the Byzantines in their wars. It
was certainly important in the Heraclian victory over
Persia, and it was also reflected in the Byzantine em-
peror’s desperate attempt to hold onto Syria and Egypt
in the face of the unexpectedly well-disciplined and
effective Arab military advance.

There is no doubt that the Arabic historical tradi-
tion concerning the conquest of Syria and Palestine
highlights the role of the religious factor in both Arab
and Byzantine camps. For example, Heraclius is often
depicted, in Arabic historical and semi-historical tra-
ditions, exhorting his armies in “crusading” religious
terms. In the same Arabic sources, the victory of the
Arabs and the defeat of the Riim is attributed, even
by the Byzantines themselves, to the Arabs’ supposed
high religious principles and self-discipline, as con-
trasted with the Byzantines’ alleged moral corruption
and deviation from true Christian principles.

It is also true that Arabic and Byzantine sources
speak of economic, political, and tribal factors in this
conflict."” In a real sense, early Arab Islamic sources
seem to depict the war more as a conflict between
“Arabs and Byzantines” rather than between ‘“Mus-
lims and Christians”—a fact that is also confirmed
by Syriac sources.?’ At the practical level, large num-
bers of Christian Arab warriors from Syria joined the
Muslim armies against the Byzantines, while other
Christians (and Samaritans) cooperated in several
ways with the advancing Muslim Arabs.?!

The sympathy of the Syrian Monophysite Chris-
tians, many of whom were tribal Arabs, toward the
Muslim Arabs and against the Byzantines is clearly
reflected in Syriac sources.?? Arabic sources support
this. At Pella in Jordan, for example, the civilian in-
habitants, as distinct from the Byzantine garrison, are
reported to have sent messages to the Arab Muslim
general saying specifically that they preferred the
Arabs to the Byzantines. What needs to be highlighted
in this context is that, in seeking an alliance with the
Muslim Arabs, these Christians have turned away from
the Byzantines “although they are our co-religionists”
(wa-in kani ‘ala dinina). Similarly, Christian Arab
clans are described as having “enthusiastically rallied
to the side of the Arabs, since an Arab victory was pref-
erable in their eyes to a Byzantine one.”? In asserting
their Arab identity in ethnocultural rather than strictly
religious terms, such Christian Arabs are reported as
candidly admitting that “we dislike fighting against
our co-religionists, but we hate to support foreigners
against our own kinsmen.”?*

Tribal pride worked the other way too in this con-
text, and Byzantium was directly or indirectly in-
volved in this. When certain Arabs of the tribe of Iyad
crossed into Byzantine territory in upper Mesopo-
tamia, they seem to have done so less from religious
loyalty than tribal pride. From the Arab Islamic per-
spective, however, what seems to have been empha-
sized was more the ethno-cultural than the religious
dimension. This may be illustrated with reference to
the reported correspondence between ‘Umar I and the
contemporary Byzantine emperor concerning the
aforementioned Christian Arabs from the tribe of
Iyad. “‘Umar apparently considered them as political
defectors who should be returned to the Arab fold,
and he wrote to the Byzantine emperor demanding
the immediate return of “a clan from among the clans
of the Arabs [who] had left our country and arrived
in yours.”? Similarly, the episode of the conversion
to Islam and reconversion to Christianity of the Ghas-
sanid chief, Jabala, illustrates, among other things,
the conflict for some Arab chiefs between tribal
pride, political ambition, and religious allegiance.?®
The fact that abandoning the Arab Islamic commu-
nity to join the Christian Byzantines was considered
as “turning foreigner and giving up being Arab”
(asbahta a jamiyyan ba‘da an kunta ‘Arabiyyan) is
a particularly significant index of the delineation of
identity in cultural rather than religious terms in early
Islamic times.?’

Subsequently, for example during the Umayyad
period, such tribal ethos was to demonstrate itself
both among Islamized and Christianized Arabs. For
the Christian Arab tribes, this was manifested in vari-
ous forms. On the one hand, a prominent Christian
Arab poet such as al-Akhtal of Taghlib not only sang
the praises of his Arab tribe and satirized other tribes
but also was a recognized poet laureate in the Umay-
yad court, wearing a large gold cross round his neck,
competing with Muslim poets, moving freely be-
tween Arab court and Christian church, mixing with
Christian priests, apparently including the famous
John of Damascus, and at the same time eulogizing
the Muslim Arab caliph for waging war against the
Christian Byzantines.?

The official Islamic attitude toward Byzantium
during the Umayyad period was far from static or
uniform, as can be seen from an examination of the
policies of successive Umayyad caliphs. Reflecting
a pragmatic blend of political expedience and search
for legitimacy, it is clear that the Arab Islamic poli-
cies toward the Byzantines were not confined to
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warfare or truces. It can be seen that administrative
measures, such as Arabization and Islamization of
fiscal registers, coinage, official papyri, and mile-
stones under ‘Abd al-Malik, as well as the monumen-
tal architectural and urban projects undertaken by this
caliph and his sons in Syria-Palestine, were not en-
tirely unrelated to the Byzantine factor. This is under-
standable for an Arab Islamic dynasty whose political
center was the important former Byzantine province
of Syria and Palestine—the birthplace of Christian-
ity.?? Still, it would be instructive in the present con-
text to consider more closely certain aspects of the
Umayyad religious policy insofar as it may reflect
Arab Islamic attitudes toward Byzantine religion and
culture.

The inherent Islamic tolerance toward Christians,
as defined in the Qur’an and in the example of the
Prophet, may be seen generally during the Umayyad
period. Despite regular warfare with Byzantium, in-
cluding the two lengthy sieges of Constantinople
(A.D. 674-678 and 717-718), this period was, on the
whole, characterized by amicable relations with the
indigenous Christians of Syria and Egypt. Despite a
few cases of converting a church into a mosque, there
are reports of the building of new churches and ex-
empting monasteries from tax while providing them
with new sources of water.

