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The historical and social relations between reli-
gious communities are attracting increasing scholarly
attention. I hope that this book with its bibliography
will encourage others to continue research in this rela-
tively new field. It is not just the religions them-
selves—the interpretations their adherents have given
them and the norms they have derived from them in
the course of time—that are worthy of attention. The
views, appreciations, and judgments that these adher-
ents have given of each other and their behavior are
equally a valid subject of investigation. This holds
especially true for Islam, today’s second largest reli-
gion, about which most people have opinions but only
a few knowledge and insight.

Thanks are due to all those who gave this research
project scholarly, moral, and financial support. With-
out a subsidy from the Swiss National Science Foun-
dation and the Swiss Academy for the Humanities and
Social Sciences the symposium would not have taken
place. Without much patient work by Hilary Kilpatrick
and Isabel Stümpel the text and the bibliography would
not have been readable. And without the active partici-
pation of colleagues who prepared papers and took part
in the discussion, the whole enterprise would have been
but one man’s dream. 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. I have extended this
subject to cover the whole field of Muslim views of
other religions in the course of history, collecting a vast
documentation on the subject. The symposium of
December 1991 has been one of the results of what may
be called a lifelong dream, “Religions in the Mirror of
Islam”—more or less the reverse of my doctoral dis-
sertation, “Islam in the Mirror of Western Orientalists.”

Lausanne, Switzerland J. W.
August 1998

In the course of history, Islam as a religion and as a
religious community has come into contact with a
number of other religions in the East and West. Mus-
lims have met non-Muslims and their cultures in dif-
ferent situations and at different times and places.
Throughout this history there have been Muslim au-
thors who wrote of what they knew and thought about
other religions and their adherents. It is a legitimate
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.

This book presents some results of such research.
Part I, written by the editor, is of a general nature
and surveys the field. Parts II and III contain essays
by different authors on specific subjects in 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 Lausanne in
December 1991. Unfortunately, the publication of
the definitive texts took much more time than I had
expected; in the meantime four participants have
published five books related to the subject: Camilla
Adang, Islam Frente a Judaïsmo: La polémica de
Ibn Hazm de Córdoba (Madrid: Aben Ezra Ediciones,
1994); Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaïsm 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 Stümpel-Hatami, Das
Christentum aus der Sicht zeitgenössischer 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).
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In recent years, the ways in 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 is to what extent a
certain openness toward people from other cultures
exists among given groups or 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, is not only a
matter of the mind. It also has to do with intersocietal
relations generally, including economic and political
relations. But it is connected, too, with man’s funda-
mental need for communication and with his gift of
imagination.

Whereas Western views of Islam have received
increasing scholarly attention during the last decades,
this is much less the case with Muslim views of other
cultures and religions. Yet since its inception the
Muslim civilization has been in continuous relation-
ship with other cultures and civilizations. It extends
from the Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans and through
regions which have long been carriers of culture. As

INTRINTRINTRINTRINTRODUCTIONODUCTIONODUCTIONODUCTIONODUCTION

a consequence, Muslims have come into contact with
many religions. One may think not only of various
forms of 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 cultures and their religions, written by Muslim
theologians and jurists, travelers and historians, and
men of letters, as well as other people of imagination.
These texts testify to voluntary and involuntary meet-
ings that have taken place between Muslims and 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 surveys the field’s broad out-
lines and supplies information especially on those
issues that are hardly treated in the more specialized
essays of Parts II and III.

Part II, “Medieval Times,” treats specific subjects
from the very 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 a large extent, these texts
have conditioned the ways in which Muslims perceived
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
Christian religion 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-
ments from Mamluk times. Particular circles in medi-
eval Muslim civilization viewed other religions in
particular ways. Carl-A. Keller opens up the various
ways in which mystics viewed other religions. Charles
Genequand presents views about such religions as
developed by some prominent thinkers. More specifi-
cally, Christoph Bürgel treats Zoroastrianism and the
ways in which it is referred to in 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-Faraj al-
Isfahani, treated encounters between Muslims and non-
Muslims in sometimes unexpected situations.

Part III contains essays dealing with “Modern
Times,” from the nineteenth century to the present. It
opens with accounts of Persian and Arabic writings es-
pecially of the twentieth century. Isabel Stümpel con-
centrates on a selection of Persian writings about Chris-
tianity. Patrice Brodeur discusses Arabic writings on
religions other than Islam by three Egyptian authors.
As in former times, India has remained a meeting 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 critically 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 the ways in which mod-
ern Muslim apologetics and polemics against Chris-
tianity were influenced by German critical Bible re-
search. Karel Steenbrink sketches how the various
religions in Indonesia are perceived in a framework 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 a dialogue with Christians.

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

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

We tried to concentrate on subjects on which sub-
stantial research has not yet been carried out. Thus,
apart from the information given in Part I, the reader
will be referred to the available literature for instance
on the status of the dhimmis or on the work of well-
known authors such as Ibn Hazm, al-Biruni, al-
Shahrastani, al-Mas�udi, and Ibn Khaldun. 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 innumerable 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 the ways in which Muslims perceived and
perceive other religions and cultures and the ways in
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 closes itself to other cul-
tures is largely dependent on its articulation of iden-
tity and contextual factors such as power relationships
and needs of economic or physical survival.

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

* For the current situation of the study of religions
as carried 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 in a Muslim 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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1

The Early Period

610–650

JACQUES WAARDENBURG

3

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 mushrikun,
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 mushrikun 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 Ibrahim (Abraham)
and the surrounding mushrikun, including his own
father.

Attributing associates to God (the Arabic verb
ashraka)1 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 (wali) 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-mushrikuna 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
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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.3 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-

given group of individuals. As other Qur�anic gen-
eral concepts, al-mushrikuna 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�a�).
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)2 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 (mushrikun) 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 mushrikun,
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” (mushrikun), 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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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 mushrikun are concerned, however,
the Qur�anic discourse does not give us much infor-
mation. Yet, in certain cases, it is certain that mush-
rikun 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).4 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 (majus): 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
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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 Ibrahim and his descendants would have been
Jews or Christians themselves is refuted. Ibrahim 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 Ibrahim 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)

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�lam (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 mushrikun, 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 (banu

isra�il) standing for the ancient Israelites, and the
Jews (yahud) 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 mushrikun (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,
but it is 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.5

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-masih)
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
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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-masih; 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-
masih 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. Watt6

that the Qur�an rejects the idea of:

• Jesus and Mary as gods (S. 5:116–120)
• man as a “son” of God (S. 19:36)
• tritheism (S. 5:77, 4:169)
• complete identity between Jesus and God (S. 5:19,

76)
• al-masih 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 doctrines7 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 Christians8 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-

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-nuzul
(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.9 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.10

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 mushrikun
(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.11 But to Muhammad, Allah became rabb al-
�alamin, 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 (mathani) 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-
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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,12 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’minun) rigorously
from all polytheists (mushrikun) 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

polytheists in Mecca clearly and decisively shaped
the new religion.13

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.14 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 suras 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,15 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.16

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 qibla of prayer, the fast of
�Ashura parallelled that of 10 Tishri, 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.17

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 Banu

Isra�il. He learned now, for instance, that the Jews
had their Tawrat and the Christians their Injil, that
Musa 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 Ibrahim as his great example
and to fashion Islamic monotheism according to his
understanding of Ibrahim’s monotheism. His way of
incorporating elements of Ibrahim, 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.18 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 Ibrahim, that
is to say the millat Ibrahim. Through the figure of
Isma�il 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.19

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-
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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.20

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-

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?21 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 Ibrahim (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
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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,22 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.23

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

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 mushrikuna
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
Banu Isra�il 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. Künstlinger, “‘Kitab’
and ‘ahlu l-Kitabi’ im Kuran,” Rocznik Orientalistyczny,
IV (1926), pp. 238–247, in particular p. 246.

5. This account is kept to a minimum. For detailed
information, see Jane Damman McAuliffe, Qur�anic
Christians. An Analysis of Classical and Modern Ex-
egesis (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
See also McAuliffe, “Christians in the Qur�an and
Tafsir” (chapter 5 in this volume). “�Isa” by G. C.
Anawati in the Encyclopaedia of Islam, new ed., vol. 4
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), pp. 81–86. See also, for in-
stance, Geoffrey Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur�an (New
York: Barnes and Noble, 1965).

6. W. Montgomery Watt, “The Christianity criti-
cized in the Qur�an,” Muslim World, vol. 57 (1967),
pp. 197–201. Compare Watt, Muhammad at Medina
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 317–320.

7. Whereas the Jews are criticized in the Qur�an
for certain kinds of behavior, the Christians are criti-
cized because of certain doctrinal tenets. Compare Rudi
Paret, Mohammed und der Koran (Stuttgart: Kohlham-
mer, 1957), p. 128.

8. Jacques Waardenburg, “Koranisches Religions-
gespräch,” in Liber Amicorum: Studies in Honour of
Professor Dr. C. J. Bleeker (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969),
pp. 208–253. Compare, for instance, Ernest Hamilton,
“The Qur�anic dialogue with Jews and Christians,”
Chicago Theological Seminary Register, vol. 80 (1990),
pp. 24–38.

9. Muhammad’s contacts with polytheists, Jews,
and Christians elsewhere, inside or outside Arabia, are
not considered here. Also his possible contacts with
Zoroastrians and Manicheans are left out of consider-
ation.

10. We are concerned here with situations of en-
counter and processes of interaction rather than with
direct historical influences. Needless to say, the histori-
cal relations between different religious groups at the
time were extremely complex and the textual evidence
is scarce. There has been much discussion about the
presence of Christianity in Arabia and the influence of
Judeo-Christian traditions in the region at the time. See,
for instance, Shlomo Pines, “Notes on Islam and on
Arabic Christianity and Judaeo-Christianity,” Jerusa-
lem Studies in Arabic and Islam, vol. 4 (1984), pp. 135–
152.

11. W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at Mecca,
esp. pp. 23–29, and “Belief in a ‘High God’ in pre-
Islamic Mecca,” Journal of Semitic Studies, Vol. 16
(1971), pp. 35–40. Compare Watt, “The Qur�an and
belief in a ‘High God’,” Der Islam, vol. 56 (1979),
pp. 205–211.

12. On Muhammad’s idea of revelation, see for
instance Tor Andrae, Mohammed: The Man and His
Faith (New York, Harper Torchbook, 1960), pp. 94–
113. This is a translation of the German edition, Moham-
med, sein Leben und Glaube (Göttingen, 1932) which
was itself translated from the Swedish original. Compare
also Thomas O’Shaughnessy, S.J., The Koranic Concept
of the Word of God, Biblica et Orientalia, vol. 11 (Rome:
Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1948).

13. Muhammad’s interaction with Bedouin mush-
rikun played a role too, but this has been left out of the
account here.

14. A. J. Wensinck, Muhammad and the Jews of
Medina (Berlin: Adiyok, 1982); original Dutch edition
Mohammed en de Joden te Medina (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1908; 2nd ed., 1928). Compare Barakat Ahmad, Mu-
hammad and the Jews: A Re-examination (New Delhi:
Vikas, 1979). See also Gordon Darnell Newby, A His-
tory of the Jews of Arabia: From Ancient Times to Their
Eclipse under Islam (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 1988).
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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. In the 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
often imply considerable changes in meaning. All such
changes of meaning need careful study. Islam may then
turn out to be much more original than has been com-
monly assumed.

17. S. 29: 46: . . . wa-ilahuna wa-ilahukum wahi-
dun . . . The nature of this appeal, and its later interpre-
tation, deserves further study, as well as the responses
to it on the part of Jews and Christians then and in later
times.

18. The accusation is well known in the history
of polemics between monotheistic religions with scrip-
tures. The Christians had already accused the Jews of
falsifying or false reading of their scriptures with re-
gard to messianic announcements. Mani had written
down and illustrated his revelations himself in order to
counter such accusations. Similarly, �Uthman ordered
variant Qur�an texts to be destroyed.

19. There has been much discussion about
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 Injil. During a journey Muhammad made as a
young man, the Christian hermit Bahira is supposed to
have recognized in him the expected and last prophet
sent to the world. See, for example, Stephen Gero, “The

legend of the monk Bahira, the cult of the Cross, and
iconoclasm,” in La Syrie de Byzance à l’islam, VIIe–
VIIIe Siècles, Colloque 1990 (Damas: Institut Français
de Damas, 1992), pp. 47–58.

21. The lapidary and biased information which is
given in the Qur�an about Christianity and Judaism is
not just a scholarly problem. It has also caused concern
among Christians and Jews, especially when they set
out to pursue a dialogue with certain Muslims who,
rather than inquiring about their actual beliefs and prac-
tices, believe that the Qur�an gives all the knowledge
that is needed about the beliefs and practices of Chris-
tianity and Judaism. Compare Note 5.

22. On the Christians of Najran, see, for instance,
Werner Schmucker, “Die christliche Minderheit von
Najran und die Problematik ihrer Beziehungen zum
frühen Islam,” in Studien zum Minderheitenproblem im
Islam, vol. 1 (Bonn: Selbstverlag des Orientalischen
Seminars der Universität Bonn, 1973), pp. 183–281.
Peace treaties concluded by Muhammad—for instance,
the Covenant of Medina, the Treaties with the Meccans
at al-Hudaybiya, with the Jews of Khabar, with the
Christians of Najran, etc.—later served as models for
treaties during and after the Arab conquest. Compare
Wilson B. Bishai, “Negotiations and peace agreements
between Muslims and non-Muslims in Islamic history,”
in Medieval and Middle Eastern Studies in Honour of
Aziz Suryal Atiya, ed. Sami A. Hanna (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1972), pp. 50–61.

23. Jews and Christians would later be expelled
from the Arabian peninsula. See Seth Ward, “A frag-
ment from an unknown work by al-Tabari on the tradi-
tion ‘Expel the Jews and Christians from the Arabian
Peninsula/lands of Islam’,” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies, vol. 53 (1990), pp. 407–
420. Compare André Ferré, “Muhammad a-t-il exclu de
l’Arabie les juifs et les chrétiens?,” Islamochristiana,
vol. 16 (1990), pp. 43–65.
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Muslim Interest in Other Religions

Not only among the ancient Greeks and Romans,
with Herodotus, Plutarch, and Tacitus, but also in
medieval Islamic civilization an interest existed in the
religions of other civilizations and in religious his-
tory. In Europe it was, with a few 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 a real interest in the my-
thology and religions of the Ancients, and the beliefs
and religious practices of the newly discovered coun-
tries and 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?1

There were many difficulties and limitations with
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,
texts from outside Islamic countries but also from the
religious communities within the dar al-islam—
added to the difficulties. There was a lack 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-

able and on the limited direct contacts between Mus-
lims and non-Muslims.

There were also limitations of a different sort
which arose out of the predominant life and world
views of the time. Such views were both “Islamic”—
that is, nourished by the Qur�an and the Sunna which
were further elaborated intellectually—and “medi-
eval” in a broad sense of the word. I would not like
to propose that such views were imposed by Islam
as such, but rather that they were due to medieval
people’s interpretation of Islam, which was variable
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 others from
their own vantage point of being “lords of the two
worlds” who had very little to learn from others.

Some Basic Distinctions

Let us recall some basic 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. I will
refer to three of these distinctions.

First, the Qur�an makes a sharp distinction between
believers and unbelievers, Muslims and non-Muslims.
There are at least three ways in which non-Muslims
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differ from Muslims: (1) they do not confess the one
and unique God; (2) they do not recognize Muhammad
as the conclusive and all-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 (mushrikun), 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 a revela-
tion, what kind of a revelation 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 nabi, simply warning of the Judgment to
come, or a rasul, a messenger transmitting a recited
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 a revelation, the Jews and
Christians in particular are called the “People of the
Book” (ahl al-kitab), possessing a revealed or “heav-
enly” religion. For a Muslim, all revelation was ful-
filled in Muhammad as the “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 less runs 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 believe in more than one
God or who ascribe a divine quality to people or
things separate from God (i.e., the polytheists,
mushrikun). The criterion for this distinction is again
of a theological nature, since it is the recognition of
the God proclaimed by the prophets that 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 a revealed
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
are fundamental for understanding medieval Muslim

conceptions of non-Muslims. They also gave rise to
some general normative ideas which may help us
understand why Muslims perceived non-Muslims the
way they did:

1. Non-Muslims are judged by Muslims primarily in
light of what is accepted by the latter as revela-
tion (i.e., the Qur�an), hence in a religious light.

2. This revelation is considered not only to provide
the formal standards and categories by which
non-Muslims are to 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
as valid.

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 a believer. Jews and
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 fiqh. They con-
cern political organization and social behavior.

The first distinction is between dar al-islam, ter-
ritory under Muslim political authority, and dar al-
harb, the world 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 an imam
(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 a wordly ruler
responsible, among many other things, for enabling
the Shari�a to be applied and specifically 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 all people within the dar al-islam than the
ruling that all should recognize the caliph’s author-
ity and accept the validity of the Shari�a in a Mus-
lim territory, even though the Shari�a does not
apply to non-Muslims (dhimmis) personally or to
their relations among themselves. However, polythe-
ists (mushrikun) cannot be dhimmis: no mushrikun
are allowed within the dar al-islam; only monothe-
ists and in particular ahl al-kitab can be dhimmis. The
dhimmis were subject to a special taxation (jizya),
and they kept an internal autonomy within Muslim
territory as socioreligious communities possessing
their own laws and jurisdiction. Nevertheless, certain
explicitly formulated social duties and other conse-
quences of their lower socioreligious status effec-
tively made them second-class citizens in Muslim
society.

Of course, the dhimmis 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 in all
Christian communities, including the dhimmis. Not
only in normative Shari�a but also in social practice
the communities of the dhimmis were considered and
treated as adhering to a distortion of Islam and of
Islamic beliefs and practices. The polytheists (mush-
rikun) were described and treated as a kind of counter-
image, the very reverse of the Islamic ideal.

The Muslim mutakallimun, �ulama�, and fuqaha�

— theologians and doctors of religious law—devel-
oped a coherent normative system by means of which
non-Muslims were perceived, judged, and treated and
which contained the basic categories for the descrip-
tion and evaluation of religions other than Islam. Dis-
cussions took place and variations were allowed 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 conditions and

the cultural context within which Muslim interest in
religious history and the plurality of religions arose.
As a civilization and as a religion 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 social conditions played a
major role, as did the views that Muslims had of
themselves and of their religion. One should note that
there is a nearly constant and self-perpetuating rela-
tionship between the notion a believer has of his own
religion and the attitude he takes toward other reli-
gions and religion in general.

On the whole, we can distinguish at least seven
major attitudes to other religions which developed
in the course of time in medieval Islamic 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 as complete
nonsense. This may have been the attitude of the first
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 unable to 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 doctrines and ways of life which might enter the
Muslim community by way of these new converts.
This negative attitude could lead here and there to a
hunt for heretical movements which might disturb the
social order and of course to suspicion of those who
were interested in foreign doctrines. As Ibn al-
Muqaffa� (d. ca. 756) and Abu �Isa Muhammad ibn
Harun al-Warraq (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 discussions on 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.
Consequently, the various opinions and doctrines to
be found within the Muslim community were de-
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scribed. Such descriptions of deviating “sects” were
given both by Sunni and by Shi�i authors. In the
course of time they were expanded so that eventu-
ally other religions were included among them. One
sees this already in the Maqalat al-islamiyyin of al-
Ash�ari (d. 935) or in the Al-farq bayna �l-firaq of
al-Baghdadi (d. 1037). Within medieval Islamic civi-
lization the study of other religions arose in this way
from the study of Islamic 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 the Kitab al-fisal wa�l-ahwa� wa�l-milal wa�l-
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 references to Isma�ili
groups cherishing ancient gnostic doctrines. On the
other hand, this could lead to the study of foreign
doctrines for their own sake.

Here we come across an interesting rule: namely,
that the very interest in foreign doctrines—that is to
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 as it was usually
defined according to tradition (sunna), those who
wanted to make it into a distinctive system to be
defended. It is no accident that this interest could be
found in Shi�i circles. One may think of the lost writ-
ings of al-Nawbakhti (d. 912) and Ibn Babuya (d.
1001), of alleged Shi�i sympathizers such as al-
Shahrastani (d. 1153) and Abu-Ma�ali (who wrote his
book in 1092), and also of certain insights and doc-
trines of the Ikhwan al-Safa� (10th c.) and the Isma�ilis.

5. A different attitude found in medieval Islam
goes back to the notion that all things true and good
in other religions and cultures were 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-

lims. This idea often served in practice to legitimate
the various assimilation processes from other cultures
which enriched medieval Islamic civilization with so
many practical, intellectual, and also religious views,
prescriptions and customs which cannot be found in
the proper sources of Islam. It is difficult to find an
outspoken representative of this attitude who stud-
ied other religions at all, since he would probably
consider them as variations of Islam. The Islamic idea
is here taken 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�udi (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 also 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, we should mention in 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
Rumi (d. 1273). This religious universality provided
an openness toward “other” believers, and as a spiri-
tual attitude it could lead to religious studies. Such
an attitude, which was evidently only found among
individual persons and in certain religious circles—
and which probably had little impact on society as a
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 this history before the beginnings
of Islam. The major elements of this Islamic view of
history are given in the Qur�an, in particular the proph-
ets mentioned there who were sent to bring a message
of warning, a law 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
works of al-Ya�qubi (d. 923) and al-Mas�udi (d. 956
or 958), which concentrate on the prophets and on
the non-Muslim religious communities to which they
spoke in the past. The characteristic features of these
communities largely 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 his personal history and the history of his people
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 religions if we did not take this
fundamental view of religious history into account.
In medieval times and 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.

It is significant that the prophetical religious his-
tory of humanity is not seen in a completely nega-
tive light. The prophetical religions were seen to be,
to the extent that they rejected idolatry, not wholly
false. The revelations on which they were based were
thought to be inherently true but to have been tainted
by people in the course of history, resulting in a be-
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
same revelation, meant to restore the innate religious
disposition (fitra) to mankind, is supposed to be be-
hind all the monotheistic traditions. The medieval
Muslim view of history, as a consequence, is not one
in which different religions succeed each other in a
continuous history. It is, rather, the history of the one
religion which has been revealed intermittently and
which perpetuates itself through multiple histories.
This primordial religion was in particular realized in
history through the “heavenly” or “revealed” pro-
phetical religions with their historical variations. We
are concerned here with a particular theological view
of history which provided the normative framework
within which individual historians worked. The his-
tory of nonprophetical religions such as, for example,
those of ancient Greece and Egypt, evoked much less
interest.

2. For the religions contemporary with Islam and
mostly beyond the borders of the dar al-islam itself,
Muslims owed their knowledge largely to travelers
whose travel accounts were used and synthesized by
geographers. Such travelers were neither professional
discoverers nor primarily interested in religions.
When we think of Ibn Fadlan (traveled in 921–922),
Abu Dulaf Mis�ar (d. 942), and the unknown authors
of the Kitab akhbar al-Sin wa-�l-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-Biruni (d. after 1050), in his description
of India, perceived Hinduism, religiously and cul-
turally, as something astonishing; Ibn Battuta (d.
1377) liked to entertain his readers with his travel
adventures. However, nonliterate religions, as in
Africa for 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 Rum,
and poetry in connection with the jihad on the Muslim-
Byzantine frontier at our disposal, as well as descrip-
tions of Constantinople and Rome as they were seen
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by ambassadors and prisoners, tradesmen and free
travelers, who visited these Christian territories for
various reasons. Harun b. Yahya (d. end 9th c.) and
Ibrahim b. Ya�qub (traveled c. 965) are both brought
to mind in this regard. On the whole, however, Eu-
rope evoked little interest.

Also of a special nature are Muslim accounts of
the crusaders—for example, the customs and behav-
ior of the Franks at the time of Salah al-Din (d. 1192).
Yet 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 little interest in other religions. Religious facts
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-Muqaddasi (ca. 985–990) synthesized
sundry travel reports into their books about the
known world at the time. 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.3 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 also explore
Persian, Turkish, Swahili, and other Muslim litera-
tures in which non-Muslims are referred 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.4 The Fihrist
written in 987–990 by Ibn al-Nadim shows to what
extent Muslim culture was interested in the outside
world, the world before and outside the bounds of
Islam. It contains reports of the Zoroastrians5 and the
Manicheans and is a work to which the modern dis-
cipline of the history of religions is indebted. Another
work of importance is the Muruj al-dhahab (“Golden
Meadows”) of al-Mas�udi (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-
ine in a following section.

Texts concerning Jewish
and Christian dhimmis

A special category of texts is the literature treating
the dhimmis living 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 dhimmis
living in Islamic territory. We can clearly see that
Muslims wished to carve out a distinct and separate
existence from the dhimmis whom they tolerated 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, all
attention was directed to practical matters: taxes they
must pay, rules of conduct to which they must ad-
here, juridical problems to 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 dhimmis to attempts
to convert them and to Muslim political authority;
they were sensitive to any sign of arrogance or re-
bellion. Thus heretical views within the 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 influences in hadith literature were called
isra�iliyyat.

The juridical fiqh literature about the status and
treatment of dhimmis, including relevant fatwas
given to specific problems that occurred in the rela-
tions between Muslims and dhimmis is a wide field
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



24 Muslim Studies of Other Religions

special topic is to what extent and how exactly in-
teractions between Muslims and dhimmis 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 texts written by medieval Muslim authors
against other religions is the fundamental opposition
between Islam, 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.6

Such polemical literature which largely serves to
ascertain one’s identity 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. This literature has been studied already for
its technical arguments, for a better knowledge of
Islamic doctrines, and for its impact on medieval Is-
lamic civilization itself. But for our purposes it 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 evaluations and
judgments of non-Muslims but also for the limits
within which Muslim authors were able to understand
at all what non-Muslims thought and did, and why.

Viewed from this angle, this literature is disap-
pointing. In the refutations as well as in the various
debates, which in 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; there is no common search, no dialogue. This
literature constitutes a genre in itself, with a clear
taste for the art of rhetoric and for arguments that are
supposed to be convincing through the beauty of their
coherence and suggestive force.

Throughout this medieval polemical literature,
however, we note the inability of the authors to 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
on which the arguments are carried forth demonstrate
that in the majority of cases it was only doctrinal and
factual issues which were seen to have any value and
which were treated according to established rules.
This kind of polemical literature represents a largely
negative dialogue. From another point of view, how-
ever, this literature 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 particular tracts were written by
particular individuals for specific groups.

One should add that there was a marked tendency
to identify and define oneself in terms of contrasts.
This tendency is at variance with the other assump-
tion mentioned earlier: the ideal that all believers are
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.7 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
mystics like Ibn al-�Arabi (1165–1240) and Jalal al-
Din Rumi (1207–1273), they remained outside the
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mainstream Muslim community, perhaps because of
their penchant toward universality. With their spiri-
tual inclinations, however, they did little to set forth
a real 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 a better 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 also
surveyed the various kinds of sources at 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 as forerunners of
the modern study of religions.

Ibn Hazm

Ibn Hazm8 was born on the 4th of November, 994 in
Cordoba, Spain. He was possibly of Iranian descent;
other sources suggest that he came from a family of
former Mozarabs and that his great-grandfather had
converted from Christianity to Islam. His father was
wazir to the regent al-Mansur (d. 1002) and to his
son, the hajib al-Muzaffar (d. 1008). As a result, Ibn
Hazm received an excellent education and moved
within the highest circles of court and culture. As a
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
the fall of the caliphate in 1031. After spending some
time in prison and as a refugee on Majorca, Ibn Hazm
retired to his family estate where he devoted himself
to scholarship and writing. He died on the 15th of
August, 1064. Ibn Hazm was hated by the �ulama�

because of his violent attacks on the traditional reli-
gious authorities of the Ash�ari school of kalam and
on all four recognized madhahib of law; he himself
was a Zahiri. With his polemical writings he made
himself many enemies and as a result his works—he

was said to have left about 400 works written on
about 80,000 leaves—were publicly burned in Seville.
Much was thus lost to us forever.

Ibn Hazm must have had a strong and sensitive
personality and an immense erudition with wide
horizons. His was an exceedingly sharp intelligence
which was directed, in an original and fearless way,
toward what he held to be true according to logic and
Zahiri interpretation of religious texts, that is to 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
his immense knowledge, his superior mind, and last
but not least, his passionate temperament, whether
in love or in hatred, Ibn Hazm remained a man of
incredible intellectual courage, lonely in his intellec-
tual and spiritual wrestling and isolated within his
society.

The famous work on religions written by Ibn
Hazm is his Kitab al-fisal (or: al-fasl) fi �l-milal wa-
�l-ahwa� wa-�l-nihal9 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 also contains a special refutation of
the Scriptures of Judaism and Christianity—probably
a second work, inserted later into this book—which
may be called a forerunner of modern Bible criticism.
What interests us here in particular is the first part of
the book, since it contains a systematic description and
a refutation of the religions outside Islam which Ibn
Hazm knew, treated in a logical 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 forms of philosophical and religious thought. We
mention them here since they give a good idea of Ibn
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 philosophers who 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.

These three forms of 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 the world. Included in this group are also the
supposedly polytheistic Christians. Ibn Hazm tries to
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 calls the “Brahmans”
(barahima), accept truth, look at the world 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 reference to the role of the proph-
ets. There are three prophetic religions: Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam. The question still remains,
however, as to which is the true one. Before he starts
answering this question, however, Ibn Hazm refers
to some special forms of religion: belief in the trans-
migration of souls, astrology, magic, animism, and
so on. He also discusses the philosophical doctrine
of time and space being eternal like God and the idea
that the celestial sphere, in itself eternal and differ-
ent from God, determines the world. Such doctrines,
in his view, 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 the world, 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
have lost the divine revelation in its completeness as
it manifested itself in the course of history. The con-
tradictions in their Scriptures are important proofs of
their deficiency; moreover, these monotheistic 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 remains as the one true 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
rise of religious ideas or to the historical development
of the religions he writes about. He is uniquely con-
cerned with the doctrinal base and contents of the
religions he discusses.

After having given a descriptive rendering of the
doctrines of a religion, he takes a fundamentally criti-
cal stance in his polemical writing and applies a truly
“modern” scriptural criticism to the sacred texts of
that religion, in particular Judaism and Christianity.
He thus demonstrates an extraordinary critical sense
which he combines with a thorough skepticism about
all religions outside of Islam. His brilliant 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 the revelatory 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 was wazir at the
time in Granada and much later by Salomo Ibn Adret
(d. 1310), both belonging to the Jewish community.
In return he gave a crushing rebuttal of Ibn al-Nagrila,
which approaches what would be called today anti-
Semitic vehemency.

Al-Biruni

Al-Biruni10 was born on the 4th of September, 973,
in a suburb (birun) 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 he lived and worked for the first 15 years of his
life. From about 988 onward he worked for a num-
ber of years in Jurjan, south of the Caspian Sea, in a
region of ancient Iranian culture, where he was at-
tached to the court of the Ziyarid sultan Qabus ibn
Wushmagir. He carried out a correspondence with
Ibn Sina (980–1037) in Bukhara.
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Here he wrote a lengthy work of fundamental
importance on the institutions of ancient peoples and
religions, the Kitab al-athar al-baqiya �an al-qurun
al-khaliya.11 Al-Biruni returned to Khwarizm before
1008, where he worked for seven years at the court
of the khwarizmshah Abu �l-�Abbas Ma�mun b.
Ma�mun.

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 al-Biruni was taken as a prisoner or hostage to
Ghazna in Sijistan. A few years later the sultan took
al-Biruni with him on his conquests to India, and left
him somewhere in northwest India (now Pakistan)
for a number of years in a capacity which is unknown.
During these years, al-Biruni 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 seems that he received consider-
able instruction from Hindu pandits and may have
learned some Sanskrit. In these years he wrote his
Kitab ta�rikh al-Hind12 which was finished in the year
1030, shortly before the death of sultan Mahmud.
This famous 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-Biruni and
Mahmud of Ghazna under whose patronage he
worked. In the same year al-Biruni also finished the
great astronomical calendar-study which immortal-
ized him as a scientist, the Kitab al-qanun al-Mas�udi
fi �l-hay�a wa-�l-nujum.13 This book was dedicated to
Mahmud’s son and successor, sultan Mas�ud who is
mentioned in the title.

As a result of his reconciliation with sultan
Mas�ud, al-Biruni 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 translations of Sanskrit works. Abu
Rayhan al-Biruni must be considered an intellectual
genius in the history of mankind. In the Muslim tra-
dition he carries the honorific title of al-ustadh, the
Master.

The Kitab ta�rikh 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

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 the Hindu “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 a description of different aspects of Hindu culture
and a survey of theological and philosophical doc-
trines. The work remained unknown for a long time
but has fortunately 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 al-Biruni’s
empirical investigations into Indian culture.14 Dur-
ing his probably forced residence in India, al-Biruni

apparently did not enjoy any special protection on
Sultan Mahmud’s part. His own misery, caused by
Mahmud, 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 his friendly intentions. Since, moreover, he
could not go to the real centers of Hindu scholarship
in Benares and Kashmir, al-Biruni had to be content
with the information given by those people whom he
could meet and question.15 Nevertheless, his personal
curiosity and his own fascination with India, espe-
cially its philosophy and its latent monotheism be-
hind a palpable polytheism, enabled him to overcome
many obstacles and led him to remarkable results.

Al-Biruni’s method is neither apologetic nor po-
lemical but rather observing and descriptive. He re-
mains at a distance from the material and does not
identify himself with it. His aim is, as he states in the
Introduction to his book, to render what Hindus
themselves wrote or personally told him, so that it is
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-Biruni’s own observa-
tions. Several of the early chapters contain references
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to ancient Greek and Sufi concepts and practices
which al-Biruni compares to their Indian counter-
parts with the purpose of clarifying Indian practices
and making them more comprehensible.

One can observe in al-Biruni himself two differ-
ent sets of values. On the one hand, he stresses the
superiority of Islam in matters such as the equality
of all 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 al-
Biruni significantly depreciates the 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-Biruni 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 is this respect for truth which prompts him
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, especially in
the task of acquiring correct information and attempt-
ing to render the given information more comprehen-
sible by means of comparison.

Alessandro Bausani offered some valuable critical
remarks on al-Biruni’s view of India and its unavoid-
able limitations.16 He calls Al-Biruni’s approach static,
rather theoretical, and bookish. Al-Biruni overstresses
the asymmetry and the lack of order of the Hindus,
particularly in their spiritual life. He sees the Hindu
world as simply the reversed image of the Muslim
world and discerns a sort of “perversity” in the Hindu
mind, leading to a disharmonious worldview of unity,
which for him is nothing but muddled confusion.

What al-Biruni 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-Biruni did not have
much feeling for the meaning of symbols for Hindus
and pantheists; in fact, he was rather insensitive to
symbolism in general. Al-Biruni also did not per-
ceive that Hinduism, as compared 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, he was struck by Hindu popular religion;
he did not and could not have an open mind for the
positive values of nonliterate people and their religion.

According to Bausani, the following assumptions
are typical of al-Biruni and his view and description
of India:

1. The existence of a common fitra (innate religious
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 as it was developed in Greek
philosophical speculation. Hence al-Biruni’s ir-
ritation with illiterate, sensuous folk 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. The desire to reconcile on the highest level the
thought of the Brahmins with al-Biruni’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 his idea that 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 also judged the Hindu mind as irrational, per-
verse, and arbitrary.

6. A certain empiricism based on an elementary
notion of common sense. This prevents al-Biruni

from being on the spiritual wavelength of the
ideal and of metaphysics.

7. A basic philosophical orientation and a funda-
mental Sufi grounding. This makes it impossible
for al-Biruni to grasp the real contrast between
Islam and Hinduism.

These various observations make it clear that also in
al-Biruni’s scholarly work, which rises so far above
the work of other medieval scholars in this field, a
definite set of Muslim norms and values remains pal-
pable. Nevertheless, his attitude toward other reli-
gions betrays an openness and inquisitiveness that
testify to a modern mind in search of universal truth,
living in medieval Muslim civilization.

Franz Rosenthal draws attention to some other
general views contained in al-Biruni’s India.17 First,
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al-Biruni thought that Indian civilization, though
different from Greek civilization, was comparable to
it and that both had been in agreement in the distant
past. He believed that there was a basic original unity
of higher civilization, and he wanted to open the eyes
of educated Muslims to Indian culture besides Greek
science and philosophy.

Second, al-Biruni held that both in India and 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 all 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, the illiter-
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-Biruni 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 the true insight of the mind.

Arthur Jeffery and W. Montgomery Watt ana-
lyzed al-Biruni’s contribution to the study of reli-
gions as a scholarly discipline taking religions as
subjects of empirical research.18

Al-Shahrastani

Al-Shahrastani
19 was born in 1086 in Shahrastan, a

town in Khurasan, on the fringes of the desert near
Khwarizm. After having finished his studies in
Nisabur he continued to live in his home town. The
only interruption was the hajj which he accomplished
in the year 1116, after which he stayed for three years
in Bagdad. He then returned to Shahrastan where he
lived until his death in 1153. He left several works
of a theological nature as well as his famous Kitab
al-milal wa�l-nihal20 which he wrote around 1125,
ten years after his return from Bagdad.

Al-Shahrastani must have been a pleasant per-
son, irreproachable in his way of life and endowed
with an excellent, albeit perhaps not very original
mind. Although an Ash�ari theologian, he appears
to have sympathized with Isma�ili ideas for a cer-
tain time. It is known that he, unlike many of his
colleagues, had little interest in juridical questions.
On the other hand, he was a talented author with a

clear and readable style. He is said to have had a
thirst for knowledge.

What he writes in his Kitab al-milal wa�l-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, his presentation 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. He was especially concerned
with describing doctrines and systems. The book
presents practically no history, indication of histori-
cal data or biographical details of people.

The Kitab al-milal wa�l-nihal consists of two parts.
The first part treats people with a religion, that is, those
who have received a revelation. 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 Jews and Christians. Those who
have a doubtful or even falsified scripture like the
Zoroastrians and the Manicheans are also mentioned.
The second part treats people who have no “revealed
religion,” that is, people “who follow their own incli-
nations” (ahl al-ahwa�). The first are the Sabians who
venerate stars and spiritual beings; exceptionally, al-
Shahrastani 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, as well as some more philosophers.

As previously stated, the book is a compilation of
existing knowledge. There arises, therefore, the prob-
lem of al-Shahrastani’s sources, which has been
much discussed and to which different solutions have
been proposed. However, the problem has not yet
been adequately solved, largely because certain prob-
able sources no longer exist. Curiously, al-Biruni was
apparently unknown to al-Shahrastani. Consequently,
on first sight the book amounts to a patchwork of
existing fragments written by others earlier and then
rounded off and polished into a self-contained sur-
vey. On second sight, however, there is a certain
system in it, as was shown by Bruce B. Lawrence.21

By applying certain models in his descriptions al-
Shahrastani rehabilitates the Indian religions.

It is no accident that al-Shahrastani treats Sabian-
ism22 in the second part of his book, where the Indian
religions are treated also. For him, it serves as a kind
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of “model” for a sort 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-Shahrastani considers
the Sabians to have been originally the followers of
the ancient “prophet” Hermes (Ar. �Adhimun), a Hel-
lenistic revelatory figure whom Muslims later identi-
fied with the Qur�anic Idris (standing for Enoch). The
Sabians then abandoned Idris’ (�Adhimun’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 mentions indeed the
Sabians (2:59, 5:73, 22:17) in a positive sense besides
the Christians, the Jews and also the Zoroastrians. By
presenting Indian religion as a form of the more or less
admissible Sabianism, al-Shahrastani tries to ‘rehabili-
tate’ a great 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.23 He gives a fair treatment of
Buddhism about which Muslim communities at the
time could not have known much.

He also speaks about the existence of “leaves” of
revelation which Ibrahim is supposed to have received
and which would have been the common root of the
religions of the Sabians and Zoroastrians. These leaves
were then lost, which consequently necessitated the
later revelation to Muhammad. On the other hand, al-
Shahrastani does not tell much about the Jews, and he
is rather brief in his discussion of the Isma�ilis in 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 religions and Muslim sects to his Mus-
lim readers. The book has become a classic and is
still considered by many Muslims as a basic source
of information.

Abu �l-Ma�ali

Little is known about Abu �l-Ma�ali’s24 life. His fam-
ily came from Balkh and he was a contemporary of

Nasir-i Khusraw (d. between 1072 and 1077). Abu

�l-Ma�ali wrote his Kitab bayan al-adyan25 in the year
1092 in Ghazna during the reign of Sultan Mas�ud
III (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 a balanced 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
offers their main lines. The occasion which gave rise
to the writing of the book is not quite clear; there are
only hints as to its origin and aim. In his introduc-
tion the author refers to a discussion, which suppos-
edly took place in a prince’s court, about various
religions and sects and in which the well-known
hadith concerning the existence of 73 Islamic sects
is referred to. The author alludes to the fact that in
this world 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
themselves made the right choice so that their under-
standing and their self-assurance will increase.

The book itself consists of five chapters. The first
chapter treats the idea of God and the universal be-
lief in a Creator who bears different names. This
chapter, which reads like a Muslim theological tract,
throws light on the way in which Abu �l-Ma�ali treats
his subject matter and which distinguishes him from
al-Biruni and al-Shahrastani and, to a lesser extent,
Ibn Hazm. It ends with the remark that most people
believe in a Creator and that they all—each in his own
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, were in
contradiction with one another. The ancient Arabs head
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 Zindiqs (Manicheans) who deny
the existence of a Creator; and finally the Sophists, who
put waking on a par with dreaming.
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The last three chapters, which are of less interest
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 �l-Ma�ali uses available sources, but uncriti-
cally; there are in his book some incorrect quotations
from al-Biruni. One should therefore be cautious in
assessing Abu �l-Ma�ali’s remarks 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 Abu �l-
Ma�ali may have been a Twelver Shi�i himself for at
least a part of his life.

Throughout the book the influence of Islamic
norms and values can be felt in the way, for example,
in which non-Islamic religions are classified. The
author’s openness can be seen in his readiness to offer
information, without scholarly pretensions, about
other religions and about Islamic sects to his contem-
poraries. What is unique about the work is that it was
written in Persian, as early as the end of the eleventh
century.

The Interest of These Four Scholars
in Other Religions

Looking back on the four authors just described, we
may conclude that with the exception of al-Biruni

they treated the non-Muslim religions in connection
with the Islamic sects. For the most part these de-
scriptions were followed by a theological discussion,
whether it be in the form of a polemic or of a sepa-
rate treatise of kalam.

It is fair to say that none of the books discussed
were written exclusively for the sake of knowledge
of the religion in question. The religion is put within
an interpretative framework and the author draws his
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 a barrier against their
possible infiltration into 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 his interpretation with accepted theological or
philosophical doctrines.

It is important to notice the different ways in
which these four authors use reason in their study and

presentation: in order to systematize religious doc-
trines from a normative point of view, to compare that
which is less known with that which is better 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 seems to me to be a
firm point of departure in the study of other religions
and comparative religion in general.

Questions

Several questions arise in connection with the work
of the four scholars mentioned previously, and these
are also relevant to the study of religion in general.
One of these questions is whether 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 ways to 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 is to say Ibn Hazm and al-Biruni,
the biographies show a life of reversals, under po-
litical and other pressures, as well as an involvement
in broader intellectual and religious currents of
thought. The societies in which these two scholars
were working 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.

I contend that in the case of Ibn Hazm and al-
Biruni we are not only dealing with a simple broad-
ening of their mental and spiritual horizons. Their
own life stories brought about a real 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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views and “life-worlds.” It is precisely such a break
or separation with a traditionally given world, with
a more or less self-evident and even absolutized 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 a diver-
sity of human ways of life, world-views and “life-
worlds”—that is to say plurality—within the one
given “real” world.

Such discoveries of course took place in the Mus-
lim world as well 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 the idea that
Islam was anyhow at the climax of the religious his-
tory of mankind. Why bother about other religions
at all? Another reason may have been the presence
of authoritarian regimes which did not encourage free
inquiry in sensitive domains. Another reason again
may have been the fact that Islam became identified
with a particular Sunni or Shi�i 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 a real interest in
other religions. This was only to awaken again in the
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
Muslim interest in other religions. It seems that in the
heyday of medieval Islamic 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 sciences were 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 absolutization of its truth and its des-
tiny in the world. Under such conditions the 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 a few 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 the first one, one can ask
oneself whether there is something in Islam itself, 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 an interest in other religions? One can think of the
defense of what is due to God, the notion of religion
as a prescriptive 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 the way in
which Islam is conceived as a religion, and how it it
is seen 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, one can
ask oneself whether an explanation for the limited
Muslim interest in other religions besides Islam since
the thirteenth century could not be found in the pre-
vailing historical and social conditions. In fact, as a
rule a lack of interest with regard to other religions
is to be found in all religious traditions. In the case
of Europe, we can refer to the extremely limited in-
terest on the part of the Christians in 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 the world seems to have lasted for a longer 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
the time, dealing first with their views of the so-called
non-Biblical religions and later with their perceptions
of Christiantity and Judaism. We must leave out a
treatment of the way in which Muslims of the medi-



The Medieval Period 33

eval period wrote about world history,26 other great
religions like the Chinese religions,27 religions from
the ancient past of which monuments remained,28 the
pre-Islamic religion of Arabia,29 and literate or
nonliterate religions known through travelers.30

Views on and Judgments
of Specific Religions

Nonbiblical Religions

In addition to the biblical religions, Christianity and
Judaism, that will be treated in the next section, Islam
encountered some major nonbiblical religions in the
Medieval period.31

Buddhism

It has become clear from recent studies32 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.33

Ibn al-Nadim (wrote 377/987) deals with the per-
son of the Buddha and some of his teachings,34 al-
Shahrastani (d. 548/1153) is aware of a distinction
between the Buddha (al-Budd),35 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.36 Al-
Iranshahri (end 3rd/9th c.) must have given details
of Buddhist cosmology which have been lost but
which were used by al-Biruni (d. after 442/1150),37

and the author of the Kitab al-bad� wa�l-ta�rikh (writ-
ten around 355/966) deals with the Buddhist doctrine
of transmigration.38 It is only Kamala Shri’s account
of Buddhism, which forms part of the end of the
Jami� at-tawarikh (World history of Rashid al-Din)
(d. 718/1318), that presents an overall view of Bud-
dhism, and this was written by a Buddhist and shows
many legendary features.39 It is striking that al-Biruni

does not pay much attention to Buddhism in his ex-
tensive description 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’.40 These
Sumaniyya are described by Muslim authors as hav-

ing constituted the ancient religion of Eastern Asia
before the coming of the revealed prophetical reli-
gions here—that is to say, in Iran before Zarathustra’s
appearance, in ancient India, and in China. As a par-
allel to this, the religion of the Chaldeans was be-
lieved to have constituted the ancient religion of
Western Asia, before the coming of the revealed pro-
phetical religions there; the Harranians in northern
Mesopotamia were thought to be the last descendants
of these ancient Chaldeans. This is for instance re-
ported by al-Khwarizmi (d. 387/997) and al-Biruni

(d. after 442/1050). In other words, the Sumaniyyun
and Khaldaniyyun were held to have been the ancient
idolaters in 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.41

The main 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
the world periodically goes under and is reborn), 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 kalam those who deny rea-
son, the mu�attila, are consequently called Sumaniyya.

Since the real Buddhists, as is well known, did not
reject reasoning at all, we have an example here of a
basic mechanism which we also meet in other cases.
In scholastic theology (kalam), a particular meta-
physical position that is refuted as being contrary to
Islam is often projected upon a specific, lesser known
group of non-Muslims. This was done not because
they were known to hold this doctrine in reality (real
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
Sumaniyya of Islam. This particular way of locating
wrong doctrines implies a particular way of ‘judg-
ing’ non-Muslims without seeking to know them.
After all, the real doctrine of the Sumaniyya was very
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 India first by
Arab and then by Turkish conquests which led to the
spread of Islam.42 This becomes clear from the way
in which India is regarded in historical works, travel
accounts, and geographical and general encyclope-
dical works, as well as in works of kalam insofar as
they have reached us.43 The main issues discussed 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 as the extreme asceticism of the yogis
and, at the husband’s cremation, the burning of wid-
ows and slaves. Only in a few cases, however, can
we speak of an appreciation of Indian religion based
on actual study and knowledge.

The celebrations of the millenary of al-Biruni’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, especially in
view of the time at which it was written, it is a splen-
did case of what may be called a top-level Muslim
perception of another religion and culture and has
attracted attention from different sides.44

Another view and appreciation of Indian religions
was given by al-Shahrastani (d. 548/1153) a hundred
years later. Al-Shahrastani treats Hinduism in his
Kitab al-milal wa�l-nihal in the chapter of the Ara�

al-Hind, which deals in six successive sections with
six groups. These are the Sabians, the Barahima, the
three groups of ashab al-ruhaniyyat (proponents of
spiritual beings), �abadat al-kawakib (star worship-
pers) and �abadat al-asnam (idol worshippers), and
finally the Indian philosophers. Where al-Biruni di-
vides the Hindus into the educated and the unedu-
cated, al-Shahrastani grades them according to de-
grees of idol-worship.

As mentioned earlier, Bruce B. Lawrence demon-
strates convincingly that al-Shahrastani uses the
model of Sabianism in order to describe and legiti-
mize different levels or grades of Hindu thought and
worship.45 This implies that al-Shahrastani’s judg-
ment of the Hindus is differentiated in the same way
as his judgment of the Sabians. The Vaishnavas and
Shaivas are like the Sabian ashab ar-ruhaniyyat: 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
idolaters in 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
is a grade lower but still not idolatry. Only those who
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 as those rejecting reason or as agnos-
tics (mu�attila), the Barahima (‘Brahmins’) were
described as those accepting reason and believing in
one God (muwahhida) but rejecting prophecy.46 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.47

Names like the Sumaniyya, the Barahima, and the
Sabi�a are, consequently, categories of classification.
They became technical terms designed 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
groups of non-Muslims. They serve primarily to clas-
sify different beliefs held to be wrong.

These observations on al-Biruni and al-Shahrastani

can be supplemented with similar observations on
Rashid-al-Din’s (d. 718/1318) vision of India48 which
also shows a flexibility in interpreting Hinduism and
a refusal to reject the whole religion outright. This
trend to see the Indian religions in a more differenti-
ated and positive light was to become even stronger
when Muslims ruled great parts of India where Hin-
dus constituted the majority of the population. The
Hanafi and Maliki schools of law, for instance, were
willing to include Hindus within the category of ahl
al-dhimma and give them protection accordingly.49

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
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(mushrikun) in a strict sense. Consequently, they were
not treated according to the Shari�a’s prescriptions for
the treatment of mushrikun in Muslim territory: con-
version, departure, or death.

The three medieval authors mentioned here—al-
Biruni, al-Shahrastani, and Rashid al-Din—were not
the only ones who saw India in a more positive light.
There were some others whose views on Indian reli-
gion were not only negative.50 Already the anony-
mous Kitab al-bad� wa�l-ta�rikh (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) describes two of the four basic
divisions of the Hindu religion in purely monotheis-
tic terms. Amir Khusraw Dihlawi (1253–1325) even
makes the statement that the Hindus are better than
the adherents of the dualist religions and the Chris-
tians.51 During the first century and a half of the
Mughal period (1526–1857) positive Muslim views
of Indian religions would develop further.

Mazdaism

Mazdaism,52 also called Zoroastrianism, was founded
by the prophet Zarathustra (Greek: Zoroaster) who
may have lived in Transoxania, northeast present-day
Iran as early as around 1000 B.C.E. Mazdaism became
the state religion of the Iranian Sasanid empire which
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
religion were found 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 mentions the majus
(Zoroastrians) as a group whose beliefs fall somewhat
between the People of the Book (ahl al-kitab) and
the polytheists (mushrikun).

Starting out with a prophetic message which led
to the formation of a community led by Zarathustra,
Mazdaism developed into a strongly ritualistic, le-
galistic religion as attested to by the development of
its Scriptures (the Avesta) and their commentaries
(zand). Yet it retained an ethical impulse character-
ized by the belief proclaimed by Zarathustra that man
has to continually choose between good and evil as
two metaphysical principles. Besides the elaboration
of ritual and legal prescriptions in much detail, there
also developed various doctrinal currents. There was,
for instance, a strong monotheistic tendency in Maz-

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. This tendency was particularly
accentuated in apologetic literature addressed to Jews
and Christians. There were also polytheistic tenden-
cies as manifested in the importance given to the
Yazatas, divine beings to whom a hymn is addressed
in the Avesta and to whom a cult may be rendered.
But there was also a rigidly dualistic theology, tak-
ing good and evil as two equally eternal principles;
this strain 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 a feudal, hierarchically structured so-
ciety, exerted much power. Official rituals took 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 a positive, antiascetic attitude
to life. Particular features included seasonal feasts,
the avoidance of dead matter, the wearing of a sacred
cord (kusti), and the exposure of the dead on “tow-
ers of silence” (dakhmas).

Most important perhaps for its later influence on
political developments in Abbasid times (after 750)
was the close link that existed in Sasanid Iran be-
tween state and religion. This showed up in a reli-
gious glorification of Iran and the belief in a special
charisma of its king, and especially in the fact that
Mazdaism was considered to be the true religion of
the Iranians. There were, however, religious minori-
ties: in particular, Christians and Jews living in
Mesopotamia, which constituted the western part of
the empire, and Buddhists living 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
a later stage, certain religious minorities were given
a kind of protected status in the empire, provided they
did not become involved in politics; 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) were in large
part social 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 is interesting 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. Muslims were confronted here with
an important religion which was intimately linked to
Iranian society and to which the Qur�an made only
one reference. Following a precedent according to
which Muhammad is reported to have accepted jizya
from the Majus 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 a kind of Scripture, a “semblance of the
Book” (shibhat al-kitab). Consequently, Zoroastri-
ans were considered as dhimmis and had to pay jizya
for their protected status (dhimma). Their blood price,
however, was only one-fifth of that of a Muslim 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. Precious informa-
tion about Mazdaism, including Mazdean sects, is
given by al-Baghdadi (d. 1037) and especially al-
Shahrastani (1076–1153).53 Al-Khwarazmi in his
Mafatih al-�ulum describes some eastern religions
and religious groups, also in Iran.54

Although Mazdaism contained an important cur-
rent of dualistic thought, Muslim polemics against
the religion of Zarathustra were less vehement than,
for instance, those against Manicheism.55 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.56

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

The main objection made against Mazdaism was
that of dualism, a position which the Zoroastrians
themselves in their replies defended tenaciously.
Mazdean doctrines like the proper nature of evil, the
existence of two eternal principles, and the idea of a
continuous struggle between good and evil were
subject to intense debate. Whereas for the Zoroastri-
ans all suffering is inextricably 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 its own? Evil is not determined in advance: Iblis
himself does not act out of determinism but out of
his own free will.

Finally, certain religious practices of Mazdaism
like the elaborate rites of purification, the New Year
(Nowruz) 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 a religion which was hardly thought to be harm-
ful as long as it was subjected to Muslim authority.
Indeed, Nowruz was adopted in Abbasid court ritual,
as was the autumn fest Mihrijan.

Although conversions were opposed by the priests
and although they did not occur at the beginning on
a mass scale, it was particularly the political and eco-
nomic elite of Iranian society which converted to
Islam, no doubt in order to retain their privileges.57

There were sporadic destructions of fire temples and
persecutions of Zoroastrians. The course of the eighth
century witnessed a series of uprisings by 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-
toms took place in response to 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 a noticeable recovery of Mazdaism.
The old religious literature was collected for preser-
vation, and a new apologetic and polemical literature
against Islam emerged on a high intellectual level and
in debate with Muslim Mu�tazilite thinkers. This was
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
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renaissance of Mazdaism did not last. This may 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 cultural heri-
tage but not of Iranian religion. After the tenth cen-
tury little is 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 India where they
settled as Parsis on the west coast. As far as Muslim
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” Islamic 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.58

Manicheism

Manicheism59 was a religion 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 the truths 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 his doctrine spread westward,
around the Mediterranean where it was persecuted
by the Christians, and eastward, where it penetrated
from Iran into central Asia and China. In 762 it be-
came the main religion of the Uygur Turks in 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 as far as the idea of a final
revelation encompassing previous revelations is con-
cerned. In both cases the prophet claims to be the seal
of a series of 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
in the form of Scripture, which was considered to be
absolute truth in a literal sense and sacred reality in

a mundane world. How would monotheistic Islam
with its mundane interests in building a sociopoliti-
cally based din on earth respond to a religion that had
an analogous concept of revelation but had developed
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-
ings as Scripture. Other religions which according to
Islamic criteria were not strictly monotheistic were
recognized. But Muslims did not consider Mani-
cheism a religion at all, but rather a philosophical
system or a sect only resembling Islam; it was thus a
caricature of religion as it 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 authors wrote that among the Quraysh, which was
the leading tribe of Mecca, there had been some
zindiqs (i.e., Manicheans) who had learned the doc-
trine of zandaqa (Manicheism) from Christians in
Hira in northeastern Arabia at the border of present-
day Iraq. It has been hypothesized that S. 6: 1–3 (“It
is God who established darkness and light”) implies
a reference to 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 hadiths give a severe condemna-
tion of zindiqs.

At the conquest of Iran, Manicheism was more
widespread in Khorasan and beyond than in Meso-
potamia with the capital Ktesiphon where the 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
change in attitude toward Manicheism. Ideologically,
the empire was now to become an “Islamic” state
where religions without dhimma (protection) would
not be permitted. Politically, the influence of Iranians
who had been used to consider religion as the back-
bone of the state increased immensely under Abbasid
rule. As Zoroastrian converts to 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 in intellectual circles does Manicheism
seem to have found a more positive response, and it
is on this level that the encounter of the two religions
took place.

Precious information about the Manicheans,
often simply called “dualists,” is given by Ibn al-
Nadim in his Fihrist (987) and also by al-Khwarizmi
(d. 997) in his Mafatih al-�ulum. Ibn al-Nadim gives
15 names of important zindiqs and mentions that only
five Manicheans still lived in Bagdad in his lifetime.
�Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025) mentions the names of nine
Manichean leaders of the past.

It is in the eighth century that the terms zindiq and
zandaqa appear in Arabic. In Sasanid times the
Pahlevi word zandik meant someone who has a zand
(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 the word zindiq
also had the double meaning of an unbeliever in a
general sense and of a Manichean, with a negative
connotation.

It has been observed that, in Muslim thinking, just
as the sin of the polytheists is idolatry (shirk), the sin
of the Manicheans is that of agnosticism (ta�til, lit-
erally, emptying, i.e., ‘emptying’ the concept of
God). Manicheans with their mythical representa-
tions and 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 a sociopolitical community in the ordinary sense
of the word.

As soon as zindiq becomes a derogatory term, its
application becomes more pervasive and extends to
anyone suspected of heretical ideas. Zandaqa then
means something akin to intellectual rebellion or
pride which insults the honor of the prophet. There
may have been the accompanying idea that zandaqa
may be politically subversive. If the phenomenon of
zandaqa 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.60

The caliph al-Mahdi started a persecution of
zindiqs in 780 and again from 782 on; his successor
al-Hadi 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 a refutation 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�i author, Hisham b. al-Hakam
(d. 795 or 815), also wrote a refutation of the zindiqs
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 left Mesopotamia and sought
refuge in Khorasan and beyond. Their headquarters
were established in Samarkand where, showing pru-
dence after persecution, they called themselves
Sabeans (Sabi�un). The Sabeans are mentioned in the
Qur�an, in a list 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 as to save
themselves and their religion.

Manicheism spread both to the West and to the
East, as far as China, thereby constituting a real world
religion, adapting itself to various cultural and reli-
gious environments and proclaiming a gnostic truth
which was contained in all former religions. Tragi-
cally, it has been persecuted by all monotheistic re-
ligions. Thanks to Ahmad Ashgar al-Shirazi we have
a volume containing all Arabic and Persian texts on
Mani and his religion as known in 1956, the year of
publication.61 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
original 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, before its gradual disappearance. We al-
ready drew attention to the state of Manicheism in
Muhammad’s lifetime and his possible relationship
to it. Here we will confine ourselves to presenting
the main arguments formulated by Muslim think-
ers against Manicheism62 and give some elements
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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 pure religion
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. As in
the case of Buddhism and Brahmanism, Manicheism
was probably identified with a particular form of her-
esy or unbelief formulated in Islamic kalam, namely
ta�til, 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 Manichean theologians 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 a reality in itself and that it
has an absolute origin, is rejected. An argument
taken from the Qur�an was that evil cannot de-
tract from God’s power and authority and that its
force is not strong enough to dispense the human
being with his or 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 origins which 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 all-mightiness even has the power to
commit evil himself, although in reality he does

not do it. Furthermore, the idea of the eternal
character of two principles was refuted by means
of rational arguments: only one principle can be
eternal.

3. The idea of a mixing of good and evil in a battle
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’s commandments, which excludes any inter-
mingling of them.

Errors of religious practice Muslim polemicists
presented serious objections to 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 as being part of the realm
of light; and (c) certain practices and prohibitions as,
for instance, the refusal to kill animals, even harm-
ful ones. The Muslim religious vision seems to have
been hurt particularly by certain elements of the
Manichean view of life:

1. The absolute separation between good and evil
disproves monotheism, that is to say the doctrine
of tawhid. 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, as well as the harmony given within cre-
ation itself find themselves 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 a permanent war against
an enemy are contrary to the basic harmony of
creation.

3. The idea of a mutual engagement or “mixture”
of good and evil in fighting is absurd from a ra-
tional point of view and impossible as a reality.

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

5. The relationship between the created human
being with his individual responsibility, and God
who is his creator is dislocated by the idea 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,63 the Abbasids who moved the
capital to Iraq in 750?

As a philosophical system Manicheism apparently
appealed to the cultivated public, where its rational
philosophical ideas and values rather 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 a particular 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 religious thought 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 a gnostic kind of knowledge of God. It made
a distinction between different kinds and degrees of
knowledge and insight and applied a dualistic 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 is to say part of the movement of the
shu�ubiyya. It was able to mobilize pro-Iranian loy-
alties which were eventually to take dangerous po-
litical forms. As a consequence, the Abbasid leader-
ship, after having used the Iranians to establish itself
in 750, now made an effort to diminish Iranian in-
fluence and spiritual culture in favor of Islam re-
garded as a universal monotheistic religion and back-
bone of the empire.

On a religious level, Manicheism, as a vision 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 the world as
propounded in Islam. Indeed, Manicheism was well
suited to become the religion and ideology of those
who suffered under the domination of this Islam. 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 least, 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 opposition to the religion
of tawhid 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 Christianity64

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 (tawhid) and the fundamental differ-
ence and distance between man and God, his creator,
lawgiver, and judge.

The knowledge of Christianity as a religion 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
a religion opposed to Islam as a religion; the truths
of these two religions were thought to be mutually
exclusive. As in the case of the religions treated ear-
lier, Muslim theologians projected what they consid-
ered to be false doctrines, according to the Qur�an and
kalam, on the Christians whom they generally per-
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ceived as unbelievers (kuffar). The term “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 life or religious institutions. This was all 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 conquered by Arabs who had Islam as their
religion (din). 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 Byzantines and Latins, saw Islam
as the religion of an aggressive enemy. Muslim armies
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. In terms of 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 Balkans took 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-Islamic 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, remains incomprehensible if
one does not take into account the conflictuous his-
torical, social, and political context in which these
texts were written. Equally, actions like the 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 powers who saw each other as antago-

nists. In this conflict both Islam and Christianity were
reduced to ideological instruments in the great con-
test of the two major power blocks of the Middle
Ages. The following pages are meant to describe the
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, too.65 An abundant polemical literature in
Islam exists against Christianity, and many of the
texts have not yet been edited.66 After the more favor-
able judgments on Christians and Christianity ex-
pressed in the earlier suras of the Qur�an, the polemic
starts at the end of the Medinan period, when Mu-
hammad was confronted with Christian Arab tribes
opposing his expansion in 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 are to be considered as kuffar (unbelievers).

A first real confrontation with articulate Orthodox
Christians who were theologically schooled took
place in Damascus at the time of the Umayyad dy-
nasty.67 The initiative here seems to 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 answers to them. The debates dealt
with subjects such as the 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-
sions and 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’ tactics were, as in 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.



42 Muslim Studies of Other Religions

1. In the first period, up until the middle of the
ninth century and within Muslim territory, Christians
could exert a certain sociopolitical, 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, especially 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, was the religious 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
in relation to Christians but also on a religious level
as Islam’s relationship to Christianity. The result 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 nature in 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
Moses and Jesus. They interpreted the victories of the
Arab Muslim armies as a sign of God’s predilection
toward Islam. On the Christian side, we possess from
the Umayyad period a treatment of Islam by John of
Damascus, in chapter 101 of his Book on the Her-
esies.68 Other texts on Islam have been attributed
to him, but their authenticity is questionable. For
John, Islam was a forerunner of the Antichrist:
Prodromos tou 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.69

There are reports of discussions, whether histori-
cal or fictitious, between Christians and Muslims
during this first 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.”70 There is the text
of a letter which a certain Arethas, a Christian, is said
to have sent to the governor of Damascus.71 There
was also a famous discussion between the Nestorian
Catholicos (Patriarch) Timothy I (728–823) and the
Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi (r. 755–785), probably in
his later years.72 Much later, a famous religious dis-
cussion between two friends, the Christian al-Kindi

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 place in the court of
al-Ma�mun and shows sophistication in terms of rea-
soning as well as frankness of expression.73

However, it was under the Abbasid dynasty
(750–1258), and especially in the middle part of the
ninth century, under caliphs such as al-Ma�mun
(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 interference in re-
ligious matters. This policy culiminated under al-
Ma�mun 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.74 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 Abu Qurra (c. 740—c. 826)75 had devel-
oped and already employed in their theological dis-
courses. Abu 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. Abu Qurra is one of the most
important Christian theologians of the rich polemical
literature written by Christian Arabs against Islam.76

Muslims had learned Aristotelian logic 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
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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, pressure was first exerted against
the Manicheans and against Iranian social and politi-
cal influence, which led to the downfall of the in-
fluential Iranian family of the Barmecids under
Harun al-Rashid in 803.

More than half a century later, a similar pressure
was exerted against Christians who aroused hostil-
ity by their prosperity, social, and cultural influence.
Under al-Mutawakkil (847–861) Christianity came
under increasing attack. This found expression in the
formulation and back-dating of the so-called Edict
of �Umar which regulated the position of the religious
minorities in a discriminatory way.77 It also became
visible in al-Jahiz’s (d. 869) vehement reply to a
Christian tract in which he attempts to demonstrate
the social vices of the Christians while using ambigu-
ous invectives to incite his readers.78 On a cultural
level, the Christians within Muslim territory still
dominated over the Muslims who remained the learn-
ers—and who were willing to learn—in the fields 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 a growth and flowering of Arabic literature
together with a decisive development and formula-
tion of the religious sciences of Islam in Arabic: tafsir
(Qur�anic exegesis), �ilm al-hadith (science of tradi-
tion), fiqh (jurisprudence), and kalam (scholastic
philosophy and theology).

Initiatives were also taken on a religious level.
We have already 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 �Ali ibn Rabban
al-Tabari (d. 855).79 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.80

The polemic was then carried out mainly with
philosophical–dialectical arguments, in particular by
Mu�tazilite mutakallimun. 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 heretics within Islam like the Murji�ites and
Rafidites, just as these Muslim groups could be at-

tacked for having “Christianizing” tendencies. The
Mu�tazilites themselves, 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 the trinitarian 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 as entities in themselves and the
eternal character or “uncreatedness” of the Qur�an.
These doctrines were not accepted within the wider
Muslim community, and Ash�ari theology replaced
Mu�tazili theology.

From the middle of the ninth century onwards the
Muslim attitude to the Bible also started to change.
On the one hand, Biblical texts were now used in the
debate with Christians; on the other hand, a kind of
Bible criticism began to develop.81 Muslim polemic
combined the use of logical arguments of a philo-
sophical nature with scriptural arguments based on
the Old and New Testaments. This indicates a better
knowledge of the Bible due to translations or infor-
mation passed on by converts.82 In the debate with
the Christians about Scripture, the question of naskh
(abrogation) arose; the Christians took a more 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, is not naskh as in the case
of Judaism, but the accusation of tahrif, corruption
of the text both of the Old and of the New Testa-
ment.83 Different positions could be held with regard
to the texts, corresponding with different interpreta-
tions of tahrif. 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 a wrong transmission (tawatur) of the
injil 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, in the second half of the ninth
century C.E., so Muhammad’s status as the infallible
seal of the prophets proclaiming definite truth was
fixed. The three issues of naskh, tahrif, and prophet-
hood, together with Aristotelian logic, formed the
basis for the mutakallimun’s polemics against Chris-
tianity, as they did for their polemics against Juda-
ism. But there were considerable variations in Mus-
lim views and interpretations.

Polemics against Christianity went further and
further beyond the typical kalam works. 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.84 It has been suggested by A.
Abel that, on closer analysis, the stories of certain
legendary figures, like Dhu-l-Qarnayn,85 or stories
like the Qisas al-anbiya� of al-Tha�alibi (about
prophets from the past) also show polemical tenden-
cies directed 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-himma86 or the Alf layla wa-layla (“1001 Nights”)
should also be investigated when studying the issue.
The Muslim controversy with Christianity has found
many different expressions and very probably also
denotes a social controversy. Thus, the refutation of
Christianity as a religion, with its particular doctrines
and rites, implied a humiliation 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.87

The literature 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 is directed against the Christians or against
Jews, Manicheans, Zoroastrians, or Hindus. The
many variations that can be found in this literature—
which was read mainly by Muslims and 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�i al-Qasim b. Ibrahim (785–860),88 the

Ash�ari Abu Bakr al-Baqillani (d. 1013),89 and the
Mu�tazili �Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025).90

Apart from the exchanges and polemics between
Muslims and Christians within Muslim territory,
embassies and letters were also exchanged between
Arab Muslims and the Byzantines, Christians outside
Muslim territory. There were different kinds of rela-
tions between the Empire and the Caliphate.91 Both
parties had their views about each other,92 and there
were polemical writings between them as well.93 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;94 a corre-
spondence was attributed to the caliph �Umar II
(717–720) and the emperor Leo III.95 The quotation
from the first letter which Nicholas I Mystikos, Pa-
triarch of Constantinople (901–907 and 912–925)
sent around 913 to the Abbasid caliph al-Muqtadir
(908–932) in Baghdad is famous:

‘Two sovereignties—that of the Arabs and that
of the Byzantines—surpass all sovereignty on earth,
like the two shining lights in 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 us to it.”96

The emperor Michael III (842–867) received at
least one letter from a caliph inquiring about his faith
and summoning him to accept Islam. He left 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 a defense
of the doctrine of the Trinity followed by a lengthy
refutation of the Qur�an.97

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 I Lepapenos (914–944) they
moved via Cilicia to 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. This must also have been an era
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of hope for the Christians, living deep in Muslim
territory and awaiting a final 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. �Adi (893–974)98 and Ibn Zur�a
(943–1008).99

History took another course, however. Not only
was a collapse prevented, but also the Byzantines
were pushed further and further back, and this took
a serious turn with the arrival of the Seljuk Turks in
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 polemical pamphlets subsided.

Among the polemicists against Christianity, Ibn
Hazm (994–1064)100 in Spain sharply criticized the
biblical text. In his Fisal (or Fasl) he writes about
Christianity twice, first ranging the Christians in the
category of the polytheists (Fisal I, pp. 48–65) and
then, in the probably inserted Izhar, including them
among the ahl al-kitab (Fisal III, pp. 2–75). As with
the Old Testament (Fisal I, pp. 98–224), he severely
attacks the New Testament (Fisal II, pp. 2–75). He
denounces contradictions between different texts and
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 as many arguments against the cur-
rent Christian doctrine of the literal 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 doctrines was written,
Al-radd al jamil.101 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 Elias of Nisibis (975–1046)102 and �Abdallah b. al-
Tayyib (d. 1043)103 deserve to be mentioned.

The scene changed significantly with the arrival
of the first Crusaders shortly before 1100, followed

by others in successive waves; they finally disap-
peared a century and a half later. The Crusades were
essentially a Latin affair, but their repercussions were
also felt on the reemerging polemical literature in the
Near East.104 Christian Arabs such as Bartholomew
of Edessa (12th c.?),105 and Paul al-Rahib (‘the Monk’)
of Antioch (12th c.)106 could afford to write lengthy
treatises against Islam. They did not need to wait a
long time for an answer.

4. The fourth period of Muslim-Christian polem-
ics is that 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
are largely compilations of six centuries of arguments
against Christianity.

One may think of the Kitab al-ajwiba �l-fakhira
by al-Qarafi (d. 684/1285),107 who held that Chris-
tians are not mushrikun (polytheists) but simply
kuffar (unbelievers; that is, non-Muslims). The well-
known Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328)108 wrote his large
Al-jawab as-sahih li-man baddala din al-masih,109

arguing that the forgery of the biblical text is re-
stricted to the historical parts only, whereas with re-
gard to the legislative parts of the Bible, not the text
itself but the Christian exegesis, is at fault. These two
authors, together with the more Sufi-minded Muham-
mad Ibn Abi Talib (d. 727/1327),110 were responding
to a polemic directed by the Christian author Paul ar-
Rahib (Paul of Antioch, 12th c.) against Islam.111

Most of the polemical arguments against Christianity
are assembled in al-Qarafi’s and Ibn Taymiyya’s
refutations, and one can find here nearly all the
components of the previous polemics. Sa�id b. Hasan
al-Iskandarani (d. 720/1320)112 and Ibn-Qayyim al-
Jawziyya (d. 751/1350)113 wrote combined refuta-
tions of Judaism and Christianity.114 Moreover, refu-
tations of Christianity are to be found within the
general works of kalam.

Spain produced some outstanding Muslim po-
lemicists against Christianity,115 the most famous
being Ibn Hazm (933–1064).116 Abu�l-Walid al-Baji
(d. 1081)117 and Ibn Sab�in (d. 1271)118 should also
be mentioned. An important refutation of Christianity
was the Tuhfa written in 1420 C.E. by the converted
Spanish Franciscan �Abd-Allah al-Tarjuman.119

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, especially since the beginning of the Recon-
quista of Spain and the Crusades.120 In Spain Peter
of Alfonso (11th c.) wrote a treatise against Islam.
Better knowledge of Islam was acquired by the initia-
tive of Peter the Venerable (ca. 1092–1156), Abbott
of Cluny, who visited Spain in 1142–1143 and com-
missioned some translations from Arabic into Latin,
including a translation of the Qur�an by Robert of
Ketton. This translation project is known as the 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 considerable influence on further Latin
polemics. The Dominican Ramon Marti (ca. 1220–
1285) is probably the author of the Quadruplex repro-
batio, which is also addressed against Islam. 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. Theologians like Anselm
(ca. 1033–1109), Guibert de Nogent (twelfth century)
and Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225–1274), when ad-
dressing Islam in their writings, tended to give a large
place to reason. Muslims and Christians were sup-
posed to agree on the level of natural theology.
Nicolas of Cusa (1499–1464) and others had the same
starting point and sought conciliation.121

The Muslim treatises show all the features which
consistently pervade Islamic polemical literature
against Christianity: the denial 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 absolute truth.
Whereas Islam had its scholars and mystics to defend
its case, Christianity had besides scholars and mys-
tics its ecclesiastical organization, which, for better
or worse, exercised a great 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 this in 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, the idea of the Qur�an as the revealed
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 press as hard
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 nuances in this matter, and
both Orthodox and Latin theology could be terribly
rationalistic in their refutations of the Muslim faith.
Among the different theological schools in Islam, the
Mu�tazilites were in the vanguard of Muslim polem-
ics with Christianity and Manicheism. We still need
a careful investigation of the precise implications of
the various schools of Muslim thought with regard
to their interpretation and judgment of non-Muslim
doctrines. The implications for this subject of Qur�anic
tafsir and different strands in hadith literature need
to be better known as well. On the whole, it seems
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that Islam with its claim to be the “religion of the
golden mean” tended to view other religions, Chris-
tianity included, basically as exaggerations of Islamic
doctrines on certain given points. They were sects of
the one Eternal Religion.

A supplementary problem in the relations between
medieval Christianity and Islam was that Muslims held
that the Qur�an contained everything that needed to
be known about Christianity, both descriptive and
evaluative, so that a further study of Christianity was
scarcely necessary. Moreover, Christianity was an out-
of-date religion. The Christians, by contrast, could not
consult their Scripture for descriptions and evaluations
of Islam: insofar as they were aware of their ignorance,
they were obliged to study it. On an intellectual level,
thinkers of the stature of Ibn Sina (930–1037), al-
Ghazali (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-
tellectual inquiry, to produce thinkers able to digest
the Muslims’ trends of thought and develop 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 kings of Sicily and
some Christian kings in Spain. The prevailing atti-
tude of the religious majority on both sides, however,
was to feign not to see the minority and its religion
and to avoid any intense contact. On the Muslim side
there were no massacres of civilian Christians, no
state persecutions, and no inquisition of Christians.
There was never a systematic repression of the Chris-
tians within Muslim territory, except under the
Fatimid caliph al-Hakim (985–1021) in Cairo, who
was considered insane by his contemporaries. On the
Christian side, on the other hand, from the eleventh
century the Latin Church developed an aggressive
attitude against Muslims and Islam 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-

formulate and rethink questions of truth in light of
the other’s existence or claims. It also implied that
the Christians on the whole did not recognize a grain
of truth in what Muslims considered as revelation,
whereas the Muslims recognized 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 a rigid 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 the relations and mutual views of Chris-
tians and Muslims—and also Jews—in the medieval
period. The starting point for their study consists in
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 the fact of the other’s existence and had to find a
solution for it. Islam did this by 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
a false religion, 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, while in fact there were common
structures that allowed for deeper cultural contacts
between members of these civilizations. Strikingly
medieval, finally, was the wholesale identification of
people at the time with the two entities of “Christian-
ity” and “Islam” conceived of as outright antagonists
as far as religion 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 as radical antago-
nists in the realm of religious truth. It was mainly
theologians and jurists, however, who were at the
forefront of this literature. They all moved against the
background of a world 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
areas of life and culture in 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 social order.

There is even more than meets the eye. Gregory
Palamas, a friend of John Cantacuzenos, wrote an
account of his travels (probably as a prisoner) to Asia
Minor in 1354 which included an encounter and dis-
cussions with Muslims.122 An evergoing stream of
pilgrims from Byzantium and from the Latin West
made their way through Muslim territory to the Holy
Land and back. Beliefs and practices of folk religion
were often common to Muslims and Christians, as
was the veneration of saints and adoration of the
Virgin Mary.123 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 people living together
than on a more official level, whatever the authority
and model function of the latter. Recently, some
scholars have examined the image of Jesus in medi-
eval Muslim writings, and they have shown that one
can speak of an “Islamic Christology.”124 Medieval
Muslim historians showed interest in the life of
Jesus.125 On closer consideration, the Islamic context
has not simply been negative for meetings between
Muslims and Christians.126 There was the well-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
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In the domain of
literature, art, architecture, and technology too, there
have been sometimes surprising interactions.127

In addition, 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, as well as their
history.128 First, various accounts of the Crusades, in

particular those organized around the figure of Salah
al-Din (Saladin), portray the “Franks” with the vices
and virtues proper to West European and in particu-
lar French knights.129 Furthermore, some accounts
tell of journeys by Muslims to visit Europe—either
on a specific mission, for instance in an embassy or
as traders as far as Scandinavia, or more freely ven-
turing to explore the darker regions of the north. Two
accounts are well known: that of Ibrahim ibn Ya�qub
al-Turtushi around 965, and that of Abu Hamid al-
Granadino (1081–1170).130

Slowly there developed a knowledge of the his-
tory of Western European Christians, which reached
its apogee in the chapter on the Franks in Rashid al-
Din’s world history at the beginning of the fourteenth
century C.E.131 In the historiography of Muslim coun-
tries or cities we find occasional references to the
place of non-Muslim minorities. Al-Mas�udi ac-
corded Church history a place in his Muruj al-dhahab.

Whereas the Byzantines were seen as the succes-
sors of the ancient Greeks and admired for their civi-
lization, equal during the ninth to eleventh centuries
to that of the Abbasid caliphate, the Latin Christians
were on the whole perceived as of a more barbarous
nature. The superiority of the Arab-Muslim civiliza-
tion over that of Western Europe up to—roughly
speaking—the thirteenth century explains at least in
part the lack of curiosity about what was happening
on the other side of the Mediterranean, the Pyrenees,
and the Alps. What could Muslims have learned from
the northerners, who were rather 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.132 This
very antagonism was in fact imbedded in certain as-
sumptions and presuppositions which Muslims,
Jews, and Eastern and Western Christians shared.133

Thus we might speak of certain common structures
underlying positions that 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 his will 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



The Medieval Period 49

living under God’s more 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 idea of revelation, a common framework of
thought and the common acceptance of historical
events as evidence of the truth of the faith.

The people concerned were sometimes conscious
of these facts themselves. Christians tried to clarify
and expound their idea of revelation by means of
philosophical reason along the lines of Aristotle and
Plotinus. Faith to them had its own ratio, so they were
looking for the ratio 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 a ratio-
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 a starting 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, as well as a number 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 structures in different ways
and consequently made them see each other in a dif-
ferent light as well.

The presence of such common structures does not
alter the fact that there was, simultaneously, for their
own consciousness a definite 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 ideologies in 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 a nomadic background with regard to
higher civilizations and their riches. Military history
weighs heavily on the relationship 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

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
there was hardly ever a third 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 come to be
not only the expression but also the legitimization of
the social systems in question. Each society was or-
ganized within a religious framework; 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 The Islamic theological arguments against
Christianity can be grouped under three headings134

—scripture, doctrines, and religious practices. Nearly
all these arguments refer to Qur�anic texts and are
developed within the framework of Aristotelian logic.

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

• There was a historical forgery because of a false
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 beliefs and practices of the Christians
do not parallel the original message of Jesus.

• There was a literary forgery for the following two
reasons. First, the Christians canonized a text 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
interpretations were right. Thus the Christian scrip-
ture suffers from corruption ( fasad) and tahrif:
forgery of the text itself or else a wrong interpreta-
tion of the correct text.

This accusation of forgery rests on assumptions
which are typically Islamic. The form of revelation
as conceived of in Islam—that is, prophetical recita-
tions brought together in a book, is held to be a model
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, even in a literal sense.

2. Errors of 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 denies that Jesus
was more than a prophet and the mutakallimun
tried to prove this by means of reason. They re-
fused, on logical grounds, to distinguish between
a human nature in Jesus (able to suffer) and a di-
vine nature (unable to do so). They pointed to the
differences between the christologies 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 contradictions result-
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-Qarafi, as well as the author of
Al-radd al-jamil, noticed that Jesus’ human weak-
nesses, as they 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.

• 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 mutakallimun further re-
futed the doctrine by means of reason: a number
of logical arguments were formulated against it, and
Christian attempts to construct analogies of the trin-
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. The idea of a father–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 is also 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
the weight of the law, and from the demands of the
world is clearly in conflict with the daily experi-
ence of Christians themselves.

Nearly all the doctrinal mistakes made by the Chris-
tians come down to one basic error: the frontal attack
on the fundamental truth of tawhid (the One God),
through shirk (associating things that are not divine
with God); moreover these formulations are felt to
be logical impossibilities. Just as there can be no two
eternal principles, so there can be no mingling of God
and man, and there can be no three eternal principles
within one. The consequence of these doctrinal errors
is that the Christians hold beliefs that are in 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. Errors in Religious Practice. 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 objects held to be sacred.

• In ritual practice they 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 Christians since Jesus’ lifetime. Al-Qarafi and
Ibn Taymiyya point out the various liturgical and
popular religious celebrations and feasts, the sac-
raments (eucharist, baptism, confession), the ven-
eration of Mary, certain church laws (marriage,
celibacy, excommunication), and customs like the
veneration of saints, which they consider as inno-
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 was rejected. 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
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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 also 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. Polemics against
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 reveals certain assumptions be-
hind these arguments against Christianity. On one
hand, the accusations of literary and historical forg-
ery of divine revelation arose from the model of rev-
elation as conceived of in Islam—that is, a text 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�anic texts about Christianity directly to the Chris-
tian Scriptures in order to search there for corrobora-
tion of what was said in the Qur�an such as the 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 mistakes included the literal acceptance of
statements found in the Qur�an, the assumption that
the Qur�an provides not only a true but also a suf-
ficient knowledge of God, the assumption that the
Islamic model of revelation is the only possible one,
and the assumption that the categories of Aristote-
lian philosophy are able to express religious truth
adequately.

On closer consideration, these objections to Chris-
tianity show that the Muslim religious view was pain-
fully touched by Christianity on several sensitive
points:

1. Making a distinction between the different per-
sons within 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-

rifice of the Creator, needed to restore his cre-
ation, disrupt the harmony given with creation
as well as the harmonious relationship between
creature and Creator. It also implies a diminution
of the positive responsibilities assigned to man.

3. The idea of a mixture of what is human and what
is divine 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. The historical 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 serve to 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
tawhid, and as in 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’s eternal 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 Islam and Judaism have been
complex from the very beginning.135 However, al-
though there was severe Muslim-Jewish strife in the
early Medinan stage of Islam, to which the Qur�an
bears witness, classical Islam directed its polemics
much more against Christianity. While the 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, a smaller 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 statements and polemical utterances occur in
hadith literature,136 proper information about Juda-
ism as a religion 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 Camilla Adang
in her previously mentioned work. Descriptions of
it were given in some historical works137 and in
encyclopedical works like the Kitab al-bad� wa�l-
ta�rikh attributed to al-Mutahhar al-Maqdisi (d. ca.
985). Its doctrines and sects are presented in milal
literature, in particular in the books of Ibn Hazm
(d. 1064) and, much more concisely, al-Shahrastani

(d. 548/1153).