Many of the officials and functionaries of the
Umayyads were indigenous Christians. One of the
manifestations of amicable relations with Christians
can be seen from an investigation of references to
Christian monasteries in classical Arabic literature,
reflecting the situation under Umayyad and ‘Abbasid
rule. This indicates visits and gifts paid to such mon-
asteries by caliphs and other prominent Muslims,
sometimes on their way to or from an expedition
against the Byzantines. However, it was not unheard
of for some Muslim officials in the Umayyad period
to build churches or chapels for their Arab or Greek
Christian mothers.*

A particularly controversial issue of this period,
in the context of the Arab-Byzantine encounter, is the
question of attitude to images in the Byzantine
Church and whether there was any Arab Islamic
position concerning Christian icons. Certain contem-
porary Byzantine supporters attributed the rise of
iconoclasm to Arab influences; and some modern
scholars accept this without much questioning. It
seems to me that the question of the so-called edict
of Yazid II against the display of images has often
been viewed from the wrong perspective. The mat-

ter should perhaps be seen in terms of the Umayyad
caliph’s wish to reduce the manifestations of old
Byzantine Christianity, rather than a desire by him
to tell the local Christians how to worship. Yazid was
in effect banning the display of the remaining sym-
bols of the old imperial ecclesiastical influence in his
domains.?!

Such a conclusion can be further supported, di-
rectly or indirectly, by reference to at least three
Christian ecclesiastical authorities of Syrian prov-
enance who flourished under Arab (Umayyyad, and
in one case also early ‘Abbasid) rule. Such testimony
also illustrates the type of religious issues discussed
at the time, and the attitude of Muslim rulers toward
indigenous Christians and, by implication, toward the
historical Islamic encounter with Byzantium, the
Eastern Christian Empire. The three were followers
of the Melkite, Chalcedonian doctrine and therefore
usually in line with the Byzantine ecclesiastical po-
sition, though officially they were under the jurisdic-
tion of the Antiochean Church. This fact may lend
even more credence to their testimony as they would
have no interest in going out of their way to paint
Arab rulers as better than they were.

One of these was the celebrated John of Dam-
ascus, who lived all his life in Arab Islamic Syria and
Palestine and worked in the Umayyad court for a
while, rubbing shoulders with caliphs, Muslim schol-
ars, and Muslim and Christian Arab poets. He spoke
both Syriac and Arabic but wrote mostly in Greek,
and was one of the greatest defenders of the venera-
tion of images. His orations in defense of icons have
been considered perhaps the most influential, even
by comparison to works written within Byzantium
itself.?> The fact that the Byzantine iconoclasts ap-
plied the pejorative nickname “saracen-minded” to
John of Damascus, while the iconodule side applied
the same epithet to the iconoclastic Emperor Leo I1I,
shows graphically how anti-Arab phobia was utilized
for ideological purposes by both sides of the conflict
over icons within the Byzantine camp.

The second authority is Theodore Abu Qurra,
Bishop of Harran, a great theologian and controver-
sialist, and the most important Syrian disciple of John
of Damascus. Although he is known to have written
some works in Greek and Syriac, Abt Qurra in fact
wrote mostly in Arabic, a fact of great significance
for the cultural identity and common language of his
Christian congregation and wider audience, although
his own bishopric was Melkite rather than Monophy-
site. In fact, his fame and popularity is attributed by



|28 Medieval Times

his Christian biographers to this communicating of
his ideas in Arabic at this comparatively early period,
including his articulate defense of the veneration of
images, reflecting some of the skills of his more illus-
trious hellenized master. It is significant that Bishop
Theodore, in reporting the attitude of the Umayyads
toward Christian churches, makes it clear that there
was no question of the Umayyads wishing to impose
a certain doctrine on the Christians concerning the
veneration of images. The Umayyad authorities, ac-
cording to him, continued to allow Christians to dis-
play crosses on their churches, presumably because
this was a common symbol to all Christians, whereas
only Melkites usually made a big issue of venerat-
ing images.?* This official attitude of the caliphs to-
ward the question of images within the Christian
communities has a later parallel in the “Abbasid pe-
riod in the episode of Hunayn b. Ishaq who was ap-
parently even punished by the caliph al-Mutawakkil
for failing to show respect for Christian images as
enjoined by the church.?

The third Christian authority in this context is the
anonymous biographer of St. Peter of Capitolias (Bait
Ra’s in Jordan), though not directly connected with
the controversy over images. Written in Greek, this
hagiography shows Peter of Capitolias, a contempo-
rary of the Umayyad Caliph Walid I (705-715), as
having been well known for his invective verbal at-
tacks against Islam which he freely flaunted in pub-
lic places, and in the presence of Arab Muslim no-
tables of his town. The Caliph’s attempt to dissuade
him illustrates the practical dilemma concerning the
limits of religious tolerance: “’You have the freedom
to consider as God Jesus who is a man and a servant
of the Creator. But why should you blaspheme
against our religion and call our . . . Prophet master
of error and father of falsehood?’3> While ostensibly
demonstrating the steadfast fanaticism of the Chris-
tian martyr, and providing an early example of a fa-
miliar theme in the Christian anti-Islamic polemic,
this Greek hagiographic text indirectly illustrates the
official Muslim attitude toward Christians in the
Umayyad period.

Religious Apologetics and
Politicocultural Polemic

In Arabic literature, there are probably fewer, cer-
tainly far less vehement, examples of specifically
anti-Christian polemics than there are anti-Islamic

polemics emanating from Byzantine circles. Two
important points, however, should be made concern-
ing Christian-Muslim polemics, apologetics, and
dialogue. First, Christian anti-Islamic writings in
Syriac and Arabic are far more restrained than those
written in Greek. Syriac, and particularly Arabic,
Christian theologians were of course duly conscious
of their wider Islamic environment. Having easier
direct access to the Arabic text of the Qur’an and
other Islamic writings, as well as frequent contacts
and dialogues with Muslims, their writings are more
of the mild, apologetic type. They seem more con-
cerned with assuring their own co-religionists of the
validity of their faith rather than proving the inval-
idity of the other religion.

Second, Muslim writers who were engaged in
dialogue, or often parallel monologues, with Chris-
tians usually kept to the original Qur’anic premise
concerning Christ and were mostly apologists in their
approach. In this, they reflect similar methods to
those of Arabic Christian apologists. The main con-
cern of most Muslim apologetics is to demonstrate
from biblical texts that Muhammad was anticipated
and foretold in the Bible, to assert the humanity rather
than the divinity of Christ and to reproach, or some-
times attack, in Qur’anic terms, what they saw as the
Trinitarian puzzle.

Islamic writings of this type include polemical
tracts in the form of replies essentially aimed at the
local Christian communities (e.g., Ibn Rabban, a
convert to Islam, and Jahiz). They also include offi-
cial epistles specifically addressed to a Byzantine
emperor on behalf of a Muslim ruler (e.g., Hartin al-
Rashid to Constantine VI), and versified retorts to
Byzantine anti-Islamic diatribes (e.g., responses by
al-Qaffal and Ibn Hazm to the poem composed on
behalf of Nikephorus Phokas in the tenth century
A.D.)

Furthermore, Arabic apologetics written for local
consumption within the lands of the caliphate,
whether by Muslims or Christians, do not usually
take into consideration the Byzantine factor. When
there is some awareness of this factor, and this is
particularly so in the case of al-Jahiz for example, the
criticism centers on cultural aspects of Byzantium
rather than on the teachings of Christianity. Thus
when the Byzantines are criticized in this type of
writing, it is not primarily in their capacity as Chris-
tians. Conversely, when indigenous Christians are
criticized, it is not essentially because of any real or
assumed association with the Byzantines. In such
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Islamic writings the main concern is to defend Islam
and the realm of the caliph rather than attack Chris-
tians, let alone Christianity.

The Arab-Byzantine encounter was therefore an
encounter between two religions at one level and
between two neighboring political cultural powers at
another level. The two levels of conflict no doubt
overlap, and for some they probably seem so closely
related as to be one and the same. This is not the case,
however; the geopolitical and cultural factors often
seem more significant in the final analysis. This may
find some confirmation in the official Byzantine
policy toward Muslim and Christian subjects of the
Caliphate. In their attacks against Egyptian ports or
Syrian and Mesopotamian frontier towns, Byzantine
raiders apparently did not discriminate between Mus-
lim mosques and Coptic or Syrian churches, or be-
tween Muslim and Christian women and children
whom they habitually abducted in large numbers,
according to Arabic sources.*®

Al-Rashid's Epistle to Constantine VI

One of the most interesting examples of official
Arab-Byzantine dialogue, from the Islamic side, is a
lengthy epistle sent on behalf of the ‘Abbasid Caliph,
Hartun al-Rashid (786-809) to the Byzantine Em-
peror, Constantine VI (780-797).

Reflecting a familiar pattern of mixed messages,
this long letter reveals a great deal about Arab Islamic
perceptions of and attitudes toward Byzantium as a
rival empire and culture. It includes an invitation to
accept Islam or conclude (rather, renew) a truce and
pay tribute. I have already discussed the political and
cultural aspects of this epistle elsewhere.?” Here I turn
my attention to it. The epistle was composed by Abu
al-RabT® Muhammad b. al-Layth, described as the
“Preacher” (Khatib, Wa iz), but about whom not
much else is known.*® A number of important points
need to be highlighted here.

1. The caliph is presented as following Qur’anic
injunctions and the Prophet’s sunna in opening a
dialogue and calling upon the emperor to follow the
way of God. The emperor is addressed as ‘Azim al-
Riim, a title first used by the Prophet Muhammad in
addressing Heraclius. In view of the emperor’s famil-
iarity with God’s revealed Books and the large num-
ber of his people, the caliph expresses his hope that
the emperor would heed exhortation (maw ‘iza) and
benefit from dialogue and debate (mujadala).

2. The epistle addresses familiar issues in Islamic
apologetics: the oneness and uniqueness of God; that
Christ was merely “the Messenger, Word and Spirit
of God given to Mary”; that the People of the Book
should not persist in their extremism concerning the
Trinity. Also the truth of Muhammad’s message was
based not only on rational grounds and its own vin-
dication through resounding success but also on spe-
cific predictions of Muhammad’s coming, in Jewish
and Christian Scriptures, which the People of the
Book have deliberately obfuscated and misinter-
preted. However, the well-known Muslim accusation
of tahrif against Jews and Christians is understood
in this epistle not as “alteration” of the text as some
scholars seem to assume, but rather as “misorienta-
tion of the meaning of the speech and misdirection
of the interpretation of the Books” (tahrif ta’wil al-
kalam wa tahrif tafsir al-kutub).”?® The epistle
quotes, usually accurately, from the Old and New
Testament in order to identify supposed allusions to
Muhammad’s prophethood.*’

3. Significantly, the caliph implies that the real
battle is between belief on the one side and unbelief
or destructive doubt on the other. Thus the emperor
is warned against “lending your ear to some mis-
guided person who probably doubted our Book as an
excuse to doubt your Book and thus undermine your
faith and weaken your religion.”