Polemics Muslim-Judaic polemics go back to
the Qur�an.138 Muhammad had already had intense
debates with the Jews of Medina. Yet, 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 converts in 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 the following. Ibn Hazm
(994–1064),139 who is standing himself in a tradition
of such writings wrote no less than three such trea-
tises, one of them against the Jewish wazir Isma�il
b. Yusuf ibn an-Naghrila (993–1056). An analysis
of Ibn Hazm’s writings against Judaism was pub-
lished by Camilla Adang.140

Several refutations of Judaism were written by
Jewish converts to Islam. Samaw�al al-Maghribi

(ca. 1125–1175),141 for instance, wrote his Ifham al-
Yahud (“Silencing the Jews”) after his conversion in
1163, and Sa�id b. Hasan (d. 1320)142 who converted
from Judaism in 1298, wrote a treatise against both
Judaism and Christianity. Another convert and au-
thor, �Abd al-Haqq al-Islami,143 is assumed to have
lived in Morocco at the end of the fourteenth century.
Well-known other polemicists were Al-Qarafi (d.
1285);144 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350),145 who
also wrote a treatise against both Judaism and Chris-
tianity; and Abu Zakariyya Yahya ar-Raqili,146 who
in 761/1360 wrote a tract against Judaism while liv-
ing in Christian Spain. Less known is the Moroccan
al-Maghili (d. ca. 1504).147 Moreover, there are refu-
tations of Judaism within the general kalam works,
as for instance in the Kitab at-tamhid of Al-Baqillani,
written around 369/980.148

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

sense: a revelation occurring later in time was sup-
posed to abrogate an earlier one, and a revealed reli-
gious law of a later date was supposed to replace an
earlier one. This implied that by means of a series of
revelations, God could reveal his will successively
in different ways. Jewish theologians, by contrast,
held that it is impossible for God to change his mind,
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
one revelation given by God: the Torah. Much effort
was expended by Muslim polemicists to convince the
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
the later and different law of Moses. The ideas which
scholars like Ibn Hazm, Al-Juwayni, and Fakhr ad-
Din ar-Razi developed about the nature of a revealed
text led to discussions on the subject of revelation
and to a further questioning of what God had in-
tended with his revelations. This was conducive to a
further elaboration and refinement of the doctrine of
naskh in Islam itself. Various positions were taken
up with regard to the relationship 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.149 He
considers the oldest document for the polemic, the
Qur�an itself, which already contains the 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-
trines which 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 (tabdil).150

The Qur�an states in so many words that 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 texts which, according to the
Qur�an, were the original Tawrat and Injii brought
respectively by Moses and Jesus. One of the argu-
ments for the fact of corruption was based on tajsim
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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-
dalous stories which should not occur in a sacred text
and which indicated unworthy authorship. Another
argument was based on obvious textual contradic-
tions in the Bible. Furthermore, there were “mis-
takes” in the text, such as the 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 a revealed 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 prophets outside Israel. Lastly, the pres-
ence in the Old Testament of prophets who were not
mentioned in the Qur�an, such as Isaiah 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 as a revelation 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-Qarafi, Ibn Qayyim al-
Jawziyya, and al-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-Tabari, Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi, and Ibn Khaldun
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 texts that 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 a�lam 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 a Muslim scholar showed greater or less
respect for the Bible, and whether and how he could

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

The search for a�lam texts in the Hebrew and
Christian Scriptures was in fact a search 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
a�lam texts from their scriptures. In his article of 1878
Goldziher deals with the 51 Bible places to which al-
Qarafi refers.

Closely connected with the accusation of tahrif
or tabdil of the earlier Scriptures is the reproach that
the historical transmission (tawatur) of the text of the
original tawrat was not reliable, so that tahrif 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 arguments to this effect.
They not only proved that the Jews could not be
God’s chosen people or children but also they gave
plausability to the view that they could not have been
able to transmit correctly the tawrat given to Moses
in its original form. Muslim polemicists held Ezra151

in particular responsible for having made inadmis-
sible innovations in the text of the original tawrat.
The issue of tawatur (transmission) has been an im-
portant one in Muslim polemic. Good tawatur not
only guarantees the authenticity of a given text but
can also serve, for instance, as a guarantee and proof
for miracles if these were witnessed 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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as well as that of tahrif and of a�lam texts, was also
important in the polemic against Christianity.152

Other arguments were also used in the Muslim
polemic against Judaism. For instance, Samaw�al al-
Maghribi uses the nearly Christian argument that the
Talmud makes life a burden which is impossible to
bear, and he also uses the argument of the difference
between Rabbanites and Karaites within Judaism to
show the imperfection and weakness of the religion.
The very fact of the dispersion and the institutional-
ized humiliation (dhull) of the Jews could also be
employed to prove the truth of Islam, 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 is inter-
esting to observe how in these polemics between
representatives of Islam and Judaism there gradually
developed a common understanding about what
should be considered as valid scriptural and rational
arguments and proofs. Such proofs had to be based
on scriptural revelation, prophethood, miracles, and
sound historical transmission as constitutive elements
of a valid religious tradition. Each author could stress
one or more elements in particular.

As a general rule, Muslims—conditioned as they
were by what they typically identified as divine 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. This was reinforced by the fact that the Jew-
ish community for its part did not recognize Muham-
mad as a prophet, or the Qur�an as revelation, and that
it rejected naskh.

Main arguments against Judaism as a religion
As in the 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. Forgery of Scripture. As with 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 the return from Babylon to Canaan, when the

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

• There was a literary 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-
ets and 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 the text itself or incorrect inter-
pretation of a correct text).

These accusations Muslim polemicists made
against the Hebrew Bible correspond to the accusa-
tions they 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 as important
for Jewish believers as the Torah.

2. Errors of thought and doctrine. The follow-
ing errors of thought are particularly the object of
Muslim polemics:

• The doctrine of God suffers on account of its lack
of universality, although the Jewish recognition
of his oneness and uniqueness is more in line with
tawhid 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 a rational solution for the
apparent contradictions which can be found in the
text of the Torah.

• The doctrine of the children of Israel 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. This is why
the children of Israel annexed Ibrahim as their own
physical ancestor and why they disdain the proph-
ets and 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 differences in religious Law which can-
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not be treated here. Suffice it 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. The whole
idea of a God who needed a rest after having made
his creation is an offense to his honor and dignity.

• The Jews introduced isra�iliyyat, 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
unique in the sense that the Jewish communities liv-
ing in Muslim territory, unlike the Christian minori-
ties, had no recourse to a foreign power which could
offer refuge or intervene if necessary.153 As a conse-
quence, unlike the Christian minorities, Jewish com-
munities were less suspected of being a fifth 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 minorities in Christian lands had a much less
favorable position than in Muslim lands. This was cer-
tainly the case with the Ottoman political leadership.

Apart from the Khazars, for a limited time from
740 onward, no Jewish political entity existed, and,
as a result, Jews constituting small minorities had to
survive as such, as peasants, as tradesmen, or as hold-
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 a freedom 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.

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’s treaty 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
a form of Muslim “anti-Semitism” parallel to that
found in Europe. Yet, like the Christians, the Jews
had to leave Arabia, except for Yemen, and live under
the rules and hardships of their status as dhimmis in
Muslim territory. Whenever rule and order declined,
where there was hardship and people looked for a
scapegoat, Jews, perhaps even more than 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
to which Muslim legal thought (fiqh) was influenced
by—and influenced in its turn—Jewish orientations
(in the same way as the development of kalam was
influenced by debates with 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”
in the second half of the twelfth century. The Jewish
tradition, too, had differing branches not only on a
popular level but also 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 “official” Islam
and Judaism, as between their “unofficial” popular,
philosophical, and mystical trends, must have oc-
curred and should be explored further.154 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, needs further
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
the arguments used in pre-Islamic times by Christians
against Judaism found their way, through converts
in particular, into Muslim circles and 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, on the
situation of the Jews. Whereas the Christians in 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 Judgments
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—like Sumaniyya, Sabi�, Barahima, Majus,
Thanawiyya, and to some extent also the Judaism of
the Tawrat and the Christianity of the Injil—are not
at all descriptive but evaluative and even normative
concepts. They were applied to non-Muslims and
served as predicates in kalam and fiqh. The same
holds true for the basic concepts under which the
adherents of these religions are classified, like ahl al-
kitab, ahl al-dhimma, mushrikun, and kuffar. Some
of the concepts were taken from the Qur�an, and the
normative character of these terms was clear. All of
them served not to further empirical knowledge as
in the present-day study of religions, but to appreci-
ate, qualify, and judge the reality, strange to Muslim
feeling, of non-Muslim religiosity and religions. Fun-
damentally, they reflect the basic Muslim view of
other religions as deviations from the one primordial
religion. The actual reality of other religious beliefs
and practices is subordinated a priori to some primary
concepts and categories: Buddhists are skeptics, Brah-
mins are rationalists who deny prophecy, the Jahiliyya
was pure idolatry, Christians are tritheists, and Zoro-
astrians and Manicheans are dualists. These names and
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-
tions in judgment could arise. But they remained Mus-
lim judgments, based on Islamic norms; they were not
empirical knowledge in the modern sense.

Often parallels were drawn between groups of
non-Muslims and Muslim heretics, and heresiography
dealt with both. This implies that heretical opinions
could be ascribed to influences from outside; in addi-
tion, there was a search for some basic structures
behind all deviations from true Islam, 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
outside it. Even idol-worshippers could be seen, ba-
sically, as Muslims by origin who later deviated, like
the Sabians, Dualists, Christians, and Jews. Heretics
and non-Muslims could be grouped according to the
basic theological “sins”—shirk, thanawiyya, ta�til,
dahriyya, and tanasukh—and in this framework the
doctrine of incarnation could be viewed as a form of
idolatry. All those not adhering to true Islam, how-
ever defined, shared the common name kuffar, un-
believers in the broad sense of the word.

In the course of history, when Muslims came into
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 Islam—because of following their innate
fitra—from the others. Later, on the whole, a some-
what less unfavorable judgment of nonmonotheistic
religions developed than that which prevailed in the
first period of Islam. Whereas on the level of practice
people could be polytheists, on the level of thought
and with education they became monotheists.

In the foregoing pages we tried to place the views
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 this tradition, and this, of course, pre-
supposed that author and reader identified with the
cause of Islam.

All sources point to the fact that contacts between
Muslims and non-Muslims in the medieval period
were limited in scope and 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 life and the world,
based on religious tradition, also had a rather static
character. One of the functions of religion in this
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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 people from dif-
ferent communities and traditions.

Another important fact was that the Christian and
Jewish communities, for instance, living in Muslim
territory, had to pay special taxes and were subject
to rules which, imposed and applied, were humiliat-
ing. This simple fact must have eliminated any in-
clination these two groups may have felt to enter into
discussion with Muslims who already felt themselves
to be the masters over the dhimmis. Christians and
Iranians, moreover, possessed a collective memory
of a past in which they had been great nations wield-
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 this explains why, 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-
turies without being corrected or even revised, espe-
cially 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 religions and cultures took
place. With the exception of a few individual cases,
there were no revolutionaries in this domain. No one
possessed an intrinsic interest in changing, correct-
ing, or even breaking such images in 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 a revelation of divine origin is readily
available, offering mankind in all circumstances the
knowledge they need about God, the right view of

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. In the second place, it is claimed that this rev-
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
medieval Muslim authors judged non-Muslims, we can
distinguish basically two kinds of judgment. The first
type concerns the doctrines, rites, and laws of other re-
ligions, and the second is concerned with the way of
life, culture, and society of other civilizations. The same
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 fiqh. These judgments go back to the
claim of the Qur�an to be a revelation of divine origin,
which was given once and for all. The Qur�an remains
the unchangeable judgmental norm, although correct
interpretation is always needed. In this scheme, the
different religions are classified in four main catego-
ries according to their doctrines, rites, and laws:

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

• The ahl al-kitab, People of the Book as referred
to regularly in the Qur�an—that is, Jews and Chris-
tians, with discussions on their status as dhimmis
in Islamic territory.

• Additional communities which have a semblance
of Scripture, like the Zoroastrians, and others, like
the Sabians, who enjoy certain privileges of the
dhimmis.

• The mushrikun, polytheists who offend the one-
ness and uniqueness of God (tawhid), with the
possible presence of monotheists in such polythe-
ist communities.

These categories of classification represent a scale
of evaluation; the very act of placing a given religion
in a specific category implies a judgment. Such judg-
ments are formulated in theological and legal terms,
within the context of kalam and fiqh. Behind them,
however, we find basic intentions and religious ori-
entations which express fundamental views of hu-
manity and the world.



58 Muslim Studies of Other Religions

In these theological and legal judgments, an im-
portant factor seems to have been the particular kalam
or fiqh school which the writer followed and which
logically leads to particular judgments of other reli-
gions, some schools being stricter than others. Qur�anic
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 be in-
terpreted to be more or less applicable to the case in
question. Thus many nuances which are linked 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
social factors, may condition all these judgments, but
the way in which judgments are founded on texts and
presented in fatwas and other writings, is rather tech-
nical and difficult to grasp for someone not trained
in tafsir, �ilm al-hadith, fiqh, or kalam.

2. Judgments of other ways of life: ideologies,
cultures, and societies. In these judgments the sub-
ject is not in itself of a religious nature but it is con-
sidered to be somehow linked to religion, and Islam
is used as a norm and criterion of evaluation and judg-
ment. Basically, this type of judgment rests on the
claim that Islam offers the best social order.

These judgments are not theological or legal in the
technical sense of the word, as the preceding group.
We may call them ideological judgments in 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 is the way in which and the degree to which
a given author interpreted and used Islam as a norm
and as an ideal in order to pass judgment.

Such ideological judgments on other ways of life,
ideologies, cultures, and societies may enjoy great
popularity, but they evidently do not have the same
authority as the strictly theological and juridical judg-
ments which refer to the Qur�an and other sources of
true religious knowledge according to rules known
to the specialists. Even more than the theological and
legal judgments, ideological judgments are linked to
the historical situation in which they were formu-
lated. Very often such ideological judgments are dif-
ficult to understand if one neglects the contemporary
situation with its underlying social 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 all, there are universal norms valid for all
of humanity which are mentioned in the Qur�an, espe-
cially of the Meccan period. Such norms often refer to
pre-Islamic “patriarchal” times or 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 roots in 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-
dividual adherents of other religions. We may con-
sider such norms to be more historical since they 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 a role in the Mus-
lim judgments of adherents of other religions, ex-
pressed in specific situations and contexts. These
rules and customs, however, were of a social nature
and had little to do with the normative Islamic sys-
tem as it was circumscribed and elaborated by theo-
logians and 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” perceptions and judgments are based
less on rational criteria than on immediate sensitivi-
ties and emotions. It seems that 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

As a hypothesis, I would like to propose that the de-
fensive position that Muslims were obliged to take
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at the outset of Islamic history regarding the religions
and civilizations which they found in the territories they
conquered—especially missionary religions such as
Christianity and Manicheism—gave a particular apolo-
getic tendency to Islamic thought. This defensive atti-
tude, combined with the notion of religious superior-
ity because of possessing the Qur�an as revelation and
Islam as heavenly religion, may help explain the rela-
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 a very long time.

It would seem that the rather limited contacts that
existed between Muslims and non-Muslims in 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 a later stage, political and group interests could then
use such communal differences to 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 a non-Muslim community, specific inter-
ests played a role on both sides; they should always
be taken into account. The simple difference between
Muslims and non-Muslims or the sheer idea of jihad
is insufficient 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 a role in identifying oneself as a Muslim.
One could identify oneself, for instance, primarily by
means of the shahada and an �aqida of faith as given
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, like a
tariqa, or to a particular shaykh to whom one gave
loyalty. What is important is that in practice a Mus-
lim author always will tend to identify and judge non-
Muslims on a religious and cultural level that paral-
lels the level on which he identifies himself.

The function in society of Muslim judgments of
other religions was to keep awake the sense of truth
and of basic norms. Polemics and apologetics are part
of a spiritual jihad, and whoever judges another reli-
gion takes on the function of a mujahid for the cause
of Islam. Especially in medieval times the task in-
cumbent on the mujahid was to defend the Muslim
umma as well as its religious, ideological, and cul-
tural foundations which were felt 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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154. In due time, such research should extend to
the three monotheistic religions, on both normative and
empirical levels.
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Writings from the Muslim Empires
1500–1800 C.E.

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-
Biruni’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,

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.1 The emperor Akbar, who ruled for nearly half
a century (1556–1605), was especially concerned to
take initiatives in this domain.2 He favored meetings
and discussions between Muslims and Hindus, Jains,
and Parsis, not only for political reasons but also out
of personal interest.3 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 sanyasis and studied
both Muslim and Hindu mysticism.4 Looking for a
rapprochement between Hinduism and Islam, Dara
Shuk2h held that all holy books, including the Vedas,
stem from one source and that they constitute a com-
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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.5 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.6 Dara Shuk2h 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 Aurangz1b, who
seized the right of succession, Dara Shuk2h was
accused of heresy and executed in 1659. His works
survived, however.

Aurangz1b, who ruled under the name of �Alamgir
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.7

Among the works on non-Muslim religions in
India in this period, special mention should be made
of the Dabestan-e madhaheb (“School of religions”).8

Written in Persian by a certain Muhsin Fani, it gives
a rather 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
Kashmiri or Zu�lfiqar Ardastani, 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 Shuk2h’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

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�i descriptions and evaluations with
Sunni 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.9 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.10

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), a man
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.11 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.12 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-Shahrastani

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.13

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 1700.14

Historical studies have helped us become better
informed about the situation of the Christian and Jew-
ish dhimmis 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.15 The conditions of
these religious minorities varied considerably between
the Balkans, Anatolia, and the Arab regions.16 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,17 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.18 The account of the French
occupation between 1798 and 1801 and other events
in Egypt around these years written by al-Jabarti
(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.19 This experience and
the following modernization policies of Muhammad
�Ali (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.20

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.21

Indonesia presents a special interest as a meeting-
place between Muslims and non-Muslims. The In-
dian Muslim scholar and mystic shaykh Nuruddin al-
Raniri (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 fi ma�rifati�l-adyan,22 written on the model
of al-Shahrastani’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
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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-

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.23 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.24

In Turkey and Iran, which remained politically
independent, the same kind of “secular” policies were
imposed by Kemal Atatürk 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 (laïcité)
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.25

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.26 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.27 A positive
development in the colonial period was that the situ-
ation of the non-Muslim minorities in Muslim soci-
eties improved. The dhimmi 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
a response 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.
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This danger was first attributed to a Christian and
then to a de-Christianized, secular West.

Some Writings from the Period
1800–1950

Islam and the West

The accounts by Egyptian students and travelers of
their experiences in Paris, starting with Rifa�a Rafi�
al-Tahtawi’s stay in Paris from 1826 until 1831,28 and
Muslim travelers in Europe in general29 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.30 Al-Hajari al-Andalusi
from Spain (and later Marrakesh) visited France and
the Low Countries from 1611 to 1613, leaving a fas-
cinating account of his experiences.31 The Moroccan
Muhammad al-Saffar visited France in the 1820s and
1830s and reported about it.32 From Iran, Pir Zadeh
visited Paris in 1887 and wrote down the results of
his observations.33

The fruits of the French Revolution, as presented
by the French, made a great impression on all of
them.34 Discussions started on the relationship be-
tween the East and the West.35 The ideals of freedom,
equality, and brotherhood were taken up by younger
intellectuals. Together with the confidence in reason
and Western science,36 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-qadim,
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.37 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

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.38

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-
thors39 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.40

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.41 One of the first Muslim intellectuals to be
aware of the global danger of Western domination
over Islam was Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (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.42 Whereas the West gave liberal Muslims hope
that their societies could be modernized, for al-Afghani

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 1905,43 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-Kairanawi, nicknamed
�al-Hindi� (1818–1890).44 Besides his Izhar al-haqq
(Demonstration of the Truth), treated separately in
this volume, al-Kairanawi 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.45 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
fi tafsir 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.46 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.”47

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
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indicates with terms such as tahdith (revelation to
persons who are not prophets), ilham (immediate
inspiration of the heart of a human being, specifically
a mystic), and mushahada or mukashafa (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�i), whereas revelations re-
ceived by others cannot contain any religious law.

It is 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 matlu); 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), a language
that is immediately divine. The prophets before
Muhammad, by contrast, received only the contents
(madmun) 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

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 Ali48 and
Khuda Bukhsh49 also held more or less positive views
of Christianity.

Muhammad �Abduh

The Egyptian reformer Muhammad �Abduh (1849–
1905),50 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.51

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).52 They were a response to an article that the
Greek Catholic (“Melkite”) Farah Antun (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.53

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.54

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).55 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.56 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
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(Demonstration of the Criticisms by the Christians
[sc. against Islam] and the Proofs of Islam).57 The
problem of the Scriptures occupies a large place in
his debates with the Christians.58 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.59 The same author
also polemicizes with Christianity elsewhere, as in his
al-Wahy al-muhammadi (The Revelation of Muham-
mad).60 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 1920s61 and by Harry Gaylord Dorman Jr. soon
after World War II.62 Recently, Hugh Goddard pub-
lished a more thorough study of this literature.63 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.64

A particularly aggressive brand of anti-Christian
polemics came from the Ahmadiyya movement, es-
pecially the militant Qadiani65 but also the Lahore66

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 Abu Zahrah and Others

In the framework of Islamic University teaching, in
1942 the Egyptian Azhar scholar Shaykh Muham-
mad Abu Zahrah published nonpolemical “Lectures
on Christianity” (Muhadarat fi �l-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.

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.67 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.68

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.69 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.70 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 1886.71

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” Babi

movement in Shiraz around Sayyid �Ali 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 Cisti tariqa, Inayat Khan decided to
open membership of his own tariqa 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
Idris 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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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.

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 Iraq-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
Shari�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
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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

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.1 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
jihad. 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
1950–1995

On Christianity

Most Muslim writings about other religions than
Islam since World War II concern Christianity.2 A
great number of them are refutations of it in one form
or another,3 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.4 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.5

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.6 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
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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,7 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.8 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 Injil.
Mostly Paul but also other New Testament authors
and of course the church are held responsible for
these deviations.9 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.10

Here and there, new assessments have been made
of the intrinsic nature of the relationship between
Islam and Christianity,11 going beyond the traditional
scheme of a complete opposition.12 Besides existing
lapidary presentations of Christianity in Muslim jour-
nals, schoolbooks, and other writings,13 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.14

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

Qur�an exegesis.15 H. Hanafi 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.16 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.17 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.18 Ali Merad wrote an account of the Chris-
tian hermit Charles de Foucauld.19 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.20

On Judaism

Whereas, on the whole, Muslim presentations of
Christianity have become more sympathetic and
sometimes gained in precision since World War II—
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 Fremdkörper 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.21 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.22

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.”23

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.24 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 a reaction to the Westernization process
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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.25 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.26

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.27 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

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.28

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.29 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.30 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.31 These cultures
have a number of problems in common nowadays,
and different solutions have been proposed. While



92 Muslim Studies of Other Religions

M. Arkoun, for example, sees a continuation of
eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinking on both
sides,32 S. H. Nasr envisages an Islam, aware of its
spiritual treasures, extending a hand to a continent
suffering under increasing materialism.33

On Muslim Minorities

Like conflicts, minorities have played an important
role in the mutual perceptions of Muslims and Chris-
tians.34 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 Shari�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.35 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.36

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 dhimmi regulations of former times and
the foresight of the Muslim governments. That Chris-
tians37 as well as Jews38 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 a role.
Their situation and their actual rights and duties have
begun to be discussed.39 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-
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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 Abu �l-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.40 But it was
also demanded by Muslims under pressure them-
selves.41 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.42

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.43

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.44 Any analysis should take
critical account of the political and other interests of
all parties involved, including those of the USA.

Cultural and Religious Plurality

The reflection, also by Muslims, on the implications
of religious plurality,45 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.46 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.47

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.48 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.49 Thus, quite a few Muslim thinkers have ar-
rived at a more positive appreciation of other reli-
gions than was the case formerly.50 This led to more
positive views about the relations between Muslims
and non-Muslims,51 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.52

Many surveys, however, fit into the category of
apologetics rather than informative descriptive studies;
one example is Ahmad Shalabi’s four-volume work
Muqaranat al-adyan, followed by other such surveys
in the Islamic languages.53 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.54
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Although an explicit affirmation of the indepen-
dent status of science of religion is rarely found here,
a number 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.55

Religions other than Islam are taught at certain uni-
versities in Muslim countries.56 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.57 Such
scholarship will of course take into account the exist-
ing approaches in this field.58 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.59 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.60 In
alphabetical order the names of Mohammed Arkoun,61

Mahmoud Ayoub,62 Ismail R. al-Faruqi,63 Hassan
Hanafi,64 Seyyed Hossein Nasr,65 and Mohamed
Talbi66 deserve to be mentioned here, but other names
could easily be added.67 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.68

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.69

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.70

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
Turkey71 and Indonesia72 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.73
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From its inception Islam has lived with other reli-
gions. Its emergent self-definition evolved through
a process of differentiation from other contemporary
belief systems. As textual attestation to this process,
Islam’s foundational Scripture offers abundant evi-
dence of varied interreligious concerns and connec-
tions. For example, a primary theological assessment
created the fundamental categorization of believer/
unbeliever, while further particularization recognized
such groupings as Christians, Jews, Majus, Sabi�un,
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
allusion. 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
Christians and Christianity as classically defined and
transmitted. Certainly, the full scope of this can 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 Classification

Qur�anic statements that refer to Christianity may be
provisionally put into two general categories.1 The

first category would include allusions to prominent
Christian figures, especially Maryam and �Isa b.
Maryam, and to the theological assertions which have
for so long preoccupied Muslim polemicists and
Christian apologists. There is no need to rehearse the
principal scenes of that debate and the long history
of charges and countercharges which it has provoked.
What Christians term 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 also re-
ceived considerable attention, enough, in fact, to have
generated a book-length bibliography about 20 years
ago and, more recently, an English-language mono-
graph on this topic has been published.2 Although the
Qur�anic figure of Maryam has not attracted com-
mensurate attention, interest in the topic continues
unabated.3

The second category would be one which includes
the references to Christians (through a variety of
verbal designations) as a particular religious group.
I 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
social group ranges from the unequivocal 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
which is found seven times in al-Baqarah (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 alternative 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 utu al-
kitab), “those to whom We gave the book” (alladhina
ataynahum al-kitab), “those who were given a por-
tion of the book” (alladhina utu nasiban min al-
kitab), and “those who read the book before you”
(alladhina yaqra�una al-kitaba min qablika). Addi-
tional Qur�anic referencing may be culled from pas-
sages which mention �Isa and then speak of his
apostles (al-hawariyun) or of “those who follow
him” (alladhina ittaba�uhu). Moving yet further
along the spectrum from clarity to ambiguity elicits
inclusion of verses which make only associative ref-
erence to the Christians.4 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-
vision is apparent and appropriate. This category 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 made in tandem with reference to Jews. Apart
from the term al-nasara and mention of �Isa and his
apostles or followers, Qur�anic phraseology has been
generally interpreted to carry at least dual applica-
bility. Christians, Jews, and, occasionally, Sabi�un
and Majus 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
nontheological references to Christians—that is, ref-
erences to Christians as a particular religious group.
The largest of these subdivisions contains direct or
indirect criticism. Among the most persistent charges
are the following: (1) Christians fight one another and
divide into sects; (2) some do not follow Jesus’ mes-
sage; (3) they are tritheists and make a god of Jesus;
(4) they make vainglorious statements; (5) they want
Muslims to follow the Christian religion; and, most
comprehensively, (6) they are transgressors and 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 as refer-
ence to the collection of a special tax, the jizyah, lev-
ied on Christians (and others of the ahl al-kitab) and
provisions for the protection of existing churches and
cloisters. Representative examples of this category
include both cautionary strictures, such as those
which urge Muslims not to make friends with 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 I have published a monograph on this group of
verses, I include references to them here only among
the representative case studies which I shall present.5

Concentrating on al-Nasara

To exemplify this preliminary taxonomy and to pro-
vide some sense of its range and diversity, I will draw
specific verses from the three subdivisions just out-
lined. In an effort to mount a discussion which is as
focused as the constraints of space permit, my choice
is limited 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, I also must select those voices from within
the full exegetical tradition who can serve as repre-
sentatives for some of the principal periods and per-
spectives. It may thus be helpful at this juncture to
provide a very brief excursus on the genre of Islamic
literature known as �ilm 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 falls into the two categories just
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 developed
within the confines of a limited number of her-
meneutical principles, Qur�anic commentary is a re-
markably uninterrupted craft, whose contemporary
practitioners are fully conversant with their tenth-,
twelfth-, and fourteenth-century counterparts. This
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very cohesiveness has led 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 are usually
classified according to their fundamental method-
ological orientation. Those which emphasize the in-
terpretive statements enshrined in the Prophetic
hadith and its ancillary reports are assigned to the
category of al-tafsir bi-al-ma�thur—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 forms of clas-
sification, both chronological and ideological, I have
chosen three mufassirun as the primary sources for
this essay. The first of these is Abu Ja�far Muhammad
b. Jarir al-Tabari, the undisputed foundation upon
which the edifice of classical tafsir was erected. 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
in Iraq, Syria, and Egypt. The principal venue, how-
ever, for his years of scholarly productivity was the
�Abbasid city of Baghdad. It is here that he completed
his two monumental contributions to Islamic litera-
ture, his notional history of the world, Ta�rikh al-
rusul wa-al-muluk (The history of messengers and
kings), and his commentary on the Qur�an entitled
Jami� al-bayan �an ta�wil 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 his re-
cent remarks on this work John Burton judges that it
“abruptly scaled heights not previously glimpsed and
never subsequently approached.”7 It is usually judged
to be a particularly important example of al-tafsir bi-

al-ma�thur 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, I have selected the medieval mufassir, Muham-
mad b. �Umar Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. Born in 543/
1149 or 544/1150 in the Persian city of Rayy, al-Razi

ranks among the most significant intellects produced
by the Islamic Middle Ages. He was educated ini-
tially by his father and then proceeded to study with
prominent scholars of fiqh, kalam, and falsafah. In
his adult years he 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 the feast day following the fast of Rama-
dan (�id al-fitr) in 606/1210.8

Al-Razi’s tafsir, entitled Mafatih 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. It is commonly printed
under the title al-Tafsir al-kabir (The great com-
mentary), a titular evaluation of both its length and
importance. Replete with philosophical and theologi-
cal erudition, its relative paucity of transmitted exe-
getical material makes it quite different from the
much traditional al-tafsir bi-al-ma�thur.9 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 al-Razi has chosen to focus.

To present contemporary currents in tafsir, I draw
on the Shi�i exegete, Muhammad Husayn Tabataba�i,
an Iranian scholar who died a few years after the revo-
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�i pursued
advanced studies in usul al-fiqh and began work on
such major sources as the Shifa� of Ibn Sina and the
Asfar of Sadr al-Din Shirazi (Mulla Sadra, d. 1050/
1642). In 1353/1934 Tabataba�i returned to Tabriz
where he continued his work as a teacher and writer.
After World War II he settled in the pilgrimage city
of Qum, the intellectual center of Persian Shi�ism,10

where he taught chiefly in the fields of tafsir and
philosophical mysticism. Tabataba�i, 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 a reputation which spread far
beyond its boundaries.

His al-Mizan fi tafsir al-Qur�an (The measure of
balance in the interpretation of the Qur�an) testifies
to his broad 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-Tabarsi (d.
548/1153).11

From the perspective of these three representative
tafasir, I can now preface the investigation 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, provides a
Syriac derivation for it and notes cognates in such
other languages as Mandaic and Ethiopic.12 In an
early study Richard Bell remarked that al-nasara had
“become the usual name for Christians in Arabic, and
as such was in use amongst the Arabs before
Muhammad’s time.”13 All but three references to al-
nasara are to be found in al-Baqarah (S. 2) and al-
Ma�idah (S. 5).14 The very first of these qur�anic
mentions, one which makes an apparently positive
association, appears in verse 62 of al-Baqarah:

Truly those who believe and those who are Jews, the
Christians and the Sabi�un, whoever believes in 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 sequential nature of the exegetical task,
for many commentators this verse quite naturally
prompted the most extensive discussion of the term.
In his own consideration, al-Tabari first offers a brief
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.”15

The second is that these people were associated with
a place called Nasirah, with �Isa himself being called
“the Nazarene” (al-Nasiri). The third is that 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 here translated as ‘helpers’ is yet another form
of the Arabic radicals NSR from which al-nasara was
thought to be formed. Thus this third derivational
hypothesis is really a variant on the first.) Clearly the
preferred explanation in al-Tabari’s view is the sec-
ond, as indicated by the number of hadiths he records
in support of it. In several of these hadiths more pre-
cise identification is made and Nasirah is specifically
identified as the village where �Isa used to live (i.e.,
Nazareth).16

In al-Tafsir al-kabir Fakhr al-Din al-Razi pays
relatively little attention to the etymology of this
term. While he does include reference to the hadiths
usually associated with the customary etymologies,
his treatment is concise and derivative.17 It con-
cludes with a direct quotation from the eleventh-
century commentary of Mahmud b. �Umar al-
Zamakhshari, where that author insists that the
Christians are so designated because they “helped”
(nasaru) the Messiah.18 While Muhammad Husayn
Tabataba�i opts for the geographical etymology first
noted in al-Tabari, his discussion 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.”19

Three Case Studies from al-Ma�idah

In the chronology of Qur�anic disclosure offered by
Nöldeke, al-Ma�idah, the fifth surah of the Qur�an,
stands as substantially the last to be revealed.20 (As
an aside, I should observe that the schemata devel-
oped by both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars that
place the surahs, or parts thereof, within different
periods of Muhammad’s life have been called into
question by recent revisionist historiography. Never-
theless, such chronological determinations remain an
operative part of qur�anic exegetical literature, the
genre with which I am here concerned.21) From that
surah may be drawn exemplars of each of the three
categories into which I have classified the Qur�anic
references to Christians as a social group. I have cho-
sen one verse which makes explicit reference to al-
nasara as representative of each category.
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al-Ma�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
combines a divine charge of religious inconstancy with
a report of the divinely prompted consequences of that
inconstancy. The concluding statement reinforces this
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, a provisional ren-
dering of al-Ma�idah (S. 5):14 is as follows:

We made covenant (al-mithaq) with those who say
“We are Christians” but they forgot a portion 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 al-Tabari as he analyzes
this passage, preoccupations which then become the
basic agenda for subsequent commentators. The first
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 affords al-
Tabari 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’s messengers.22 The contrasting accusations are
phrased more generally, linking Christian conduct to
the parallel malfeasance of the Jews and to a com-
prehensive infringement of covenantal commitment.
A hadith 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 echoes the qur�anic
mention (al-Baqarah [S. 2]:101) of “a group of those
who were brought the book” but who “toss the book
of God behind their backs” (wara�a zuhurihim).23

Although he is concerned about lexical precision
in the use of the terms enmity (al-�adawah) and ha-
tred (al-baghda�), al-Tabari’s second line of analy-
sis allows him to concentrate on ascertaining what
aspects of religious misbehavior were consequent to
God’s “provocation.”24 Dividing his exegetical attes-
tations into two groups, he proposes alternative in-
terpretations and then indicates his preference for one
of them. The implicit logic of al-Tabari’s categori-

zation creates a sequential rather than parallel order-
ing. In the first line of interpretation, all of whose
attestations go back to the Successor Abu �Imran
Ibrahim b. Yazid al-Nakha�i (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.25

The alternative understanding, culled from a
hadith attributed to Qatadah, places the blame at the
more fundamental level of neglecting the book of
God and disobeying his prophets.26 Religious divi-
sion and reciprocal animosity are subsequent effects
of the underlying enmity and hatred that God makes
consequent to neglect and disobedience. Abu Ja�far,
however, prefers al-Nakha�i’s interpretation and
notes that Christian antagonism in particular revolves
chiefly around differing doctrines about the Messiah.27

In itself, this preference provides a clue to al-
Tabari’s adjudication of the third, and final, exegeti-
cal concern prompted by this verse. The phrase “be-
tween/among them” has been understood in terms of
either Jewish/Christian enmity or intra-Christian re-
ligious rivalry. Again al-Tabari elects the second of
these two options, the one transmitted from al-Rabi�

b. Anas (d. 139/756). Here the justification used is a
straightforward argument from Qur�anic context and
structure. The hadith from al-Rabi� itself draws a par-
allel with the malediction made about the Jews,
somewhat later in this surah (5:64), after their being
charged with having declared the hand of God fet-
tered. Al-Tabari adds to this structural parallelism the
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.28 It is
interesting to note, however, that when basing his
argument on Qur�anic context al-Tabari feels he must
add a disclaimer relativizing his choice as simply
somewhat closer to the mark.

Fakhr al-Din al-Razi introduces a new consider-
ation by refusing to take the phrase “with those who
say ‘We are 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
Christians but only false claimants to the name. Echo-
ing the etymological exegesis of al-nasara previ-
ously given, this commentator connects the name to
the apostles’ statement to �Isa in al-Saff that “we are
God’s helpers”(qala al-hawariyuna nahnu ansaru
allah) and insists that it is a name expressing praise
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(ism madh). These people may call themselves Chris-
tians, concludes al-Razi, but that does not make them
so in God’s eyes.29

In addressing the issue of covenant, Fakhr al-Din
quite specifically glosses the terms of God’s covenant
as “what is written 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.30 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 infidels until the Day of Resurrection,”
al-Razi draws attention to a parallel prediction in al-
An�am (S. 6):65.31

With the contemporary exegesis of Muhammad
Husayn Tabataba�i, contextual considerations achieve
a prominence that is far less marked in his predeces-
sors. Tabataba�i customarily groups verses within a
surah into what he considers to be exegetically mean-
ingful units and in this instance has collected verses
8–14 as unified by a common regard for matters both
temporal and eternal in their individual and their col-
lective aspects.32 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�i 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�i elaborates this charge in a manner that
moves it far beyond the earlier exegetes’ emphasis
on intrareligious wrangles and accusations. Remark-
ing how deeply rooted enmity and hatred have be-
come among the Christians, he notes that over time
doctrinal 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.”33 The culminating
horrors of such intrareligious enmity are, for him, this
century’s great world wars with their human annihi-
lation and devastation of the earth.

al-Ma�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-
cially and economically, stands another passage from
al-Ma�idah. Addressed to the “believers,” it replicates
a common Qur�anic rhetorical structure: a command
with explication followed by injunctive declarations.
Like many of the passages relevant to this essay, it also
links Christians with Jews in a joint applicability. A
preliminary translation of 5:51 is as follows:

O you who believe, do not take Jews and Christians
as friends/allies (awliya�). They are friends of one
another. Whoever of you makes friends with them
is one of them. God does not guide the wrong-doing
people (al-qawm al-zalimin).

Al-Tabari turns immediately to considerations of
the asbab al-nuzul for this verse. What were the par-
ticular situations which prompted its revelation? The
three incidents which he relates became the standard
historical explanations in 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.34 Both were among the
Ansar of Medina who had long-standing affiliations
with Jewish tribes of that city. Whereas �Ubadah
publicly renounced his confederacy with the Banu

Qaynuqa�, Ibn Ubayy did not.35 Another of the Ansar,
Abu Lubabah b. �Abd al-Mundhir was similarly chas-
tised for treachery in his dealings with the Banu

Qurayzah at the time when Muhammad was prepar-
ing to move against them. Sent to consult with their
tribal elders, Abu Lubabah gesturally denied his spo-
ken assurances by drawing his hand across his neck
to indicate that a slaughter was being planned.36 The
third incident which al-Tabari collects with the asbab
al-nuzul 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.37

Having systematically presented these three pos-
sible asbab al-nuzul, al-Tabari promptly refuses pre-
cedence to any of them.38 While all are possible, none
predominates. The verse’s imperative therefore should
apply to all attempts “to take the Jews and Christians
as supporters (ansar) and allies (hulafa�) against the
people who believe in God and His Messenger.”39

Consequently, al-Tabari’s understanding of the phrase
“they are friends of one another” reiterates reference
to these alliances which Christians and Jews make,
both among themselves and with each other, against
the Muslims.
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The consequences of such confederations are fur-
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.40 The hadiths presented on the
authority of �Abdallah b. �Abbas (d. 68/687–688)
address the obvious social concerns of eating Chris-
tian slaughtered animals (dhaba�ih) and marrying
Christian women,41 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-nuzul
which al-Tabari presented, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi rati-
fies al-Tabari’s nonrestrictive interpretation. Accord-
ing to Fakhr al-Din, the command not to take the
Christians and Jews as friends means “do not depend
upon seeking their assistance and do not show affec-
tion for them” (la ta�tamidu �ala al-istinsarihim wa-
la tatawaddadu ilayhim).42 In explicating the asser-
tion that “whoever of you makes friends with them
is one of them,” he draws a Qur�anic parallel with the
verse in al-Baqarah (S. 2):249 where Saul uses ab-
staining from the river’s water as a test of his army’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-Din recounts an exchange between the gov-
ernor of Basrah, Abu Musa al-Ash�ari (d. 42/662), and
�Umar b. al-Khattab, the second Caliph. When Abu

Musa attempted to justify his employment of a Chris-
tian secretary �Umar recited this verse to him. Abu

Musa retorted with the remark, “To him is his religion
and to me is his secretarial skill” (lahu dinuhu wa liya
kitabatuhu), an obvious play on the concluding verse
of al-Kafirun: lakum dinukum wa liya dini (S. 109).
But once again �Umar urged severance with the injunc-
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.”43 As Abu Musa continued to in-
sist on the man’s indispensability, �Umar reasoned that
were he to die he would have to be replaced and thus
urged Abu Musa to act as if that were the case and to
get rid of him now. With this dramatic little scenario
Fakhr al-Din concludes his exegesis of this verse.

Moving from the tenth through the thirteenth to
the twentieth century produces a profound change of

interpretive orientation on this verse. While al-Tabari
had pressed beyond the limitations inherent in iden-
tifying the verse with a particular sabab al-nuzul to
a more comprehensive connotation, Tabataba�i re-
jects this move as still unacceptably restricted. He
repeats the asbab al-nuzul presented by al-Tabari but
then finds contradiction in their very plurality and in
the fact that none of them reflect specific connection
with Christians.44 A clue to the direction which
Tabataba�i’s own interpretation will take may be
found in the gloss which al-Razi used to express the
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.” While the
first part of this repeats al-Tabari’s prohibition of
contractual alliances, the second phrase points ahead
to the interpretive turn taken by Tabataba�i.

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 which is
the concept underlying this verse’s reference to
awliya� (friends/allies).45 Unlike his predecessors,
Tabataba�i 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 this is a less tolerant reading of the verse,
Tabataba�i supports his contention with several lines
of debate. As a rhetorical 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 the first. Had God intended
otherwise He would have said, “Do not make alli-
ances (la tuhalifu) with the Jews and Christians; they
are allies (hulafa�) of each other.”46

Another approach adopted is intra-Qur�anic attes-
tation (tafsir al-Qur�an bi-al-Qur�an). Tabataba�i

immediately draws attention to the parallel verse in al-
Mumtahanah (S. 60):1 which forbids friendship with
God’s enemies by employing a term, al-mawaddah,
which unequivocally connotes affective relation-
ships.47 His second textual parallel, Al �Imran (S. 3):
28, forbids making friends (awliya�) with al-kafirun,
a term which Tabataba�i straightforwardly glosses as
including Christians, Jews, and mushrikun.48 Arguing
historically, he notes that at the time when Al �Imran
was revealed, the Prophet certainly had alliances (al-
mu�ahadat) and treaties (al-muwada�at) with both
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Jews and mushrikun and, therefore, the walayah in-
tended can only be that of love and affection.49

Yet 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 as a term of approbation for a group to whom
the prohibition against friendship does not apply.
Looking ahead to 5:57, which begins just as the
present verse does, Tabataba�i notes the qualifying
phrase—that is, those of this group “who take your
religion in disdain and jest,” which accompanies the
designation “those who were given the book before
you” (min alladhina utu al-kitaba min qablikum).”50

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�i

applies this understanding to the subsequent phrases
of the verse.51 The phrase “they are friends of one
another” assumes, for him, a contemporary politico-
military connotation. Although cognizant of Chris-
tian denominationalism and Jewish sectarianism,
Tabataba�i asserts that both are unified, among and
between themselves, in their enmity to Islam. 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.”52 To engage in such behavior
is to leave the path of guidance and to join those
deemed “wrong-doers.”

al-Ma�idah (S. 5):82

The most striking example of Qur�anic praise of
Christians occurs in al-Ma�idah (S. 5):82. This verse
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
verse one finds a configuration of five categories: Jews,
idolaters (mushrikun), “those who believe,” Chris-
tians, and priests and monks (qissisun wa-ruhban).
Obviously issues of identification will occupy a con-
siderable portion of the exegetical effort expended
on this pericope, as will the desire to ascertain the
circumstances surrounding this revelation (asbab

al-nuzul). One possible translation of al-Ma�idah
(S. 5):82 is as follows:

You will find the people most intensely hostile to
the believers are the Jews and the idolaters. You 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-Tabari begins his discussion of this verse with
a rapid survey of the principal groups mentioned and
then proceeds to evaluate the various views proposed
about the occasion for its revelation. The first of two
competing theories advanced is that which associates
this verse with the contact made between Muhammad
and the Najashi, the Abyssinian king.53 Different
scenarios for this are sketched, but the first one pre-
sented by al-Tabari on the authority of Sa�id b. Jubayr
(d. 95/714) runs as follows. The Najashi 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 a believer until his death.54

Subsequent hadiths included in al-Tabari’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. Abi 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.55 Among the
group that later returned to the Prophet, according to
a hadith from Isma�il b. �Abd al-Rahman al-Suddi

(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 Najashi and convinced him of the validity of this
new religion so that he too converted and returned
with them to Muhammad. This hadith closes with the
statement that the king died on this trip and when the
news reached Muhammad, he prayed for him.

Quite different is the second major interpretive
theory advanced to identify these Christians. This one
is far less specific or colorful. Rather it views the
phrase “those who say ‘We are Christians’” as a gen-
eral reference to those who in an earlier time believed
in Jesus and followed his teaching. “However when



Christians in the Qur�an and Tafsir 113

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.”56

Al-Tabari balances these two theories with a third
which acknowledges the insufficiency of available
information, a recognition to be found not infre-
quently in his commentary. He grounds himself in a
very literal reading of the text, from which he seems
loath to extrapolate. All that can be asserted, accord-
ing to the exegete, is that God described a people who
say “We are Christians” and whom the Prophet
would find friendliest to the believers. “But,” al-
Tabari emphatically asserts, “He did not name them
for us.”57 It may be that the Najashi and those around
him were meant or perhaps the pre-Islamic follow-
ers of Jesus were intended. This exegete maintains
that the text offers no real support for either option.

Fakhr al-Din al-Razi begins his commentary on
this verse by reinforcing the divine castigation of the
Jews. He sees in the near juxtaposition of the words
“the Jews” and “the idolaters” a measure of the de-
gree of Jewish belligerence, a curious argument from
lexical placement. He repeats the prophetic hadith
which brands all Jews as potential Muslim-killers and
quotes those who speak of a generalized Jewish hos-
tility. “Jewish teaching requires them to inflict evil
(isal al-sharr) by any means on those who oppose
them in religion. If they can do so by killing, then
they choose that way. Otherwise they act by forcible
seizure of property or robbery or any sort of cheat-
ing, deception and trickery.”58

The Christians, on the other hand, are character-
ized as more mildly mannered. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi

contrasts their ethics with those of the Jews by say-
ing that “in their religion causing harm is forbidden”
(al-idha� fi dinihim haram).”59 Yet he is certainly
unwilling to view all Christians in so flattering a light.
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi cites Ibn �Abbas, Sa�id b.
Jubayr, �Ata� b. Abi Rabah (d. 114/732) and al-Suddi

as referents for the association of this verse with the
Najashi and his associates. It is the only specifica-
tion he proposes. He immediately follows it 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 (zuhur
�adawatihim lil-muslimin).

Tabataba�i takes the initial approach of contextual
analysis and sees this verse as crowning the fifth
surah’s treatment of the ahl al-kitab. Earlier verses
have detailed the errors of the ahl al-kitab, both moral

and doctrinal, so the revelation concludes with a more
general statement about the various religious groups,
relating them to the Muslims and their religion. The
mushrikun are included “so that the discussion of the
impact of Islam on non-Muslims, relative to how near
or far they are from accepting it, should be complete.”60

In commenting on the matter of greater Christian
amicability, this exegete takes issue with one stream
of traditional exegesis on this verse. To think that the
divine commendation is based on the response of a
particular group of Christians does violence to the
logic of the text.61 “If the coming to believe of a group
had authenticated it, then the Jews and mushrikun
would have to be reckoned like the Christians and
credited with the same attributes, since a group of Jews
became Muslims . . . and a number of mushrikun from
Arabia became Muslims; in fact, today they are the
generality of Muslims.”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�i de-
scribes the options available to the various groups of
newly subject people at the dawn of Islamic history.
The Christians could choose between staying in their
religion and paying a tax, the jizyah, or accepting
Islam and fighting in its name. For the mushrikun
there was no choice other than accepting the Islamic
summons. (Tabataba�i does not explain that the ob-
vious reason for this is that the mushrikun, as their
designation indicates, were not considered monothe-
ists by the Muslims, as were the Jews and Christians.)
The fact that they had no choice makes their numeri-
cally greater conversion rate to Islam no particular
factor in their favor. That many Christians, who did
have a choice, chose to become Muslims is a strong
rationale for this divine commendation.

To complete his argument, Tabataba�i must then
ask why another group of the ahl al-kitab, the Jews,
are not accorded equal praise. After all, they, too,
have the option of remaining in their religion and
paying the jizyah or converting to Islam. What, then,
differentiates them from the Christians? Tabataba�i

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.”63

Tabataba�i also posits historical confirmation of
this greater Christian receptivity to the message of
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Islam. The larger number of Jews and mushrikun who
became Muslims in the first years of Islam—due in
large part to their geographical proximity—has given
way to “Christian numerical superiority in acceptance
of the Islamic summons (da�wah) during past centu-
ries.”64 So self-evident does this exegete deem the
argument for Christian receptiveness that his com-
mentary on “You will find the people most intensely
hostile to the believers are the Jews” consists of 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 seeks to understand the religiocultural 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 (qissisin) 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-
Tabari, is the explanatory nature of this whole phrase.
It is because of the very presence of such individu-
als within groups who call themselves Christians—
whoever they may be—that there is such friendliness
with the believers. This divinely commended amica-
bility on the part of Christians is due to the presence
among them of “a people diligent in worship (ahl
ijtihad fi al-�ibadat), living monastically in cells and
hermitages (tarahhub fi al-diyarat wa-al-sawami� ).
They are not far from the believers due to 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.”65 Al-Tabari then proceeds to refer to them
as “people of a religion” (ahl dinin), vastly different
from “the Jews who habitually killed prophets and
messengers, stubbornly opposed God’s commands
and prohibitions, and altered the revelation which He
sent down in His books.”66 By implication, then, it
is the very lack of a faithful remnant among the Jews
which exacerbates their hostility to the Muslims and
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 analysis of the terms qissisun and ruhban,
as other commentators have, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi uses
the phrase as the basis for a continued analysis of

Jewish-Christian differences. This time he finds a con-
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
generates the resultant belligerent or compliant behav-
ior. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi locates proof for this accu-
sation of Jewish greed in al-Baqarah (S. 2):96. Greed
(hirs), says this exegete, is the root and source of dis-
cord, because “the man who is greedy for worldly
things discards his religious duty 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.”67

The obverse of this stark picture of Jewish moral
deformation is Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s idealistic de-
piction of Christian rectitude. He maintains that un-
like the Jews (who are greedy for the world’s goods),
the Christians are a people who renounce temporal
satisfactions (mu�ridun �an al-dunya) and who turn
to divine worship (muqbilun �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
are diverted from worldly gain “does not envy people
or hold grudges against them or quarrel with them;
rather his is a nature open to the truth and prepared
for compliant submission to it.”68

Having said this, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi hastens to
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.”69 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.”70

The question of how to reconcile this phrase with
the Qur�anic rejection of monasticism found in al-
Hadid (S. 57):27, as well as the Prophet’s denuncia-
tion of it, is answered by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi again
in terms of Christian-Jewish contrast. The point, he
insists, is not that monasticism is praiseworthy in
general. Rather it is something to be praised “in com-
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parison with the Jewish way of harshness and ruth-
lessness” (al-qasawah wa-al-ghilzah).”71

Tabataba�i is consonant with most of the exegeti-
cal tradition in treating the concluding phrase of this
verse as an explanation for Christian-Muslim friend-
ship. Among the Christians there are three charac-
teristics that both the Jews and the mushrikun lack—
that is, the presence of priests, the presence of monks,
and the absence of arrogance.72 The mention of “ar-
rogance” provides Tabataba�i the opportunity for an
exhortatory digression on the need for eliminating
bad attitudes in 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 is holding him back from it.”73 The ob-
structive attitude to which Tabataba�i refers is “im-
periousness towards the truth because of racial pride
and so forth.”74 He realizes 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, as do right actions in an
environment “in which it would be embarrassing for
the individual to neglect them.”75 The prerequisite,
then, for a society’s reception of the truth is the 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 themselves 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�i 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 the impor-
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 there is
no sense of being too proud to accept the truth.”76 The
exegete then catalogues the deficiencies of the Jews
and mushrikun which prevent them from fulfilling
these divinely instituted requirements. The Jews, in
spite of their learned rabbis (ahbar), are disqualified
because “the vice of obduracy and presumed superi-
ority does not induce them to be ready to receive the
truth.”77 The mushrikun are found wanting on all
three counts: not only are they bereft of learned men

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 exegesis but can-
not be deemed to speak for all Muslims in all peri-
ods of history.

Some contemporary Muslims may argue that even
to present such material, replete with derogatory at-
titudes toward Christians and Jews, does a disservice
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 also raised when
faced with aspects of their respective intellectual and
social 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 practice is, or ever
has been, monolithic. As products of human thought
and behavior in varied historical and social contexts,
they are invariably multiform. It is fair to note, there-
fore, that the exegetical tradition of which I have
offered representative examples continues to flourish
in Muslim academies and schools. The commentar-
ies of al-Tabari, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, and Tabataba�i

are regularly reprinted and sold in Muslim bookstores
worldwide. It is also fair to note that theirs are not
the only interpretive tones to which contemporary
Muslim ears are 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
considered in relation with al-Mumtahanah (S. 60):1:
“O you who believe, do not take My enemy and your
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enemy as friends/allies” (awliya�). He remarks that
“relationships have to be formed between people
despite differences in religion, and all 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.”78 More recently, Muhammad Arkoun has
urged a new Qur�anic hermeneutic, one forged within
the contemporary considerations of semantics and
sociohistorical contextualization, one that will draw
us back to “the long march towards meaning, a march
sometimes too assured and at others thrown out of
step by unexpected and overwhelming revivals of the
most archaic form of religion.”79 Finally, mention can
be made of a new initiative in 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
Qur�anic reflection and analysis and to the continu-
ing attention which the textual references to Chris-
tians can be expected to receive.

NOTES

1. This preliminary bifurcation approximates that
suggested by Jacques Waardenburg in “Types of judg-
ment in Islam about other religions,” Middle East: 30th
International Congress of Human Sciences in Asia and
North Africa, Mexico City 1976, ed. Graciela de la Lama
(Mexico City, 1982), pp. 138–140.

2. Don Wismer, The Islamic Jesus: An Annotated
Bibliography of Sources in English and French (New
York, 1977); Neal Robinson, Christ in Islam and Chris-
tianity (Albany, 1991). See also the section on “The
Jesus of the Gospels and the Jesus of the Qur�an” in Kate
Zebiri, Muslims and Christians Face to Face (Oxford:
One World, 1997).
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and Modern Exegesis (New York, 1991). I thank Cam-
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6. The best recent biography of al-Tabari is to be
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al-anba� fi tabaqat al-atibba�, ed. August Müller (1884;
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language biography, see Fathalla Kholief, A Study on
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and His Controversies in Trans-
oxiana (Beirut, 1966), pp. 7–22.
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choice with the assertion that Fakhr al-Din al-Razi
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ture de al-Fatiha,” in his Lectures du Coran (Paris,
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cally insightful reading of al-Razi’s exegesis, “Tafsir
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11. Muhammad Husayn al-Tabataba�i, al-Mizan
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glish translation of this work was begun by Sayyid
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dependent translation initiative, which has solicited the
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E. J. Brill, reprint 1987) 6:848–851.
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19. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 1:193. Cf. Matthew
2:19–23.
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22. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:135.
23. Also Al �Imran (S. 3):187 and see my “The
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25. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:137.
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according to both Qatadah and Mujahid b. Jabr (d. 104/
711), in the enmity between Jews and Christians—that
is, at the level of interreligious rather than intrareligious
antagonism.

27. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:137–138. In his
tafsir on this verse, the early mufassir Muqatil b.
Sulayman (d. 150/767) provides these specifics: “The
Nestorians said that �Isa is the son of God while the
Jacobites said that God is the Messiah [al-masih], son
of Mary. The Melchites said that God is the third of
three: He is a god, and Jesus is a god and Mary is a god.”
Tafsir Muqatil (Cairo, 1979), 1:462–463.

28. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:139. He then speci-
fies the consequences of Christian enmity as the divisions
that existed among Nestorians, Jacobites, and Melchites.

29. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 11:193.
See Roger Arnaldez, “Les Chrétiens selon le commentaire
coranique de Razi,” Mélanges d’islamologie dédiés à la
mémoire de Armand Abel, ed. P. Salmon (Leiden, 1974),
p. 49. A similar argument about Christian pretension is
made by Abu al-Faraj �Abd al-Rahman b. al-Jawzi (d. 597/
1201), Zad al-masir fi �ilm al-tafsir (Beirut, 1384/
1964–1388/1968), 2:315.

30. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 11:193.
For recent work on the Muslim belief in biblical attes-
tion of Muhammad and other intrascriptural relations,
see Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds: Medieval
Islam and Bible Criticism (Princeton, 1992); Andrew
Rippin, “Interpreting the Bible through the Qur�an,” in
Approaches to the Qur�an, ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul-
Kader A. Shareef (London, 1993), pp. 249–259; and my
“The Qur�anic Context of Muslim Biblical Scholar-
ship,” Islam and Muslim-Christian Relations, vol. 7
no. 2 (July 1996), 141–158; “Tabari’s Prelude to the
Prophet,” forthcoming in Al-Tabari: A Medieval Muslim
Historian and His Work, ed. Hugh Kennedy (Princeton:
Darwin Press); “Assessing the Isra�iliyyat: An Exegeti-
cal Conundrum,” forthcoming in Fiction in Nonfictional
Classical Arabic Literature, ed. S. Leder (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz Verlag).

31. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 11:
193. The phrase quoted from Q.6:65 is aw yalbisakum
shiya�an wa-yudhiqa ba�dakum ba�sa ba�din. Fakhr al-
Din actually begins his treatment of this verse by not-
ing the comparable contractual invalidation of the Jews.

32. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 5:235. For a study of
Qur�anic nazm which includes reference to Tabataba�i,
see Mustansir Mir, Coherence in the Qur�an (India-
napolis, 1986).

33. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 5:242.
34. For a transmission on the authority of �Ubadah

b. al-Samit’s grandson, see al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan
10:397. See also �Ali b. Ahmadh al-Wahidi, Asbab al-
nuzul (Beirut, 1983), pp. 136–137.
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35. Muhammad b. Ishaq, Sirat rasul Allah (recen-
sion of �Abd al-Malik b. Hisham), ed. Ferdinand Wüsten-
feld (1858; reprint, Frankfurt-am-Main, 1961), 1:546–
547; W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at Medina
(Oxford, 1956), pp. 181–183 and 209–210; Gordon
Darnell Newby, A History of the Jews of Arabia (Co-
lumbia, S.C., 1988), p. 88.

36. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:398 with a trans-
mission from �Ikrimah (d. 105/723). See Ibn Ishaq,
Sirat, 684–688; Watt, Muhammad at Medina 188–189;
and M. J. Kister, “The massacre of the Banu Qurayza:
A re-examination of a tradition,” Jerusalem Studies in
Arabic and Islam 8 (1986): 61–96, in response to W. N.
Arafat, “New light on the story of Banu Qurayza and
the Jews of Medina,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic So-
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al-suffah, individuals venerated for their ascetism and
piety. W. Montgomery Watt, “Ahl al-suffa,” Encyclo-
paedia of Islam, New edition, vol. 1 (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1960), pp. 266–267.

37. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:397–398 on the
authority of Isma�il b. ��Abd al-Rahman al-Suddi (d.
128/745).

38. The three asbab are nicely summarized in Ibn
al-Jawzi, Zad al-masir 2:377–378.

39. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:398–399. Abdel-
majid Charfi in his article “Christianity in the Qur�an
commentary of Tabari” remarks on al-Tabari’s exegeti-
cal procedure from a psychological angle. The vast
inclusivity of al-Tabari’s hadith collection masks issues
of discrepancy and contradiction with the result that “all
these interpretations gathered together in his compre-
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seeking to influence his feelings rather than to provide
any intellectual conviction.” Islamochristiana 6 (1980):
105–148, esp. p. 30; trans. Penelope C. Johnstone from
Revue Tunisienne des Sciences Sociales 58/59 (1979):
53–96; French trans. Robert Caspar in Mélanges de
l’Institut Dominicain d’Études Orientales du Caire 16
(1983): 117–161.

40. al-Tabari also explicitly mentions the matter
of apostasy (irtidad) at this juncture.

41. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:400–401, includ-
ing reference to the Banu Taghlib, a largely monophy-
site Christian tribe in the northern part of the peninsula.
Henry Charles, Le Christianisme des Arabes nomades
sur le Limes et dans le désert syro-mésopotamien aux
alentours de l’Hégire (Paris, 1936), p. 3.

42. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:16.
For further to al-Razi’s views of Muslim/non-Muslim
interaction, see my “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on ayat al-
jizyah and ayat al-sayf,” Conversion and Continuity:
Indigenous Christian Communities in Islamic Lands,
Eighth to Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Michael Gervers
and Ramzi J. Bikhazi (Toronto, 1990), pp. 103–19.

43. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:16.
Ibn al-�Arabi (d. 543/1148), Ahkam al-Qur�an 2:138–
139, relates an abbreviated version of this episode.

44. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 5:369–371 which in-
cludes a general admonition against using asbab al-
nuzul to restrict the signification of a verse.

45. The term walayah has well-delineated politi-
cal and juridical significations in the corpus of classical
fiqh. See Hermann Landolt, “Walayah,” The Encyclo-
pedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York, 1987)
15:316–323, and Willi Heffening, “Wilayah,” Encyclo-
pedia of Islam, first edition, vol. 8 (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
reprint 1987), 1137–1138. For cognate Qur�anic uses of
awliya� against which the interpretation of Tabataba�i

and others can be read, see Q.3:28; 4:89, 139, and 144;
5:57; 8:72; 9:23; and 60:1.

46. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 5:371.
47. As additional support, Tabataba�i refers to al-

Mujadalah (S. 58): 22 which begins la tajidu qawman
yu�minuna bi-allahi wa-al-yawmi al-akhiri yuwadduna
man hadda allaha wa-rasulahu and uses another form
of the root WDD.

48. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 5:371. The inclusion of
Jews and Christians in the term “infidel” is discussed
by Yohanan Friedmann, “‘Islam is Superior . . .’,”
Jerusalem Quarterly 11 (1979): 36–42.

49. Tabataba�i observes that when prohibiting a
previously permissible action, the Qur�an habitually
gives indication of temporal closure. The examples he
draws from al-Tawbah (S. 9):28, al-Baqarah (S. 2):187,
and al-Ahzab (S. 33):52 lead one to expect a corre-
sponding intimation of sequentiality were the Prophet
and believers being forbidden treaties with the Chris-
tians, Jews, and mushrikun.

50. alladhina ittakhadhu dinakum huzuwan wa
la�iban.

51. Tabataba�i links the actual ethico-legal status
of this verse to such injunctions as al-Baqarah (S. 2):
184, “But if you fast, it is better for you,” and al-
�Ankabut (S. 29):45, “Salat restrains from abomination
and iniquity but remembrance (dhikr) of God is greater.”

52. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 5:373. He further main-
tains that were Muslims to help one faction of Chris-
tians (or Jews) against another, they should not expect
reciprocal support, for neither group would align them-
selves with Muslims against their own coreligionists.

53. See Ibn Ishaq, Sirat 1:208–221; Ibn Sa�d, al-
Tabaqat al-kubra 1:201–208; al-Tabari, Ta�rikh 1:
1180–1184. A narrative summary is offered in Mehmet
Aydin, “Rapporti islamo-cristiani all’epoca di Muham-
mad,” Islam, storia e civiltà 5 (1986): 12–15. The Shi�i

mufassir �Ali b. Ibrahim al-Qummi (d. 328/929) pro-
vides interesting additional detail. Tafsir al-Qummi

1:176–179.
54. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:499.
55. The key scene of this scenario is the Najashi’s
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questioning of the Muslim delegation. When asked
about Muhammad’s thoughts on �Isa and Maryam, the
group’s spokesman made this response: “He [Muham-
mad] says that �Isa is the servant (�abd) of God and the
word (kalimah) of God, which God cast into Mary, and
His spirit (ruh). About Maryam he says that she is the
virgin (al-�adhra� al-batul).” The Najashi responded to
this statement with an illustrative command: “Pick up
a twig from the ground: between what your leader said
about �Isa and Maryam and what I believe there is not
more than a twig’s worth of difference.” Jami� al-bayan
10:500.

56. Ibid. 10:501. Ibn al-Jawzi poses the question
about the phrase “those who say ‘We are Christians’ quite
precisely: “Is this a generalization about all Christians
or is it specific?” If the phrase means particular Chris-
tians, then one of two groups could be intended. On the
authority of Ibn �Abbas and Ibn Jubayr the first possi-
bility is, of course, the Christian king of Abyssinia and
his followers who subsequently became Muslims. The
second possible specification repeats an identification
earlier proposed by Qatadah: “They are a group of Chris-
tians who were strict adherents of the law of Jesus”
(mutamassikin bi-shari�ati �Isa). Zad al-masir 2:408.

57. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:501. Ahmad von
Denffer presents only this episode (of the delegation
sent by the Najashi to Muhammad) as the sabab al-
nuzul of the verse, adding that only such a carefully
specified group of Christians is here intended and, there-
fore, “this verse, when seen in its historical context, does
not seem to be meant as a general statement character-
izing Christians as such as being nearest to Muslims.”
Christians in the Qur�an and the Sunna: An Assessment
from the Sources to Help Define Our Relationship
(Leicester, 1979), p. 13.

58. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:66.
59. Ibid.
60. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 6:79.
61. Tabataba�i repeats this in his comments on the

hadith material to which he makes reference for this
verse, insisting that “the evident meaning (zahir) of the
verse is general, not specific.” Ibid. 6:85.

62. Ibid. 6:79–80. The author was apparently
unaware of (or ignoring) the vast demographic shift that
has taken place in the Muslim world with the largest
Muslim populations now to be found in south and south-
east Asia.

63. Ibid. 6:80.
64. Ibid.
65. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:505. The basic

study of the Qur�anic understanding of monasticism,
which examines the three relevant loci (i.e., al-Ma�idah
[S. 5]:82–86, al-Tawbah [S. 9]:29–35, and al-Hadid
[S. 57]:27), is that by Edmund Beck, Das christliche
Mönchtum im Koran (Helsinki, 1946).

66. al-Tabari, Jami� al-bayan 10:506.

67. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:66.
68. Ibid.
69. Ibid. 12:67. See Jacques Jomier, “Unité de

Dieu, chrétiens et Coran selon Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,”
Islamochristiana 6 (1980): 149–177.

70. Fakhr al-Din al-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 Verkündigung des arabischen
Propheten, 5th rev. ed. (Stuttgart, 1980), p. 141.

71. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir 12:67.
72. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 6:80–81. For another

contemporary reappropriation of this position, see Syed
Vahiduddin, “Islam and Diversity of Religions,” Islam
and Christian Muslim Relations 1 (1990): 7.

73. Tabataba�i, al-Mizan 6:81.
74. Ibid.
75. Ibid.
76. Ibid. 6:81–82.
77. Ibid. 6:82.
78. Translated by Penelope Johnstone from �Ali

al-Sayyid �Ali Yunus’s article in Minbar al-Islam of
September, 1985 in her “Articles from Islamic journals:
An Islamic perspective on dialogue,” Islamochristiana
13 (1987): 140. In her introduction to this collection of
articles Johnstone (p. 132) notes, however, the gener-
ally negative tone of virtually all of the articles to be
found in the Muslim press on the subject of interreli-
gious dialogue. Recognizing the “ancient fears and sus-
picions which can lurk just below the surface,” she
concludes that 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 Jørgen S.
Nielsen (Leiden, 1994), pp. 225–237.

79. “Religion and Society: The example of Islam,”
in Islam in 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

1 2 2

From the rise of Islam in the early seventh century
to the advent of the Western Crusades in the late elev-
enth century (A.D.), 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.1 From
the fourth century A.D., 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.2 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.3 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 (Rum) were initially van-
quished, prevented direct contacts between the early
Muslims and Byzantium, from circa A.D. 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 Surat al-Rum 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.4 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 qibla 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 Surat 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.5

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.6 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.7

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.8

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,
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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.’”9

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
Surat al-Rum 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 Antiq-
uity. The verses of Surat al-Rum 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.10 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 Rum” 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.D.) 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.”11 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.12

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 Rum
as the perpetual enemy. Skepticism concerning the
authenticity of such traditions has long been ex-
pressed by certain scholars.13 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.14

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-Rum) seems to have confirmed a
normative Qur�anic attitude that continued into later
periods.15 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.16

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.17

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.”18 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 Rum 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.19 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.20 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.21

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.22 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 kanu �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.”23 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.”24

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.”25 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.26

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.27

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.28

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.29 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.30

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.31

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.32 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 III,
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, Abu 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
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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.33 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.34

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?”35 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., Harun 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



Arab Islamic Perceptions of Byzantine Religion and Culture 129

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.36

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,
Harun 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.37 Here I turn
my attention to it. The epistle was composed by Abu
al-Rabi� Muhammad b. al-Layth, described as the
“Preacher” (Khatib, Wa�iz), but about whom not
much else is known.38 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-
Rum, 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).”39 The epistle
quotes, usually accurately, from the Old and New
Testament in order to identify supposed allusions to
Muhammad’s prophethood.40

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” (asaqif 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.’”41 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.42

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.”43

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.44 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).45 He reminds the emperor how, during the
previous truce, extensive commercial activity, by Byz-
zantine traders as well as Muslim and Dhimmi (i.e.,

Christian and possibly Jewish) merchants from the
Arab side, had led to mutual benefit and prosperity.46

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 (khawass) 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.”47

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.’”48

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,49 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.”50

12. As a last 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-



Arab Islamic Perceptions of Byzantine Religion and Culture 131

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.’”51

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.52

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�i jurist and theologian
al-Qaffal al-Shashi (A.H. 291–366) and this seems to
have found its way to Byzantium almost immedi-
ately.53 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.”54

Ibn Hazm (384/994–456/1064), the celebrated
Andalusian Zahiri 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.55

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.D., 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.56

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.57 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�tazili 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�udi. 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�qubi 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.”58 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�udi’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�udi 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�udi 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�udi 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�udi 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.”59 It is the same
context of direct contacts, as well as an inherent in-
tellectual curiosity and fairmindedness, that enabled
al-Mas�udi 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�udi

singles out elsewhere in his works.60

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-Jarmi (ninth
century) and Harun b. Yahya (tenth century) are well
known to anyone familiar with Arab-Byzantine re-
lations in that period.

Al-Biruni 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 Tabari.61

�Ali al-Harawi (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-Harawi speaks of the “goodness and
beneficence” (al-Ghayr wa-l-ihsan)” which the em-
peror Manuel showed toward him.62

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.63

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.64

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.

It is 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.

NOTES

1. See in particular, G. W. Bowersock, Roman
Arabia (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1983).

2. See in particular, I. Shahid, Byzantium and the
Arabs, 2 vols. (Washington, 1987 and 1991).

3. For other dimensions, see my earlier studies,
A. Shboul, “Byzantium and the Arabs: The image of
the Byzantines as mirrored in Arabic literature,” Byz-
antine Papers, ed. E. & M. Jeffreys and A. Moffatt
(Canberra, 1981), pp. 43–68; Shboul, “Arab attitudes
towards Byzantium: Official, learned, popular,” Rathe-
getria, Essays presented to Joan Hussey (Camberley,
Porphyrogenitus, 1988), pp. 11–128.



134 Medieval Times

4. Qur�an 30:1–6.
5. For example, Qur�an 61: 6, 14; see M. Hayek,

al-Masih fi 1-Qur�an (Beirut, 1962); G. Parrinder, Jesus
in the Qur�an (London, 1965).

6.  Qur�an, 5: 47, 66.
7.  Qur�an, 5: 5.
8.  Qur�an, 57: 27; 9: 34.
9.  Qur�an, 5: 82–83 (after Arberry, the Qur�an

Interpreted).
10. See A. Shboul, “�Alaat al-Umma al-Islamiyya

fi al-�Asr al-Nabawi ma�a Bilad al-Sham wa-Bizanta
(Relations of the Islamic community at the time of the
Prophet with Syria and Byzantium), Dirasat Tarikh al-
Jazira al-�Arabiyya, Series 3: al-Jazira al-�Arabiyya fi
�Asr al-Rasul wa-l-Khulafa� al-Rashidin, Vol. 1 (Riyadh,
King Saud University, 1989), pp. 157–182.

11. Qur�an, 9: 29.
12. See, for example, Ibn �Asakir, Tarikh Dimashq,

I, ed. Munajjid (Damascus, 1951), 383–384 (quoting
al-Hasan al-Basri and Mujahid).

13. See especially Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddima
(Bulaq, 1867), p. 260ff.

14. See Paul Alexander, The Byzantine Apocalyp-
tic Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1985); S. Brock, “Syriac views of emergent Islam,” in
Studies on the First Century of Islamic Society, ed.
G. H. A. Juynboll (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Uni-
versity Press, 1982), pp. 22; I deal with Islamic apoca-
lyptic tradition elsewhere.

15. For documentation, see Shboul, “Arab atti-
tudes towards Byzantium,” pp. 111–128.

16. See ibid., pp. 117, 119; cf. al-Rashid’s letter
to the Byzantine emperor.

17. For details, see ibid.
18. N. Daniel, Heroes and Saracens: An Interpre-

tation of the Chansons de Geste (Edinburgh, 1984),
p. 3.

19. See, for example, Tabari, Tarikh, passim; Abu

Mikhnaf Azdi, Futuh al-Sham, ed. A. M. �Amir (Cairo,
1970).

20. See, for example, Tabari’s accounts of the
battles of Yarmuk, Pella, and others; for Syriac sources,
see S. Brock, “Syriac views of emergent Islam,” in
Juynboll, Studies on the First Century of Islamic His-
tory, p. 14.

21. Azdi, Futuh al-Sham, pp. 111, 130.
22. S. Brock, “Syriac views of emergent Islam,”

pp. 10–13.
23. Azdi, Futuh al-Sham, p. 44.
24. Ibid., pp. 168–169.
25. Tabari, Tarikh, vol. 4, pp. 543–555.
26. Isfahani, Aghani (Bulaq, 1868), vol. 14, pp. 4–9.
27. Ibn Habib, al-Munammaq (Hyderabad, 1964),

p. 496; cf. I. Kawar, “Djabala b. al-Ayham,” Encyclo-
paedia of Islam, vol. 2, p. 354.

28. Isfahani, Aghani, vol. 6, pp. 169–188, esp.
p. 176.

29. See Shboul, “Arab attitudes toward Byzan-
tium,” pp. 114–115.

30. For example, Baladhuri, Futuh, ed. M. de
Goeje (Leiden, 1866), p. 286; Ibn �Asakir, Tarikh
Dimashq, ed. A. R. Badran (Damascus, 2nd. ed. 1979),
p. 42.

31. See Shboul, “Arab attitudes toward Byzan-
tium,” p. 115.

32. G. Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine
State, trans. J. M. Hussey, 2nd ed. (Oxford, Blackwell,
1968), p. 163; J. M. Hussey, “Byzantine theological
speculation and spirituality,” Cambridge Medieval
History, vol. 4, 2 (Cambridge, 1967), pp. 187–188; see
also “John of Damascus” in the Oxford Dictionary of
Byzantium (New York, 1991).

33. See S. Griffith, “Theodore Abu Qurra’s Ara-
bic tract on the Christian practice of venerating images,”
Journal of the American Oriental Society 105 (1985),
pp. 53–73.

34. Ibn al-�Ibri, Mukhtasar, ed. A. Salihani

(Beirut, 1890), p. 145. See P. Peeters, ed., Passion de
Saint Pierre de Capitolias, in Anal. Bollandistes, 57
(1939), pp. 299–333, esp. 304–313; quoted by A.-Th.
Khoury, Les théologiens byzantins et l’Islam: textes et
auteurs (ViiJe–XiiJe S,), 2nd ed. (Louvain-Paris, 1969),
p. 67.

35. See Peeters, Passion de Saint Pierre de
Capitolas, pp. 299–333, esp. 304–313; quoted by
Khoury, Les théologiens byzantins et l’Islam, p. 67.

36. Tabari, Tarikh, vol. 9, p. 194: attack against
Damietta in Egypt when 450 Coptic Christian women
and 200 Muslim women were abducted, and some
Coptic churches burnt; see also ibid, vol. 10, p. 85:
many Christians were abducted and a number of
mosques and churches were burned.

37. Shboul, “Arab attitudes toward Byzantium,”
pp. 116–117.

38. Tabari, Tarikh, vol. 8, p. 288; al-Nadim,
Fihrist (Tehran, 1971), p. 134; trans. B. Dodge (Colum-
bia University Press, 1970), 1: 264–265, 274; 2: 739;
for the complete text of the epistle, see A. Z. Safwat,
Jamharat Rasa�il al-�Arab (Cairo, 2nd. ed., 1971), 3:
217–274.

39. Safwat, Jamharat Rasa�il, vol. 3, p. 262.
40. See ibid, pp. 266ff; cf. particularly, John 14:

26; 16: 13; Isaiah 21: 96; Psalms 9: 20; Habakkuk 3: 3;
6, 15; Psalms 149: 1–9; Isaiah 42: 1–4; 10–12; Psalms
45: 2–5; Deuteronomy 33: 1; 18: 15; Matthew 6: 9; 5:
7–9, 39–41.

41. Safwat, Jamarat Rasa�il, vol. 3, pp. 260–261;
cf. Luke 11:10.

42. Safwat, Jamarat Rasa�il, vol. 3, p. 262.
43. Ibid., pp. 231, 233, 234, 240.



Arab Islamic Perceptions of Byzantine Religion and Culture 135

44. See Shboul, “Byzantium and the Arabs.”
45. Safwat, Jamarat Rasa�il, vol. 3, p. 269.
46. Ibid., p. 270.
47. Ibid., p. 271.
48. Ibid., p. 270; Matthew 5: 39–41; on earlier

Islamic perception of Byzantine religiosity, see Shboul,
“Arab attitudes toward Byzantium,” p. 125.

49. See Shboul, “Arab attitudes toward Byzan-
tium,” p. 121.

50. Safwat, Jamharat Rasa�il, vol. 3, p. 272.
51. Ibid., p. 273: a paraphrase of Matthew 5: 7–9.
52. Safwat, Jamharat Rasa�il, vol. 3, p. 273.
53. See S. Munajjid, ed., Qasidat Imbaratur al-

Rum Nigfur . . . (Beirut, 1982), containing the original
diatribe in 70 lines; al-Qaffal’s reply in 74 lines and Ibn
Hazm’s independent reply, about a century later, in 137
lines; on al-Qaffal’s reply, see also G. E. von Grune-
baum, “Eine poetische Polemik zwischen Byzanz und
Bagdad im 10. Jahrhundert,” Analecta Orientalia (Rome,
1937), pp. 43–64; repr. in his Islam and Medieval Hel-
lenism (London, Variorum, 1976), no. 19.

54. See ibid., lines 4, 5, 6, 25, 37, 40, 68, 74.
55. Ibid., pp. 41–58: lines 22–28, 135.

56. See Diwan Abi Firas, ed. S. Dahhaan (Beirut,
1944), vol. 1, p. 36.

57. See A. Shboul, al-Mas�udi and His World: A
Muslim Humanist and His Interest in Non-Muslims
(London: Ithaca Press, 1979), esp. chapters 6 and 7; and
my articles “Byzantium and the Arabs” (1981) and “Arab
attitudes towards Byzantium” (1988); see note 3.

58. al-Mas�udi, Tanbih, ed. M. de Goeje (Leiden,
1894), pp. 172–173; see Shboul, al-Mas�udi, p. 260.

59. al-Mas�udi, Tanbih, p. 193; Shboul, al-Mas�udi,
pp. 261–262.

60. Tanbih, pp. 7; Shboul, al-Masw�udi, p. 260.
61. al-Biruni, Athar (Chronologie orientalischer

Völker), ed. E. Sachau (Leipzig, 1923), p. 289.
62. al-Harawi, Isharat (Guide des lieux de pèle-

grinage), ed. J. Sourdel-Thomine (Damascus, 1953),
pp. 56–57.

63. Ibn Battuta, Travels, Cairo, Tijariyya ed. (1958),
p. 379ff.

64. Nicholas I Patriarch of Constantinople, Let-
ters, Greek text & English trans., by R. J. H. Jenkins
and L. G. Westerink (Dumbarton Oaks, Washington,
1973), nos. 1–2.



136 Medieval Times

7

Some Arab-Muslim Perceptions of Religion
and Medieval Culture in Sicily
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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-lslamic 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 Husni

�Abd al-Wahhab, of Edmond Fagnan, Roger Idris,
and Evariste Lévi-Provençal.

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 Harun 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 Harun 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 Harun
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-Himyari, 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-Idrisi’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-
Idrisi was working in Palermo, at the Norman court,
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on the composition of the celebrated Kitab Rugar,
better known by the title Nuzhat aI-mushtaq 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-Sharif al-Idrisi 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.
Idrisi, 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—but 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 through his pal-
ace, where he heard naught but invocations to God
and his prophet, pronounced by his wives and eu-
nuchs. If any of the latter showed dismay before him,
he told them reassuringly: “Let each of you invoke
God he worships and whose faith he observes.”

Nor can we forget his description of Palermo,
once a Muslim city named al-Madina, the capital:

The king’s palaces are ranged on the breast of
the city, like necklaces on the neck of a young woman
with rounded breasts; pleasures and games succeed
each other in its gardens and hippodromes. How
many private gardens and ornamental lakes, plea-
sure domes and belvederes this king possesses, with-
out dwelling in them! How many convents he pos-
sesses, most generous estates and churches with
crosses plated in gold and silver! May God in his
power soon redeem the lot of this island, reestab-
lish it as a dwelling-place of faith, and lead it back
to fear [of God] and security.
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The Muslims still keep in the city some vestiges
of their faith; they attend most of their mosques,
wither they are summoned by a clearly heard call to
celebrate their ritual prayers. They have their own
quarters where only they live, to the exclusion of all
Christians. The suqs are thronged by them, and they
are the merchants here. They have no collective
prayer on Fridays, for the khutba would be impos-
sible for them. But they say the prayers of the fes-
tivities with a khutba with an invocation to the
Abbassid caliph. They have a cadi before whom they
conduct their trials; they have a main mosque where
they assemble, and which they take great care to il-
luminate in this blessed month.

The ordinary mosques are numerous, indeed
countless. Most of them serve as classrooms for the
teachers of the Qur�an. All in all, these people are
isolated, separated from their brothers, they are sub-
ject to the authority of the infidels, they have no
security either for their goods or for their women or
for their sons. May God by a favourable act of in-
tervention restore them to their previous state!

To examine Ibn Jubayr’s impression of Norman
Sicily, one must imagine his basic attitude. We have
seen that the traveler begins by making a show of his
enthusiasm for the Arab culture and environment of
William II; but he then proceeds, when dealing with
Palermo, to the overall judgment that his coreligion-
ists lived without any security, within the power of
the infidels, cut off from their brothers in the Mus-
lim world (as in the passage quoted above). Finally,
in his last and longest Sicilian sojourn in Trapani, he
is happy that the Christians allowed the Muslims to
celebrate the end of Ramadan with public proces-
sions to the sound of trumpets and drums, but he is
moved to pity for the agony of Sicilian Islam, which
he says exposed them to the most painful harassment
by the Christian authorities, and whose total extinc-
tion the better informed observers already foresaw
in the very near future. Today we can acknowledge
the accuracy of these observers’ predictions, for the
real collapse of Islam in Sicily was to begin within just
a few years, with the death of William II. But, apart
from these pessimistic observations, it is Ibn Jubayr
who has left us with the most memorable records of
the survival and the prosperity of the Muslim faith and
Arab culture on the island in this period. One need only
recall his celebrated pages on King William’s toler-
ance, his entourage and oriental way of life, his de-
scription of Palermo, in particular, of the Muslim quar-
ters, and his detailed information about the Muslim
rural population in the Val di Mazara.

To reconcile all these remarks and contradictory
impressions, we must reflect on his passionate attach-
ment to his faith and his culture. He is always ready
to exalt their glories and no less ready to criticize the
failures and losses they have undergone. For him,
King William’s Arabophilia and Islamophilia, which
he knew through the high officials of the Royal Pal-
ace, are not proof of the sovereign’s breadth of mind
and tolerance but rather of the prestige and the supe-
riority of Islam, both as religious faith and as Arab
culture. The freedom of the Islamic cult in the capi-
tal and throughout the island is no more than the
exercise of a Muslim right. Where the cult is prac-
ticed and where it is threatened is due to the diaboli-
cal wickedness of the infidels. There is no denying
that Ibn Jubayr’s conclusion is clearly pessimistic:
the account of his personal experiences in the island,
now Christian, ends with the moving episode of the
Muslim girl whose father tries to marry her to one of
the travelers so that she may be taken away to the land
of Islam and thus be saved from the trials and temp-
tations of apostasy. However, it is thanks to the
“things seen” by this cultured pilgrim and writer that
the image of Arab-Norman Sicily has been handed
down to us, with its languages, religions, and vari-
ous ethnic groups, among which Islam stood out on
account of its ancient civilization, not unlike the
mosques which raised their minarets alongside the
streaming gold mosaics of the Christian cathedrals.