4. A particularly instructive feature of the epistle
in this context is that, as a rule, it employs the “lan-
guage of inclusive discourse,” if one may use this
expression. The religion of the Byzantine emperor
is acknowledged as authentic; the premises of both
universal reason and revelation are presumed as com-
mon ground between the two sides. Both the Chris-
tian Scriptures and the Qur’an are equally God’s pre-
served Books, and His treasured proofs: addition or
deletion has affected them with the passage of time.
This has been “established by Jesus himself, peace be
upon him, when he said to the gathered disciples: ‘with
revelation I speak unto you and parables I make for
you’ ... His parables are thus speech and his splen-
did speech is revelation.” On the basis of this, the ca-
liph wonders why the emperor and his people should
deny the authenticity of the Qur’an while accepting
that of the Gospels: Why should ““your own consen-
sus,” be accepted but not “ours,” although both Books
are similar in the circumstances of their transmission?

5. The epistle reflects certain assumptions con-
cerning the influence of ecclesiastical authorities in
Byzantium, particularly upon the emperor. Thus the
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emperor is warned against being prevailed upon by
bishops and religious leaders (ru asa’) whose rational-
ity should be suspected. He is urged to “ask those bish-
ops” (asagqif or asaqifa) and “deacons” (shamamisa)
to “seek, search and find out,” just as “Jesus, peace
be upon him, says: ‘Every one that asks receives; and
he that seeks finds; and to whom that knocks it shall
be opened.””*! The writer admits, at several points,
that the emperor and his people did not acknowl-
edge the Qur’an as Scripture, nor Muhammad as
Messenger of God, but that the criterion of reason
should be acceptable to the Byzantines. The em-
peror is then asked to “gather the scholars, knowl-
edgeable people, bishops and monks” and to ask
them regarding specific scriptural allusions to the
coming of Muhammad.*

6. The epistle equally warns the emperor against
following the interpretation of earlier authorities or
the claims of contemporaries from his people. For
they doubt the authenticity of the transmission of the
Qur’an while accepting the transmission of the Gos-
pels. However, the writer assures the emperor that the
caliph did not write to him regarding this point “to
suggest that he had any doubt or argument” concern-
ing the authenticity of Christ’s Gospel. However, the
epistle gently introduces arguments attributed to “our
scholars . . . vehicles of knowledge and understand-
ing, jurists and wise men.”*

7. Recourse to reason as the only arbiter is
claimed by the writer, and the caliph pleads with the
emperor to be reasonable and open-minded and to let
his heart guide him. The consistent appeal to reason
and intelligence as true arbiters of truth and certainty
indicates not only the extent to which rational meth-
ods had taken hold within Muslim theological dis-
course by al-Rashid’s times but also that the Mus-
lims expected Byzantine culture to be quite familiar
with such methods of argumentation.

8. The rest of the epistle is more concerned with
expected practical results of making peace and pay-
ing tribute.* It is important, however, that the place
of religion in Byzantine society is acknowledged. For
while the caliph shows deep understanding of the
economic, social, and human aspects of the Arab-
Byzantine conflict and the role of agriculture, com-
merce, and the crafts in securing people’s prosper-
ity, he also points out that without such activities
“their religion cannot survive” (la baqa’ li-dinihim
illa ma ‘ah).* He reminds the emperor how, during the
previous truce, extensive commercial activity, by Byz-
zantine traders as well as Muslim and Dhimm? (i.e.,

Christian and possibly Jewish) merchants from the
Arab side, had led to mutual benefit and prosperity.+®

9. A very significant allusion to aspects of Byz-
antine political concerns and cultural attitudes is seen
in quite pragmatic and realistic terms. The emperor
is told that “both the aristocratic (khawdss) patricians
and the general public (‘awamm) in your religious
community (milla), would acknowledge your com-
passion and mercy towards them [if the peace treaty
was extended] . . . the blessing of your reign and the
benefits of your policy would result in greater love
.. .obedience . . . and loyalty from your subjects, as
well as prestige, honour and greatness . . . in the eyes
of both friend and foe among foreign nations.”*

10. The Byzantines were always seen as a reli-
gious people in Arab eyes. The perception of religi-
osity and the role of monks and monasticism among
the Byzantines goes back to early Islamic times, and
this is clearly reflected in this epistle. However, the
point is exploited for political purposes; moral pres-
sure is applied to get the emperor to accept peaceful
terms: “You and those among your people who are
interested in worship, asceticism, holiness, religious
retreat and sincerity . . . would not only ensure your
safety from the burdens of war, but would . . . be
spared having to otherwise disobey Christ in this
world.” The inherent Christian pacifist attitude, as
preached in the Gospel, is similarly used: “For Christ
teaches you that ‘whoever shall smite thee on thy
right cheek, turn to him the other also.’”’*

11. Since fulfilling the terms of an agreement or
covenant is emphasized in both the Qur’an and
Hadith, and is therefore a constant theme in Islamic
jurisprudence,® it is understandable that al-Rashid
is critical of the Byzantine emperor’s decision to ter-
minate the current treaty. But the matter is also ex-
pressed in terms of international relations. Thus the
importance of Byzantium’s prestige among its neigh-
bors is equally invoked. “You must know that cov-
enants and oaths, which God has made sacrosanct
among his creatures, are to be kept by his worship-
pers so that their hearts and souls might feel tranquil,
and they might engage in ordinary business and es-
tablish their religious and worldly affairs . .. Your
covenant was given . . . with God as witness, people
around your country had heard about this and your
patricians as well as your bishops had confirmed it.””>°

12. As alast warning, the caliph demands that if
Constantine did not “pay the jizya . . . which would
guarantee compassion for the weak . . . and the poor
... and spare them captivity, killing, and imprison-
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ment,” it would be his responsibility. In refusing this
arrangement, “‘you have shown neither fear of God
nor shame from mortals . . . so prepare for retribu-
tion. . . .” There is a conscious play on the theme of
perceived social conflict within Byzantium and the
power of the military aristocracy. “Your harshness
of heart and selfishness would only serve the inter-
ests of the aristocracy (khawass), and would cause
the weak and poor to become refugees, since you
would not be able to protect them . . . It would be a
blatant disregard for the principles of mercy and com-
passion which Christ has taught you, when he said
in the Book: ‘Blessed are the merciful: for they are
the chosen of God and the light of the children of
Adam.””3!

13. The epistle makes it clear that the conflict
with Byzantium was not essentially about wishing
to convert the Byzantine subjects from Christianity
to Islam nor to destroy them. The epistle expresses
concern, in no uncertain terms, for their prosperity
as well as their freedom of religion. There is obvi-
ously an interesting, perhaps even cynical, aspect of
propaganda in the epistle’s claim that “had the poor,
the peasants and manual labourers in the land of
Byzantium been apprised of the prevailing favour-
able conditions in the realm of the Commander of the
Faithful they would have flocked thither.” For, apart
from promises of economic prosperity, including
housing, land, and irrigation water, they would have
superior justice to that of the emperor’s. Above all,
“they would be free to practice their own religion,
and no one would force them to convert.>

Thus the perception of the other, indeed of the
enemy, reflects the self-image at the same time. This,
and a belief on both sides that God stood with them
against the other, should be kept in mind in interpret-
ing the discourse on Arab-Byzantine warfare, diplo-
matic correspondence, propaganda, and other self-
defining literature.

Historical and Cultural Polemic in Verse

Turning to the two versified Muslim replies to the
diatribe addressed to the ‘Abbasid caliph by emperor
Nikephorus II Phokas (963-969) we find confirma-
tion of a number of familiar themes in Islamic po-
lemics against the Byzantines. The original Byzan-
tine verbal attack was in the form of a poem in Arabic
composed on behalf of Nikephorus, probably by a
renegade. The first Muslim rebuttal was composed

by a contemporary, the Shafi‘T jurist and theologian
al-Qaffal al-ShashT (a.H. 291-366) and this seems to
have found its way to Byzantium almost immedi-
ately.™ What is of relevance for our purpose is that
the Muslim jurist not only refuses the emperor’s
claim to be a pure Christian monarch but also asserts
that Nikephorus did not deserve to be counted as a
Christian at all. This was on account of the emperor’s
notorious cruelty and lack of compassion, his treach-
erous and criminal acts, and his un-Christian oppres-
sive policies, as seen in his treatment of Muslims near
the frontiers. The allusion here must be to Nikephorus’
destruction of the important Cilician towns of Tar-
sus, Adana, and Missisa and their countrysides.

Apart from usual themes of Islamic apologetics
concerning Christ and the position of Muhammad in
the Gospels, al-Qaffal’s poem also shows the role of
Muhammad’s early sympathy toward the Christian
Byzantines, and how this has been the only factor that
saved them from complete annihilation by early Is-
lamic arms: “Had it not been for the commendations
(Wasaya) of our Prophet concerning you, your people
would never have been spared at the time of the early
Islamic conquests.”>*

Ibn Hazm (384/994-456/1064), the celebrated
Andalusian ZahirT jurist, theologian, philosopher,
historian, man of letters, and poet, felt compelled to
compose an impromptu rebuttal upon hearing the
original Byzantine Arabic poem in the court of the
last Umayyad caliph at Cordova. It is curious that this
took place over a century after the event; the matter
was no longer one of communication, but rather a
literary ideological response for the edification of
Andalusian and other Muslim audiences. Ibn Hazm
is able to put the Christianity of Byzantium in its
historical and contemporary context and to link it
with the churches of Antioch, Jerusalem, Alexandria,
and Rome. His poem takes up a number of familiar
political and religious issues of contention between
the two sides. Ibn Hazm hints at a favorite theme in
Arabic cultural polemics against Byzantium. While
he claims that the Arabs had mastery of all branches
of knowledge “both ancient and modern,” he accuses
the Byzantines of being no more than laden donkeys
led by their bleeding noses. This seems a subtle ref-
erence to the Arab perception that the Byzantines
after the rise of Christianity were no longer interested
in philosophy and that they merely kept loads of
ancient books which they could not use.”

This perception of Byzantium as intellectually
inferior is a persistent theme in the Arabic literature
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of the period. It seems to compensate for the uncom-
fortable realization by the Arabs that, by the tenth
century A.p., Byzantium had become the superior
military power in the age-old conflict between the
two sides. An interesting example from the mid-tenth
century A.D. is the conversation between Nikephorus
Phokas himself and the celebrated Hamdanid prince
and poet, Abu Firas, while the latter was a prisoner
of war in Constantinople. The emperor claims that
the Arabs were only good as “writers, men of the pen,
but not men of the sword”; Abu Firas had to argue at
length that his people were good both as men of learn-
ing and as warriors.’®

Scholarly Interest and Intellectual Curiosity

I have dealt elsewhere with perceptions of Byzantium
as reflected in the works of Arab Islamic geographers,
historians, jurists, and men of letters.’” Here I should
like to highlight a few points related to the theme of
Byzantine religion and culture, to provide a broader
perspective.

Al-Jahiz’s perception of Byzantium can be gauged
in several incisive statements in a number of his epis-
tles (Rasa’il). The celebrated Mu‘tazilt master contro-
versialist and polymath, whose active career spanned
the reigns from al-Ma’mun to al-Mutawakkil, was of
course never away from political and ideological
polemic. In his Reply to the Christians, al-Jahiz dem-
onstrates his acute historical sense and analytical
skills. He is fully aware of the place of Byzantium
as a rival power and a dangerous adversary, and of
the role of Christianity. What is of particular signifi-
cance, in the light of the inherent Qur’anic and early
Islamic sympathy with Byzantium, is al-Jahiz’s im-
patience with the way in which the Qur’anic premise
of tolerance and sympathy with the Christians has,
in his view, worked against the interests of Muslims,
culturally and economically, if not necessarily in
purely religious terms. Al-Jahiz has a few negative
pronouncements to make on Byzantine culture, in-
cluding the accusation that Byzantium invented and
perpetuated the terrible practice of castration of young
slaves, as well as bad manners and miserliness.