To return to the age of Roger II, King Roger,
driven by the intellectual curiosity that in Sicily was
to be transmitted to Frederick II and his son, appears
to have been truly seduced by Arab culture. It is cer-
tain that of all his subjects the Muslims were those
who, at that time, could present to him the most bril-
liant civilization. In the second half of the twelfth
century the historian Ibn al-Athir wrote as follows:
“Roger also adopted the custom of the Muslim kings
by instituting in his court aide-de-camps, chamber-
lains, equerries, bodyguards, and other officers. He
thus abandoned the practice of the Franks who did
not know these categories of officers.”

The favor with which Roger surrounded the Arab
and Muslim scholars naturally extended to the poets.
At the time of the Norman conquest, a certain num-
ber of Muslims had abandoned Sicily, probably hop-
ing that their coreligionists would avenge them. But
it seemed that the majority remained on the island,
because they either would not or could not expatri-
ate. Many very quickly rallied round the new state,
which brought them not only religious tolerance but



140 Medieval Times

also true peace and the end of dissension. An elite
class emerging from the Arab-Sicilian milieu ap-
peared to have encircled the throne that protected it.
From its ranks emerged some admirable poets:
Abu�d-Daw� who lived on familiar terms with Roger
II and seems to have sincerely loved him. The elegy
this poet composed on the occasion of the death of a
young prince (possibly the eldest son of Roger II,
who died in 1146) is full of an emotion that honors
both protector and protégé. Here is the elegy:

Alas! When he was in the prime of his beauty and
his majesty, when the great ones and all the
country prided themselves on him.

Destiny, always fickle, carried him away like a
thief, this young prince whose glory is
betrayed!

Burn, breasts! Souls, be dumbfounded! Sorrows,
multiply! And weeping, be without measure!

Burst forth, afflications! Eyes, overflow with tears
so that their flow may meet the fire that
devours the hearts . . .

For whom do they cry, if not for him, the wild
beasts in the woods? If they could but
understand, the very boughs would weep with
the doves.

This elegy is clearly imbued with the excesses of
Arab lyricism. It is not a vain declamation, however.
Can we imagine, four centuries later, an Arab poet
in Grenada celebrating in impeccably metric verse
Ferdinand the Catholic or Charles V?

It is therefore possible to glean in the Arab po-
etry of Sicily some data about the theme that concerns
us. The most interesting source, in this respect, is
certainly Ibn Hamdis (b. 1055, d. 1133), due to the
quantity of his output (about 6,000 verses) and his
intrinsic poetic qualities. He is remembered for the
wandering life he led far from his homeland, Sicily;
for the nostalgia of his language; and for the vehe-
mence of his attacks against the Christian usurpers.
The short poems on the millstone, the lustre of the
mosque, the night and the dawn, the stars, the storm
at sea, and so on certainly bring the poet close to the
Arabic-Andalusian milieu, to which he was closely
linked, as the Arab anthologists of the Middle Ages
already perceived. But the distinguishing feature of
his poetry is the touching nostalgia of his verse, as,
for example, in the last part of the poem, where the
poet addresses his native island:

But Sicily. A hopeless sorrow
Is born anew for you in my memory.
Youth. I see again happy

Lost follies and splendid friends.
O the paradise I was driven from!
Why remember your splendour?
My tears. If your taste were not so bitter
You would now form rivers.

O Sicily!

In the diwan of Ibn Hamdis, more than 4,000 lines
are laudatory. They are addressed to princes or pa-
trons of Andalusia and North Africa, or to friends and
coreligionists who had remained in Sicily. Setting
aside the possibility of a real characterization of the
persons mentioned, which the poet sometimes per-
mits us to attempt, there are among these poems some
that lend themselves to historical usage, as they throw
light on events in the Mediterranean area between the
eleventh and twelfth centuries: events ranging from
the struggle of the Andalusian reyes de taifas (the
muluk at-tawa�if) against Alfonso VI of Castille to
the victories—or defeats—of the Zirid princes in
battles against the Normans.

In this regard, a precious source is the long poem
in which Ibn Hamdis speaks of the Battle of Cap
Dimas in Tunisia (1123), which was a setback for
the Norman sovereign Roger II. The poem seems
to be almost a chronicle of the happenings: we find
in it the names of the tribes taking part in the
struggle, the deployment of the enemy forces, allu-
sions to the Muslim raids in Calabria, scores for the
Christians and praise for the Zirid Emir Hasan Ibn
�Ali Mahdiyya, during whose reign the victory oc-
curred. This Muslim success encouraged the poet
to hope that the beloved island of Sicily might re-
turn to the dar al-lslam, but this hope was soon
dashed. Roger is portrayed as an infidel hungry for
booty. The Arabs and the Muslims were presented
as the bearers of the true faith, and the crushing
victory is seen as a grace from God. It should be
mentioned, incidentally, that this Arab poet from
Sicily is our most complete source of information
about this historical event.

The writings of this poet thus inform us, some-
times in a previously unprecedental manner, of the
events of the time and techniques of war: for ex-
ample, the use of naphta (Greek fire) in naval battles
(never described by other poets); and they also in-
form us of the war galleys which contained men and
horses, about “doe’s foot” crossbows, and so on.
Here is an excerpt:

The Christian infidels have seen the war galleys
that hurl naphta: naphta that burns and
extinguishes lives.
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The molten lead of hell seems to be enclosed in
this pipe, and it spurts into men’s faces.

When the breasts of the Barbarians are torn open
by it, they die at once, groaning.

In the pipe of naphta is the mouth of a volcano,
which calls to mind the tortures of hell.

A scorning blaze flashes through the pipe, a
mortal blaze for the lives of the infidels.

Water has no power to quench it, when it blazes
and bursts.

The island, which the poet had to abandon at the
time of the Norman conquest, is thus seen as a land
of jihad, the war that the Muslims who remained in
Sicily fought against the foreign invader. A short
passage from a long poem by Ibn Hamdis describes
his brave coreligionists, whom he urges moreover to
lay down their lives to defend their homeland and
their families, choosing death rather than the bitter-
ness of exile:

The hands of the Christians have transformed the
mosques of my land into churches.

In them the monks ring the bells as loud as they
can, from morning to nightfall.

A cruel destiny has betrayed the land of Sicily,
which before was sheltered from the whims of
fate.

I see my country abased, humiliated by the Rum,
while with the Muslims it was honored.

With this poet (and, in general, with the Arab
poetry of Sicily) we still remain in the Arab-Norman
period. It is, in my opinion, necessary to go on a little
further, at least until the time of Frederick II, whose
philo-Islamic character is attested by several Arab
sources. However, Frederick II’s Arabo-Islamic per-
ception deserves special attention, in order to over-
come the contradiction between the philo-Islamic,
philo-Arabic sovereign, on the one hand, and the
emperor on the other, who uprooted Sicilian Islam
with a cruelty whose echo was to be heard as far as
the Orient. One source, for example, tells us of the
arrival in the court of al-Malik al-Kamil in Egypt, of
a Muslim fleeing from Sicily, who implores the Sul-
tan to intervene against the policy pursued by the
emperor in Italy and directed against the Muslims still
surviving in Sicily. This is in the year 1230, just
after Frederick’s Crusade, when he was in an idyl-
lic, interconfessional state with al-Malik al-Kamil,
who then wrote to him, asking him to leave the Mus-
lims in peace or at least to allow them to emigrate to
Egypt. But this move seems to have had no effect
whatsoever. Furthermore, the overall impression

which Islam received of the great Swabian monarch
was above all linked to the Crusade: his passage
across the oriental political scene was meteoric, but
the Arab sources immediately noted the singular
personality of this new friend-enemy, so different
from other crusader sovereigns previously known.
This man who spoke Arabic, who was surrounded by
an almost entirely Muslim retinue, who was so fa-
miliar with Islamic culture, who passed successively
from diplomatic negotiations to questions of logic
and mathematics, physics, and metaphysics, this man
was bound to excite the curiosity and imagination of
the Muslims.

In summary, we may conclude that a bond of per-
sonal friendship and mutual esteem developed be-
tween the emperor and his Ayyubid hosts which was
much more solid than the compromise of Jerusalem,
a bond that was destined to survive the oriental ad-
venture. The friendly relations with al-Malik al-
Kamil continued until the Sultan’s death in 1238, and
they carried on with his son and successor. These
emirs and vizirs must have observed and appreciated
in Frederick not only the materialist (ad-dahri) who
mocked Christianity but above all the man of culture,
the scholar, the knight and the sovereign who knew
and admired oriental civilization.

I would like to make some concluding remarks. I
am interested in sources for the study of Arabo-
lslamic Sicily, and until now I have not found a com-
plete Muslim document or monograph dealing spe-
cifically with Christianity in Sicily and the way in
which it was considered by the Muslims both within
and outside the island. I have, therefore, not had the
good fortune, for example, to find a work parallel to
the letter by the “monk of France” and to the reply
by the Andalusian Abu�l-Walid al-Baji, edited by
Dunlop and later by at-Turki.

The absence of any such controversial texts, in
harmony with the artistic syncretism and cultural
symbiosis in Sicily during the Arabic-Norman pe-
riod, has enabled scholars to speak of Sicily as a “land
without crusaders,” alluding to a peaceful tolerance
and cohabitation between the Christian and the Mus-
lim faith and culture. This existed, to be sure, but
above all, it seems that contrary to those Muslims
who were close to the Normans and then to the
Swabian court, there were those who, from a juridi-
cal and social point of view, lived in a state of infe-
riority. What was their perception of the world
around them? This is not clear. But it is clear that
those for whom the gates of exile were opened con-
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tinued to regard the island as their lost homeland, torn
from the dar al-lslam by the barbaric hands of the
infidels.
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the Jewish Scriptures
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Islamic polemics against Judaism and its adherents
is a phenomenon as old as Islam itself, and the Qur�an
is its very first source. In it, we find, among others,
the following arguments: the Jews are hostile toward
the Muslims; the cumbersome Jewish laws are a
punishment from God; the Jews are extremely at-
tached to earthly life, and they display an excessive
reverence for their leaders, thus compromising their
monotheism.1

More numerous and important, however, are the
arguments that concern the very foundation of the Jew-
ish faith, namely the Torah.2 According to the Qur�an,
this earlier scripture, which must be considered ab-
rogated,3 contains references to the mission of the
Prophet Muhammad.4 At the same time, the Torah is
said to have been tampered with by the Jews (tahrif ).5

We do not possess any polemical works from the
first four centuries of the Islamic era that are specifi-
cally directed against Judaism; the Muslims seem to
have been more preoccupied with the defense of their
faith against attacks coming from Christians.6 None
of the refutations of the Jewish religion mentioned
by the bibliographer Ibn al-Nadim (d. ca. 385/995)
in his Fihrist have come down to us.7 Occasionally,
tracts against Christianity, such as al-Jahiz’ Radd �ala
�l-Nasara (Refutation of the Christians),8 include
arguments against the Jews, but apart from that, we
must turn to a variety of sources whose primary goal
is not polemical. Criticisms of the Jews and their

religion may be encountered in works of history,
kalam (speculative theology), tafsir (Qur�anic com-
mentary), and apologetics, as well as writings from
other categories. Here I propose to discuss some
Scripture-related arguments that appear in texts be-
longing to different genres. The authors under review
here are �Ali b. Rabban al-Tabari, Ibn Qutayba, Mu-
hammad b. Jarir al-Tabari, al-Maqdisi, and Ibn Hazm.
They will be discussed in chronological order, start-
ing with Ibn Rabban.9

�Ali b. Rabban al-Tabari

�Ali b. Rabban al-Tabari10 was a Nestorian physician,
born, as his nisba indicates, in the province of
Tabaristan in eastern Iran. During the reign of the
�Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil (regn. 232/847–247/
861), he converted to Islam. This step is usually at-
tributed to ulterior motives; it is suggested that Ibn
Rabban simply wished to avoid the restrictions im-
posed by the caliph on non-Muslims as part of his
campaign to restore orthodox Sunni Islam after years
of heterodox, Mu�tazili domination.11 The former
Nestorian defended his new religion in two apolo-
getical tracts, which may have been commissioned
by the caliph himself. For the present discussion,
we shall limit ourselves to the tract entitled Kitab
al-din wa�l-dawla fi ithbat nubuwwat al-nabi
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Muhammad (The book of religion and empire on the
confirmation of the prophethood of the Prophet
Muhammad).12

The declared object of this book is to remove the
doubts and skepticism with which the history of the
Prophet Muhammad and the divine origin of the Is-
lamic message were viewed by the adherents of other
religions, and especially by the Christians. Ibn
Rabban mentions that similar projects had been un-
dertaken by authors before him, but that they had
been unsuccessful, largely because they had failed
to take account of the Jewish and Christian scrip-
tures.13 Ibn Rabban, on the other hand, knew
Syriac—plus perhaps a smattering of Greek and
Hebrew—and thus had access to the Bible.

The author explains on which grounds Muham-
mad should be accepted as a true prophet: like his
precursors, he preached monotheism; he was pious
and sincere, and his laws worthy of praise; he wrought
miracles; he prophesized about events unknown to
him, which occurred in his lifetime; he foretold events
that took place after his death; he produced a book
which testifies to the truth of his office; his military
victories and those of his followers over the nations
are a clear sign; the missionaries who transmitted his
history were honest and righteous; he is the last of
the prophets, and without him, the biblical prophe-
cies would have been in vain; the earlier prophets
annunciated his coming, described his mission, his
country, his time, his victories, his followers.

These or very similar criteria had already been
adduced by Jewish and Christian theologians as proof
of the veracity of Moses and Jesus, respectively.14 Ibn
Rabban sought to demonstrate that the Muslims’
acceptance of Muhammad’s mission was based on
the same criteria as those which have led the Jews
and the Christians to lend credence to their proph-
ets, and, this being the case, that there is no reason
why these People of the Book should reject Muham-
mad, for what applies to one must necessarily apply
to the other as well.

To each of the previously mentioned criteria, Ibn
Rabban devotes a chapter of his Kitab al-Din wa�l-
Dawla. The longest one, taking up almost half of the
book, deals with the alleged references to Muham-
mad in the earlier scriptures.15 In this chapter, Ibn
Rabban scans the Bible (in its wider sense, includ-
ing the New Testament) for passages taken to refer
to Muhammad and events related to the advent of
Islam. As far as we know, he was the first Muslim
author to do so on this scale; a smaller number of

biblical testimonies in support of Muhammad’s mis-
sion had earlier been adduced by Abu�l-Rabi� Mu-
hammad ibn al-Layth in an epistle addressed to the
Byzantine emperor, Constantine VI (regn. 780–797
CE), on behalf of caliph Harun al-Rashid (regn. 170/
786–193/809), in which he called on the emperor to
convert to Islam,16 and even Ibn al-Layth probably
made use of an already existing collection of testi-
monies in Arabic.17

Apart from a few quotations from the New Tes-
tament, the testimonies in Ibn Rabban’s work are all
taken from books belonging to the Hebrew Bible,
such as Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy,
Psalms, Isaiah, Hosea, Micah, Habakkuk, Zephaniah,
Zechariah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel.18 An ex-
amination of Isaiah proved especially rewarding. To
a large extent, of course, these passages had already
been claimed by the Christians as references to Jesus,
as Ibn Rabban, with his Nestorian background, knew
very well. In many cases, all he had to do was to
explain why it was more plausible that they referred
to Muhammad. Moreover, he was able to add to the
already considerable arsenal by translating every
word connected with the meaning ‘praise’ (the root
sh-b-h in Syriac) with a word derived from the Ara-
bic root h-m-d. Thus Psalm 48:1–2 is paraphrased:
inna rabbana �azimun mahmudun jiddan, which
translates to “Mighty is our Lord, and greatly
praised.” The word used to translate the participle
“praised” (mahmud) has, according to Ibn Rabban,
the same meaning as the word muhammad, and thus
constitutes a reference to the very name of the
Prophet.19 This trick could, of course, only be em-
ployed against the Christians who read the Scriptures
in Syriac. Ibn Rabban makes no attempts to trace the
Prophet’s name in the Hebrew text as well.

The principle of translating Syriac sh-b-h to Ara-
bic h-m-d does not seem to have been invented by Ibn
Rabban himself; already in Ibn al-Layth’s testimonies,
the root h-m-d occurs too frequently to be a coinci-
dence. However, Ibn Rabban may have expanded the
list of such references to the name of the Prophet.

Ibn Rabban not only finds that the Prophet’s name
is mentioned in the Bible; his physical appearance,
too, is allegedly described: Isaiah’s famous verse
“Unto us a child is born, and unto us a child is given,
whose government is on his shoulder” is interpreted
as a description of the moles on Muhammad’s shoul-
der that are the sign or the seal of prophethood.20

In yet another way Ibn Rabban seeks to trace
Muhammad in the earlier Scriptures: through numer-
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ology. As is well known, the letters of the Arabic
alphabet each have a numerical value. In Ibn
Rabban’s view, now, the mysterious figure 1,335 in
Dan. 12:12 is a reference to the Prophet. The numeri-
cal value of the words Muhammad khatim al-anbiya�

mahdi majid (Muhammad, the Seal of the Prophets,
is an illustrious Mahdi) is 1,335.21 Ibn Rabban is
aware that the explanation is rather thin; theoretically,
he agrees, it would be possible to apply this figure
to other persons, but the fact that it is backed by so
many testimonies from other prophets clearly indi-
cates it as a reference to Muhammad.22

Islam’s emergence from the desert, its spread over
the world, the spread of the Arabic language, the ritu-
als of the pilgrimage to Mecca, and the subjugation
of nations and kings to Muslim rule are all found
described in the Bible.23 Ibn Rabban invites his read-
ers to accept this decisive evidence, and expresses his
hope that God will make them turn to Islam.24 Those
who persist in denying these clear signs are deaf and
blind, and on the way to perdition.25 Everlasting
shame, eternal regret, and torment will be their share.26

Ibn Rabban explains why the world was in need
of a new revelation. For one thing, the Torah is re-
plete with curses and injustices,27 the likes of which
are not encountered in the Qur�an, which stresses
God’s forgiveness and mercy instead.28 Moreover,
the Torah is mainly a historical chronicle about the
Israelites and cannot lay claim to universal validity.29

The Gospel is praised by Ibn Rabban for its high
morality and sublime wisdom, but it does not con-
tain much in the way of laws. As for the Psalter, its
hymns are of great beauty, but again it is not very
useful when it comes to laws and prescriptions. The
books of Isaiah and Jeremiah, like the Torah, are full
of curses.30 According to Ibn Rabban, the Qur�an
qualifies the laws and prescriptions contained in the
Torah, making them more just and humane. As such,
the Qur�an abrogates the earlier revelation and makes
way for the religion that is “easy and free from
restraint.”31 Man can only obey God by obeying
Muhammad.32

Since the “Book of Religion and Empire” mainly
addresses itself to Christians, we find few explicit
arguments against the Jewish religion. Ibn Rabban
raises some collective objections against both com-
munities of the Book, who, after all, share the He-
brew Bible. Specifically directed against the Jews,
however, is the objection that their religion lacked
universality: “it had appeared only in one section of
mankind.”33 Moreover, it wielded no power, and

worldly power and military victories are among the
signs of God’s grace. In the book of Ezekiel it is told
that the vine representing the Jewish people was
uprooted and consumed by fire. This means that the
power of the Jews has disappeared from the surface
of the earth, and was substituted by another admin-
istration, namely that of the Muslims.34

Yet the Jews refuse to see: “How great is my
amazement at the Jews, who avow all these things
and do not go beyond contemplating them, and bur-
den themselves with claims through which they be-
come full of illusion and deception.”35

Whether the author was in touch with Jews at all
cannot be established with certainty; the only thing
that would seem to point in that direction is that he
displays some rudimentary knowledge of Hebrew.
However, he may have obtained this information
from Jewish converts to Islam.

Although Ibn Rabban was aware that there were
discrepancies between the Septuagint and the Syriac
and Hebrew versions of the Torah, this does not seem
to have made him question the authenticity of the
Jewish Scripture. The accusation of deliberate dis-
tortion of the Torah, which we find for example in
the works of Ibn Hazm (to be discussed here), is
nowhere voiced in Kitab al-Din wa�l-Dawla. If at the
beginning of the work Ibn Rabban accuses the pos-
sessors of an inspired book, of having hidden Mu-
hammad’s name, and changed his description con-
tained in the books of their prophets, he refers to a
distortion of the interpretation of the scriptures, and
not of the text itself. According to D. S. Margoliouth,
Ibn Rabban’s failure to take a firm stand on this issue
may have rendered the work unpopular—a possible
explanation for the fact that it has come down to us
in one manuscript only.36 However, a more likely
explanation for this fact seems to be that Kitab al-
Din wa�l-Dawla was simply eclipsed by a tract of a
similar nature by Ibn Qutayba who, rather than to a
non-Muslim readership, addressed himself to his fel-
low Muslims.

Ibn Qutayba

Abu Muhammad �Abd Allah b. Muslim ibn Qutayba37

was born in 213/838, probably in Kufa, of a family
of Persian descent. The scholars by whom he came
to be influenced most were theologians, traditionists,
and philologists who held views similar to those of
their contemporary, the staunchly orthodox Ibn
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Hanbal (d. 241/855). Ibn Qutayba’s first works were
philological commentaries on the revealed sources
of Islam (Qur�an and hadith), that were well received
by those responsible for implementing the religious
reforms decreed by the Caliph al-Mutawakkil. In
appreciation of his contribution to the restoration of
orthodox Islam, Ibn Qutayba was appointed qadi in
Dinawar around 236/851, an office which he seems
to have held until 256/870. After falling from grace,
Ibn Qutayba returned to Baghdad where he devoted
most of his time and energy to the teaching of his
works. He died in 276/889, leaving a rich and var-
ied oeuvre.

Even though his first modern biographer, I. M.
Huseini, portrays Ibn Qutayba as a religious fanatic,38

and his severest critic, Charles Pellat, brands him as
a narrow-minded reactionary,39 his approach to non-
Islamic sources was in fact quite open-minded, and
we encounter references to biblical and postbiblical
Jewish books in several of his works. He was appar-
ently the first Muslim-born author to compare and
supplement the legendary accounts of creation and
the lives of the Israelite prophets with genuine pas-
sages from the Torah, mostly from the book of Gen-
esis. His quotations, preceded by phrases like “I have
read in the Torah,” “I have found in the Torah,” and
“It is said in the Torah,” are surprisingly accurate.40

We encounter them especially in Ibn Qutayba’s best-
known work, Kitab al-Ma�arif (The book of notewor-
thy information),41 which has been described as an
encyclopedia of general culture, a kind of “Who’s
who in pre-Islamic and Islamic history.” Consider-
ing the nature of this book, it is not surprising that it
contains no explicit polemical arguments. However,
at one point Ibn Qutayba states that the Torah was
burned: “As regards Ezra, he restored the Torah for
the Jews after it had been burned [for they did not]
know it at the time he returned to Syria. Now a group
of Jews say that Ezra is the son of God.”42 The first
statement, about the restoration of the lost Torah,
probably goes back indirectly to the apocryphal book
of IV Ezra (or II Esdras), which gained widespread
popularity among Muslims.43 Ibn Qutayba sees a
connection between Ezra’s role in the restoration of
the Torah and the allegation in the Qur�an that the
Jews venerate Ezra as the son of God (S. 9:30). The
motif of Ezra as the inspired restorer of the holy scrip-
tures recurs in the works of other Muslim writers,
among them al-Tabari (see the following discussion).

The fact that the Torah was at one point lost does
not seem to invalidate it in Ibn Qutayba’s eyes as a

revealed Scripture and a historical source. Apparently
tahrif was not an issue for him. He believes that
Muhammad is annunciated in the Jewish Scriptures,
notably in the book of Isaiah. The latter is described
as “the one who annunciated the Prophet, peace be
with him, and described him.”44

These biblical annunciations are discussed by Ibn
Qutayba in a tract entitled Dala�il al-Nubuwwa (The
proofs of the prophethood). The work as such has not
come down to us, but substantial fragments of it have
been preserved in works by later authors such as Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Ibn al-Jawzi, and Ibn Hazm.45

Even on the basis of these limited fragments, we can
conclude that Ibn Qutayba’s Dala�il al-Nubuwwa was
very similar in style and content to Ibn Rabban’s Kitab
al-Din wa�l-Dawla. A comparison of Ibn Qutayba’s list
of biblical testimonies with that of Ibn Rabban reveals
a considerable overlap. But even if Ibn Qutayba used
Ibn Rabban’s work as a source (he does not mention
it), he did not content himself with merely copying
the latter’s prooftexts; sometimes, he gives entirely
different renditions of biblical passages also occur-
ring in Kitab al-Din wa�l-Dawla. Apparently, he
consulted other sources as well, both oral and writ-
ten ones, which enabled him to add new testimonies.

On three occasions in the extant fragments of
Dala�il al-nubuwwa, Ibn Qutayba refers to the ab-
rogation of the Torah. The first one is a comment on
two biblical passages—Gen. 17:20 and Gen. 16:9–
12—in which it is announced that Ishmael shall be a
great nation: “When the apostle of God was sent,”
says Ibn Qutayba, “the prophethood was passed on
to Isma�il’s offspring. Kings owed him allegiance,
and nations submitted themselves to him. God abro-
gated every law through him, sealed the succession
of prophets with him, and made the caliphate and the
kingship reside among the people of his house until
the end of time.”46

The second reference to abrogation appears in a
comment on Isa. 42, a popular testimony among Mus-
lim writers. Ibn Qutayba quotes: “[Muhammad] is the
light of God that shall not be extinguished, and he shall
not be defeated, so that he may establish My proof on
earth; with him, every excuse shall cease [to be valid]
and the jinn will submit to his Torah.” He adds: “Now
this is a clear reference to his name and his character-
istics. If they say, ‘Which Torah does he have?,’ we
shall reply that it means that he shall bring a book that
is to take the place of your Torah for you.”47

Finally, Ibn Qutayba quotes a story attributed to
Ka�b al-Ahbar, a contemporary of Muhammad who
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is said to have been one of the first Jews to convert
to Islam: “When Jerusalem (or: the temple, bayt al-
maqdis) complained to God about its ruin, it was told,
‘We shall give you, in exchange a new Torah and new
rulers who shall spread their eagles’ wings over the
House and shall watch over it affectionately like a
dove watching its eggs, and they will fill you with
soldiers who will prostrate themselves in worship.’”48

For all the respect that Ibn Qutayba apparently had
for the Jewish Scriptures, he does not hesitate to
polemicize between the lines against their possess-
ors. This is especially the case in his Ta�wil Mukhtalif
al-Hadith, which deals with apparently contradictory
hadiths. In this work, Ibn Qutayba expresses the
Qur�an-based view that the elaborate laws of Juda-
ism constitute a burden and are a proof of this
religion’s inferiority to Islam. Islam has come to re-
lieve the burden by abrogating onerous laws.49 He
quotes a tradition to the effect that it is good to dance
and be merry, so that the Jews may know that “our
religion is ample”—that is, that there is room in
Islam for such things.50 In the same context, Ibn
Qutayba expresses his gratitude to God that His reli-
gion is easy and without constraint.51 Given the con-
text, this is probably to be taken as a dig at the Jews.

Ibn Qutayba never explicitly mentions any con-
tacts with practicing Jews, although he once refers
to a discussion he had with a member of the People
of the Book, who may have been a Jew, but then
again may have been a Christian.52 He also mentions
a Jewish renegade who informed him about the pro-
nunciation of a biblical passage believed to contain
a reference to the Prophet,53 though this is possibly
no more than a topos.54 However, because Ibn Qutayba
was apparently much less bigoted and narrow-minded
than critics like Pellat and Huseini care to admit, the
possibility that he also interacted with practicing Jews
is not to be rejected out of hand.55 That he did not boast
of these contacts at a time when such relations were
no doubt viewed with suspicion—it should be recalled
that Ibu Qutayba flourished in a period of orthodox
restoration—is not surprising.56

Al-Tabari

Abu Ja�far Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari57 (d. 310/
923) is the author of two of the fundamental works
of Islamic scholarship,58 namely the Jami� al-Bayan
fi Ta�wil Ay al-Qur�an (The complete clarification of
the interpretation of the verses of the Qur�an), in short

Tafsir (Explanation), and the Ta�rikh al-Rusul wa�l-
Muluk (History of the messengers and the kings), also
known as Annales. I shall limit my observations
mainly to the first work.

Al-Tabari’s Tafsir is extremely valuable (and
voluminous) because it records the opinions of many
earlier commentators, among them companions of
the Prophet, such as Ibn �Abbas, and religious schol-
ars of the generation following that of Muhammad.
Al-Tabari certainly did not include all current exe-
getical hadiths in his collection: those that had not
been reliably transmitted through an uninterrupted
chain of authorities and those that reflected certain
sectarian biases were excluded. However, the mate-
rials that are included by al-Tabari are set forth as
equally plausible, and alternatives are rarely dis-
counted.59 Nevertheless, al-Tabari usually clearly
indicates which interpretation has his preference.
Thus, it is possible to distill the commentator’s per-
sonal views on the issues connected with the Jewish
Scriptures from the mass of material presented by
him. A study of al-Tabari’s explanations of the verses
in which the accusation of tahrif occurs, as well as
those in which similar allegations are leveled at the
Jews, allows us to summarize his views on the issue
as follows.

God made a covenant with the Israelites and their
descendants, the Jews, which obliged some of them
to divulge the annunciations of Muhammad contained
in their Scripture, and to believe in his prophethood.
However, not only did they fail to do so but also they
even called Muhammad a liar. Thus they broke their
covenant and forfeited God’s mercy—and hence their
chances of ever entering Paradise.60

Because the Israelites of Moses’ days had broken
their covenant, God made their hearts impure, so they
went about misrepresenting the words that their Lord
had revealed to Moses and altered them.61 When
Moses ordered the Israelites to express their repen-
tance, they changed the phrase they had been told to
use.62 Al-Tabari makes it clear that this was an oral
distortion and that the written text of God’s word was
not affected. The same applies in the case of the 70
elders who accompanied Moses to Mount Sinai and
were allowed to hear God’s speech. Once they re-
turned to their people, some of them gave a false
report of what they had heard, distorting God’s spo-
ken words, but not the written Torah, as is explicitly
stated by al-Tabari.63

Tahrif thus took place already in Moses’ days and
it continued to be practiced by Muhammad’s contem-
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poraries. With their own hands, they wrote something
which they then passed on to the ignorant people
among them as part of God’s revelation.64 Accord-
ing to al-Tabari’s interpretation, the Qur�an issues a
warning to the Muslims of Medina not to expect their
Jewish townsmen to have faith; their ancestors did
not shirk from misrepresenting the very word of God
that they themselves had heard, so it should not sur-
prise anyone that the modern-day Jews distort the
descriptions of Muhammad that are in their book and
denounce him as a liar.65

Al-Tabari sees a parallel between the enmity of
the Israelites toward God and His prophet, Moses,
and the animosity of their descendants, the Jews,
toward God and Muhammad.66 Most of all to blame
in al-Tabari’s eyes, however, are the rabbis (ahbar)
who are said to have misled even their own ignorant
coreligionists who could not themselves consult the
Torah and who therefore ended up uttering lies, all
the time thinking they were in fact part of Scripture.
Meanwhile, they failed to accept that which undeni-
ably comes from God, namely Muhammad’s mes-
sage.67 The rabbis of Muhammad’s days were better
than anyone qualified to inform people about the
descriptions of the Prophet as found in the Torah.
They should know better, therefore, than to denounce
the Prophet as a liar, for in denouncing him, they
denounce their own Scripture, which explicitly re-
fers to him.68

The rabbis are admonished in the Qur�an not to
hide this knowledge in their desire for power and
worldly gain. Yet some of them write a book accord-
ing to their own interpretations, alongside the Torah,69

and twist their tongues, so that the Muslims might
think that what they misrepresent is from the book
of God and part of His revelation, while in actual fact,
God never revealed any such thing to any of His
prophets.70 In so doing, they add to God’s book what
does not belong to it. (The context suggests that al-
Tabari understands these additions as oral, not tex-
tual ones). When these Jews twist their tongues, they
distort the real meaning of the words into something
objectionable, scorning Muhammad and his reli-
gion.71 Al-Tabari explicitly states what he under-
stands by distorting the word of God: changing its
meaning and interpretation, deliberately bending its
original meaning to something else.72

A clear case of such misrepresentation occurred
when the Jews of Medina brought an adulterous Jew-
ish couple before the Prophet, wanting him to pass a
verdict on them. The Prophet wished to judge them

according to their own law, the Torah, and asked them
what penalty it prescribed. Instead of telling him truth-
fully that it prescribed stoning, they informed him that
the Torah orders the offenders to be flogged and their
faces to be blackened. When Muhammad found out
the truth, he had the couple stoned. Again, the rabbis
were held responsible for this tahrif: they changed the
judgment of God concerning adultery.73 However,
when the Qur�an says that the Jews reveal much of
what is in their parchments, but also keep much hid-
den from the public view, the reference, according to
al-Tabari, is usually to the allusions to Muhammad
and his prophethood in their Scripture, which they
prefer to keep hidden.74

There is no suggestion in al-Tabari’s Tafsir that
he believed the Torah was lost or perished at some
point in history. In his Annales, however, the author
does state that it was burned and lost, but that Ezra
miraculously restored it:

When [the Israelites] returned to Palestine, they had
no divine Scripture, for the Torah had been seized
and burned, and it perished. Ezra, one of the cap-
tives in Babylon who returned to Palestine, spent day
and night grieving over it, in solitude. While he was
in waterless valleys and in the wilderness, grieving
over the Torah and weeping, lo and behold, a man
approached him as he sat, and [the man] said, “O
Ezra, what grieves you?” Ezra said, “I grieve over
God’s Scripture and covenant which was among us,
but our transgressions and the Lord’s wrath against
us came to such a pass that He made our enemy pre-
vail. They slew our men, destroyed our country and
burned our divine book, without which our worldly
existence and our life to come has no meaning. What
shall I weep over if not this?” The man said, “Would
you like it to be returned to you?” Ezra asked, “Is
that possible?” “Yes,” the man replied. “Go back,
fast, cleanse yourself, and cleanse your garments.
Then be at this place tomorrow.”

Ezra went back, cleansed himself and his gar-
ments, and went to the appointed place. He sat there,
and the man came carrying a vessel filled with
water—he was an angel sent by God—and gave Ezra
to drink from that vessel. The Torah then presented
itself in Ezra’s consciousness. Ezra returned to the
Children of Israel and set down the Torah for them,
so that they might know what it permits and what it
prohibits, its patterns, precepts and statutes. They
loved it as they had never loved anything before. The
Torah was established among them, and with it their
cause fared well. Ezra stayed among them to carry
out the divine truth. Then he died. In the course of
time, the Israelites considered Ezra to be the son of
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God. God again sent them a prophet, as He did in
the past, to direct and teach them, and to command
them to follow the Torah.75

It would seem that in the view of the commentator,
there simply existed a second text alongside the
Torah, which was written by some rabbis and mis-
taken by ignorant Jews for the word of God. It is
possible that al-Tabari suspected the Jews of his own
generation of using this text instead of the genuine
books of Moses, for in his historical work, he re-
fers to the Jewish Scriptures as “the Torah that they
possess today.”76 This would help explain why he
chooses not to use the Torah as a historical source,
unlike authors like Ibn Qutayba and al-Ya�qubi, who
had made extensive use of genuine biblical materi-
als in their accounts of the earliest history.77 Al-
Tabari, on the other hand, only uses reports that had
been handed down to him via reliable channels of
Muslim authorities. Thus it is on the authority of a
Muslim informant that he includes his one biblical
reference to the Prophet. It is a combination of ele-
ments from the book of Isaiah and the Qur�an, and it
goes back to �Ata� b. Yasar, who says:

I met �Abd Allah b. �Amr [b. al-�As], and asked him
concerning the description of the Messenger of God
in the Torah. He said, “Yes, by God, he is described
in the Torah in the same way that he is described in
the Qur�an: ‘O Prophet, We have sent thee as a wit-
ness, and good things to bear, and warning’ [S.
33:45]; a refuge to the nations. Thou art My mes-
senger, I have named thee the trusting. He is neither
harsh nor rough, nor crying in the streets. He does
not reward evil with evil, but pardons and forgives.
We shall not take him until through him We have
caused the crooked nation to say, There is no god
but God, and through him We shall open uncircum-
cised hearts, deaf ears, and blind eyes.”78

Al-Maqdisi

So far, we have only encountered authors who sub-
scribed to the view that the misrepresentation of the
Torah, referred to in the Qur�an, only concerns the
meaning of the Torah and not its text. One author who
disagrees is al-Maqdisi.

Abu Nasr Mutahhar b. Tahir al-Maqdisi,79 who
was in all likelihood a Shi�ite, is the author of a work
of encyclopedic dimensions, entitled Kitab al-bad�

wa�l-ta�rikh (The book of creation and history).80 It
was written around the year 355/966 in Bust, in the

province of Sijistan, at the behest of a minister of the
Samanid dynasty. The nisba al-Maqdisi indicates
that the author hailed from Jerusalem, but apart from
that, we know next to nothing about him. His work
contains a few chance references to various cities and
regions he visited, such as Bethlehem, Cairo, Upper
Egypt, Takrit, and Basra—where he had discussions
with a learned Jew. He also made the pilgrimage to
Mecca and traveled widely in the Iranian provinces.
It is not known in what capacity al-Maqdisi made
these journeys nor what his position at the Samanid
court was.

His sole surviving work, Kitab al-bad�, cannot be
called a traditional history, in the sense of a chrono-
logical presentation of events of the past, for it has a
strong theological component. Before dealing with
creation and what came after, al-Maqdisi devotes
several chapters to what already was before, namely
God; these are followed by descriptions of what was
created before Adam, and in this context several theo-
logical issues are tackled. On many important points
he compares Muslim dogma with that of other reli-
gions, among which Judaism figures prominently.
Thus, he can truly be considered a student of com-
parative religion. On the Messianic age and the af-
terlife, for example, the author gives the views of
Jewish groups and individuals, unfortunately with-
out identifying them.81 In his discussions, he usually
includes the biblical passages that are adduced by the
Jewish parties in support of their own views. Jewish
informants—orthodox as well as sectarian—must
have been the main source for the substantial section
on Jewish sects, beliefs, and customs in his book.82

Al- Maqdisi seems to have supplemented this oral
information with written sources; he refers to an
enigmatic book entitled Shara�i� al-Yahud (The
laws of the Jews) and repeatedly claims to have read
certain things “in the translation of the Torah,” al-
though the passages adduced are not always accu-
rate. The author defends his consultation of non-
Muslim sources and informants by stating that as
long as their information does not patently contra-
dict the Qur�an and the teachings of Islam, it is ac-
ceptable. Texts and opinions, however, which can-
not be reconciled with the teachings of Islam are to
be rejected outright.

Al-Maqdisi’s attitude to the Torah is ambivalent:
on the one hand, he warns that it should be used with
caution since it was tampered with by the Jews. On the
other hand, he interprets certain passages from this
very same Torah as annunciations of Muhammad.
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As for the allegation that the Torah was tampered
with by the Jews, al-Maqdisi claims that the text of
the Torah was subjected to alteration and corruption
right from the beginning. During the very lifetime of
Moses, the 70 elders who had joined him on Mount
Sinai distorted the divine revelation. Following the
death of Ezra the scribe, who had restored the Torah
for the Israelites after it had been burned by Nebu-
chadnezzar, the text was even further corrupted. This
is what happened according to al-Maqdisi:

When Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem, burned
the Torah and exiled the Israelites to the land of
Babylon, the Torah disappeared from among the
Jews until the time when Ezra renewed it for them,
according to what they say. It has been learned from
those knowledgeable about history and legends that
Ezra dictated the Torah at the end of his life, and died
soon after having completed his task. He had handed
the book over to one of his disciples, and ordered
him to read it before the people after his death. It is
from this disciple that [the Jews] have taken their
Torah and subsequently copied it. They claim that
it was this disciple who corrupted [the text], adding
to it and distorting it. This is why distortions and
corrupted passages occur and why certain words of
the Torah have been replaced by others, because it
is the work of a man living after Moses, for in it is
related what happened to Moses such as how he
died, how he gave his last instructions to Joshua, son
of Nun; how the Israelites grieved and wept over
him, and other things of which it is obvious to any-
one endowed with reason that they are not the word
of God, nor the word of Moses.83

In al-Maqdisi’s view, the fact that there are certain
discrepancies between the Jewish Torah, the Samari-
tan one, and the Greek Septuagint constitutes another
argument in support of the falsification theory:

All this points to distortions and alterations effected
by them, since it is inconceivable that [the Torah]
should contain contradictions coming from God. I
have explained all this to you, so that you will not
be discouraged when they say that Muhammad is not
mentioned in the Torah.84

For despite the Jewish denials,85 al-Maqdisi is con-
vinced that the Prophet is indeed mentioned in the
Torah; after all, it is explicitly stated in the Qur�an
and is therefore beyond any doubt. Besides, “the
scholars have extracted from the Torah, the Gospel
and the other books revealed by God the character-
istic signs and proofs of his prophethood.”86 From

one of these compilations of testimonies, al-Maqdisi
quotes two quasi-biblical passages:

“O David, say to Solomon, who will succeed you,
that the world belongs to Me; I shall give it as an
inheritance to a praiseworthy (muhammad) one and
to his nation, whose prayers are not accompanied by
lutes, and who do not worship me with string instru-
ments.” The confirmation of this passage is given
by the Qur�an, which has: “For We have written in
the Psalms, after the Remembrance, ‘The earth shall
be the inheritance of My righteous servants’” [S.
21:105]. And in the same [work] we find: “God will
show from Zion a praiseworthy (mahmud) crown.”
They say that the crown is a metaphor of the leader-
ship and the imamate, and that the praiseworthy one
(al-mahmud) is Muhammad.87

Al-Maqdisi adds that the Torah does not contain
many allusions to Muhammad and his nation, the
reason for this being the corrupted state of its text.
Yet he proceeds to adduce two accurate quotations,
namely Gen. 17:20 and Deut. 33:2.88 The interesting
thing about these two quotations is not so much that
al-Maqdisi interpreted them as references to Muham-
mad or Islam; as he himself admits, he simply took
them from a list of such passages, prepared by ear-
lier Muslim scholars. Indeed, the examples he chooses
are far from original; we come across them in the
works of Ibn Rabban and Ibn Qutayba. What is origi-
nal, though, is that al-Maqdisi gives these verses in
the original Hebrew, with an Arabic transcription,
some directions as to the pronunciation of the He-
brew, and finally an Arabic translation, which is sub-
sequently compared with the versions given in the
“extracts by the Muslim scholars.”89 The reason he
gives for citing these passages in their original lan-
guage is that he has found that many among the
People of the Book are quick to deny their true inter-
pretation, in imitation of their ancestors.90 While he
probably learned the Hebrew phrases from a convert
from Judaism—for a renegade would be more in-
clined than a practicing Jew to provide such poten-
tially sensitive information—one gets the impression
that al-Maqdisi was prompted to seek this knowledge
after an unsatisfactory discussion with a Jew.

As for the source of the testimonies he cites, I have
argued elsewhere that al-Maqdisi may have used Ibn
Qutayba’s Dala�il al-nubuwwa.91 However, he ap-
pears to have consulted other collections of testimo-
nies as well. He writes that the Muslims had com-
posed a great many treatises on the subject of the
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signs of Muhammad’s prophethood, some from the
traditionalist point of view, others from a more ra-
tionalist one. Al-Maqdisi does not mention any titles,
but merely states that it would be no exaggeration to
say that they exceed the number of the chapters in
his own work—which is 22.92 Ibn al-Nadim mentions
several works entitled A�lam al-nubuwwa, Dala�il al-
nubuwwa, Ithbat al-risala, and others that may have
been available to al-Maqdisi,93 and several other titles
might be added to this list. Yet, he did not fully ex-
ploit the dala�il genre, not only because he may have
felt that the ground had been sufficiently covered by
specialized works like the ones mentioned here, but
probably also because of his own ambivalent feel-
ings toward the Hebrew Bible.

These ambivalent feelings notwithstanding, al-
Maqdisi’s interest in contemporary Judaism seems
genuine, and he succeeds in giving a generally fair
and largely accurate description of the beliefs and
practices of the Jews, in a courteous tone. It is this
latter quality which is often lacking in the works of
the Spaniard Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064), the only one
among our authors to write tracts whose express
purpose was to refute Judaism.

Ibn Hazm

The son of an important official at the court of al-
Mansur, the ruler of al-Andalus, Ibn Hazm94 seemed
destined to make a political career. However, his
ambitions were frustrated by the final collapse of the
Spanish Umayyad caliphate, in 1031, and its subse-
quent division into numerous petty  kingdoms. These
events, which led Ibn Hazm to withdraw from the
political scene and to dedicate himself entirely to
learning, engendered new opportunities for non-
Muslim minorities. So far, they had  had to content
themselves with a subordinate position, in accordance
with the dhimma-system, and could never aspire to the
highest positions in the Muslim administration. How-
ever, especially in the kingdom of Granada, the Jews
now reaped the benefits of the new state of affairs
under the leadership of Ibn Hazm’s Jewish counter-
part, Isma�il ibn al-Naghrila, also known as Shemuel
ha-Nagid, with whom Ibn Hazm had held disputations
when both men were 20 years old.95

Ibn al-Naghrila was only one of many Jews with
whom Ibn Hazm was in contact; apart from ortho-
dox Rabbanite Jews, he also associated with skep-

tics and sympathizers of the little-known �Isawiyya
sect.96 Moreover, although he does not say so explic-
itly, he seems to have maintained close relations with
members of the Karaite sect; we can discern a notable
Karaite influence in his polemics against mainstream
Judaism, and one gets the impression that the Karaites
helped shape Ibn Hazm’s views. This is not to say
that these sectarians themselves were spared in his
polemics; Ibn Hazm sometimes appears to have turned
anti-Rabbanite arguments of apparently Karaite ori-
gin into arguments against the Jews in general, in-
cluding the Karaites.97

References to Jews and Judaism—almost invariably
of a polemical nature—may be found in several works
of Ibn Hazm’s,98 the main ones being Al-Radd �ala ibn
al-Nagrila al-Yahudi (Refutation of Ibn al-Naghrila the
Jew—possibly but not certainly directed against the
above-mentioned vizier of Granada99—and Kitab al-
Fisal fi�l-Milal wa�l-Ahwa� wa�l-Nihal (Book of opin-
ions on religions, sects, and heresies).100 This latter
work includes an originally separate tract,101 entitled
Izhar Tabdil al-Yahud wa�l-Nasara li�l-Tawrat wa�l-
Injil (Exposition of the alterations that Jews and Chris-
tians have effected in the Torah and the Gospel). Dis-
cussions of Ibn Hazm’s knowledge of the Hebrew Bible
and Judaism are usually based on these works only; the
fact that some of his other works also contain impor-
tant data on these topics is often overlooked.

The main arguments raised against Judaism are
the following. Jewish law has been abrogated by
Islam. For this reason, Muslims would do well not
to use the Torah as a legal source, since they are not
bound by its precepts.102 Its value as a historical
source must also be considered limited, since it dates
from a much later period than is claimed by the Jews.
Several of the arguments cited by Ibn Hazm as proof
for the abrogation of the Torah had been current for
at least a century; they had been refuted by Jewish
authors such as Sa�adya Gaon and al-Qirqisani (who
worked in the first half of the tenth century CE), and
also crop up in works by Muslim theologians such
as al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013).103

In Ibn Hazm’s view, the main reason Muslims
should steer clear of the Torah is that it has been tam-
pered with by the Jews in the course of history and
was destroyed and ultimately substituted by a forg-
ery. The people he seeks to convince of this are those
fellow Muslims who still respected the Jewish Scrip-
ture as a divine book, as may be inferred from the
following passage:
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Word has reached us about certain Muslims who,
in their ignorance, refuse to accept the teaching that
the Torah and the Gospel that are in the hands of the
Jews and the Christians have been distorted. What
makes them reject this teaching is their negligible
insight into the texts of the Qur�an and the Sunna. I
wonder if they have ever heard these words of God:
“People of the Book! Why do you confound the truth
with vanity and that wittingly?” And “a party of
them conceal the truth and that wittingly,” and “a
sect of them twist their tongues with the Book, that
you may suppose it part of the Book, yet it is not
part of the Book, etc.” and “they pervert words from
their meanings,” and there are in the Qur�an many
similar things.104 . . . We do not see how any Mus-
lim could justifiably dispute the distortion of the
Torah and the Gospel while hearing the following
words of God: “Muhammad is the Messenger of
God, and those who are with him are hard against
the unbelievers, merciful one to another. Thou seest
them bowing, prostrating, seeking bounty from God
and good pleasure. Their mark is on their faces, the
trace of prostration. That is their likeness in the
Torah, and their likeness in the Gospel: as a seed that
puts forth its shoot, and strengthens it, and it grows
stout and rises straight upon its stalk, pleasing the
sowers, that through them they may enrage the un-
believers.”105 Now, we do not find any of this in [the
books] that the Jews and the Christians possess and
which they claim to be the Torah and the Gospel.
Therefore, it is inevitable that these ignorant men
should accept from their Lord the fact that the Jews
and the Christians have altered their Torah and
Gospel.106

It is clear, then, that these remarks are addressed to a
Muslim readership and are not aimed at convincing
Jews. However, in his public disputations with them,
he did try to persuade them to acknowledge the su-
periority of Islam,107 but whether these attempts at
converting Jews were at all successful is uncertain. I
am inclined to think they were not, for Ibn Hazm
would no doubt have mentioned his successes, just
as he triumphantly records the times when he was
able to silence a Jewish opponent.108

In two ways, Ibn Hazm seeks to show his readers
that the Torah was corrupted beyond recognition.
First, he gives an analysis of over 50 passages from
the Five Books of Moses, drawing attention to errors
in computation, historical and geographical inaccu-
racies, blasphemous assertions (like anthropomor-
phisms), and statements that contradict each other or,
even more damning, contradict the Qur�an.109 Sec-
ond, he traces the fate of the Torah in the remaining

books of the Bible, of which his knowledge was
somewhat more superficial.110 Both analyses lead
him to conclude that the Torah as it was known in
his days was not to be equated with the text origi-
nally revealed to Moses, which must now be pre-
sumed lost.

Like al-Maqdisi, Ibn Hazm gives an account of
what happened to the Torah following Moses’ death.
His version of events is much more detailed and gives
a rather less sympathetic description of Ezra’s role
in the genesis of “the Jewish Torah.” According to
Ibn Hazm, the Israelites turned to foreign gods soon
after Moses had died. He was succeeded by a series
of rulers, the judges, quite a few of whom were idola-
tors. Under their rule, the Israelites began to hold the
Torah in contempt, subjecting it to distortion. After
a brief discussion of David and Solomon, Ibn Hazm
deals at length with their successors on the throne of
Judah and describes their attitude to religion.

Following the biblical books of Kings and
Chronicles, he finds that of the 20 successors to King
Solomon, no fewer than 15 worshipped idols. The
kings of Israel were even more depraved. All the
while, there was only one single copy of the Torah
in existence, and this was kept in the Temple, where
the only ones to have access to it were the High
Priests. They had ample opportunity to tamper with
the Torah at will; the common people had no way of
noticing the difference.111

And as if all this were not enough to guarantee
the destruction of the unique copy of the Torah, the
Temple was sacked and pillaged several times. More-
over, one king of the house of David deleted the name
of God from the text, while his successor surpassed
him in impiety by committing the Torah to the
flames.112 With the invasion of Jerusalem by Nebu-
chadnezzar, who razed the Temple to the ground,
every remaining doubt concerning the fate of the
Torah was removed. The inhabitants of Judah were
deported to Babylon where they developed a new
religion, Judaism, which, with its newly invented
prayers and rituals, was totally different from the
original Mosaic faith. When they were allowed to
return to Jerusalem, they not only rebuilt their Temple
but also rewrote their Torah, and it is plain to see that
it does not represent the divine revelation.

But if God was not the author of this Law, who,
then, was? Ibn Hazm has no clear answer. Some-
times, the Israelites or the Jews are collectively held
responsible, or the accusing finger is pointed at an
anonymous Jew, who is described in turn as an ig-
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noramus who did not have the faintest notion of, say,
geography and mathematics and as a very cunning
individual, who maliciously passed off this blasphe-
mous nonsense as the word of God with the object
of making fun of religion in general, or of discredit-
ing his fellow Jews, for whatever reason.113 However,
on several occasions, Ibn Hazm identifies the forger
as Ezra, the biblical scribe, who, as we have seen, had
been credited by Ibn Qutayba, al-Tabari, and al-
Maqdisi with restoring the Torah.114 According to Ibn
Hazm, Ezra dictated a new Torah, allegedly from his
memory but in reality changing it so dramatically that
the result no longer resembles the divine original. It
is on this false “revelation” that the Jewish religion
is based.

The true Torah was once more revealed to Jesus,
the Messiah, along with the Gospel, but with Jesus’
ascension to heaven, both holy Scriptures were taken
up also and mankind was left with corrupted scrip-
tures until Muhammad came to restore these books
in their original glory. The only way in which Jews
and Christians can fulfill the precepts of their Scrip-
tures is by embracing Islam and fulfilling the laws
of the Qur�an.115

Like al-Maqdisi, Ibn Hazm adduces discrepancies
between the Jewish, Samaritan, and Greek versions
of the Torah as additional proof of the unreliability
of the former Scripture.116 But however unreliable Ibn
Hazm thinks the Jewish Scriptures are, he does not
hesitate to quote passages from it that he believes
refer to Muhammad. He has a simple explanation for
this paradox: God preserved these particular passages
and a few others from distortion. They thus consti-
tute the only genuine elements in “Ezra’s Torah.”117

According to Ibn Hazm, it was not only the Jew-
ish Scriptures that were falsified; the very religion
of the Jews in no way resembles the original Mosaic
faith. The rabbis are held responsible for the creation
of Judaism as it was known in Ibn Hazm’s day, an
argument which seems to echo Karaite views.118

Throughout his polemic, Ibn Hazm shows a rare
familiarity with the text of the Hebrew Bible, albeit
in an Arabic translation. He does not seem to have
had a complete copy of the Torah at his disposal. As
for the remaining books of the Jewish canon, he pre-
sumably relied on a set of excerpts. This is true also
for the rabbinical sources he attacks.

While Ibn Hazm’s familiarity with the biblical
text was exceptional and had no parallels among his
predecessors, his knowledge of Jewish beliefs and
practices was less of an exception, as a comparison

with the works of authors like al-Maqdisi and al-
Biruni (d. ca. 442/1050) reveals. It should also be
pointed out that Ibn Hazm’s motives for inquiring
into Jewish matters differed from those of the other
two authors; while the latter sought to inform their
readers, Ibn Hazm’s criterion for the inclusion of in-
formation on Judaism seems to have been the degree
to which the material served his polemical purposes.

Finally, mention should be made of the author’s
attitude toward the Jews. His polemical writings are
characterized by vituperative language, which has led
some scholars to consider him a virtual anti-Semite.119

However, his polemics denounce both Christians and
Muslim sectarians in similar terms as well, so his
wrath is by no means limited to the Jews. Further-
more, when one looks beyond Ibn Hazm’s polemi-
cal writings to include his legal writings, it is found
that his rulings concerning social interaction between
Muslims and Jews (as well as Christians), are often
milder than those of jurists belonging to other legal
rites, a fact which has so far received little attention.
Nevertheless, it should be kept in mind that this re-
flects Ibn Hazm’s strict adherence to the principles
of the Zahiri or literalist school of law, rather than a
liberal spirit.120

Conclusions

In this essay we have examined some polemical ar-
guments used by Muslim writers from the classical
period against the Jewish Scriptures. Apart from the
biblical references to the Prophet Muhammad, the
issue that dominates in the works of the authors
under review (as well as in the Qur�an) is that of the
authenticity or spuriousness of the Torah, which in
its wider sense includes the remaining books of the
Hebrew Bible. Each author in his own way reveals
an ambivalent attitude to the Jewish Scriptures. This
is not surprising, since already the Qur�an displays a
tension between the statement that the Torah is a
divine Scripture which refers to Muhammad on the
one hand, and the allegation of scriptural misrepre-
sentation on the other. Ibn Rabban and Ibn Qutayba
feel justified to use the Jewish Scriptures for their
own apologetical purposes by subscribing to the view
that it was only the interpretation, not the text, of the
Torah that was distorted; al-Tabari agrees and yet
chooses to steer clear of the Jewish Scriptures, while
both al-Maqdisi and Ibn Hazm reject them as a forg-
ery. Yet even these two authors will accept some
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passages as genuine, namely those supposedly refer-
ring to the Prophet. Both interpretations of tahrif, the
mild one and the radical one, have their partisans
among modern Muslim authors.121
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yet, this was no mere hypertrophy: for whatever rep-
etition, and sheer stringing-out, there may be in such
books, they could retain their focus through whatever
immense digressions might temporarily tempt them.

All these observations also apply to the great an-
thologists of the eighth/fourteenth–ninth/fifteenth
centuries, but with a difference. Now, a new kind of
“listing” fleshes out the all-inclusive tomes. Now, the
author lists lists. One might suggest that the “late-
ness of the hour,” the “cultural belatedness” of
Qalqashandi, or Maqrizi, led to the kind of anxious
doubling-up of sources which distinguishes their
work. That is to say, insofar as they practiced
heresiography of the Jews, these authors energeti-
cally include more than did their predecessors, them-
selves hardly indolent, to make much the same point.

Indeed, the point of their concern here is the
heresiographical naming and categorization of sects
of Judaism. It is interesting to note that the first two
authors to be discussed in this article, �Umari and Ibn
Qayyim al-Jauziyya, dealt with the Jewish groups in
apologetic and jurisprudential contexts. The second
triad to be discussed in this article, Ibn Khaldun,
Qalqashandi, and Maqrizi, classify Jewish groups
from a more complex variety of perspectives. With
all of these contributions in mind, one is tempted to
suggest that the early ninth/fifteenth century nearly
equalled the great era of the mid-fifth/eleventh to
mid-sixth/twelfth centuries—which included Biruni,

From the end of the sixth/twelfth century the vari-
ous currents of Muslim heresiography begin to di-
verge markedly. The history and polemic fused in the
presentation of an Ibn Hazm or a Baghdadi during
the fifth/twelfth century, now separates out into
Shahrastani’s admirably detached history of religions
and Samau�al al-Maghribi’s purely polemical tract.
By that century, then, the subgenres of Muslim
heresiography of the Jews had become refined. Spe-
cialization, it would appear, began to break apart the
comprehensive breadth of the Islamicate intellectual.

An equally impressive response to this loss of
close coherence in the sixth/twelfth century was the
assertion of a more explicitly anthological encyclo-
pedism at the end of the eighth/fourteenth and the
early ninth/fifteenth centuries. While the compre-
hensivist inclinations of most of the authors hereto-
fore discussed were pronounced, these were usually
well relegated to a distinctive style or confined to a
particular avenue of inquiry. Subsumed and success-
fully domesticated by the literary and/or theological
aims of the author in this way, comprehensivism
could remain the tacit aspiration of the truly culti-
vated writer, guised in whatever ostensible genre was
undertaken.

The masters of comprehensivism could write as-
tonishingly long—and often correspondingly dense—
productions. �Abd al-Jabbar’s Mughni and Fakhr al-
Din’s Mafatih al-Ghayb are obvious examples. And
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Ibn Hazm, and Shahrastani—in a kind of renascence
for Islamicate history of religions.

This article will focus, then, on a two-century
chain of North African scholars, most of whom, at
one time or another, lived and worked in Mamluk
Egypt.

�Umari

Shihab al-Din ibn Fadl Allah al-�Umari (d. 748/1349)
wrote the manual of administration known as the
Ta�rif bi-al-Mustalah al-Sharif.1 Its importance for
our purposes lies in its presentation of the texts of
the “charge of office” to the leaders of the various
Jewish communities—Rabbanite, Karaite, and Sa-
maritan—resident in Egypt. While a few other such
documents prior to �Umari have survived, the point
here is simply to demonstrate that his work, like
Qalqashandi’s later Subh, which copied from it, ex-
plicitly sets forth the oaths sworn by the leaders
of these various communities. In so doing, these
administrators express the “official” Mamluk clas-
sification of Jews.

Gottheil, at the turn of the century, devoted a se-
ries of studies to these oaths and charges.2 Björkman,
in 1928, investigated them in even greater detail.3

More recently, Bosworth, Stillman, and B. Lewis
have translated and discussed some of this material.4

Goitein and Stern have done the most valuable re-
cent research into such documents found in the Cairo
Geniza.5

The concern of the study here, that of the naming
and the categorization of Jewish sects, finds these
oaths significant as the most explicit jurisprudential
statements on the variety of Jewish communities.
Earlier bureaucrats, like Khwarizmi, had compiled
lists of Jewish groups. Legists like Isfara�ini, men-
tioned the kinds of Jews in terms of fiqh. They were
also mentioned in the fourth/tenth-century recensions
of the so-called Covenant of �Umar. But with the text
of �Umari, we possess an official document address-
ing the actual position of these communities at the
time of the writer.

It should be kept in mind that �Umari’s oath re-
fers to the Egyptian Jewish community. Correspond-
ingly detailed materials on the Jewish communities
under the �Abbasids, for example, have not survived.
In the period until the seventh/thirteenth century or
so, under the �Abbasids and other eastern Islamic
dynasties, there existed some small Jewish commu-

nities besides the Rabbanites, Karaites, and Samari-
tans. The �Isawiyya, at least, were almost invariably
added by the bulk of the earlier authors. Moreover,
this group certainly survived into the fourth/tenth or
fifth/eleventh centuries, and perhaps beyond. But no
trace of this latter group, or of the other sects, sur-
vives either in the Geniza documents or in the
Fatimid or Mamluk official documents of Egypt.
These latter Egyptian materials are only concerned
with the “big three”—the Rabbanites, Karaites, and
Samaritans. It is unclear—and in any event beyond
the purview of this study—whether this fact means
that these sectarians had disappeared or were only
confined to the eastern communities.

�Umari, it should be noted here, gives two sepa-
rate charters of office to the Jewish notables, one to
the “Head of the Jews,” and one to “the Leader of
the Samaritans.”6 It seems clear, as Gottheil already
noticed, that only Rabbanites are in fact considered
“Yahud” and that the Samaritans comprised a sepa-
rate category, even though they are ultimately sub-
sumed under the rubric of “Jews.”7 It has already been
noted here that the Jewishness of the Samaritans was
debated by Muslim jurisprudents and that the gen-
eral conclusion was that they were a peculiar case of
Jews, and thus were treated as a special case.8 Nev-
ertheless, they appear to have been treated more or
less as were the Jews.

The contents of these oaths are less apposite to the
present study than is the sheer fact of the differen-
tiation of Jewish groups in legal documents. Here-
tofore, the listing of “Jewish” groups has had a tenu-
ous relationship—in many cases, a historically
uncorroborated connection—with actual Jewish
groups. Be that as it may, the preponderance of law-
yers and bureaucrats among the heresiographers has
also left little doubt that their classifying of these non-
Muslims reflected a concretely practical concern.

Muslim historians of religion, it should be remem-
bered, dealt less with “foreign” religions than with
non-Muslims resident in the Dar al-Islam. These his-
torians of religion were almost all legist-theologians.
Much of the Muslim heresiography of the Jews, like
the wider phenomenon of Muslim “religious stud-
ies,” then, may be understood as a function of the
practical necessity of defining the position, theologi-
cal, legal, and official, of non-Muslim communities
existing under Muslim political domination.

In this regard it should be remembered as well that
the official known as the muhtasib, as part of his
duties, supervised the public activities of the ahl al-
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dhimma.9 The practical decision as to whether the
�Isawiyya were Muslims, discussed by Baghdadi,
therefore, is not so remote from the implications of
�Umari’s distinguishing Samaritans from Jews: in
both cases, the law must delimit the group in order
to specify the ordinances pertinent to that group.
These could then be implemented by the muhtasib.

The significance of �Umari for the history of
Muslim heresiography of the Jews, therefore, lies
with his recording these bureaucratic texts. His sec-
ondary importance also lies in his influence, for he
is an important source for Qalqashandi. The details
of his lists will therefore be discussed more fully in
the section devoted to Qalqashandi.

Ibn Qayyim al-Jauziyya

Shams al-Din Abu Bakr Muhammad Abi Bakr al-
Zar�i Ibn Qayyim al-Jauziyya (691/1292–751/1350)
is remembered as a theologian and mystic closely
associated with his more-celebrated mentor, Taqi al-
Din Ibn Taymiyya (661/1263–728/1328).10 Like Ibn
Taymiyya and Ibn al-Jauzi, Ibn Qayyim was a
Hanbalite, who has long been characterized in mod-
ern scholarship, as were his precursors, by a literal-
istic adherence to that school of jurisprudence. But
in recent years George Makdisi has shown that Ibn
Qayyim must be viewed not as a literalist-legist, but
more accurately as a “Sufi-Hanbalite.”11

Sufism, like Shi�ism, was not wont to address the
heresiography of non-Muslim religions. Thus, for
example, aside from some ‘Alid-leaning figures like
Mas�udi, almost no Shi�i theologian, major or minor,
took up the heresiography of Jews and Judaism.12

Only Haydar Amuli even touched on these lists, and
then only to copy Shahrastani’s lists as spokes on the
wheel of his graphic depiction of world faiths ema-
nating from one “axis.”13 Similarly, it seems that the
closer a figure approached Sufism, the less concern
there was for these scholarly questions: one finds this
strikingly shown in the sharp dropping off of inter-
est in these matters in Kalam circles, after Ghazali
shifted toward Sufism.14

Ibn Qayyim is therefore a somewhat anomalous
figure in the history of Muslim heresiography of the
Jews, for, while we now know that he was fully in-
volved in Sufism, he was also actively involved in
the heresiographic categorization of Judaism. In this
connection he contrasts with his predecessors Ibn
Taymiyya and Ibn al-Jauzi, neither of whom had

anything to contribute to this question, though they
did have much to say on the heresiography of Islam.15

By contrast, Ibn Qayyim classified Jews in at least
two distinct ways.

The first of these is found in his Ighathat al-
Lahfan Min Masa�id al-Shaytan.16 Drawing heavily
if not plagiaristically upon the work of Samau�al al-
Maghribi, this heresiographic treatise was an attempt
to show, in the phrase of Perlmann, that the firqa
najiyya (the saved sect) “can offer salvation . . . if
impurities, imperfections and aberrations of religious
experience be eliminated.”17 The several pages in it
concerning “the two sects of the Jews” (firqata al-
Yahud) are copied directly from the treatment of the
Rabbanites and Karaites in Samau�al’s Ifham.18

The second passage in Ibn Qayyim’s writings in
which he discusses the classification of Jews is simi-
larly derivative. In his Ahkam Ahl al-Dhimma, he
devotes two pages to a long-unresolved question of
Muslim jurisprudence.19 This question, in his words,
relates to the Samaritans, and “the disagreement of
the fuqaha� concerning them: Should the jizya be
imposed on them or not?”20 In this short section, Ibn
Qayyim summarizes what he apparently perceived
as the status quaestionis regarding the Samaritans,
as it stood both in Muslim heresiography and in
fiqh.

Ibn Qayyim begins this discussion by quoting
Shafi�i’s well-known temporizing on the extracting
of jizya from Samaritans.21 Ibn Qayyim adds ex-
amples of subsequent fuqaha� who supported both
positions taken by the great Shafi�i. Ibn Qayyim him-
self sides with a certain Marwazi’s opinion, that the
apparent contradiction of the master was due to his
having been corrected in the course of his original
argument, at which point he consequently switched
to the correct position, that the Samaritans were in-
deed fully ahl al-kitab.22

However, Ibn Qayyim strongly dissents from
those jurisprudents who say that the Samaritans are
not liable to pay jizya while the Majus are. “And
this is extraordinary!” exclaims Ibn Qayyim. He
then lists a number of blatantly non-Scriptuary traits
of the Majus—fire-worship, metaphysical dualism,
want of divine revelation, mother–son marriage, and
lack of apostolic proscriptions—as counterpoints to
the characterization of the Samaritans as fully ahl
al-kitab.23

To drive home his point, Ibn Qayyim reiterates the
facts about the Samaritan theology and praxis as they
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were well-known in Muslim scholarly circles. This
material—concerning Samaritan doctrines on fasts,
Torah, prophets, and their qibla at Nablus—com-
prised a familiar topos by the seventh/thirteenth cen-
tury.24 To round out the picture, Ibn Qayyim copies
miscellaneous material, without attribution, from
Shahrastani, a scholar who enjoyed particular popu-
larity in these years.25 Having adduced the relevant
facts of the matter, Ibn Qayyim concludes that, since
it is possible to enumerate some points of family re-
lationship between the Samaritans and the Jews, the
former group should be made to pay jizya. True, they
are not fully Jewish—“they are to the Jews as the
Rafida are to the Muslims”—but they are sufficiently
Jewish for the early Muslim leadership to have been
correct to impose the jizya upon them: “And not to
impose it on them is merely to allow them to persist
in error: this is something that cannot be.26

As was the case with the oath for the leaders of
the Scriptuary communities discussed previously in
connection with �Umari, the heresiographic distinc-
tions made by Ibn Qayyim bear directly on the legal
position of the groups under discussion. All of their
restrictions and rights were directly derived from
those clarifying classifications. It should therefore
not be surprising to find that Ibn Qayyim’s conclu-
sions would seem to agree with those found in the
oaths and secretaries’ manuals. Thus, in both cases,
as expressed in the summary of these materials by
Gottheil, “the Ra�is of the Rabbanite Jews had juris-
prudence over Rabbanites, Karaites, and Samaritans,
though a special form of commission to the Ra�is of
the Samaritans is also given.”27

This situation held true also in later centuries,
when the Samaritans were listed as Jews in the Ot-
toman registraries, and where they were consequently
held liable for the jizya. Although they could occa-
sionally attain high office, even the vizierate, in the
Egypt of the centuries under discussion here, the
Samaritans were not entirely inaccurately described
by Ibn Qayyim as being “one of the smallest com-
munities on earth.”28 It is therefore interesting to note
just how the “long arm” of the Shari�a could embrace
such a tiny sect, even taking care to distinguish them
from Jews. It would seem that, in the case of the
Samaritans, the jurisprudential concern for appropri-
ate collection of taxes, fully summarized by Ibn
Qayyim, was at least one, and perhaps a major, mo-
tivating factor in the collection of heresiographic
materials concerning them.

Ibn Qayyim Al-Jauziyya
Ahkam Ahl al-Dhimma

Ed. Subhi Salih (Damascus, 1381/1961)

Vol. 2, pp. 90–92:
“On the Samira and the disagreement of the fuqaha�

concerning them: Should the jizya be imposed on
them or not?”

Most hold that the jizya is incumbent on them.
Shafi�i hesitated about them, and once said: “Jizya
should not be collected from them.” In another place
he said: “It should be collected from them.” In the
Umm he said, “One should look into their matter. If
they are in agreement with the Jews on the basic
principles of religion, but disagree with them over
the minor details, then their disagreement does not
matter, for they agree on the same religion, so col-
lect jizya from them. But if they disagree on the basic
principles of religion, then they should not be held
to the Jews’ religion in the payment of jizya.” This
was transmitted about him on the authority of Rabi�.

As for al-Muzani, it is reported of him that he
said “They are a class of the Jews, and so the jizya
should be taken from them.” His companions dif-
fered in their ruling, some of them saying “They
should be held to pay the jizya,” others saying “They
should not be so held.”

Abu Ishaq al-Marwazi said: “Shafi�i did not
know the true facts of their religion, so he hesitated
in that matter. Then it became clear to him that they
are to be considered as among the ahl al-kitab. So
he returned to that position and subsequently in-
cluded the Samaritans as ahl al-kitab.”

This is what al-Marwazi said, and it is indeed
sound and decisive. Those, however, are incorrect
who say: “Jizya should not be taken from them, but
it should be taken from the Majus, for they possess
a pseudo-Scripture.” And this is preposterous! To
take it from a people who worship fire, and who
believe that the universe has two gods, Light and
Dark, and who believe neither in revelation nor that
God resurrects those who are in their graves, and
who allow copulation with mothers and daughters,
and who do not believe in apostles and who do not
forbid anything which the prophets forbad!

And on the other hand, not to take jizya from the
Samira, even though they believe in Musa and Torah;
and bind themselves to it; believe in the resurrec-
tion, heaven and hell; and pray the [fixed daily]
prayers of the Jews; and fast their fasts and follow
their general path; and recite the Torah; and pro-
scribe what is proscribed to the Jews in the Torah
and do not disagree with the Jews about the Torah
nor about Moses, even if they do diverge [from the
rest of the Jews] concerning belief in the prophets,
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for the Samira do not believe at all in any prophets
except Moses, Aaron, Joshua and Abraham. They
[also] disagree over the qibla, for the Jews pray
towards the Holy Temple, while the Samira pray
towards Mt. �Azun in the district of Nablus. They
assert that this is the qibla towards which God com-
manded Moses to pray (and that they are correct in
their location of this and the Jews are wrong); and
that God ordered David to build the Holy Temple
at Nablus, which, according to them, was the moun-
tain on which God spoke to Moses. David defied
Him, and he built it at Iliya: but he transgressed and
sinned in that.

Their language is close to the language of the Jews,
but is not exactly the same. They have many groups
which branched off from two groups: Dustaniyya and
Kustaniyya. The Kustaniyya affirm the final reckon-
ing and the resurrection of bodies, and Paradise and
the Fire: the Dustaniyya assert that reward and pun-
ishment occur in this world. There is much disagree-
ment amongst them on statutory injunctions.

This community is one of the smallest commu-
nities in the world and one of the most foolish, and
most opposed to other communities, and most bur-
dened with encumbrances and fetters.

And if I wished to denote their relationship to the
Jews, it is as the Rafida are to the Muslims. This
community did not arise in Islamic times, rather it
is a community to be found before Islam and before
Jesus. Then the Companions conquered the great
metropolises and agreed to impose it [jizya] on them
[the Samaritans], as did the imams and caliphs after
them, and not to impose it on them is merely to allow
them to persist in error: this is something that can-
not be.

Ibn Khaldun

Abu Zayd �Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. Khaldun
(732/1332–808/1406) is widely recognized today to
have been one of the first truly informed and system-
atic theorists of comparative civilizations.29 This ce-
lebrity rests less on his mammoth world history, Kitab
al-�Ibar, than it does on the Muqaddima (Introduction)
to that work, in which prolegomenon the terms of ref-
erence and the theoretical overview are provided.30 It
is clear that, as he states in that introduction, his is not
indeed a universal history, though he states at one point
that his is “an exhaustive history of the world.”31

Rather, as he elsewhere clarifies, he intended by this
to refer only to the lands of the West (as he understood
the term), and to forgo an “exhaustive” report on the
Indians, Chinese, and others.32

Similarly, Ibn Khaldun’s history of the various
nations with which he was familiar, such as the
Byzantines, Copts, Persians, and the ancient Israel-
ites, deals with these respective histories “exhaus-
tively” only in a special and restricted sense of that
term. His was both a gift for and an apparent predis-
position toward synthesis, and that concern for the
overview seems to have somewhat swamped the
details of the individual histories. To some extent,
of course, this perspective was culturally determined.
In the case of Ibn Khaldun, though he does seem to
try to accurately chart the arc of a nation’s “trajec-
tory,” he is less concerned with the inner dynamics
of that nation as such. One consequence of this is the
relative slightness of his heresiography, which makes
him of limited use for our purposes.

One of the marks of the greatness of Ibn Khaldun
as a historian is that he relied on a substantial and var-
iegated corpus of sources. It would be unfair to sug-
gest, therefore, that he was unconcerned with the de-
tails of Jewish history.33 Indeed, to his credit, he is one
of the first Muslim historians to address postbiblical
Jewish history at some length.34 His version of Jewish
sectarianism is fundamentally (mis)shaped by his
(mis)use of his sources, however. These same basic
“mistakes” were to skew the “accuracy” of other Mus-
lim heresiographies, such as that of Maqrizi.

An especial irony of this error is that it is the ulti-
mate result of a virtue. In being conscientious, Ibn
Khaldun gratefully utilized the Arabic translation of
Josippon which came into his possession.35 To his
credit, he used it heavily in formulating his postbiblical
Jewish history. It is not particularly important here
that he assumed that Yusuf b. Kariyun was Flavius
Josephus, and not in fact the medieval chronicler who
himself relied on Josephus. More relevant to the pur-
poses at hand, this intrinsically admirable reliance on
Ibn Kariyun, using a Jewish source for a study of post-
biblical Judaism, nevertheless resulted in (mis)shaping
Ibn Khaldun’s report in two important ways.

First, the use of Ibn Kariyun seems to have rein-
forced a pronounced historiographic pattern of Mus-
lim historians, a pattern already set by the earliest of
these historians. This was the tendency to write ex-
tensively of the biblical periods, both of the Old
and the New Testaments, while the post–Second
Temple period, the Diaspora, is more or less passed
over in silence. The major exceptions to this histo-
riographic rule were the pre-Islamic Jewish commu-
nities of Arabia and the Jewish communities with
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whom Muhammad came into contact.36 By and large,
the numerous minor mentions and discussions of
Diaspora Jews and Judaism only highlight the dis-
parity with the many long volume-length treatments
of the Banu Isra�il.37 Ibn Khaldun’s extensive use of
Ibn Kariyun therefore amplified the section of his
work dealing with the end of the biblical period,
thereby further accentuating this disparity.

The second way in which Ibn Khaldun erred in
his use of Ibn Kariyun was more directly the result
of his concern with crafting a synthesis. In what ap-
pears to be his only heresiographic list of the Jews,
Ibn Khaldun does something interesting in his appar-
ently going beyond the report of Ibn Kariyun. He lists
the three groups given by Josephus, whom we know
as the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes, but goes
beyond the brief naming and characterization pro-
vided by the “ancient” chronicler.38 Following the
practice evident in such Christian sources as those
of Agapius and Bar Hebraeus, Ibn Khaldun uses
well-known Arabic theological terms in identifying
these characterizations: the Pharisees, he says, were
“Fuqaha� and ahl al-qiyas”; the Sadducees were
“Zahiriyya”; and the Essenes were “�ubbad” and
“zuhhad.”39 While more or less valid as analogies,
these identifications did probably distort the true di-
mensions of these groups in the minds of his readers.

In addition to this associating of the unfamiliar
with the familiar, Ibn Khaldun went further to iden-
tify the ancient groups with extant ones. Thus, he
says more than once that the Pharisees are the Rab-
banites and the Sadducees are the Karaites.40 In this
characterization he may have relied on medieval Rab-
banites and Karaites, who themselves addressed the
problematic of this equation.41

In his study “Ibn Khaldun: On the Bible, Judaism
and the Jews,” Fischel observes that “compared with
al-Biruni, Shahrastani or Maqrizi, Ibn Khaldun’s
knowledge of Jewish sects and Jewish institutions is
most meagre.”42 This judgment is certainly correct.
Ibn Khaldun made general use of the works of such
heresiographers as Mas�udi, Ibn Hazm, and Abu al-
Fida�, but he seems never to have availed himself of,
much less critically improved upon, their heresio-
graphies of the Jews.43 Willing to use a wide variety
of source materials, broad-minded enough to include
Jewish and Christian sources among them, and there-
fore working from a vantage point of almost unpar-
alleled salience, Ibn Khaldun (at least as a heresio-
grapher of Judaism) missed his opportunity.

Ibn Khaldun
Ta�rikh al-�allama Ibn Khaldun
ed. Y. A. Daghir (Beirut, 1956)

Vol. 2, p. 235:
Ibn Kariyun said, “The Jews were divided in their reli-
gion at that time into three sects: (1) The sect of
Fuqaha� and Ahl al-Qiyafa [perhaps to be read: Qiyas]
who are called the Farushim, and they are the Rab-
baniyun; (2) the sect of the Zahiriyya, who adhere to
the exoteric language of their scripture, and they are
called Saduqiyya and they are the Qarra�un; (3) and
the sect of the �Ubbad, who are exclusively devoted
to worship, glorification of God and ascetic practices
in other matters, and they are called the Hisid.

Vol. 2, p. 393:
There were three Jewish sects among them: The
Rabbaniyun, next the Qarra�un, who are known as
the “Zanadiqa” in the Gospels, and then the [lacuna:
but on the basis of vol. 2, p. 393, read: Hisid] who
are known as the “Kataba” in the Gospels.

Qalqashandi

Abu al-�Abbas Ahmad b. �Ali al-Shafi�i al-Qalqashandi

(1355/756–1418/821) was, along with his approxi-
mate contemporary Maqrizi, the fruition of the schol-
arly potential for excellence in heresiography of the
Jews on the part of scholars in this period.44 This
potential was prominent in Ibn Khaldun, who set high
standards, was ambitious, and was in possession of
good sources. Qalqashandi also had these features,
which he employed with a quite different agenda
from that of his predecessor. The result of this dif-
ference was a heresiography of the Jews unique in
structure, rich in detail, and, indeed, unrivaled in
length with the exception of that of Maqrizi.

The difference in orientation is in part a reflection
of the fact that Qalqashandi wrote as a bureaucratic
secretary, and not strictly as a historian. His 14-
volume magnum opus, the Subh al-A�sha fi Sina�at
al-Insha�, is not a history, but a bureaucratic secre-
tary’s manual.45 But it is not devoid of historical
materials. Indeed, as the major students of the work,
Björkman and Bosworth, show, it is rich in materials
concerning the various religions which came under
the jurisdiction of the Mamluks.46

It was only appropriate that these heresiographic
materials should appear in the chapter devoted to
the various oaths by which the dhimmi community-
leaders were required to swear.47 As we have dis-
cussed in connection with �Umari, the charges to of-
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fice found in the administrative manuals of �Umari
and Qalqashandi have behind them the slow devel-
opment of the office of Ra�is al-Yahud, which was
closely examined by Mark Cohen in his fine study
of the origins of the office of the Head of the Jews.48

Also lying behind Qalqashandi’s versions of the
oaths are the centuries in which such oaths evolved.
Little is known of the contents of the earlier oaths
with any reliability: elsewhere in the Subh he pro-
vides an example, probably apocryphal, of what he
claimed was the first such oath, which he attributes
to a vizier of Harun al-Rashid.49

The heresiography of Qalqashandi, then, is the
culmination of a long historical and literary devel-
opment. On first looking over its general structure,
one immediately observes that, as is the case with the
evidence from �Umari, the Geniza, and other surviv-
ing Mamluk documents, Qalqashandi subsumes the
Samaritans under the general rubric “Jews” but in a
separate category from the Rabbanites and Karaites.50

Such classification tacitly expresses the perception
that the latter two groups, despite their well-known
enmity, belonged for all practical purposes to the
same category. Qalqashandi states directly that “even
though they are two groups, they are, as it were,
one.”51 This treating of them together may also be a
reflection of the unusual closeness which they were
enjoying in Egypt. Stillman notes that the Karaite-
Rabbanite “esprit de corps, which ignored sectarian
lines, was typical of Egypt but all too rare in other
countries of Jewish settlement.”52

Beyond the broad strokes of general organization,
Qalqashandi’s chapter, in its details, is revealing of
several points of interest for the history of the Mus-
lim heresiography of the Jews. It appears, at first
blush, to be one of the best-organized treatments of
Jews and Judaism in all of Muslim heresiography.
Indeed, on closer examination, Qalqashandi’s orga-
nization holds up well enough, but for one ironic
twist: in his effort to present a well-wrought outline,
he becomes tangled in his own schema. A glance at
the outline of his presentation makes this clear:

On the Oaths by which the Ahl al-Kufr swear, at
least for one who may need that swearing

In two categories (darb):

(darb) I. Those professing belief in the Law of one
of the Revealed Prophets, in three religions (milla):

(milla) A. Yahud, in two sects (ta�ifa):

(ta�ifa) 1. Qarra�un

(ta�ifa) 2. Rabbaniyun

(ta�ifa) B. Samaritan Jews (al-Yahud al-Samira)

(firqa) C. Christians

(darb) II. Majus (?)53

With some reflection, the intention behind the
schema employed by Qalqashandi becomes more or
less clear. But even after several readings it seems
so inconsistent as to confuse the reader. Although he
subsumes Jews, Samaritans, and Christians under the
rubric of milal (sing. milla, an organized, recognized
religious community), he also refers to the Samari-
tans as a ta�ifa (disorganized, unimportant subgroup)
and the Christians as a firqa (usually, the sect of a
milla). There may be some method in this apparently
over-organized array, however: it could be suggested
that Qalqashandi is using these various terms rigor-
ously. On this hypothesis, it could be argued that he
denominated the three major Scriptuary groupings so
as to indicate the relative closeness of the Samaritans
to the Jews—which he also stresses by calling them
“Samaritan Jews”—as opposed to the clearly drawn
distinction between these former two groupings and
the Christians.

Qalqashandi thus categorizes Jews as Karaite/
Rabbanite Jews and as Samaritan Jews. Chronologi-
cally speaking, he asserts that the Karaites were first,
that the Samaritans were a schism from them, and that
the Rabbanites were the result of a final schism and
came from the ranks of the Karaites.54 The bulk of
his entire chapter on the Jews comprises a recitation
of their differences (ikhtilaf). These are prefaced by
two major differences, over the issues of ta�wil and
qadar.55 He also mentions the particular revulsion of
the Jews against worshipping Pharaoh and Haman,
and against accepting the Virgin Birth.56

At this point Qalqashandi displays his research
acumen. Prefacing his remarks by stating that the
Jews “revere as important the occurrence of certain
events,” he proceeds to list 27 such hiero-historical
moments.57 Comprising a full six printed pages, this
list amounts to a mini-compendium of Isra�iliyat and
polemical motifs. Up to this point, it would still seem
as if Qalqashandi were simply dispassionately relat-
ing interesting tidbits of historical information.

At the conclusion of this list, however, Qalqashandi

produces the culminating text of the chapter, the
“Jews’ Oath.”58 This is to be distinguished from the
aforementioned charge to office for the leaders of the
community, which Qalqashandi reproduces from
�Umari and publishes elsewhere in the Subh.59 The
centerpiece of the oath given here is a summarizing
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reiteration of the 27 aforementioned tenets, which
aspects of Jewish belief and practice the oath-taker
swears will be transgressed should he break the oath.
With the oath, Qalqashandi’s object in going to such
lengths in his categorization of Jews and in his pre-
sentation of their many beliefs and practices becomes
clear. He had no choice but to do it this way if he was
to provide the oath, which is the consummating point
of the chapter, with context and content.