For the historians, it is important to point out the
remarkable position of al-Mas‘adi. Apart from tak-
ing an interest in Christian communities in the Is-
lamic world, he was interested in the historical rela-
tionship between Christianity and Byzantium. He
was keen to report the first six Oecumenical coun-

cils of the church held under Byzantine auspices (al-
though neither he nor other Arabic historians, such
as al-Ya‘qubt and the Melkite Patriarch of Alexan-
dria, Eutychius, mention the seventh Oecumenical
council which took place after the Arab conquest).
Al-Mas‘udi seems particularly aware of the way in
which Church and state in Byzantium were two par-
allel institutions, although he was obviously not so
well informed about the complex nature of the rela-
tionship. Thus he describes the patriarch of Constan-
tinople as “the king of religious affairs just as the
emperor is the master of the sword.”® It must be re-
membered that this is a somewhat unfamiliar situa-
tion that has no equivalent in the classical Islamic
polity and that al-Mas‘GdT’s reference to it in this way
is, therefore, quite remarkable.

Through his contacts with Arab and Byzantine
ambassadors, and his interest in Christianity, al-
Mas‘Gd1 was also able to comment on the position
of Hellenic learning under Byzantium. As already
indicated, the Islamic tradition in general saw the
Byzantine period as one of decline in this respect, and
al-Mas‘adT himself subscribes to this notion when
writing generally about Byzantium. Nevertheless,
human contacts across the cultural barrier can con-
siderably modify negative perceptions. Thus al-
Mas‘Tdi was able to describe, in positive and sym-
pathetic terms, a distinguished and learned Byzantine
ambassador, John Mysticus, whom he probably met
in Damascus in 946. John Mysticus, a monk by train-
ing, is described by al-Mas‘Gd1 as a man “of under-
standing and discernment, versed in the history of the
kings of the Greeks and Romans and the philosophers
who were their contemporaries and rather familiar
with their [philosophical] systems.”* It is the same
context of direct contacts, as well as an inherent in-
tellectual curiosity and fairmindedness, that enabled
al-Mas‘adi not only to write in great detail about con-
temporary Byzantium but also to assess its place in
world history positively as an empire “with well-
established institutions and a highly organized ad-
ministration.” Presumably this included Byzantine
church and monastic institutions which al-Mas‘adi
singles out elsewhere in his works.®

One important genre of Arabic writing relevant
to Byzantine religious life are the reports of Muslim
visitors to Constantinople and Anatolia as reported
in works of geography, history, belles lettres, and in
personal travelogues. These include reports of com-
pulsory visitors, if one may call those who were taken
captive or prisoners by Byzantine raiders or in battle.
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Among these the names of Muslim al-Jarm1 (ninth
century) and Hartin b. Yahya (tenth century) are well
known to anyone familiar with Arab-Byzantine re-
lations in that period.

Al-BTrani preserves valuable information not only
on Muslim knowledge of the calendar and hierarchy
of the Byzantine Church but also on Byzantine pres-
sures on Muslim prisoners to convert, and on proce-
dures for baptism, based on the account of a returned
prisoner, Abu al-Husayn al-Ahwazi. Similar infor-
mation is also incidentally recorded by earlier histo-
rians, including TabarT.¢!

‘AlT al-HarawT (twelfth century) and the cele-
brated Ibn Battuta (fourteenth) were two private or
perhaps semi-private, travelers who reached Constan-
tinople and succeeded in meeting Byzantine digni-
taries including the Byzantine emperor of the time.
Their accounts and the sense of mutual sympathy
which they reflect offer a fascinating aspect of the
Islamic Byzantine encounter at different points in its
history. Thus, al-HarawT speaks of the “goodness and
beneficence” (al-Ghayr wa-I-ihsan)” which the em-
peror Manuel showed toward him.5?

Ibn Battuta, in particular, is quite positive about the
religious and spiritual life in Constantinople which he
visited for about five weeks after his insistence that
he accompany a returning Byzantine princess from the
court of her husband, the Khan of the Muslim Uzbeks
of the Crimea to the Byzantine capital. His reception
by the emperor, the retired emperor turned monk, as
well as by scholars and ascetics, left a very strong
impression on this intrepid Maghribi traveler who had
a keen interest in asceticism. He was particularly im-
pressed with the humility of the monks and was moved
by their veneration for anybody or anything connected
with Jerusalem and the Holy Land.%

Finally, there is sufficient evidence to demon-
strate the inherently sympathetic attitude of the Qur’an
toward Christians, the example of the Prophet’s
treatment of them, the existence of covenants be-
tween Muslim rulers and the Christian communities
in the lands of the caliphate, and the fact that most
of these Christians did not identify with Byzantium,
culturally, politically, or ecclesiastically. Conse-
quently, the Arab-Byzantine conflict cannot be
viewed simply as a religious conflict. Indeed, some
Byzantine authorities—for example, the Patriarch
Nicholas I Mysticus of Constantinople (901-907,
915-927)—specifically refers to the covenants es-
tablished with the Christians by the Prophet and his
immediate successors.®

It is true that the religious factor did play its part.
But in the final analysis, the student of the history of
Arab-Byzantine relations can see these relations
mainly in political, cultural terms, even if sometimes
expressed in religious vocabulary. It can be seen from
Arabic literature (and also from Byzantine sources)
that direct human contacts between the two sides
usually produced more realistic and mutually posi-
tive perceptions.

The representatives of Byzantine Christianity never
came to terms with accepting the Arabs as an equal
power, nor Islam as a true religion. The Muslim Arabs
accepted Christianity as a true religion within the terms
of reference of the Qur’an and tolerated Christians in
compliance with these terms and the example of the
Prophet. They accepted Arab and other indigenous
Christians as subjects with certain restrictions in an
Islamic political context, but also as partners in a
common culture and a common intellectual enter-
prise. They accepted Byzantium as a rival, if inferior,
power, both culturally and politically, but continued
to anticipate its downfall at their hands, sometimes in
apocalyptic terms. They believed that ultimately the
anti-Christ who would only appear after they had cap-
tured Constantinople, would be defeated by the true
Christ, son of Mary, and they as Muslims would be
among his supporters when Muslims and true Chris-
tians would be on the same side.

Itis hoped that the foregoing discussion illustrates
the complexity of the Arab-Byzantine encounter, and
helps to remind us that the more we examine this
encounter in its true historical perspective, the less
it appears as a “Muslim versus Christian” conflict and
the more it presents itself as a geopolitical, economic,
and cultural conflict.
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Some Arab-Muslim Perceptions of Religion
and Medieval Culture in Sicily

ANDREA BORRUSO

The subject that will be treated here is of great am-
plitude and I have had to limit myself to a consider-
ation of the fundamental aspects, selecting the most
significant travel accounts, poetry, and sources in the
fields of geography and history and concentrating
above all on Sicily. There are, however, numerous
other sources that deserve to be consulted in order
to have more extensive and complete data on the
topic, for example, fiscal, administrative, juridical,
diplomatic and chancellery sources, and others.

I wish to make a few preliminary considerations.
First, the Arab sources we possess pertaining to the
reconstruction of the Arab-Islamic domination of
Sicily were, for the most part, collected, edited, and
translated by the Italian scholars Michele Amari (d.
1889) and Celestino Schiaparelli (d. 1919), to which
must be added the names of Umberto Rizzitano and
Francesco Gabrieli, of the Tunisian Hasan Husn1
‘Abd al-Wahhab, of Edmond Fagnan, Roger Idris,
and Evariste Lévi-Provencal.

These are sources that, up until the present, have
been used to trace the history of the Arab venture in
Sicily, in all of its varied aspects. This reconstruc-
tion was made possible due to the Arab authors of
these sources who showed a keen interest in their
compatriots and their coreligionists but not (or at
least to a lesser extent) in the culture, religion and
customs of the indigenous populations. This is a cer-
tain aspect of the Arab impact on the island of Sicily

in the Middle Ages. Furthermore, when Sicily no
longer gravitated into the orbit of Islam, the interest
of the travelers, historians, and geographers contin-
ued to be directed toward the Arab populations still
surviving in Sicily and southern Italy.

These same sources must therefore be considered
in order to unveil the progressive stages of the Mus-
lim conception of Christian Italy and Sicily. This
involves an effort and implies a study which may lead
to unsatisfactory results, although such an approach
is certainly attractive and stimulating. It obliges us
to look at these texts and documents in order to read
between the lines, to find in them observations and
opinions expressed by Arabs and Muslims about the
Christians. Such an approach will enable us to progress
more solidly toward a common history of both the
East and the West.

From the eighth century onward, the Mediterra-
nean was what we might call an Arab lake. At that
time, the Arabs already possessed all of North Af-
rica and Spain: these territories were thus part of the
dar al-Islam. France, Italy, and the Balkan peninsula
remained outside the Muslim oikumene, even if they
were marginally affected by some more or less ex-
tensive infiltrations. Northern Italy remained on the
border of Arab expansion which briefly occupied
Sardinia and some parts of Apulia and the Naples
area. The Arabs arrived, carrying on both truce and
war, but never succeeded in founding any permanent
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settlements, apart from the Emirate of Bari and the
Muslim colonies in Garigliano. The first writer to
visit the “Long Land” (the oriental geographic term
for Italy) was apparently Hartin ibn Yahya: the ac-
count of his adventures has come down to us thanks
to Ibn Rusta, a tenth-century geographer. This jour-
ney probably took place around 880 or 890. After the
description of Constantinople—which for historical,
topographical, and other reasons is the most impor-
tant section—we should make reference to the de-
scription of Rome, which Hartn ibn Yahya reached
after visiting Venice and crossing the Po Valley. As
we may observe from the reading of a short passage,
the description of Rome is replete with legends which
are confusing and incomplete. It only occasionally
contains a personal reflection. Common to other medi-
eval Arab writers whose sources can be sought out
in the Syro-Byzantine book of wonders, it describes
Rome as an eternal city with the Tiber and its bronze
bed, St. Peter’s and the birds flying toward it bear-
ing olives in their beaks, the countless gold crosses,
the precious habits and chalices of the Christian faith,
the swarms of priests and deacons.

The personal element which reveals the author’s
direct contact with the places described is seen in his
allusion to the Romans’ custom of shaving their
beards and heads. In my opinion, this is an allusion
to the ecclesiastic tonsure, even if his account is pu-
erile and fantastic:

Rome is a city ruled by a king called the Pope. It is
about forty square miles in area. The western part
is crossed by a river, which also crosses the streets;
its bed and its banks, as well as the bridges span-
ning it, are all of bronze. In the middle of the city
stands a great church, about two parasangs long,
with three hundred and sixty doors; in the middle
of this church there is a tower one hundred cubits
high, surmounted by a bronze dome. At the top of
the dome there is a bronze starling; at olive-picking
time, the wind blows into the sculpture of this star-
ling, making crying sounds, and all the starlings of
the city gather together. Each one carries an olive
in its beak, which it drops inside the tower. These
olives are gathered and pressed, and sufficient oil
is obtained to light the churchlamps until the fol-
lowing season.

Here is another short passage about the Pope
which will enable us to see how this tale is imbued
with strange and fantastic elements. However, the
fables told in the Middle Ages in the Christian West
about Mohammad were no less grotesque.