The chapter, in retrospect, leads up to this, inas-
much as all the preliminary information, all the long
listing of differences, was provided to clarify two
essential questions: Who is legally considered a Jew,
and by what oath should a Jew swear? Here is the
fusion par excellence of the theory and the practical
application of Muslim categorizations of Jews and
Judaism.

Qalqashandi

Subh al-A�sha (Cairo, 1963)

Vol. 13, p. 256:
Know that the Jews have broken up into many sects,
two of which are well known:

The first group: There is general agreement concern-
ing their Judaism: they are the Qarra�un. They are
two groups, who are, as it were, one, since their
Torah is one, and they do not disagree over the es-
sentials of Judaism. All agree on deducing 613 com-
mandments from the Torah, by which they worship.
Furthermore, they all agree on the prophethood of
Moses, Aaron, Joshua and Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob. The latter is “Israel,” and the “Tribes” are his
twelve children, to be mentioned in conclusion.

And they are to be distinguished from the sec-
ond sect who will be mentioned, namely the Samira,
over the issue of the prophethood of prophets other
than Moses, Aaron and Joshua. And they transmit
from Joshua nineteen books in addition to the Torah
which they designate as being “the prophecies,”
known as “al-Uwal [the primordial (documents)].”

The Rabbaniyun diverge from the Qarra�un
over the issue of commentaries set down concern-
ing the obligatory duties in the Torah (mentioned
above), and established by their learned men, and
also over [the question of] secondary matters in the
Torah, which they claim to have as transmitted
from Moses.

The Rabbaniyun and the Qarra�un agree that they
should face towards the Rock in Jerusalem in their
prayers, and face their dead towards it also. [They
also agree] that God spoke to Moses on Mt. Sinai,
which is a mountain at the head of the Red Sea on
the North side, with the tip of the island at its end,

whose entrance is between two arms which surround
it on both sides.

They disagree on two matters. One is the profes-
sion of a literalist position as against an inclination
towards [arbitrary] interpretation. For the Qarra�un
rest with the literal texts of the Torah, and they con-
strue their content in reference to God, [including
such references as those to God’s] form, speech,
settling down on the throne, and coming down to
Mt. Sinai in their exterior meanings, as do the
Zahiriyya among the Muslims. They go on from
there to espouse the doctrine of tashbih, and the
doctrine that God has the attribute of direction. But
the Rabbaniyun proceed to “interpret” all that as it
occurs in the Torah, as do the Ash�ariyya of the
Muslims.

The second [difference between them] is the
doctrine of qadar [“predestination,” free will lim-
ited to God alone]. The Rabbaniyun say that there
is no qadar and that each thing happens as it hap-
pens, as say the Qadariyya [those who profess a
doctrine of free will] of the Muslims. The Qarra�un
believe in predestination as do the Ash‘ariyya. Apart
from that, both groups say that God is Eternal,
Sempiternal, One and Powerful, and that He inspired
the Truth to Moses, and reinforced the truth to his
brother Aaron. And they exalt to the utmost the
Torah, which is their Holy Book, to such an extent
that they even swear on the Torah, as the Muslims
do on the Qur�an.

p. 268:
The Second Group of Jews are the Samira:

. . . There is disagreement about the Samira: Are
they Jews or not? The Qarra�un and Rabbaniyun
deny that the Samira are Jews. Our colleagues the
Shafi�iyya have said: They whose basic religious
principles agree with those of the Jews are to be
considered as being Jews, and thus are liable to pay
the jizya: if not, then they are not [so liable.]

The Samira have a Torah special to them, differ-
ent from that possessed by the Rabbaniyun and the
Qarra�un, nor is it like that of the Christians. They part
company with the Rabbaniyun and Qarra�un in de-
nying the prophethood of anyone after Moses, with
the exception of Aaron and Joshua. They also disagree
[with the others] in facing the Rock in Jerusalem, and
instead face a mountain in Nabulus, and they place
the faces of their dead in their graves [facing in that
direction], claiming that it was upon that mountain
that God spoke to Moses. They claim that God com-
manded David to build the Temple on that mountain,
but he disobeyed the injunction and built it instead in
Jerusalem. May God fight against those who lie!

They also say: God is the Creator of Mankind,
the Originator of them, and that he is Powerful,
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Overwhelming, Infinite and Eternal. They agree on
the prophethood of Moses (and Aaron), and that God
sent him the Torah, but they have a special Torah
of their own differing from the Torah of the Qarra�un
and Rabbaniyun (which was discussed above).
[They also believe] that He sent him likewise the
Essential [i.e. original] Tablets, which include the
Decalogue (which were also discussed above). They
also affirm that God is the one who delivered the
Children of Israel from Pharoah, and Who saved
them from drowning. They believe that God desig-
nated Mt. Nabulus (discussed above) as the qibla for
the worshipper.

They attach great gravity to unbelief in the ver-
sion of the Torah which they recognize, as well as
to the rejection of Moses, and this above any other
of the Children of Israel. They exalt their mountain,
Mt. Nabulus (discussed above). They regard as out-
rageous the levelling of it and the extirpation of all
traces of the temple, which was built there; and they
regard as a serious matter the desecration of the
Sabbath, as do the rest of the Jews; they agree with
the Qarra�un in conforming with the exterior mean-
ing of the texts of the Torah; and they reject the
doctrine of exegesis as espoused by the Rabbanite
Jews; and they deny the authenticity of the Torah
of both the Qarra�un and Rabbaniyun, and place their
reliance in their own Torah. They say “la misas,”
which means that none should touch or be touched.
He [unidentified] says in the Kashshaf: If anyone
touched or was touched, both got a fever. God has
given word of this in telling of Moses speaking to
the Samiri: “Begone! it shall be thine all thy life to
cry ‘Untouchable!’”

They forbid [lacuna] as sacrifices, and [also for-
bid] eating meat mixed with milk, asserting that in
their Torah is found the prohibition of eating the
meat of a kid in its mother’s milk; and they regard
as a grave matter any attempt to go out into the land
whose habitation is forbidden them, this being the
city of Jericho.

Among the worst sins in their estimation is hav-
ing sexual intercourse with a menstruant, and sleep-
ing with her in the same bed, especially when this
is done in the conviction that it is permissible. One
of the greatest abominations in their eyes is the de-
nial of the deputization of Aaron, and the disdain-
ing of its status.

Maqrizi

Abu al-�Abbas Ahmad Ibn �Abd al-Qadir al-Husaini
Taqi al-Din al-Maqrizi (765/1364–846/1442) not
only wrote the longest of all Muslim heresiographies
of the Jews, but also became the heresiographer with

the most influence on modern scholarship of this
subject.60 This was due initially to Sylvestre de Sacy,
who edited, translated, and annotated the entirety of
Maqrizi’s lengthy treatment in 1826, bringing sev-
eral Jewish sects to the attention of European schol-
ars for the first time.61 Along with Haarbrücker’s
translation of Shahrastani, de Sacy’s Maqrizi domi-
nated the Western study of Islamicate-era Jewish sec-
tarianism well into the twentieth century.

Maqrizi’s chapter on the Jews comes near the end
of his mammoth Al-Mawa�iz wa al-I�tibar fi Dhikr
al-Khitat wa al-Athar.62 The great value of Maqrizi’s
report derives from what might otherwise seem a
weakness: its lack of integration. Maqrizi’s method
of categorization, or lack thereof, consists of collect-
ing the lists of others, without synthesizing these
disparate reports. His heresiography is a list of lists,
lacking a unifying point of view. It is therefore ironi-
cally to the advantage of the modern researcher that
this collection of unmodified lists should contain so
much of value and interest.

Maqrizi utilizes Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
sources. Most of these were at least several centuries
old in his day, notwithstanding the rubric of his chap-
ter: “An Account of the Groups of the Jews Today.”
Although he does provide a rudimentary, if confused,
historical framework for understanding the various
divisions he presents, it is inadequate for reconcil-
ing the unmistakably conflicting contents of those
lists. The overall impression presented by Maqrizi’s
chapter on the Jewish sects is that of an erudite, but
frustratingly eclectic collection of texts uncritically
assembled. Its faults notwithstanding, Maqrizi’s im-
pressive effort resulted in a report which may be
considered the consummation of Muslim heresio-
graphical research on Jews and Judaism. His genius
in this respect lies not in synthesis but in juxtaposi-
tion. In the Khitat we find old reports taking on new
aspects, as a consequence of Maqrizi’s illuminating
positioning of them. To be fair, Maqrizi does con-
tribute several important and unparalleled bits of
information to Muslim heresiography of the Jews, as
we will show in what follows. This, however, may
only reflect his use of different, if not better, versions
of those texts we have already examined. It seems
likely that his brilliance was inadvertent, for he ex-
celled in finding texts, not in assessing them.

One example can be adduced to show that Maqrizi

did not bother to assess but tended merely to copy.
Without ever indicating their relevance to each other,
he provides six names for Karaites: Qarra�un, �Ananiy-
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ya, Qurra�, Banu Miqra, Mabadiyya, and Isma�iyya.63

For these he primarily relies on the reports of Biruni

and Shahrastani, which he simply copies more or less
verbatim.

One can perceive here a telling difference of per-
sonality between Maqrizi and the other major
Mamluk-period heresiographer, Qalqashandi. The
thrust of Qalqashandi’s literary labors clearly went
into crafting his presentation, whereas Maqrizi con-
cerned himself with the discovery of, rather than the
felicitous shaping of, Judaica. To be sure, this was
due to more than a merely characterological diver-
gence. Maqrizi’s work is a kind of antiquarian sur-
vey, while Qalqashandi’s served a practical purpose.

For the purposes of the historian of Muslim
heresiography of the Jews, Maqrizi’s contribution can
be satisfactorily indicated by outlining his chapter and
indicating his sources. Such a procedure can reveal
the unique breadth of his research, as well as his man-
ner of presentation which is more or less that of an
anthology. In so doing, we will also indicate points
of particular interest as we come to them, thereby
pointing out his special contributions to this literature.

Maqrizi begins by stating that there were four
groups deriving from the time of the destruction of
the First Temple by Nebuchadnezzar.64 These, he
says, were the Rabbaniyyun, the Qarra�un, the
�Ananiyya, and the Samara. This report appears to
be based on one of the continuators of Shahrastani,
Abu al-Fida�, al-Basri, or Ibn al-Wardi—all of whom
provide the same listing.65 The �Ananiyya, who had
died out as a discrete subsection of the Karaites by
the tenth century, were still listed beside the Karaites
in these late reports. Similarly, “�Ananiyya” was the
common denomination for the Karaites in the Kalam
texts. It was therefore not untoward for Maqrizi to
employ that same metonym.

In an apparent attempt to devise a chronological
sequence, Maqrizi next cites a passage from
Josippon, without citing this source by name.66 Here
we are told that the Jews at the time of Hyrcanus
(“Hurqanus”) were divided into “Farushim,” “Sadu-

fiyya,” and “Jisidim.” Transparently evident behind
this list of names is the medieval Hebrew translation
of Josephus, as they were transliterated into Arabic,
with the Hebrew names still recognizable (as Phari-
sees, Sadducees, and Essenes). Later in his chapter,
Maqrizi repeats this report, and explicitly cites “Ibn
Kariyun’s” Ta�rikh as his source.67

Reverting to the source with which he began,
Maqrizi again quotes, without identifying the source,

from the Shahrastani material (i.e., Shahrastani him-
self, or one of his continuators).68 He now omits the
�Ananiyya, which may indicate that he relied on one
version for his introductory list of four groups, and
at this point relies on some other variant of that same
literary tradition. Interestingly, he strongly criticizes
the Rabbanites here—“they have become, in their
principles of religion and in their incidental religious
duties, the most remote of men from what the Prophets
brought in the way of divinely revealed Laws”—and
criticizes Maimonides, whom he accurately identi-
fies by name and date.69 Continuing with these same
sources, he then relates reports on the Karaites, pri-
marily from Biruni and the Shahrastani source.70

At this point Maqrizi relates a lengthy narrative
concerning the Samaritans, which occupies fully one-
third the space of his entire account of the Jewish
sects.71 This is clearly based on a variety of sources,
though he specifies only Mas�udi and Biruni by
name. The bulk of this report on the Samaritans com-
prises a long narrative of their historical origins,
which would seem to be based on a Samaritan (or
possibly centrally Jewish) source, though it is no
doubt at several hands removed from that original
source.72 That this narrative was possibly of Samari-
tan origination is indicated by a comment Maqrizi

makes concerning the alphabet of the Samaritans.
This remark closely resembles a report made by Ben-
jamin of Tudela concerning the use of the Hebrew
letters by the Samaritans.73

As he progresses to the next segment in his an-
thology, it is possible to perceive the motivation for
his placing the “seam” between this last quoted text
and the next. In his last sentences concerning the
Samaritans, Maqrizi (or his source) observes that
Samaritans “have not set foot in Jerusalem since the
days of the prophet David.”74 The next text he cites
is prefaced thus: “In the Gospel Commentary (sharh
al-injil, with no further identification), it says that the
Jews broke up after the days of David into seven
sects . . .”75 This text, like the citation from Ibn
Kariyun following it, would seem to be an adden-
dum, one of several glosses on the chapter, the chro-
nological sequence of which seems to end with the
narrative concerning the Samaritans. The quotation
from “the Gospel Commentary” is particularly sig-
nificant. Deriving from the popularly reproduced list
of seven Jewish sects originally given by Epiphanius,
Maqrizi’s version provides one telling variant on the
Epiphanian list.76 Under the group known as the
Nasoreans, whom Maqrizi calls “mutaqashshifun”
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(ascetics), Maqrizi’s source says that “they assert that
the Torah is not entirely Mosaic: they cling to scrolls
(or scriptures: suhuf ) ascribed to Enoch and Abra-
ham.”77 Under the report on the same group in the
identical list provided by the eighth-century Bishop
of Kashgar, Theodore bar Khonai, we read, “They
say that the law does not belong to Moses, and they
have revelations attributed to Enoch and Abraham.”78

Brock’s observation on this sentence is that “it is
without parallel elsewhere, and the new testimonium
to the Apocalypse of Abraham is of interest.”79 The
hitherto unnoticed parallel in Maqrizi, with its addi-
tional testimonium to the Scripture of Abraham, is
therefore of particular interest.

Maqrizi may quote this “Gospel Commentary” at
this point because it glosses the preceding comment
concerning the division of the Jews at the time of
David. If this supposition is correct, then it may be that
the next text he quotes follows the “Gospel Commen-
tary” quotation because it marks the next chronologi-
cal step in Jewish sectarian history. Thus, he now re-
peats the same list of Jews and their characteristics as
dating from the time of Hyrcanus, with which he be-
gan his chapter.80 Here, however, he explicitly names
his source as Ibn Kariyun’s Tarikh. In this report,
Maqrizi identifies the ancient Jewish sects with Ara-
bic names, as had Agapius, Bar Hebraeus, and Ibn
Khaldun before him.81 Some of these identifications,
such as the Mu�tazila, were also appellations for groups
in the Muslim community. Such identifications may
well not have been possible without the assumption
of an essential homology between Judaism and Islam.

The chapter concludes with a list of 13 Jewish
sects, which Maqrizi copies, without attribution,
from Maqdisi.82 Maqrizi’s report was particularly in-
fluential through de Sacy’s translation, though his
source was not recognized for some time. In the ab-
sence of an investigation of the relevant manuscripts,
I cannot certainly discern the basis for the one sig-
nificant divergence between the report of Maqrizi

and that of Maqdisi. At the point where Maqdisi cites
“Ashma�ath,” Maqrizi’s text, tantalizingly, reports
instead on the “Sham�uniyya, named after Sham�un
al-Siddiq, ruler of Jerusalem at the advent (qudum)
of Alexander’s father.”83

This variation on the “Ashma�ath complex” pro-
vides the sole etymology for this term in all of the
history of Muslim heresiography of the Jews. If this
were to be entertained as a possibly accurate expla-
nation of the origin of the term “Ashma�ath,” one
could support that explanation by arguing that me-

dieval Rabbanite historiography, what little of it there
was, did emphasize the role of the High Priest Simon
the Pure.84 One could further argue that this Simon
the Pure, in some Jewish traditions, was said to have
met Alexander at his advent into Jerusalem, traditions
which Shaye Cohen has recently analyzed.85

In addition to its conceivable concordance with
the facts of Jewish tradition, several other arguments
could be adduced for the derivation of “Ashma�ath”
from “Sham�un.” First, in the formula for the abju-
ration of Judaism cited by Raghib al-Isfahani, the
Jewish oath-taker is to abjure “Sham�un and SHM�I
(Shammai?),” which document may indicate a Mus-
lim perception of this name as being centrally Jew-
ish.86 Second, if one were to suggest that the version
in Maqrizi in fact represents a more accurate version
than that found in Huart’s edition of Maqdisi, such
a case could be supported by the fact that in Huart’s
version, “Ashma�ath” does refer to a person, which
would make sense if this were a corruption of
“Sham�un.”87 Finally, the identification of the major-
ity party of Jews as “Sham�uniyya” did eventually
gain prominence, as can be seen in the Qur�an stud-
ies authored by several twentieth-century scholars at
the al-Azhar University, where this term is used in
reference to Rabbinical Judaism.88

However, the case for the derivation of “Ashma�ath”
from “Sham�un” cannot be ultimately sustained, for
several reasons. First, we possess a number of early
Christian and Muslim Arabic heresiographies which
use explicitly the term “Ashma�ath,” including at least
one (the Nestorian discussion of canon) which also
links it to another permutation of the Aramaic word-
root SHM�.89 More significantly, it is possible to trace
the path by which the term “Ashma�ath” (itself possi-
bly a corruption of something else) was still further
corrupted.

Established by the fourth/tenth century, in the
fifth/eleventh century “Ashma�athiyya” was cor-
rupted as “Sham�atiyya,” whose orthography was
then further corrupted, through a slight scribal slip,
into “Sham�aniyya.”90 Since it was commonplace for
heresiographers to attach eponymous founder-figures
to religious groups, it was not untoward at some point
for a scholar, in the absence of any other explana-
tion, to gloss this “Sham�aniyya” as referring to some
“Sham�un.” In the absence of corroborating evidence
we cannot be sure that this was Maqrizi’s own guess,
but to whomever it should be credited, it must be seen
as an inspired, albeit incorrect, conjecture. This, at
any rate, would seem to be a plausible reconstruc-



Heresiography of the Jews in Mamluk Times 171

tion of the way in which he may have arrived at this
“fact.”

It seems likely that Maqrizi’s own voice never in
fact enters into his chapter on the Jews. There is no
evidence in the chapter that he himself added to or
modified the substance of any of his reports. In the
case of all the reports whose sources can be identi-
fied, Maqrizi quotes them virtually verbatim. He
never even inserts pious or polemical anti-Jewish
remarks, as was common in Muslim heresiography
of the Jews. To be sure, his lack of criticism of the
Jews betrays Maqrizi’s tacit but otherwise unac-
knowledged recognition of a kindred relationship
between these two Abrahamic traditions. Guest,
quoted approvingly by Nicholson, was indeed cor-
rect when he opines that Maqrizi “writes without bias
and apparently with distinguished impartiality.”91

Maqrizi
Khitat

(Cairo, 1270/1892)

Vol. 2, pp. 476–479:
Know that the Jews, whom God dispersed in the
world as nations, are four groups, each group accus-
ing the others of error. They are the Rabbaniyun, the
group of Qarra�un, the group of �Ananiyya, and the
group of Samara [our vocalization]. This division
happened to them after the destruction of the Temple
by Bukht Nasr and their returning from the land of
Babylon, after the Exile, to Jerusalem and the build-
ing of the Temple a second time. That is to say, [dur-
ing] their dwelling in Jerusalem in the days when
the Second Temple was being built, they diverged
in their faith and became sects.

When the Greeks ruled them after Alexander b.
Philibush [sic], Hurqanus b. Sham�un b. Mashisha

looked after their affairs in Jerusalem, and consoli-
dated his power, and he was called a king. Previous
to that time, he and all those who had preceded him
among those who ruled the Jews in Jerusalem after
their return from Exile, were simply called Al-Kohen
al-Akbar, so Hurqanus combined the status of king
with the priestly status. The Jews were at peace in
his days, and felt secure against all their enemies
among the nations. [But,] they became discontented
with their way of life, and disagreed over their reli-
gion, and grew mutually hostile because of their dis-
agreement. So, of all their divisions, there emerged
at that time:

A group called the Farushim [Perushim, Phari-
sees], which means the same as Mu�tazila [i.e.
“those who separate themselves off”]. Among
their doctrines is the belief in the Torah accord-

ing to the interpretation of the hukama� among
their forebears.

And a group called the Sadufiyya (with a fa�)
[Zadokim, Sadducees] named for a great man
among them called Saduf. They profess a belief
in the text of the Torah [as it stands], and in fur-
ther implications of the Divine Utterance concern-
ing it, to the exclusion of all additional utterances.

The third group is called Jisidim [Hasidim: corrup-
tion of Ha� to Jim] which means the “Righteous
Ones.” Their practice is concerned with asceticism
and service of God, and the adoption of the most
virtuous and most sound in religious life.

The Sadufiyya used to hate the Mu�tazila with a
great enmity, and King Hurqanus at first held the
view of the Mu�tazila, which was the school of his
fathers. Then he reverted to the school of Saduf, and
he departed from the Mu�tazila and worked up a
hatred for them. [So, he] called upon the rest of his
kingdom to restrain all men at large from learning
the ideas of the Mu�tazila, and from studying under
any of them and following them. And he killed many
of them. The masses were, all of them, with the
Mu�tazila, and so calamities erupted among the Jews,
resulting in constant wars between them, and in the
killing of one another. [This state of affairs contin-
ued] till the time when the Temple was destroyed
by Titush [Titus], the Second Destroyer, after the
ascent of �Isa [Jesus]. From that time on, the Jews
were dispersed to the far corners of the earth, and
became subject populations, with the Christians kill-
ing them wherever they had the upper hand, until
God brought the Muslim order.

In their diaspora the Jews are three groups: the
Rabbaniyun, the Qurra� and the Samara.

As for the Rabbaniyya, they are called “Banu

Mishnu,” “Mishnu” meaning “Second.” This is said
of them because they revere the Temple, which was
rebuilt after their return from Exile (the one which
Titush destroyed), and they treat it with as great
sanctity and veneration as the First Temple, whose
construction was initiated by David, completed by
his son Solomon, and destroyed by Bukht Nasr. And
so it happened that they came to be called as if they
were “Fellows of the Second Da�wa [Call].” This
group is the one which used to practice according
to what is in the Mishna, which was written in
Tiberias after Titush’s destruction of Jerusalem, but
they have come to rely upon what is in the Talmud
for their ordinances of law, up to the present time.

The Rabbaniyun are far from acting according
to the divine texts, following [instead] the opinions
of those learned men preceding them. Those who are
well informed about the truth of their religion will
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clearly perceive that what God castigates them for
in the Qur�an is incontestably right, and that they do
not deserve the name of Judaism, except by mere
affiliation only. Not that they are in allegiance fol-
lowers of the Mosaic dispensation, especially since
the appearance among them of Musa b. Maimun al-
Qurtubi, more than 500 years after the Hijra, for
when he did he caused them to revert to the deny-
ing of God’s attributes. They have become, in their
principles of religion and their incidental duties, the
most remote of men from what the Prophets of God
brought in the way of divinely revealed Laws.

As for the Qurra�, they are [known as] “Banu

Miqra,” which means “Da�wa.” They do not all place
their trust in the Second Temple, their da�wa being
only to that which was in force at the time of the First
Temple. They used to be called the “Ashab Al-
Da�wa al-Ula.” They rule on the texts of the Torah,
and do not take into account the doctrine of those
who dispute them: they conform to the text itself,
and not to the absolute authority of their forebears.
They are enemies of the Rabbaniyya, going so far
as to not intermarry with them, nor to be their neigh-
bors, nor to enter each others’ synagogues.

As well as al-Qarra�un, they are called al-
Mabadiyya, for they used to define the beginnings
of the months by way of conjunction of the sun and
the moon. They are also called al-Isma�iyya, for they
are careful to comply with the texts of the Torah to
the exclusion of using qiyas and taqlid.

As for the �Ananiyya, they are named after �Anan,
Ra�s Jalut, who came from the East in the days of
the Caliph Abu Ja�far al-Mansur. [�Anan] brought
with him manuscripts of the Mishna written in the
handwriting copied from the Prophet Moses. He be-
lieved that what the Jews, both Rabbaniyun and
Qarra�iyun, were doing differed from what he had
with him, and he devoted himself exclusively to
opposing them. He attacked them concerning their
religion, and derided them. He was a great man in
the eyes [of the �Ananiyya?], for they believed that
he was descended from David, and that he was fol-
lowing a virtuous path of ascesis in accordance with
the requirements of their religion. [So strong was this
conviction that] they believe that, had he appeared
in the days of the building of the Temple, he would
have been a prophet. So they could not have disputed
with him, on account of what he was given, taking
into consideration also what we have said about the
favor and honor shown him by the Caliph.

Mensal calendration was part of what he disputed
with the Jews, [teaching that it was to be accom-
plished] by direct sight of the new moons, something
like what was laid down in the Islamic religion. He
did not care on which day of the week [the new moon
fell], and he abandoned the Rabbinical calendration

and intercalation of months, accusing them of err-
ing in acting thus. He [also] relied on scrutiny of
the barley-seed. He also spoke favorably about the
Messiah Jesus b. Maryam, and acknowledged the
prophethood of our Prophet Muhammad. He said
that [Muhammad] was a Prophet sent to the Arabs,
but that the Torah was not abrogated (and the truth
is that he was sent to all peoples generally!).

Know that the group of Samara are definitely not
of the Children of Israel, but are only a community
who came from the Eastern lands, settled in the land
of Sham, and were Judaized. It is said that they are
of the “Banu Samirak b. Kufrak b. Rami,” they being
a branch of the Persians who emigrated to Syria,
taking with them horses, sheep and goats, camels,
bows, arrows, swords and beasts of burden; and from
these came the Samara who dispersed throughout
those lands. It is said that when Solomon b. David
died, the kingship of the Children of Israel was di-
vided after him, and Rehobo�am b. Solomon became
king of the tribe of Judah in Jerusalem, and Jerobo�am
Ibn Niyat ruled over the Ten Tribes of the Children
of Israel. He settled outside of Jerusalem, and took
two calves which he called upon the Ten Tribes to
worship, instead of worshipping God, till he died.

There succeeded to the kingship of the Children
of Israel after him many kings who followed a simi-
lar path in rejecting God and worshipping graven
images, until �Umara b. Nudhib of the tribe of Munsha

b. Yusuf ruled over them. He bought a place from a
man named Shamir for a qintar of silver, and built
a castle on it. He named it by a derivation from that
of the man who sold it to him, Shamir. A city was
built around this castle, which was named the city
of Shomrun, and he established his seat of author-
ity there, till he died.

The kings of the Children of Israel took it after
him, for their royal city, until the reign of Husha� b.
Ila. They were in a state of kufr toward God, being
idolators of Baal and of other idols. As well, they
killed the prophets, until God set up over them
Senajarib [Sennacherib] king of Mausil, who be-
sieged them in the city of Shomrun for three years.
He took Husha� captive and banished him and all of
the Children of Israel in Shomrun, resettling them
in Herat and Balkh and Nihawand and Helwan.
Henceforth, the king of the Children of Israel was
cut off from the city of Shomrun, which they had
ruled after Solomon for 251 years. Then Senajarib
moved many of the people of Kusha and Babil and
Hama to Shomrun and settled them in it, to rebuild
it. They sent to him complaining that they were fre-
quently assailed by lack of culture in Shomrun, so
he sent them one who taught them the Torah. But
they learned it defectively and began to read it omit-
ting the four letters alif, ha�, kha and �ain, not pro-
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nouncing these letters at all in their reading of the
Torah.

They became known among the nations as the
“Samira” because they dwell in the city of Shomrun.
This Shomrun is the city of Nabulus, and it was
[also] called “Somron” with an unpointed sin. Its
inhabitants were called Samira, which means “al-
Samara,” “watchmen” or “guardians.” The Samara
continued to stay in Nabulus until Bukht Nasr in-
vaded Jerusalem and banished the Jews there to
Babylon.

Eventually, they returned after seventy years.
They rebuilt the Second Temple, till Alexander came
from the lands of the Greeks. He went forth intend-
ing to invade Persia, and passed Jerusalem on the
way. He left there for the Persian gulf, and so he
passed through Nabulus. A leader of the Samara
came out to him. This was Sanballat al-Samiri. The
latter entertained him, treating him and his com-
manders and the great ones of his followers gra-
ciously. He brought forth abundant wealth and great
gifts, and asked permission for the buiding of a
temple to God on the mountain which they called
Tur Barik. Alexander granted them this permission,
then went off to fight Darius, King of the Persians.

Sanballat built the Temple to resemble the
Temple in Jerusalem, in order to incline the Jews
towards him. Sanballat falsified facts to the Jews in
asserting that Tur Barik is the place God chose,
mentioned in the Torah in the phrase “Place the
blessing on Tur Barik.” Sanballat had had his daugh-
ter marry a Jerusalem Temple Priest called Munsha.
The Jews hated Munsha for this. They banished him,
and demoted him from his position, to punish him
for marrying into the Sanaballat family. Sanballat

then installed Munsha, his son-in-law, as priest of
the sanctuary on Tur Barik. Groups of Jews came
to him and were led astray by him and they began
making pilgrimages to his sanctuary on their feast-
days. They offered sacrifices there, and carried their
votive offerings and tithes to it. They neglected
God’s Holy Place and turned away from it.

Wealth increased in this sanctuary, which be-
came the rival to the Jerusalem sanctuary. Its priests
grew rich, as did its lesser personnel. Munsha’s
power swelled and his position grew. This group
continued to make pilgrimage to Tur Barik till the
time of Hurqanus b. Sham�un, the priest from Banu

Hithmata in Jerusalem. He went to the Samaritan
lands and settled in the city of Nabulus. After he was
there for a while, he took it by force. He wrecked
the Tur Barik sanctuary to its foundations and killed
the kahins resident there. It had flourished for 200
years.

The Samaritans continued, from then till now, to
bow in their prayers, from wherever they are, to-

wards Tur Barik on Mt. Nabulus. They have devo-
tional obligations differing from those observed by
the Jews. They have synagogues in every land, pe-
culiar to themselves. They deny the prophethood of
David and the prophets succeeding him, and deny
there was any prophet after Moses. They pick their
leaders from the progeny of Aaron. Most of them
live in the city of Nabulus, but they are numerous
in the cities of Sham. It is said that they are the ones
who said “La misas.” They claim that Nabulus is the
Holy City, city of Jacob, and there are its grazing
lands.

Mas�udi says that the Samara are two distinct
groups. One of these is the al-Kushan and the other
al-Rushan. One of these two groups believes in the
eternity of the universe.

The Samira assert that the Torah which the Jews
possess is not the Torah which Moses produced and
they say that the Mosaic Torah has been distorted
and altered and substituted. They say that the Torah
is the one in their possession, to the exclusion of the
Torah-text belonging to any others.

Abu Rayhan Muhammad Ibn Ahmad al-Biruni

said that the Samira were known as “Lamisasiyya.”
He said that they are the replacements (abdal) whom
Bukht Nasr sent to replace [the Jews] in Sham at the
time he took the latter captive and sent them into
exile. The Samira used to help him and guide him
to the weaknesses of the Children of Israel, so he
did not make war on them or kill them or take them
prisoner [i.e., in war]. Rather, he settled them in
Palestine under his aegis.

Their rituals and beliefs are a mixture of Juda-
ism and Majusiyya [Zoroastrianism]. The bulk of
them are resident in a place in Palestine called
Nabulus, which contains their synagogues. They
have not even set foot in Jerusalem since the days
of the Prophet David, for they claim that he acted
unjustly and outrageously [against God when he]
switched the Temple from Nabulus to Ilia, which is
Jerusalem.

They do not touch people: if they do [inadvert-
ently], they wash. They do not recognize the prophet-
hood of anyone after Moses from among the prophets
of the Children of Israel.

In the Gospel Commentary it says that the Jews
broke up after the days of David into seven sects:

1. Kuttab They used to preserve the customs
which their elders agreed upon but which did
not derive from the Torah.

2. Mu�tazila They are the Farisiyun. They used
to make a show of pious simplicity and fast
twice a week. They gave a tithe of their wealth.
They hung scarlet threads at the head of their
clothes. They washed all their vessels. They
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went to extreme lengths in manifesting their
cleanliness.

3. Zanadiqa They are generically of the Samira
people, but they also belong to the Sadufiyya.
They deny the existence of angels, and the res-
urrection after death and [they deny the exis-
tence of] all the prophets except Moses, for
they acknowledge his prophethood.

4. Mutatahhirun They used to thoroughly wash
daily, holding that none is worthy of eternal
life but the one who is baptized daily.

5. Asabiyun Which means “hard” in character.
They mandated all divine commands and de-
nied all prophets except Moses. They revered
certain nonprophetic books.

6. Mutaqashshifun They used to reject most
foodstuffs, especially meat. They rejected mar-
riage to the best of their ability. They assert that
the Torah is not entirely Mosaic. They cling to
scrolls ascribed to Enoch and Abraham. They
study astrology and act according to it.

7. Hirudhusiyun They call themselves that be-
cause of their close relation to Hirudhus, their
king. They follow the Torah and act upon what
is in it. (The End [of the Gospel Commentary
citation]).

Yusuf b. Kariyun mentioned in his History that
the Jews in the days of their king Hurqanus, that is,
in the time of the building of the Temple after their
return from Exile, were three sects:

1. Farushim, which means [the same as]
“Mu�tazila.” Their school believes in the con-
tents of the Torah and what the learned men
of their forebears interpreted it to be.

2. Sadufiyya are followers of a learned man
named Saduf, and their sect holds to the text
of the Torah and what it implies, without the
help of any other interpretation.

3. Jisidim, which means the “Righteous Ones”
and they are the ones who occupy themselves
with service of God and asceticism, and they
adopt what is most virtuous and most sound
in religious [practice]. The End [of this par-
ticular extract]. This sect is the origin of two
others, the Rabbaniyun and the Qurra�.

A certain author [Maqdisi] asserts that the Jews
comprise �Ananiyya, Sham�uniyya, named after
Sham�un al-Siddiq, ruler of Jerusalem at the advent
of Alexander’s father, and Jalutiyya, Fayyumiyya,
Samiriyya, �Ukbariyya, Isbahaniyya, �Iraqiyya, Ma-
ghariba, Sharshtaniyya, Filistiniyya, Malikiyya,
and Rabbaniyya:

The �Ananiyya hold for tauhid and �adl and re-
ject tashbih.

The Sham�uniyya anthropomorphize.

The Jalutiyya go to extreme lengths in anthropo-
morphizing.

The Fayyumiyya are named after Abu Sa�id al-
Fayyumi. They interpret the Torah by individual
letters.

The Samiriyya deny many of the laws of the Jews
and reject the prophethood of anyone after Joshua.

The �Ukbariyya are followers of Musa al-Baghdadi

al-�Ukbari and Isma�il al-�Ukbari, who dissent
from certain things in the matters of Sabbath ob-
servance and Torah interpretation.

The Isbahaniyya are followers of Abu �Isa al-
Isbahani, who claimed prophethood and [who
claimed] that he had been taken up to heaven,
where the Lord had stroked his head, and that he
had seen Muhammad and had come to believe in
him. The Jews of Isbahan claim that he is the
Dajjal and that he will emerge from their district.

The �Iraqiyya dispute with the Khurasaniyya on
setting the times of their festivals and the lengths
of their days.

The Sharshtaniyya are followers of Sharshtan,
who claimed that eighty suqa, that is, verses, were
dropped from the text of the Torah, and that the
Torah has an esoteric interpretation conflicting
with its exoteric sense.

The Jews of Palestine believe that �Uzair was the
Son of God, but most Jews deny this doctrine.

The Malikiyya claim that God will not raise the
dead on Resurrection Day, except for those vin-
dicated by prophets and holy books. This Malik
was a pupil of �Anan.

The Rabbaniyya claim that if a menstruant touches
one of a number of garments, all the garments must
be laundered.

The �Iraqiyya base the beginning of the months
on new moons, but others work by means of a
calendar.

NOTES

This article comprises the sixth chapter of my unpub-
lished dissertation, “Species of misbelief: A history of
Muslim heresiography of the Jews,” directed by G.
Michael Wickens at the University of Toronto, 1985.
Given that large parts of my original contribution at the
Lausanne conference of 1991 were published in my
book Between Muslim and Jew: The Problem of Sym-
biosis Under Early Islam (Princeton, 1995) Professor
Waardenburg asked if I would submit these annotated
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translations in the place of that lecture. They have been
only slightly modified. I thank Floyd Mann for his help
in preparing this piece for publication.
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Perceptions of Other Religions in Sufism

CARL-A. KELLER
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Dealing with the very diverse perceptions of other
religions by the Sufis and their predecessors in early
Islam, I shall follow more or less the historical de-
velopment. It must be remembered at the outset that
the Sufi movement was anything but a homogeneous
unity. There are differences with regard to specific
techniques and ritual, and even as far as the general
outlook and the theological underpinnings of mysti-
cal techniques are concerned. Sufism does not go
back to a single founder, although most Sufis are
convinced that the Sufi movement was inaugurated
either by the Prophet himself or by �Ali, his cousin
and son-in-law. Sufism has indeed grown out of a
general climate of profound religious awareness and
striving which was stimulated by the sayings and
doings of Muhammad and his first companions. It is
clear that the strong desire of many Muslims of the
first generation to maintain an intimate relationship
with the God of Qur�anic Revelation—a God who
wanted to be remembered, obeyed, adored, known,
and even loved—triggered an attitude toward life
which developed into the vast stream of Sufi activi-
ties and experience.

In its essence, Sufism is one of the fruits on the
tree of Qur�anic piety. Many verses in the Qur�an, let
alone certain hadith, suggest experiential interioriza-
tion of the message. Such interiorization can easily
lead to a living and intimate relationship with God.
Nevertheless, there is no particular follower of the

Prophet who could be identified as the very first rep-
resentative of that particular type of Islamic religious-
ness which finally produced the Sufi movement.
There were many pious people. Tradition names
hundreds of them, including the group called ahl al-
suffa, the “people of the bench,” who are said to have
gathered regularly at the mosque of Medina, having
chosen to live in poverty and discussing matters of
piety. We also know of men who took to fierce as-
ceticism in order to be nearer to God. A very famous
one is Abu �l-Darda� who was rebuked by the Prophet
himself for his tendency to push asceticism to limits
that were not compatible with the social obligations
of a Muslim. But asceticism was practiced earnestly,
and the works of piety varied in quality with differ-
ent people, so that the roots of Sufism are manifold,
yet going back to the time of the Prophet, his com-
panions, and their immediate successors.

Post-Qur�anic Pietism

The Muslims who were attracted to an interiorized
type of Qur�anic and post-Qur�anic piety soon met
pious people and ascetics from other religions, par-
ticularly from Christianity. Christian monks and
ascetics were a common sight in the countries that
had been conquered by the Muslims. In a book which
has become a classic on the subject, Margaret Smith
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described in much detail the world of Near Eastern
piety and mysticism as it occurred before the appear-
ance of Islam and during the first century of the
Hijrah.1 She analyzes the many items that link
Qur�anic piety with pre-Qur�anic Christian piety and
monasticism, and stresses the importance of even
post-Qur�anic contacts between the emerging Islamic
and the living Christian traditions. Later on, the
Swedish scholar Tor Andrae took up the same theme,
quoting many examples of contact between the com-
munities and especially between Muslim and Chris-
tian ascetics.2 One of these examples is attributed by
Abu Nu�aim al-Isbahani to Malik ibn Dinar (d. 744?),
a man who had read the Torah and was familiar with
Gospel stories:

I saw a monk sitting on a hill. I addressed him say-
ing: “Monk! Teach me something by which you may
make me a stranger to the world!” He answered:
“Are you not in possession of the Qur�an and the
Revelation ( furqan)?” I said: “Yes, but I want you
to teach me something from your experience so that
I may become a stranger to the world.” He replied:
“If you are able to put an iron curtain between your-
self and your desires, then do it!”3

We note that the Muslim narrator suggests implic-
itly that even a Christian monk is aware of the deci-
sive importance of the Qur�anic Revelation. There is
no need for a Muslim to be taught by someone who
does not submit to it. Yet the Muslim seeker is keen
on learning something from the Christian’s personal
knowledge and experience (min �indika). If the Chris-
tian complies, it will be easier for him to practice
zuhd, restraint in the world. The counsel which the
monk gives him is an elementary one but it resumes
the essential principle of monastic ethics: the fight
against the epithumiai, šahawat, a principle which
is taken up by the Muslim ascetics in the form of the
fight against the “ego which asks to do evil” (al-nafs
al-ammara bi-�l-su�; Qur�an 12:53).

If this purely moral advice appears as rather
clumsy, it must not be forgotten that Sufism is by no
means only “religious” practice and experience but
first of all, and to a very high degree, adab, noble
behavior and moral perfection. Al-tasawwuf kulluhu
adab, “Sufism is nothing but adab,” as the saying
goes.

Other examples might be quoted to illustrate the
attitude of Muslim pious men and ascetics toward
Christian hermits and monks. Although our sources
admit that Muslims did not abhor social intercourse
with Christian ascetics, they always insist on the

superiority of Islam, proven regularly at the end of
the event. This is what happens in the story of
Muhammad ibn Ya�qub, a contemporary and com-
panion of Harith ibn Asad al-Muhasibi (d. 857):

Having left Damascus, I went into the desert. Sud-
denly I found myself in a pathless wilderness in which
I went astray until I was almost dead. When I was in
that state, I saw two monks coming along. I thought
that they had started from some near-by place and that
they were going to some monastery, surely not far
away. I approached them, saying: “Where are you
going?”—“We do not know!”—“Do you know
where you are?”—“Yes! We are in His Reign, in His
Kingdom and in His Presence!” Hearing this, I chided
my ego (nafs) severely, telling myself: “Both of these
realize tawakkul, unconditional trust in God, and you
don’t!”—Then I asked them; “May I stay with you?”
They said: “Do as you like!” So I went with them.

When the night was about to fall, they stopped
for their prayers. Seeing them praying, I did my own
evening prayer after having purified myself with
sand. When they saw me handling sand, they smiled
at my doings.

When they had finished their prayers, one of
them scratched the earth with his fingers and, lo!
there appeared water and well-prepared food. I stood
wondering, but they said: “What is the matter with
you? Come, eat and drink!” We ate and drank. When
I was ready for the next prayer, the water subsided
and disappeared. Then they continued to pray and
so did I beside them, till morning broke. Then we
did the morning prayers and then set out for the jour-
ney, marching the whole day, till evening.

When the night fell, the second monk came for-
ward, prayed with his friend, asked God for help,
scratched the earth with his fingers—and immedi-
ately water gushed forth and the meal was ready.

The third evening they said: “Muslim! It’s up to
you tonight! Ask God for something!” I followed
suit, for I was ashamed and rather upset. So I prayed:
“O God! I know that my faults do not give me any
merit in your sight. But I pray, do not dishonor me
in their presence and do not let them triumph over
our Prophet Muhammad and over the umma of your
Prophet!” And, lo! there appeared a rushing source
and plenty of food.

This succession of three evenings happens sev-
eral times. In the end, the Muslim hears a voice say-
ing: “Muhammad ibn Ya�qub! We want to manifest
through you the superiority we have granted the
Prophet Muhammad over all the other prophets and
apostles. And this is the sign, in order to honor you
and the umma of my Prophet!” Thus the divine voice
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announces the final triumph of the Muslims over the
Christians and vindicates the superiority of Islam. It
is clear that the two monks do not withstand such a
demonstration and that they accept Islam on the spot.4

We have quoted the story at some length for it is,
in its naive simplicity, a very profound one. The two
monks realize, as Christians, the model of life which
is going to be the one of later Sufism. It is also the
ideal of the mystical quest in all religions: total free-
dom in the Presence of the Ultimate. They know only
one thing; that wherever they go they are living “in
God’s Reign, in His Kingdom, in His Presence.”
They know nothing else. The circumstances of their
earthly life do not bother them. Wherever they roam,
they remain under God’s protection. As the Qur�an
puts it: “Wherever you look, everywhere is God’s
Presence” (2:115). They enjoy divine freedom. The
assurance that God provides for all their needs is part
of this freedom. So they take things as they are,
thanking and adoring God. Popular language ex-
presses the certitude of total freedom by imagining
the miraculous appearance of food and drink. This
legendary detail is a most significant feature of the
story. Total freedom in God places religious men
above all problems of sustenance. That is the fruit of
tawakkul, the religious attitude which had been
taught by Jesus Himself (Matt 6:25ff).

The Muslim recognizes immediately the high sta-
tus of the monks. But he has to answer a challenge:
Is the Christian religion the final truth? Where is ul-
timate Revelation to be found? With the Christians
or with the Prophet Muhammad? The Muslim’s an-
swer is significantly different from that of the monks.
The monks are somewhat unearthly people: they just
enjoy their enviable status, whereas the Muslim prac-
tices Islam, submission. He acknowledges his faults,
asks for forgiveness, and appeals to the honor of the
Prophet and of his umma. So God Himself makes it
clear that it is indeed His divine will to make sure
that the privileges of the Muslim people are safe. For
if the Christians’ religious achievements are extraor-
dinary, Islam is still superior, for it establishes God’s
reign on earth as a politically structured order.

Among the early “Sufis” (who were not yet given
this term), a special place must be reserved for Dhu

�l-Nun Misri (796–856), one of the most charming
among them. The study of the traditions about this
fascinating personality is most rewarding and opens
up several new perspectives. He is one of the fore-
most witnesses to the remarkable open-mindedness
of post-Qur�anic pietism.

During his numerous journeys “on the border of
the Nile” and “on the mountains of Jerusalem and
Damascus,” Dhu �l-Nun met many hermits and as-
cetics whom one is tempted to regard either as Chris-
tians or as followers of some gnostic doctrine. Here
is one of his stories:

When I was traveling in the country of Damascus, I
sighted a man fearing God (�abid) who emerged
from one of the caves. When he saw me, he hid
immediately in the thicket. Then I heard him say-
ing: “O my Lord, I take refuge in you to protect me
from those who keep away from you, O Refuge of
the gnostics, Friend of those who turn to you, Helper
of the sincere, and Hope of the lovers!” Then he cried
aloud and his tears made him swoon. The long time
he had to remain in the world was distress for him.
Then he said again: “Glory to the one who allows
the hearts of the gnostics to taste the sweetness of
retiring unto Him by cutting off from the world
(�inqita� ilaihi). Nothing is more delicious for them
than uttering His Name and seeking the solitude of
familiar discourse.” Then he walked on, shouting
“Quddus! Quddus! Quddus!” I invited him to come
near. He did so and said, praying: “I put out of my
heart all impediments and deal with none of your
creatures except with you alone!” I wished him peace
and asked him to pray to God on my behalf. He said.
“My God, according to His good pleasure, may ease
your pains and troubles on your journey toward Him,
so that there may be no impediment between you and
Him.” Then he ran away, out of my sight, like some-
one fleeing from a lion.5

What kind of man was this “servant of God”
(�abid)? His strange behavior—he lives in a cave,
shies off from all people, avoids contact with travel-
ers, thinks only of God, and invokes his Lord with a
triple Quddus—suggests strongly a Christian hermit.
It is interesting to note that Dhu �l-Nun, the Muslim,
asked him to pray for him and that he was granted a
benediction.

Very often we come across the formula “God has
servants or worshippers (�abidun)” who lead a life of
unusual piety and have profound religious experi-
ences. Why are they referred to as “worshippers” or
as “men fearing God,” not as Muslims? The most
ready explanation is that they are pious people who
do not belong to the Islamic fold. The Muslim pietists
do not reject them but consider them as models for
their own practice. In his numerous prayers, Dhu

�l-Nun generally asks God to “put him on a footing
with those who have (these experiences).” One such
experience consists in ascending to the heavenly pal-
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aces, and the description of such an ascent closely
parallels similar accounts in Jewish and Christian
apocalypses and mystical writings.6 Dhu �l-Nun knows
the various stages of the ascent—confessing one’s
sins, asking for forgiveness, demanding help, ascend-
ing through the heavens, entering the Palace—, but it
is hardly admissible to suppose that this knowledge
has exclusively and specifically Islamic origins. More-
over, Dhu �l-Nun is said to have been familiar with
hermetic and magic lore. In spite of this, he must be
considered a truly Islamic lover of God, although he
was immersed in the spiritual climate of his time—a
climate heavily laden with Hellenistic, Christian, and
gnostic asceticism and spiritual ambitions.

Early Muslim ascetics are known as zuhhad or,
more specifically, as nussak. The latter term is the
proper equivalent for “hermit” or “ascetic.” Nussak
are often mentioned in the religious literature of an-
cient Islam, and the documents have retained many
of their characteristics. Al-Aš�ari, in his Maqalat al-
islamiyyin, lists eight items that throw much light on
the wide range of their convictions and habits:

1. Nussak say that God can incarnate (hulul) in
bodies. If they see something beautiful, they say:
One never knows, perhaps it is our Lord.

2. It is possible to see God already in this world, as
the fruit of pious activities. The more one’s works
are beautiful, the more beautiful also is the ap-
pearance of God.

3. It is possible while living in the world to embrace
God, to touch Him, and to be seated with Him.

4. God has a human form, with members and par-
ticles of flesh and blood.

5. God is joyful when His friends obey Him and sad
when they disobey.

6. True worship of God liberates the worshipper
from the obligation to do good works and makes
room for moral freedom.

7. True worship of God allows people to see God
already in this world, to eat the fruits of Paradise,
to embrace the Hur al-�ain, and to fight the
šayatin.

8. True worship puts the worshipper above prophets
and angels which are near to God.7

Most of the items on this list attest a very strong
and overwhelming experience of nearness to God.
Several points (2, 3, and 7) remind one of the visu-
alizing techniques of Christian monks, particularly
in Egypt, whose aim has been to live concretely,
through visualization, the heavenly realities. The
allusion to moral freedom (point 6) is a parallel to

certain consequences of gnostic perceptions of being
in the world. God’s feelings as to the worshippers’
obedience or otherwise have become quite under-
standable as popular interpretations of Christianity.
Point 1 may be a reminiscence of stories like that of
the Burning Bush in Exodus 3. The last point reminds
one of the Christian message that the believers will
be “judges over angels” (1 Cor 6:8).

Whatever the exact origin of the various items, it
is evident that the nussak borrowed many things from
sources that are not strictly Qur�anic, but partly popu-
lar and pertaining to folklore, partly esoteric, and
partly hailing from ascetic practices. We may add that
Sufism has all along and until modern times incor-
porated and absorbed many such elements. It has
freely entered into close relationships with folklore
and spontaneous religiousness. Sufi hagiographical
literature abounds in traditions of that sort. On the
popular level, Sufi religious life and experience do
not always yield to strict juristic and theological de-
mands. That is one of the reasons it has been opposed
by many �ulama�.

When speaking of non-Islamic elements in early
Sufism, we may in passing mention the theory of
Indian influences expounded by several authors,
particularly by Max Horten8 and R. C. Zaehner.9 Such
elements are undoubtedly present in later Sufism—
the very popular parable of the blind men who tried
to describe an elephant has crept into Sufism as a loan
from Buddhist texts—but such contacts are more
doubtful in early Sufism. Zaehner maintained that
Abu Yazid Bastami (d. 848 or 874) had learned from
an Indian convert to Islam the most essential elements
of his spirituality of searching for unity in God. He
founds this theory on a sentence in Sarraj’s Kitab al-
luma� fi al-tasawwuf where Abu Yazid says: “I used
to keep company with Abu �Ali al-Sindhi. I used to
teach him how to execute his religious duties, and in
exchange for this he would teach me the way of di-
vine Unity and the true nature of things.”10 Zaehner
concludes that the experience of unity with God
which is prominent in Abu Yazid’s sayings is the
fruit of Abu �Ali’s teaching, and he tries to support
this interpretation by quoting four illustrations which
suggest the Indian origin of some of Abu Yazid’s
statements.

Apart from the problem of the identity of the place
where Abu �Ali came from (was it the Indian prov-
ince Sindh or a village in Iran?), it is possible to in-
terpret the saying in question in a strictly Sufi way.
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Abu Yazid was probably teaching the inner mean-
ing of Islamic religious duties, and in exchange he
received instruction, by a fellow Sufi, about details
of the mystical path to God. Nevertheless, some of
the parallels adduced by Zaehner are rather puzzling.

The Formation of Systematic Sufi Thought

During the ninth and tenth centuries, Islamic think-
ers—jurists and theologians—gave the Islamic tra-
dition its final shape and profile. At the same time,
Sufism underwent a similar process of systematiza-
tion and purification. Leading Sufis started interpret-
ing the Qur�an, including the traditional life of the
Prophet Muhammad, and they insisted that true
Sufism consisted in emulating the Prophet’s lifestyle.
There had always been many ascetics and early Sufis
who were not in the least interested in foreign reli-
gious traditions, being content with deepening the
Qur�anic roots of interiorized tawhid. Total experience
of tawhid was conceived of as a path to be followed
(tariqa), and the various steps on that path were de-
scribed and elaborated upon with reference to inner-
Islamic discussions, convictions, and experiences.

That is why the great masters of early and classi-
cal Sufism hardly mention other religions and their
adherents. The classical authorities on systematic
tasawwuf, such as Shaqiq Balkhi (d. 810),11 Harith ibn
Asad al-Muhasibi (d. 857), Sari al-Saqati (d. 867),
Sahl ibn �Abdallah al-Tustari (d. 896), and especially
Abu �l-Qasim al-Junaid (d. 910) and Ibn �Ata (d. 921)12

do not find it necessary to talk about other religions,
their Islamic references being a clear and sufficient
basis for their practices. In the course of time, Islamic
references became more and more abundant and
manifold in content.

That does not mean that Sufis would never meet
members of other faiths. But it seems that such en-
counters were not always very friendly. It is said that
al-Hallaj (d. 922) once entered a Zoroastrian fire-
temple, opening miraculously the closed door. Inside,
he quenched the sacred fire, plunging the guardian
into dire despair. Although he lighted the fire again
by his miraculous powers, the damage was done—
the guardian had to pay a handsome fine—but the
superiority of Islam was convincingly demon-
strated.13 Even if this tale is probably a legend, it is
witness to the reputation of this type of Sufi: they
were supposed to be staunch defenders of Islam.

The Perception of Other Religions in
Postclassical Sufism

Once the Sufi movement had fixed its technical vo-
cabulary (mainly on the basis of the Qur�an and the
Sunna), its main practices finding wide acceptance
(admitting numerous and sometimes important dif-
ferences among the various branches), and when it
had organized itself in schools each of which hailed
from its particular master, Sufis became more and
more conscious of their Islamic identity. As it hap-
pened with most of their masters, so it did with the
disciples: meeting members of other religious tradi-
tions was an occasion of showing off with the supe-
riority of Islam. Many anecdotes whose message is
revealing though there is reason to question their
historical accuracy, attest an aggressively haughty
attitude. Abu Sa�id ibn Abi �l-Khair (967–1049), a
Sufi master from Khurasan, once entered a Church
and saw the pious pay obeisance to the statues of the
Virgin and of Jesus. In anger, he addressed the lat-
ter: “Is it not you who have told people to worship
yourself and your Mother? Now, if the Prophet
Muhammad’s words are true, prostrate yourself be-
fore the true God!” At the very moment, the statues
fell to the ground, facing the Ka�ba, and 40 Chris-
tians converted to Islam.14

Fortunately, there is another incident which may
have a more legitimate claim for historicity and which
throws a different light on the same personality:

Abu Sa�id once entered a Church where the Chris-
tians were assembled for worship. Seeing the
shaykh, they treated him with great respect. The
shaykh allowed a reader of the Qur�an to recite some
verses from the Book. The Christians were listen-
ing in amazement, with tears in their eyes. Having
left the Church, the attendants of the shaykh regret-
ted that their master had not invited the Christians
to tear off their girdle (zunnar) in token of their
conversion to Islam. The shaykh replied: “I have not
given them the zunnar, thus it is not up to me to
loosen it.”15

The Holy Book, properly recited, ought to provoke
approval by itself; on such an occasion it is not the
shaykh’s duty to push people to conversion.

The hesitation and ambiguity in the appraisal of
other religions—allowing them to exist and simul-
taneously forcing their adherents to embrace Islam—
is also found in later masters of the Sufi path. Jalal
al-Din Rumi (1207–1273) is not an exception to the
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rule. When studying his case, we are in a particularly
favorable position: we possess his authentic words,
taken down and collected by his disciples.16 In one
of his talks, Rumi states that

the love for the Creator is latent in all the world and
in all men, be they Magians, Jews or Christians,
indeed in all things that have being. How indeed
should any man not love Him that gave him being?
Love indeed is latent in every man, but impediments
veil that love; when those impediments are removed
that love becomes manifest.17

A little later on, Rumi quotes a verse from the
Persian poet Sana�i (Hadiqat al-haqiqa, 60) which
we shall come across again toward the end of this
essay:

Kufr and din are running on the path towards you
(God),

Saying: He is one and has no companion
(wahdahu la šarika lahu).

There is a sort of gradation in these statements. Hav-
ing admitted that love of God is virtually present in
other religions, only veiled by some impediments, he
goes on to declare that kufr is practically identical
with Islam. Sana�i, the authority he quotes, puts in-
deed into the mouth of kufr the sacred formulas of
the Qur�an!

In another talk Rumi says that the worship of
stones and idols which are unable to respond to their
worshippers’ wishes has been established by God. It
is true that the idols are dead and do not have any
sensibility. But the fact that they are worshipped is
willed by God:

Those who worship stones, venerate and magnify
them, and to them direct their hopes and longings,
their petitions and needs and tears. The stone nei-
ther knows nor feels anything of this. Yet God most
High has made stones and idols to be a means to his
devotion in them, of which the stones and idols are
entirely unaware.18

Non-Islamic religions which worship images are thus
considered legitimate because they are willed by God
most High. A very significant uttering in this respect
is Rumi’s report of an incident he shared with some
non-Muslims:

I was speaking one day amongst a group of people,
and a party of non-Muslims was present. In the
middle of my address they began to weep and to
register emotion and ecstasy.

Someone asked: What do they understand and
what do they know? Only one Muslim in thousand

understands this kind of talk. What did they under-
stand that they should weep?

The Master answered: It is not necessary that they
should understand the inner meaning of these words.
The root of the matter is the words themselves, and
that they do understand. After all, every one ac-
knowledges the Oneness of God, that He is Creator
and Provider, that He controls everything, that to
Him all things shall return, and that it is He who
punishes and forgives. When anyone hears these
words, which are a description and commemoration
of God, a universal commotion and passion super-
venes, since out of these words comes the scent of
their Beloved and their Quest.

Since the knowledge of God is present in all hu-
man beings—that is, in all religions!—words speak-
ing of God kindle love and ecstasy through the scent
which is in them, although their mystical inner mean-
ing may not be intellectually grasped. Scent and
sound in themselves convey a deeper truth and re-
lease feelings of commotion among those who under-
stand and among those who are just “touched.” Rumi

goes on to explain that there are many ways to reach
the Ka�ba. Many different ones: from Syria, from
Persia, from China, from India, from Yemen. The
variety of the roads is stupendous. So pilgrims travel
many and diverse roads. But when they arrive at the
Ka�ba, they are all united in the same feelings of sanc-
tity and love. So one should avoid stressing the dif-
ferences of the paths and rather rejoice in the com-
munion of the goal:

When believer and infidel (mu�min and kafir) sit
together and say nothing by way of expression, they
are one and the same. There is no sequestration of
thoughts, the heart is a free world. For the thoughts
are subtle things, and cannot be judged. . . . Thoughts,
then, so long as they are in the heart, are without
name and token; they cannot be judged either for
unbelief or for Islam. . . . There is a world of bodies,
a world of ideas, a world of fantasies, a world of
suppositions. God most High is beyond all worlds,
neither within them nor without them.19

Thus Rumi arrives at the conclusion that silent com-
munion between Muslims and adherents of other re-
ligions is real communion in God, God’s true essence
being beyond all words and ideas, “neither within
those words nor beyond them”—entirely different. In
that silence, in the silence of apophatic infiniteness,
there is no more any “perception of other religions,”
as all religions are found to be only ways to God who
is none of these ways. So all ways are legitimate, per-
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haps even necessary, but the target is beyond the ways,
it is silent abstraction in the ineffable ONE.

In one of his poems Rumi expresses the same re-
ality in the language of intoxication with love:

What is to be done, O Moslems? for I do not
recognize myself.

I am neither Christian, nor Jew, nor Gabr, nor
Moslem.

I am not of the East, nor of the West, nor of the
land, nor of the sea . . .

My place is the Placeless, my trace is the
Traceless:

’Tis neither body nor soul, for I belong to the soul
of the Beloved . . .

I am intoxicated with Love’s cup, the two worlds
have passed out of my ken . . .

O Shamsi Tabriz, I am so drunken in this world,
That except of drunkenness and revelry I have no

tale to tell.20

But this is only one side of the story. Even if it is true,
according to Rumi, that in the drunkenness of divine
Love or in the total silence beyond thoughts and
concepts, that is in the ineffable essence of God, all
religions vanish and do no more have any pertinency.
Islam is nevertheless the only path which Rumi

would accept as truly willed by God. The following
incident makes this clear.

Once a Christian told Rumi that a number of dis-
ciples of a certain shaykh had drunk wine with him,
the Christian, and that the shaykh had said: “Jesus is
God, as you assert. We confess that to be the truth;
but we conceal and deny it, intending thereby to pre-
serve the Community.” Rumi became angry and en-
gaged with the Christian in a theological discussion,
using arguments of shrewd Islamic theology. Finally,
the Christian justified himself by saying that he had
inherited his religion from his father and his ances-
tors. Thereupon Rumi invited the Christian to change
his religion:

You inherited from your father a paralyzed hand;
and you found a physic and a physician to mend that
paralyzed hand. You do not accept, saying, “I found
my hand so, paralyzed, and I desire not to change
it.” Or you found saline water on a farm wherein
your father died and you were brought up, then you
were directed to another farm whose water is sweet,
whose herbs are wholesome, whose people are
healthy; you do not desire to move to that other farm
and drink the sweet water that would rid you of all
your diseases and ailments. No; you say “We found
that farm with its saline water bequeathing ailments,
and we hold on to what we found.” God forbid! That

is not the action or the words of an intelligent man
possessed of sound senses.21

Christianity is here perceived as a sick and
crippled body or as a farm with bitter, unhealthy
water which brings only diseases and death. An in-
telligent man would quickly abandon ailments and
bitter, deadly water, as soon as better living condi-
tions would be offered. And such conditions are in
fact offered:

Inasmuch as God has sent a prophet superior to
Jesus, manifesting by his hand all that he manifested
by Jesus’ hand and more, it behooves him to follow
that Prophet, for God’s sake, not for the sake of the
Prophet himself.22

Transcendent Union in God, beyond all words and
worlds, is one thing. But hard facts of the world are
another thing, and in daily life it is the latter that
prevail. In talking with Christians, the superiority or
the uniqueness of Islam has to be maintained. We are
reminded of the story of Muhammad ibn Ya�qub and
the two monks in whose company he walked in the
desert: the monks enjoyed perfect union with God,
but the hard facts of the world require, such was the
conviction of the Sufis, a firm grounding in the truths
of Islam.

A sad case of total disregard of another religion
by a Sufi occurred in India, in 1384. Its questionable
hero was a great shaykh of the Suhrawardiya, Makh-
dum Jahanian, a Sayyid:

A Hindu, Nawahun, a revenue official, visited the
shaykh Makhdum Jahanian on his death-bed and
while praying for his recovery stated that the sick
man, a Sayyid, was the seal of the saints, just as the
Prophet Muhammad was the seal of the prophets.
Disregarding the fact that in a previous discourse he
had expressed the theory that the formal recitation
of the kalima did not make the speaker a Muslim,
the Sayyid concluded that Nawahun’s statement
amounted to a protestation of faith. As the Hindu was
not willing to accept Islam, he fled to Delhi and
sought refuge with the Sultan of whom he was a
favorite . . .

But at the instigation of the dying shaykh, his brother
intrigued at the court of the Sultan, and Nawahun was
put to death on the charge of apostasy.23 The Hindu
understood apparently his friend’s, the Muslim’s,
faith very well, but such was not the case with the
Sayyid-shaykh. The Sufi’s unrelenting Islam an-
nounces the memorable invectives of Simnani and
Shah Wali Allah against Hinduism.
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Ibn �Arabi

Given Ibn �Arabi’s (1165–1240) role in the history
of Sufi thought and practice, and given also the ce-
lebrity of some of his statements, it is necessary to
present his stance in a special chapter.

Some verses from the Diwan Tarjuman al-
�ashwaq are well known and are quoted in any trea-
tise on the attitude of Islam towards other religions:

(13) My heart has become capable of every form:
it is a pasture for the gazelles and a convent for
Christian monks,
(14) And a temple for idols and the pilgrim’s Ka�ba
and the tables of the Tora and the book of the Koran.
(15) I follow the religion of Love: whatever Love’s
camels take, that is my religion and my faith.24

Is this poetry the expression of generous percep-
tion of other religions—animism, Christianity, Juda-
ism, and others—and of appreciative knowledge
about them? There are reasons for serious doubt.

The verses must be approached from two sides.
First, they must be read in the light of the whole body
of the poem of which they are the conclusion. Sec-
ond, they must be interpreted in the light of Ibn
�Arabi’s own commentary.

First, the verses must be understood as a sort of
positive formulation of Rumi’s negative description
of intoxication with Love. Drunk with Love, Rumi

is neither a Christian, nor a Jew, nor a Muslim. Drunk
with Love, Ibn �Arabi is all of that: Christian, Jew,
Muslim, Zoroastrian. Love-drunkenness wipes out all
distinctions. And total abandonment to the “religion
of Love” (adinu bi-din al-hubb) does the same. These
celebrated verses are indeed the conclusion of a
heartrending poem on Love. Ibn �Arabi has become
the victim of hopeless Love and he is unable to bear
the strain. That is at least what he says:

(3) I respond to her, at eve and morn, with the plain-
tive cry of a longing man and the moan of an impas-
sionate lover.

Ibn �Arabi sighs under the tyranny of Love. His love
is overwhelming, totally absorbing. There is no more
room for anything else. His heart, deprived of a clear
line of thought and action, falls prey to any image,
to any thought, to any religion: “My heart has become
a pasture-ground for gazelles, a temple for idols and
whatever you like. . . . Because my religion is Love
and nothing else.” Thus these verses are anything but
the expression of a genuinely sympathetic perception
and appreciation of other religions.

Second, in his own commentary to the verses under
discussion, Ibn �Arabi reminds us that in Arabic the
heart is called qalb because it is constantly exposed to
taqallub, to “fluctuation” and change. The heart “fluc-
tuates” on account of changing “inrushes” (waridat)
and “states” (ahwal), and these in turn fluctuate follow-
ing the modifications of “divine manifestations” or
“self-disclosures” (tajalliyat ilahiya) which are granted
to the “innermost consciousness,” the “secret” (sirr) of
the heart. The divine disclosures are the driving fac-
tor; they release inrushes and psychic states which
manifest themselves in the heart which is constantly
changing. Thus, the heart which is the place of divine
self-disclosures cannot but become everything the di-
vine self-disclosure wants it to become.

If we try to interpret this brief commentary in the
light of Ibn �Arabi’s theological system, we must start
from the central structure of that system: the divine
Names. According to our author, the divine Names—
which are innumerable—must be understood as “re-
lations and polarizations” (nisab and �idafat) which
determine the true unchanging essences of things
(a�yan thabita) in their relation to God, or rather
within God. These unchanging essences (the essence
of each thing being contained in a certain Name of
God) manifest themselves in images and forms
(suwar) which are subject to constant change in ac-
cordance with the variations of divine self-disclosure.
Beliefs and religious practices are part of these images
and forms. All beliefs are forms of the divine es-
sences—that is, expressions of divine Names. Ibn
�Arabi indeed insists in many places that every be-
lief (mu�taqad, i�tiqad) is true and unquestionable
because it is determined by a divine Name. The vari-
ous religions are nothing but images and forms of
divine self-disclosure.

In the poem under discussion, the place of divine
self-disclosure, its mazhar, is, according to the
author’s own commentary, the “innermost conscious-
ness” (sirr) of the heart. It is for this reason that the
heart can become filled with any self-disclosure of
God, be it a non-Islamic one or Islam. Again, we
come to the conclusion that our verses attest in no
way a benevolent perception of other religions. With
Ibn �Arabi the apparent acceptance of all religions is
not the result of sympathetic observation, knowledge
and approval of foreign creeds but it is a statement a
priori, an element of the fundamental structure of his
theological system.

Each thing in the universe is at its right place, and
so is every religion, a manifestation of a divine Name.
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That does not mean that everything has equal value.
Ibn �Arabi insists time and again that the phenom-
ena are ranking in value and dignity (tafadul), that
certain things are better than others and that there is
a hierarchy of manifestations and productions. Con-
sequently there is a hierarchy, tafadul, of Revelations
and religions, the Prophet Muhammad and Islam
ranking of course at the top. Says he:

All the revealed religions are lights. Among these
religions, the revealed religion of Muhammad is like
the light of the sun among the lights of the stars.
When the sun appears, the lights of the stars are hid-
den, and their lights are included in the light of the
sun. Their being hidden is like the abrogation of the
other revealed religions that takes place through
Muhammad’s revealed religion.25

There is an unresolved tension in Ibn �Arabi’s
thought. As manifestations of divine Names, all re-
ligions have a right to exist and to be practiced. But
they are included in and overwhelmed by Islam, and
so they are in fact abrogated. Their existence is a very
precarious one, at once lawful and in contradiction
with the true and final Law of God. We shall see that
our author draws harsh conclusions from this very
ambiguous judgment.

In the final chapter of the Fusus al-hikam, the
most condensed presentation of his thought, Ibn
�Arabi restates the matter in the form of a commen-
tary on the well-known saying of al-Junaid: “The
color of the water is the same as that of its container.”
The container is the “inherent predisposition”
(isti�dad) of the believer which is “colored” accord-
ing to the self-disclosure of a particular Name and the
“permanent essence” (�ain thabita) which is his tran-
scendent mode of being. The colored container is thus
a “form” or “image” (sura) of God. But the color of
the container, understood as a form of God, colors the
“water”—that is, the believer’s image of God. In ac-
cordance with the particular self-disclosure and its
image, the believer’s image of God might be animist,
Jewish, Christian, Zoroastrian, or Islamic. This image
conditions the modes of adoration and the rules of
religious practice, so that the worshipper worships
only the God of his “inherent predisposition” which
is an image of God. This coloring is subject to fluc-
tuation (taqallub), so that the heart (qalb) is not sure
to worship always the same divine image.

The ranking of religions according to lower or
higher dignity has, with Ibn �Arabi, very important
practical consequences. Our author is an undisturbed

Muslim—his “inherent predisposition” allows him
in fact no other stance, and that notwithstanding the
“fluctuation” which, overcome with love, he is talk-
ing about in the Tarjuman.

So when discussing Ibn �Arabi’s perception of
other religions, we should not forget the letter he sent
to Kaika�us I, Sultan of Konia, in which he urged the
addressee to stick strictly to the dhimmi laws, espe-
cially with regard to Christians.26

Ibn �Arabi thought that this letter was important
enough to be included in the last chapter of his
Futuhat as one of the directives with which he con-
cluded his magnum opus. It is to be regretted that
William C. Chittick, one of the most knowledgeable
specialists of Ibn �Arabi’s theology and spiritual
practice, does not even mention this text in his re-
cent study of our author’s theories about the origins
of religious diversity, Imaginal Worlds.27 Owing to
this omission, the picture that emerges from
Chittick’s otherwise very penetrating observations is
rather one-sided.

After having forcefully reminded the sultan of his
religious duties and impressed on him the necessity
to apply with vigor all the rules of Islamic social life,
the writer deplores the fact that Islamic existence is
marred by the sound of church bells, the manifesta-
tions of Christian kufr, the proclamation of Christian
polytheism and the nonrespect of laws concerning
dhimmis. He commands the sultan to reinforce those
laws and not to allow the Christians to ring their bells,
to build churches, monasteries, or hermitages, be it
in the town or in the neighborhood, nor to repair
churches and other buildings threatened with decay.
Neither could Christians be allowed to talk to Mus-
lims about their “polytheism.” On the other hand,
they ought to be obliged to entertain Muslims dur-
ing three days in their churches. The purpose of this
seems clear: in the course of time, Christianity must
be strangled or at least be forced underground.

Even if  it may be conceded that Ibn �Arabi is sim-
ply asking the Sultan to apply Shari�a laws, this let-
ter is proof that its author was not in the least prone
to acquire true knowledge about Christianity nor to
recommend universal tolerance. His position as a
legal zahiri and as a theologian who never forgot to
stress the absolute complementarity of “outer” and
“inner” aspects of Islam precluded every attempt in
the direction of sympathy for other religions. His
remarks about the relative value of all beliefs are
nothing but the theoretical implications of his fun-
damental theological options. It is the tragedy of his
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faithfulness toward Islam that he was unable to work
out different practical consequences of his spiritual
insight.

Ibn Sab�in

In contrast to Ibn �Arabi who propounds a theology
of divine manifestations (tajalliyat), Ibn Sab�in
(1216/7–1270) is, within the broad stream of Sufi
thought and practice, the leading representative of
absolute monism.28 In his writings, the exclamation
“God alone!” (Allahu faqat!) is an ever-recurring
refrain. God alone is, He alone, the ONE in His
uniqueness, and everything else is but the product of
imagination and a mental construct (wahm). Never-
theless, this uncompromising monist also defends the
necessity of true Revelation, in particular of the Reve-
lation which was accorded to Muhammad. In the
Risalat anwar al-Nabi (Badawi, pp. 201–211), he
embarks on a most enthusiastic description of the
“lights” that distinguish the Prophet. Already his
birth announced the downfall of foreign religions:
cosmic cataclysms surrounded the event; moreover,
the sacred fire of the Zoroastrians was quenched and
the palace of the Persian Emperor torn asunder,
whereas the idols of the Hindus trembled (p. 206).
After having adduced numerous proofs for the out-
standing and incomparable greatness of Muhammad,
Ibn Sab�in exhorts the Jews and the Christians to
acknowledge this compelling evidence for Muham-
mad’s uniqueness (p. 210).

In another context, though, he admits that ancient
religions prepared the way for the ultimate Revela-
tion granted to Muhammad, explaining that all reli-
gions are but paths leading up to Islam:

None of the outstanding qualities of this our religion
has been heard of as accorded to more ancient reli-
gions, and nothing of the sort has been reported
about them. The sciences of ancient religions have
traced the ways toward our religion. As to their dis-
tant and near-by causes, including all the sciences
of the nations, the sects and the religions, time and
divine providence have handed them over to them.
(p. 292)

There is, then, a positive link between God and
all religions, but solely as announcements of the full
Revelation to come. In his great study of the glories
and wonders of making memory of God (dhikr):
Risalat al-nasiha wa-�l-nuriyya (Badawi, pp. 151–
189), Ibn Sab�in exploits this idea in several pas-

sages and in various ways. Stating that God has
“tied” the practice of dhikr to all religions, he ex-
pounds this point by quoting in turn, “one of the
books that are descended from heaven,” Christian
monks, and the author of Dalalat al-ha�irin (The
guide of the perplexed)—that is, Moses Maimonides
(1135–1204), and “a Rabbi” (p. 157). Later, he men-
tions Hindus, Black people, Christians, and astrolo-
gers (p. 161), and again, examining the symbolism
of light, he offers comments about philosophers,
Zoroastrians, Brahmins, Jews, and Christians. Over-
views of this kind where various religions are alluded
to in a certain order are rather typical of this treatise
on dhikr.

Although it seems, then, that our monist had some
knowledge of non-Islamic religions, nothing is far-
ther from the truth. It is true that Ibn Sab�in quotes
some evidence, but such evidence is mostly apocry-
phal or even fanciful. It is nothing more than what
was certainly current talk among Muslims about re-
ligions other than Islam. Take, for instance, what he
says about the religious practice, that is the dhikr, of
Black people:

When the Black people want to take on a beautiful
appearance, they write the names of God on their
faces, the names which they have inherited from
their forebears. Here they are altogether: “Yashi,
Fashi, Yaryarjik, Sha�sha�,” which means “all ene-
mies flee before the one who makes memory (dhikr)
of God. The anger of God becomes powerful and
shall not be overcome.” (p. 161)

His information about the dhikr of the Hindus does
not strike the reader with greater plausibility, al-
though it betrays some acquaintance with Hindu the-
ology, especially with the problem of the relation-
ship between God and the “soul” or the “Self”
(atman):

When the Hindus decide to build a temple, they
must recite the names which I shall quote, and place
them on the site of the building: “Wahin, Idol of
eternity, Awhadan, Harshan, Awrahsan,” which
means: “O Thou because of whom the obedient one
has burnt his skin and is heading towards some of
his creatures! Grant us your favor by a breath from
you which circulates in us and decides about the
states of our spirits! O Thou, Origin of everything
that has origin! O idol of its meaning by whom
things exist and who by his being is in everything!”
(p. 161)

Our author mentions several times the Hindu priestly
caste, the Brahmins:
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Whenever light is mentioned among them, the Brah-
mins prostrate themselves immediately. They utter
words whose meaning would be, after “In the Name
of God the Merciful, the All-Merciful, and may God
pray over our Master and Teacher Muhammad and
his family”: “You! You! You! You are exalted, Lord
of Lords!” (p. 187)

If the religions of India are not, for Ibn Sab�in, the
object of much research, he can speak with more
authority about the Zoroastrians. He mentions them
only once, but he is aware of the essence of their
theology: “They apply the symbol of light to God and
to pure Goodness” (p. 187).

As to Ibn Sab�in’s information about the Jews, we
have already mentioned the remarkable fact that he
quotes the author of Dalalat al-ha�irin, that is,
Maimonides, whom  he has perhaps read. However,
the statement which purports to be authored by this
Jewish authority is rather astonishing: “God has re-
vealed His Wisdom on Tuesday to Moses, and His
Word on Thursday” (p. 157). I appeal to specialists
in Maimonidean studies to trace this saying to
Maimonides’ work. Ibn Sab�in is aware of the exis-
tence of the Jews’ “Ten Words”:

Concerning the dhikr of God, the most exalted thing
which comes from the Jews is this: the Ten Words
whose contents do not contradict the meaning of the
Verse of the Throne (Qur�an 2: 255), nor the con-
clusion of the Surat al-Hašr (S. 59) concerning dis-
agreements among them. (p. 182)

In contrast, he is not very far from the target when
he interprets the symbolism of light in the Jewish
Scriptures: “With the Jews, the light is, whenever it
is mentioned in the Torah, the World of angels, the
Presence of God and His attributes” (p. 187). He is
also fond of stories about Rabbis:

A Rabbi was told to adore his Master. He said: “That
is the very thing I have done just now!” Later on,
he was given the same order. He replied: “I have
done that just now!” People wondered: “How is that
possible? You are a liar!” The Rabbi explained: “I
make memory of Him. He behaves with me in such
a way that it is possible for me to attain under all
circumstances the state of making memory of Him!”
(p. 157)

Christianity is a religion which Ibn Sab�in men-
tions rather often in his treatise on dhikr. The reader
cannot escape the impression that in his time, stories
about monks, very popular in the early stages of Sufi
piety, were still handed on in Sufi circles:

A monk cried out for help. Somebody wanted to
know why. He said: “I have been practicing dhikr,
but time and again I have stopped uttering the for-
mula, being unable to do it without interruption. But
negligence in pronouncing the Name of God entails
frightful separation from God (hurma), so I suffer
from being excluded (mahrum) from communion
with God. Now I take refuge in God from what hap-
pened today.” (p. 157)

Somebody asked a monk: “Do you observe fasting?”
He replied: “My fast is nothing else but making
memory of God. As soon as I make memory of
something else, I am breaking the fast.” (p. 159)

This “permanent dhikr” ascribed to the monks
betrays perhaps some knowledge of the Christian
“prayer in the heart,” often practiced by the monks,
a prayer which aims at permanent invocation of the
Name of Jesus. Some information about that prac-
tice may also transpire in one of the “quotations”
from the Gospels with which Ibn Sab�in props up his
theory of universal dhikr: “In the Gospel it is said:
The breath of the believer is the place of dhikr, and
the place of dhikr is my Presence” (p. 165). This
saying reminds one of the well-known use of respi-
ration in the practice of the prayer of Jesus in the
heart. That prayer, the specific invocation of the
Name of Jesus developed by Christian monks, can
indeed be thought of as a kind of dhikr: “The Gos-
pel says: There is no good in a servant who does not
make memory (dhikr) of me!” (p. 164).

If these “quotations” can hardly be discovered in
the Gospels (at any rate not in the canonical ones),
some other items reveal more adequate information
about Christianity. Take this exhortation which God
is said to have addressed to Jesus: “O Jesus, make
memory of me as a child makes memory of his fa-
ther!” (p. 164). Here, the Christian message of the
fatherhood of God seems to be echoed. Moreover,
while describing the religion of the companions of
Christ as “dhikr, traveling, living a lonely life, fast-
ing, paying attention to divine voices, to associations
and divine illuminations” (p. 165), our author adds:
“this is nowadays the habit (the sunna) of the
monks.” He also has some vague knowledge about
Christ’s last supper and the Christian eucharist:

In the Gospel is found the praise of John, and the
Word of Christ which he said in the night. The gist
of what was understood is summed up in some words
which I am going to quote. I only hint at them, with-
out suggesting that the one who utters them can
benefit from them . . .
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What follows is a long range of letters which are
totally unintelligible although they are supposedly a
reflection of the Syriac liturgy (and although, accord-
ing to our author, Abu Talib al-Makki offers some-
where a similar list). Fearing perhaps that an obscure
formula like the one he has given might be used for
magical purposes, Ibn Sab�in opines:

The best attitude in these matters is, I think, to be
wary of what one hears from Jews and Christians,
as we are taught in our tradition. An exception might
be allowed for pious men (rijal) who transmit things
about other pious men and their experiences
(ahwal). (p. 182) [That seems to mean: if there ex-
ists a kind of Jewish and Christian science of
hadith.]

Our author is of course aware of the fact that most
Christians are governed by the Pope. But he has
strange things to say about the dhikr of that man whom
he describes as a kind of adept of Pentecostalism:

As to the Christians, their Pope has not his position
assured as long as he does not make memory of his
Lord, first in human language, then in divine lan-
guage (i.e., speaking in tongues?). The Pope makes
memory of the Lord in his human language until he
becomes absent in  God (ghaiba). Then he employs
divine language until he is overcome with something
like madness. He makes memory of God by men-
tioning Persons, which is an attribute of God.
(p. 161ff)

“Persons” (uqnumiyya) as an attribute of God is of
course a correct reminiscence of Christian trinitarian
theology, quite surprising as a statement coming from
a Muslim. But there is only one other passage where
Ibn Sab�in offers some more detailed information
about Christian theology:

With the Christians, the light is used as metonymy
for the Godhead, and most particularly for Jesus. He
is the light which God has sent down on earth [we
are reminded of the Gospel of St. John, ch. 1,
v. 4–13]. He [God] is one in substance and diverse
in speech and shape. The contrary is true when His
much honoured appearance manifests itself [i.e.,
perhaps: the incarnate Jesus is one in speech and
shape, but diverse—God and man—in substance?].
One can say in a general way that there are five
schools of Christian theology (madhhab), the out-
standing among them being close to philosophy. All
of them talk about the light and magnify it. Others
besides these five are worth nothing and to talk about
them serves neither the learned nor the Muslims.
(p. 187)

In this passage Ibn Sab�in indeed betrays some con-
crete knowledge of Christianity, although it is not easy
to identify his “five schools” of Christian theology.

Our author, founder of a Sufi school of thought,
is interesting in that he allows some glimpses of the
views educated Muslims of his time entertained about
religions outside the fold of Islam. He is also quite
praiseworthy in that he tried to illustrate the themes
of “light” and dhikr with examples from other reli-
gious traditions, but he has never made an effort to
understand those traditions properly and to offer an
interpretation which would give them more than the
status of provisional and queer arrangements, des-
tined to be abandoned in favor of Islam. In his mind,
religions are nothing more than bizarre fantasies,
although they are in some mysterious way related to
God.

We may add that an unknown disciple of his,
commenting on the Agreement (�ahd) the master
made with his followers (p. 43f; commentary pp. 45–
129), develops a brilliant demonstration to the effect
that religions are but “mental constructs” (wahm)
or “quaint conceits” (nukat) whose function it is to
lead people on the way to God, away from vanity.
The final purpose is, of course, experience of the one
God, beyond even the construct of the religion of
Islam (compare p. 117ff). For outside the absolute
unity of the one God, everything is but the product
of imagination.

A Friend of Hinduism: Dara Shukuh

Dara Shukuh (1615–1659) can be deemed the very
opposite of the Sufi theologians Ibn �Arabi and Ibn
Sab�in, although he accepts many of the former’s
theological ideas. These ideas had come down to him
through men like Rumi and several Indo-Persian Sufi
authors. Dara, a learned and rather advanced Sufi of
the Qadiriyya order, carried Akbar’s, his great-
grandfather’s, interest for other religions to its logi-
cal conclusions. Whereas Akbar intended to create
his own din ilahi, his great-grandson Dara upheld the
Sufi tradition but tried to penetrate as deeply as pos-
sible into the secrets of Hindu religious lore.

The outcome of his efforts is a most fascinating
booklet: Majma� al-bahrain, the “Confluent of the
two rivers”: Islam and kufr, that is, Hinduism. It is
possible that the title has been chosen in remem-
brance of the samgama of Hindu religious life, the
point of meeting of two sacred rivers which is a most
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holy and hallowed place. The outstanding example
is Prayag, near modern  Allahabad, where the ultra-
sacred Ganga and Yamuna unite. Majma� al-bahrain,
the confluent of two sacred religious rivers, is thus a
very holy phenomenon.29

Right at the beginning of his work, Dara quotes
the verses of the poet Sana�i which we have already
met with, but in a slightly different wording:

Kufr and Islam are running on the way towards
Him,

Shouting: He alone! He has no companion!

“He alone!” One is reminded of Ibn Sab�in’s Allahu
faqat!

Dara then states his intention. Having mastered
the Sufi tradition, he “thirsted to know the tenets of
the religion of the Indian monotheists.” He considers
indeed the Indian sages whom he had known well for
having lived among them, as muwahhidan, “people
who proclaim and practice the Unity of God”; as
muhaqqiqan, “people who realize the Truth/God”;
and as kamilan, “perfect ones.” Above all, he asserts
that they have attained the aims of tasawwuf. They
are accomplished Sufis. So Dara informs the reader
that he has kept companionship with them, employ-
ing the hallowed Sufi term for true religious fellow-
ship: suhba. He is clearly inclined to receive the
Hindu sages into the Sufi fold.

Having mastered the tenets of Hinduism, Dara
arrives at the conclusion that Kufr—Hinduism—and
Islam are identical. After much thinking, and thanks
to his own experience of the highest Truth, he is able
to declare that he “did not find any difference, ex-
cept verbal, in the way in which they sought and
comprehended Truth (haqq).”

Dara has not the slightest desire to abandon Islam
and to follow the tradition of his Hindu friends.
Rather than adapting the Sufi tradition to Hinduism,
he would prefer to retrieve Hinduism for Islam. His
little work is indeed a very impressive attempt to
understand thoroughly the Hindu theistic tradition
and worldview, in order to wipe out every trace of
difference with Islam.

It is not possible to analyze here in detail the con-
tents of the 22 chapters in which the author tries to
equate Hindu and Sufi concepts.30 It would of course
be easy to raise serious criticisms. But that would be
a futile enterprise which does not do justice to the
author’s achievements. It should rather be noted
that—among other things— Dara’s explanations
throw much light on his own understanding of Is-

lamic and Sufi thought and practice. We take one
example: chapter 7 where he equates the Hindu no-
tion of the four avastha or states of consciousness (of
the atman), first propounded in the Mandukya-
Upanishad, with the Islamic and Sufi concept of the
four “worlds.” The state of waking, jagrat, is equated
with the “world of men,” nasut; the state of “dream,”
svapna, is equated with the “world of dreams and
spirits,” malakut; the state of “dreamless sleep,”
sušupti, stands for “the world where I and you van-
ish along with the perception of two worlds,” jabarut;
whereas the “fourth” state, turya, is equated with
“pure essence,” dhat-i-mahd. It is to be remembered
that already in the Upanishad the four states of con-
sciousness appear as four kinds or layers of worlds.
But we can see that Dara has tried to understand the
four “worlds” of Islamic lore as four states of con-
sciousness—an interpretation which has some ante-
cedents in the Sufi tradition but which, to my knowl-
edge, Dara is the first to develop systematically.
Many similar perspectives, often surprising ones,
open up in this pioneering work.

Conclusion

Islamic early “pietists” and ascetics took to the habit
of putting questions to Christian monks in order to
gain higher insight into the mysteries of a truly reli-
gious way of life. At the end of our rapid survey we
find Dara adopting a similar procedure with regard
to Hindu sages: he too was aware of the feasibility
of meeting consecrated people from other religions.

But inbetween—early curiosity having been sat-
isfied and final new inquiry not yet found helpful—
we have discovered very different attitudes. We are
led to the conclusion that very few in number are the
Sufis who sincerely tried to “perceive,” to “appre-
hend,” and sympathetically to understand other reli-
gions. Most of them were hardly bothered about them
and did not care to encounter their adherents and their
beliefs in a friendly and constructive way. Their point
of view was at the outset and to the end conditioned
by their Islamic convictions—and we cannot blame
them for that. To them, Islam was absolutely suffi-
cient. If they talked about religions other than Islam,
they seldom reached a stage beyond the reproduction
of popular rumors or even gossip.

It may be, however, that there were unnamed Sufis
who, like Dara Shukuh, lived on such a high—or
profound—level of experience of the One Truth that
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they were able to meet as their equals seekers after
Ultimate Reality who followed non-Islamic ways.
But, unfortunately, we are not aware of them. For
experience of Ultimate Truth ends often in silence,
as Jalal al-Din Rumi once reminded his disciples, and
nothing can be heard about silent union in the inef-
fable ONE.
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Al-Ghazali then goes on to describe the main branches
of philosophy: logic, physics, and metaphysics.

It is clear that this classification, which purports to
be objective, is wrong from both the historical and the
doctrinal points of view. Such purely materialistic or
naturalistic schools have never existed. Aristotle,
placed in the third category, upheld theories belong-
ing to the first (eternity of the world) and to the sec-
ond (the four elements or four primary qualities as
basic constituents of matter and animal bodies), and
so on. Although al-Ghazali’s presentation and criti-
cism of philosophical ideas in his Tahafut al-falasifa
goes much deeper than anything done before or since
in Islam, he still cannot escape from certain traditional
forms inherited from the very mutakallimun he criti-
cizes. I shall return to al-Ghazali later, but in the first
place I will examine some of the characteristics of
these surveys of philosophical schools which we en-
counter in the Arabic theological and historical litera-
ture of the Middle Ages.

Doctrines

al-Maturidi

The first author to be considered is al-Maturidi (d. 333/
944), Hanafi jurist and founder of a school of kalam.
In his Kitab al-Tawhid, he mentions the dahriyya in
several places, with a more or less systematic exposi-

In al-Munqidh min al-dalal al-Ghazali (450–505/
1058–1111) relates how he set about studying phi-
losophy ( falsafa) and the dissatisfaction he felt
about what had been said on the subject by his pre-
decessors: “So far as I could see, none of the doc-
tors of Islam had devoted thought and attention to
philosophy. In their writings, none of the theolo-
gians engaged in polemic against the philosophers,
apart from obscure and scattered utterances so plainly
erroneous and inconsistent that no person of ordi-
nary intelligence would be likely to be deceived, far
less one versed in the sciences.”1 He then proceeded
to make his own study of the subject and discov-
ered that there are three main philosophical sects
(madhahib):

1. The dahriyyun or zanadiqa is the earliest school.
They deny God and assert the eternity of the world.

2. The tabi�iyyun, having seen the wonders of na-
ture, acknowledge a wise Creator, but they also
ascribe a major influence to the equal balance of
the temperaments (mizaj) on the intellectual con-
stitution of man, so much so that when the body
dissolves, the soul also ceases to exist. Thus they
deny the last day and must accordingly be reck-
oned as zanadiqa as well.

3. The ilahiyyun, the latest group (muta�akhkhirun),
includes Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, al-Farabi, and
Ibn Sina. They must also be reckoned as unbe-
lievers, although some of their doctrines are true.
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tion and refutation of their views on pages 141–152.
Unlike most authors, he identifies them with the Natu-
ralists (ashab al-taba�i� ): all agree that the matter of
the world is eternal, but are at variance as to whether
the creation (san�a) itself is eternal or not.

The natures are four: hot and cold, moist and dry.
The diversity (ikhtilaf ) of the world depends on their
different mixtures; it has always been as it is now,
without beginning.2 They compare the natures to the
colors (white, red, black, green): by being mixed in
different proportions they give rise to all colors with-
out there being creation of color (hadith lawn).3 But
this view, replies al-Maturidi, actually corroborates
what the ahl al-tawhid say, for colors do not mix
spontaneously, or when they do, they produce ugly
colors; it is only when a wise and skilled (hakim
�alim) being, knowing the consequences of what he
does, mixes them that the mixture results in some-
thing beautiful. As the world is well fashioned, it
is clear that it was made by a skilled and wise be-
ing who knew the consequences of things and pro-
duced them accordingly. This shows the error of
those who say that matter, or the natures, or what-
ever, became what it is spontaneously. He who pro-
duced them was wise and caused them to arise from
nothing (la min shay�).

Another argument against the natures runs as fol-
lows: these natures are opposites, and opposites are
mutually repellent and destructive; therefore they
cannot coexist unless there is an agent who compels
them (qahir), and this implies beginning in time
(huduth). It is more rational to admit creation from
nothing than the coexistence of opposites.4

This is followed by a short refutation of the be-
lief in astrology and by a reference to the rebuttal of
the doctrine of the eternity of the heavenly motions
at the beginning of the treatise.5

Al-Maturidi then adds a further argument against
the theory of the natures; we can observe that mo-
tion produces heat, not the reverse; therefore, the
natures are not primary, but result from what happens
in the world, and the world cannot be generated
(mutawallid) by them.6

Another group among the dahriyya claims that the
matter of the world is eternal, without length, breadth
or depth, without weight or surface, color, taste or
smell, neither soft nor rough, neither hot, nor cold nor
moist—in short, totally undifferentiated. A power
present in it transformed it by nature, not by choice.
The accidents (a�rad) came into being and then the

essence of the world. Separation (iftiraq) and conjunc-
tion (ittifaq) result from the accidents, and these can-
not be defined in terms of separation and conjunction.
The accident inheres in the essence which becomes
different or similar through it.7 But if this power were
in matter and had this effect (of uniting and separat-
ing its parts), how is it that it did not have it in the pre-
eternity (qidam)? Either the accidents were already in
matter, or they were created from nothing.

The next philosophical school examined by al-
Maturidi is that of the Sophists (al-Sufista�iyya). Their
doctrine is this: we found that man knows something,
and then that thing disappears; enjoys something, and
then this pleasure vanishes. Bats see by night, but are
blinded by daylight. It follows from this that no knowl-
edge is true, that there are merely beliefs and that some
peoples’ beliefs differ from those of others.8

This was refuted by Ibn Shabib9 as follows: this
doctrine of yours that there is no knowledge—either
you affirm it according to a knowledge (bi-�ilm) and
therefore you affirm its existence, or you affirm it
without knowledge and therefore you cannot affirm
it. One cannot argue with these people since their
speech is merely belief, not knowledge, and that
whatever somebody says is this (i.e., belief). One can
argue with somebody who denies realities by dis-
proving his claim, but somebody who says, “There
is only belief” can only be refuted by saying to him:
“I believe your denial to be an affirmation” so as to
compel him to assert what he was denying.10

Another argument of the Sophists is as follows:
our senses deceive us. If somebody sees double be-
cause of a squint, he believes that there are actually
two objects, but somebody else sees only one. Who
is right? If he who sees two objects shuts one eye,
he sees only one object, which shows that it was
merely an illusion of the senses.11 Also, the man suf-
fering from hepatitis finds honey bitter, but it is pos-
sible to account for this phenomenon on medical
grounds.12 We dream impossible things, for example,
that we are dead, and we believe it as long as we are
asleep. The reply of al-Maturidi to that is that sleep
is a kind of disease (afa) of the senses.13

In conclusion, al-Maturidi summarizes these two
chapters by saying that nature, the stars, and foodstuffs
are incapable by themselves of producing or necessi-
tating any of the physical phenomena. His position
amounts to a denial of natural causality, or of what will
be later called secondary causes, a thesis defended at
great length by al-Ghazali in his Tahafut.
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Ibn al-Jawzi

The second author whose presentation of philosophi-
cal schools I propose to examine is the famous Hanbali
jurist and historian Ibn al-Jawzi (510–597/1126–
1200). Although his Talbis Iblis is primarily designed
as a general onslaught against all Islamic trends other
than his own strict hanbali obedience, it also contains
sections on non-Muslim religions and philosophies.
He begins with the Sophists: they derive their name
from a man called Sufista [sic]. Their doctrine is that
there is no truth (haqiqa). What we deem remote may
be near, but small, and vice versa. This view may be
refuted by asking them, “Is what you assert true or not?
If you say: ‘it is not true,’ you give it up implicitly.”
Al-Nawbakhti14 says that it is useless to argue with
people who claim not to know whether or not one is
talking to them, whether or not they exist. Their de-
nial of sensible realities may be illustrated by the story
of the man whose son squinted: he saw two moons in
the sky and was convinced that there actually were two
moons, until his father told him to shut one eye, and
then the son realized that the defect was in his eye-
sight. The absurdity of this doctrine is further demon-
strated by two anecdotes.

Salih b. �Abd al-Quddus was distressed because
his son had died before he himself had completed his
book On Doubts (al-Shukuk), in which he proved that
what is can be thought of as not being and what is
not as being, and his son had died before he could
read that book. Whereupon al-Nazzam retorted that
all Salih had to do was to think of his son as still alive
and having read al-Shukuk.

A Sophist, upholder of the same doctrine, had a
discussion with a mutakallim during which the lat-
ter arranged for the Sophist’s mount to be whisked
away. When he wanted to depart, the Sophist began
to shout that his mount had been stolen, to which his
interlocutor replied, “how can you affirm that you
came on a mount if nothing has any reality and if
waking is the same as sleeping?”15

A variant of this doctrine consists in saying that
there is not one truth, but truth is for each people or
group (qawm) what they believe. The man who suf-
fers from hepatitis finds that honey tastes bitter. The
world is eternal for those who believe it to be eternal.16

A third group of Sophists say the world is in a state
of permanent flux (dhawb wa sayalan); one cannot
think twice the same thought because everything
changes continually.17

Ibn al-Jawzi then goes on to deal with the
dahriyyun: they hold that there is no God or Creator
(sani� ). Things came to be without producer or maker
(mukawwin). To counter this doctrine Ibn al-Jawzi

again uses a concrete analogy: if somebody walking
past a certain place sees that it is empty, and later on
sees there a building, he concludes from this that
there is a builder. Likewise this world, this sky, and
so on prove the existence of a Creator. Ibn al-Jawzi

also adduces teleological arguments—for example,
that canine teeth are made to cut and molars to grind,
that fingers can fold and seize things. All these facts
bear witness to the existence of the Creator who cre-
ated everything ex nihilo (la min shay�), whereas the
dahriyyun say that matter is uncreated.18

The Naturalists (al-Taba�i�yyun) constitute for Ibn
al-Jawzi a distinct category. They say that all created
things are the work of nature (fi�l al-tabi�a); everything
is created by the conjunction of the four active natures.
Ibn al-Jawzi objects saying that the natures do ex-
ist but are not active, or efficient (fa�ila); their con-
junction and mixing (imtizaj) is contrary to their
natures, which shows that they do it under compul-
sion (maqhura). The naturalists granted that the natures
are neither knowing (�alima) nor powerful (qadira);
but regular and ordered action like theirs can only be
produced by a knowing and wise being (�alim hakim).

That nature is not efficient by itself is further
shown by the fact that the same natural phenomenon
may have different effects. In the spring the sun
causes the fruits to become moist and corn dry. Like-
wise, corn does not fall from its stem but the indi-
vidual fruits do. Watering causes some flowers to
become white and others red.19

On the Falasifa

After a section on the Dualists to which I shall re-
turn later, Ibn al-Jawzi broaches the topic of the phi-
losophers proper ( falasifa). Their error is to trust in
reason alone and to discard prophecy. Some of them
share the ideas of the Dahrites (i.e., they deny the
Creator). Aristotle held that each star is a world like
ours complete with rivers, trees, and other facts of
nature. The world is eternal, and its cause is eternal
as well. Socrates’ philosophy rests on three prin-
ciples: an efficient cause, matter, and form. The cause
is God or, according to others, intelligence or na-
ture.20 Finally, Ibn al-Jawzi reports on the authority
of al-Nihawandi

21: the strange views of three sects,
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presumably gnostic but difficult to identify with pre-
cision, according to which God created the world but
then ceased to exist (ma�dum). To sum up, the falasifa
have made important discoveries in mathematics,
logic, and physics, but they contradicted themselves
in questions of theology, in particular on the three
points on which al-Ghazali taxed them with kufr and
which are adopted at this point.22

The opinions of those who believed in the eter-
nity of the world and denied the possibility of cre-
ation from nothing are examined and refuted by al-
Maturidi at the beginning of his treatise. The same
problem is taken up later in a chapter of a more
doxographical nature which distinguishes different
sects ( firaq) among the upholders of this doctrine.23

Having observed that the objects of sense-perception
change from one state to another and are engendered
from one another, and since furthermore creation
from nothing cannot be observed, they concluded that
the world has always been as it is ( fi �l-azal). But they
are divided into several groups:

1. The partisans of the natures (ashab al-taba�i�)
who think that the differences in the physical
world arise from the fact that the natures are
mixed in different proportions so as to form all
kinds of things in the same way as the basic
colors can produce all shades and varieties of
colors by being mixed together in different pro-
portions. Thus the essence of man is dependent
on the balance of the natures (i�tidal al-taba�i�).

2. Others think that the root (asl) of the world is
composed of the four natures, but each essence
has a root and the four natures belong to those.24

3. Others admit only one such root which is the
cause of the world25 and argue for the existence
of a Creator (sani�) who organized (ittisaq) and
united (ittifaq) things on the grounds that the
order of the world necessitates a knowing orga-
nizer (mudabbir �alim) and nature is incapable
of that. On this view, both the Creator and the
world are eternal (azal).

4. Others consider that the Creator (bari�)26 pro-
duced the world from preexisting matter (tina).

5. Another category derives the world’s existence
from the motions of the stars and the sun and their
influence on matter (hayula).27

6. Finally there are those who posit two principles,
light and darkness.

On the Dualists

Both al-Maturidi and Ibn al-Jawzi included in their
surveys of philosophical sects sections concerning

the Dualists, a procedure which tends to show that
they regarded them as a school of philosophy rather
than as a religion (or religions).28 This is further con-
firmed by the manner in which these sects are
presented. I do not intend to analyze these pages
in detail, as this has already been excellently done
by several scholars.29 My purpose here is not to ex-
tract new data concerning these sects from the refu-
tations of their Muslim opponents, but to define the
latter’s position toward philosophical schools and
ideas.

Al-Maturidi returns once more to the topic of the
dualists immediately after his section on the Soph-
ists examined previously. This last discussion, to-
gether with that of the Zoroastrians (Majus), con-
cludes the non-Muslim part of his treatise, and the
author then goes on to the demonstration of the
prophecy (risala) and to the specific problems of
Muslim kalam.30

The Dualists are divided according to a very com-
mon scheme into the three branches of the Mani-
chaeans (Mananiyya), Bardesanites (Daysaniyya),
and Marcionites (Marqiyuniyya).31 Not only do
the Dualists with their mistaken doctrine of the two
gods or two principles (good and evil; light and
darkness) provide a transition between the philoso-
phers who deny the existence of God, or at any rate
deprive Him of any meaningful role in their sys-
tems, and true monotheism; they also constitute a
kind of mirror image of the Naturalists. These, as
we have seen, identified by al-Maturidi with the
dahriyya, considered matter to have existed eter-
nally in an undifferentiated state until its parts
began to separate and form individual compo-
site entities. In other words, it was one and then
became diverse (tafarraqa). On the contrary,
according to the well-known cosmological myth
of the Manichaeans and other Gnostics, the two
opposite principles were separated in the pre-
eternity, and our world was formed by their blend-
ing (kana mutabayinayn fa-�mtazaja).32 The reason
al-Maturidi deals with the Dualists in several places
is that his perspective is not historical, but follows
the order of the “questions” (masa�il).33 Insofar as
they believe in the eternity of the world, they are
refuted in the chapter concerned with that specific
question; from another point of view, however, they
are related to the Naturalists. The short section de-
voted to them by Ibn al-Jawzi takes place between
the Naturalists and the philosophers and does not
call for special comment.
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Principles of Classification

These classifications of philosophical schools or sects,
although quite different in their details, are nonethe-
less clearly built on the same principles. The main di-
visions, as well as the stock examples and the main
counterarguments reappear with striking regularity; the
manner in which they are worked out and the ends
which they are made to serve are different, however.
The lengthy rebuttal of the Ashab al-Taba�i� by al-
Maturidi, for instance, makes clear allusions to some
theories put forward by people like Dirar b. �Amr or
al-Nazzam. But these people, like al-Maturidi himself,
believed in nature(s) as instrument of God, not as au-
tonomous or secondary causes. It is questionable
whether the kind of materialistic theory attacked by al-
Maturidi was ever seriously considered in the Islamic
world.34 Rather, it seems as if a preexisting frame with
conventional subdivisions (Sophists, Materialists,
Naturalists, Dualists, etc.)—that is, all doctrines con-
flicting with some aspects of Islam or monotheism in
general—had been more or less arbitrarily filled with
contents drawn from different doxographical sources.
It is significant that we find in these texts distinct ech-
oes of pre-Socratic theories mingled with very com-
mon medical notions and not very easily identifiable
Mu�tazili speculation. The personalities of the differ-
ent authors also come through: al-Maturidi is a muta-
kallim who pursues very arduous arguments in purely
abstract terms, whereas Ibn al-Jawzi who was in his day
an extremely successful khatib illustrates his demon-
stration with lively and concrete anecdotes. But on the
whole, one may agree with al-Ghazali and share his
disappointment: if we had to rely exclusively on these
texts for our knowledge of philosophical and theologi-
cal thought, we should not be much enlightened.

If we now turn back to al-Ghazali, it will be noticed
that the Sophists are missing in his enumeration of the
philosophical schools, but appear in another guise in
the preceding chapter in which the author relates how
he himself went through a stage of complete skepticism
from which he was only saved by a direct divine inter-
vention. In other words, the classification of the schools
has become here an element of the author’s life, which
casts doubt on the reliability of the supposed “autobi-
ography.” But this is another matter.

The Greek Heritage: al-Ya�qubi

Why then did the mutakallimun accept a scheme
whose relevance and topicality are far from obvious?

The answer must lie at least partly in the fact that this
classification was inherited in one way or another
from late antiquity. It already occurs in a passage of
the historian al-Ya�qubi (about 870) with all the char-
acteristics which we find in the later authorities.
According to his text the kings of the Greeks and the
Romans professed different doctrines:

1. The Sabaeans, also called hanif, recognize the
existence of a creator and claim to have prophets
of their own: Urani,35 Abidimun,36 and Hermes
(thrice-great). God is the cause of causes (�illat
al-�ilal); he created the world.

2. The disciples of Zeno who are the Sophists, a
name that means “those who mislead” or “those
who contradict each other.” They observed that
philosophers contradict and oppose each other
and that every one of them claims to possess the
truth, which must be one, whereas error is mani-
fold. From this, they concluded that truth does
not exist. Another of their arguments runs as
follows. It is not enough to know; one must also
know that one knows.37 But then one must know
that one knows that one knows and so on ad
infinitum, which implies that one will never have
definite knowledge. Alternatively, there is an end
in something that is known—that is, ignorance—
which also entails lack of knowledge, for how
could anything be known through something
which is not known?

3. The dahriyya deny religion, the existence of God
and of the prophets, holy books, resurrection, and
reward or punishment after death. Everything is
without beginning and without end (hence their
name). Coming to be (huduth) is merely compo-
sition (tarkib) after separation (iftiraq), and per-
ishing is separation after conjunction.

4. An unnamed group combine a mythical cos-
mogony with a skeptical epistemology. The world
sprang from a grain which split up and from which
all sensible realities arose. But these things are not
really differentiated; they merely appear to be dif-
ferent to different persons. This is why people
suffering from hepatitis find honey bitter, bats see
by night but not by daylight, a large object seen
from afar appears small, and so on.

5. One group says that all things arose from four eter-
nal roots (usul)—hot, cold, moist, and dry—which
produce everything without reflection or will. Al-
ternatively, these four elementary principles are
governed (yudabbiru-ha) by a fifth according to its
will and wisdom: it is knowledge (�ilm).

There follows a short paragraph on Aristotle men-
tioning principally the doctrine of the categories and
of the four elements.38
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Al-Ya�qubi ascribes these doctrines expressly to
the ancient Greeks and Romans, not to contemporary
mutakallimun or falasifa. That his claim is substan-
tially correct is shown by the fact that the ideas, ex-
amples, and arguments he quotes have precise par-
allels in Greek sources,39 and also by the purely
doxographical character of his text, exempt of refu-
tation or criticism. It seems thus that this classifica-
tion was taken over by the mutakallimun who found
in it a convenient framework for their own presenta-
tion and refutation of doctrines they disapproved of.
The properly critical element is an addition of the
Muslim authors. This later stage in the development
of the Muslims’ reflection on non-Muslim religious
and philosophical sects is best illustrated in the works
of the two most famous Arab heresiographers, Ibn
Hazm and al-Shahrastani.

Ibn Hazm

At the beginning of his kitab al-Fisal, Ibn Hazm
declares that there are six groups opposed to Islam
which he arranged according to their remoteness
from the true religion:

1. Those who deny realities (the objective reality
of things, al-haqa�iq), the Sophists.

2. Those who recognize the haqa�iq but assert that
the world is eternal and has no creator (muhdith)
or organizer (mudabbir).

3. Those who recognize realities and assert that the
world is eternal, but that it has an eternal organizer.

4. Those who recognize the haqa�iq, some of them
saying that the world is eternal, others that it had
a beginning in time, but all agreeing that it has
more than one mudabbir, though they are at vari-
ance as to their number.

5. Those who say that the world had a beginning
in time and one eternal Creator, but deny proph-
ecy.

6. Those who profess the same ideas as 5) but ac-
cept some prophets and refuse others (clearly the
Jews and the Christians).40

al-Shahrastani

The culmination of this rational system of the philo-
sophical sects is found in al-Shahrastani at the be-
ginning of the second part of his Kitab al-Milal
wa-�l-Nihal. The exact classification, al-taqsim al-
dabit, according to him, is as follows:

1. Those who acknowledge neither sensible nor
intelligible realities; they are the Sophists.

2. Those who acknowledge sensible, but not intel-
ligible realities; they are the Naturalists.

3. Those who acknowledge both sensible and intel-
ligible realities but neither rules nor laws (hudud
wa ahkam); they are the Dahriyyun.

4. Those who acknowledge sensible and intelligible
realities, rules, and laws, but neither shari�a nor
Islam; they are the Sabaeans with their prophets
Hermes and Adhimun.

5. Those who acknowledge the same as (4) plus a
shari�a and a submission (islam); but not the
shari�a of our prophet Muhammad; they are the
Magians, the Jews, and the Christians.

6. Those who acknowledge all this—that is, the
Muslims.41

This theoretical and so to speak mathematical
classification of the sects remains without any prac-
tical effect on the actual practice of al-Shahrastani.
In what follows, he presents, as is well-known, a
considerable amount of fascinating material on phi-
losophers and philosophical schools, both Greek and
Arab, in a roughly chronological order, but the
scheme set forth at the beginning is altogether for-
gotten. We find there the juxtaposition of two dis-
tinct strands of the Muslim mind: a purely pragmatic
approach which is content to hoard up items of
knowledge without much regard for their practical
value or their relation to Islam, and a theoretical at-
titude which evaluates everything and assigns it its
proper place from the standpoint of Islam. In the sec-
ond case, we have an almost pre-Hegelian system of
all possible (if not actual) philosophical and religious
systems leading up to the accomplishment of Islam
in which all else is eventually absorbed.

NOTES

1. Munqidh 18; transl. Watt 29.
2. Tawhid 141.
3. Frank (Notes and Remarks 146 and n. 46) sug-

gests to emend hadith in hadath, but the emendation is
unnecessary and the passage had in any case been mis-
understood by Frank who did not realize that colors are
a mere analogy (darabu mathalan). Cf. also Tawhid
112:3.

4. Tawhid 143.
5. Ibid., 143–144.
6. Ibid., 145.
7. Ibid., 147.
8. Ibid., 153.
9. Muhammad b. Shabib, Mu�tazilite author of a

K. al-Tawhid, quoted more than once by al-Maturidi;
see Ibn al-Murtada, Tabaqat al-Mu�tazila 71.
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10. Tawhid 153.
11. Ibid., 154.
12. Ibid.; the medical explanation which follows

is also borrowed from Ibn Shabib.
13. Tawhid 156.
14. Abu Muhammad al-Hasan b. Musa al-

Nawbakhti. His lost K. al-Ara� wa-�l-Diyanat appears
to be Ibn al-Jawzi’s main source in this passage.

15. Talbis 39–40; on Salih b. �Abd al-Quddus, see
Ibn al-Murtada, Tabaqat 46–47 with the same anecdote;
he was a Dualist.

16. Talbis 41.
17. Ibid.; an interesting variation on Heraclitus’s

famous saying (fr. 91), on the authority of al-
Nawbakhti.

18. Talbis 41–2.
19. Ibid., 43.
20. Ibid., 45–46.
21. Yahya b. Bashir b. �Amir (or: �Umayr) al-

Nihawandi seems to be completely unknown. Ibn al-
Jawzi says that he copied this passage from a manuscript
in the Nizamiyya in Baghdad which had been written
220 years previously; this provides a terminus ante
quem about 960 for al-Nihawandi.

22. Talbis 47.
23. Tawhid 11 ff.; 110 ff.
24. The meaning of this sentence is unclear.
25. Perhaps this alludes to philosophers like Thales

or Anaximenes who posited one of four elements as the
principle of the world.

26. No semantic distinction seems to be intended
between the terms bari� and sani� in this passage.

27. Again, the terms hayula and tina seem to be
used indifferently.

28. Al-Maturidi says explicitly that Dualism is a
subdivision of the dahriyya (Tawhid 121:5).

29. G. Vajda and G. Monnot (see bibliography).
30. Tawhid 176 ff.
31. Ibid., 157, 163, 171. See also Van Ess,

Theologie und Gesellschaft, pp. 416–456.
32. Tawhid 113:2.
33. See on this D. Sourdel, La classification.
34. For the difficulties attending a precise identi-

fication of the Ashab al-Taba�i�, see M. Bernand, La
critique. The closest parallels are found in medical texts
and in the Jabirian corpus; see P. Kraus, Jabir, vol. 2,
pp. 98, 165 n. 7.

35. This name remains so far unexplained.
36. I.e., the Greek Agathodaimôn.
37. Literally “one knows by a knowledge” (bi-�ilm);

the same expression occurs in al-Maturidi 153:12.
38. Al-Ya�qubi, Ta�rikh 166–171.
39. The stock-example of honey tasting bitter to

people suffering from hepatitis is found in Sextus
Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhoism, vol. 1, p. 101.

40. Ibn Hazm, K. al-Fisal, vol. 1, p. 3.
41. Al-Shahrastani, Milal, vol. 2, pp. 3–5.
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Some Glimpses from History

Islamic Times

In Arabic sources, the adherents of Zoroastrianism
are called Madjus, from Old Persian Magush,
Akkadian Magushu, Greek Magos, originally mean-
ing a priestly caste. At the end of the Sasanid period,
Zoroastrians were to be found as administrators,
landlords, and soldiers in non-Persian parts of the
Sasanid Empire such as al-�Iraq, Bahrayn, �Uman,
and Yaman.1

The Lakhmids, an Arabic dynasty in Syria and
Iraq playing the role of a buffer state between Iran
and Byzantium, were culturally influenced by, and
politically dependent on, Sasanian Iran.

Typical features of Zoroastrianism at the begin-
ning of Islam were fire cults, animal sacrifices, con-
sanguineous marriage, and ritual purity achieved by
ablution with water or bull’s urine.

Morony remarks on Sasanian society: “An élitist
social ethic, honoring establishmentarian virtues,
provided ideological justification for the hierarchic
society of the Madjus. High values were placed on
order, stability, legality and harmony among the
functionally-determined divisions of society (priests,
soldiers, bureaucrats, and workers, or else priests,
soldiers, farmers, and artisans) so each would per-
form its specific duty towards the others.”2

Reflections in the Qur�an

The only mention of the Madjus in the Qur�an is to
be found in Sura 22:17: “Surely they that believe, and
those of Jewry, the Sabaeans, the Christians, the
Magians and the idolators—God shall distinguish
between them on the Day of Resurrection; assuredly
God is witness over everything.”3

Arberry’s translation as quoted here does not take
into consideration a detail of the phrase structure—
the second relative pronoun before ashraku; there is
a clear caesura between “they that believe” with the
following specification and “they that commit idola-
try.” According to this verse, the Madjus clearly
belong to the believers, as do the Christians, the Jews,
and the Sabaeans. However, as Morony remarks, “it
was eventually decided in Muslim theory that the
Madjus were intermediate between the ahl al-kitab
and mushrikun, since they had no real prophet or
revealed scripture.”

As for Mazdean influences in the Qur�an, a com-
prehensive study is still lacking. A few points may
be mentioned here, however. As shown by Père Jean
de Menasce, the names of the two angels, who, ac-
cording to a dark passage in the Qur�an (2:102),
taught men sorcery, Harut and Marut, stem from
Pahlevi Haurvatat and Ameretat “integrity” and “im-
mortality.” This would mean that the original signifi-
cance of these names had been perverted into their
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opposite, when Muhammad inserted them into the
Qur�an.4 Parallels between Zoroastrian and Qur�anic
conceptions have also been noticed—for example,
the idea that God was not tired after the six days of
creation (Qur�an 50:38) is to be found in the Avesta.5

Furthermore, the role of the sea and sea images might
be due to Persian mariners (who would have been
Zoroastrians at the time in question), according
to a recent study.6 Even the strong emphasis on light
and darkness in the Qur�an suggests Zoroastrian
influence.

Later Times

Whereas in the beginning, the Madjus in Iran kept
their fire temples and suffered little interference in
their cult, they nevertheless gradually lost power and
influence.7 Very often, members of the Sasanid es-
tablishment became converts in order to keep their
property and position, and children were taken cap-
tive and raised as Muslims. Persecutions happened
time and again, for example, already under Ziyad ibn
Abihi, who was governor of Iraq in the years 662–
675.

Impoverishment led to tolerance and emphasis on
spiritual values. On the other hand, social problems
could also lead to violent religion-based reactions:
“A series of risings by Zoroastrian peasants provoked
by fiscal oppression in Eastern Iran in the 2d/8th
century served as the occasion for the emergence of
new antinomian, anti-establishment Zoroastrian
sects” (Morony, p. 1111a).

“What remained of the old religious literature was
collected and preserved” in the early ninth century.
“A new didactic, apologetic and polemic literature
was produced” in the second half of the 3rd/9th c.
“The testimony of Muslim geographers indicates that
Madjus were still widespread and fairly numerous in
Iran and the east as late as the 4th/10th c” (all three:
Morony, p. 1112a).

After the tenth century, the history of the Zoroas-
trians is little known. Among the main features is the
emigration of large groups to India, whereas Yazd
and Kirman continue being the main centers in Iran.
A new heyday was reached in the sixteenth century.
The estimated number of Zoroastrians in Iran at the
beginning of the eighteenth century was between
100,000 and one million. Then, however, rapid decay
ensued: “Their numbers declined disastrously through
the combined effect of massacre, forced conversion
and emigration” (Morony, p. 1115a).

Still, several thousand Zoroastrians survived, and
their numbers increased in the decades before the
Khumaini revolution to about 25,000 by the seven-
ties (Morony, p. 1116b).

Meanwhile, due to the mutual influences in the
course of so many centuries, Persian Zoroastrianism
and Islam show a number of common features.

Mazdeans in Muslim Theology

In Muslim theological treatises, Zoroastrians are dealt
with under the heading of Dualists (thanawiya) along
with the adherents of Bardesanes, Marcion, Mani,
and Mazdak. Sometimes the dualism of light and
darkness is mentioned; among the problems dis-
cussed is the question whether or not they are cre-
ated or eternal, whether they are living beings, and
so on.

The outstanding theologian al-Maturidi (d. 944)
reports an alleged Zoroastrian doctrine about God’s
covenant with Iblis and criticizes it:

The Magians say that God admired the beauty of his
creation and did not want that anything should be
opposed to it. So he formed a thought from which
sprang Iblis. According to certain Magians God was
struck by the eye of Iblis, so he turned around and
beheld him. God made peace with Iblis, and gave
him a delay on the condition that after that he would
make him perish. Every evil comes from Iblis, every
good from God.

This doctrine, even though it sounds very similar
to the Islamic ideas about Iblis as outlined in the
Qur�an, is severely criticized by Maturidi, who says
that either this God must have been unknowing of
what would come from Iblis or he must wittingly
have let him wreak evil, both of which are incom-
patible with God’s nature. So the Magians, instead
of seeing in God the agent of both good and evil,
made him the origin of evil.8

Ash-Shahrastani (d. 1153), the author of a well-
known history of religions praised for its objectiv-
ity, ascribes the covenant between God and Iblis
(Ahriman) to the Zurvaniya.9

According to Shahrastani, the Madjus fall into
three groups—the Kayumarthiya, the Zurvaniya, and
the Zardushtiya. The Dualists are treated by him in
a separate chapter. The common feature of the three
groups of Madjus is their belief in the existence of
the two principles of light and darkness, but they
differ as to their origin. One of their common beliefs
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is that the evil originated from a thought or a doubt
of God who is either Yazdan or Zurvan, whereas the
evil spirit is called Ahriman.

Shahrastani makes no negative remarks about, nor
launches any attacks against, the doctrines of
Zoroaster: that is, that the world consists of and per-
sists through the intermingling of the two principles
of light and darkness, and that the struggle will not
cease until the end of time and history. In the doc-
trine of Zoroaster as sketched by Shahrastani, God
is One and the originator of both light and darkness.
So this representation provides no evidence for anathe-
matizing the Madjus or calling them heretics.

As a last example, let me refer to passages in a
work by the famous Isma‘ili propagandist al-
Mu�ayyad from Shiraz (d. 1077), who is considered
to be among the greatest thinkers of Islam. Speak-
ing of the Zoroastrians, he compares the veneration
of fire with the Muslim veneration of the Ka�ba and
makes the point that both fire and Ka�ba are symbols
for the light of guidance, but that the Zoroastrians,
as well as the Muslims of later days retained only the
symbol without the reality it represents.10

Zoroastrianism in Works of Historians
and Philologists

Al-Djahiz, the great bel-esprit of the ninth century
and a caustic commentator on his society, speaks
very contemptuously of the Magians, but his argu-
ment is not very convincing. Zoroaster, says Djahiz,
threatened his opponents with a punishment of snow
and cold. From this it clearly emerges that he was
only sent to the people of that mountainous region
in Afghanistan and Northern Iran where he made his
appearance. It is true, he continues, that the Zoroas-
trians could use the same argument against Muham-
mad by saying that his punishment was fire because
of the great heat of Arabia. But this, Djahiz says,
would not only be wrong but absurd, since the desert
is hot only in summer, whereas in winter it is very
cold. The obvious fact that Iran and Afghanistan are
also warm in summer is passed over in silence by
Djahiz.11 Furthermore, he emphasizes that Zoroaster’s
success was due only to the great corruption of the
people to whom he had been sent. Had they been on
a higher level of culture and civilization, he would
not have succeeded. In the words of Djahiz: “Had he
not happened to appear in an epoch that was at the
peak of corruption, and in a nation that was so re-

mote from noble conduct, sense of honour and soli-
darity, from care for cleanliness, his affair would have
failed.”12

Moreover, Djahiz rejects the idea that Zoroaster
started his career by persuading the king. He must
rather have succeeded in winning over the troops who
then forced the king to introduce the new religion.
For kings never engage in any activity that could
shake the foundations of their rule, except on the
basis of a true prophetic mission.

So it has to be considered that that time was the
corruptest of all times and that people the worst of
all peoples. This is why there has never been seen
any adherent of any religion converting from his
religion to Zoroastrianism. Furthermore this doctrine
is spread only in Fars, Media, and Khorasan, which
are all Persian. (Pellat, p. 269)

At this point, Djahiz makes a remarkable reser-
vation: The reader should not take this negative judg-
ment to include every later Zoroastrian born into this
religion. It does not include Khusraw Parvez, his
friends, his physicians, his scribes, his sages and
knights, whose intelligence Djahiz will not question.
The intellectual capacities of nations, Djahiz states,
is normally higher than the level of their religious
beliefs.

We know that the intelligence of the Greeks is above
the belief of the materialists and the cult of stars and
zodiacal signs, the intelligence of the Indians sur-
passes the obedience to Buddha and their idolatry,
and the intelligence of the Arabs exceeds their cult
of idols, carved pieces of wood, erected stones and
chiselled blocks. (Pellat, p. 270)

The text sounds almost subversive!
A much more positive picture is presented by the

great historian al-Mas�udi (d. 956), who describes
Zoroaster as the prophet of the Madjus, who per-
formed miracles and had the ability of foreseeing
future events, both general and specific.13 Zoroaster
composed a tome in 12,000 volumes which contains
promise and threat, prescriptions and prohibitions,
laws and rituals. No one has been able to imitate it.
The kings lived in accordance with this work until
the time of Alexander who destroyed part of it.
Zoroaster’s book is entitled Avesta. He also wrote a
commentary on his book, entitled Zand, and a com-
mentary on the commentary, entitled Bazand. Later
scholars wrote a commentary on the secondary com-
mentary which they designated Yarda.14 Given that
no one can possibly memorize the tome, it was either
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divided into four or seven parts. Zoroaster’s mission
lasted 35 years, his successor was the wise Djamasp,
who was the first Mobad.15

At another point in his work, al-Mas�udi explains
the origin of the term zandiq, meaning heretic, which
dates back to Zoroastrian history and the rise of
Manicheism. Zoroaster received the revelation of the
Avesta, which was later explained by the commen-
tary called Zand. Now, everyone who added some-
thing opposed to the revealed book was called a
zandiq,16 an etymology which has recently been con-
firmed by H. H. Schaeder and later scholars and is
now generally accepted.17

Another interesting passage to be found in the
historian al-Maqdisi’s work al-Bad� wat-Ta�rikh
(vol. 1, p. 62) reads as follows:

Persians call the Creator Hormoz, but also Izad or
Yazdan. They pretend that the adoration of the fire
reconciles them with the Creator, because it is the
most powerful and sublime of the elements. The
polytheists explained their adoration of idols in
the same manner: “We only serve them that they may
bring us nigh in the nearness to God” (Qur�an 3:39).
And this is indeed the only attitude possible for one
adoring anything besides God. For he knows well
that what he adores of wood or of stone or of brass
or of gold or any other substance is not his Creator
who has made him nor the One who decrees his
existence and decides its states.

Once, I entered a fire-temple in Khuz, a very old
district town in Persia, and asked them (the Magians)
about what is written about the Creator in their book.
They showed me some leaves affirming that it was
the Avesta, i.e. the Book brought by Zoroaster, and
they read for me in their language and explained to
me what they understood from the Persian text.

Monnot who quotes this passage in one of his articles,
underscores the openmindedness manifested in it.18

A similar neutral view is presented by the eminent
scholar al-Biruni (d. after 1050), one of the most in-
dependent and ingenious spirits of the Islamic middle
ages.19 According to his Chronology of Ancient Na-
tions, a book dealing with territories, calendar systems,
and annual feasts in various cultures and religions, the
Persians before Zoroaster were also called Madjus, but
these Madjus were in fact the Sabaeans, who are men-
tioned in the Qur�an and who are now known as
Harranians because they have their center in the town
of Harran. The rest of al-Biruni’s information is mainly
about the feasts of the Zoroastrians and their handling
of the problem of leap year.20

The negative view of al-Djahiz reappears in the
work of another historian of the tenth century, ath-
Tha�alibi, author of a fine anthology of Arabic po-
etry, and a valuable history of the pre-Islamic Per-
sian kings, al-Ghurar fi Siyar Muluk al-�Adjam. This
author relates a number of compromising details from
Zoroaster’s life: He was a disciple of the prophet
Jeremiah, whom, however, he betrayed by falsifying
his words. Jeremiah punished him with a curse,
which made him fall ill with leprosy. Zoroaster went
to Adharbaidjan and succeeded in persuading King
Vishtasp that he was a prophet. It was by the help of
this king that he rose to power and influence, for the
king forced his people, who had been adherents of
the star-adoring Sabaean cult, to adopt the new reli-
gion, and he killed those who resisted. Tha�alibi

states that in his doctrines and ethical prescriptions
there are many errors, but in his ensuing description
he not only avoids any further deprecatory remarks
but also leaves the impression that the Zoroastrian
doctrines and prescriptions are in fact very similar
to those of Islam. After 35 years of his pretended
prophetic activity, Zoroaster was killed at the age of
77, whereupon Vishtasp killed not only his murderer
but thousands of other people whom he suspected of
fostering sympathy for the assassin.21 Traces of this
attitude are to be found in later sources.

Zoroastrianism in Literary Sources

The Thousand and One Nights

A completely negative picture of the Magians is of-
fered in the “Tale of the Oldest Lady,” the First of
the Three Ladies of Baghdad, in the Thousand and
One Nights. Here, the hero comes to an eerie town
peopled by statues of black stone. Finally, he meets
one living being, the prince, who explains the enigma
to his perplexed visitor. The inhabitants of the town
“were all Magians, worshipping fire in the place of
God.” The prince, however, had been happy enough
to be brought up by a Muslim woman, “believing in
God and his apostle, though she conformed with my
family in outward observances.” Notwithstanding a
triple warning by a Heavenly voice to “abstain from
the worship of fire and worship the Almighty God,”
they “persisted in their evil ways, until, drawing
down upon themselves the abhorrence and indigna-
tion of Heaven, one morning, shortly after daybreak,
they were converted into black stones, together with
their beasts and all their cattle. Not one of the inhabi-



206 Medieval Times

tants of the city escaped excepting me.”22 Another
totally negative Zoroastrian is the Persian alchemist
in the story of Hasan the Jeweller of Basra.23

Firdawsi and Nizami

Coming now to Persian poetry, let us first glance at
Firdawsi’s Shahnameh. In this national epos, compris-
ing between 50,000 and 60,000 verses according to
varying manuscripts, Zoroaster appears in a com-
pletely favorable light. He is the founder of a mono-
theistic religion with doctrines similar to Islam.24 But
what is more, its effect on the state of human society,
the situation in Iran achieved after its propagation by
King Isfandiyar is that of a utopic kingdom of peace
and welfare, similar to the one envisaged by Alexander
the Great in his official speech after the conquest of
Iran, as phrased by Nizami.25 Some more material from
the Shahnameh appears in the following discussion.

Nizami (1141–1209), the great Persian master of
epic romance, three of whose epics are situated in pre-
Islamic Persia, betrays a modified view. In his last
epic, the Iskandarnameh, which portrays Alexander
the Great as successful conqueror, philosopher, and
prophet, Alexander’s main activity after the conquest
of Persia consists of the destruction of fire-temples.

Here are a few lines from the chapter in question,
entitled “How Alexander destroyed the fire-temples
of the Magians.”

The king of good intention gave order that nobody
should perform the Magian rites any longer.

He cleansed the world of impure religions and
guarded the true religion for the people.

Due to his firmness, there remained no Zoroas-
trian fire in Iran.

He ordered that all the people living in that epoch
should not adore anything except God.

They should take refuge to the religion of Abra-
ham (din-i Hanifi) and turn away from (the venera-
tion of) sun and moon.26

This combat continues also in later chapters cul-
minating in the destruction of Adhargushasp, “Fire
of Vishtasp,” a famous fire-temple known from the
Shahnameh.

From such lines one gets the impression that
Nizami’s religious ardor increased in the later part
of his life when he wrote the Alexander epic. Yet, as
the poem proceeds, Alexander’s attitude becomes
less rigid and ends up being a philosophical tolerance
totally opposed to his previous zeal.27 At any rate,

Nizami is free of anti-Zoroastrian sentiment in his
second epos, entitled “Khosraw and Shirin.” This
poem, a romance of enthralling beauty, deals with the
last great Sasanian emperor before the downfall of
the dynasty, Khusraw Parvez, who ruled from 590
to 628 and thus witnessed the beginnings of Islam.
According to Islamic tradition, Khusraw was one of
those kings to whom Muhammad is reported to have
sent a letter inviting them to embrace Islam. Nizami

does not mention this fact in his narrative, which ends
with the assassination of Khusraw by one of his sons
from a former marriage. His marriage with his be-
loved Shirin, which could have closed the poem had
the poet envisaged a happy ending, is consecrated by
Zoroastrian priests with the poet using the following
words: “Khusraw took Shirin’s hand and ordered the
priest to sit down next to him and the priest spoke
the time-honored words and consecrated their mar-
riage in accordance with the rites of the (Zoroastrian)
priests.”28

It is only in the appendix that the poet relates the
incidents of a dream, in which the Prophet Muham-
mad appeared to the emperor, and of a letter, which
he sent him, both in order to invite him to embrace
Islam. Khusraw refused, however, and his ensuing
downfall is here ascribed to this reticence.29

Nizami thus presents two images of Khusraw
Parvez. In the narrative, he shows us a king who
develops from an unbridled youth to an insightful
emperor and tender husband; in the appendix, he of-
fers an official Islamic version, as if on higher com-
mand. Thus Nizami deviates from a tradition of ven-
eration for Zoroaster first perceived in some early
pre-Firdausian Persian poets, then, as we saw, mani-
fest in the Shahnameh, and later, in a more and more
emblemized form, like verses of many Persian poets,
particularly those with a mystic strand.

Renaissance of Old-Persian and
Zoroastrian Ideas

As I already stated, in the Shahnameh, Zoroastrian-
ism is presented as a monotheistic cult. I shall give a
brief summary of Zoroaster’s appearance as de-
scribed by Firdawsi.30 Firdawsi integrates the inten-
tions and activities of Zoroaster into the constant
struggle between Iran and Turan, which, in the
Shahnameh, means the struggle between light and
darkness, good and evil.
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When Zoroaster appears and wins over King
Gushtasp (= vishtaspa), Gushtasp propagates the
new faith and builds fire temples. Zoroaster per-
suades the king to retain the tribute owed to the
Turanians. Therupon Arjasp, the king of Turan,
sends a furious letter to Gushtasp in which he re-
proaches him for having listened to an old magician,
embraced his doctrine, and destroyed their old com-
mon religion. He implores him to separate himself
from that impostor, promising him every treasure
he could possibly wish to possess, provided that he
follows his advice, and threatening him with devas-
tation of Iran, if he refuses to do so. Gushtasp in-
vites the nobility of the state together with Zoroaster
and asks for their advice. They encourage him not
to give in. Gushtasp sends Isfandiyar to all the coun-
tries to convert people to the religion of Zoroaster.
The kings of the world inform Gushtasp that they
have embraced the true religion and request the
Zand Avesta, which is thereupon sent to them. (The
good effects of the spread of Zoroastrianism on so-
ciety have already been mentioned.)

Al-Mas�udi and Ibn Khurdadhbih state that the
Persian kings of the Sasanian dynasty, after having
been crowned in Ctesiphon, went on foot to Adhar-
gushasp as if on a pilgrimage.31 The erection of this
sanctuary, known as Takht-i Sulayman and located
at Shiz in Adharbaidjan, is mentioned in the Shah-
nameh and by medieval Arabic geographers, and the
pilgrimage is described by Firdawsi. At one place,
it is mentioned how Kaikhusrau, after having con-
quered and freed the place from demons, gave an
order to erect a building with a cupola touching the
black cloud, which was to contain the fire of Adhar-
gushasp, and how the Mobads established themselves
together with the astrologers and the sages.32

In a later chapter, the poet describes the pilgrim-
age made by Kaika�us and Kaikhusraw after the vic-
tory over Afrasiyab:

He said to him: Now, with our two horses,
let us part and gallop until we arrive at

Adhargushasp!
Let us wash our heads and the body, the hands

and the feet,
as the true worshippers of God do,
and let us pay our tribute to the creator of the

world,
elevating his praise in secret!
Let us stand before the fire,
so that God may guide us!

At the place, where He has a sanctuary,
He who reveals (the law of) justice, will show the

path.33

Firdawsi then describes how they made the jour-
ney “in their white garments” and arrived at
Adhargushasp:

On beholding the fire, they
Implored the Creator
Strewing jewels (= weeping) over the fire.34

Melikian-Shirvani, the great historian of Islamic
art, who investigated the ruins of Takht-i Sulayman,
emphasizes that this description has to be regarded
as an archetypal prefiguration of Muslim prayer and
pilgrimage (white garments, ablution); but he also
highlights the theological parallels: God as guide,
creator of the world, lord of justice, and so on.35

The same holds true in a further passage about
Kaikhusraw giving offerings to the temple of Adhar-
gushasp, as well as presents to the priests and those
destitute of the town after the definite victory over
Afrasiyab. “Ici encore, le parallélisme avec les institu-
tions et les usages de l’Iran islamique est manifeste.”36

Strangely enough, the Zoroastrian religion be-
came an emblem of moral integrity mainly in Persian
poetry, a tradition culminating in the lyrics of Hafiz,
but foreshadowed in a story told by the Arabic writer
at-Tawhidi in the tenth century.

The Tale of the Zoroastrian and the Jew in at-
Tawhidi’s “Regaling and Mutual Trust”

Two men were traveling together, one a Parsi from
Rayy, and the other a Jew from Jayy. The Parsi was
riding on a mule, provided with a bag of victuals and
money, so that he could travel leisurely and at ease.
The Jew, however, was walking devoid of victuals
and travel money. While they were talking together,
the Parsi asked the Jew: “What is your religion and
your belief?”

The Jew answered: “I believe that there is a God
in Heaven who is the God of the children of Israel
and I serve him and respect his holiness and sub-
mit to him and ask him to give me what he may
give me, such as rich supplies, long life, health and
protection from all evil, support against the enemy;
and I ask him to bestow welfare on myself and every-
body who shares my belief and my religion, not
caring for those who do not share my conviction.
For I believe, that whoever does not share my con-
viction, I have the right to kill him, while I am for-
bidden to help him, support him and take pity on
him.”
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Then he said to the Parsi: “Now, that I have ex-
plained to you my religion and my belief and my
convictions, explain to me your religion and your
manner of serving your Lord!”

The Parsi said: “My belief and my conviction is
to do good to myself, as well as to every member of
my species (i.e., human beings—abna� djinsi) and
to not cause evil or wish evil to any servant of God,
neither those who share my convictions nor those
who do not.”

Thereupon the Jew said: “Even if he does you
wrong and deploys hostile activities against you?”

The Parsi said: “Certainly, because I know that
there is only one God in Heaven, who is wise and
knowing and aware of the hidden things. And He
recompenses the well-doer for his good deed and
punishes the evil-doer for his wrong.”

The Jew remarked: “Sir, It does not seem to me
that you translate your religion into action and fol-
low your belief!”

“What do you mean?” asked the Parsi.
“Because,” said the Jew, “I am a member of your

species, a human being like yourself and you see me
hungry, tired, walking with labor, while you are
riding leisurely and at ease and without hunger.”

“You are right,” said the Parsi, “so what do you
want?”

“Give me some food from your supplies and let
me ride a little bit, I am exhausted!” he said.

“Well, be your wish fulfilled!” And he dis-
mounted, walking himself and talking to him for a
while. The Jew, however, now in possession of the
mule and realizing that the Parsi was without power,
drove on the mule and rode ahead. The Parsi started
to run, unable to catch up with him and shouting:
“O man, stop and descend! I cannot follow and am
out of breath!”

The Jew replied: “Did I not explain to you my
religion, as you did yours to me and you carried it
out and translated it into action. Now I shall carry
out my religion and translate it into action.” And he
urged on the mule, whereas the Parsi ran after him,
hobbling and shouting: “Stop, o man, and don’t
leave me at this spot, where I shall be devoured by
some wild beast or at any rate die and perish! Take
pity on me as I have taken upon you!” The Jew,
however, did not care about his shouting and rode
on until he vanished from his view.

When the Parsi despaired, facing perdition, he
remembered his faith and how he had described his
God (to the Jew). So he then raised his eyes to
Heaven and prayed: “O God! You know, that I
translated my belief into action and that I explained
to him your power. You have heard it and know it.
So prove to this evil-doer the truth of my praise of
you!”

Hardly had the Parsi made a few more steps,
when he beheld the Jew lying on the ground, with
his neck broken, while the mule that had thrown him
off was standing at a distance awaiting his master.

The Parsi went to the mule, mounted it and rode
away leaving the Jew in his agony. But now, the Jew
shouted: “O sir, take pity on me! Load me on the
mule and don’t leave me in this desert, where I shall
die of hunger and thirst! Translate your religion into
action and carry out your belief!”

The Parsi replied: “I’ve done it already twice!
You, however, did not understand what I told you,
nor grasp what I described to you.” The Jew said:
“What do you mean?”

He said: “I described to you my belief and you
doubted it, until I confirmed it by my action. I said:
There is only one God in Heaven, who is wise and
knowing and aware of the hidden things. And he
recompenses the well-doer for his good deed and
punishes the evil-doer for his wrong.”

The Jew said: “I understood it quite well.”
“What then,” asked the Parsi, “was the reason

that you did not take a warning from it?”
“A belief,” said the Jew, “in which I grew up, and

a religion in which I’ve been brought up, so that it
became my habit like a natural disposition through
the length of exercise and the application of prin-
ciples in emulation of my fathers and ancestors and
the teachers of my religion. This became for me like
an unshakable fundament and the root of a plant. It
is very difficult to shake off such a thing and aban-
don it.”

Thereupon, the Parsi took pity on him and car-
ried him along, until they arrived in the town, where
he delivered him to his relatives, in a deplorable
state. He told people his adventure and they kept
wondering about the two for quite a while.

Somebody asked the Parsi: “How could you take
pity on him, after he had requited your kindness by
treachery?”

He answered: “The Jew apologized to me refer-
ring to the condition in which he grew up, the reli-
gion for which to campaign he had accustomed. I
realized that it would have been hard for him to
abandon it, and I believed him and took pity on him.
I did this out of gratitude for God’s acting with me,
when I implored him in the plight that came over
me through that man. First God shew me his mercy
by helping me, then I, in return, took pity on the Jew,
thus showing my thanks to God.”37

In all likelihood, the tale is modeled after the par-
able of the good Samaritan in Luke 10, but the edu-
cated Muslim reader must rather have been reminded
of a passage in the Rasa�il Ikhwan al-Safa�, where
two similar prototypes confront one another, both of
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them apparently Muslims, the one representing the
religious fanatic, the other the tolerant humanistic
believer in God. Even though their discussion takes
place after they have died, the former being in Hell,
the latter in Heaven, the way they describe their reli-
gious duties and views is very similar to the discus-
sions in at-Tawhidi’s tale.38

Traces of Zoroastrianism in Islamic
Hedonism, Mysticism, Humanism

For a correct understanding of what follows, it must
be remembered that wine in Islamic lands was avail-
able in Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian communal
places, wineshops as well as cloisters or monaster-
ies. Very often the cupbearer was a beautiful coquett-
ish young boy or girl, so one could indulge in two
vices at the same time: drinking wine and flirting with
a boy or a girl.

Abu Nuwas, the great Arabic poet of the ninth
century known for his debaucherous lyrics opens his
love poems addressed to Christian, Jewish, and Zo-
roastrian boys with oaths sworn with symbols or with
the fundamentals of the respective religion. In the
case of Zoroastrianism, these are mainly feasts, but
fire-temples and certain ceremonies are also some-
times mentioned. The longest and most detailed of
these oaths as cited in Wagner follows:

By the fire of Khura�, (which is) a light from paradise
(minu), the delicious uppermost heaven (karuzman),

and by the sanctity of the bundle of twigs (barsam),
used for the liturgy that is murmured by the priests
(harabidh) of Astanus . . . !39

About a century later, the Persian minstrel Daqiqi

confesses, at the end of a bacchic poem, having cho-
sen four things of the world: ruby lips, the harp’s
sound, purple-colored wine, and the religion of
Zoroaster.40 This is probably still a confession to real
Zoroastrianism. Later on, however, this religion seems
to function as an emblem for something rather differ-
ent. Some early indications of this change are to be
found in the poetry of Sana’i (d. 1141), one of the
forerunners of Djalaluddin Rumi. Here, Zoroastrian-
ism is proposed as an alternative to the rigid way of
the Islamic shari‘a, along with wine-drinking and other
such lofty escapism that in Persian poetry came
to be called rindi or qalandari.41 “The religion of
Zoroaster and the rule of qalandardom sould now and
then be made the provisions of the lover’s journey.”42

Similar verses are to be found in the Mukhtar-
nameh by the mystic poet �Attar, who declares him-

self ready to “change my religion” and to adopt either
Christendom or Zoroastrianism for the sake of love.43

�Umar Khayyam exclaims in one of his quatrains:

I shall bind the Magian’s girdle around my waist!
Do you know, why? Because of my Islamdom!44

Meanwhile mysticism was about to color every
poetic expression in Persian with its iridescent light.

One important step was undertaken by as-
Suhrawardi, the famous founder of the “Wisdom of
Illumination” (hikmat al-ishraq), a mixture of Greek,
Persian, and Islamic traditions, philosophy, mysti-
cism, and gnosticism. In the preface of his main work,
Hikmat al-Ishraq, he described his program as follows:

In the science of light and all that is founded upon
it, I was helped by all those who trod in the path of
God. I drew on the experience of the guide and head
of wisdom, Plato, the mighty enlightened one, and
likewise the great sages, who lived before him since
the time of the Father of all sages, Hermes, and until
his time, such as Empedocles, Pythagoras, etc.

The words of the ancients are expressed in sym-
bols, they cannot be refuted. If one attacks their
outward sense, one does not hit their intention and
the symbolic meaning remains intact.

It is on this principle that the Eastern concept
(qa�idat ash-sharq) of light and darkness is based,
which was supported by Djamasp, Frashaoshtra, and
Buzurgmihr, as well as their predecessors. This is
not the doctrine of the pagan Magians nor the heresy
of Mani and not anything resulting in polytheism.

Don’t believe that wisdom existed only in that
short period. No, the world has never been void of
wisdom and never without a man who supported it
by arguments and proofs, such a one is the repre-
sentative of God on earth, and so it will remain as
long as Heaven and Earth will exist.

The difference between the earlier and the later
(sages) rests only in the terms (alfaz) and the vari-
ous habits of using either direct or allusive language.
All believe in the three worlds (this world, yonder
world, and the Barzakh or world in-between) and are
in agreement as to monotheism, without quarreling
about the essentials.45

All the various traditions of positive attitudes to-
ward Zoroastrianism merge in the poetry of Hafiz,
with whom I shall conclude. Hafiz of Shiraz, of
whom Goethe was so fond that he called him his
“twin” and addressed him as “Holy Hafiz,”46 may be
called the propagator of a religion of love whose
central figure is the “prior of the (convent) of the
Magians,” that is, Zoroaster, who initiates the adepts
into the mysteries of the world. Hafiz calls him his
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“spiritual guide,”47 affirms that “the temple of the
Prior of the Magians suffices as shelter”48 and admon-
ishes himself: “Hafiz, the court of the Prior of the
Magians is a safe place of fidelity.”49

“Read the lessons of love before him and hear
them from him!”50

Conclusion

It has been shown that the Zoroastrians did not only
persist in a concrete manner but continued to form
an important ferment in the development of Islamic
thinking. Notwithstanding many attacks, calumnia-
tions, and condemnations, the Zoroastrian religion
remained a symbol of high ethical values such as
purity and sincerity, and it apparently takes this role
even today among certain intellectual circles in Iran.
To investigate these contemporary issues would,
however, go beyond the limits of this essay.
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All texts have their limitations. These may be of two
kinds: those given with the written tradition of a spe-
cific culture, and those related to the aims and sub-
ject matter of a particular genre or the interests of a
particular writer. In the case of medieval Arabic texts,
the references to peasant life and culture, for instance,
in no way reflect the economic and social signifi-
cance of the countryside. As far as kinds of texts are
concerned, works of fiqh, for instance, represent an es-
sentially normative approach to discussion of human
behavior, while writings on other religious systems,
whether polemical or not, tend to approach these
systems as phenomena isolated from their wider so-
cial context.

In order to correct the distortions present in Mus-
lim authors’ writings devoted to perceptions of non-
Muslims, it may be useful to turn to texts that hint at
the relations existing between Muslims and non-
Muslims in society, without showing any intention
to discuss matters of faith and belief. One such cate-
gory of texts are adab works, in which non-Muslims
occur simply because they are part of the society
reflected in the material these works contain. These
texts have their disadvantages, too. The references
to non-Muslims are incidental and do not allow a
clear or complete description of relations between
communities to emerge. Moreover, the information
dates from different periods, which fragments the
picture even further. These are not the only draw-

backs of adab texts, as will emerge from the follow-
ing discussion. What they offer, however, are some
isolated informal insights into how individuals ac-
tually behaved, or at least might have behaved, and
as such they contrast with the “official” statements
and generalizations purveyed in specialist writings.

The range of adab texts is large, and my acquain-
tance with them is limited. The choice of material I
will present here does not reflect an informed judg-
ment about which adab books yield most insights in
this connection; it is simply the result of reading
undertaken with other aims in mind.

One source that yields some very interesting
glimpses of interaction between Muslims and non-
Muslims is the Kitab al-aghani of Abu l-Faraj al-
Isfahani (d. 363/972).1 It is perhaps no accident that
Abu l-Faraj is a more or less exact contemporary of
al-Mas�udi, and they shared a number of traits. Both
were men of learning with wide interests and a criti-
cal spirit; both had a sense of the variety of human
experience; and both accorded particular importance
to history. But whereas al-Mas�udi explores the con-
nections between history and geography, drawing on
his own extensive travels,2 for Abu l-Faraj history is
linked to literature, Arabic literature.3 The Kitab al-
aghani, consequently, seldom moves out of the con-
fines of the Fertile Crescent, Iran and the Arabian
Peninsula, though it takes its reader well back into
pre-Islamic times. Another important difference be-
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tween the two authors is that unlike al-Mas�udi, Abu

l-Faraj was not interested in theological disputes for
their own sake. The controversies which are aired in
the Aghani have to do with musical schools4 and
poetic movements.5 (This is not to say that all bias is
absent from the presentation of characters in the
Aghani—on the contrary. But there is no discussion
in such cases.)6

Because of Abu l-Faraj’s lack of polemical spirit
and his sense of the infinite variety of human behav-
ior, he includes some unusual examples of interac-
tion between Muslims and non-Muslims. They are
subordinate to his main purpose, which is to provide
the correct texts and melodies of the best songs of
the Golden Age of classical Arabic music, together
with information about their authors and composers.7

A good example of the incidental nature of the in-
sights he provides comes in the article on the great
singer Ibrahim al-Mawsili (d. 188/804).8 As a boy,
Ibrahim had no formal musical education, but he
discovered in himself a natural gift for singing. After
spending some time in Rayy studying Persian and
Arabic music, he heard of a skilled musician in
Ubulla,9 Jawanuya, and set off to see what he could
learn from him. He later recalled their meeting:
“When I went to see Jawanuya, I did not find him at
home. So I waited until he came back. When he saw
me he felt nervous toward me (ihtashamani), for he
was a Zoroastrian. But I told him of my artistic ac-
tivity and the circumstances in which I had come to
see him. So he welcomed me.”10 What is notewor-
thy in the present connection is that Ibrahim reports
the shock his presence caused his host and his own
success in overcoming the strain caused by the dif-
ference in the two men’s religious affiliations. He
does not explain the reason for Jawanuya’s ihtisham,
unfortunately, although as the son of a converted Zo-
roastrian himself,11 he must have known what it was.
The modern reader can only speculate: Was it the re-
action of a member of a minority to someone of the
dominant community, or was it perhaps connected
with Zoroastrian prescriptions on purity and impurity?

That Ibrahim did not allow differences in religion
to affect his contacts with other musicians is movingly
illustrated in the account of how the flute-player
Barsuma mourned him. Barsuma, whom Ibrahim had
discovered in Kufa,12 had accompanied the master for
years. When Ibrahim died, Barsuma asked his son
Ishaq to accord him one day when he would carry
out all his wishes. On the appointed day Barsuma

arrived. In Ishaq’s account of what happened:

“Send for robes of honour,” Barsuma said. I did so,
including among them a brocade mantle. He put
them on as his outer garments and said: “Now let’s
go to the room where I used to meet your father.”
We both went there; I had perfumed it with fragrant
scents beforehand. When we reached the door he
threw himself down, writhing on the ground (tamar-
ragha fi l-turab), and wept. Then he got out his flute
and started to play a dirge on it, walking round the
room, kissing the places where Abu Ishaq used to
sit, crying and playing until he had relieved some
of his grief. Grasping his clothes he rent them, and
I began to calm him, weeping as I did so. It took him
some time to regain his composure, but then he
called for his own clothes and put them on, explain-
ing: “I only asked for robes of honour so that people
would not say Barsuma had torn his clothes in order
to be given better ones.” He went on: “Now let’s go to
your house. I’ve relieved my feelings as I wanted.”13

The name Barsuma is Christian,14 and the flute-
player, who came of humble stock in Kufa, had a
faulty pronunciation of Arabic.15 The evidence points
to him being a Christian of Aramean origin. But the
difference in confession pales into insignificance
beside the professional collaboration of a lifetime and
the gratitude and affection it engendered. And the
same sense that a professional tie overrides religious
differences, at least among singers, is conveyed by
the account of the invitation the three Hijazi (Mus-
lim) singers, Ibn Surayj, Ma�bad, and al-Gharid, is-
sued to the Kufan (Christian) Hunayn al-Hiri. “We
have a brother in Iraq,” it starts off.16 However apoc-
ryphal the story is,17 it reflects what its inventor
thought the three singers would have said.

Another, smaller book by Abu l-Faraj, the Kitab
adab al-ghuraba�, provides an example of disinter-
ested friendship between a Muslim and a Christian.
The title of this book plays on the different senses of
the word adab, for it includes examples of strangers’
literary work, generally poetry, but also indications
of how to contend with the predicament of being
alone in a strange land.18 In one khabar a Muslim
traveling through the Byzantine marches stops at a
pleasant walled city in the region of Kharshana.19 He
falls into conversation with one of the inhabitants, a
fluent Arabic speaker. This man had been friends
with a young, cultured Iraqi who had spent years in
the city. He finally fell ill and died and the Byzan-
tine, grieving, buried him in a domed tomb with his
face turned towards Mecca (�ala qiblat al-islam).20

Not all Abu l-Faraj’s akhbar where Muslims and
non-Muslims interact reflect this kind of interfaith
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understanding. On the contrary, religious differences
can have the most painful consequences. When al-
�Abbas ibn Mirdas sets off to join the Prophet, he
leaves a message telling his wife of his intention. She
packs up her tent and goes back to her own tribe, re-
proaching him in poetry for the political consequences
of his becoming a Muslim.21 Qays ibn Asim’s wife also
leaves him when he converts, though it is her family,
of the Banu Hanifa, who refuse to accept Islam and
force her to return to her tribe of origin. The Aghani

includes a moving passage where husband and wife
evoke their happy life together and lament the cir-
cumstances which have caused them to part.22 Even
if the passage has been worked up for its rhetorical
qualities (it serves as an example of balaghat al-
nisa�), and the incident may have been embroidered
to enhance Qays’s reputation23 or detract from the
Banu Hanifa’s standing, the situation of a conflict of
loyalties, in which individual feeling is subordinated
to allegiance to the group, rings true, as does the fact
that such a conflict could arise from a religious con-
version.24

But conversion to the beloved’s religion might
take place, too. The �Abbasid poet Dik al-Jinn al-
Himsi fell passionately in love with a Christian girl
from his native city and asked her to convert so that
they could marry. She complied, “because she knew
how great his desire for her was,” which implies that
conviction played at best a subordinate part.25 It may
be that the incident of the conversion is included to
give greater poignancy to the poet’s romance, which
ended tragically when, acting on false information,
he killed his wife for having been unfaithful to him.
But it could also imply that mixed marriages were
not considered acceptable by the early third/ninth
century.26

A rare reference to conversion from Islam to Chris-
tianity is to be found in the reports about al-Wabisi.
This man, a member of the aristocratic Meccan clan
of Banu Makhzum,27 found his way to Byzantine ter-
ritory under circumstances about which the sources
disagree. Either he fled to Byzantium when �Umar ibn
�Abd al-�Aziz, then governor of Mecca, inflicted the
prescribed punishment on him for wine-drinking,28 or
he fell in love with a beautiful Byzantine woman he
glimpsed while besieging a citadel and went over to
her side,29 or he was captured and ill-treated until he
agreed to convert.30 This last version continues with
him being discovered by an envoy from Damascus
sent to ransom prisoners of war; it was his singing of
an Arabic song that led the envoy to him.31 On being

offered the chance of a ransom if he had not abandoned
Islam, he admitted this was the case. The envoy re-
ported back to �Umar ibn �Abd al-�Aziz, now caliph,
how the conversation had gone.

“I beg you in God’s name, accept Islam.” “Shall I
accept Islam when I have these two children and I
have married a [Byzantine] woman who is their
mother? When I arrive in Medina people, when they
speak to me, will say: ‘Christian!’, and they will do
the same to my children and their mother. No, by
God, I shall not accept Islam.” “You were able to
recite the Qur�an. What do you still remember of it?”
“Nothing but this verse: ‘It may be that those who
disbelieve wish ardently that they were Muslims.’”
(S. 15, v. 2; Pickthall’s translation)

I went back to him and said: “You will not be
reproached because of this.” “But what about ven-
erating the Cross, drinking wine and eating pork?”
“Good heavens! Don’t you still recite: ‘. . . save him
who is forced thereto and whose heart is still con-
tent with the Faith . . .’ (S. 16, v.106). But al-Wabisi
repeated: “What about what I have done? He did not
agree to return with me.” On hearing this, �Umar
raised his hands with the words, “O God, let me not
die till you have delivered him into my power.”32

A shorter version of the encounter, which follows
the romantic explanation of al-Wabisi’s presence
among the Byzantines, has a Muslim soldier propose
the arrangement of a ransom after al-Wabisi had re-
cited the first of the two Qur�an verses. The renegade
simply reflected for a moment and then said: “Go
away, may God go with you.”33 These two versions
are obviously incompatible. But it is not inconceiv-
able that they both, in part at least, reflect actual hap-
penings involving different protagonists. The figure
of the prisoner-of-war who settles down in the coun-
try of his captors and builds a life there is credible.
Less so is the soldier who, under the impulse of a
coup de foudre, changes sides and marries his beau-
tiful beloved. But the brevity of the dialogue between
renegade and soldier and the indirect refusal of the
offer could reflect a historical exchange.

It is noteworthy that in the longer version al-
Wabisi used two arguments for not returning to his
original faith: the external signs of Christianity which
are incompatible with Islam and the social consider-
ation that his and his family’s position in Medina
would be impossible. These were arguments likely
to be understood, if not approved, by the envoy.
Whether al-Wabisi had other reasons for keeping to
Christianity is impossible to guess from this report,
itself worked over by Muslim scholars.
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Another famous case of Islam being abandoned
for Christianity concerns Jabala ibn al-Ayham, the
last Ghassanid ruler. He is said to have accepted
Islam, but on a formal visit to �Umar he clashed with
a Muslim of humble origins and, prevented from
avenging himself on an inferior in a way he consid-
ered appropriate, he decided to abandon Islam for the
less egalitarian Christianity. When Mu�awiya became
governor of Syria he tried to persuade Jabala to re-
turn to Islam, offering him land as an incentive, but
the negotiations came to nothing, according to one
version because of Jabala’s untimely death.34 These
akhbar are even more apocryphal than those about
al-Wabisi,35 but it is not inconceivable that they con-
tain a memory of a time, at the dawn of Islam, when
the punishment for apostasy was not yet automati-
cally execution, at least if the offender was suffi-
ciently important.

Some adab texts reflect the fact that religious dif-
ferences could exist within families without conver-
sion or separation ensuing. The mother of the famous
poet �Umar36 ibn Abi Rabi�a’s brother al-Harith was
an Abyssinian Christian. She kept it from her son that
she had not converted to Islam, but when she died
her women attendants prepared her for burial with a
cross round her neck. Her son sent away the Meccan
aristocrats who had come to attend the funeral and
allowed the Christian burial to go ahead.37 Hisham
ibn �Abd al-Malik’s governor of Iraq, Khalid al-
Qasri, was also the son of a Christian mother, a
woman from Byzantium.38 In the third/ninth and
fourth/tenth centuries accession to the vizirate was
open only to Muslims, but vizirs included some con-
verts. Among them was Sa�id ibn Makhlad,39 whose
brother �Abdun remained a Christian. �Abdun ben-
efited from his brother’s position, despite his own
limited capacities,40 but also shared in his disgrace.
After Sa�id’s death in prison, �Abdun was released
and spent the last 15 years of his life in a monastery.41

In the instances discussed so far, apart from the
last one, either the relation between Muslim and non-
Muslim forms only a detail in the presentation of the
principal character or the character himself is insig-
nificant. (Or, in Jabala’s case, an aura of legend hangs
over the events.) The life of the poet al-Akhtal,42 by
contrast, offers an example of a prominent personal-
ity at the Umayyad court who made no secret of his
Christianity, indeed even flaunted it. Here, however,
the sources betray a certain embarrassment. Before
they are discussed, it is worth recalling that al-
Akhtal, who was born around 20/640 and died in

about 92/710, spent the greater part of his life in a
state whose administration, in the former Byzantine
provinces, was still carried on in Greek, and where
his coreligionists predominated at court,43 and that
the Great Mosque of Damascus, that first visible sym-
bol in the capital of Islam’s self-confidence, was
completed only around the time he died. Another
piquant aspect of his character is that whereas his
drinking habits contrasted sharply with the sobriety
of the Umayyad court, they would have occasioned
no great surprise at the court of any of the caliphs
from Harun al-Rashid on.

A member of the Christian tribe of Banu Taghlib,
al-Akhtal first attracted the notice of Yazid ibn
Mu�awiya when he was looking for a poet to answer
�Abd al-Rahman ibn Hassan ibn Thabit, who had
attacked the Umayyads in his poetry.44 Yazid first
approached ibn Ju�ayl,45 but as a convert to Islam he
was loath to lampoon the Ansar and proposed his
younger fellow-tribesman, al-Akhtal, who had no
such hesitations. From then on al-Akhtal supported
the Umayyads through thick and thin, and they re-
warded him with official recognition. His poetry has
the same epic grandeur as that of the pre-Islamic
masters, in particular al-Nabigha, with whom he is
often compared; he and his younger contemporaries
Jarir and al-Farazdaq dominated the genres of eulogy
and satire in a period in which poetry still retained
an important political purpose.

The reports of al-Akhtal and his poetry mention
his religious affiliation in two contexts. First, he is
portrayed as ostentatiously wearing a cross, even in
the Caliph’s presence, drinking wine, and swearing
by Christian symbols or, even more provocatively,
by pre-Islamic divinities.46 His flamboyant behavior
when among Muslims is contrasted with his meek-
ness toward the members of his own religious hier-
archy when they force him to do penance for his far
from exemplary life.47 He uses the typically Chris-
tian term hanif for Muslims when trying to find out
what an unknown Muslim visitor wants to drink;48

this tactful inquiry strikes an unexpected note in view
of his generally overbearing behavior in public. He
seems to have been a loyal, if wayward, son of his
Church, resisting �Abd al-Malik’s offer, probably
made in jest, to shower wealth upon him if only he
would convert.49

Together with his behavior, al-Akhtal’s achieve-
ment in being a great poet and a Christian calls forth
comment in the sources. He himself is reported to
have said that any connoisseur of poetry, when he
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encounters a good line, is not going to worry about
whether its author was a Christian or a Muslim,50 and
the acceptance of his poetry side by side with that of
Jarir and al-Farazdaq bears this out. But among the
many exchanges which attempt to evaluate the trio’s
relative merits are several where his Christianity is
referred to. Jarir is said to have considered that al-
Akhtal’s unbelief (kufr) together with his age put him
at a certain disadvantage in their poetic contests;51

despite this, however, Jarir was afraid of him. �Umar
ibn �Abd al-�Aziz, when asked who was the better,
al-Akhtal or Jarir, judged that unbelief cramped al-
Akhtal’s style (dayyaqa �alayhi kufruhu l-qawl), yet
he had clearly outclassed his rival (balagha minhu
haythu ra�ayt).52 If the philologist Hammad al-Rawiya
(d. c. 155/771) felt kindly disposed toward Christian-
ity, it was thanks to al-Akhtal’s poetry.53

Apart from the speculation about the influence of
a poet’s convictions on his talent, another reason that
al-Akhtal’s Christianity aroused interest among critics
was because of literary-historical terminology. For
al-Akhtal is one of the leading “Islamic” poets. “Is-
lamic,” here, is a literary-historical designation; it is
preceded by “jahili,” pre-Islamic, and “mukhadram,”
spanning the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods,
and followed by “mukhadram al-dawlatayn,” span-
ning the late Umayyad and early ��Abbasid periods,
“muhdath,” modern and so on. Hence the statement
attributed to Abu �Ubayda (d. c. 204/819), shu�ara�

al-islam al-Akhtal wa-Jarir wa-l-Farazdaq (the Is-
lamic poets are al-Akhtal, Jarir, and al-Farazdaq),54

and the consecration of this status in Ibn Sallam al-
Jumahi’s (d. c. 232/847) Tabaqat fuhul al-shu�ara�,
where the first class of Islamic poets comprises al-
Farazdaq, Jarir, al-Akhtal and the make-weight al-
Ra�i. The paradox that lurks in all this is brought out
in an exchange reputed to have taken place between
�Abd al-Malik and al-Farazdaq. The caliph asked,
“Who is the most gifted poet in the Islamic period?”
The poet answered, “You don’t have to look further
than the Christian woman’s son when he composes
a panagyric.”55

The standing of the Christian al-Akhtal at the
Umayyad court and the freedom he allowed himself
in his lifestyle and poetry evidently puzzled the Iraqi
scholars of a later period in which the position of the
Christians was very different. This is echoed in the
comment made in the presence of the philologist Abu

�Amr ibn al-�Ala� (d. c. 154/771): “How extraordinary
al-Akhtal was! An infidel Christian lampooning Mus-
lims.”56 A figure like al-Akhtal was unthinkable sub-

sequently; already in the later Umayyad period a re-
fusal to abandon Christianity at the caliph’s behest
might bring down a savage punishment.57

Although Christians occupied an increasingly
subordinate status, Muslims for several centuries to
come showed interest in their buildings and customs.
Visiting churches is a pastime not merely attested to
by the professional traveler but also by Abu l-Faraj
in the Kitab adab al-ghuraba�. He notes a number
of incidents where Muslim wayfarers sought out
well-known churches to visit in the cities they were
passing through;58 frescoes or icons seem to have
been a particular attraction.59

The interest in ecclesiastical buildings gave rise
to a distinct genre, the kutub al-diyarat. Of the sev-
eral titles listed, including one by Abu l-Faraj,60 only
the Kitab al-diyarat of al-Shabushti (d. c. 390/999)
has survived. It throws considerable light on the
Muslim curiosity about churches and monasteries,
although lost works on the subject might well have
approached it in a different spirit.61 Al-Shabushti’s
book has been neatly, but somewhat inaccurately,
characterized as “not so much a work of church his-
tory, more a guide to night-life in Iraq and Egypt.”62

In fact al-Shabushti, who gives the impression of
writing from firsthand knowledge,63 combines in
each chapter of his book a short description of a mon-
astery and its surroundings with poetry which refers
to it and information about one or more personali-
ties who visited it. Although some of these celebri-
ties were poets, libertines, or buffoons, others held
important offices in the �Abbasid state; there is, for in-
stance, an extensive section on Tahir Dhu l-Yaminayn
and his descendants.64 A few sections, moreover, are
set in much earlier times, when the night-life had not
yet evolved. The use of the monasteries as pegs on
which to hang the poetry and anecdotes is somewhat
reminiscent of the function of the songs in the Aghani,
although the whole conception of the Diyarat is much
more modest. The fact that monasteries could fulfill
such a function is in itself interesting.

Al-Shabushti regularly notes the monastery’s lo-
cation, its size, and state of repair; when its particu-
lar feast days fell; when it was visited, and by whom.
It is obvious that part of a monastery’s attraction for
him lies in the garden, vineyards, and well-tended
land which surround it; it is a place of natural beauty,
with something of the paradisiac about it.65 But mon-
asteries could offer more than this. In the first place,
the vineyards were not for show but provided the
wine so necessary to many an �Abbasid poet’s men-
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tal and psychological health. In the second place, the
church services were attended by Christians of all
ages and both sexes.66 And third, the monasteries
attracted pleasure-lovers from both communities. The
cultured upper class of the �Abbasid empire found the
combination of beautiful natural surroundings, freely
available wine, and at least the prospect of amorous
adventures irresistible; this image of the monastery
as a pleasure garden might come to many Christians
as a surprise, but it is the one al-Shabushti propagates
in his book.67

How much contact was there between the Chris-
tian visitors to the monasteries and the Muslims? Al-
Shabushti notes that on feast days the Christians went
to celebrate the festival, the Muslims to walk about
and enjoy the surroundings ( fa-yu�ayyidu ha’ula�i
wa-yatanazzahu ha�ula�i).68 But some ceremonies
attracted members of both communities, for instance
the festival of Qubbat al-Shatiq at al-Hira, where the
Christians went in procession, priests and deacons
chanting and bearing incense-burners, with a crowd
of merry-making Muslims and idle pleasure-seekers
in their wake, until they reached the shrine. There
they celebrated the liturgy and received communion,
and baptisms were performed. Then they all returned
in the same fashion to the Shakura monastery. “It is
a nice sight,” he observes.69 Although he does not say
so, it may be assumed that the monasteries he men-
tions where healing miracles occurred or where there
were medicinal springs70 attracted people of all reli-
gious persuasions.71 And in Dayr al-Fiq, which con-
tained a stone on which Christ was reputed to have
sat, “everyone who entered the place” chipped off a
piece and took it home with him, as a means of ac-
quiring blessing.72

When evaluating al-Shabushti’s account of the
attitudes of the Muslims who attended Christian fes-
tivals, two points may be made. First, like other adab
writers, he shows no interest in popular forms of
Islam—precisely because they are associated with a
section of society marginal to his vision.73 Second,
some of the Muslims who attended these festivals
were descendants of Christians who had celebrated
them; if the Muslims were converts they may have
participated in the festivals before themselves. It is
possible that such Muslims may have retained some
Christian traditions, in particular those connected
with the veneration of saints and pilgrimages, typi-
cally areas of religious activity which escape the
control of the religious authorities.74 Al-Mas�udi, a
much more systematic and careful observer, notes

that in Egypt Christians and Muslims alike celebrated
Epiphany, both not only merrymaking but plunging
into the Nile, which they claimed had prophylactic
qualities.75 In other words, the distinction which al-
Shabushti carefully draws between the activities of
Christians and Muslims at monasteries reflects his
own practice and that of his circle, but it may not do
justice to the behavior of all the Muslim visitors.