In the church there is the golden tomb of two
apostles: one called Peter and the other called Paul.
Every year, at Easter, the King, that is to say the
Pope, comes and opens the door of the sepulchre;
he descends into the tomb with a razor in his hand.
There he shaves the head and the beard of the dead
Peter, and also cuts his nails; when he returns he
gives a hair to every person present. This rite has
been celebrated every year for nine centuries.

In conclusion, here is the dialogue which Hartin
ibn Yahya claims to have had with the inhabitants
of Rome:

The Romans of humble condition shave off their
beard entirely, leaving not a single hair on their chin;
they also shave the top of their head. I asked them
why, saying, ‘Man’s greatest ornament is his beard:
why do you do this?” And they replied: “He who
does not shave is not a good Christian: for Peter and
the other apostles came to us with neither stick nor
bag, as poor and humble men, when we were richly
dressed kings and rich men, and they urged us to take
up the Christian faith. We did not obey, on the con-
trary we arrested them and martyred them, and we
cut off their hair and their beard. And now that the
truth of their preaching has shown itself to us [to]
be manifestly true, we behave like this in order to
atone for our sin.”

The most comprehensive but also most unreliable
description by Arab geographers and travelers, be-
tween the ninth and the fifteenth centuries, thus con-
cerns the city of Rome and its inhabitants; other less
complete accounts refer to other towns such as
Genoa, Venice, Pisa, Naples, and, further south,
Reggio, Taranto, Otranto, and Brindisi; an allusion
to Lucera (Lugara or Lushira in Arabic spelling),
where the Emperor Frederick II relegated the last of
the Sicilian Muslims, is to be found in the writings
of certain geographers, such as al-HimyarT, Ibn Sa“id
al-Andalusi, Abu’l-Fida’, and a few others.

The data provided by the geographers and trav-
elers regarding peninsular and insular Italy are not
all equally extensive. It scarcely needs mentioning
that their writings give priority to Sicily, consider-
ing that for two and a half centuries the island was
part of the dar al-Islam. Among this remarkable Arab
geographic production, particular mention should be
made of ash-Sharif al-IdrisT’s work in which four
sections are devoted to Italy (three to the continen-
tal territory and one to the islands).

In the years 1140-1154 the Muslim scholar al-
Idris1 was working in Palermo, at the Norman court,



138 Medieval Times

on the composition of the celebrated Kitab Rugar,
better known by the title Nuzhat al-mushtagq fi ikhtiraq
al-afaq (Book of pleasure of him who has a passion
for travel through the countries). Apart from the in-
herent value of this work, we can reflect on the fact
that it represents a paradigm, a unique model of col-
laboration and, one might say, intellectual and spiri-
tual syntony between a celebrated Muslim scholar
and a medieval Christian milieu. Among the “infi-
del” monarchs, none received in Arabic the praise
that we can read in the preface to the Book. Religious
fanaticism did not prevent ash-Shartf al-IdrisT from
putting his scientific knowledge at the service of a
civilization and culture which, at that time, regarded
Islam as an imposture that had to be fought against
by all available means. If we consider Spain in the
same historical period, it should be remembered that
in the year 1143—when Roger II was on the throne—
an initiative of capital importance occurred, that is,
the translation of the Qur’an from Arabic into Latin.
Peter the Venerable gathered together a group of
scholars with a knowledge of Arabic and entrusted
them with the task of translating the Qur’an. The
prime aim was certainly the defense of the Christian
faith against heresy: Islam was to be studied in order
to better refute it, as Abbot Peter of Cluny declared
in a letter to St. Bernard of Clairvaux.

In the Norman Palace in Sicily, the climate in
which the Kitab Rugar was begun and quickly de-
veloped was, on the contrary, much more peaceable.
Idris1, as mentioned earlier, showed us in the pref-
ace to his text the prodigious range of Norman King
Roger II’s knowledge; what he says of him does not,
moreover, seem to be dictated by flattery:

It would be impossible [he says] to describe all his
knowledge of mathematics and politics or to mark
the limit of his acquaintance with these sciences,
which he has studied with intelligence and assidu-
ity in each and every aspect. He has brought to them
singular innovations and marvellous inventions,
such as no other prince ever achieved.

In addition to geographers, we have also men-
tioned the travelers. Among the writings of the Arab
travelers who visited Sicily in the Middle Ages, a
particularly important place is occupied by the ac-
count—in Arabic, Rihla, the “Travel Journal”—of
the Hispano-Arab pilgrim Ibn Jubayr, who, between
the end of 1184 and the beginning of 1185, spent
nearly three months in Sicily. This text is unique in
its verve and the liveliness of its account. Its discov-

ery more than a century and a half ago constituted
one of the first fruits of the Arabic studies of Michele
Amari, the celebrated author of the History of the
Muslims of Sicily. Ibn Jubayr’s account is, therefore,
a precious source for our knowledge of how a non-
Sicilian Muslim perceived and judged Sicilian Islam,
together with the religion and culture of the Chris-
tians in the island. This highly personal and pas-
sionate narrative is limited to a short historical pe-
riod—that is, the end of the reign of William II the
Good—Dbut it enables us, to some extent, to recon-
struct the existence of the Muslim subjects of the
Normans. Ample evidence of the enthusiasm and
persistent vitality of Islam in the lands, and even in
the court of the infidel monarchs, for the culture and
the Arab surroundings of William II, and for the
proselytism of his crypto-Muslim courtiers, is evident
in the following passage:

The attitude of the king is really extraordinary.
His conduct toward the Muslims is exemplary; he
entrusts them with official tasks, he chooses his offi-
cers from their members, and all, or nearly all, keep
their faith secret and remain faithful to Islam. The
king trusts the Muslims entirely and relies upon them
in his affairs and in his most essential preoccupa-
tions to such a degree that the intendant of his kitchen
is a Muslim.

But the most interesting image is that of the
Norman King William II’s religious tolerance:

It was related to us that the island was shaken by a
great earthquake, which severely frightened this
polytheist king. He passed swiftly throu