Al-Shabushti also recounts meetings between in-
dividual Muslims and Christians at monasteries. These
are of two kinds. First, a Muslim, generally occupy-
ing a prominent position, might visit a monastery and
spend a few days there; the hospitality offered him
and his suite was at least partly in fulfillment of a
monastery’s traditional obligation to receive and en-
tertain travelers. As an example, al-Ma�mun, when on
his way to Syria, stopped at Dayr al-A�la near Mosul
for a few days around Palm Sunday. The caliph
watched the worshippers going into church and the
procession, and after the service young people came
over to him, holding freshly plucked branches of
basil in their hands and offering him various kinds of
drink. His own women attendants then came forward,
dressed in brocade, wearing gold crosses and carry-
ing palm and olive branches.76 Finally he summoned
his singing-girl to perform appropriate songs. The cor-
rect way for the notable to round off such a visit was
to give the monastery money.77

Al-Ma�mun evidently enjoyed the sight of the
Christian ceremonies (istahsanahu), as the text notes.
His visit has the formal character of that of a head of
state, however. A less formal occasion was when al-
Mu�tazz felt thirsty while out hunting. The prince al-
Fadl, who was accompanying him, suggested they
should visit a good friend of his, a monk in the nearby
Dayr Mar Mari, to which the caliph agreed. When
al-Fadl, al-Mu�tazz and his favorite Yunus ibn Bugha

arrived, the monk brought them cool water and of-
fered to prepare a meal. Taking al-Fadl aside, he
asked who his two companions were, and received
the answer: “Two young men from the army.” “No,
two husbands of houris who have escaped.” “That
isn’t part of your religion or what you believe in.”
“Oh yes it is, now!”

After they had eaten the food they were offered,
simple monastic fare but fresh and tasty, al-Mu�tazz
urged al-Fadl to ask his friend which of the two, al-
Mu�tazz or Yunus, he would like to keep with him.
“Both of them, and then some.”78 Al-Mu�tazz, much
amused, asked al-Fadl to repeat the question, but the
monk again neatly avoided it. Then their companions
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caught up with them, to the monk’s alarm, but al-
Mu�tazz reassured him, and they continued talking
for a while. When the visitors left, al-Mu�tazz offered
the monk a large sum of money, but he only accepted
it on condition they visit him again, bringing with
them whom they liked. They agreed on a day, and
the monk entertained them royally. Al-Mu�tazz took
such a liking to him that he visited him regularly after
that.79

These notables’ attitude to monks and monaster-
ies expresses an appreciation and a measure of re-
spect evidently unaffected by considerations of the
rightness or wrongness of Christianity.80 In the sec-
ond kind of meeting theological considerations also
play no part, but respect is hardly present either. Here
the monastery is essentially a pleasure garden, a set-
ting for amorous adventures. Such is the encounter
between Abu l-Fath Ahmad ibn Ibrahim and a beau-
tiful Christian girl in Dayr al-Tha�alib; the girl here
made the first advances, and the casual meeting led
to a liaison.81

Al-Mutawakkil’s visit to the monasteries near
Homs offers traits of both types of visit. The sight-
seeing and appreciation of the beauty of churches and
the young people in them was followed by a meet-
ing with one of the senior monks. The caliph asked
him about the people he had seen, and then a strik-
ingly beautiful girl walked by. In answer to the
caliph’s inquiry, the monk said she was his daugh-
ter.82 The caliph asked her to bring him water, and
she obeyed. Taken with her good manners as well as
her beauty, al-Mutawakkil asked her to spend the rest
of the day with them, and when it turned out she
could sing he was completely captivated. Finally, he
asked her to convert to Islam and then he married
her.83

In anecdotes like this the absence of any indica-
tion of the other side’s point of view makes itself felt
very keenly. What were the father’s emotions, as he
saw the caliph’s eye fall on his daughter and sensed
him fixing all his attention on her? When did he fore-
see what her fate would be? There is no reference to
the caliph’s power, but it is there in the background,
influencing the behavior of all the actors.84

For monks could react violently to attempts by
Muslims to lead astray their fellows. When the dis-
solute �Abbada was banished by al-Mutawakkil to
Mosul, he took to visiting Day al-Shayatin, where he
became infatuated with a young monk. He employed
all his wiles to seduce him and finally succeeded. The
enraged monks planned to throw the aggressor from

the top of the monastery into the valley below, but
he got wind of their plan and fled, never to return.85

One final insight which adab works offer into the
contacts between Muslims and non-Muslims has al-
ready been illustrated in the account of Mu�tazz’s
meeting al-Fadl’s friend the monk. This is the
friendly teasing which could occur among adherents
of different religions alluding to each other’s beliefs.
And the same lightheartedness could inspire a Mus-
lim poet in love with a Christian to sing the praises
of Christianity86 or suggest that the beloved could
cause a mass conversion from Islam to Christianity.87

�Abdallah ibn al-�Abbas al-Rabi�i, whose love for a
Christian girl he expressed in a number of poems,
complained in one of them that the meeting she had
promised had not taken place, and now Christmas,
Epiphany88 and Ascension had all passed. When this
poem was sung before al-Wathiq he exclaimed: “Stop
this man before he becomes a Christian!,” evidently
disconcerted by his familiarity with the Christian
calendar of feasts.89

The examples of social relations between Mus-
lims and non-Muslims I have mentioned range from
friendship and professional cooperation to separation
caused by a difference of religion. They include both
conversion and refusal to convert to Islam. They
show Muslims being present at Christian celebra-
tions—though not non-Muslims attending any Mus-
lim festivities.90 The tone varies from serious, even
ferocious, to light-hearted, and there are some mo-
ments of pathos. Although most of the incidents take
place in an urban, detribalized milieu, the bedouin
ethos is reflected in some of the older material.

But apart from variety, what can these adab texts
contribute to understanding of Muslim perceptions
of non-Muslims? First, their very limitations are in-
structive. Apart from their fragmentary nature, re-
ferred to at the beginning of this essay, they suffer
from concentration on limited sections of society,
essentially those to which the authors and audience
of adab literature belonged. They have evident dif-
ficulty in approaching situations which, because of
historical developments, differ significantly from
those familiar to �Abbasid literary circles, as the treat-
ment of al-Akhtal shows. And they rarely provide any
insight into how the non-Muslims felt.

It is noteworthy that the information I have pre-
sented chiefly concerns relations between Muslims
and Christians. As far as adherents of the pre-Islamic
cults of Arabia are concerned, the sources must be
treated with great caution. And in any case the Arab



220 Medieval Times

tribes soon adhered to Islam, at least officially. The
absence of Zoroastrians can be ascribed at least partly
to the fact that very few of the anecdotes which re-
flect informal social contacts are set in Iran; at best
there may be a reference to an attractive dihqana.91

As for the Jews, there are some scattered allusions
to them,92 but nothing to compare with the material
about Christians. Christians were, after all, far more
numerous; indeed, at the beginning of the �Abbasid
period they were still the majority in Syria and Iraq.93

They had institutions and customs which caught the
Muslim fancy, and their coreligionists in Byzantium
occupied a special place in the Muslim world view.94

But perhaps, in connection with adab texts and writers,
there is a simpler explanation: in the �Abbasid pe-
riod the Iraqi Christian communities provided many
clerks,95 and the Muslim adab writers were often civil
servants, too. Working side by side with Christians
and sharing the same literary culture, Muslims would
be more familiar with them and their way of life than
with those of the other religious communities.

To put things in perspective, it should be added
that even the anecdotes in which Christians appear
are a tiny proportion of belles-lettres texts. Arabic
literature after the Islamic conquests was the litera-
ture of the Arab ruling elite, and this elite felt closer
affinities to fellow96 Arab Muslims than to the non-
Muslim communities over which it ruled. By the time
non-Arabs began to participate in Arabic literary
culture, its predominantly Muslim character was es-
tablished. Even when drawing on a book as large and
various as the Aghani, one has to search carefully to
find much information on non-Muslims (apart from
semi-legendary pre-Islamic Arabs) and contacts be-
tween them and Muslims.

It must be admitted, however, that the non-Muslims
are not always identified as such in the texts. Apart
from the example of Barsuma, referred to previously,
whose typically Christian name gives him away,
there are other minor characters who must have been
non-Muslims, such as the wine-merchant Hunayn in
al-Hira, the regular supplier of the poet al-Uqayshir97

or a number of bearers of neutral names like Ya�qub,
Yahya or �Adi. But the difference in religion was not
considered significant enough to mention; at most the
indication of a profession or a tribal origin98 might
hint at the individual’s belonging to one of the non-
Muslim communities. And sometimes it is only the
behavior of a character in an incident which gives
him away, as in the anecdote told of Abu �Abbad,
which incidentally provides a vivid glimpse of the

frictions of civil service life in the time of al-Ma�mun.
One day Abu �Abbad, who was al-Ma�mun’s secre-
tary,99 got so annoyed with one of the clerks work-
ing under him that he threw an inkwell at him. This
drew blood, and Abu �Abbad, regretting his behavior,
said: “God, exalted be he, spoke truly indeed [when
he said] ‘And those who, when they are angry, go too
far (wa-lladhina idha ma ghadibu hum yatajawa-
zuna)’.” Al-Ma�mun came to hear of the matter and
took Abu �Abbad to task for not being able to re-
cite a verse from the Qur�an properly, even though
he occupied an important position in the state. There-
upon the secretary claimed to be able to recite at least
a thousand verses of any sura. Al-Ma�mun, laugh-
ing, asked which sura he was thinking of, and Abu

�Abbad replied: “Any sura you like.” Al-Ma�mun
laughed harder and asked him to recite from the sura
al-Kawthar. But he had him dismissed from his po-
sition;100 evidently anyone in such a responsible post
had to have a basic knowledge of the Qur�an. The
caliph’s leniency points to Abu �Abbad’s belonging
to the ahl al-dhimma, for a Muslim who displayed
such ignorance of the Revelation would have been a
social outcast.

When all the above shortcomings are admitted,
the fact remains that these adab texts present indi-
vidual reactions to the situation of religious plural-
ism existing in the Middle East between the rise of
Islam and the fourth/tenth century. Sometimes the
reader senses clearly in the non-Muslim’s behavior
the awareness that he belongs to a subordinate com-
munity; sometimes there are glimpses of situations
where Muslims and non-Muslims could laugh to-
gether about the religious differences that separated
them. It is the variety of these reactions, which the
adab authors have not sought to systematize, together
with the vividness of their literary presentation, which
gives the adab anecdotes a small, but not negligible,
place among the surviving evidence about social
intercourse between Muslims and non-Muslims as
Arab Muslim authors of the �Abbasid period per-
ceived it.

NOTES

1. On the author, see Encyclopaedia of Islam, new
ed. (Leiden: E. J. Brill). See also Encyclopedia Iranica.
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24 vols. (Cairo, 1927–1974).

2. See Ahmad Shboul, Al-Mas�udi and his World
(London, 1979), pp. 77–79.
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3. This can be explained in two ways. Much Ara-
bic poetry and prose, particularly older poetry and the
narratives of the ayyam al-�arab, are the product of
historical events, as the preface to the Aghani indicates
(Agh. I, pp. 1–2). At the same time, literature, especially
poetry, preserves history. There are several references
to the immortality of literary works in the Aghani itself
(for example, vol. 10, p. 304; vol. 14, pp. 92, 99). I
believe it is one of the fundamental ideas behind the
Aghani as Abu l-Faraj conceived it.

4. Notably the controversy between Ishaq ibn
Ibrahim al-Mawsili and Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi (Agh.
vol. 10, pp. 141–148), which is reflected in the biogra-
phies of other musicians too, such as Shariya (vol. 16,
p. 14).

5. In his introduction to the article on Ibn al-
Mu�tazz, Abu l-Faraj defends this poet’s badi� style
(Agh. vol. 10, pp. 274–276).

6. The treatment of Khalid al-Qasri is a case in
point; see Stefan Leder, Das Korpus al-Haitam ibn �Adi
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Texte der ahbar Literatur (Frankfurt/Main, 1991),
p. 170. Another form of bias can be observed in the sup-
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of the death of al-Husayn ibn �Ali, even though an elegy
on him is quoted (Agh. vol. 16, p. 142).

7. Agh. vol. 1, pp. 4–6.
8. See the Encyclopaedia of Islam, new ed. (Leiden:

E. J. Brill).
9. A port city of southern Iraq, whose site is now

occupied by the modern city of Basra.
10. Agh. vol. 5, p. 159.
11. Ibid., p. 154.
12. Ibid., p. 227.
13. Ibid., p. 255.
14. Cf. Georg Graf, Geschichte der christlichen

arabischen Literatur, 5 vols. (Vatican City, 1944–
1953), vol. 5, p. 23, which lists saints and clerics bear-
ing this name, transcribed however as Barsawma. For
the musician himself, see Eckhard Neubauer, Musiker
am Hof der frühen �Abbasiden (Frankfurt am Main,
1965), pp. 126, 175. Here, too, the name is transcribed
as Barsawma.

15. Agh. vol. 6, pp. 164–165.
16. Agh. vol. 2, p. 355.
17. According to this tradition, which goes back

to Hunayn’s grandson, Hunayn was one of the “four
great singers.” But other accounts name only Hijazis,
Ibn Surayj, Ibn Muhriz, Ma�bad, and either al-Gharid
or Malik, as the four masters. Henry George Farmer, A
History of Arabian music (repr. London, 1973), p. 80,
n. l.

18. Abu l-Faraj al-Isbahani, Kitab adab al-
ghuraba�, ed. Salah al-din al-Munajjid (Beirut, 1972).
For a discussion of the content, see my “The Kitab adab
al-ghuraba� of Abu l-Farag al-Isfahani” in Actes du 8me

Congrès de l’Union Européenne des Arabisants et
Islamisants (Aix-en-Provence, 1978), pp. 127–135.

19. Kharshana was the principal fortress of one of
the themes. See André Miquel, La géographie humaine
du monde musulman jusqu’au milieu du 11e siècle,
4 vols., vol. 2 (Paris, 1975), pp. 392, 398. Cf. Shboul,
Mas�udi, pp. 239, 241.

20. Ghuraba�, p. 43. Friendship as the remedy for
ghurba is one of the book’s main themes. It is interest-
ing that such a khabar should be encountered in a book
compiled during a time when the �Abbasid empire was
on the defensive and the Byzantines were recapturing
some of their lost provinces. Cf. Shboul, Mas�udi, p. 262.

21. Agh. vol. 14, pp. 304, 306–307. Al-�Abbas ibn
Mirdas was a tribal sayyid renowned for his bravery.
He died in �Uthman’s caliphate. See Fuat Sezgin,
Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums (= GAS).
Vol. 2: Poesie (Leiden, 1975), pp. 242–243.

22. Agh. vol. 14, p. 86. Qays ibn �Asim was a chief
of one of the subtribes of the Banu Tamim; he is said
to have died in 47/667.

23. Agh., vol. 14, p. 86.
24. A similar conflict between personal inclina-

tion and the laws of tribal social organization is to be
found in the article on �Urwa ibn al-Ward (Agh. vol. 3,
pp. 76–77). Here, however, religion plays no part. What
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Publications on “Jesus in the Qur�an” or “Jesus in
Islam” are numerous. Many of the authors are Chris-
tian theologians, if not missionaries,1 some of them
personally concerned by the contradictions between
the Qur�an and the Bible or in search of a common
ground of dialogue. Two studies that deserve men-
tioning are by Roger Arnaldez (1988) and Neal
Robinson (1990). In another important study focused
on seven key verses, Jane Dammen McAuliffe ana-
lyzed the Qur�anic exegesis with regard to the depic-
tion of Christians (1991).2 In general, these studies
are exclusively based on the classical authoritative
sources in Arabic language—that is, the Qur�an and
tafsir and hadith literature.

Little interest has been paid to the image of Jesus
(and Christianity) among Muslims in our days. Olaf
Schumann, likewise a Christian theologian, has sub-
mitted a most interesting investigation3 discussing
the writings of some twentieth-century Muslim au-
thors besides the classical texts. Coming to Rashid
Rida and Tabataba�i, McAuliffe equally treats two
representatives of the twentieth century in her pre-
viously mentioned analysis which covers ten cen-
turies of tafsir. In 1986, Khoury and Hagemann pub-
lished a book on modern Muslim authors’ writings on
Christianity with the underlying motive of detecting
possible points of reference for Christian-Muslim dia-
logue. Similar studies were made by Hugh Goddard
(1996) and Kate Zebiri (1997).4 Again, these studies

concentrate mainly on Arabic texts, whereas little re-
search has been conducted on Persian sources deal-
ing with other religions,5 let alone contemporary
Persian publications. This essay may be considered
a modest attempt to fill in this gap.

If we look for contemporary Persian texts on non-
Muslim religions we will first come across publica-
tions on Christianity and, to a lesser extent, on Juda-
ism. Some specialists publish on Hinduism, like
Daryush Shayegan, the well-known disciple and
friend of Henry Corbin; a few studies on Buddhism
can also be cited.6 A number of authors deal with
several religions, including Islam—under the title of
the so-called great World Religions,7 the Semitic
religions,8 or the ahl al-kitab-religions, including
Zoroastrism.9

Western Christianity

It does not surprise us that the main interest is none-
theless paid to Christianity. On the one hand, since
the last two centuries, the impact on Persian economy
and politics by Westerners who are Christians by
definition is most important. On the other hand, in
terms of religion, the Christians are viewed as the
major rival, mainly because of their missionary ex-
pansionism: “In our days only two heavenly religions
exist (i.e., Islam and Christianity), one of which is
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abrogated (i.e., Christianity). They clash notably in
Asia and Africa.”10

Due to Western colonialist and missionary activi-
ties Christianity is thus identified with the Occident.
In fact, apart from a few books on Armenians and
Assyrians as indigenous religious minorities,11 Persian
publications on Christianity discuss mainly its devel-
opment in the West while they contain only brief re-
marks about the existence of Eastern churches.

The manifold activities deployed by occidental
missionaries through educational and medical assis-
tance in schools, hospitals, summer camps, youth
clubs, and bookstores and through the modern mass
media did not prosper without provoking the deep
concern and the protest of the religious class. The
more the Christian mission was organized, the more
it appeared to them like an evergrowing network of
conspiration:

Alarm bells: Our religion and our independence are
threatened. Do you know that the project of chris-
tianizing Iran was already hatched by Knox d’Arcy
at the time of Nasiruddin Shah? Are you informed
about the attacks launched by the American Dr. John
Elder, member of the American Mission in Iran,
who has published several books? Are you informed
about the Christian propaganda in schools and hos-
pitals? Do you know that Mister Christopher King(?)
of the World Council of Churches came to Iran and
contacted . . . the Head of the Iranian Council of
Churches . . . ? Do you know that recently the rumour
runs that a radio canal diffusing Christian propaganda
has been uncovered in Teheran? Do you know that a
widely read Iranian Newspaper has raised the impor-
tance of Christians in Iran by giving an exaggerated
number—1 million instead of 200,000—and believes
that one Iranian out of twenty is a Christian?12

The missionaries were viewed as the servants of
colonialism and the message they brought was under-
stood as an attempt to dissimulate the real motives
of the foreign invaders. This correlation is voiced by
a contemporary Iranian poet:

Lined up as beggars
We reaped with the sickle of each crescent
Multiple harvests of poverty and hunger
In the miracle fields of this uncrucified Jesus.
O messiah of plunder, of hate!
O artificial messiah!
Where is the rain to wash off your face
The false images, the shadows of deceit.13

Besides the English, American, German, French,
and Swiss missionaries, the Christian presence was

embodied by diplomats, businessmen, and, later on,
by the engineers and experts from Europe and the
United States. Following them came the culture of
the consumer society: films, Coca Cola and hot
dogs—yielding alienation for the elder Iranian gen-
eration and seduction for the Iranian youth.14

Thus, circumstances were such as to provoke
rather defensive refutations of the Christian message
than scholarly study.15 In fact, Shi�i clergy circles
tried from the 1960s onward to train some sort of
Muslim missionaries. At the same time, efforts were
made to provide their coreligionists and notably the
Muslim youth with fundamental knowledge of the
“enemy’s” religion and ideology, in order to immu-
nize them from Christian propaganda.16 For this
purpose, the Dar al-tabligh-i islami founded by
Ayatullah Shari�atmadari in the holy city of Qom
published a series of anti-Christian tracts, as well as
monographs on Christianity and Islam.17 Such pub-
lications were partially the result of discussion circles
on non-Islamic religions and ideologies which were
newly introduced in the traditional curriculum in
order to match the challenge of Christian and West-
ern indoctrination.18 In many cases, the publications
of the Muslim side can be regarded as an immediate
reaction to Christian missionary publications.19 As a
matter of fact, the spreading of Christian literature
was fairly advanced in comparison to other regions
of the Middle East since it had shown itself to be
the most effective instrument of mission among
Persians.20

Types of Texts; Bible and Beliefs

Here I will sketch a brief survey of the main subjects
of modern Persian Muslim writings on Christianity
by giving special notice to new features not to be
found in the “classical” heresiography (milal wa
nihal). Then I will discuss some original approaches
as distinguished from the rather stereotyped polemi-
cal accounts and commonplaces offered by many
authors.21

My remarks are based on a collection of some 40
printed texts dealing as a whole or in a special chap-
ter with Christianity. They were gathered from bib-
liographies and from references found in some of the
texts themselves. Admittedly, I was largely depen-
dent on the indications given by the titles, so that
some equally relevant texts may have gone unno-
ticed. Moreover, I did not include the whole of avail-
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able polemical literature. Given its uniformity I have
rather singled out some polemics referred to by more
descriptive texts. I presume that they represent
widely read samples of this category.22 Most texts
were published in the 1960s and 1980s. The respec-
tive number of copies range from 1,500 to 20,000,
sometimes with several editions. Within this collec-
tion, several authors are repeatedly referred to by
others. Hence, we may conclude that their writings
became a sort of standard work or at least were read
in circles concerned by the treated issues. Among the
authors are holders of traditional titles of religious
learning, as well as doctors and university professors,
including some well-known personalities of public
life (ambassadors, ministers), like Mahdi Bazargan,
�Ali Asghar Hikmat, and Muhammad Javad Bahunar.
Within limits, this material may therefore be regarded
as a representative selection.

We may distinguish three types of texts:

1. Mere refutations of Christianity or Judaism—often
recognizable from the very titles, for example,
“Two religions, a religion of backwardness and
imperialism [i.e., Christianity] and another religion
in favor of the people and nations [i.e., Islam].”23

2. Critical accounts of other religions, intended to
furnish comparative knowledge which shall (ac-
cording to the authors’ expressed intention) fi-
nally lead the reader to a deliberate choice of
Islam as the best religion.24

3. Descriptive texts which claim to rely exclusively
on the sources of the respective religion and to
refrain deliberately from rendering the Islamic
point of view.

Certainly, these are ideal types. In fact, a polemical
undertone may occasionally be noticed in descriptive
texts, whereas even refutations contain descriptive
passages. In all types, Qur�anic verses, as well as
verses from the Bible, are quoted. Moreover, all au-
thors refer in some measure to Western sources.
Among the latter we can distinguish some favorites
which are repeatedly cited. The reasons for such a
predilection are not always obvious: one factor may
be that the quoted Western author sketches Islam or
Iran in a positive light,25 or that he takes a critical
attitude toward Christianity;26 another factor may
simply be a book’s handiness,27 or its already exist-
ing Arabic28 or Persian29 translation. Obviously, some
five or six manuals of history of religions translated
from English and French are in current usage.

The polemic authors are eager to quote from
“Christian” sources, that is, rather from enlightened

critics of the Church—Voltaire, Victor Hugo, Bertrand
Russell, and the like—who are supposed to corrobo-
rate their arguments, whereas descriptive texts occa-
sionally refer to Islamic sources (milal wa nihal-
works, tafsir, etc.). Obviously, these sources dating
from the Middle Ages are supposed to provide valu-
able information even in our day.30 Some authors
insist on the high scholarly standard of medieval
Muslim heresiography in contrast to contemporary
Christian contributions.31

As far as the reliability of Christian sources is
concerned, the polemics maintain the tahrif-thesis.
Some more descriptive texts allude to it without using
the term itself. Some authors declare that they will
rely on Jewish or Christian sources in spite of their
admittedly distorted or incomplete character. Thus,
they both stick to the demands of modern scientific
description and maintain the conventional Muslim
standpoint.

The polemical authors add that, according to
Christians, the present-day Bible is a dictation, liter-
ally revealed by God, whereas many Bible passages
make a mockery of this belief.32 Allusion is made to
anthropomorphic features of Yahweh as in the story
of his wrestling with Jacob and to accounts compro-
mising the purity (tanzih) of the prophets, like David
violating Uriah’s wife. As a further proof against its
heavenly origin, our authors mention the heteroge-
nous composition of the Old Testament by the hand
of numerous authors which was extended over cen-
turies. Regarding the Gospels, they hint at the con-
siderable space of time between Jesus’ death and the
record of his sayings as opposed to the immediate,
uncorrupted record of the Qur�anic revelation.

In many texts, Christian doctrines and beliefs are
not only declared to be corrupt but also their original-
ity is denied by tracing them back to foreign (pagan)
sources. The authors mention Egyptian, Babylonian,
Buddhist, and Zoroastrian influences.33 Here we rec-
ognize some sort of counterattack, given that one of
the missionaries’ tactics was precisely to unveil the
Arab, Jewish, and Christian sources of Islam! In order
to spoil Islam in Persian eyes, they even tried to de-
pict Islam as an Arab shackle,34 a psychologically
clever argument meant to stir up the inherent Persian
aversion to the Arabs.35

As to the subjects treated, all three types discuss
the Christian doctrine of the Trinity and the diverse
Christian sects with their respective doctrine on the
nature of Christ at the sample of the “classical” milal
wa nihal—literature. Polemic authors make ironical
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remarks about the missionaries’ futile endeavor to
present the Trinity in an intelligible manner to their
Muslim interlocutors—by drawing for instance a tri-
angle on a sheet of paper. Tawhid is explicitly or
implicitly viewed as the peak of religious evolution.
“The majority of the Christians who consider Jesus
as Son of God prevent the original creed from reach-
ing the rank of perfect tawhid.”36 Our authors confirm
the Islamic concept of the “seal of the prophets”—that
is, of Islam as the peak of revealed religions—by
making use of a Western model of evolution in vogue
at the beginning of the century, according to which
religion has developed from polytheism to henothe-
ism before reaching the final stage of monotheism.37

Crucifixion; Redemption

In general, Muslim authors deny the crucifixion of
Jesus.38 The main controversial issue between Chris-
tians and Muslims besides the doctrine of the Trin-
ity, that is, the crucifixion, reveals an interesting at-
titude shared by several authors. The polemical ones,
of course, deny the crucifixion by pointing at the
respective Qur�anic utterance and the different ver-
sions developed in its tafsir about who may have
been the substitute crucified in Jesus’ place. How-
ever, in a considerable number of texts the Christian
and the Qur�anic account are both rendered consecu-
tively, while the authors do not enter into discussions
about their value nor offer any synthesis.39 I suggest
that as a result of the Christian missionary efforts
comprising Bible translations and the publication of
commentaries and other kinds of religious literature,
the biblical account has acquired a parallel status in
the consciousness of cultivated Muslims besides the
inherited knowledge of the Qur�anic tradition.

Khoury and Hagemann have diagnosed the inca-
pacity of Muslim authors to distinguish between his-
tory and its theological interpretation. So, if they want
to reject the theological interpretation they first start
by rejecting the historical fact.40 An exception to this
rule is the Persian author Jalal ud-din Ashtiyani.41 In
his book on Christianity he admits—at least as a
hypothesis—that the crucifixion of Jesus has taken
place. For him, accepting this thesis leads to suppose
that Jesus rose up against the Roman Empire. Yet,
in the next paragraph, Ashtiyani insists on the van-
ity of its interpretation in terms of a divine sacrifice:
“As to the story of . . . the crucified god, this is a

primitive myth devoid of any value.”42 Thus, this
author does distinguish between the two levels of
history on the one side and the theological interpre-
tation on the other side.

The doctrine of redemption is closely linked with
the subject of crucifixion. The polemics hold that this
belief weakens the sense of responsibility and there-
fore represents a serious social danger,43 whereas the
more descriptive texts just mention it without com-
ment. According to the Christian missionaries, this
very doctrine may serve as a starting point in dialogue
with Shi�ite Muslims, given the affinity of Shi�ite
creed about the cathartic effect of the martyrdom of
Imam Husain to the Christian doctrine of redemp-
tion.44 However, it is precisely this approximation
which turns out to be explicitly rejected by one of
our Muslim authors: “[The fathers of the Church]
presented the crucifixion of Jesus as the redemption
for the sins of his followers. . . . Similar ideas are
sometimes to be found among certain Muslims re-
garding the sacrifice of religious leaders. They yield
nothing but a lack of firmness and the denial of
responsibility.”45

The idea of the original sin, which entails the need
for redemption, is of course equally rejected, because
according to the Islamic sources, Adam showed re-
pentance and God forgave him. Moreover, the Qur�an
clearly states that nobody can take the burden of
somebody else’s deeds.46

Jesus; The Eucharist

Let us see now how Jesus is portrayed in the Persian
texts studied. The classical Islamic tradition stresses
ascetism and miracle working as the essential char-
acteristics of �Isa. Yet, only one of the Persian texts
refers explicitly to such a classical source, namely the
Nahj ul-balagha.47 In general, the first characteris-
tic—that is, Jesus’ ascetism—is modified insofar as
many authors emphasize his sociability and his par-
ticipation in festivities as opposed to the retired as-
cetic life of John the Baptist. Nevertheless, almost
all the authors underline Jesus’ community with the
poor and the oppressed (mazlumin) of society. To my
mind, this modification can be interpreted as a result
of the more intimate acquaintance with Christian lit-
erature, notably the Gospels.

As to the second outstanding feature—that is,
Jesus’ capacity to perform miracles—several authors
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explain it as a psychological phenomenon. People
were healed because of their belief in His healing
force, and the daughter of Jairus was not dead but had
a hysterical attack. This kind of interpretation joins
a trend in Christian theology and Bible research
which tries to find natural explanations to miracles
in order to reconcile them with modern science. Yet,
this interpretation is opposed to the Qur�anic view
which presents the miracles as worked by divine
grace48 and is also opposed to the Islamic classical
theory which attributes the mu�jizat as confirmative
signs to the prophets of God.

Concerning the self-consciousness of Jesus, sev-
eral authors hint at an alleged development which
finally led him to consider himself as the promised
Messiah. As one of the decisive factors which influ-
enced this evolution, they mention the latent expec-
tation of the Messiah among the Jews. This kind of
psychological approach is clearly opposed to the
Qur�anic account, according to which Jesus an-
nounced his heavenly mission already in his cradle.
Some authors even declare that Jesus called him-
self Son of God, thereby upsetting the Qur�anic
theology which attributes the origin of this title to the
unbelievers.49 Furthermore, one author holds that
Jesus never claimed to be a prophet but that this title
was attributed to him by the masses. In this respect,
the author compares Jesus to Zoroaster who equally
never claimed prophecy.50 Once more, this view is
openly opposed to the clear word of the Qur�an.51

As stated by Guy Monnot,52 the classical heresi-
ographers do not seem to be interested in the ob-
servable aspects of Christianity—that is, the rituals,
particularly the mass. They rather concentrate on doc-
trinal questions. According to Khoury and Hage-
mann, the same is true for modern Arab authors who
hardly mention the Eucharist.53 By way of contrast,
some of our Persian texts describe a Christian mass,
or at least mention the transubstantiation of bread and
wine into the body and blood of Christ and the Com-
munion. They acknowledge the transubstantiation as
the “most effective act” according to Christian be-
lief and the Communion as a commemoration of the
Last Supper. In general, the Eucharist is mentioned
within the context of the Christian sacraments which
are correctly enumerated and briefly explained. The
attention given to rituals may partially be due to the
fact that Western research has revealed their pagan
origin and thereby furnishes another argument
against the authenticity of non-Muslim religions.

Other Issues under Discussion

Generally speaking, we notice a tendency to delineate
the everyday aspects, the historical development, and
the social “reality” or practice of (the Christian) reli-
gion besides the doctrines. As far as the practice of
faith and religious prescriptions are concerned, the
authors stress approvingly the absence of complicated
rituals and laws in Christianity as opposed to pagan
cults or to the Jewish religion. One author even com-
pares the simplicity of Christian ritual prescriptions to
the painstaking Shi�ite rituals of purification.54 How-
ever, according to some polemic authors, Christians
do not stick even to the few laws of their religion.55

According to the more polemic texts, the lack of
complicated rituals and the overly spiritual orienta-
tion of the Christian teachings represents a serious
disadvantage insofar as it means a lack of orientation
in worldly affairs and for the guidance of society.
Thus, Christianity allows worldly ideologies to fill
in this gap. By way of contrast, Islam provides an all-
embracing program for the solution of the diverse
spiritual, as well as social and economic, problems
and needs.56

The object of this discussion is of course secu-
larism as applied and promoted in Western coun-
tries and praised as a model of social progress by
the Western-oriented Pahlevi government. Accord-
ing to most authors who tackle this issue, the divi-
sion of religious and political affairs is an artificial
one. Its application leads to a division of society,
and if the West has tried to export it, it is for the
very purpose of destroying the national unity of the
Muslim countries.57

Another main issue concerns the relationship be-
tween religion and science. Many texts start with
some preliminary reflections on the role and the
value of religion as such in order to prove its un-
abrogated validity and its important contribution to
the issues of the modern age. In support of their
arguments, they quote Western scientists like Albert
Einstein and Max Planck who advocate the value
of and the need for religion. Finally they portray
Islam as the only religion up to the challenge of
science. Yet exactly the same claim was supported
by the Christian missionaries regarding Christian-
ity.58 It is vehemently rejected by pointing to the
inherent contradictions and superstitions of Chris-
tianity which disqualify it for the competition in the
age of science and reason.
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The Persian authors we studied obviously react
against the reproach that Islam stimulates fatalism
and medieval backwardness as opposed to the activ-
ity, progress, and science prospering in the Christian
world. Several texts of this collection deal with the
relationship between the Church and science; some
even dedicate a special chapter to this topic. The
cases of Galileo Galilei and Michel Servet are men-
tioned by many authors in order to demonstrate the
backwardness and violent opposition to science shown
by the Church. The polemics immediately add that
Islam by way of contrast is open to and congruent
with science and progress. It is a “scientific reli-
gion.”59 These arguments are of course addressed not
only to the Christian opponents but also to Western
atheist ideologies which deny the consistency of re-
ligion and science in general.

Another issue—that is, religious tolerance and
violence or pressure in the name of religion—is un-
doubtedly touched upon as a reaction against the
Western commonplace of the so-called Sword of
Islam.60 In this respect, several texts emphasize that
Christians have tried to spread Christianity by force
and have oppressed non-Christians, whereas under
Muslim rule non-Muslims lived in security and peace.
The authors insist on the fact that this practice is the
very opposite of the theory of Christian ethics. While
Jesus had preached love and peace, Christians got
involved in wars and oppression and thereby violated
their own religion (mazlum sakhtand).61

History is often seen as a gradual distortion of the
original religious teaching. In particular, authors al-
lude to the abuses of clerical power (indulgence let-
ters!), the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition, and
colonialism as opposed to the original teaching and
practice of Jesus and to the truthfulness of the first
Christians who endured persecution for the sake of
their belief.62 The hint at the firmness of the first
Christians facing their cruel persecution occurs in
several texts. For Shi�ites, it presumably evokes the
destiny of their own community which is considered
to be mazlum (wronged) throughout history.

In the context of the sacrament of confession,
most authors deal with the movement of Reforma-
tion and Protestantism, introduced as a reaction
against the abuses of this sacrament. However, as far
as more recent evolutions are concerned, only one
author mentions the ecumenical movement of the last
decades.63 In any case, Protestantism is viewed in a
more positive light than Catholicism. According to
some authors, many of its rectifications and simpli-

fications converge with the intentions of the Qur�an
and Islam. Nevertheless, as M. Bazargan puts it, the
Protestant movement did not reach its ends and did
not succeed in abolishing all superstitious and poly-
theistic features.64

Some Specific Studies

Coming to the end of our survey let us now turn to
some examples of rather exceptional accounts.

Mahmud Ramyar

The first text we would like to present is a book on
Israelite and Christian prophecy by Mahmud
Ramyar.65 The author was dean of the faculty of di-
vinity at the University of Mashad. Born in 1922
(1301 H.S.) in Mashad, he studied Islamic Sciences
at the Sipahsalar College in Teheran. He then pur-
sued his studies in philosophy and law at Teheran
University. Later on he became professor and dean
of the faculty of divinity in Mashad. From 1974 to
1977 (1353–1356), he studied at Edinburgh Univer-
sity with Montgomery Watt where he obtained a Ph.D.
degree. At the same time, he collaborated with the
School of Oriental and African Studies in London.
He knew French, English, and Arabic. His main re-
search area was Qur�anic studies—he also translated
the introduction to the Qur�an by Régis Blachère. In
1973 (1352)—thus before his stay in England—he
published his study about the Israelite and Christian
prophecy. He died in 1363/1984.

Though the author holds that the existing four
Gospels are not identical with the Gospel of Jesus
which circulated in the first years of Christianity, he
admits that they must contain some truth, though not
the entire truth. Like many other Muslim authors,
Ramyar points to the divergences between the Gos-
pels, while admitting that nonetheless much congru-
ence can be detected. He then goes on to describe the
Christian conception of revelation:

It means that revelation (wahy) is not a literal dic-
tation, but the meaning (ma�ani) settles on the in-
tellect and the soul and with God’s help, the right
words are chosen. . . . Both the Old and the New
Testament have an outer and an inner side, a real
and a figurative sense . . . and each word has a se-
cret and a spirit.66 Thus, the Christian revelation has
a particular meaning difficult to grasp for us Mus-
lims. It links the human and the divine element
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together. The written word in the Gospel is a hint
(ramz) to the Divine Word. Christians believe that
the revelation of the Holy Spirit prohibits by no
means the receivers from making use of possible
human resources, and consequently the responsi-
bility of ijtihad (individual effort) is assigned to the
writer.67

Even though in other respects, Ramyar is hold-
ing a rather apologetic position and occasionally does
not avoid a polemic undertone, his description of
the Christian concept of revelation demonstrates, to
our mind, a noteworthy effort of comprehension and
imparting.

Kamal ud-din Bakhtavar

From his chapter on Islam we conclude that our sec-
ond author, Kamal ud-din Bakhtavar, belongs to the
Shi�i Shaykhi sect. Apart from his volume on semitic
religions, he has published several other books on
religion, ideology, and modern science.68

What strikes us first is his affirmation that heav-
enly laws, much like human-made ones, get para-
lyzed, sterile, and ineffective in the course of time.
He goes on stating that the only difference between
the two is that in the case of heavenly laws the dis-
tance between the foundation and the application is
longer and that they are able to regulate the relation-
ship between individuals of a society for a longer time
than their human-made counterparts. As causes for the
deficiency of religions, Bakhtavar cites (1) their inad-
equacy to the circumstances and sometimes (2) their
lack of a law for the guidance of society. At the end
of this chapter, Bakhtavar unequivocally declares
that the Scriptures and religious teachings are of
human origin:

Even if in ancient times the legends of the Torah and
the Qur�an were regarded as the most logical expla-
nation . . . , in our days . . . the creation of mankind
can no longer be based on such childish suggestions.
The inadequate philosophy of a religion can some-
times be unable to interpret creation in a reasonable
and logical manner. This so happens because what
is written in a human book cannot keep abreast of
the enlargement of human thought and progress of
knowledge. It is therefore necessary for religion to
change in different historical periods and to explain
the problems of mankind corresponding to current
scientific standards. Otherwise the gap between sci-
ence and religion will deepen and the imbalance
between scientific laws and human teachings will
undermine the roots of religious creed.69

However, this conclusion represents an unsolved
contradiction to the author’s previously mentioned
thesis—that is, the gradual difference between heav-
enly laws and human-made ones.

In his account of Christianity, the same author
holds some outstanding positions. Thus, he is the
only one to attribute a positive value to the separa-
tion of religion and state as a characteristic feature
of Christianity.70 As he puts it, Christianity has de-
livered laws from the shackle of religion so as to
enable men to act according to the requirements of
time and circumstances. However, in his introduc-
tion, it seems like an allusion to Christianity when
he quotes the lack of laws for the guidance of soci-
ety as one of the possible shortcomings of religions.

Moreover, he undertakes a refutation of the Gos-
pel of Barnabas, often referred to as equally or even
more authentic than the four canonical Gospels by
contemporary Muslim authors. In accordance with
Western research, he mentions several anachronis-
tic data which suggest its more recent compilation.
In addition, he points out the fact that this Gospel
even contains contradictions to the Qur�anic verses.
As an example, he quotes the announcement of
Muhammad by Yahya according to the Gospel of
Barnabas, whereas the Qur�an clearly says that the
latter announced the coming of Jesus.

Furthermore, Bakhtavar extensively rejects the
idea of tahrif (textual corruption), concerning both
the Old and the New Testament. In this respect, he
first points out the deep reverence for these Scriptures
among Jews and Christians. As a consequence, he
argues, they ought to have taken great care in trans-
mission. It seems unthinkable that the Jews and the
Christians, particularly since they suffered so much
to preserve their religions, may have proceeded to
manipulate their holy Scriptures. As to the Torah, he
holds that Muhammad himself did not consider it
to be falsified: “Maybe it will be objected, that
Muhammad alluded to the book which has been burnt
by the time of Nebucadnezar, but fortunately some
Qur�anic verses state that the very same book owned
by the Jews of his lifetime is authentic and reliable
(5:42).”71 He then hints at the similarities between the
Torah and the Qur�an as further proof of the former’s
authenticity. The very existence of scandalizing ac-
counts on behalf of the prophets in the Torah—David
violating Uriah’s wife, the wrestling of Jacob with
God, Lot drinking wine and sleeping with his daugh-
ters—is another proof that no manipulations have
taken place since they certainly would have been
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omitted in a manipulated text. Let us remember that
most authors who point out these passages come
to the opposite conclusion: that is, these passages
must be the result of manipulations and deliberate
distortions.

Saying that such evidence cannot be drawn from
the Bible, Bakhtavar equally corrects an old error
which goes back to the Qur�an—namely, that the
Jews worship Ezra (�Uzair) as Son of God.72

One main argument held by the advocates of the
tahrif-thesis—that is, the omission of Muhammad’s
name in both the Torah and the Gospel (based on S. 2:
154)—is also rejected. As to the Gospel, Bakhtavar
argues that given the oral character of Jesus’ teach-
ings, this mention may have fallen into oblivion. To
uphold his thesis, he quotes St. John 21: 25, where
the Evangelist concludes his record saying that Jesus
did many other things which he has not reported.
Given the severe admonition against any distortion
of the Scripture in the Revelation of St. John 22:
18–19 it seems impossible that tahrif may have oc-
curred. The fact that the numerous manuscripts of the
Scripture show no divergences is to be considered as
further corroboration of their authenticity.

Another important argument for the authenticity
of the texts according to Bakhtavar is the fulfillment
of Jesus’ prophecies like the decline of Rome and the
destruction of the Temple. Eventually, the revelation
of St. John does announce the coming of the Prophet
of Islam, namely the Paraclete. By this argument
Bakhtavar is rejoining the common Muslim line of
interpretation.

As far as the critical question of the crucifixion
is concerned, Bakhtavar is the only one among our
authors to suggest some kind of synthesis between
the Christian and the Muslim point of view. Accord-
ing to him Jesus was only crucified physically
whereas his soul (ruh) ascended to heaven: “And
maybe the meaning of the Qur�anic verse ‘They did
not slay him, neither crucified him, only a likeness
of that was shown to them’ (4: 157) is that people
thought they had killed Jesus, whereas his soul (ruh)
and the truth manifested in his body were not cruci-
fied . . . but this spiritual truth shall last forever.”73

Bakhtavar’s commentary on St. Paul sets him
likewise apart from the majority of Muslim authors.
To them, Paul is the second founder of Christianity
or the inventor of Christianity in its present-day form,
an argument which leads them to extensive commen-
taries on the additions or deformations brought to the
original teaching of Jesus. Yet, Bakhtavar only men-

tions the several journeys of Paul and his discussions
with the idolatrists as noteworthy activities.

Hence it is not easy to determine our author’s
position. On the one hand, he goes so far as to sug-
gest the human origin of the Scriptures—including
the Qur�an—and thus takes position in open contrast
with Muslim doctrine. However, on the other hand,
he is joining the prevailing Muslim interpretation in
that he identifies the Paraclete as Muhammad. He
equally rejects at length the fatherless conception of
Jesus as proof of his divinity by citing the discover-
ies of modern biological research regarding self-
reproduction (these biological arguments have
already been put forward by Rashid Rida as cited
in Schumann).74 Whereas the last point fits in the
author’s rational point of view, the reference to pro-
phetic predictions appeals rather to believers. Is it
meant to be a concession to his Muslim readers or
is it an outgrowth of the author’s divided mind?
Bakhtavar has dedicated his book to his friends, and
not—like many of our other authors—to the Iranian
youth or to the seekers of the truth. He is not referred
to by any of the other texts I studied. I would thus
suggest that his writings have hardly gained any in-
fluence or popularity. Nevertheless, in my opinion
he represents a noteworthy voice in the chorus of
modern Muslim writings on religions.

Mahdi Bazargan

Finally, I would like to mention a recent publication
by Mahdi Bazargan, a very popular author. Born in
1905, he completed his engineering studies at the
Ecole Centrale in Paris before World War II and then
went to Teheran to teach thermodynamics at the
university. As an opponent to the Pahlevi regime he
founded the Liberation Movement (nahz[at–i azadi–i
Iran). He advocated an active role of a modernized
Islam in political life. In 1979 he became the first
prime minister of the Islamic Republic.75 His pre-
viously mentioned book is entitled Gumrahan (The
lost ones)—a book about the phenomenon of the
Christian Inquisition with an underlying critic of
the present Iranian regime. We confine ourselves to
point to only one outstanding aspect of this text, which
otherwise deserves a longer and separate analysis
than can be provided here. We mean the effort made
by Bazargan to present not only the facts but in the
same way the underlying ideas and intentions. Thus,
regarding the Inquisition, the author specifies that
“One must not imagine that the judges were profes-
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sional executioners or seized by mental illness, but
among them were saints and monks. They did it for
the sake of paradise and in order to destroy Satan.”
Furthermore, he puts forward a more balanced view
of Christian activities than the previously mentioned
polemics: “Christians and their clerical institutions
have done a lot of good in the field of health care and
education, but likewise they did a lot of injustice
regarding schism and hostility on religious grounds.”
As far as the sore point of occidental colonialism is
concerned, Bazargan reminds his Muslim readers
that “colonialism, even though it represents betrayal
and crime from our point of view, was considered by
the Europeans as cultivating backward regions and
civilizing ignorant savages.” Even if Bazargan is not
concealing his own standpoint as a convinced Mus-
lim who believes in the superiority of Islam and does
not refrain from judgments, nevertheless, he cannot
be placed at a level with the other polemics. The lat-
ter offer in many cases a superficial and outward
description of the facts, borrowing selectively from
Western sources what fits in their preconceived idea.
Yet Bazargan, while relying heavily on Will Durant’s
History of World Civilization, renders not only the
facts but also the underlying conceptions according
to his Western source material.

Conclusion

In conclusion, let us summarize the main charac-
teristics of contemporary Persian writings on Chris-
tianity. First, we have to realize that this literature is
born in the context of the Western impact on Persian
economy and politics and in the context of Western
Christian missionary activities. Thus, the authors
react to a double challenge: on the one hand, the
missionaries’ claim to bring the only religion fit for
the modern age; on the other hand, the materialists’
claim that religion has been ruled out by modern scien-
tific world view. Hence, some main topics touched
upon by our authors—religious evolution, religion
and science, religion and violence—can be inter-
preted as a reaction to the prejudices and reproaches
adressed to Islam by Christian missionaries, colonists
and orientalists. In order to corroborate their stand-
point some authors arm themselves with arguments
drawn from Western critics of the Church and from
critical Bible research. On the other hand, the facili-
tated access to the Christian Scriptures brings about
a modification of the Islamic picture of Jesus. More-

over, Western approaches are incorporated—like the
psychological and sociological approach to the de-
velopment of Jesus’ self-consciousness in depen-
dence on his environment or the psychological ap-
proach to the miracle phenomenon. Hence, while the
texts continue the tradition of the classical here-
siography with respect to doctrinal issues (Trinity,
Christian sects), one can perceive a new focus on
historical reality and social practice. In one case, this
leads to a historical relativism which is extended to
Islam and its holy Scripture. As a result of their ac-
quaintance with Christian literature, single authors
succeed in going beyond wrong analogies (the concept
of inspiration). Instead of confronting their readers
with a pure enumeration of facts, they try to render
as well the underlying context and conceptions. It is
due to these efforts that here and there some of the
very issues separating Islam and Christianity are seen
in a new light like the concept of inspiration, textual
corruption (tahrif ), and the Gospel of Barnabas.
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Persians accepted Islam but rejected the Arabs who had
violated Islamic principles. They thus dissociate them-
selves from the Arabs but not from Islam.

36. �Ali Akbar Turabi, Nazari dar tarikh-i adyan
(Teheran: Iqbal, 1341), p. 17. Also—in more poetical
terms—M. Bazargan, Rah-i tayy shuda (Teheran, 1959),
p. 187: “When reaching the Gospel after the Torah one
feels a fresh breeze. It is like reaching a plain after hav-
ing walked along a dark mountain path. . . . A small
crescent of moon appears. . . . But more than 600 years
passed till the full disc of the moon rose in the
sky.” The same author also expresses the opinion that
the monotheistic religions have a tendency to decline
toward polytheism and superstition, whereas the
polytheistic ones develop toward simplicity and per-
fection. See Dars-i dindari (Houston, Texas, 1356),
p. 55.

37. Cf. Turabi, Tarikh-i adyan, p. 17. Also Muham-
mad Javad Mashkur, Khulasa-i adyan dar tarikh-i dinha-
i buzurg (Teheran: Intisharat-i sharq, 1368), p. 14.

38. “Durchweg leugnen die muslimischen Autoren
die Kreuzigung Jesu,” in Khoury and Hagemann, Chris-
tentum und Christen (1986), p. 55.
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39. An exception is Kamal ud-din Bakhtavar,
Tarikh-i �aqayid-i adyan wa mazahib-i sami (Teheran:
Aban, 1339).

40. Cf. Khoury and Hagemann, Christentum und
Christen, p. 55.

41. Not to be mistaken with his namesake, the
well-known Theosoph!

42. Jalal ud-din Ashtiyani, Muhandis, Tahqiqi

dar din-i masih (Teheran: Nashr-i nigarish, 1368).
43. Cf. Muhammad Javad Bahunar, Dinshinasi-i

tatbiqi (Teheran: Daftar-i nashr-i farhang-i islami 1361),
p. 54.

44. Cf. Lyko, Kirchen in Iran, pp. 122ff.
45. Cf. M. J. Bahunar, Dinshinasi, p. 54.
46. Cf. Haqiqat-i masihiyat, p. 130.
47. Ghulamriz[a Hamid, Ashki bar pa-i Maryam-i

muqaddas (Stuttgart, 1357).
48. Cf. Qur�an: 3, 49: “by the leave of God” (trans.

A. J. Arberry).
49. Cf. Qur�an 9:30: “the Christians say, ‘The

Messiah is the Son of God.’ That is the utterance of their
mouths, conforming with the unbelievers before them.”

50. Jalal ud-din Ashtiyani, Din-i masih, pp. 494 ff.
51. Cf. verses 19:30, 61:6.
52. al-Shahrastani, Le livre des religions et des

sectes: Première partie—Islam et autres religions
scriptuaires (UNESCO, Peeters 1986), p. 75.

53. Khoury and Hagemann, Christentum und
Christen, p. 142.

54. M. Bazargan, Mazhab dar urupa (Teheran,
1965), p. 12.

55. Cf. Mustafa Zamani, Ba su-i islam, p. 14 ff.
In order to demonstrate the easy contravention of their
religious laws, the author reports the curious story of a
party given by Bata, the Czechoslovak millionaire, at-
tended by the German chancellor Heinrich Brüning
(r. 1930–1932). The banquet fell on Ash Wednesday.
Thus the Pope sent a telegram exempting them from
fasting. Exactly the same story is rendered in Bazargan,
Mazhab dar urupa, p. 12.

56. Cf. Bazargan, Mazhab dar urupa, pp. 22 ff.
and p. 29, footnote by Khusrawshahi. This view re-
minds us of the Muslim fundamentalists slogan “islam,
din wa dawla!” (Islam is religion and government!).

57. For a more precise and comprehensive ac-
count, see M. Bazargan, Gumrahan, n. p. 122.

58. Cf. Dieter Lyko, Kirchen in Iran, p. 61;
Andreas Waldburger, Missionare und Moslems: Die
Basler Mission in Persien 1833–1837 (Basel: Basileia,
1984), p. 140.

59. Cf. Khusrawshahi, Du mazhab, p. 7. The same
author reports that the well-known Iranist Henry Corbin
once qualified Christianity as a dead religion as opposed
to Shi�ism which, thanks to the principle of ijtihad,
maintains its vitality (p. 41). The same citation occurs
in M. Zamani, Ba su-i islam, p. 19.

60. Cf. Muhammad Javad Hujjati Kirmani, Dar
piramun-i masihiyat (Teheran: Mu�assasa-i matbu�ati-i
islami), p. 35.

61. Cf. Bazargan, Gumrahan, p. 161.
62. Ibid., p. 21. Bazargan uses the term mazlum

with reference to the first Christians.
63. �Ali Asghar Hikmat, Nuh guftar dar tarikh-i

adyan (Teheran: Ibn Sina 1342), p. 215 ff.
64. Cf. M. Bazargan, Gumrahan, p. 116 and

n. p. 130.
65. Bakhshi az nubuwwat-i isra� ili wa masihi

(Mashad: Našriyya-i daniškada-i ilahiyat wa ma�arif-i
islami, 1352).

66. This account reminds me of the esoteric tafsir
as practiced by Shi�ites.

67. Nubuwwat-i isra�ili wa masihi, p. 201 ff.
68. Malkiyat az nazar-i adyan wa ahzab; Jabr-i

tarikh; Bahs dar mahiyat-i din wa qanun; Hayat wa
takamul, titles cited in the author’s Tarikh-i �aqayid-i
adyan.

69. Kamal ud–din Bakhtavar, p. 38. Italics mine.
70. The polemics consider this separation to be

an occidental import and attempt to divide Muslim
unity, see as previously mentioned, p. 14. However,
Bazargan specifies that it was introduced by the Mus-
lim intellectuals themselves. See Bazargan, Gumrahan,
n. p. 122.

71. Bakhtavar, Mazahib-i sami, p. 79.
72. Cf. Qur�an, 9: 30.
73. K. Bakhtavar, Mazahib-i sami, p. 131. This

interpretation reminds us of the Docetist position ac-
cording to which the physical existence and suffering
of Jesus was only an appearance.

74. Schumann, Der Christus der Muslime, p. 119.
75. Cf. Yann Richard, Der verborgene Imam: Die

Geschichte der Schia in Iran (Berlin: Wagenbach, 1983),
pp. 127 ff.
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Arabic Muslim Writings on
Contemporary Religions Other Than Islam
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With the twentieth-century global Western techno-
logical hegemony and the penetration of the West’s
concomitant scientific discourse, not just in Islamic
countries but all over the world, a symbiotic relation-
ship has grown among many segments of humanity
that were once isolated from one another. As loud as
the claims of distinctiveness may be, these diverse
voices betray the fact that they often have more in
common with their synchronic others than with their
diachronic selves within a given culture or religious
community. Today, for example, many Muslims are
Western scholars and many Westerners are Muslims,
thereby creating an atmosphere of greater interrelat-
edness between our respective and yet interdependent
human horizons. This essay emphasizes the a priori
notion that the “interlacing of horizons cannot be
methodologically eliminated,”1 that, indeed, there is
no escape from our own hermeneutical circle, bound
between the movement of a composite Western tra-
dition and that of an equally composite Islamic tra-
dition as reflected, for example, by contemporary
Arab Muslim interpreters of the Other. The increase
in scholarly inquiry on the relations between the Is-
lamic world and other cultures and religions2 stems
as much from the subjectivities of the predominantly
non-Muslim western European and northern Ameri-
can researchers of this topic as from the subjectivities
of a growing number of contemporary Muslims
around the world who write about non-Muslims and

their relations to Muslims and Islam. All writers,
whether authors of contemporary Arabic Muslim
writings on religions other than Islam or inquirers
on such a topic, share a twentieth-century reality:
the drastic increase in human interactions around
the world. The degree of exposure to one another
across cultures, underlined by the concomitant in-
crease in competition to control the earth’s resources,
has led many people to question and write about
their own identity. We are faced with one another
as mirrors in which to recognize our own selves, to
imagine our respective identities in their similari-
ties and differences.

Contributing to the late-twentieth-century world-
wide debate on the hermeneutical quest for meaning,
a number of Muslim authors use writing as a means
to make sense of their Islamic selves. Within this
written Muslim identity discourse, a sizable number
of writings on the Other can be found. Indeed, de-
fining the boundaries of the self requires an under-
standing of what is non-self, that is, the Other. This
Other has taken many shapes, from the ambiguous
concepts of “the West,” “the Christian West,” “the
Jewish conspiracy,” “Israel,” “the United States,” and
so on, to the varied reinterpretations of Qur�anic con-
cepts such as “People of the Book” (ahl al-kitab),
“Ignorant” ( jahil), “Infidel” (kafir), and “Hypocrite”
(munafiq). The shifting boundaries between the vari-
ous definitions of an Islamic self always reflect the
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symbiotic nature of the relation between self and
Other. Therefore, as the need to understand how Arab
Muslims define themselves increases with the grow-
ing number of confrontations between Muslims and
non-Muslims over recent years, it has become im-
perative to study not only the ongoing process of
Arab Muslim self-definition but also the simulta-
neous process of Arab Muslim image formation of
the Other. This article probes into the latter by means
of, first, contextualizing that body of literature com-
prised of contemporary Arabic Muslim writings on
religions other than Islam; second, exemplifying
three such cases; and third, raising the issue of the
so-called outside researcher as de facto partner in the
process of image formation of the Other.

As noted previously, the Other has taken many
forms in modern Muslim discourse;3 one such form
is the way in which the Other has been understood
through European categories of religions, as devel-
oped out of the Enlightenment discourse predicated
on the dichotomy between religion and science. From
this perspective, religions are believed to be separate
entities that carry an essence, a uniqueness which sets
them apart from other realities. In the Arab world
today, the word din is translated as and has come to
mean the equivalent of a “religion” with its unique
essence, and the diversity of separate religions as
adyan or diyanat. The expressions “comparative re-
ligion” and “history of religions” have made their
appearance in the Arabic language during the twen-
tieth century only, as muqaranat al-adyan and ta�rikh
al-adyan, respectively. Contemporary articulations
of the Muslim self thus take place within a concep-
tual framework that understands Islam as one religion
or din—indeed, the one religion par excellence—
while the Other takes the form of all other religions.
Arabic Muslim writings on religions other than Islam
therefore reveal one facet of the contemporary dis-
course on the Other among Arab Muslims, a facet
which is particularly important as the process of
modern Islamization continues unabated into the end
of the 1990s.

Contextualizing Arabic Muslim Writings
on Religions Other Than Islam

The twentieth century has witnessed a drastic in-
crease in the exposure of Muslims to a variety of
worldviews, forcing a process of reevaluation of both
individual and collective selves. How has this situa-

tion affected Muslim images of religions other than
Islam? How have these images in turn affected Mus-
lim self-perceptions? No answer to these two ques-
tions is possible without first trying to understand the
various social forces out of which have emerged
contemporary Arabic Muslim writings on religions
other than Islam, or, in short, contextualizing them.

Although the phenomenon of Muslims re-thinking
themselves individually and Islam collectively is not
unique to this century, contemporary Muslims have
had to face the unprecedented reality of being taken,
for the first time in their history, as hostages of West-
ern colonialism, imperialism, and scientism. These
three closely interwoven elements correspond more
or less to the political, economic, and epistemologi-
cal spheres of human activity. Various Muslim re-
sponses to each sphere seem to have been chrono-
logically marked—first, by a gradual appropriation
of the political, economic, and epistemological dis-
course from the West (a period of mimesis); and,
second, by a period of gradual differentiation from
it (a period of reconstruction). The first reaction de-
veloped primarily in the nineteenth and first half of
the twentieth centuries as a result of a common pat-
tern of mimetic attraction for the “things” of the op-
pressor on the part of the subconsciously oppressed.
This pattern of mimetic behavior is exemplified mili-
tarily by Muhammad �Ali (1769–1849) in Egypt;
intellectually by al-Afghani’s famous “Answer to
Renan” of May 18, 1883 (Keddie, 1972); and politi-
cally by the successful Atatürk (1881–1938) in Tur-
key. Coexisting with the mimetic tendency of certain
circles that had more contacts with the colonial cul-
tural discourse, traditional learning still continued
with its own pace of changes which has been more
difficult to measure. But both currents eventually
found a shared working space, which led to the sec-
ond trend: a conscious call for differentiating one-
self from what pertains to “the West” and for recon-
structing an Islamic discourse that will be able to
challenge and compete with the dominant Western
discourse.

In particular, the political, economic, and episte-
mological responses of Arab Muslims to their con-
temporary situation developed in that order, too—an
order which corresponded to the struggle for first
political, then economic, and finally ideological inde-
pendence. To this day, these three intertwined com-
ponents underlie many Arab Muslim authors’ moti-
vations to write about other religions. The same three
elements also underscore the motivations of count-
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less Muslims who have written works on Islam that
have transformed the discourse of Arab Muslim self-
identity from images pertaining to the predominant
nationalistic ideology of Arabism in the 1950s and
1960s to the images pertaining to the flowering be-
liefs of Islamism in the late 1970s and 1980s. It is
thus of no great surprise that the production of writ-
ings on the Other as “other religions” has risen ex-
ponentially in the 1980s in connection with the rise
among Arab Muslims of more specifically religious
self-representations.

Political Responses

Within the context of changing Arab Muslim self-
representations, political factors have played a cru-
cial role in modifying images of religions other than
Islam, especially Christianity. But the most drastic
alteration to take place this century has certainly been
regarding the traditionally ambiguous Muslim images
of the Jews as weak collectively yet indispensable
because of their invaluable services in various fields.4

In the 1940s and 1950s, as Muslims in many Arab
countries went through a process of facing the ur-
gent need to reappropriate their own political power,
this traditional image changed drastically. Four his-
torical events have scarred contemporary Arab Mus-
lim consciousness. The creation of the state of Israel
in 1948 and its sweeping victory during the 1967 Six
Day War radically altered the relationships between
Muslims and Jews. These political events forced
Arab Muslims to reinterpret their understanding of
Jews and Judaism in light of their new political rela-
tionship. This process of reevaluation was revitalized
by the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and the
prolonged Palestinian intifada from December 1987
until the peace negotiations. Indeed, the overwhelm-
ing majority of contemporary Arabic Muslim writ-
ings on Judaism have been motivated by this politi-
cal situation of antagonism and the need for Muslims
to both explain and explain away the political power
of Israel, which is at once envied and abhorred.

The Westernized Arabic writings of the first half
of our contemporary period have been analyzed in
depth by Harkabi in Arab Attitudes to Israel.5 For
example, the Marxist influences are obvious in the
book of anti-imperialist Naji �Alush, The Journey to
Palestine (1964), and in the book of the leftist jour-
nalist Ahmad Baha� al-Din, Isra�iliyyat (1965). Two
and a half decades ago, the principal polemical genre
as surveyed by Harkabi took the forms of national-

ist discourses reflecting the confrontation between
Arab forms of nationalism and Jewish nationalism
in the form of Zionism. This resulted in what Harkabi
has called the “three Arab schools of thought”: first,
those that believe in the erosion and withering away
of Israel; second, those who want to reduce Israel to
its natural dimension; and third, those who seek to
promote a continuous struggle against it.6

Because Islam was not the principal source of
imagery for most Arab intellectuals writing in the
1950s and 1960s, Harkabi’s analysis pays little at-
tention to the relation between Islamic discourses and
attitudes toward Israel and Jews in general. There is
only one reference:

The first anti-Semitic books in Arabic were written
by Christian Arabs under French influence, but Arab
anti-Semitism today is of an Islamic religious char-
acter [my emphasis]. It is no accident that this is em-
phasized in such books as those of �Aqqad, �Aluba,
Tall, al-Jiyar, Tabbara and Rousan, or in articles in
the al-Azhar monthly. This religious character, how-
ever, prevents the struggle against Jewry [from] being
conceived as a confrontation between the slave men-
tality and morality and that of the master race, as it
was presented by the Nazis. Nor, of course, does Arab
anti-Semitism involve a war against religion, as in the
Soviet Union, for example.7

Overlooked by Harkabi in the seventies, Euro-
pean Christian anti-Judaism, popularly known as
“anti-Semitism,” has slowly taken root into Arab
Muslim soil during the twentieth century. Over the
last two decades, however, this virulent form of
hatred has mushroomed into a widespread popular
polemical literature against the Jews, Judaism,
Zionism, and the state of Israel.8 In fact, what
Harkabi had not foreseen was the complete rever-
sal process, whereby the image of the persecuted
Jew under Nazi ideology changed to that of the Jew
as being the Nazi-like persecutor under Zionist ide-
ology. This reinterpretation has dominated recent
Arabic Muslim images of Jews. Furthermore, the
symbol of the Islamic jihad has become replete with
anti-Judaic rhetoric in what amounts to no less than
a discursive war against one religion in particular,
Judaism. All current Arab political regimes face
threats from Muslims who uphold a fascist Islamic
discourse in which the Other, especially the Jew,
serves as the scapegoat or tool par excellence to
explain all calamities and also to incriminate any
Arab Muslim leadership that would dare enter into
contact with shaitan (the devil).
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Not just Jews have become the victims of such
a use of religious symbolic language which masks
the political struggles for power in countries where
masses of semiliterate and often unemployed youths
can be easily mobilized. The effective use of religious
discourse has enabled many Muslim religious leaders
to make serious inroads into the mixed secular/reli-
gious political arena characterizing most Middle
Eastern regimes today. Both the 1979 revolution in
Iran, and, a decade later, the 1989 military takeover
in Sudan are examples of how an extreme anti-
Western religious discourse can lead to the effec-
tive holding of political power, with disastrous re-
sults for minority groups such as Iranian Baha’is
and Sudanese Christians and Animists.9 The Islamic
Front’s construction of the Christian West as evil
allowed its leader Hasan Turabi to rally sufficient
opposition to the regime of Sadiq al-Mahdi to wield
the influence behind the military takeover and pull
the real strings of Sudanese political power to this
day. Such political developments often inform the
authors of Arabic Muslim books on religions other
than Islam, depending on their own personal alle-
giances and the audience they wish to write for.

Economic Responses

As a natural corollary to the reappropriation of po-
litical power, the search for control over the means
of economic production soon followed the emer-
gence of independent political entities: the nationali-
zation of key industries, such as oil in Iraq and the
Gulf states, and water in Egypt with the 1956 Suez
Crisis and the building of the Aswan Dam. These
economic victories, especially the 1973 oil embargo,
soon brought enough wealth to transform the nature
of power relations in the Middle East, within each
political regime, across the Arab world, and beyond.
They also added pride to Arab Muslims’ self-image,
thereby potentially affecting Arab Muslim percep-
tions of non-Muslims. Access to an economic power
base, however, does not predicate a certain attitude
in one direction or another; it simply allows for a
greater range of conscious choices in describing the
Other, from intransigence to acceptance.

This greater freedom of choice has led to the co-
existence of contradictory perceptions and behaviors
among Arab Muslims. One positive example is the
Jordanian initiatives for holding Muslim-Christian
dialogue conferences in partnership with the Greek
Orthodox Center in Chambésy, Switzerland.10 Al-

though such sustained initiatives reflected a unique
example of official support for interreligious dialogue
in the Arab world, the Jordanian initiatives were never-
theless rooted in a political rationale aimed at prov-
ing to Christians, both Western and Eastern, that the
Hashimite Kingdom could take care of the needs of
Christians in the Holy Land and in Jerusalem in par-
ticular. This kind of dialogue took place in the shadow
of Jordan’s political claim over the West Bank until
June 1988. One negative example is the Saudi Ara-
bian difficulty to recognize the right to collective
worship which its many thousands of non-Muslim,
generally Christian, guest workers have been denied
for several decades. These two examples prove that
an increase in self-esteem triggered by economic pros-
perity does not necessarily guarantee one kind of atti-
tude over another regarding non-Muslims.

Epistemological Responses

At last, with greater economic and political freedom,
many Muslims have begun, through the creation of
their own institutions, to mobilize resources for the
third and ultimate struggle for “independence”: the
epistemological reappropriation of “Truth” or the con-
trol over the discursive agent of meaning—that is,
symbolic language. This struggle is currently taking
place through a systematic effort at Islamizing West-
ern sciences.11 It should not be surprising if these
efforts are particularly vibrant in Saudi Arabia and
in the United States, where the International Institute
of Islamic Thought is based.12 The former provides
the economic basis for such an intellectual move-
ment, while the latter provides the space for a free-
dom of exploration and dissemination. The result is
a necessary double process: acculturation into the
secular scientific discourse of technological produc-
tion on the one hand (e.g., with the growing empha-
sis on Islamic Economics),13 and, on the other, the
reinterpretation of Islamic values to explicate more
meaningfully Western scientific knowledge.

From Mimesis to Reconstruction:
Three Egyptian Muslims
on Comparative Religion

The general trend toward epistemological indepen-
dence is also at work in contemporary Arabic Mus-
lim writings on religions other than Islam, especially
among those few who have begun to grapple with
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comparative religion as a distinct field of science.
Let us take three examples: Muhammad Abu Zahrah
(1898–ca. 1973), �Abdallah Draz (1894–1958), and
Ahmad Shalabi (b. ca 1925). By focusing on their
implicit methodology which emerged from their ex-
plicit conceptions of comparative religion or history
of religions, it is possible to see the differences be-
tween each author’s demarcation of the limits of ac-
culturation and his response to it. In their own respec-
tive ways, each author reflects either a process of
subconscious or conscious mimesis, or else one of
epistemological reconstruction.

Abu Zahrah (1898-ca.–1973)

Muhammad Abu Zahrah grew up in the region of the
Nile Delta in Egypt. Following a traditional kuttab
education, he completed his secondary education at
al-Ahmadi mosque in Tanta. In 1916, he entered the
School of Shari�ah at Al-Azhar in Cairo where he
graduated in 1925. From 1933 to 1942, he held an
appointment at the College of Usul al-din, first as a
teacher of rhetoric, then as a teacher of the history
of religions, denominations, and sects. It is during
this period that Abu Zahrah wrote his two books
which concern us here: Lectures in Comparative
Religion, given in 1940 and published in 1965, and
Lectures on Christianity, which were held and ap-
peared in 1942.14

In the introduction to his second book, Abu

Zahrah explicates his understanding of the function
of science and the methodological framework he
claims to use: “As for the mission of science, it is
not so much to oblige us to advance as to believe
in the plain truth.”15 This passage implies a refuta-
tion of the Western notion of progress for which
Abu Zahrah substitutes the core Islamic notion of
having faith (iman) in the plain truth. Abu Zahrah’s
“scientific” endeavor seems to emerge naturally out
of centuries of Muslim historiography with its em-
phasis on isnad transmission.16 Since Abu Zahrah’s
al-Azhar training rooted him in traditional Islamic
epistemology and since he never studied in Europe
or in Egyptian Europeanized schools, his contact
with Western epistemology must have taken place
through whatever European books he might have
read in Arabic translation. This may explain his su-
perficial grasp of Western concepts and his natural
tendency to use categories of interpretation already
in existence within traditional Islamic epistemol-
ogy. Moreover, Abu Zahrah’s audience for his two

books on Christianity and on ancient religions is
clearly made up of students from al-Azhar. There-
fore, his two books reflect a pattern of subconscious
mimetic appropriation.

�Abdallah Draz (1894–1958)

�Abdallah Draz belongs to the same generation as
Abu Zahrah. Born near Alexandria, Draz did his early
studies at a religious institute in Alexandria. In 1912,
he received his secondary school certificate from al-
Azhar, and in 1916, he received al-Azhar’s highest
degree (al-shahada al-�alamiyya). While he taught
in various capacities, including at the College of Usul
al-din in Cairo, Draz learned French. This qualified
him to receive in 1936 a scholarship to pursue his
doctoral studies in France, which he completed only
in 1947 due to the Second World War. A few months
later, Draz returned to Egypt where he began to teach
the first course on the history of religions offered at
Fu�ad the First University. He was later appointed to
al-Azhar and soon delegated to Dar al-�ulum to teach
comparative religion, becoming a member of the al-
Azhar Academy in 1949. Four years later, he was
appointed to the government’s High Committee for
Policies in Education and soon afterward to the Su-
preme Council of the �Ulama� at Cairo. In January
1958, he represented al-Azhar, together with Mu-
hammad Abu Zahrah, at the Pan-Islamic Conference
held in Lahore, Pakistan. He delivered a lecture on
the theme of “Islam’s Attitude toward and Relations
with other Faiths.” He died soon afterward, during
the conference itself. So the main difference between
Draz and Abu Zahrah was not so much chronological
as circumstantial: while Abu Zahrah never studied
outside Egypt, Draz studied for 12 years in France.

In 1952, Draz published a most interesting book
on comparative religion, simply entitled, Religion.17

Although he did not claim to follow any methodol-
ogy directly, two introductory passages clarify his
conception of the science of the history of religions.
For Draz “the science of religions has two branches:
a new and original branch, as well as an old branch
influenced by a renewal.”18 In his old branch, Draz
includes the descriptive studies done for each reli-
gion. This branch he calls “history of religions,” the
purpose of which is

the investigation of beliefs, worship and the rest of
instructions in every faith, from the reality of its
sayings and of its doings. . . . This is the goal of
scientific criticism which is based upon the study of
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history in order truly to ascertain the documents and
their ascriptions and the study of the laws of lan-
guage and the conventions of the arts to determine
the meaning of texts.19

This definition exemplifies the historical and philo-
logical approach emphasized by Orientalists20 and
was obviously well appropriated by Draz during his
period of study in Paris. It is clear that by “old
branch” Draz implied only the late-nineteenth- and
early-twentieth-century philological-historical ap-
proach to the history of religions, not the medieval
Muslim investigations into “beliefs, worship and the
rest of instructions in every faith” which one can find
among a number of important medieval Muslim
writers. If Draz had been writing with the aim to re-
trieve past Muslim scholarship, he would have made
his intentions more clear in this passage. The fact that
he did not would imply that he worked solely from a
Western European epistemological point of view.
This becomes even more obvious when he writes
about the “other newer and more original” branch:
“[It] comes from the theoretical sciences and the
numerous discoveries, whose aim is to satisfy the
desire of reason in its striving for the origins of things
and their general foundations, when its parts and
details are ramified.”21 In these two quotes, Draz’s
choice of methodology reflects his tendency to ac-
cept certain European claims of what science is and
to translate them into Arabic. His book therefore
belongs to a conscious mimetic appropriation which
coincides with a colonized mentality.

Ahmad Shalabi (b. ca. 1925)

Our third author, Ahmad Shalabi, belongs to a younger
generation of scholars. His education combined tra-
ditional Egyptian learning in the region of the Nile
Delta, an undergraduate degree at Dar al-�ulum at the
University of Cairo, and a doctorate degree from Cam-
bridge University in England, earned in 1952, with a
dissertation on “The History of Muslim Education,”
published in 1954. At Cambridge, he studied compara-
tive religion and more particularly the works of im-
portant medieval Muslim scholars such as Ibn Hazm,
al-Biruni, Shahrastani, and Mas�udi with professors
Arthur John Arberry, and Bertram Thomas, and Ber-
nard Lewis in London. In 1955, Shalabi was delegated
by the University of Cairo and the Muslim Congress
to become professor of Islamic studies at the Uni-
versity of Indonesia in Jakarta. During his four years
in Indonesia, he began delivering lectures and com-

posing his series on comparative religion. Shalabi re-
turned to Egypt to see the publication over the next
four years of his four-volume series entitled Religions
Compared.22

In this series, his methodological claims are of-
ten contradictory. On the one hand, there is the con-
stant reminder that he is using the scientific method
and that his approach respects the norms of science.
On the other hand, his series presents a polemical
rhetoric often devoid of scientific accuracy. This
approach cannot be easily explained on the part of
someone who must have learned the rudiments of
scholarly research while doing his doctoral studies
at Cambridge University in England. In the same
paragraph, Shalabi can write:

I certify indeed that I tried strongly and earnestly to
make this research scientific, not religious: that is, I
made it uninfluenced by my feelings and my embrac-
ing of this religion [Islam]. . . . Any knowledgeable
researcher must favor monotheism and scorn poly-
theism and idols.23

Shalabi’s claims to be using a scientific method
closely resemble those of Abu Zahrah. Both scholars
draw a direct correlation between reason (�aql) and
science (�ilm) on the basis of culturally inherited
usages of the Arabic language, itself embedded in a
wider Islamic epistemology of science. They both
understand science as a method which requires the
use of logical reasoning within the bounds of Islamic
faith.24 They borrow English or French words and
interpret their meanings on the basis of their own
cultural horizon. Moreover, both resort to the use of
polemics, although Abu Zahrah’s tone is less viru-
lent and his style less politicized than that of Shalabi.
But Shalabi differs from Abu Zahrah in one crucial
respect: Shalabi consciously reconstructs a science
of comparative religion that subordinates human
reason to traditional ahistorical Islamic beliefs.
Shalabi’s work thus exemplifies an early attempt at
an Islamic epistemological reconstruction of one
branch of Western science, comparative religion.

The Impact of the Scholar

Having contextualized contemporary Arabic Muslim
writings on religions other than Islam within recent
Arab Muslim intellectual history and given three
examples of such writings, we may now raise the
issue of the so-called outside researcher as a de facto
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partner in the process of image formation of the
Other. The predominantly European researchers
who have studied contemporary Arabic Muslim
writings on religions other than Islam belong them-
selves to a modern intellectual history that is confined
primarily to Europe and North America and to west-
ernized elites in the Middle East. They can be divided
into three categories.25 The first category, and the
most important one, is confessional: authors who
research how Muslims describe their religion—that
is, the religion of the researcher. This category in-
cludes especially Christian and Jewish scholars who
write from their own confessional horizons as believ-
ing Jews or Christians. It also includes Muslims who
write about how their coreligionists see religions
other than Islam. The second category is national—
that is, authors who have researched how Muslims
have described their nation, or their group of nations,
the researcher’s nation. The main case is Israeli Jews
who have looked at how Muslims have interpreted
Israel and by extension Judaism. Other cases in-
clude West Europeans and North Americans who
have analyzed Arab Muslim usages of the ambigu-
ous construct “the West” and by extension Christian-
ity. The third category is historical—that is, authors
who have researched how Muslims have described
religions other than Islam as a means of making sense
of the process by which ideas and images are per-
ceived and get transmitted in a given discourse em-
bedded in a historical reality limited by a set of
unique contingencies.

One example from the confessional category is
the doctoral dissertation of Hugh Goddard entitled,
“Christianity as Portrayed by Egyptian Muslim Au-
thors since 1950: An Examination in the Light of
Earlier Muslim Views.”26 A survey of 70 Muslim
writings on Christianity, this dissertation presents a
full spectrum of the various perceptions encountered
through the writings of Egyptian Muslims. After a
survey of Qur�anic, medieval, and modern Muslim
views of Christianity, Goddard correctly stresses the
element of continuity with the past in order to under-
stand contemporary Muslim perceptions of non-
Muslims. He writes: “Egyptian Muslim writings
about Christianity after 1945 display a continuing
mixture of opinion, and although there is some new
material, there is also a remarkable continuity in the
reproduction of older views.”27 He lists some of the
more traditional contemporary views such as the his-
torical corruption of Christianity, the truth of Islam
as being forecasted in Christian sources, the link

between Christianity and imperialism, Islamic hagio-
graphical accounts of the earthly nature of Jesus, and
fictional interpretations of the historic Jesus and the
early Christian community.

Goddard’s description of the contents of those
writings is excellent. However, he does not raise any
question as to why, for example, should such “repro-
duction” of older views be so widespread in the new
material. He simply tries to mimetically translate
what he finds in Egyptian Arabic Muslim books on
Christianity. This approach may have been more
useful if he had not superimposed a framework of
analysis that stems from his own historicist Christian
horizon. He divides his post-1950 material into three
categories: negative, positive, and intermediate.
These three categories are never defined, except in
the two following and most indirect ways:

These works are positive both in content and attitude.28

In between the two categories of modern writing al-
ready discussed—the negative, rather polemical cate-
gory, and the more positive group, there is an inter-
mediate group, not explicitly positive but equally not
deliberately negative.29

The reader is left to understand what “positive,”
“negative,” and “intermediate” mean on their own.
One must assume that Goddard shares with his pri-
mary audience, his doctoral committee in the Faculty
of Theology at Birmingham University, England, an
understanding of what “positive” versus “negative”
representations of Christianity must mean. The out-
side reader, though, is only able to approximate what
a “positive” or “negative” representation of Chris-
tianity might be after Goddard defines Christianity
in the conclusion of his thesis:

Christianity itself needs to be defined here. It is an
imperfect term, but what is meant is “main-line,”
“orthodox” Christianity, the Christianity adhered to
and practiced by the majority of Christians, what-
ever their other differences may be. It is Christian-
ity of the Councils of the Early Church, or, to use
an Anglican term, of the undivided church, and
therefore particularly of the first Four Councils, and
it is precisely this Christianity that the Qur�an fails
to understand.30

Goddard’s lack of self-critical awareness weak-
ens the value of his painstaking retrieval of much
important information on how contemporary Egyp-
tian Muslims interpret Christianity. This weakness
becomes apparent on two levels. First, a Christian
reader may accept Goddard’s categorization and con-
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clusions without much second thought, since they
reinforce his or her stereotypes about Muslims’ per-
ceptions of Christianity. Second, a potential Muslim
reader who may agree with the description of Chris-
tianity classified by Goddard as “negative” may dis-
miss Goddard’s categorization and conclusions, ac-
cusing him of reading the “correct” or “positive”
representation of Christianity on the basis of his own
Christian beliefs. In fact, both kinds of readers would
be doing exactly the same thing: each one would
assume to hold the “correct” definition of what Chris-
tianity is on the basis of equally valid sets of beliefs.
Goddard’s categorization thus implies a moral judg-
ment as to how Egyptian Muslims should interpret
Christianity, a morality which has more to do with
his own hopes to find Muslims capable of defining
Christianity the way he suggests (and fears of the
opposite), than with the more difficult task of describ-
ing what the variety of representations might indi-
cate about the Muslims who uphold them directly.
Goddard’s avenue of research is not fruitful, as it can
only lead to further reinforcement of stereotypes
without providing us with a mechanism for better
understanding the process by which Arab Muslims
and non-Arab Muslim researchers interpret each
other. Moreover, Goddard’s kind of research can feed
into how contemporary Arab Muslims write about
religions other than Islam, leading to a mirroring
game devoid of sufficient self-criticism to leap into
a higher level of hermeneutical complexity from
where both researcher and researched can be ac-
counted for.

Conclusion

The contrasts between Shalabi on the one hand and
Abu Zahrah and Draz on the other, and between
Shalabi and Goddard, raise questions about the prem-
ises upon which a study of contemporary Arabic
Muslim writings on religions other than Islam should
be predicated. We might ask ourselves, for example,
what kind of access to non-Muslims has a Muslim
author had, and vice versa? How were these encoun-
ters conditioned? Were these contacts based on busi-
ness opportunities, such as simple transactions in the
suq, educational opportunities such as in primary and
secondary schools or especially university? Was it
at home? in a different section of town? abroad?
What kind of indirect contacts has an Arab Muslim
author had with non-Muslims, or a non-Muslim re-

searcher like myself had with Muslims? Are they the
result of media exposure or street encounters that
confirm or discredit popular stereotypes? Were some
of these contacts framed by traumatic experiences
such as attacks or war? Moreover, what audience is
each writing addressed to? To the extent that the
answers to these multiple questions represent expe-
riences of the Other that have been perceived by an
individual as negative, the resulting image is bound
to be antagonistic. The reverse is equally true, for the
motivation to write is never purely self-motivated;
rather it is part of a larger social set of power rela-
tions that need to be uncovered. This applies to the
writings of those Muslim authors under study, as
much as to those of researchers of this topic.

To the extent that during the second part of the
twentieth century there has been a merging of epis-
temological foundations between segments of the
dominant Western cultures and segments of many
dominated cultures around the world, the contempo-
rary usage of the Western/Islamic dichotomy reflects
more a constructed ideal that serves certain segments
of politically motivated groups, whether Christian,
Jewish, or Muslim, than a reality as such. Some
writers attempt to keep the status quo in what is per-
ceived to be the “correct” hermeneutical methodol-
ogy, like Goddard’s claims to be rooted in an ob-
jective historical approach that essentializes his own
original context to the detriment of the contexts of
the Muslim authors he investigates. Others prefer
to provide an alternative reading of reality, like
Shalabi’s attempt to reconstruct an Islamic origin for
the science of comparative religion.31 Each writer’s
approach belongs to a much wider system of social
forces, a mentalité that shapes and predisposes him
or her to certain interpretations of reality. Insofar
as each mentalité is predicated on the notion that it
is not only distinct, but better than others, its usage
legitimizes certain political interests that are basically
incompatible with others. As examples of the two
sides of a research, Goddard’s and Shalabi’s respec-
tive approaches would deny the fact that a merging
of horizons is taking place in both cases. There is a
hermeneutical competition with no winners, as each
author reaps the support of an audience which already
shares the presuppositions that make the arguments
sound and politically useful.

This example raises the thorny question of just
how much self-criticism versus other-criticism is the
right balance for an academic understanding of any
topic. In other words, How much of my own epis-
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temology do I bring along and write about as a re-
searcher, and how much do I try to discover that of
the researched? Furthermore, how does my research
contribute to the Other’s formation of the image of his
or her Other, thereby potentially constantly changing
my results ad infinitum? Whether the researcher is en-
gaged in an unconscious or conscious mimesis of his
or her own context, or active in the construction of his
or her own social and scientific discourse, the work
of interpreting across cultures can probably never be
dichotomized so easily. These given limits are im-
posed on our attempts to understand contemporary
Arabic Muslim writings on religions other than Islam.

Through the vicissitudes of recent political, eco-
nomic, and broader social events, many contempo-
rary Muslims, whether Arab or other, have effec-
tively enlarged their imaginative powers to re-think
themselves, both individually and collectively. In the
process, Muslims have collectively challenged the
traditional Western enemy which did not remain
unaffected. A study of President Bush’s discourse
during the 1991 Gulf War reveals the extent to which
he revived old Christian polemical imageries that fed
into, and were also fed by, old perceptions that Chris-
tians and Muslims have had of each other ever since
the Crusades. The public remarks of American Vice-
President Quayle at a Republican rally in August
1992 to the effect that the three evils of the twenti-
eth century have been Nazism, Communism, and
Islam, only adds an American nationalistic dimen-
sion to the deeply rooted popular western Christian
cultural distortions of Islam. Both examples reflect
the symbiotic nature of today’s human interactions.
Indeed, it is the very often confrontational contact
with the Other, whomever he/she/they may be, that
begins the process of reimagining the self. In turn,
the modifications to the image of the self affect the
image of the Other and the quality of interaction with
the embodied Other. This is where researchers’ writ-
ings come into play, equally vulnerable to being used
by any audience for its own purposes.

The implications that the conception of the self
carries for the conception of the Other are so im-
portant that it is impossible to dissociate one from
the other. It is therefore vital that researchers on con-
temporary Arabic Muslim writings on religions
other than Islam be aware of the nature of this sym-
biotic relationship between any writer and his or her
topic. Without this greater critical self-awareness,
the impact of researchers’ writings may not serve
cross-cultural understanding as much as it could. Yet,

in a world threatened by countless misunderstandings
of the Other, such understanding is desperately re-
quired. It is all the more urgent in view of the fright-
ening increase in communalism and the resort to
ethnic cleansing, the reemergence of the specter of
Nazism, the continuing gender oppression, or even
the ecological devastation we all witness today.

NOTES

1. G. L. Ormiston and A. D. Schrift, eds., Trans-
forming the Hermeneutic Context (Albany, 1990),
p. 221.

2.  Jacques Waardenburg, in a letter to this author
(Lausanne: March 22, 1991).

3. Images of the “West” in general will not be
examined, although they are part of the immediate back-
ground to our discussion.

4.  S. D. Goitein, Jews and Arabs: Their Contacts
through the Ages (New York, 1974).

5. Y. Harkabi, Arab Attitudes to Israel (Jerusalem,
1976).

6. Ibid., pp. 540–541.
7. Ibid., p. 300.
8. See Bernard Lewis, Semites and Anti-Semites: An

Inquiry into Conflict and Prejudice (New York, 1986).
9. See yearly Amnesty International reports of

both of these countries.
10. I attended the third of these events held at the

University of Jordan in Amman, Jordan, in the autumn
of 1987. These conferences were normally held every
two years, alternating between Jordan and Europe.

11.  See the publication of the International Institute
of Islamic Thought entitled Islamization of Knowledge:
General Principles and Work Plan (Herndon, 1989).

12. Located at the periphery of Washington, D.C.,
the International Institute of Islamic Thought combines
money and freedom of exploration which allows for the
best process of creativity to take place. In the decade since
its inception in 1981, the center has already had an im-
portant impact which will only grow with time.

13. The international conference on “Towards a
Global Islamic Economy,” held in Detroit, from No-
vember 29 to December 1, 1991, is just one example
of this renewed vitality.

14. Muhammad Abu Zahrah, Muhadarat fi muqa-

ranat al-adyan (Cairo, 1965); and Muhadarat fi al-
nasraniyya (Cairo, 1942).

15. Muhadarat fi al-nasraniyya, p. 4.
16. See Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim

Historiography, 2nd rev. ed. (Leiden, 1968); and on
the methods developed by the traditionists (muhad-
dithun), see Claude Cahen, “L’historiographie arabe:
des origines au VIIe. s. H,” Arabica, 33 (1986): 133–
198, especially pp. 136–137.



Arabic Muslim Writings on Contemporary Religions Other Than Islam 249

———. Muhadarat fi muqaranat al-adyan: al-qism
al-awwal, al-diyanat al-qadima (1940). Cairo:
Matba�at yusuf, 1965.

Adams, Charles J. “The history of religions and the
study of Islam.” In The History of Religions: Es-
says on the Problem of Understanding, ed. Joseph
Kitagawa. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1967, pp. 177–193.

———. “The history of religions and the study of
Islam.” American Council of Learned Societies
Newsletter 25:3–4 (1974), pp. 1–10.

�Alush, Naji. al-Masira ila Filasun (The Journey to
Palestine). Beirut: Dar al-�ali�a, 1964.

Baha� al-Din, Ahmad. Isra�iliyyat. Cairo: Kitab al-hilal,
1965.

Cahen, Claude. “L’historiographie arabe: Des origines
au VIIe s. H.,” Arabica 33 (1986): 133–198.

Draz, Muhammad �Abdallah. al-Din: buhuth mumahhida
li-dirasat ta�rikh al-adyan. Cairo: al-Matba�a al-
�alamiyya, 1952.

Goddard, Hugh P. “Christianity as portrayed by Egyp-
tian Muslim authors: An examination in the light
of earlier Muslim views.” Ph. D. thesis, Univer-
sity of Birmingham, 1984.

———. Muslim Perceptions of Christianity. London:
Grey Seal Books, 1996.

Goitein, S. D. Jews and Arabs: Their Contacts through
the Ages. New York: Schocken Books, 1974.

Harkabi, Y. Arab Attitudes to Israel. Jerusalem: Keter
Publishing House Jerusalem, 1976.

Islamization of Knowledge: General Principles and
Work Plan. Herndon, Va: International Institute of
Islamic Thought, 1989.

Lewis, Bernard. Semites and Anti-Semites: An Inquiry
into Conflict and Prejudice. New York: Norton,
1986.

Ormiston, Gayle L., and Alan D. Schrift, eds. Trans-
forming the Hermeneutic Context. Albany, NY:
State University of New York Press, 1990.

Rosenthal, Franz. A History of Muslim Historiography,
2nd rev. ed. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968.

Shalabi, Ahmad. Muqaranat al-adyan. 4 vols. (1960–
1965) Cairo: Maktabat al-nahda al-�arabiyya, 1984.

17. �Abdallah Draz, al-Din (Cairo, 1952).
18. Ibid., p. 17.
19. Ibid., p. 18.
20. See Charles J. Adams, “The history of religions

and the study of Islam,” American Council of Learned
Societies Newsletter vol. 25 no. 3–4 (1974), pp. 1–10,
especially p. 7; and “The history of religions and the study
of Islam,” in J. M. Kitagawa, ed., History of Religions:
Essays on the Problem of Understanding (Chicago: Univ.
of Chicago Press, 1967), pp. 177–193. See esp. p. 192
for a clear example of one Orientalist’s impact on Mus-
lims, that is, Goldziher.

21. Draz, al-Din, p. 18.
22. Ahmad Shalabi, Muqaranat al-adyan, 4 vols.

(Cairo, 1960–1964). The volumes are entitled: Vol. 1:
al-yahudiyya; Vol. 2: al-masihiyya; Vol. 3: al-islam;
Vol. 4: adyan al-hind al-kubra.

23. Ibid., Vol. 3, p. 23.
24. Draz, on the contrary, avoids contrasting rea-

son with faith. He does not refer to Islam when he de-
scribes the Western scientific use of reason. His inter-
pretation of scientific method does not conflict with his
personal faith in Islam, at least from what we can de-
duce from the content of his book under analysis here.

25. There are cases where a researcher’s intention-
ality belongs to two categories at once.

26. Hugh P. Goddard, “Christianity as portrayed
by Egyptian Muslim authors: An examination in the
light of earlier Muslim views,” Ph.D. thesis (Univer-
sity of Birmingham, 1984).

27. Ibid., p. 131.
28. Ibid., pp. 197–198.
29. Ibid., p. 273.
30. Ibid., pp. 323–324.
31. If one is to judge by the number of reprints

his series has gone through, his project has certainly had
much appeal.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abu Zahrah, Muhammad. Muhadarat fi al-nasraniyya
(1942) Cairo: Matba�at al-�ulum, 1942; 3rd ed.
Cairo: Dar al-fikr al-�arabi, 1961.



250 Modern Times

16

The Muslims of South Asia
(1857–1947)

SHEILA MCDONOUGH

250

flict now known as the Indian Mutiny or Revolt. With
the help of Sikh troops from northern India, the Brit-
ish triumphed over the rebels, and, suspecting Muslim
intrigue as a cause of the conflict, exiled the last Mughal
emperor, shot his sons, and ruined much of the Mus-
lim city of Delhi. They effectively destroyed the power
and wealth of the Muslim aristocracy. This violent and
sudden elimination of a governing class was a shock
to Muslim self-understanding. One articulate witness
to these events was the Muslim poet, Ghalib, who was
in Delhi when the British wreaked their revenge on the
defenseless city and its inhabitants.2 In Ghalib’s subtle
and beautiful verses, one finds eloquent testimony to
the ambiguities and sorrow of the Indian Muslim situa-
tion. Ghalib had been impressed by the cleanliness and
order the British had brought to Calcutta, but he per-
ceived their destruction of Delhi as brutal and racist.
Muslims found themselves conquered by a people they
could not effectively relate to by using their own stan-
dards of courtesy and diplomacy.

About 50 years after this event, a Muslim jour-
nalist, Muhammad Ali, looking back on the post-
Mutiny period, tells us how his generation perceived
the attitudes of their predecessors who had embod-
ied the remnants of the Muslim governing class:

It was the Muslim aristocracy. . . that suffered most
in the terrible aftermath of the Mutiny. In fact, in its
permanent results even more than in some of its ter-
rors, it could, without any considerable exaggera-
tion, be compared to the social upheaval that the
French Revolution meant to the old nobility of France.

At the time of the partition of India and Pakistan in
1947, Muslims comprised about one quarter of the
population of the subcontinent. In a number of re-
spects, the Muslim experience in India has been dif-
ferent from that of Muslims elsewhere. Since the
tenth century, Muslims have been actively coming
into India from Iran, Afghanistan, and Central Asia.
The Muslims who came into India found themselves
involved with a majority population of Hindus. For
several centuries, differing forms of accommodation
had evolved in relation to the majority population.
Finally, events took a different turn when the Brit-
ish arrived in the sixteenth century and gradually
came to dominate Indian life. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Muslims were beginning to discover that
their status was becoming increasingly insecure. As
Sivan has pointed out, it has been a Muslim from
this relatively insecure milieu, Mawdudi, who, in
the mid-twentieth century, has articulated the most
popular version of a neotraditionalist perspective.1

Since that perspective has now become a dominant one
in many movements throughout the Muslim world, it
may be that the destabilizing experiences of the Indian
Muslims are beginning to speak to the insecurities of
Muslims in many parts of the Islamic world.

The Revolt of 1857: Sayyid Ahmed Khan

In 1857, Indian troops of the British army in India re-
belled against their officers and precipitated the con-
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The remnant of Muslim aristocracy, deprived of all
influence and many of their possessions, certainly did
not expect the return of the Muslim rule. Neverthe-
less, a whole generation kept sullenly aloof from all
contact with the culture of the new rulers of India,
which in their heart of hearts they still despised. . . .
Few indeed can realize today the feeling of those
Upper India Muslims who sulked in their tents for
so long, or the difficulties of the pioneers of English
education among them.3

Muhammad Ali explains in this way how diffi-
cult it was to get Muslims to move out of their de-
pressed condition and to become actively involved
with the new intellectual challenges the British had
brought with them. He credits the efforts of Sayyid
Ahmed Khan as the major cause of the eventual trans-
formation of Muslim self-understanding, hopes, and
social attitudes. Sayyid Ahmed Khan, himself one of
the Muslim aristocrats who had survived the destruc-
tion of Delhi, thought that Muslims must either adapt
to the new forms of learning or cease to be effective
in the world. Muhammad Ali was himself a gradu-
ate of the Aligarh Muslim University. He later said
that the founder of that university, Sayyid Ahmed
Khan, was responsible for saving the Muslims from
sinking into a condition of despair and paralysis.
Sayyid Ahmed Khan believed that the future survival
of the Muslims would require them to adapt to their
new rulers, while maintaining their faith, and to learn
whatever new skills might be necessary for survival
in the new conditions. His answer to defeat was not
retreat, but active quest for new knowledge. There-
fore he insisted on founding a modern university for
Muslims, on translating scientific materials into
Urdu, and on coexistence with the British. There is
not much doubt that this vigorous life-affirming spirit
did much to revitalize the young Muslims who came
to study at the new university.

One aspect of this new program was to reevaluate
the basis for Muslim-Christian relationships. Sayyid
Ahmed Khan established a journal, Tahzib ul-Akhlaq,
with the aim of encouraging Muslims to distinguish
between the basic principles of their religion (which
could not be changed) and their cultural practices
(which could be revised).4 Since he believed that closer
social relationships with Christians were desirable for
Muslims, he urged reexamination of the attitudes and
practices of his community. He believed that much
Muslim behavior was based on prejudice and custom.
This meant, he thought, that the Indian Muslims should
try to dissociate themselves from certain cultural atti-

tudes and practices that they had acquired from their
Indian environment, such as fears of pollution from
foreigners and dislike of widow remarriages. Many
Indian Muslims thought it wrong to eat with Chris-
tians, but Ahmed Khan insisted that there were Hadith
who affirmed the legitimacy of this practice.5

As part of this project of strengthening mutual
knowledge and respect between Muslims and Chris-
tians, Ahmed Khan attempted to write a commentary
on the Bible. He completed a commentary on Gen-
esis 1 to 11 and Matthew 1 to 5. The pressure of his
other activities prevented him from completing this
work. His intention,however, remains clear, namely
to encourage mutual understanding between Muslims
and Christians based on scholarship. He did not think
Muslims had anything to fear from such a process.
He was well aware of the disparagement of the
Prophet Muhammad current in many of the writings
of Christian missionaries. His method, however, was
to respond to misrepresentation by reasoned argu-
ment. In addition to the commentary on the Bible,
he also wrote studies of the Qur�an and Hadith.6

In the commentary on the Bible, he noted that
there have been many versions. This fact is normally
understood by Muslims to indicate the greater reli-
ability of the Qur�an. He indicated certain differences
in the two Scriptures, such as the teaching that the
creation took place in seven days according to the
Bible and in six days according to the Qur�an. His
attitude to these issues was that reasonable people can
agree to differ on such matters. He rejected the pos-
sibility of miracles and undertook to offer rational-
istic explanations. He said, for example, that the
Virgin Birth was symbolic of faithfulness to the hus-
band. He explained the crucifixion as an event dur-
ing which Jesus was put on the cross, but was
removed by his disciples before he died, and was
hidden by them. On the question of Christian ethics,
he said that to love the enemy is not totally impos-
sible, although he elsewhere commented that Chris-
tians have not behaved like this in their history.

Sayyid Ahmed Khan’s optimism and resilience of
spirit were remarkable. In spite of the humiliating
defeat suffered by his immediate community, and the
unpleasant experience of domination by the often rac-
ist and contemptuous British, he seemed sure that the
Muslims could rise again. His knowledge of history
may have helped him take a long view; he had writ-
ten a history of the Muslims of Delhi, and he knew
that the community had persisted through many kinds
of triumphs and defeats. He actively encouraged edu-
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cation and the development of scientific knowledge
among Muslims. Part of his long-range plan seems to
have included attempting to remove obstacles to ef-
fective cooperation between Muslims and Christians
in India. On the Muslim side, this meant overcoming
irrational prejudices and customs which might have
prevented inter-dining and other forms of social rela-
tionship between the two communities. One might
look on this aspect of Sayyid Ahmed Khan’s activi-
ties as the fruit of generations of training in diplomatic
practices; his grandfather had been a diplomat serv-
ing the Mughal court. Sayyid Ahmed Khan’s own
training at home had stressed civility and courteous
human relationships. Although he received much
abuse for his efforts to change people, his responses
were characteristically rational and good-tempered.

He tried also to educate the British so that they
might adopt a more rational and civil attitude to their
Indian subjects. He was encouraged in these efforts
by some Englishmen who were his friends and sup-
porters. He wrote an account for the English of the
reasons for the Mutiny in which he said that the in-
sensitivity of the rulers had been a significant factor
in causing trouble. His commentary on the Bible was
intended to make civil relationships between Mus-
lims and Christians more possible. He was attempt-
ing to urge Muslims to recognize common values
between the two communities. He hoped that the
Christians would also become more respectful and
courteous in their attitudes to the Muslim faith.

Relations with the Hindus took a less significant
place in Sayyid Ahmed Khan’s thought. His over-
riding concern was to further good relations between
the Muslims and the British. He knew that the Brit-
ish were blaming the Muslims for the Revolt and that
his community was in serious danger of repression
by the rulers. Hindus were allowed to be educated
along with Muslims in the university founded by
Sayyid Ahmed Khan, and he was ready to encour-
age cultural reciprocity between the Muslim and
Hindu communities. However, he was not optimis-
tic as to what might happen to the Muslims if the
British were to leave India.7

Early Twentieth Century

Once the Aligarh Muslim University had been
founded, a number of Englishmen came to teach there.
A mutually productive friendship seemed to have de-
veloped between the young English historian, Thomas

Arnold, and Shibli Numani, a Muslim religious scholar
who had come to teach the Qur�an, and other Islamic
subjects, to the Aligarh students. In the subsequent
historical writings of both Arnold and Shibli, one can
perceive some fruits of the interaction between schol-
ars that was one significant contribution of Aligarh.
In Arnold’s case, for example, one finds in his book
The Preaching of Islam arguments against the old and
widespread Christian stereotype of “conversion by the
sword,” namely of violence as the only reason for the
spread of Islam.8

Shibli’s writings include a number of significant
biographies of important Muslim leaders. These bi-
ographies contributed greatly to the self-understand-
ing of the new generation of educated Indian Mus-
lims. One can find in Shibli’s writings references to
historians like Gibbon, which indicate that the Mus-
lim author, although critical of much Western histo-
riography, was, nevertheless, attempting to relate his
efforts in writing Muslim history to contemporary
historical writing.9 Shibli said that some Christian
writers had tried to deny that the Prophet was
descended from Abraham and had claimed that
Muhammad got his ideas from the Christian monk
Bahira.10 These instances are typical of what Shibli
perceived as distortions of the Islamic tradition by
Western writers hostile to Islam, and he wanted to
use scholarship to refute what he saw as malicious
misrepresentations of Muslim history. He said that
one of the worst characteristics of Western writings
about Islam was that Western scholars seemed
unable to distinguish between gossip and reliable
sources. Shibli wrote a biography of the Prophet
Muhammad which became extremely popular among
Indian Muslims. He later tried to set up his own train-
ing institute which would, he hoped, specialize in
training Muslims to write effectively.

Moving on now to 1915, we find in Muhammad
Ali’s My Life a Fragment an account of the attitudes
of a young Muslim journalist who had been educated
at Aligarh and subsequently at Oxford. Muhammad
Ali considered that his Aligarh education, and es-
pecially Shibli’s lectures on the Qur�an, had well
equipped him to confront the modern world. Muham-
mad Ali gives us as follows his perceptions of the
contribution of Sayyid Ahmed Khan:

With a Tacitus-like antithesis he credited Europe
with every good quality in which he found his own
people deficient; but for all this he never wavered
for a moment in his belief in the eternal truth of
Islam and the capacity of the Muslims to rise to the
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highest pinnacle of human greatness. All he wanted
was to build a bridge that would connect his ancient
faith with this new science, and the ideal that he
placed before himself, when framing his scheme of
the Muslim University of the future, is best ex-
pressed in his own words. “Science,” he said, “shall
be in our right hand and philosophy in our left; and
on our head shall be the crown of ‘There is no god
but Allah and Mohammad is His Apostle’.”11

Muhammad Ali argued that cooperation with the
British had been necessary in Sayyid Ahmed Khan’s
time, but was no longer appropriate. He was interned
in 1915 because of his “subversive” writings about the
fate of Turkey. He feared that the British and their
allies would capture Istanbul, which would then be-
come Tsargrad; the Russians would have access to the
Mediterranean; and the Islamic holy places might be
taken by foreigners.12 Muhammad Ali, writing early in
World War I, feared that one outcome of the war might
be the extinction of Muslim independence everywhere.
Although events did not work out as he expected, his
grasp of Western intentions toward the dismembering
of the Ottoman Empire was fairly realistic.

Another active Muslim contemporary of Muham-
mad Ali was Jinnah. The latter had studied law in Lon-
don and had become an extremely successful Muslim
lawyer in Bombay. In 1915–1916, the young Jinnah
managed to get the two main indigenous political orga-
nizations, the Indian National Congress and the Mus-
lim League, to meet together and to agree on a com-
mon platform for the future independence of India. The
degree of readiness to cooperate between the leaders
of the Congress and the Muslim League at this point
was never subsequently repeated. In the years between
World Wars I and II, antagonism between the two com-
munities continued to increase. In 1915, Jinnah was,
however, considered an apostle of Hindu-Muslim
unity.13 Although he and Muhammad Ali followed
different paths in the subsequent historical period, they
seemed, early in World War I, to reflect a growing
Muslim consensus that the period of relying on rela-
tions with the British was finished and that the Mus-
lims of the subcontinent must begin to interact more
effectively with their Hindu compatriots.

The Non-cooperation Movement

Another activist had also entered Indian politics at
this period. Gandhi had returned to India from his
successful nonviolence campaigns in South Africa.

Immediately after the war, he entered actively into
Congress politics, hoping to repeat in India some of
the nonviolence campaigns that had proved effective
in South Africa. Jinnah disapproved of what he con-
sidered mixing up mob emotions with serious politi-
cal negotiations, and, when Gandhi came to dominate
the Congress, Jinnah withdrew. Muhammad Ali made
an opposite move. He became an enthusiastic co-
worker with Gandhi in the political struggles of
1919–1922. The Russian Revolution, and Atatürk’s
military successes, had frustrated Western attempts to
control Turkey. Nevertheless, Muhammad Ali contin-
ued to fear European expansionism into Muslim ter-
ritory, and specifically into Mecca and Medina.

The different responses of Jinnah and Muhammad
Ali to Congress politics in 1919 reflect the differ-
ences in their basic approaches. Jinnah had a ratio-
nalistic understanding of religion and politics. He
believed that reason should be used to help persons
resolve situations of conflict. He was in favor of
constitutional guarantees of individual rights and of
parliamentary democracy. He thought that bringing
mob religious sentiments into Indian political life
would render rational constitutional negotiations
very difficult, if not impossible. For this reason, he
subsequently left India and went to practice law
in England. Gandhi, just returned from his epic
struggles in South Africa, had a sort of messianic
conviction that, if the masses would follow him in
nonviolent resistance, the British could be forced to
leave India within a year. Jinnah thought this idea
foolish. Muhammad Ali enthusiastically embraced the
vision, and entered into partnership with Gandhi.14

The partnership of Gandhi and Muhammad Ali in
the Non-cooperation struggle of 1919–1922 created
many new bonds of friendship and support between
Muslims and Hindus, although it also perplexed many
persons in both religious traditions. Muhammad Ali
believed that the independence of the Turkish Caliph
was urgently important for all Muslims because the
sacred places must be protected by Muslims. He
founded the Khilafat Committee for the purpose of
lobbying the English to maintain the independence
of the Turkish Caliph. Since many Indian Muslims
had fought in the British army, the British govern-
ment was sensitive to these concerns. At the time, the
Greeks had invaded Turkey, and Turkish indepen-
dence was by no means certain. One of the most
curious developments was that Gandhi became an
active member of the Khilafat Committee. He was
the only significant Hindu leader to do so.
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Gandhi reasoned that religious matters are central
to human personality. Since Gandhi wanted Muslims
to work with him in building a new India, he thought
that supporting them on a matter they thought reli-
giously serious would bond them to him. Gandhi
attended Khilafat meetings and was hoping to cre-
ate Hindu-Muslim solidarity for the new India. Few
other Hindus shared this reasoning. Most of the
Muslim leaders did support the Khilafat movement,
but some, including Jinnah and Iqbal, did not. The
enthusiasm of Gandhi and Muhammad Ali was met
with both positive response and skepticism in their
communities.

From Gandhi’s papers from this period, we note
that Muhammad Ali and his brother Shaukat were
actively involved in touring India with Gandhi and
making speeches everywhere. All three were urging
Indians to leave the British educational, legal, and
other institutions and to refuse absolutely to cooper-
ate with the British administration of India. Many
Muslim students and teachers did leave Aligarh: they
set up an independent institution called the Islamic
National University, Jamia Millia Islamia. The com-
parable Hindu institution, the Benares Hindu Univer-
sity, was less willing to cooperate, but some did leave
and set up another national university.

How did Muhammad Ali relate his self-under-
standing as a Muslim to his enthusiastic acceptance
of Gandhi’s cause? Gandhi had invited Iqbal to be-
come president of the new Jamia Millia Islamia, but
Iqbal refused on the grounds that he was not tempera-
mentally suited to such a role. That Gandhi and Iqbal
corresponded on this matter indicates that Muslims
generally were aware of the possibility that the Non-
cooperation movement might succeed in driving the
English out of India.15 Muhammad Ali then became
the first head of the new institution. The curriculum
he established indicated that he wanted the young
Muslims, who were to be educated to participate ac-
tively in the new India, to be well grounded in the
Qur�an (as Muhammad Ali had been, thanks to Shibli’s
lectures at Aligarh), in Iqbal’s poetry, and in Islamic
history. Iqbal’s Urdu poetry was an important element
in stimulating Muslim revivalist enthusiasm.

Muhammad Ali

There is little doubt that Muhammad Ali was self-
consciously a Muslim reformer in the tradition estab-
lished by Sayyid Ahmed Khan. He saw Gandhi es-

sentially as a political ally. He thought that coopera-
tion with the English had been necessary in Sayyid
Ahmed Khan’s time, but that the different situation
of his generation made cooperation with the Hindus
desirable as a means to getting the English out of
India. In My Life a Fragment, he indicated his ideas
about the future:

I felt I should now assist my community in taking
its proper share in the political life of the country.
. . . it should never lose sight of the prospects of the
future when ultimately all communal interests had
to be adjusted in order to harmonise with the para-
mount interests of India. I had long been convinced
that here in this country of hundreds of millions of
human beings, intensely attached to religion and yet
infinitely split up into communities, sect and de-
nomination, Providence had created for us the mis-
sion of solving a unique problem and working out a
new synthesis. It was nothing less than a Federation
of Faiths. The lines of cleavage were too deeply
marked to permit a unity other than federal and yet
the cleavage was not territorial or racial in charac-
ter but religious, and I had been dreaming for some
time dreams of a “United Faiths of India.” The Com-
rade—comrade of all, partisan of none—was to be
the organ that was to voice these views, and prepare
the Musalmans to make their proper contribution to
territorial patriotism without abating a jot of the
fervour of their extraterritorial sympathies which is
the quintessence of Islam.16

As this quotation indicates, Muhammad Ali per-
ceived Muslims and Hindus as distinctive commu-
nities, but he thought cooperation possible. On one
occasion, he precipitated angry comments when he
was quoted as saying that the creed of even a fallen
and degraded Mussalman is entitled to a higher place
than that of any other non-Muslim, irrespective of his
high character, even though the person in question
be Mahatma Gandhi himself. Other Muslims had
accused Muhammad Ali of being a Gandhi worship-
per. Much controversy followed in the press until
finally Gandhi himself wrote:

A gentleman writes to say that the Gujrati papers re-
port Maulana Mahomed Ali as having said in a speech
that Gandhi was lower than the most wretched Mus-
lim. . . . God knows what has happened, but at present
there is misunderstanding between Hindus and Mus-
lims all around. They do not trust each other. The
Hindi and Urdu newspapers in northern India have
overdone the thing. . . . In my humble opinion, the
Maulana has proved the purity of his heart and his
faith in his own religion by expressing his view. He
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merely compared two sets of religious principles and
gave his opinion as to which was better.17

This controversy developed in 1924 when the
period of cooperation was ending, and communal
tensions were worsening, fueled by distortions in
the newspapers, as Gandhi correctly pointed out.
The Non-cooperation movement had been called off
by Gandhi after an outbreak of violence at a police
station. Muslims, and many Hindus, were angry and
disillusioned by what they perceived as an arbitrary
canceling of a revolution in which they had invested
personal energy and sacrifice The majority of Mus-
lims had little use for Gandhi after that. A further
disillusionment came when the new Republic of
Atatürk abandoned the medieval Caliphate in March
1924. The Indian Khilafat movement had no raison
d’etre once there was no more Ottoman Caliph.
Muhammad Ali ceased to be a unifying leader for
the Muslims when the causes he had supported fell
apart.

Another facet of Muhammad Ali’s thought was
his interest in following the approaches of Sayyid
Ahmad Khan and Shibli by studying the respective
histories of Islam and Christianity. He hoped to ar-
rive at an overview of the relationship between these
historical traditions. Although Muhammad Ali had
opposed the continuance of British rule in India, he
nevertheless perceived a need for Muslims to enter
into conversation with Christian scholars so that the
two groups might better understand their common
history. The brief history of Islam which he outlines
in My Life a Fragment show us something of how
he thought Indian Muslims should be taught to think
about their historical relationship to Christianity.
These ideas were intended to be the basis for the
curriculum in Islamic history that he had hoped
students at the Jamia Millia Islamia would follow.
He trusted that his approach would be attractive to
modern youth because, as he said, “unlike Chris-
tianity, no part of our faith rested on belief in a
miracle.”18 In his approach to comparative studies,
he wrote:

Islam had no apostles, no Church, and no Church
Councils like Christianity to dictate her creed to the
believer. It has not even a clergy and the whole spirit
of Islam is consistently and relentlessly opposed to
such a thing as “experts” in religion. It wants all alike
to know their faith, and religion should be the prov-
ince of all the faithful. That is why, unlike Chris-
tianity, it has had no “theology by committee” as Mr.
Wells aptly calls it.19

Muhammad Ali seems to have particularly enjoyed
the writing of H. G. Wells. In writing on these topics,
the Muslim scholar had several aims. One was to
counter the “calumnies” that some Western writers
had spread about Islam, and another was to help
overcome the estrangement that had existed between
Islam and the West.20 He wrote as follows about
Jesus:

It was the crying need of Israel then, and the heroic
effort of Jesus to infuse love into the legalism of the
Pharisee, which culminated in the soul-stirring scene
enacted at Calvary which was worthy of one whom
the Qur�an describes as “illustrious in this world and
in the hereafter” and “one of those near [to God].”
When in the fullness of time he passed away, he left
behind him an exquisitely lovable personality and
an example of firmness undivorced from gentleness.
. . . But he was no theologian who cared to leave to
his followers the legacy of involved labyrinthine
dogma as rigid as the formalism of the Pharisees
themselves, or an elaborate scheme of Church Gov-
ernment and a hierarchy that could shame the em-
pire-builders of Rome with its regular gradation of
a cycle of fasts and feasts and rites and ceremonies
and fashion plates of vestments surpassing variety
and imposing effect the best efforts of heathen
priestcraft . . . Muslims will not wonder at the re-
ception they meet with at the hands of Christians if
they know that fellow-Christians that dared to dif-
fer from them in the smallest particular met with
nothing better. And Christians today, who think in-
tolerance is the badge of every faith but their own,
will be able to unravel the mystery of their own in-
tolerance towards Islam that does exist, and such
ample measure too, even though they are not con-
scious of its existence, and will, it is my earnest wish
and hope, discard it once for like so many ancient
and medieval superstitions that they have discarded
in recent days.21

Muhammad Ali’s message for his fellow Muslims
was thus that Christianity had been made into a the-
ology of the cross by Paul. If Christians would learn
to understand how Paul had corrupted the original
teaching of Jesus, Christians would come closer to
understanding Jesus in the same way that Muslims
did. This ought to result in better relations between
Muslims and Christians. Muhammad Ali also per-
ceived the Gospel of John as a corruption of the origi-
nal message. He wrote:

So a new Gospel was needed which would “spiri-
tualize” the “Apostolic” teaching of the Synoptic
Gospels and yet strongly react against Doketic and
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Antinomian “heresy.” And the “theologian of
Ephesus” who has come to bear the name of “John”
and has been taken for the disciple that died long
before it was compiled, produced the Fourth Gos-
pel. He reverses the natural order that “sound doc-
trine” must be based on Divine Scripture, inasmuch
as he sits down to write Divine Scripture which he
based on the conception of “sound doctrine” enter-
tained by a partisan in heated and turbulent polem-
ics. It is not a Gospel in the general sense of the
word, but a “theological” treatise, an interpretation
of the doctrine of the person of Christ, written that
the reader “may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the
Son of God.”22

Muhammad Ali’s studies at Oxford had con-
firmed his belief in the greater reasonableness of
Muslim beliefs as compared to the irrational theologi-
cal conceptions of Divine Sonship and the Trinity in
the Christian tradition. He seems to have been par-
ticularly interested in the writings of the German
scholar Adolf von Harnack. Muhammad Ali hoped
that future Christian and Muslim scholars would
come to understand, as Harnack did, that the early
generations of Christian thinkers distorted the origi-
nal Christian message. He quoted Harnack on the
struggles of the early Church against gnosticism and
the Manichees:

And so St. Paul and the author of the Fourth Gospel
between them had taken more than half the journey
from primary religion, which was, apparently all the
concern of the Galilean disciples; to theology and the
rest being taken at breakneck speed by their extrava-
gant disciples, the Gnostics. But while this journey
was being undertaken, Christianity was manifesting
itself as “enthusiastic.” The end of the world was held
to be close at hand. Neither the story nor the sayings
of Jesus were recorded by those who could have per-
petuated a full and authentic account of his ministry
because of their expectation of the immediate end of
the world and of his second advent.23

Muhammad Ali repeated this account by Harnack
of the reasons Jesus’ teachings were not properly re-
corded by the early Church. It is easy to see why an
intelligent Muslim would have readily concluded, as
Muhammad Ali did, that these accounts confirm the
Muslim view that the original teaching of Jesus has
been largely obscured by the theologians. He also took
from Harnack the view that mysticism and political
servility had given a death blow to prophetic con-
sciousness in the Greek Church. The Latin Church, he
said, had little interest in mysticism and had made the
Gospel a system of morals and then, following St.

Augustine, had identified the Catholic Church with the
Kingdom of Christ.

Muhammad Ali discussed at length the theologi-
cal disputes of the Patristic period, and the changes
brought about by the conversion of the Emperor
Constantine. He quoted from Gibbon to the effect
that “the prerogatives of the King of Heaven were
settled or changed in the cabinet of an earthly mon-
arch and the sword of the tyrant was often unsheathed
to enforce the reasons of the theologians.”24

These discussions of events after Nicea indicate
Muhammad Ali’s belief that more careful study of
Christian history would readily convince Muslims of
the superiority of Islam. He also hoped that such
study would lead Christians to recognize, as Arnold
had indicated, that the successes of Islam in the sev-
enth century were related to the dissatisfaction among
Christian people as a result of centuries of wrangling
on tangled theological issues and persecutions for
heresy. The perspective characteristic of this early
generation of Aligarh scholars was to emphasize the
irrationality and inhumane persecutions of the early
Christian centuries. Muhammad Ali hoped that this
perspective on their own history would lead educated
Christians to take a more tolerant and accepting atti-
tude to Muslims. As one who had been interned by
the British during World War I, and subsequently
imprisoned for the intemperance of his remarks, he
was not naive about the realities of oppressive Brit-
ish rule. Nevertheless, his Aligarh and Oxford stud-
ies had led him to believe that educated persons
could eventually learn tolerance and mutual respect.
He died in London in 1931 where he had been tak-
ing part in the round table conference called by the
British to try to find agreement about the future of
the subcontinent.

Abul Kalam Azad

A younger contemporary of Muhammad Ali, and a
second important Muslim leader of this generation,
was Mawlana Abul Kalam Azad (1888–1958). He also
had taken part in the Khilafat and Non-cooperation
movements. Like Muhammad Ali, he began his ca-
reer as a journalist whose Urdu newspaper, Al-Hilal,
had similar goals to Muhammad Ali’s publications.
Both men had been attempting through their writings
to infuse energy and purposefulness into the Indian
Muslims. Azad had come from a distinguished fam-
ily of religious scholars in Calcutta and had been
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largely educated by his own family members. He
did not share the Aligarh and Oxford background
of Muhammad Ali, and he was always much more
consistently anti-British than his fellow Muslim
journalist.

Nevertheless, Azad had studied with Shibli. After
Sayyid Ahmed Khan’s death, Thomas Arnold had
gone to teach in Government College, Lahore, where
one of his students was the young Iqbal. Shibli had
left Aligarh and had established a new institution
called the Nadwat ul Ulema at Lucknow where he
hoped to create a new generation of articulate Mus-
lim scholars who could write effectively for the pur-
pose of infusing new strength into the Indian Mus-
lims. Azad spent some time there, and learned, most
certainly, to write extremely well. Azad had also had
contact with Bengali revolutionaries in his youth, and
had subsequently travelled in the Arab world. He had
met with many Arab political activists, and he felt
part of a wider community of Muslims working to
overthrow Western domination.

Azad and Muhammad Ali went in opposite direc-
tions after the collapse of the Khilafat and Non-
cooperation movements. We noted earlier that Jinnah
and Muhammad Ali had reacted in totally different
ways to the impact of Gandhi on the Congress. Now
we see another example of apparently similar Mus-
lim reformists reacting in diverse ways to a period
of crisis. At a minimum, we might learn from this that
Muslims, like other people, are not readily predict-
able. Azad’s response to the crisis of the failure of
these movements of the early 1920s was to move
more directly into close cooperation with the leaders
of the Congress party. He became, and remained to
the end, a close associate of Jawaharlal Nehru. He
served as one of the subsequent presidents of the
Congress; he was jailed along with the other Con-
gress leaders; and, after independence, he became one
of the members of Nehru’s cabinet. From the perspec-
tive of the Muslims who remained with India, he
became their most important leader and representa-
tive in the early years of Congress government.

Elements of Azad’s religious thought can be dis-
cerned in his commentary on the Qur�an which he
began writing while he was imprisoned by the Brit-
ish along with other Congress leaders in 1930. The
commentary was never finished because of Azad’s
many political responsibilities. In his introductory
remarks, he comments that new commentaries are
needed which would conform more to the spirit of
the first generations of Qur�an commentators. He

maintains that the later generations of commentators
in the Middle Ages were often inept and that many
of them allowed their partisan prejudices and idio-
syncratic opinions to influence their commentaries.
For this reason, in Azad’s opinion, the whole enter-
prise of Qur�an commentary must begin again from
first principles.25

He characterizes such inept commentaries as
Tafsir-bi-rai. He writes:

Such in brief is the story of the Qur�anic interpreta-
tion attempted in the past. But however brief this
survey, it is enough to show what obstacles one has
to overcome to reach the Qur�an, or what thick veils
to lift to catch a clear vision of it. The effort will
involve a simultaneous survey of every nook and
corner of the Qur�an and the exercise of deep insight
into the meaning of things. It is only then that the
forsaken reality of the Qur�an may put in its appear-
ance. . . . But I may say this with confidence that I
have opened a new avenue for an intelligent ap-
proach to the Qur�an, and hope that men of under-
standing will notice that the method adopted by
me is something fundamentally different from the
method pursued in the past.26

What Azad understands as an intelligent approach
to the problems of the modern age assumes that blind
repetition of traditional beliefs and practices is un-
intelligent. Although not an Aligarh old boy, he
shares the intellectual liveliness of Sayyid Ahmed
Khan and Shibli, and he was probably influenced in
his own way, as Muhammad Ali was, by Shibli’s
efforts to revitalize Muslim understanding of the
Qur�an. He teaches that the Qur�an message is not
sectarian, but rather offers, as all true Prophets have,
a path of guidance intended for all people. Azad con-
demns what he calls groupism, by which he means a
worship of one’s particular community. For him, true
religious response should strengthen the indepen-
dence of the mind of the believer, and free him from
idolatrous dependence on his group. He comments
on verses 24–29 of Surah 2, passages dealing with
Abraham: “What was the path of religion which
Abraham adopted for himself and what was the path
which his children followed; and what was the reli-
gion or way of life which Jacob bequeathed from his
death-bed to this people? Assuredly, it was not the
groupism upheld by Judaism or Christianity.”27 Azad
thus insists that the Qur�an criticizes Jews and Chris-
tians for worshipping their own groups rather than
God and for failing to respond to God because of their
closed minds and blind adherence to their own tra-
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ditions. For Indian Muslims, he is recommending
independence of judgment and freeing of the mind
from blind allegiance to a group. There is not much
doubt that Azad saw the communal troubles of India
as a result of the groupism he lamented. The true path
of Abraham, as he understood it, ought to free Mus-
lims to become independently minded individuals,
judging issues on their merits, and not accepting
domination by group opinion.

Muhammad Iqbal

A third significant Indian Muslim writer of this same
generation was the poet-philosopher, Muhammad
Iqbal. As we noted, Thomas Arnold was one of his
teachers in Lahore. Iqbal left India in 1905 and spent
three years in Europe. He studied law in London and
philosophy at Cambridge and in Germany. He re-
ceived a doctorate from the University of Munich for
a thesis on the metaphysics of the Persian mystical
tradition. After his return to India, Iqbal exercized
a major influence on his people’s self-awareness
through his poetry, which stressed the need for a re-
vitalized Islamic spirit. His poetry in Urdu and Per-
sian has had a profound impact on his people.

He also advised many Muslim leaders, including
Jinnah, on political issues. The statement he read to
the Muslim League in 1930, which stresses the need
for Muslims to retain control over the cultural devel-
opment of their people, is generally considered to
have played a significant role in guiding the move-
ment that eventuated in the establishment of Pakistan
as an independent nation. His one published book on
Islamic philosophy, The Reconstruction of Religious
Thought in Islam, is unparalleled as an effort to re-
state Islamic principles in the light of process phi-
losophy, modern cosmology, and a new understand-
ing of Islamic history.

One thread which runs through these thinkers
from Sayyid Ahmad Khan to Iqbal is a perception
that Protestantism was closer to Islam than other
forms of Christianity. Sayyid Ahmed Khan had ob-
served that Luther in reinstating divorce was mov-
ing closer to Islam. The Protestant movement away
from clerical celibacy, and away from legitimation
of clerical authority by belief in the process of tran-
substantiation of the elements in the ritual of the
mass, was perceived by Indian Muslim thinkers as
steps toward what they understood as the rational-
ism and freedom from superstition of Islam. We

noted Muhammad Ali’s enthusiastic responses to
Harnack’s criticism of patristic theology. Iqbal shares
this tradition. However, he had arrived in a German
philosophy department shortly after the death of
Nietzsche (1900), and he was greatly fascinated by
that German thinker’s attack on the hypocrisies and
spiritual mutilations of pietistic Lutheranism. Iqbal
rated Nietzsche very highly as a prophetic critic of
the modern West, but he felt that Muslims as critics
could go even further and affirm ideals which could
transcend the dilemmas perceived by Nietzsche and
other Western cultural critics.

Iqbal, who died in 1938, perceived World War I,
the Russian Revolution, the Italian invasion of Af-
rica, and the Spanish Civil War as proofs of the fail-
ure of Christianity to provide rational and practicable
ideals. He wrote:

Surely, it is high time to look to the essentials of
Islam. . . . The main purpose of the Quran is to
awaken in man the higher consciousness of his mani-
fold relations with God and the universe. . . . The
problem of Islam was really suggested by the mu-
tual conflict, and at the same time mutual attraction,
presented by the two forces of religion and civiliza-
tion. The same problem confronted early Christian-
ity. The great point in Christianity is the search for
an independent content for spiritual life which, ac-
cording to the insight of its founder, could be ele-
vated, not by the forces of a world external to the
soul of man, but by the revelation of new world
within his soul. Islam fully agrees with this insight
and supplements it by the further insight that the
illumination of the new world thus revealed is not
something foreign to the world of matter but per-
meates it through and through. . . . It is the mysteri-
ous touch of the ideal that animates and sustains the
real, and through it alone we can discover and af-
firm the ideal.28

Iqbal thus viewed Christianity as a spiritual force
which at its best had affirmed the spiritual dignity and
freedom of individual human beings. As a tradition,
however, he thought it had failed to affirm suffi-
ciently the necessity of working to transform the
actual social, economic, and political structures of
the world in order that the perception of ideal values
could be implemented by the creation of structures
embodying justice. Most of his followers went to the
new nation of Pakistan in order to work for these
values. Some stayed in India, however, and Zakir
Husain, the first Muslim president of independent
India, remained an admirer of Iqbal, as well as of
Gandhi, all his life.
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Abul Ala Mawdudi

A fourth significant Muslim writer of this same gen-
eration was Abul Ala Mawdudi (1903–1979). Al-
though the youngest of the thinkers we have been
discussing, Mawdudi also was a supporter of the
Khilafat movement. He, too, began as a religious
journalist, editing a journal for the ulema. These four
Indian Muslim religious thinkers were all shaped by
the context of the collapsing power of Britain and the
emerging force of Indian nationalism. Mawdudi pub-
lished a book on Jihad in 1930 which has exerted a
considerable influence in shaping a new form of Is-
lamic neotraditionalism in the Indo-Pakistan subcon-
tinent and throughout the Muslim world.

Mawdudi was most explicitly not an Aligarh old
boy; his grandfather had pulled his father out of
Aligarh because of the excessive Westernization,
tennis shorts for example, being imposed on the
Aligarh students. Mawdudi was educated primarily
by the religious scholars of his own family. He went
to a high school which attempted to combine West-
ern with Islamic knowledge, and then entered a col-
lege in Hyderabad. His studies were interrupted by
the death of his father, and he turned to journalism
to make his living. His later education was acquired
through reading and study on his own.

Mawdudi founded a movement entitled the
Jama’at-i Islami which was intended to work for the
implementation of an Islamic Revolution. A journal
has regularly been published by the movement. The
list of Mawdudi’s articles and books includes 138
titles, many of them translated into many languages.
Mawdudi has been the most widely read Muslim
author of his generation. His perspective on relations
with Christians, Hindus, and anyone else is shaped
by his underlying conviction that Islam, as he under-
stands it, is a God-given system which, if properly
implemented, would solve all the problems of mo-
dernity. Mawdudi opposed both Indian and Pakistan
nationalism, as forms of misguided idolatry, al-
though he moved to Pakistan after independence.
He remained a thorn in the flesh to several Pakistani
governments, and was imprisoned several times.
His followers run for office regularly.

One of his followers has summarized Mawdudi’s
perspective as follows:

He relentlessly criticised the new-fangled ideologies
which had begun to cast a spell over the minds and
hearts of his brethren-in-faith and attempted to show
the hollowness of those ideologies. . . . All theories

or doctrines which claim that in disregard of Divine
guidance, man himself has the right—be it as an
individual or a group of persons, or a nation or even
all humanity combined—to decide what is good or
bad for mankind, are indeed to be regarded as deny-
ing the Sovereignty of God and as setting up gods
other than the One True God. Submission to God
means bringing the entire life of man into harmony
with the revealed Will of God.29

From this perspective, any other point of view is
idolatrous, whether it be Christian, Hindu, commu-
nist, or liberal democrat. Mawdudi explicitly opposed
the idea of government by the people, since, he rea-
soned, if the people make the laws, they are tres-
passing on the prerogatives of God, who is the only
acceptable lawgiver for humanity. The Islamic Revo-
lution which Mawdudi advocated was intended to
establish a political system based on revealed law.

Abid Husain

A fifth perspective from the same generation of
Indian Muslims comes from the small group that re-
mained with the Jamia Millia Islamia after the col-
lapse of the Khilafat and Non-cooperation move-
ments. There were three significant leaders of this
group—Zakir Husain, Muhammad Mujeeb, and
Abid Husain. The three came back from their doc-
toral studies in Europe in order to keep alive this at-
tempt to have an Indian Muslim National Educa-
tional Institute run in accordance with Gandhian
ideals. When after 1937, India gained provincial self-
government, and Gandhi organized a national edu-
cational system called Basic Education, the Jamia
Millia Islamia came to play a major role in training
the teachers. Abid Husain has been the most prolific
author of the three, and has produced a number of
books dealing with the cultural role of Muslims in
independent India. He argued that much cultural
affinity has developed among the two peoples as a
result of centuries of living together. In his words:

Thus we have a glimpse of Weltanschauung of the
modern educated classes of Hindus and Muslims as
reflected in the philosophies of Tagore and Iqbal. We
find that in the depths of the Indian mind two streams
of religious consciousness spring from the same
source and flow in the same channel. . . . It is only on
coming to surface on the level of analytical thought
that they divide themselves into two distinct rivers.
. . . But we shall see presently they meet again in the
wider expanse of social, moral and aesthetic life.
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Looking at the concrete aspects of the cultural life
of Hindus and Muslims we find that in spite of the
separatist movements of the last two hundred years
most of the common factors which had been partly
the causes, partly the effect of the cultural synthe-
sis which took place in the time of Akbar the Great,
are still there, and new common ground has been
created by the influences of the modern Western
culture.30

Abid Husain argued that the practical moral codes
of the two communities are very much alike. Both
groups stress modesty, charity, and temperance. They
share musical and artistic tastes. He maintained that
if the Indian Muslims are treated fairly as a minor-
ity, they can easily fit into the patterns of Indian life,
which have been customary to them for a long time.

The Ulema

Thus far we have been considering differing Indian
Muslim attitudes from the perspectives of individuals,
most of whom have been journalists and writers. In
this same historical period between 1857 and 1947,
the ulema were also caught up in efforts to discover
new directions for the community. A madrassa to
train Hanafi ulema was established at Deoband shortly
after 1857. Its goal was to train leaders who would
tenaciously maintain the religious identity of the
Muslim community. The students and teachers of
Deoband played a variety of roles and made their
presence strongly felt within the community. In an
analysis of the role of this madrassa, the author
writes:

The Deobandi ulama issued 147,851 fatawa from
1911 to 195l. Rashid Ahmad Gangohi, for example,
gave rulings on request that it was lawful to learn
English if there was no danger to religion, that it was
unlawful to take interest from a Christian, and to use
money-orders and bills of exchange in which the
element of interest enters. He also ruled the wear-
ing of a cross or a topi to be sinful.31

The various groups needing support, such as
the movement to establish Aligarh University, the
Khilafat movement, and the Muslim League, courted
the help of the ulema because they needed to prove
that they had the Muslim community with them. The
Deobandi ulema became particularly politically ac-
tive, in a manner new to them, during the Khilafat
movement because they were incensed by the threat
of possible danger to Mecca and Medina. For this rea-

son, they supported Gandhi as opposed to a group
of ulema from another institution at Bareilly who
rejected non-cooperation and support for Gandhi.
The latter group was less influential.32

Shibli and Azad in the prewar period had been
urging the ulema to become politically active. Many
of them responded enthusiastically, and it was their
support that made the Khilafat movement politically
effective. The notion of Gandhi urging the political
involvement of the ulema is perhaps curious, yet his
own belief that religiosity was somehow a virtue led
him to take this position uncritically. Paradoxically,
it was Jinnah who was much more wary of religious
enthusiasm. Once the ulema had acquired the new
skills of political activism, they continued to play
active roles in Indian politics. As we indicated ear-
lier, most of them no longer supported Gandhi or
Azad after the failure of the Khilafat movement.
Some, but not all, supported the Muslim League.

Although Azad had been a key figure in urging
the ulema to political activism, he could no longer
count on their uncritical support after the collapse of
the Khilafat movement. They continued to respect his
scholarship since he was known to be a member of a
family of traditional religious scholars. But his theo-
logical critique of traditional Qur�an interpretation
and his emphasis on the Qur�an as the primary source
of Muslim values were seen to be means of under-
cutting the traditional role of the Shariah.33 The ulema
understood themselves as the transmitters and up-
holders of the Shariah.

This issue of giving primacy to the Qur�an is a signifi-
cant thread in Indian Muslim thought which moves
from Sayyid Ahmed Khan and Shibli through Muham-
mad Ali, Azad, Iqbal, and Abid Husain. The issue has
many implications, including the question of whether
or not any person who studies the Qur�an might be
considered a competent member of the ulema to form
conclusions as to its meaning. During the century of
Indian experience which we have been considering,
the ulema increasingly perceived themselves as the
legitimate custodians of the traditional Shariah in the
context of new political realities.

Although Azad supported Nehru and the Con-
gress party, and Iqbal had offered ideological lead-
ership to the Muslim League, the issue of the primacy
of the Qur�an entered into both these streams of po-
litical thought, and subsequently into the political
struggles of the newly independent nations of India,
Pakistan, and later Bangladesh. All three are the heirs
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of the tradition and of the problems we have been
discussing. Azad’s discernment of groupism versus
individual moral consciousness might be considered
a key aspect of this development. From the perspec-
tive of Mawdudi and his supporters, only one human
group, Mawdudi and his followers, has correct ac-
cess to the Divine Plan for humanity. From this view-
point, a devout person ought to be submissive to the
spiritual dominance of this group. From Azad’s per-
spective, a Muslim should think and make decisions
on the basis of his or her own conscience, and should
not be subject to groupism. One facet of twentieth-
century religiopolitical thought is thus the problem
of collective group consciousness versus individual
morality. Indian Islam has been an arena of intense
dispute on this matter.
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There are different views on Hindu-Muslim relations
in India. Because this is an extremely complex mat-
ter, no view can be wholly above controversy. Thus,
the Hindus and the Muslims of India cannot be
treated as entirely homogeneous communities. Dif-
ferent traditions in both communities play a role in
determining the relationships between the commu-
nities. There are orthodox and liberal traditions; there
are theocratic traditions on the one hand, and Sufi and
Bhakti traditions on the other. Besides religious ten-
sions, there are also conflicts of interests which are
occasionally seen as one of the reasons for sharpen-
ing religious conflicts. In that respect, religion is
often used to provide legitimation to this kind of
conflict, so that what appears to be a religious con-
flict may, in fact, be a cover up for a conflict of in-
terests. Of course, this does not suggest that religious
conflicts between the Hindu and the Muslim commu-
nities in India have been completely avoided.

The fact that for about eight centuries Muslim
dynasties ruled over India gives a certain tone to this
relationship. Hence, history is seen and interpreted
very differently according to the different ideologi-
cal viewpoints. The liberal and nationalist traditions,
for instance, read in history common interests be-
tween Hindus and Muslims. Liberal scholars tried to
show how Muslim influence had a benign effect on
Indian culture and how the impact of Islam gener-
ated a composite culture, which is the inheritance of

all Indians today. This Muslim influence, according
to these scholars, was very wide-ranging; no field—
whether religion, art and architecture, music, dance,
painting, or poetry—was left out. For instance, in
North India, the center of Muslim rule, no sphere
could escape this influence.

It is interesting to note that in this same region of
the north of India, the Hindu-Muslim conflict was of
a much greater intensity. Muslim invaders came from
northwestern mountain passes and conquered the
northern parts of India. Thus, the struggle for power
between Hindu rulers and Muslim invaders took
place in this region, leaving bitter memories behind.
No such power struggles took place in the south, as
Muslims came there mostly as traders rather than as
invaders. It is interesting to note that even today, the
main arena of struggle between Hindus and Muslims
is in the north. Most of the communal violence takes
place in this region of the country, the north being
the center of Hindu communalism and of Muslim
fundamentalism as much today as it was yesterday.

Moreover, this same region saw the battle for di-
vision take place in the days before 1947. The Mus-
lim elite of the region was highly politically con-
scious and fought a battle to obtain its share of power.
When no understanding for sharing power could be
reached, division of the country between the Mus-
lim majority areas in the north and northeast and the
Hindu majority areas in the rest of the country be-
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came inevitable. This division was followed by con-
siderable bloodshed. No fewer than a million human
beings were slaughtered—a grim tragedy!

There were partition riots until 1948. During this
unfortunate year, statues of Ram and Sita—two
highly venerated Hindu deities—were placed inside
the Babri Mosque. Subsequently, the mosque was
closed because of the law and order situation so that
even Pandit Jawaherlal Nehru, then prime minister
(who described the installation of Hindu deities in-
side a mosque as a matter of shame for secular India),
could not have the mosque opened. We will come
back to this event further in this essay. Needless to
say, this dispute proved to be a major disaster for the
relationship between the two communities in contem-
porary India.

As pointed out earlier, partition riots continued
right up to 1948. However, some skirmishes kept on
occurring up to 1950. This same year of 1950 was a
turning point in the Hindu-Muslim relationship since
the period from 1950 to 1960 proved to be much
quieter. During this decade, very few riots were re-
ported. There were several reasons for this. First, after
the formation of Pakistan, Muslims were reduced to
a smaller minority. At that time, there were 40 mil-
lion Muslims in India, which meant a considerable
reduction in their number. Second, large numbers of
Muslims were killed in partition riots on the Indian
side ( just as large numbers of Hindus were killed on
the Pakistan side); thus, the Indian Muslims were in
a state of terror. In fact, they had lost all confidence
and were quite uncertain about their future in India.
They could only recover from this shock and sense
of insecurity by referring themselves to the decla-
rations of reassurance given by Pandit Jawaherlal
Nehru and by the great Indian scholar Maulana Abul
Kalam Azad.

In this state of affairs, the Muslims could hardly
assert themselves and compete with the Hindus po-
litically or economically. Confrontation was brought
about only by the self-assertion of both communities’
elites. During this period, the Muslims were too sub-
dued to provoke the Hindu ire; they thought it best
to adopt a low-key posture. Another important rea-
son was that the Muslim elite (both political and eco-
nomic) had almost entirely migrated to Pakistan, so
that those left behind could hardly offer any serious
economic competition, at least in the so-called cow-
belt (by “cow-belt” we mean the bastion of Hindu
orthodoxy in the north). Thus, there was hardly any
challenge for the Hindu middle classes from their

Muslim counterparts. As a consequence, the decade
between 1950 and 1960 was a rather quiet one.

The first major communal bombshell during the
postpartition period exploded in Jabalpur in 1961.
During that year, Jabalpur, a town in Madhya Pradesh,
witnessed a major communal confrontation.1 One of
the reasons for this riot was an acute economic com-
petition between two bidi manufacturers of Jabal-
pur—one a Hindu, the other a Muslim. The Hindi
press sowed discord among the two parties. It all
started with the daughter of the Hindu bidi manu-
facturer falling in love with the son of the Muslim
bidi manufacturer. The Hindi press, at the request of
the girl’s father, described the whole affair as a Mus-
lim boy attempting to rape a Hindu girl. The outcome
was rioting, during which many Muslims were either
killed or terrorized by the armed police. The Urdu
press reported many stories of police atrocities. Ap-
parently, the Muslim leadership had played no sig-
nificant role in provoking violence. A team of senior
journalists from Bombay investigated the Jabalpur
riot and mainly blamed the Hindi press for provoca-
tion. Mr. S. B. Kolpe, a senior journalist from Bom-
bay who visited Jabalpur, wrote:

Most of the newspaper reports were identical, obvi-
ously emanating from the same source. On reach-
ing Jabalpur . . . I found that two or three strangers
working jointly for several national dailies were
responsible for these reports which had a damaging
effect on the political life of the nation as a whole.
Only one of the three knew enough English to write
readable reports. The others copied these with minor
changes.

The facts reported were collected from the local
police who were not free from communal bias, and
no reporter ever bothered to verify the “facts” doled
out to him. Since I was known to most senior jour-
nalists in Jabalpur as an activist of the working jour-
nalists’ trade union movement, I had no difficulty
in mixing with the local fraternity.

The Jabalpur riot was so severe that Jawaherlal
Nehru himself was shaken and took an initiative by
setting up the National Integration Council to pro-
mote emotional integration in the country. Even after
partition, which was thought to be a solution for the
communal tangle, the two communities could not live
in peace and harmony. Nehru thought that a body like
the National Integration Council would succeed in
bringing about some measure of accommodation
between Hindus and Muslims. However, he could not
know that much worse was yet to come and that the
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Jabalpur riot was the beginning of a new phase of
communal confrontation.

The Muslim leadership was greatly perturbed by
such a fresh outburst of communal violence in post-
partition India. It was far from aggressive during this
phase. So far, they had looked to Nehru for protec-
tion and security. Nevertheless, with new forces
emerging in the political scene, Nehru also appeared
to be a helpless spectator. Some Muslim leaders like
Faridi (a former socialist married to a German lady)
and Syed Mahmood (a man very close to Nehru and
Minister of State in the Foreign Ministery), disillu-
sioned by the Nehrunian policy, formed the Majlis-
e-Mushawarat, a consultative body of various Mus-
lim groups and political parties.

The Mushawarat, headed by Faridi, was not a
political party of Muslims in itself, but only a con-
sultative body of all Muslim representative groups.
It was the first time Muslims in postindependence
India attempted to come together and pool their ener-
gies and intellectual power, not only to find a solu-
tion to the problems of the Muslims but also to exert
pressure on the political system to fulfill their de-
mands. By and large, the Urdu press welcomed the
move and, to this effect, published articles and edi-
torials. However, they were alarm signals to Hindu
communalists and right-wingers. Though the Mus-
lim masses had taken initiatives in the formation of
Pakistan (the political and economic elite among the
Muslims being responsible for it), all Muslims in
India were seen guilty of the creation of Pakistan by
communally minded Hindus. Any attempt on the part
of Muslims to form a body with political implications
was seen in fact as an attempt to create another Pa-
kistan, to put it as crudely as communal Hindus did
in that period.

The formation of the Majlis-e-Mushawarat was
seen in this light by the national press, especially the
Hindi press, despite declarations by the Mushawarat
leaders asserting the contrary. The Mushawarat
started a debate on the plight of Muslims in post-
independence India, but nothing much was achieved
thereby. There was, of course, no question of the
organization’s ability to stop communal riots. In that
respect, even saner and more mature leaders like Dr.
Zakir Husain, who subsequently became president of
India, could not achieve much. After the death of
Mawlana Abul Kalam Azad in 1958—an outstand-
ing Muslim leader who had fought against the idea
of Pakistan and had foreseen its harmful effects for
the Indian Muslims—Dr. Zakir Husain became the

most prominent Muslim leader. He was close to
Nehru and was respected by the Muslims, although
a proportion of angry Muslims, and other similar
Muslims holding power in the Congress Party Min-
istery, saw him as a mere show figure, not good for
anything.

However, Zakir Husain did what he could in these
circumstances to alleviate the plight of Muslims and
bring some succor to them. He was a man of great
maturity and vision; moreover, he could keep Mus-
lim militancy under control. He knew that militant
and confrontationist attitudes would harm the Mus-
lim cause by communalizing an even broader section
of the Hindus. This is precisely what is happening
today, but nowadays there is no mature Muslim
leader of Zakir Husain’s stature to restrain some of
the more militant and aggressive Muslim leaders
from acting without thinking of the consequences.
But we will discuss this matter later on in this essay.

After Jabalpur, a chain of riots broke out in Ranchi,
Jamshedpur, Aligarh, and other towns. The immedi-
ate cause was a stream of Hindu refugees arriving
from what was then East Pakistan. Hundreds of
Muslims were killed in these riots. In the Jamshedpur
and Bhilai steel factories, some Muslim workers were
thrown into steel furnaces and burnt alive. These riots
continued up to 1965, when war with Pakistan broke
out. Jawaharlal Nehru was alive when most of these
riots took place. It was for this reason that, in his
last meeting with senior LAS officers, Nehru de-
scribed communalism as India’s greatest interna-
tional enemy. Nehru was feeling helpless in prevent-
ing these riots. All the states where riots broke out
were ruled by the Congress Party, yet he could not
persuade the chief minister of his own party to curb
communal violence. The Majlis-e-Mushawarat, at
best, could submit memoranda and issue statements.
Though at that time Zakir Husain intervened person-
ally, he also was unable to bring any relief. At most,
Muslim leaders could threaten not to vote for the
Congress Party, but there, also, Muslims had hardly
any alternative. There was no strong secular opposi-
tion party which could replace the Congress Party in
the states or at the center.

It was only in 1967 that an opportunity arose when
some opposition parties combined and provided a
united front. The Congress Party was voted out of
power in some states, including Uttar Pradesh, the
most populous state of the “cow-belt” where the Mus-
lim population amounted at the time to 15%. The
Muslims voted mostly against the Congress Party
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to express their protest against its apathy toward their
plight. But then Jana Sangh, a Hindu communal
party, joined the SVD (United Front) governments.
This experiment was repeated again in 1989 when
the Janta Dal government, led by V. P. Singh, was
supported both by the left and the BJP (the new
domination of the former Jana Sangh). Nevertheless,
without its support, the SVD government could not
have been formed.

In 1968, however, the Congress Party was reju-
venated by Mrs. Indira Gandhi. She nationalized the
major banks with a stroke of the pen and won lau-
rels from Indian people. She also provided a slogan,
gharibi hatao (quit poverty), which electrified the
atmosphere in India. Thus, she became an unques-
tioned leader of the Indian masses. In order to woo
Muslim masses, she laid great emphasis on secular-
ism. For her electoral win, Muslim and Harijan (now
called dalit) votes were of crucial importance. Both
Muslims and dalits were totally opposed to the Jana
Sangh, the Hindu communal body. Although the
Muslims and dalits readily rallied around Mrs. Gandhi,
her government did not give substantial relief to
Muslims. A major communal massacre took place
in Gujarat, which was then ruled by that section of the
Congress Party which was opposed to Mrs. Gandhi.
The RSS had a strong base in Gujarat. The Jana
Sangh was extremely worried by the left-wing poli-
cies of Mrs. Gandhi (for instance, bank national-
ization and the slogan “quit poverty”) and the more
so because of her popularity among Muslims and
dalits.

The Jana Sangh could counter Mrs. Gandhi only
by engineering serious communal trouble in the
country. This seems to be what they did in Gujarat.
The Gujarat riots exploded on the Indian political
scene with such tremendous force that the whole
country’s atmosphere was changed. Though law and
order is the responsibility of the state, in this particu-
lar situation Mrs. Gandhi was helpless. Gujarat was
ruled by the opposition of the Congress Party, and
any intervention by the center would have been in-
terpreted as politically motivated. Mrs. Gandhi (at
that stage) could not afford any risky action. In any
case, the Muslims suffered tremendously in Gujarat.
Later on, investigations showed that more than a
thousand people perished in Ahmedabad City alone
(Ahmedabad City happens to be the most important
city of Gujarat, its center of industry and commerce).

Ganshyam Shah, a well-known political scientist
from Gujarat, depicts one of the scenes in the riot-

torn city of Ahmedabad which shows the fury of
the mob:

A gruesome episode in the afternoon (of 20 Septem-
ber, 1969) brings out the depth of the animosity
against the Muslims. A young Muslim, enraged by
the destruction of his property said he would take
revenge. Upon this the crowd seized him, showered
blows on him, and tried to force him to shout “Jai
Jagannath.” Staying firm, the youth refused even
if that meant death. To this, someone in the crowd
responded that he may, indeed, be done away with.
Wood from broken shops was collected, a pyre pre-
pared in the middle of the road, petrol sprinkled on
the pyre as well as on the youth, and he was set alight
with ruthless efficiency. What is remarkable is that
there was no resistance from any Hindu. The wails
of the Muslim inhabitants of the area were drowned
in the celebration of the incident by the Hindus.

So, the Jana Sangh had created a strong anti-
Muslim atmosphere in the country. A resolution was
passed in its conference in Ranchi demanding
Indianization of Indian Muslims, thereby implying
that the Muslims in India were aliens who had not
adopted the Indian culture and did not respect the
Hindu deities. Surprisingly, some national dailies
wrote editorials in support of this demand and com-
pared it with the demand for Indianization of services
during the British period. So, Hindus strongly re-
sented the fact that Muslims were not prepared to
accept changes in their personal law. When some
people demanded a uniform civil code in India, the
Muslims formed the Muslim Personal Law Board to
protect their Shari�a law, according to which they
could marry up to four wives and could unilaterally
divorce them.

The Muslim Personal Law Board was formed in the
late 1960s and the government had to assure the Mus-
lims that it had no intention of interfering with Mus-
lim personal law. This was interpreted by the Hindus
as an “appeasement” of the Muslims. To this day,
it remains a sore point, so that the BJP has begun
to describe Nehruvian secularism as a “pseudo-
secularism” and describes its own version as “positive
secularism.”

More major riots took place around that time, the
most important being the Bhivandi-Jalgaon riots of
1970 in which no fewer than 400 persons died. How-
ever, from this period until 1977, the relationship
between Hindus and Muslims improved. In 1975,
Mrs. Gandhi declared a state of emergency, which
continued up to 1977 when general elections were
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declared. During the state of emergency, both Hindu
and Muslim communal parties were banned and there
were hardly any major riots. Nevertheless, during the
1977 elections the Congress Party was voted out of
power and the Janata Party, which again included the
Jana Sangh Party and other centrist parties, came to
power. The Muslims had greatly suffered during the
state of emergency, due to excesses in the way of
enforcing the family planning measures which had
been enthusiastically voted by the Janata Party. The
Jana Sangh leaders, before merging with the Janata
Party, took an oath at Mahatma Gandhi’s Samadhi
(memorial): they would renounce communalism and
adopt the Gandhian program. The Muslims, tired of
the Congress Party rule, accepted the professions of
the Jana Sangh leaders and voted massively for the
Janat Party, at least in the north where they had suf-
fered the most. The prayer-leader of the Jam�i Masjid
in Delhi, popularly known as the Shahi Imam,
emerged as a strong Muslim leader who lent his sup-
port to the Janata Party.

The emergence of the Shahi Imam group was an
unfortunate development for the Indian Muslims.
They had neither the maturity nor the vision of ear-
lier Muslim leaders like Maulana Abul Kalam Azad
or Dr. Zakir Husain. The latter had participated in the
freedom struggle and had imbibed a secular and na-
tionalist outlook. They not only knew thoroughly
what the Muslim problems were, but they were also
capable of evolving a proper strategy to fight for
Muslim issues. The Shahi Imam, on the other hand,
had not participated in the freedom struggle nor had
it shown any worthwhile knowledge of the intricate
problems of the Muslims; it had no experience in
evolving proper strategies.

The Shahi Imam adopted aggressive postures to-
ward the Janata Government and was soon alienated
from its leaders. The Janata Government did not last
long, as there was among its constituents neither an
ideological cohesion nor a unity of purposes. The
communal problem surfaced once again and major
riots broke out in the north in places like Jamshedpur,
Aligarh, and Benaras. Once again, the Muslims were
at the receiving end. At last, the Janata government
fell under its own weight. The Shahi Imam, in a move
of political opportunism, supported the Congress
Party in the ensuing elections of 1980. The Muslims,
alienated from the Janata Party government because
of the outbreak of communal violence, supported the
Congress Party once again. The result was that Mrs.
Gandhi was voted into power. She remained unsure

of Muslim support, however, and tried to woo the
emerging Hindu middle castes.

There were a series of major riots, particularly in
Muradabad in 1980 and in Biharsharif in 1981. An-
other Muslim leader, Syed Shahabuddin, began to
appear on the political scene. He was brought into
politics by the Jana Sangh leader, Shri Atal Bihari
Vajpayes, who was then Minister of Foreign Affairs
during the Janata regime. Though well informed,
dynamic, and shrewd, Shahabuddin was inexperi-
enced in politics and had the ambition of becoming
the sole Muslim leader. He achieved prominence in
the early 1980s. He gave aggressive comments on the
Biharsharif riots and also on the conversion of a few
hundred dalits to Islam in the southern state of Tamil
Nadu, popularly known as the Meenakshipuran con-
versions. This event of conversion to Islam was fully
exploited by the communal Hindus led by the Vishwa
Hindu Parishad, RSS and BJP in order to commu-
nalize the Hindu mind in India. The aggressive stance
assumed by the new Muslim leadership had a very
adverse effect on Hindu attitudes and minds.

It must be remembered that a minority—be it eth-
nic or religious—has to adopt proper strategies for
its own safety and security. If it adopts an aggressive
stance, even for its legitimate demands, it ends up by
further antagonizing the majority community. Even
legitimate demands must be couched in a well-
thought out manner. This is something which the new
Muslim leadership could not properly appreciate,
however. A proper strategy for minority demands
becomes all the more necessary if the majority com-
munity, for historical reasons, is already hostile to-
ward the minority community. In the case of the
Muslims, there was one more reason to be added:
they were seen as bearing the responsibility for the
partition of the country in 1947. Nevertheless, this
allegation shows how Indian Muslims have been
perceived by the majority community.

The new Muslim leadership did not realize these
intricacies and began to press their demands more and
more aggressively. Apart from the factors mentioned
affecting the relationship between Hindus and Mus-
lims, some new factors were emerging on the po-
litical and economic scene. As pointed out earlier,
immediately after the partition in 1947 the Muslims
were considerably reduced in number in India
(mainly due to migration and, also, to the partition
riots) and were too insecure to raise any demands
or adopt a high profile in politics. The new genera-
tion of Muslims, despite repeated communal riots,
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did not feel such constraints. By the early 1980s their
number had doubled (they were 80 million accord-
ing to the 1981 census) and therefore they had gained
in political significance. No political party aspiring
to come to power could ignore their votes. Hence,
the centrist parties sought to woo them and conceded
to their religious demands such as preserving Mus-
lim personal law. The Muslims were thought to be
voting en bloc, and any party securing their votes was
certain to come to power. For the BJP this was highly
frustrating.

So, in the 1980s a small section of Muslims in the
north—especially those areas which were traditional
centres of Muslim artisans like Meerut, Aligarh,
Moradabad, Benaras, and Azamgarh—became pros-
perous by developing entrepreneurship on a small
scale. This section of Muslims began to adopt a high-
profile style of politics which had an adverse effect
on the minds of Hindus not very well disposed to-
ward Muslims. The section was led by the newly
emerging leadership we have already hinted at. It was
this same leadership which had led two major move-
ments in an aggressive manner which made the av-
erage Hindu hostile toward Muslims. These move-
ments were the Shah Bano and the Babr Masjid.

First we shall deal briefly with the Shah Bano
movement. An old Muslim lady had filed a case of
maintenance against her husband with whom she had
separated. This lady, called Shah Bano, had filed this
case under the secular law known as Criminal Pro-
cedure Code, Section 125. She was awarded main-
tenance under this law by the Madhya Pradesh High
Court. Her husband filed an appeal against this judg-
ment in the Supreme Court, claiming that the High
Court Judgment was in violation of the provisions
of Muslim Personal Law, according to which a di-
vorcee was entitled for maintenance only for a pe-
riod of three months, called �idda period; under the
Criminal Procedure Code, Section 125, in contrast,
maintenance to a divorcee is to be paid by the hus-
band for life or until she remarries. The Supreme
Court upheld the High Court judgment, arguing that
it was given under a common secular law and that,
as argued by the advocate of Shah Bano, it is in keep-
ing with the Qur�anic verse 2: 241. The Supreme
Court did not accept the plea of the advocate of the
Muslim Persons Law Board that it was a violation
of Muslim Personal Law.

The Muslim leadership protested this Supreme
Court judgment, saying that it meant interfering in
Muslim Personal Law and that the Supreme Court

had no right to interpret the holy Qur�an. Liberal and
progressive Muslims supported the judgment, argu-
ing that it concerned the rights of Muslim women
and that the judgment, delivered under the common
criminal law of the country, must be respected. More-
over, the liberals felt that it was not a violation of the
spirit of the Qur�an. They belonged to a small minor-
ity, however. The vast majority of the Muslims was
controlled by the traditional Muslim leadership. The
protest movement against the Supreme Court judg-
ment soon gathered momentum and acquired aggres-
sive proportions. Huge numbers of Muslims came out
on the streets to protest and to demand that either the
Supreme Court judgment should be declared invalid
or the law should be changed, exempting Muslims
from the provisions of the Criminal Procedure Code,
Section 125.

This aggressive protest against the Common
Criminal Law of the country was strongly resented
by the Hindus. Even those secular Hindus who nor-
mally had sympathy with Muslims as a suffering
minority, felt greatly upset at such an aggressive
protest against a secular law, and they opposed any
change in the Criminal Law that would exempt Mus-
lims from its application. They also made it an issue
of women’s rights. The leftist parties made the point
of strengthening the secular forces in the country and
opposed the Muslim orthodox view that a Muslim
woman could not, on being divorced, claim mainte-
nance beyond the �idda period. But the Muslim lead-
ership was unbending and put tremendous pressure
on Rajiv Gandhi’s government to change the law.
Finally, the government accepted the Muslim de-
mand and enacted a law called Muslim Women’s
Law (Protection on Divorce Law) which exempted
Muslims from the Criminal Procedure Code, Section
125.

Muslim leaders were jubilant that they had forced
the government to change the law, thus protecting
Muslim Personal Law. But they hardly realized that
this was done at a tremendous price. The average
Hindu was at that time highly communalized and
became more hostile toward Muslims, giving more
legitimacy to the demands of Hindu communalist
parties and organizations. Long before the ink of the
new law was dry, a new controversy arose. Under
pressure from Hindu fundamentalists, the doors of
Babri Masjid, closed for more than four decades,
were thrown open for Hindus to worship Lord Rama
whose statue had been installed inside the mosque
during the partition riots in 1948 to which we alluded
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earlier. Some knowledgeable sources even maintain
that the Rajiv Gandhi government did a tradeoff,
acceding on the one hand to the Muslim fundamen-
talists’ demand to enact the Muslim women’s will
and conceding on the other to the Hindu fundamen-
talists’ demand to throw open the doors of the Babri
Mosque. Whatever be the case, the fact remains that
another Pandora’s box was opened.

As pointed out earlier, thanks to the Shah Bano
movement, the Hindu communalists had acquired a
legitimacy. They now sought to further consolidate
their position by intensifying the Ramjanambhoomi
movement. Briefly stated, the Ramjanambhoomi
movement claimed that the Hindu deity of Lord
Rama had been born at the spot where the Babri
Masjid stands today and that in the fourth century
A.D. the Hindu ruler Vikramaditya had constructed
a temple at that place in order to commemorate Lord
Rama’s birth. In the sixteenth century, this temple
was demolished by the Mughal ruler Babar, when he
conquered the province of Awadh. At his command
a mosque was constructed there, which became
known as the Babri Masjid.

Senior historians in India have effectively chal-
lenged the traditional Hindu point of view. They have
tried to show that there is no proof that Rama was
born at that place or that any temple existed at the
spot where the Babri Masjid stands today. However,
these historians could only have an influence over
a small section of liberal and progressive Hindus.
Moreover, the question was no longer merely a his-
torical one. It had acquired serious political propor-
tions. The BJP reaped its political harvest in the 1989
elections by increasing its number of seats from
merely two in the eighth Loksabha to 80 in the ninth
Loksabha. It was, by any account, a windfall vote.

In this controversy, the Muslim leadership did not
play a more aggressive role than in the other conflict.
They organized many meetings, rallies and confer-
ences. Syed Shahabuddin even called for boycotting
the Republic Day celebrations on 26 January 1987.
Again, it had an adverse impact on the Hindu mind,
since it was interpreted as a declaration of disloyalty
toward the Indian Republic. Under pressure from lib-
eral and progressive Muslims, Mr. Shahabuddin had,
of course, to withdraw this call for a boycott, but the

damage was done. In the course of this controversy
many communal riots took place in Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasbhan, Gujarat, and
other places. Now, the area of communalism had
become so vast that even the south was affected.
Riots broke out in some southern states like
Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, and even Kerala, normally
the stronghold of the left. In places like Bahgalpur
in Bihar the casualties were very high; between 800
to 1000 persons died there, most of whom were
Muslims, in communal violence between October
and November 1989.

The tenth Loksabha elections in May 1991 were
mainly fought on the issue of the Ramjanamohoomi-
Beori Masjid; all other important and basic issues
facing the people were pushed to the background.
The BJP felt that it had a chance to come to power
by playing up the Ramjanambhoomi controversy
and, if one goes by the statements of the BJP leaders,
they perhaps felt this controversy would see them into
power both at the center and in some of the northern
states. Although they captured power in Uttar Pradesh,
they could not make it at the center.

In conclusion, we see that competitive commu-
nalism proves to be rather threatening for the coun-
try and for the Muslim minority. Even if minority
communalism is defensive (though it is not always
shown in the same way as the Shah Bano contro-
versy), it provides legitimacy for a majority commu-
nalism which in turn strengthens the minority com-
munalism. Thus, it becomes a vicious circle difficult
to break. It is unfortunate that, though the Indian
state is secular, religion has come to acquire a pri-
mordial place in Indian politics. Nothing could have
been as great a disaster for this multi-religious and
multi-ethnic society. Modern policy cannot be based
on medieval concepts and doctrines, though reli-
gious faith as such, both in its individual and its
corporate expression in the nonpolitical sphere, has
its own importance.

NOTE

1. One can find details of this riot in my work,
Communal Violence in Post-Independence India (Bom-
bay: Orient Longman, 1984).
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This essay traces the development of a new Muslim
view of Christianity in the nineteenth century,
which still has a significant impact on today’s Mus-
lim apologetical literature. The character of polemi-
cal works against Christianity has changed due to the
achievement of a different view of Christian dogmas
and Christianity itself in nineteenth-century Europe.1

Agra 1854

This new development of Muslim-Christian polem-
ics dates back to an event in the middle of the nine-
teenth century. On the 10th and 11th of April in 1854
we find ourselves in the schoolroom of the British
missionary agency “Church Missionary Society”
(CMS) in Agra, India, among several hundred Mus-
lims and Europeans, mostly Christian missionaries,
but also a few government officials of the British
colonial power. They had all gathered in order to lis-
ten to a public debate initiated by the Muslim com-
munity of Agra. The debate was carried out between
the German missionary, Karl Gottlieb Pfander
(1803–1865), coming out of the pietistic movement
in Württemberg, Swabia, and an Indian Muslim Shi�i

theologian, Rahmatullah ibn Khalil al-�Utmani al-
Kairanawi (1818–1891).2 Despite the fact that this
debate took place nearly 150 years ago, both of the
opponents are still well remembered in the Muslim

world today pertaining to matters of dialogue. The
subject of discussion at this public debate, which
lasted for two days, was mainly tahrif (deviation of
the Christian Scriptures).

The challenger of the debate in 1854 was the
Muslim theologian al-Kairanawi, who intended to
publicly demonstrate the inferiority of Christianity
and make it clear once and for all that Muslims should
not be shaken in their faith because of the proclama-
tion of the Christian creed by Protestant missionar-
ies in India in the past decades.

India had been opened to Protestant Christian
missionary activities by a decree of the British Par-
liament in 1813, and the first Anglican Bishop was
secretly consecrated on the 8th of May 1814 in Lam-
beth Palace, Calcutta.3 In 1832/1833 non-British
missionary agencies were allowed to follow and
began to establish their network of Christian missions
all over India, more or less officially supported by
the Britains. It is interesting enough that the Shi�i al-
Kairanawi represented himself in 1854 as the de-
fender of the Muslim religion and obviously was
accepted as such by the whole Muslim community.

Although the discussion was to include the sub-
jects of tatlit (trinity), the Qur�an as the Word of God,
and the mission of the prophet Muhammad, the de-
bate did not proceed further than the deviation
(tahrif ) of the Christian Scriptures. The discussion
centered on this point of controversy: al-Kairanawi
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insisted that the Christian Scriptures had been abro-
gated and tried to prove this with examples taken out
of the Bible itself, while the Christian missionaries
persistently affirmed the integrity of the Old and New
Testaments. After two days, the opponents separated
and “both sides claimed the victory.”4 Also a few
conversions to Christianity took place following the
debate. Besides the well known Safdar �Ali,5 who was
baptized in 1864, perhaps the most famous Muslim
convert to Christianity in India had been �Imad ud-Din
(ca. 1830–1900), who was baptized in 1866 and or-
dained as an Anglican priest in 1872.6 He had been
involved in mosque-preaching against Christian mis-
sionary work before, and afterward he wrote several
polemical works against Islam, such as the famous
book hidayat al-muslimin or tahqiq al-iman.

But why is this 1854 Agra debate of such signifi-
cance? Have there not been many more debates be-
fore and up until the present which have concentrated
again and again on the main points of encounter be-
tween Islam and Christianity, like tahrif?

The 1854 Agra debate is a historical milestone.
Experts of the religious situation of India in the nine-
teenth century have asserted that “there was in these
days no debate on the scale of the high drama of the
Rahmatullah-Pfander debates of the 1850s.”7 I will
attempt to analyze the significance of this Muslim-
Christian debate in India and its effects on future
Muslim apologetical works.

Significance of Place and Time

Concerning the nineteenth century onward Jacques
Waardenburg has written:

We see another period of confrontation, now mostly
political, between Muslim states and the expanding
West, heir to Christian tradition. In this time we
witness a growing polemics of Islam, at first linked
with the national movements, against religions like
Christianity, Hinduism and Judaism . . .8

This is perfectly true for India. In the nineteenth
century Agra, the former symbol of the Mughal
power, developed into one of the centers of Muslim
learning and culture in India. The British government
transformed it into their administrative center of the
northwest-provinces. In addition, the British govern-
ment allowed foreign mission agencies to enter the
country. Especially in Agra, mostly British mission-
aries were stationed and they opened a huge orphan-

age after a disastrous famine in the year 1837. Several
children were baptized as Christians, so that the grow-
ing influence of the Christian mission was universally
recognized. In Agra itself several polemical Christian
books against the Muslim creed had been published.9

All of these facts made the Muslim population ex-
tremely aware of the presence of Westerners and
missionaries as instruments of British colonialism.

So we find ourselves in the heat of Christian-
Muslim tensions in Agra in the middle of the nine-
teenth century: the Muslim �ulama� felt threatened by
the presence of European Christian missionaries and
during the 1840s and 1850s underwent a severe cri-
sis due to the decline of values of their own religion
and culture. Different parties gathered in the middle
of the nineteenth century in Agra, and various lines
intersected at this historical turning point: (1) the rep-
resentatives of India’s colonial power, Great Britain,
the protector of the European missionaries; (2) the
German pietist and Protestant missionary Pfander
himself, his co-workers, and perhaps a few of his
converts; and (3) representatives of the Anglican
church, who were neither against the debate nor
wholeheartedly supported it. Thomas Valpy French
(1825–1891) should be named, who later became the
first Anglican bishop of Lahore. He was not overly
convinced of the benefit or the necessitiy of open
encounter and proselytizing, but having been chal-
lenged by the Muslim theologians, he was deter-
mined to defend the integrity of the Bible.10 In addi-
tion, there were (4) Catholic missionaries in Agra,
who obviously disliked the work of their Protestant
colleagues and materially supported Muslims who
helped them to refute the Protestant missionaries,
and (5) the Muslim audience, including Shi�is and
Sunnis, while the Shi�i theologian al-Kairanawi pre-
pared himself to defend the Muslim creed against
Christian mission with the help of Dr. Muhammad
Wazir Khan, having worked since 1851 in a British
medical hospital. He had received parts of his medi-
cal training in Great Britain where he collected ma-
terial in order to prove Christianity to be false.

Significance of Individuals Involved
in the Controversy

Karl Gottlieb Pfander (1803–1865)

The German missionary Karl Gottlieb Pfander, who
was involved in the controversy, was a few decades
after his death still considered as “the greatest of all
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missionaries to Mohammedans”11 or “one of the
most interesting figures among the Missionaries to
Muhammedans of the nineteenth century.”12

In the West, he remained nevertheless quite un-
known until the very present, but especially his con-
troversial book mizan al-haqq is still a current topic
of debate in the Muslim world. This apologetical
work, written in 1829 originally in German,13 re-
futes Islam and intends to convince its readers
of the supreme values of Christianity, mostly by
defending the integrity of the Old and New Testa-
ments and refuting the Muslim charge of tahrif.
After its first publication in 1831 in Armenian, it
was quickly translated into at least half a dozen
Muslim languages, including, for example, Urdu
(1840), Persian (1835), Turkish (1862), and Arabic
(1865),14 and it has had an enormous influence.
This book mizan al-haqq is both quoted by and
refuted by Muslim apologists today. It has remained
a subject of controversy in the Muslim world.
Twelve years after Pfander’s death, a participant
of the Agra debate of 1854 wrote: “He has passed
away, but the stir and movement he exited has not
passed. . . .”15 Mizan al-haqq, the “standard work of
encounter between Christianity and Islam”16 was
used by generations of Christian missionaries as an
apologetical tool to refute Islam, and for this rea-
son it was reprinted many times up until the present.
Despite the fact that we also hear severe critiques
concerning the work, especially in the twentieth
century,17 we can date the last Arabic and English
reprints back to the year 1986,18 and these reprints
are still used today for missionary activities among
Muslims.

The author of the book, Karl Gottlieb Pfander,
having been stationed as a missionary of the British
mission agency CMS in India from 1837 to 1857, was
requested on the 10th of April, 1854, by Muslim
theologians of Agra to publicly defend the Christian
dogma of the integrity of the Bible. In fact, it was he
who had opened the discussion by public preaching
on the bazaars, by writing and distributing books for
several years. It should also be noted that Pfander
tried to prove the high value which the Qur�an at-
tributes to the Bible with the help of Qur�anic state-
ments. He also quoted Muslim commentators in
order to hint at the difference of their judgments
about Christianity: “The Christians were trying to
show that in the Qur�an itself Muhammad shows re-
spect for Christianity and veneration for its beliefs
and teachings.”19

Rahmatullah Ibn Khalil al-�Uthmani

al-Kairanawi (1818–1891)

Nevertheless, Pfander’s opponent is much more in-
teresting for the theme of the Muslim-Christian
historical encounter.

The Shi�i theologian Rahmatullah ibn Khalil al-
�Uthmani was engaged in the battle against the pres-
ence of Christian missionaries in India from the be-
ginning of the 1850s, and in 1855 he had already
written three polemical works against Christianity in
order to defend Islam, probably with the help of the
Bengali physician Muhammad Wazir Khan. Al-
Kairanawi and Wazir Khan belong to the most out-
standing figures of Indian Muslim defense against the
Christian mission in the nineteenth century. They came
into contact at the beginning of the 1850s in connec-
tion with their apologetical work. In 1854 both of them
took part in the public Agra debate, al-Kairanawi

being the challenger and the leader of the discussion,
Muhammad Wazir Khan acting as interpreter between
the Urdu- and English-speaking participants.

The Influence of al-Kairanawi

on Nineteenth-Century Muslim
Views of Christianity

Al-Kairanawi’s influence is not restricted to this
single event in Agra. This was only a prelude to his
future impact, which is due to his written works.
When it comes to Muslim apologetics, al-Kairanawi

certainly comes to mind. The reason for this is his
famous book izhar al-haqq, which he composed as
a response to Pfander’s mizan al-haqq. Written in
Arabic in 1867 by request of the Ottoman Sultan
Abdülaziz I (1861–1876),20 the book has seen sev-
eral translations into Turkish (1876/1877), French
(1880), English (ca. 1900), and Urdu (1968)—into
almost the same languages as Pfanders mizan al-
haqq has been translated. Like mizan al-haqq, izhar
al-haqq has been reprinted up until the present. In
1964 a new edition came out, supervised by the
Department for Islamic Affairs of the Kingdom of
Morocco, and a foreword was added by the adab-
professor �Umar ad-Dasuqi. The last Arabic editions
date from the year 1978; one of the two was autho-
rized by the late shaikh �Abd al-Halim Mahmud
of al-Azhar. In 1989 a short version in English came
into being, published by Ta-Ha Publishers in London.

Only a few polemical Muslim works have become
as famous as al-Kairanawi’s izhar al-haqq. It has
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been stated: “The first great classic of modern Mus-
lim polemic has never been superseded.”21 Ignaz
Goldziher reported that during his visit in 1877 in
Damascus, everybody was talking of izhar al-haqq.22

Undoubtedly, the book played a key role for Mus-
lim polemics in the past, but it is still currently on
the “top ten” of Muslim apologetical works. Con-
cerning the significance of izhar al-haqq, Georges
C. Anawati wrote in 1969, “C’est le grand ouvrage
de base qui a servi et continue à servir d’arsenal pour
les apologistes musulmans de la fin du 19e siècle
jusqu’à nos jours,”23 and again in 1981, “et aujourd’hui
encore, il reste le livre par excellence où les musul-
mans traditionalistes et peu ouverts au christianisme,
puisent leurs arguments.”24

Concerning izhar al-haqq it was stated in 1976:

The editor of the Urdu version has expressed the
strong opinion that nothing written in the interven-
ing hundred years on the theme of Islam and Chris-
tianity has replaced the books which were generated
in the mind of Maulana Rahmat Allah Kairanawi by
the situation of extreme tension which faced the
�ulama’ of northern India in the first half of the nine-
teenth century.25

The popularity of izhar al-haqq is also due to the
fact that only a very cautious Shi�i coloring can be
found in the book. As far as it can be seen in the
different editions from 1867 onward, the reason for
this is not any revision but the original tone of al-
Kairanawi himself, who only once hinted at his own
Shi�i background when dealing with hadith. There-
fore it could become the standard work of Muslim
apologetics as well as in “orthodox” circles like al-
Azhar.

The influence of izhar al-haqq can be noted in the
nineteenth century “reform-wing” Sunni theologian
Rashid Rida’s extensive use of the work when dealing
with Christianity. Coming to the question of Muham-
mad’s mission, he quoted in the famous �Abduh/Rida

Qur�an commentary tafsir al-qur’an al-hakim about
60 pages from izhar al-haqq.26 Another Muslim po-
lemicist who used izhar al-haqq is Muhammad Abu

Zahra.27 In his “Lectures on Christianity” (muhadarat
fi an-nasraniya) he referred to al-Kairanawis commen-
taries on the Christian creed.28

Reasons for the Influence of Izhar al-Haqq

The very reason for the immense influence of al-
Kairanawis izhar al-haqq can be found in his devel-

opment of a new method to prove Islam to be the only
true religion. It is quite obvious that al-Kairanawi did
not restrict the defense of Islam to a mere devalua-
tion of the Christian creed or to a praise of Islam; he
also took advantage of the new orientation of Eu-
ropean theology that had occurred especially dur-
ing the nineteenth century. From a former conser-
vative standpoint in regard to the integrity of the
Christian Scriptures, European theology had under-
gone a rapid change to a more and more critical stand-
point regarding the reliability of historical and tex-
tual questions especially since the nineteenth century.
Critical and liberal standpoints found their way into
universities and churches. In this evolution Germany
was the forerunner for the whole Christian Occident.
Numerous theological liberal works appeared and
found their way into the Muslim world rather quickly.

Al-Kairanawi was—ostensibly—the very first
apologist in the Muslim world who referred to these
books and Bible commentaries in order to fight
Christianity with its own weapons. For the first time,
he used different works of famous European theolo-
gians who were influenced by liberalism and histori-
cal criticism of European theology of the nineteenth
century. During the Agra debate, al-Kairanawi quoted
these representatives of liberalism to show the conser-
vative missionaries that Christian theology had al-
ready produced evidence that the Bible is unreliable.

European Theology and Philosophy
Influences Muslim Apologetics

This is not the only example where the Muslim world
borrowed fruits of European theology or philosophy
which affirmed Islam. Before the nineteenth century,
there had been a movement in European theology
which was called rationalism. Representatives of
German rationalism—for example, Karl Friedrich
Bahrdt (1741–1792) or the famous Heinrich Eberhard
Gottlob Paulus (1761–1851)—maintained that Jesus
Christ had been crucified, but they neglected that he
had really died on the cross; a standpoint which is
again an “outside” position today. Bahrdt writes at
the end of the eighteenth century:

This is my opinion on this last part of the history of
Jesus. Jesus has been put to death: he underwent all
the sufferings of an evil-doer, he endured the suf-
fering of death, but he overcame death—he came
from death to life—he came out of the mausoleum
. . . on the third day after having been put to death
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. . . and he has shown himself to his disciples as
somebody being revived from the dead.29

It is possible, even if not probable, that the
Ahmadiya-standpoint of Jesus having died a natural
death in India after he survived his crucifixion, did
not originate in Islam itself, but was fostered by de-
velopments in Europe like rationalism; Muslim
apologists claimed: “European theologians and sci-
entists have proven that Jesus Christ survived the
crucifixion.”

Some Christian university theologians even went
so far as the climax of theological liberalism, which
is, historically spoken, connected with Enlighten-
ment, that they neglected Jesus as a historical figure
or at least his deity or his being part of the Trinity.
Muslim apologists have used these theories as proofs
for their old affirmation that according to Sura 4:
157–158 Jesus never died on the cross, even if he was
perhaps crucified, which is doubtful.

The Gospel of Barnabas Confirms
Muslim Apologists

Doubts of European theologians and philosophers
concerning the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ
or concerning the reliabilty of the four canonical
gospels also played a key role when the “Gospel of
Barnabas” was defended in numerous books and
pamphlets by Muslim apologists as the only true
Gospel of Jesus Christ, mostly in the twentieth cen-
tury. Muslims had generally adopted the positive
statements about the value of the Gospel of Barnabas
of certain European critics of conservative theology
of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, while at the
same time Christian missionaries tried to prove that
it is impossible to date this Gospel back to the first
century A.D. The Gospel of Barnabas proves that
Jesus Christ did not die on the cross; Judas was
transformed into the likeness of Jesus and crucified,
while everybody thought he was Jesus himself; so
the Qur�an is again affirmed in its refutation of the
crucifixion of Jesus.

The Qur�an is confirmed by “objective” “scien-
tific” results: Muslim apologists name European
theologians or philosophers like the well-known
English deist John Toland (1670–1722), who posi-
tively mentioned the announcement of Muhammad
in the Gospel of Barnabas. Muslim apologists con-
centrate on European authors who, on the one hand
trace the Gospel of Barnabas back to the first centu-
ries and herewith accept its value and on the other

hand doubt and critique the integrity of the Bible and
the inspiration of the Old and New Testament.30

It is possible that al-Kairanawi himself “brought”
the Gospel of Barnabas to the Moslem world for the
first time in 1854 in his Urdu work i�jaz-i �Isawi

31 and
afterward in izhar al-haqq from 1867 onward, men-
tioning it as an old Christian Gospel which foretells
the coming of the prophet Muhammad. In the middle
of the nineteenth century, the Gospel of Barnabas was
not even published as a whole. Only a few fragments
were known to the Western world when al-Kairanawi

used it as a weapon against the Christian rejection
of Muhammad, who had been foretold from the be-
ginning of revelation. It is quite probable that
Muhammad Rashid Rida, who defended the Gos-
pel as the only surviving reliable Gospel of the time
of Jesus, and who published the first Arabic edition
of the Gospel of Barnabas in 1908 under the title al-
injil as-sahih, was led to this Gospel through the
work of al-Kairanawi. Several translations have ap-
peared since 1908 to promote this “only true Gospel
of Jesus Christ” (Urdu 1916, English 1916, Persian
1927, Indonesian 1969, Dutch 1990).

Changes of Muslim Apologetics Due to
Developments in European Theology

In the nineteenth century a new wave of criticism
emerged in Europe and quickly found its way into
the Muslim world. In European universities all
miracles reported in the Old and New Testaments
were called into question; historical events were
doubted; the formulation of Christology, the Trinity,
the deity of Jesus Christ, and his crucifixion and res-
urrection were called into question in their very prin-
ciples. All these doubts and critical remarks of Eu-
ropean theology found their way into the Muslim
world and were enthusiastically taken as proofs of
the traditional Muslim view of a corrupted Christian
Bible. This way of arguing against the reliability of
the Old and New Testaments has marked the form
of controversy especially since al-Kairanawi.

During the Agra debate, this method of contro-
versy was used for the first time. Al-Kairanawi con-
fronted the theologically conservative missionary
Pfander and his friends in 1854 with the newest re-
sults of European critical research. Pfander, who had
already left Europe in 1825 as a missionary, had not
witnessed the important developments which had
taken place in European theology in the nineteenth
century. Moreover, the conservative Basel Mission
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Society (Basler Missionsgesellschaft), where Pfander
was educated from 1821 to 1825, had allowed its
pupils to attend lectures at the theological seminary
at Basel, but had tried to limit their influence on the
candidates.32 David Friedrich Strauss’s world-famous
book Das Leben Jesu (The life of Jesus) was not pub-
lished until 1835, when Pfander had already been
abroad for ten years. As the Agra debate took place in
1854, Pfander had already suspected that his Muslim
opponents were busily studying European theological
works, but he either underestimated the far-reaching
effects of these studies or he did not have enough
knowledge himself of these new developments.
Pfander wrote concerning his Muslim opponents:
“Several of their friends in Delhi have been for the last
two or three years hard at work in studying the Bible,
reading the controversial books we have published,
and searching out our commentaries and critical writ-
ers . . . , only to obtain material for refuting it.”33

During the Agra debate al-Kairanawi and
Muhammad Wazir Khan presented the newest criti-
cal remarks on textual variations and on contradic-
tions between different biblical texts of the latest
theories in Europe. Al-Kairanawi seemingly inher-
ited most of his material from Muhammad Wazir
Khan, who received part of his medical training in
Great Britain where he came into contact with Euro-
pean theologically critical works. In addition, al-
Kairanawi received the latest European works from
the Catholic missionaries in India, who strongly dis-
liked the work of their Protestant colleagues.34

Several polemical works against Christianity in
Agra and, later, those by the Muslim theologian al-
Kairanawi presented for the first time the latest sci-
entific research from Europe. Against this new attack,
Pfander was helpless since his books responded to
the traditional Muslim charges against Christianity
and not to the European results of higher or lower
criticism presented from the Muslim side.

Europe did not have the slightest idea about the
effects of its theological evolution on Muslim coun-
tries. Protestant missions were comparatively new
to them, only dating from the nineteenth century,35

apart from single attempts in former centuries
as, for example, undertaken by Henry Martyn or
Bartholomäus Ziegenbalg. It can be added here that
after the debate Pfander sought in Basel European
authors who were refuting these theories, but only
in order to demonstrate to the Muslim polemicists
that the standpoint of these theologians is only one
part of the prism of European theology.36

Apart from the Agra debate, we are able to wit-
ness that al-Kairanawi developed this method of
proving the corruption of the Bible with European
voices. In izhar al-haqq, al-Kairanawi draws all the
evidence from European sources he can procure. He
quotes Luther’s critical attitude concerning the pope
and King Henry VIII of England and European criti-
cal remarks on the apostle Paul’s devastating influ-
ence on early Christianity. He refers to doubts
among theologians as to whether the Epistles of
James or Judas belong to the original biblical canon;
he criticizes the forming of dogmas on the first
Christian councils like Nicea about 300 years after
the death of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, he refers to
doubts about the authorship of the books of Moses,
Joshua, Judges, and others. When he comes to the
genealogies of Christ, he detects “errors and con-
tradictions,” as well as “absurdities” in the narrative
of Elijah being fed by ravens, and he quotes com-
mentaries on the Bible by Eichhorn, Horne, and
Henry and Scott. I could continue with hundreds of
contradictions al-Kairanawi “detects” between single
biblical texts.37 In six thick volumes, izhar al-haqq
served as a summary of all possible charges against
Christianity and was therefore used after al-
Kairanawi’s death as a sort of encyclopedia since
al-Kairanawi extended the material of former po-
lemicists like �Ali Tabari, Ibn Hazm, and Ibn
Taymiyya to a great extent.

European Theology Changes Muslim
Views of Christianity

Here it is obvious that al-Kairanawi has changed
the former Muslim view of tahrif and the Muslim
view of Christianity as a whole. According to al-
Kairanawi, tahrif should no longer be understood
as mere single alterations in the texts of the Old and
New Testaments, which had crept into the texts
throughout the process of copying them during the
centuries. Apologists in former times only criticized
certain biblical dogmas such as the Trinity or the
dogma of the deity of Jesus Christ as the Qur�an it-
self does. Al-Kairanawi expanded the Qur�anic criti-
cism of the corruption of the Bible to a much larger
extent. Leading Muslim apologists now follow the
example of izhar al-haqq and take over the “results”
of the textual studies of European theologians. Al-
Kairanawi came to the conclusion that the biblical
texts are totally distorted, corrupted, and unreliable
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in all their historical, dogmatical, and narrative pas-
sages. This is for al-Kairanawi no matter of dispute,
since the Christian �ulama� of Europe themselves
admit the complete distortion of all biblical texts.
So al-Kairanawi and his followers feel confirmed
in the traditional Muslim view that the Bible is cor-
rupted just as the Qur�an states. Muslim apologists
have known this for centuries already, but now
European theologians have confirmed it themselves
through scientific studies in history, geology, and
archeology.

The effect of this use of European theology can
be summarized: in today’s Muslim apologetical
works against Christianity we find numerous results
of the severe studies in textual exegesis and differ-
ent sciences undertaken in the West. With this
transformation of the Muslim dogma of tahrif in
Christianity and the acknowledgment that European
theology serves as a proof for the Muslim state-
ments, the whole Muslim view of Christianity has
changed. In former times, only certain dogmas of
Christianity had to be refuted, but Christianity as a
whole contained the same message as Islam. Now
Christianity seems to have been proven to be cor-
rupted as a whole: if Christian scientists and theolo-
gians in the West determine that it is untenable to
believe in this collection of fanciful stories and leg-
ends originating in heathenism or Greek Platonic
philosophy, it will no longer be tenable to praise this
revelation. Muslim apologists only take seriously
what the religious authorities of Christianity have
discovered about their own creed. In contrast to this
great error, Islam is the religion of understanding and
intelligence. The Islamic dogmas are clear, under-
standable, and reasonable.

Furthermore, we witness that Muslim polemical
works after the al-Kairanawi-Pfander battle always
pursue this fundamental attitude: Christian theolo-
gians themselves admit that the Old and New Testa-
ment is not inspired by God as we have it today, but
both parts of the Bible are full of errors, misconcep-
tions, contradictions, and absurdities, if not willfull
distortions. Thus Muslim theologians see their inter-
pretation of the Christian Scriptures confirmed by
Western scholarship.

We can witness this form of controversy today
when it comes to Muslim apologetical works:
Muhammad Rashid Rida used the results of Euro-
pean theological studies in his tafsir. For him the
apostle Paul is especially guilty of having intro-

duced heathenism into Christianity. It was not until
the Council of Nicea in the year 325 A.D. that the
dogma of Trinity and redemption through the cruci-
fixion of Jesus was established. With this develop-
ment, tauhid was replaced by shirk.38 We witness
the same tendency in Abu Zahra’s muhadarat fi-n-
nasraniya: Jesus Christ himself preached monothe-
ism, but this dogma was distorted by the influence
of syncretism, neo-Platonic and Greek philosophy,
and Roman heathenism.39 Ahmad Shalaby considers
Christianity an unreliable mixture of heathenism, the
convictions of the apostle Paul40 and Jesus’ miracles
narrated in the four Gospels.41

Elwood M. Wherry’s personal view concerning
the beginning of the twentieth century was that

The Muslims were obliged to abandon their own
works and endeavour to save the day by a counter
assault, in which they scrupled not [i.e., they did not
scruple] to use the stock arguments of European
infidelity in their effort to overthrow the authority
of the Christian Scriptures. This characteristic has
marked the Muslim method of controversy ever
since.42

Summary

In the nineteenth century, a Muslim-Christian debate
took place far away from the traditional centers of
Muslim learning. In Agra in 1854, probably for the
first time, Muslim theologians used European criti-
cal works as proofs against Christian missionaries.

The nineteenth century marks a turning point
when it comes to Muslim apologetics: the Muslims
developed a completely new method to prove Chris-
tianity to be the ‘“false religion” with the help of
European sources being mainly Christian theologi-
cal works (e.g., Bible commentaries).

After the publication of izhar al-haqq this method
of controversy became common among Muslim
apologists such as Muhammad Rashid Rida and
Muhammad Abu Zahra to prove the traditional charge
of tahrif.

Tahrif is at the center of Muslim apologetics of the
nineteenth century; Christology and redemption are at
the center of apologetics in the twentieth century.

This leads to a new Muslim view of Christianity,
which developed during the nineteenth century. The
dogmas of Christianity are not distorted any longer
in fragments but as a whole.
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The Pancasila Ideology and an Indonesian
Muslim Theology of Religions

KAREL A. STEENBRINK

2 8 0

In 1967 the Ministry of Religion of the Indonesian
Republic published an edition of the Bhagavadgita—
that is, the Sanskrit text along with an Indonesian trans-
lation, commentary, and introduction. The publication
received three prefaces from prominent Muslims in the
country. The first preface was written by Abdul Haris
Nasution, speaker of the parliament. It had a political
comment on the publication, related to the abortive
Communist coup of September 30, 1965:

Every negation, transgression and wrongdoing with
regard to the One and Almighty God, is a betrayal
of the 1945 Constitution. Therefore the People’s
Congress as the highest authority in our country has
decided to ban Marxism, Communism and atheist
Leninism. Therefore the Congress also promoted the
instruction of the psychology and morality of the
Pancasila-ideology with freedom for all adherents
of Religions and Faiths to develop their Religion and
Faith the best they can.

Difference of religion does not include a conflict
of religion. Surely, God, the source of all Religion,
does not want a conflict. During the colonial period
and in the period prior to the abortive communist
coup the differences between religions were ex-
ploited and turned into conflicts, in order to disturb
the religious communities. This should not occur
again in the New Order. (Pendit 1967: ix–x)

The second preface was by the President Suharto of
Indonesia.

Praise and thanks be to God [Sjukur Alhamdulillah]
for the finalisation of the translation of the holy
book of the Hindu Religion, the Bhagavadgita by
the Foundation for the Translation of the Vedic and
Dhammapada Scriptures. . . . I hope that by this
translation of the Bhagavadgita into our language,
the whole Indonesian people may get a deeper un-
derstanding of the Hindu religion, in accordance
with its ultimate values and truth.

All religions that support the life of our Pancasila-
State will receive a fair support from the Government,
as article 29 second paragraph, of our Constitution
guarantees freedom of religion and faith to all the
inhabitants. (ibid., p. xi)

A third preface was written by Minister of Reli-
gion Kiyahi Haji Saifuddin Zuhri. He called the
Bhagavadgita the “fifth Vedic Scripture,” and he also
praised God [bersukur kepada Allah subhanahu wa
ta�ala] for the stronger position of religion in the
Indonesian society of the period and the contribution
of religions toward the improvement of the morality
and the character of the Indonesian people.

[This translation is] in harmony with the magna-
nimity and tolerance of the Indonesian people, ac-
cording to the holy vocation of its philosophy, the
Pancasila, that functions as its “way of life.” This
magnanimity and tolerance can be seen clearly in
the understanding of the Indonesian people and its
democratic implementation of the rules of the vari-
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ous religions, Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, Bud-
dhism and other. (ibid., p. xiii)

As statements of three prominent Muslims about
the Hindu Scriptures, these quotations would sound
quite strange to most Muslims since the times of
Muhammad and in most Muslim countries. Appar-
ently, Indonesian politics and the state ideology of
Pancasila have influenced a Muslim theology of re-
ligions. In this contribution we want to study aspects
of this recent development. We have to study aspects
since the process is still under way and no final and
balanced doctrine has been formulated. Only a ten-
dency and a number of variations, as well as protests
against this general tendency, can be presented here.
In addition to a study of more scholarly formulated
Muslim perceptions of other religions and cultures
throughout history,1 here we will concentrate on re-
cent developments of mostly political character. As
the concept of the Pancasila-ideology is very fre-
quently mentioned in the discussions, we do not start
with the religious debate and the theological concepts
but with the politico-ideological context.

Pancasila: From Political Compromise
Toward a Civil Religion

Between 650 and 1000 C.E., when Islam had it first
great expansion and period of prosperity, the Indo-
nesian archipelago was experiencing another conver-
sion. During this period, this country became ac-
quainted with the Hindu and Buddhist traditions of
India. Some of its rulers were frantic builders, who
employed gifted architects. Through this combina-
tion Indonesia still has the world’s largest Buddhist
shrine, the Borobudur of Central Java, with carved
reliefs up to more than 3 kilometers long. The “Val-
ley of Kings” of Prambanan, near Yogyakarta, shows
the remains of a large number of Hindu temples,
which may compete with the vast compounds of
Ayodhya and Vrindavan in India nowadays. But all
this is the religious past of this country. Traders and
wandering mystics introduced the religion of Islam
slowly since the twelfth century and nowadays, with
a population of nearly 190 million, 87% of whom are
Muslim, Indonesia surely has the largest number of
Muslims of the world in one country.

During the process of nation-building, at the turn
from colonialism toward independence in 1945, the
issue of religion was very important. The founding

fathers of the country then decided that for the sake
of keeping the 2% of Balinese Hindus and the 8%
of Christians in Batakland and the Eastern Islands
within the Republic, Indonesia should not become an
Islamic state. As a compromise the first President,
Sukarno, formulated the Pancasila (literally, Five-
Pillar) ideology, where the belief in the One and Only
Deity is formulated as one of the five pillars for the
political life of the nation. This formulation sounds
quite Islamic, but is not defined as such in a paro-
chial or denominational sense. It is inclusive and
therefore also gives a legal and accepted status to all
major international religions such as Christianity,
Hinduism, and Buddhism.

The Pancasila ideology was not accepted in its
final form with the declaration of independence on
August 17, 1945, but has shown a development. In a
first period, 1945–1955, this ideology was accepted
as a necessary compromise between Muslim parties
who wanted an Islamic State and Christians from the
“outer islands” who threatened to leave the young
republic. The compromise formulated not a strict
Islamic but also not a secular principle. It was meant
as a compromise, and therefore the formulation was
rather vague: Ketuhanan yang Maha Esa should be
translated as One Superior Deity rather than the more
personal concept of God. During the last ten years
of the first president, 1955–1965, a large number of
other ideological doctrines were launched besides the
Pancasila, apparently in an effort to keep the Com-
munist party also within his government coalition,
side by side with the Muslim parties. During this
period many Muslims felt that the Pancasila was
more or less an ideological weapon of their secular
and even antireligious opponents.

This view changed after the abortive Communist
coup of 1965 and Suharto’s rise to power. Since then,
this official ideology became one of the most effec-
tive weapons against Communism. Communism
was banned in the name of the Pancasila. During the
1970s and early 1980s the ideology even became a
kind of pseudoreligion or official, civil religion.
Through a law of 1984, the Pancasila was declared
the sole basis for all social and political organiza-
tions. All religious organizations—such as churches,
the Catholic Conference of Bishops, the Majelis
Ulama, or National Council of Muslim Divines, and
the Muhammadiyah, the 3 million-member social
and educational organization—had to include the
national ideology in their charter. During the passion-
ate debate about this bill, the government had to de-
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clare “that the Pancasila was no religion, but only a
political philosophy,” a clear sign of the ideological
and quasi-religious eminence given to this system.

After 1984 the debate about the Pancasila has only
on a few occasions received new impulses. These
were invariably at moments when non-Muslims felt
the threat of a more outspoken Muslim domination
of political life. In 1989, after long and heated de-
bates, a bill on Islamic religious courts was accepted.
Christians protested the bill, although it did not bring
actual changes for the jurisdiction of Islamic mar-
riages and the administration of cases of inheritance.
In fact, the practices as formulated by colonial laws
continued. The main issue was that here a law was
accepted, giving an official stamp to an institution
only serving the Muslim community. Therefore this law
was labeled anti-Pancasila by some non-Muslims.
The general political atmosphere became somewhat
more favored toward Islam, when President Suharto,
often considered an adherent of Javanese syncretis-
tic beliefs rather than an outspoken Muslim, per-
formed the hajj in 1990. Since then, the large num-
ber of key positions held by Christians in the army
and as ministers who controlled the financial and
economic affairs has been reduced in favor of Mus-
lims. But still the general policy is that religion
should not be a political issue and that the Indone-
sian nation should be united under the ideological
banner of the Pancasila. On the 17th of every month,
all schools, hospitals, and government offices cele-
brate the national independence with a ritual, stress-
ing the importance of this ideology. All addresses at
public meetings will somehow mention this ideol-
ogy. Therefore Pancasila may be compared with
Shintoism or Confucianism and be labeled the civil
religion of Indonesia. Here we will discuss how this
civil religion has influenced the Muslim perceptions
of other religions.

True Religion Restricted to Five
Religions Only: Muslim Opposition
to the Aliran Kepercayaan

The 1945 Constitution guarantees freedom of reli-
gion in article 29:

1. The state will be based upon [belief in] the One,
Almighty God.

2. The state will guarantee to all citizens the freedom
to adhere to their religion and fulfil their religious
duties according to their religion and faith.

The significance of religion (agama) and faith
(kepercayaan) has been debated since the early
1950s. In the beginning, the general opinion was
that both words had the same meaning. After 1965,
however, the word kepercayaan became more and
more identified with more or less organized religious
groups, not included under the formula of the five
religions: Islam, Protestant Christianity, Catholicism,
Buddhism, and Hinduism.2 This formula of five re-
ligions has been expressed in the structure of the
Department of Religion since 1967. From 1952 until
1967 the “religious groups” found a place within the
structure of the Ministry of Religion. Since 1954 the
Ministry of Justice formed as a committee PAKEM
(Pengawas Aliran Kepercayaan Masyarakat: Inspec-
tion of the Religious Groups among the Society). The
main goal of this committee was negative: the minis-
try watched these groups mainly for reasons of law
and order. Especially after the 1965 coup a number
of groups were forbidden by the national govern-
ment, while a number of groups were forbidden by
provincial authorities.

Although the Ministry of Religion also partici-
pated in PAKEM, a new government body within
the ministry of religion was founded in 1971:
Lembaga Kerohanian/Keagamaan, commonly called
LEMROHAG. The main goals of this administrative
body were the following:

1. To control the religious groups
2. To give information and guidance to members

of these groups in order to bring them back to
their original religion

3. To carry out research
4. To cooperate with other institutes, national as

well as international (for the sake of international
cooperation, the name Religious Life and Mys-
tics Institute was chosen)

5. To promote religious harmony. (Badjuri 1971:
4 and 19–20)

A number of national religious groups were mentioned,
followed by some international mystical groups:
“Moral re-armament movement; AMORC (A Mys-
tical Order Rosae Crusae [sic]); Subud; Rotary Club;
Theosophical Society; IHEU: International Human-
ist and Ethical Union.” Bien étonnées de se trouver
ensemble! This international collection also shows
that the definition of Aliran Kepercayaan as mysti-
cal or religious groups is rather vague.

Official criteria have never been established for
the definition of religion, but in practice a religion
only could be accepted within the Ministry of Reli-
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gion when it had (a) faith in One God, (b) interna-
tional recognition, (c) a holy scripture, and (d) a
prophet. This last aspect, however, remained debated
and finally was left out altogether. Some Muslims
tried to restrict the definition of recognized religion
to religions of revelation (agama wahyu or agama
samawi) as distinct from natural religions (agama
duniawi), but the Buddhist and Hindu communities
in Indonesia had some problems in adapting them-
selves to this definition. The Aliran Kepercayaan
generally could not find this recognition in Indone-
sian politics.3

There were some dissidents from this official po-
litical viewpoint, however. Within the Ministry of
Education and Culture many officials and a suc-
ceeding series of ministers sympathized with the
Taman Siswa movement of Ki Ajar Dewantara. This
educational movement was very close to some forms
of Javanese theosophy. The administration of the
Aliran Kepercayaan therefore since the early 1970s
became the duty of the Ministry of Education and
Culture. From the viewpoint of the Ministry of Reli-
gion this was because these movements could be
considered groups supporting traditional Indonesian
arts, dance, music, philosophy, but not, strictly speak-
ing, religion.

This viewpoint of the Ministry of Religion could
not always be maintained. The 1973 People’s Con-
gress4 defined the Kepercayaan as an independent but
legitimate option within the terms of Pancasila. The
interpretation of this recognition remained debated.
In most places it was impossible to have the name of
an Aliran Kepercayaan on one’s identity card, and
the same People’s Congress also strengthened the
position of the functionaries of the five religions in
the field of marriage. In most areas, adherents of
Aliran Kepercayaan had to marry according to Mus-
lim ritual (cf. Stange 1986: 90–91).

The strong position of religion in general after 1965
and the unclear position of the Aliran Kepercayaan
may be illustrated in a collection of prayers, published
by Haji Zubaidi Badjuri of Lemrohag, mentioned pre-
viously. In 1974 a collection of 38 prayers, to be re-
cited by government officials at national ceremonies
was published by this body within the Ministry of
Religion. Some prayers are outspoken Islamic, with
many Arabic phrases, praise to Allah, and salutation
to the Prophet Muhammad. There is also a prayer to
be recited at the National Commemoration of Heroes
in the Struggle for Independence. This prayer clearly
is an effort to compose an “interreligious” prayer:

Oh God, oh Lord, bestow reward and remuneration
upon all the heroes of our nation, who died in the
battle of a just fight, according to their endeavor and
devotion, their weaknesses and sins . . . (Badjuri
1974: 14–15)

At several national occasions and ceremonies repre-
sentatives of the five recognized religions say their
prayers, sometimes also the opportunity is given to
a representative of the Aliran Kepercayaan. Every
week the five religions have 30 minutes on the na-
tional and regional TV and the Aliran Kepercayaan
also receive their 30 minutes. In the National Holi-
day Park, Taman Mini Indonesia Indah, an open-air
museum of Indonesian culture near Jakarta, a spe-
cial area is devoted to religious buildings; the Aliran
Kepercayaan were also allowed to have a house of
prayer in this area.

On August 18, 1978, the Minister of Religion is-
sued a Letter of Instruction to all Governors of the
(then) 26 Provinces of Indonesia:

1. In the Indonesian Republic no ceremony of mar-
riage, oath or burial following the rituals of Aliran
Kepercayaan is recognized. On identity cards no
such Aliran Kepercayaan may be mentioned as
“religion.”

2. Adherents of religions who (also) follow an Aliran
Kepercayaan still belong to their religion. There-
fore we do not recognize a ceremony of marriage
according to Aliran Kepercayaan or an oath ac-
cording to an Aliran Kepercayaan.

This letter to the governors was strengthened by an
instruction from the president, dated September 27,
1978 (Buku Pedoman 1985–1986: 62–63).

Badjuri (1971: 12) mentions no fewer than 15 terms
for the religious groups discussed in this paragraph:
kebatinan, kepercayaan, kerochanian, kegiatan
keagamaan, aliran faham, aliran kerochanian, aliran
agama, aliran kepercayaan, keyakinan, filsafat,
mistik, tasauf, tarikat, kejiwaan,and klenik. After 1970
the term kepercayaan became dominant due to its
legal basis, because the word is used in the Consti-
tution. In fact, there are still two kinds of Aliran
Kepercayaan in Indonesia. One group consists of the
“new religions,” revivals of mostly Javanese folklore,
mysticism, and tradition, very often modernized with
theosophical elements or doctrines taken from mod-
ern philosophy. Besides this group there is a very dif-
ferent one: the tribal religions, considered as the rel-
ics of “animism” in Indonesia, mostly concentrated in
the mountainous areas of the islands outside Java.
These adherents of tribal religions, of course, cannot
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be “brought back” to their original religion, but are
considered as objects of mission activities, especially
for Muslims and Christians.

An example of the first group can be found in the
vicissitudes of the contemporary religious movement
of the Madrais in West Java, an area of its own, with
Sundanese language and culture, generally considered
to be more orthodox Islamic than Central Java.5 In
1923 Madrais, a member of the lower nobility in the
village of Cigugur and former student at an Islamic
school (pesantren), declared himself the founder of
a new religious movement, Agama Djawa Sunda
(ADS). In a period when the conflicts between ortho-
dox and legalistic Islam and the more mystical tenden-
cies became sharper, and when the nobility had no
political power but tried to develop a refined culture
in their old palaces, Madrais started a rather sophisti-
cated and culturally refined religious movement focus-
ing on folklore, dances, music, and religio-philosophi-
cal meetings in his palace of Cigugur. The movement
was (as with independent churches in Africa today)
closely bound to the person of the founder. During
colonial times, this movement was not banned by the
government. Madrais died in 1939 and was succeeded
by his son Tejabuana. In 1964 the provincial govern-
ment of West Java banned the ADS as a subversive
movement. The movement was accused of having
Communist sympathies. Here we have to remember
that the Indonesian army in West Java was the stron-
gest anti-Communist group. Before the 1965 coup,
Suharto, later to become president, was commander
of the Western Javanese Siliwangi division. In this
period the Madrais had built up strong anti-Islamic
sentiments and probably joined Communist leaders for
political support and survival—apparently in vain. A
choice had to be made, and the ADS leader decided
to become a Catholic. The Catholic priests arrived,
baptized and spent a lot of development money on this
first major group of Sundanese who converted to
Christianity. Tejabuana and, after his death, his son
Djatikusumah were still recognized as leaders of the
movement by the foreign missionaries, but they were
given no important functions (and not much money!)
in the Catholic structures. In 1981 Djatikusumah and
hundreds of his followers publicly announced they
were leaving the Catholic religion and going back to
the Madrais movement. They sought official recogni-
tion for their movement as an Aliran Kepercayaan.
They thought that the time was suited for this action,
as the palace of Djatikusumah was rebuilt with the help
of the Ministry of Education and Culture and was of-

ficially inaugurated October 21, 1981, by its secretary
general. As already noted, the Ministry of Education
and Culture is responsible for the government control
and support of the Aliran Kepercayaan. Support from
this ministry did not prove to be strong enough: the
military commanders of West Java issued a new pro-
hibition of the Madrais movement. This prohibition
was inspired by anti-Communist feelings and also by
the general aversion from outspoken non-Islamic
mystical groups under the label of Aliran Keper-
cayaan. So, here we see the Muslim generals of the
army giving support to conversion to Christianity by
a movement that still in its doctrine and practice may
be considered “theosophical Muslim” (Komaruddin
Hidayat 1982, Straathof 1970).

A case of a tribal religion under attack from the side
of Islam and Christianity can be found in the island of
Kalimantan (Borneo). Here the conversion to one of
the major religions started centuries ago and acceler-
ated in the modern Pancasila society of Indonesia—
not only due to the spread of literacy, better roads,
electricity, radio and TV, but also due to the require-
ment by the Indonesian state of membership of a
major religion. In the case of the Dayak tribal people
of Kalimantan, the anthropologist Douglas Miles
found that the boundaries between tribal religion and
universal religion were made less clear by Christians
than by Muslims. Practices such as circumcision and
abstinence from alcohol and pork are very strong sym-
bols of the newness of Islam, while Christianity (even
before missionaries started a theory of incultura-
tion) has a more lenient doctrine and practice: “Chris-
tian missionaries have been preaching in Central
Kalimantan for over a century and in many of their
reports the same complaint recurs: those they have
baptised have reverted to Paganism. . . . Islamic prin-
ciples, as implemented in Kuala Karis, obstruct a
convert’s regression to traditional custom” (Miles
1976: 98–99). Some Dayak groups, however, tried
to start a revival of an independent “animistic” reli-
gion and sought official recognition as Aliran Keper-
cayaan. Until now these efforts had no great success.

1971–1993: Policies of Three Ministers
of Religion

1971–1978: A Weberian Scholar:
H. A. Mukti Ali

The Ministry of Religion of the Indonesian Repub-
lic was founded in 1946 as a successor to the colo-
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nial offices that controlled and regulated Islam. Until
1970 this ministry was mostly dominated by tradi-
tionalist Muslims. In 1971 a modernist Muslim, H.
Abdul Mukti Ali, was nominated to the post. Mukti
Ali was not related to any Muslim political party. He
received part of his education in Islamic schools of
Indonesia and Iraq, and part at McGill University,
Montreal, Canada. He participated in international
meetings of dialogue under the auspices of the World
Council of Churches.

For the general policy of his department he
wanted to apply the theory of Max Weber (on the
relationship between Protestantism and capitalism)
to Indonesia and religion in general. All religions
should become stimulated to participate in socioeco-
nomic development. Religious schools were stimu-
lated to concentrate on traditional religious learning
and teaching, as well as to add training of practical
skills. Foreign development organizations were in-
vited to help Islamic schools with small-scale devel-
opment projects in building, agriculture, and poultry.
Mukti Ali, an outspoken Muslim, strictly separated
the religious doctrines from these development pro-
jects. Religions were urged to cooperate in economic
projects, but in the field of religious doctrine, all re-
ligions should show respect for different convictions.

Boland summarized his ideas on a Muslim theol-
ogy of religions as follows:

It could be said that Islam has had a kind of “theol-
ogy of religions” from the very beginning. This Is-
lamic “theology of religions” differs in one basic
aspect from tendencies within Judaism and Chris-
tianity. The latter both tend to exclusiveness, either
because of a nationalistic interpretation of being the
chosen people, or because of the doctrine concern-
ing Christ as the only way to salvation. Islam, how-
ever, began by thinking “inclusively”: the Prophet
was sent to confirm the message of his predecessors.
. . . Mukti Ali advocates a dialogue on a high level
by means of comparative religion, between quali-
fied representatives of various religions. A meeting
of religions, however, is not only a question of words
and theories, let alone of theological discussions on
strictly religious problems. According to Mukti Ali,
it also includes practical co-operation. So the “meet-
ing” or “dialogue” between adherents of various
religions is also a question of daily life, of being
involved in current problems of the world in which
we live. (Boland 1971: pp. 205–211)

In the field of national politics Mukti Ali has to be
mentioned as the minister who assisted the process
of penyederhanaan, the reduction of four Islamic

parties to one Islamic party. This new combined Is-
lamic party was not allowed to use an Islamic name
or label. Government interference within the party
became very strong, and this process therefore be-
came part of the depoliticization of Indonesian Islam.
Mukti Ali was not, it is true, the main orchestrator
of this process, but he supported it. Intra- and inter-
religious conflicts therefore were neutralized by po-
litical measures.

1978–1983: Alamsyah Ratu Perwiranegara:
A Politician Promotes Law and Order
between Religions

From 1978 to 1983 the post of Minister of Religion
was held by Alamsyah Ratu Perwiranegara, an army
general. Alamsyah surely was not a scholar, but
rather a political figure. His main concern as a mem-
ber of the army was national stability and law and
order. He used to talk about Ireland and Lebanon as
countries where religious pluralism were very nega-
tive factors. He started a threefold program of reli-
gious harmony: (a) internal harmony among various
factions within a certain religion; (b) harmony be-
tween the various religions; (c) harmony between the
various religions and the government. In these three
fields he started a series of encounters, where repre-
sentatives of groups were invited to talk and work
together.

In order to sketch the background of this policy
we want to elaborate here on several incidents, that
took place before and during the first years of
Alamsyah’s period as Minister of Religion. In 1975
President Suharto had proposed the founding of a
Majelis Ulama (Council of Islamic Scholars/Lead-
ers): “The Catholic community already is organized
through the Conference of Catholic Bishops of In-
donesia, while the Protestants have a Council of
Churches representing them. Also the Hindu and
Buddhist communities have their representation,
while there is a Secretariat for the Aliran Keper-
cayaan.”6 A Majelis Ulama was then founded with
the double task of promoting unity and solidarity
among the Muslim community and representing
Islam toward the government. Haji Abdul Malik ibn
Abdulkarim Amrullah (Hamka) as a well-known
Islamic leader—writer of novels, popular books on
religion, and a 30-volume Qur�an commentary, and
a member of the board of the modernist Muham-
madiyah organization—was asked to accept the po-
sition of general chairman. He accepted it after con-
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sultations with the board of the Muhammadiyah, but
he refused to receive a government salary or facili-
ties of a car and a driver, preferring to remain as in-
dependent from the government as possible.

The execution of the task of promoting unity
among the Muslims will be left out of consideration
here as it is rather difficult to give a final judgment.
Hamka was certainly chosen because he was a mem-
ber of the board of Muhammadiyah who could also
be accepted by members of the other great Islamic
organization of Indonesia, the Nahdlatul Ulama.

Through the Majelis Ulama the Muslim commu-
nity was represented in the Council of Consultation
between Religious Communities (Badan Konsultasi
antar Umat Beragama). There Hamka strongly op-
posed the efforts of one religion (in this case, Chris-
tianity) to make proselytes from the ranks of another
religion (in this case Islam). In 1978 the Majelis
Ulama strongly supported the government decision,
one of the first measures taken by Alamsyah, to limit
the number of foreign missionaries and to regulate
foreign aid given through churches.

In 1981 the fatwa department of the Majelis
Ulama issued a prohibition of participation in Christ-
mas celebrations by Muslims. Especially in Protes-
tant environments, Christmas celebrations had come
into existence and non-Christians were invited to
participate. The Majelis Ulama received many com-
plaints about Muslim pupils in Christian schools who
were urged to appear in pageants and to act as Jo-
seph or Mary or as an angel in Christmas plays. Oth-
ers complained that they had to sing Christmas songs
at school or at Christmas office meetings. To people
who complained, some Christians had answered that
the harmony of religions would be endangered if they
should refuse participation. Many pupils at schools
dared not complain, for fear of repercussions during
their examinations.

The prohibition by the Majelis Ulama which
strongly rejected participation in Christmas celebra-
tion only entered the newspapers on May 5, 1981,
although the decision was dated March 7. On May 6
newspapers reported that on April 23 a meeting was
held between leaders of the Majelis Ulama and the
Minister of Religious Affairs and that on April 30 the
Majelis Ulama had made the decision to withdraw the
fatwa from circulation. The withdrawal was signed by
Hamka and not by K. H. Syukri Ghozali, head of the
fatwa department that issued the prohibition. On May
7, 1981, Hamka wrote a letter in his magazine Panji
Masyarakat, stating that the fatwa should not be con-

sidered wrong and invalid: taking it out of circulation
did not diminish the value of the fatwa itself, since
it was founded on the Qur�an and the hadith of the
Prophet. Hamka added: “Religious scholars are indeed
the heirs of the prophets: from these they inherit the
obligation to call for the good and to warn against evil.
From these too they inherit the slander and contempt
that they received. . . . Are religious scholars only
teachers that can be ordered or dismissed arbitrarily?
And if a meeting must be closed may one be sum-
moned: ‘Hey, nice man, just say a prayer!’”

In that same declaration Hamka twice made an
odd mistake. He mentioned three things that are es-
pecially forbidden for Muslims when they attend
Christmas meetings: to light a candle, to eat the bread
that is considered to be the Body of Christ, and to
drink the water [sic: twice!] that is considered to be
the Blood of Christ. A general chairman of a Coun-
cil of Religious Scholars should know better! By a
letter dated May 19, 1981, Hamka resigned as gen-
eral chairman of the Majelis Ulama. He did not wait
for acknowledgment from the Minister of Religious
Affairs (chairman of the Constituent Council to the
Majelis Ulama) as he considered himself to be ap-
pointed only by his fellows scholars in the council.

The Minister of Religious Affairs, Alamsyah, af-
terward denied that he could intervene in this affair:
“I cannot intervene, as I also cannot intervene in the
Council of Catholic Bishops” (Pelita, May 25, 1981).
At a meeting on August 20, 1981, the Constitutive
Council to the Majelis Ulama under the chairman-
ship of the Minister of Religious Affairs chose K. H.
Syukri Ghozali, the former head of the fatwa depart-
ment and signatory of the fatwa under discussion, to
be the new general chairman of the Majelis Ulama.
The minister issued a letter dated September 1, 1981,
in which he made a distinction between ritual and
ceremonial aspects in Christmas ceremonies, as well
as in ceremonies of other religions. As to ritual as-
pects, participation should be restricted to adherents
of the religions concerned, while attendance and even
participation in the ceremonial aspects are allowed
also to people of other religions.

In the whole affair it was not only the issue of
Christmas and the relations between Muslims and
Christians that was involved. Minister of Religious
Affairs Alamsyah accused Hamka of acting against
the state ideology, the Pancasila, while Hamka ac-
cused the government of interfering with religion and
of attempts to introduce the Pancasila as a new reli-
gion of the state.
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Meanwhile Hamka died 24 July 1981 at the age
of 75. According to his own wish, he was buried in a
very simple way, only a few hours after he died. The
Minister of Religious Affairs assisted in his burial.

We have presented this case in full detail here in
order to proffer several elements of intra- and inter-
religious conflicts as background for Alamsyah’s
program of interreligious harmony that will be pre-
sented as follows.

1983–1993: Munawir Syadzali, Internal
Discussion within the Muslim Community

A third minister of religious affairs to be discussed
here is Munawir Syadzali. Born in the Surakarta area
of Central Java in a strongly religious family, he re-
ceived a good secular education, but also a sound
religious training in the Sultanate school for religious
officials, Mamba�ul Ulum of Surakarta. After inde-
pendence he pursued an M.A. in political science at
Georgetown University, Washington, and started a
career with the Foreign Office. In 1983–1985 he
became the national promoter among Muslims of the
acceptance of a law on social organizations, which
formulated the Pancasila as the sole basis for social
and political life. This law was the final step toward
the depoliticization of Islam. One might also say that
this law restricted the validity of Islamic doctrine and
rules toward a limited number of aspects of society.

Munawir Syadzali also became known as a pro-
moter of new thinking within Islam, sometimes
coined as “contextualization.” Several times he de-
clared that not all the rules of the Qur�an were valid
for all times. Some precepts were valid only for the
time of the Prophet. Muhammad’s successor, �Umar,
a companion and close friend of the Prophet, with-
out hesitation changed some rules of the Qur�an and
the Prophet in an effort toward contextualization,
maslahah or istihsan, to use the Western as well as
the Arabic terminology.

In his policy, Munawir Syadzali paid less atten-
tion than Alamsyah to interreligious relations. He
also diminished the attention given to the relation
between religion and development. His prime goal
was the internal promotion of the Islamic community,
through improvement of the religious courts and re-
ligious education. His policy was not reactionary: he
sent more than a hundred men and women of the
academic staff of his ministry and the theological
Islamic academies abroad for study, mostly to the
Netherlands, the United States, Australia, and Canada.

He organized many upgrading courses for Islamic
judges, but also increased the number of women
judges in religious courts. Notwithstanding a strong
opposition from both Christians and more secular-
ized Muslims, in 1989 the Parliament passed a new
bill on religious courts, strengthening the legal base
of this institute. During his period of office as min-
ister, the policy of the Ministry of Religion toward
mixed marriages became more strict. Until the early
1980s Muslim women still could marry non-Muslim
men, by applying to the catatan sipil, the civil ad-
ministration. In fact, the 1974 Marriage Law did not
give strict rules for mixed marriages and only stated
that marriages should be contracted according to the
religion of the couple. Islamic law does not allow the
marriage of a Muslim woman to a non-Muslim hus-
band. Since 1987 in most areas of Indonesia, such a
marriage became impossible (Pompe 1988). In this
aspect, the policy of Munawir Syadzali was a return
to a more strict Islamic rule in this field.

In 1993 President Suharto nominated the medi-
cal doctor Tarmizi Taher to the post of Minister of
Religion for his sixth period as president and leader
of the government. Taher has made his career in the
army, where he built up the work of the Islamic army
chaplains. Some observers consider him an example
of the “return to denominationalism” of this period.
The number of Christian ministers under the new
cabinet was reduced from six to three (among about
40 members of the cabinet), and they lost their promi-
nent position in financial and economic affairs. The
so-called RMS (Radius Prawiro as Minister of
Finance; Mooy, director of the Central Bank; and
Sumarlin, Minister of Economic Affairs) were suc-
ceeded by two outspoken Muslims and one Catho-
lic. Together with other nominations, this was con-
sidered another step in the direction of penghijauan
(literally, “greening”) of the Indonesian government,
green being considered the color related to the
Prophet Muhammad and Islam.

Some Cases of Government-Sponsored
Encounter of Religions and Its
Consequences for a Muslim Theology
of Religions

As mentioned, during the fiscal year 1979–1980
Minister of Religion Alamsyah launched a new pro-
gram of interreligious dialogue. This is not the place
to discuss this project as a whole, but we want to
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mention a few aspects of this process in order to make
some conclusions related to a changing Muslim the-
ology of (other) religions. In many places the pro-
gram brought together a number of qualified repre-
sentatives of the major religions. The first aim was
to support the government programs of Pancasila
indoctrination, economic development, family plan-
ning, health care, and environmental issues.

One of the first experiences was an interreligious
meeting in Ujung Pandang, the capital of the Prov-
ince of South Sulawesi (Buku Laporan 1979).
Twenty-six students were brought together: ten from
the State Academy of Islamic Studies, seven from a
Protestant Theological College, five from a Catho-
lic Seminary, and four from the Medical Faculty of
the State University. The represented religions held
exchanges of lectures about their Holy Scripture and
environmental and health problems. Then they were
divided into four groups and held inspection about
environmental and health issues in four villages of
mixed Buginese, Makassarese, Toraja, and Javanese
descent (Toraja and some Javanese “immigrants”
providing the Christians among the population, the
original population of Buginese and Makassarese
generally being Muslims only). The four groups held
inquiries in the villages and made some suggestions
for improvements. On Friday and Sunday the Mus-
lims and Christians held sermons on environmental
issues in their respective places of worship. On the
last day of the program (lasting five days only), the
common conclusions were that this program proved
the importance of religion for environmental im-
provement; that the program stimulated and pro-
moted tolerance and mutual understanding; finally,
that the program convinced the local people about the
important relationship between religious doctrine and
everyday life. In the 118 pages of the report no nega-
tive issues were dealt with. The whole process clearly
was started, encouraged, and well paid for by the
government in order to show good relations between
the religious communities on the basis of a common
interest and conviction.

In the same program research was carried out in
West Lombok about relations between Hindus and
Muslims (Hubungan antara, 1979). In this area 84.6%
is Muslim, 11.3% Hindu (descendants from Balinese
rulers, who colonized Lombok between 1750 and
1904), 2.2% Buddhist (mostly Chinese), and 1.2%
Christian. A mixed research group of Muslims and
Hindus started with a hypothesis that “the relation
between the Muslim and the Hindu community can-

not yet be considered as good.” At the opening ses-
sion of the research project some general speeches
were given. The leader of the Hindu team started with
an explanation of Hinduism, too curious not to be
summarized here:

Hinduism is built on five pillars (Panca Crada): (a)
Belief in Brahman, the one and only God (keyakinan
terhadap adanya Tuhan yang Maha Esa); (b) Atman,
belief in the soul; (c) Karma Phala: man will in the
life hereafter receive rewards for all his good and
bad deeds; (d) Punarbhawa or reincarnation; (e)
Moksa, liberation, the return of the individual soul
to his Lord. In the explanation it was stated that the
Hindu divines always stress, that “God is one only,
but the wise men call Him with many names.” Ele-
ments of faith, such as the belief in a soul, in rein-
carnation and in reward of good and bad acts, all
have to be appreciated as stimulating for a good eth-
ics of work. (p. 34)

Finally it was concluded that there were some occa-
sional conflicts between the two communities, but these
conflicts were usually about property, irrigation, etc.,
and not on religious issues, strictly speaking. There-
fore, the research group concluded that the relation be-
tween the communities was good: “Both are dynamic,
creative, live in peace and mutual understanding and
support the national development” (p. 55).7

The Ministry of Religion organized a great num-
ber of such meetings and spent large funds on them.
These meetings received ample attention in the press,
and some 20 volumes were published with the pro-
ceedings of the meetings. These books are full of
support for development programs, the Pancasila
ideology, and the mutual understanding of the reli-
gious communities; sometimes they also contain
descriptions of minor conflicts. It is always stressed
that cooperation is possible in many practical fields,
but with regard to ritual, religious ceremonies, places,
and houses for prayer, as well as with regard to spe-
cial theological doctrines, the special rules and be-
liefs of the various religions have to be respected.

Private Initiatives for the Encounter
and Cooperation of Religions

The Indonesian government is the main promoter for
interreligious cooperation and for mutual understand-
ing. In the Muslim communities many are worried
about the ongoing movement of conversion to Chris-
tianity, while in the Christian communities many are
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anxious about a loss of their privileges. The relation-
ship between Muslims and Christians has been la-
beled a relation of two minorities, which are cautious
about the other. While being the majority according
to their number, Muslims feel economically, cultur-
ally, and sometimes even politically a minority. The
economy is for a large part in the hands of Chinese
businessmen, who are often closer to Christians than
to Muslims. In the field of culture, Christian schools,
hospitals, and newspapers are considered as meeting
higher standards than Muslim ones. In the area of
politics, the aspirations of part of the Muslim com-
munity to declare Indonesia an Islamic state have
been rejected. Many Christians are afraid that they,
being a minority, will be treated as a minority in the
same sense as is the case of their coreligionists in Ma-
laysia. This position of “two minorities” prevented
movements toward broader cooperation until 1990.
Related to the growing self-confidence of Indonesian
Muslims since the end of the 1980s, some private
initiatives for interreligious contacts have started.

Islamic organizations (as distinct from member-
ship of Muslim brotherhoods, turuq, or adherence
to the Muslim community as such) started with the
arrival of modernist/reformist Islam in 1905. In
1912 Muhammadiyah was founded in the city of
Yogyakarta, and it soon obtained members in all
urban and some rural areas of the country. With some
3 million members, Muhammadiyah is probably the
largest Muslim organization in the whole world.
Muhammadiyah is active in the fields of education,
health care, administration of mosques, and da�wah,
the internal mobilization of the Muslim community.
Muhammadiyah was partly founded as an answer to
the activities of Christian missionaries, and from the
beginning the organization has taken a clearly anti-
Christian policy, primarily by trying to provide so-
cial and economic help for Muslims, but also through
anti-Christian polemics. This Islamic defense against
Christian missions is characteristic for most reform-
ist movements. The most outspoken polemics were
held by the Persatuan Islam of Ahmad Hassan and
Muhammad Natsir. During the 1980s Natsir became
active in the Dewan Dakwah Islamiyah Indonesia.
Their journal Majalah Media Dakwah took a firm
position against the moderate policies of the Indo-
nesian government. Many issues contain cases of the
“ongoing Christianization of Indonesia.” The Islamic
community and the government are asked to take
measures against the “aggressive strategies of foreign
missionaries.”8

Since the 1920s the traditionalist �ulama founded
some organizations, based on the leadership of the
large rural Islamic boarding schools, pesantren. The
most important of these is the Nahdlatul Ulama,
founded in 1926. While the reformist organizations
wanted to purify Indonesian Islam from pre-Islamic
elements, this Nahdlatul Ulama and similar organi-
zations have always shown much more tolerance
toward practices like the veneration of saints, holy
places, and traditional Javanese rituals. They also
showed a less polemic attitude toward other religions,
probably because of their base in the countryside,
where these new religions were still rather unknown.

During the 1980s the charismatic Abdurrachman
Wahid took over the leadership of Nahdlatul Ulama,
founded by his grandfather and for some time also
led by his father. Abdurrachman Wahid and a small
circle of intellectuals around him became close to
some progressive Christian theologians who were
sympathetic toward the Latin American theology of
liberation. In the Indonesian context of strong anti-
Communist feelings, this theology was reformulated
as a “theology of development.” In 1988 and 1989
the Nahdlatul Ulama held two national meetings on
this topic, where representatives from all major reli-
gions were invited to discuss this theology of devel-
opment and the relationship between religion and
socioeconomic life. Many of the debates focused on
the relation between mysticism and action, individual
piety, and social engagement. Also the reinterpreta-
tion of the Scriptures was an important theme, where
the concept of “contextualization” was used by Mus-
lims and Christians alike. In his 1989 speech,
Abdurrachman Wahid presented a general, “nonde-
nominational” concept of religion rather than the
Muslim intellectual heritage. The Jesuit Father
Sastrapratedja took the example of the Javanese ver-
sion of the Arjuna story from the Mahabharata and
explained that Arjuna, fasting and meditating on a
mountain and resisting all temptations of the mun-
dane life, has to be considered an example of asceti-
cism that prepares for action. It may be clear that
these interreligious meetings were not looking to the
past polemical topics between Christian and Mus-
lims, but looked forward toward cooperation for de-
velopment, in line with the government efforts in this
field (Steenbrink 1989: 22–23).

One of these intellectuals, close to Abdurrachman
Wahid, is Nurcholis Madjid. After a traditional Is-
lamic education in Indonesia, he pursued Islamic
studies with Fazlur Rahman in Chicago, where he
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defended a dissertation on the theology of Ibn
Taymiyya in 1984. After his return to Indonesia,
Madjid settled in Jakarta and founded the Yayasan
Paramadina (the Paramadina Foundation), a center
for courses, seminars, and sophisticated lectures on
religion and society. Some rumors about high en-
trance fees and luxurious settings (prestigious hotels
like Hilton, Holiday Inn, Mandarin, and Hyatt) could
not prevent the solid growth of the movement. This
audience hoped not only to receive a thorough in-
struction in a liberal and modern interpretation of
Islam but also to meet other members of the highest
levels of Jakarta’s elite. Madjid’s lectures during the
period 1987–1991 were published in a 626-page
volume in 1992, preceded by a new introduction of
124 pages that was written by Madjid while he was
a visiting professor at the Institute of Islamic Stud-
ies of McGill University, Montreal, Canada. In this
collection, entitled Islam, Doctrine and Culture: A
Critical Study of the Problems of Faith, Humanity
and Modernism, he often discusses against the back-
ground of American society, fundamentalism (rather
Christian than Muslim), the history of Islam, and
colonialism. His is a quest of the consequences of all
these themes for the formulation and implementation
of Islamic values as wordings of universal values.
Certainly, this book does not present a parochial
Islam but a nondenominational faith, one faith among
other belief-systems, all in contact and dialogue with
each other. Madjid rejected the slogan “Spirituality
Yes! Organized Religion: NO!” as the summary for
his proposals, but his definition of Islam as “surren-
der” comes close to this idea, as may be shown from
an excerpt from a speech delivered in 1992:

If we understand these concepts [i.e., of Islam and
hanif], then we also understand why Abraham, the
“father of monotheism” is mentioned in the Koran
as someone, who was not bound to any form of ‘or-
ganized religion’, but is depicted as an honest and
sincere seeker of the Truth (hanif) and one who really
surrendered himself (a Muslim in the true sense of
the word) to the Truth that is the Lord. We then also
understand why the Prophet Muhammad, God’s
praise be upon him, was ordered by God to follow
the example of the religion of the Prophet Abraham,
the hanif and strict monotheist. (Cf. Qur�an 3:85 and
3:67) (Madjid 1993: 19)

Besides serving his own Paramadina Foundation,
Madjid is a professor at the State Islamic University
of Jakarta and a senior researcher at the Indonesian
Foundation for Scientific Research. He was among

the persons to deliver sermons in the presidential
mosque and clearly was supported by ministers of
religion such as Mukti Ali and Munawir Syadzali.
He is not an isolated individual, uttering some lib-
eral ideas about religion, but until now represents a
larger group. As an advisor he is also related to the
newest effort to promote a liberal and modern style
of Islam among the Indonesian middle class Ikatan
Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia (ICMI), founded in
1990 by the then Minister of Research and Technol-
ogy, B. J. Habibie. (Hefner 1993)

Abdurrachman Wahid and some other prominent
Muslim leaders cooperated in the only Christian ini-
tiative for interreligious dialogue, Dialog Antariman:
Interfaith Dialogue (DIAN), also with an English
name Institute for Inter-Faith Dialogue in Indonesia
(INTERFIDEI), founded in 1992 in Yogyakarta by
the Protestant Dr. Sumartana. Sumartana did not in-
clude the word for religion, agama, in the name of
his institute because he wanted to stress common
goals and concerns of individual believers rather than
the process of bringing together institutionalized
religions.

In 1990 the Department of Comparative Religion
of the State Institute of Islamic Studies, IAIN Sunan
Kalijaga of Yogyakarta, founded an Indonesian
branch of the International Association for the His-
tory of Religions (IAHR). According to the policy
of this institute, the academic study of religion should
directly support the efforts for harmony and mutual
understanding of religions. This is also clear from the
declaration, issued from the First National Congress
of Religions in Indonesia, held in commemoration
of the World’s Parliament of Religions of Chicago
1893, in September 1993 in Yogyakarta. At the ini-
tiative of Mukti Ali and his Department of Compara-
tive Religion, a National Foundation for the Study
of Interreligious Harmony was created.

Opponents

The promotion of interreligious harmony by the
government, supported by some private initiatives,
was not carried out without protest from several
groups of Muslims. Previously we mentioned the
case of Hamka, which was related to ceremonies of
Christmas and other protests against the dominance
of the Pancasila ideology as a new civil religion.
The debate about the acceptance of the Pancasila as
the sole basis of sociopolitical life made a number
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of Muslims voice their protest against this “new
religion.”9

Protests against the Suharto government have of-
ten been formulated in religious terms in the 1980s.
The case of Imran, leader of an airplane hijacking in
1981, became famous in national affairs. At his trial
Imran defended his action as a legitimate fight against
the new polytheism of the Pancasila. God was defined
in this ideology as Ketuhanan, an abstract word, that
might indicate a plural as a similar word gunun-
gan (mountain range) also indicates a plurality. In
1985 there were serious bombings on the restored
Borobudur Buddhist shrine. The action was defended
by mentioning the action of the Prophet Abraham,
 who also was forced to leave his country. A pamphlet
spread in a number of mosques said that “this action
was necessary in order to stop the restoration of poly-
theism in this country. Now these activists are labeled
terrorists in the newspapers, although they just fol-
lowed the example of the Prophet Abraham.” Violent
riots with many casualties in the harbor area, Tanjung
Priok, of Jakarta in 1984 and in South Sumatra in 1989,
were caused by a mixture of social, economic, and
religious protest and were also partially formulated as
an action against the replacement of the Islamic doc-
trines by the Pancasila ideology.

A prominent Muslim intellectual who fiercely
opposed the imposition of the Pancasila doctrine as
the sole foundation for the Indonesian state, was
Deliar Noer, a political scientist. In a booklet pub-
lished in 1983, he pointed out that the two found-
ing fathers of the Pancasila ideology, Sukarno and
Muhammad Hatta, both founded political parties
with ideological foundations differing from the
Pancasila. Sukarno founded his Nationalist Party on
the Marhaen principle, after a petty farmer who was
taken as symbol of the majority of the Indonesian
people. Muhammad Hatta founded his Islamic
Democratic Party on the two principles of Islam and
Pancasila (Noer 1983: 42–54).

In September 1984 a Muslim activist, Abdul
Qadir Djaelani, planned a petition to be sent to the
parliament in order to oppose the Pancasila as the sole
foundation of the Indonesian society. In mosque ser-
mons he also uttered criticism against the state ide-
ology. These activities were brought in relation with
the Tanjung Priok riots, and therefore he was sen-
tenced to jail in 1985. He was not the only preacher
to be accused of subversion: dozens of preachers
were sentenced in the 1980s for similar reasons
(Baers 1988).

To add just a few recent examples to a long se-
ries of written, vocal, and sometimes even violent
protests against this religious policy, we want to
mention here a doctoral thesis submitted in 1989 at
the State Academy of Islamic Studies of Jakarta by
Harifun Cawidu and published in 1991. The thesis
discusses the concept of kufr in the Qur�an and Is-
lamic theology. One of Cawidu’s conclusions is that
the Jews and Christians have many concepts in com-
mon with the Muslims, but still they have to be
named unbelievers or kuffar (s. kafir) as their belief
often is not correct and full with deviations from
truth.

A more popular example can be taken from up-
heaval in Muslim circles in the provinces of South
Tapanuli and West Sumatra. A local publisher was
blamed for several books in the field of Pancasila
ideology and Islamic religion. In one of the books,
used in secondary schools, a multiple-choice ques-
tion was formulated as follows: “In our class, only
one pupil is Muslim. We urge him to change his reli-
gion and to join ours.” Of course, the right answer
here is that it is not allowed to urge someone to
change his religion, but still the publisher of the book
was blamed for citing this example (only one Mus-
lim in a school class). In a book on the basic prin-
ciples for the Islamic religion, religious tolerance was
recommended. A good example of this is the Taman
Mini Indonesia Indah, an open-air museum of Indo-
nesian culture near Jakarta, where the five religions
and the Aliran Kepercayaan have their houses of
prayer side by side, as already mentioned. The book
concluded that “this shows the unity of the nation that
can be created by building houses of prayer side by
side.” In another book on the instruction of the
Pancasila ideology, the pupils are told about religious
holidays. The pupils have to design a greeting card
for classmates or other people belonging to another
religion. These cards have to be put on the class walls.
In a class of Muslim children, the wall was full with
Christmas cards, and this evoked quite negative feel-
ings with some Muslims (Mafri Amir 1991).

For many Indonesian Muslims, the only religion
to be accepted is Islam. In a multireligious state,
Christians, Buddhists, and Hindus are accepted as
cocitizens, but not as coreligionists. Political state-
ments of Muslims seem to be more liberal than theo-
logical statements. Especially in present-day Indo-
nesia with its Pancasila ideology, many prominent
Muslims utter political statements about other reli-
gions of a very liberal kind. These have to be taken
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seriously by all students of the Islamic religion, as
they are taken seriously by Muslims themselves.

Development of Institutions
for Interreligious Harmony
between 1993 and 1998

At the State Institute of Islamic Studies of Yogyakarta,
IAIN Sunan Kalijaga, Abdul Mukti Ali holds the
chair of comparative religion. For this scholar, who
was Minister of Religion of Indonesia in the period
1971–1978, the study of comparative religion is not
merely an academic affair, but an intellectual exer-
cise, leading towards a greater participation of reli-
gious people in national development and interreli-
gious harmony. In order to stimulate these efforts, the
Department of Comparative Religion at Sunan
Kalijaga already founded an Indonesian branch of the
IAHR in 1990. In 1993 this department took the ini-
tiative to convene a national conference, commemo-
rating the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions of
Chicago.

The conference of 1993 decided to start a new
academic association. The LPKUB, Lembaga Peng-
kajian Kerukunan Umat Beragama, or the Indonesian
Institution for the Study of Religious Harmony as it
has called itself since 1995, had a quiet start. Like
many other associations it started with the organiza-
tion of seminars and with a new journal Religiosa,
Indonesian Journal on Religious Harmony. The first
seminar, held at Yogyakarta in October 1994, brought
together students and young academics of the major
religions of Indonesia to discuss the topic of the role
of young religious people in national development and
religious problems among young people. A second
seminar in Yogyakarta in April 1995 brought together
religious leaders on the national level. It was the mani-
fest purpose of H. Tarmizi Taher, Minister of Religion
in the period 1993–1998, to organize a new forum for
institutionalized dialogue and cooperation besides the
since 1988 existing, but not very active, Wadah (or:
Badan) Musyawarah Antar Umat Beragama, Inter-
religious Consultative Forum in Jakarta, which in
practice only came together in cases of conflicts and
problems. Something more positive than conflict
prevention should grow.

The journal Religiosa, published in English by
LPKUB, seeks to communicate to the international
academic and political world, partly in order to show
that Indonesia is a country where religious tolerance,

harmony, and freedom have a high priority. All is-
sues (three have appeared from 1995 until early
1998) have articles written by Indonesians and for-
eigners, Muslims and non-Muslims, on the ideal and
the efforts to promote the ideal.

We find the same lofty but somewhat constrained
discourse in a recent publication by H. Tarmizi Taher,
Aspiring for the Middle Path: Religious Harmony in
Indonesia (Jakarta, Center for the Study of Islam and
Society, 1997), which brings together 17 of his
speeches. In a reprint of a speech in Harvard Univer-
sity in November 1995, the major theme of the book
is explained:

Ummatan wasatan (moderate and quality-oriented
nation) has been the paradigm adopted to establish a
new image of Islam and the Muslim world. . . . This
trend of searching for a moderate and quality-oriented
ummah has been implemented and developed by
Southeast Asian Muslims for decades of their devel-
opment, in particular in Brunei, Indonesia, and Ma-
laysia. Although they are dedicated and devout Mus-
lims, the attitude and the culture of Muslims in this
region are less Arabicized. . . . Indonesia could become
a leader for developing countries in the common suc-
cess of material and spiritual development. (pp. 85–86)

However, it was not all a success story that can be
told. In 1996 and 1997, Minister of Religion Tarmizi
Taher had to go abroad several times in order to cor-
rect the image, especially in the United States, about
growing problems for Christians in Indonesia. There
were cases during riots in East Timor, where the
Catholic population set fire to mosques, which they
associated with immigrant Muslim traders and gov-
ernment officials and oppression by the Indonesian
army since 1975. In many more cases the riots in-
volved Christian churches and Chinese shops, at-
tacked and burned down by Muslim mobs. In an
undated paper Tarmizi Taher said:

The problem of religious upheaval is observable in
recent disturbances. The East Timor riots that broke
out in November 1995 were associated with Catholi-
cism. In these riots Catholics victimized both Mus-
lims and Protestants and temporarily forced them to
leave the province. Catholic mobs burned mosques
to the ground and looted Muslim-owned shops. In
Situbondo (East Java), Tasikmalaya and Rengas-
dengklok (both  in West Java), Muslims went on a
rampage burning churches and shops owned by
mostly ethnically Chinese (non-Muslims).

We must be cautious, however, before jumping
to the conclusion that the riots are directly related
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to religious causes. As suggested by many erudite
and keen observers, the roots of these riots lay not
in religious problems. Sociologically, for instance,
Indonesian society now is undergoing rapid social
changes brought about by national development.
The pace of social change is coupled with the
globalization process that has also invaded Indone-
sia during the last decade. Consequently, certain
segments of society are experiencing disorientation,
dislocation and alienation, all of which is very con-
ducive to social unrest. (p. 44)

In total, some 400 Christian churches were seriously
damaged or destroyed and set on fire in the period
between July 1995 and early 1998. In nearly all cases,
there were yells and graffiti blaming Christians and
Chinese and glorifying Islam as the national religion
of Indonesia. Was this the end of a dream of harmony
and tolerance? The LPKUB was charged with a thor-
ough investigation, in cooperation with the quite
critical and leftist Research Center for Rural and
Regional Development of the Gadjah Mada Univer-
sity of Yogyakarta. The results of its inquiries were
still quite vague and nebulous for outsiders, but clear
enough for well-informed political observers: “Gen-
erally speaking, conflict and collective violence is
part of the political violence in the society. At a
higher level, violence  happened at the level of state
and social structure, done by state apparatus and the
agents of big business. As a consequence of the de-
velopment process emphasizing capital accumula-
tion, the configuration of social stratification can
change into a form facilitating the turn up of con-
flict.” The report stressed that this terrible outbreak
of riots was related to a general state of uncertainty
and conflict, related to the last years of the Suharto
era, when corruption reached a peak, government
bureaucracy was not trusted any more, and many
parties jockeyed for a good position, in preparation for
the change of power. In nearly all cases of severe inter-
religious conflicts, the report could indicate specific
political parties who paid and sent agent provocateurs
to cause unrest and start riots.

As to specific religious and ethnic policies, the
report blamed the government for imposing a kind
of harmony rather than admitting and stimulating
pluriformity and pursuing a strategy of multi-
culturalism: “The identity claim of ethnic minority
(e.g., Dayak, Timor, perhaps Irian) should neither be
answered by the way of segregation (separated iden-
tity) nor assimilation (immersed into national iden-
tity characterized by ethnic majority). What has hap-

pened until now is the way of assimilation that is
culturally and politically dominated by Java. The
strategy should choose the way of developing plu-
ralism or multiculturalism.”

Although a conflict-evading body, LPKUB lead-
ership has since issued more provocative statements.
Its position is now in line with that of Nahdlatul
Ulama’s chairman Abdurrachman Wahid, the de-
fender of a multireligious viewpoint against Muham-
madiyah leader Amien Rais, who has always stood
for the proportionalist viewpoint: if the Muslims are
counted as the vast majority or even about 87% of
the total population, this should be confirmed in the
political and social institutions of the country.
Against this “proportionalist” viewpoint (which is,
in fact, the traditional Muslim theory of a tolerant
Muslim state), Wahid defends the true Pancasila
concept of a basic equality of all religions. In Wahid’s
perspective the religion of the majority should not
become a ruling religion, giving room to minority
religions. He has therefore excluded political coop-
eration with Amien Rais’s new party (Partai Amanat
Rakyat) and defended the choice of cooperation with
the secular democratic nationalists of Megawati
Soekarnoputri after the coming 1999 elections.

LPKUB only entered the political observation
and debate in mid-1997, some time after the start
of the violent actions and the atmosphere of unrest
preceding Suharto’s fall in May 1998. During this
recent period, we have seen another scheme of
Muslim-Christian relations, starting not with inter-
religious dialogue in a narrow sense but with hu-
manitarian help. In Yogyakarta, two organizations
have been founded for dialogue and social action.
Interfidei/Dian (Institute for Inter-Faith Dialogue in
Indonesia) was started by the Protestant theologians
Th. Sumartana and Elga Sarapung. Their religious
discussions and meetings have concentrated on the
formulation of a religious spirituality for the mod-
ern era. Their social action has focused on issues
such as the poor working conditions of female
workers from Indonesia in Hong Kong and Saudi
Arabia, the effects of the drought of 1997, and the
Asian economic crisis. LKiS, or Lembaga Kajian
ilmu-ilmu Sosial (Center for the Study of Social
Sciences) in Yogyakarta developed from a debat-
ing club organized by young members of Nahdlatul
Ulama, mostly students or academic lecturers, into
an interreligious forum and center of action, the
most provocative Indonesian advocate of a “theol-
ogy of liberation.”
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In Jakarta, some new coalitions emerged during
the turbulent developments of the growing number
of riots, the Asian economic crisis, and the debate
about reformation after the fall of the Suharto regime.
Abdurrachman Wahid and a majority within the
Nahdlatul Ulama have joined a new interreligious
group, MADIA (Majlis Dialog antar Iman; Council
for Interfaith Dialogue) where instead of agama (in-
stitutional religion), the word iman (personal belief)
is used; the leftist Catholic Jesuit priest Sandyawan
Sumardi has been a prominent member of it.
Muhammadiyah leader Amien Rais could for some
time also be counted among the political opposition,
because of his very early objection (already in 1995)
to a reelection of President Suharto. He has founded
an opposition movement, Musyawarah Amanat
Rakyat (the Council for the Concern of the People),
among whose members is the Jesuit Franz Magnis
Suseno. These developments show a growing con-
cern for interreligious solidarity and joint action for
democracy and social justice.

Some Conclusions

Ash-Shahrastani noted in his study on the origins of
sectarianism in Islam, also considered as the first his-
tory of Islamic theology, that theological debates in
Islam from the very beginning were related to politi-
cal issues, such as the imamate. Muslim theologies of
religions are also connected with political issues. Such
was the Din Ilahi of the Moghul Emperor Akbar, and
such is the theology of religions related to the
Pancasila ideology of modern Indonesia.

The modern Indonesian Muslim theology of reli-
gions makes a sharp distinction between non-Islamic
religions which may be accepted as such and those
which may not. The acceptance is wider than the one
mentioned as the “People of the Book” in the Qur�an.
A religious book (internationally recognized) and the
confession of one God are absolute criteria. Bud-
dhism, and Balinese and Tengerese variations of Hin-
duism therefore had to adapt themselves to these cri-
teria. Tribal religions are not accepted as religions;
neither are new religious movements labeled as
aliran kepercayaan.

Aspects of religions that cannot be accepted are still
allowed in a “secularized” form, as cultural manifes-
tations and even supported by the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Culture, where a more liberal trend is mani-
fest than in the army or the Ministry of Religion.

The basic confession of Belief in One God is con-
sidered a common obligation for all Indonesian citi-
zens. The basic practices of care for the environment,
the poor, the economic development of the country,
good health, and harmony between social and eth-
nic groups are considered common concerns for all
recognized religions. Religions are not supposed to
be active in practical politics. So, within the Pancasila
ideology of present-day Indonesia, the social role of
religion is clearly restricted but also prescribed.

For activities related to a special religion, only the
fields of ritual, religious ceremonies, and regulations
of marriage, divorce, and inheritance are set apart. In
these fields no blending of separate religions is possible.

This policy of the Indonesian government may be
considered as related to two basic Islamic doctrines:
(a) the recognition of an “eternal religion,” a basic
doctrine, given by God to Adam and to all prophets
after him; (b) the proclamation of differing laws
(shari�ah) to various communities.

This policy and doctrine presuppose that Islam
as a religion is not dominating all aspects of man’s
life and human society. In fact, this doctrine in-
volves a limitation of the validity of religious rules.
This is an antifundamentalist, antitotalitarian Mus-
lim concept of religion. It differs from the liberal
Western concept of religion by the unquestioned
recognition of the necessity of religion and belief
in one God.

NOTES

This is an extended and updated account of my contri-
bution to the Lausanne conference.  An earlier version
has been published in Islam and Christian-Muslim
Relations 4(1993): 223–246. The last section was writ-
ten in August 1998, amidst quick and turbulent changes
both in Indonesian politics and in the field of interreli-
gious relations.

1. Cf. Steenbrink 1990a, 1990b, and 1993, chap-
ter 7.

2. On this shift of ideas between 1965 and 1970,
see Steenbrink 1972. Confucianism for some time in the
early 1960s also was considered as a separate religion,
but finally these five were generally accepted, as is
shown in the structure of the Ministry of Religious
Affairs. The number of five may have a relation with
the Indonesian tendency to divide the whole universe
into areas of five powers (macapat).

3. In the international forum they found more rec-
ognition than in the national politics. David Barrett
published in 1982 (p. 382) a percentage of not less than
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36.4% of “New-Religionists” for mid-1975; this 36.4%
is considered as Muslim by the official census. About
the debate, see also Stange 1990 in his review of Wood-
ward 1989. The government census of 1980 counted
88% Muslims, 5.8% Protestants, 2.9% Roman Catho-
lics, 2% Hindus, and some 1.5% Buddhists.

4. A People’s Congress in Indonesia (MPR: Majelis
Permusyawaratan Rakyat) is the highest legislative body.
It convenes only once in every five years to define the
general guidelines for the national policy in the coming
five years.

5. For those unfamiliar with Indonesia, it may be
useful to keep in mind that the island of Java has ap-
proximately 100 million inhabitants, one third of them
in the Province of Sundanese West Java.

6. Speech of President Suharto, June 21, 1975, at
the opening of the first National Conference where the
Majelis Ulama was constituted; quoted in U. Hasjim
1980: 320.

7. On the real conflict of West Lombok, see Lukman
al-Hakim 1980. In January 1980 a Muslim high school
student, riding home on his bicycle, injured a Hindu
child who was playing on the road. There were some
protest demonstrations between the communities dur-
ing the following days.

8. A collection of these polemic articles is pub-
lished in Lukman Hakiem 1991.

9. A number of examples are given in Steenbrink
1990c: 136–138.
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Throughout history, the encounter between Islam and
Christianity has run through more or less peaceful
stages. Starting with the late seventh century, the
mainly apologetic exchange of arguments between
representatives of both sides remains a significant
aspect of this encounter. Despite some remarkable
exceptions, theological intolerance and exclusivism
may be regarded as the prevailing pattern in the
Christian-Muslim relationship over the centuries.

Due to the large number of textual editions, trans-
lations, and summarizing studies currently available,
we now have a comprehensive and balanced picture
of the political, social, and ideological background
of the Muslim approach toward Christianity in its
early stages. Moreover, recent scientific studies have
also helped to increase our knowledge of the contem-
porary Muslim understanding of Christian doctrines.1

Preliminary Considerations

A more or less neglected question is to what extent
this approach has influenced the Islamic-Christian
dialogue initiated by both Christian and Muslim in-
stitutions during the last 20 years. From the begin-
ning of the 1970s up until the present the World
Council of Churches (WCC) in Geneva, the Vatican
in Rome, and some organizations and scientific in-
stitutions on the Muslim side such as the Centre

d’Etudes et de Recherches Economiques et Sociales
(CERES) in Tunis and the Al al-Bait Foundation in
Amman treated the idea of interreligious dialogue on
diverse levels. Nevertheless, these attempts could not
cover the fact that the long-standing polemical atti-
tude on both sides and the historical and recent po-
litical experiences in the interaction of Muslims
and Christians have hindered the pursuit of dialogue
until now.2

On the Western side, we find a vast amount of
literature on dialogue, on the ecumenical outlook of
Christian churches and on further preliminary as-
pects. The question arises as to what we, in the op-
posite direction, know about Muslim attitudes toward
dialogue, apart from the contributions of those Mus-
lims who took part in conferences and symposia over
the past 25 years. It seems obvious that official dia-
logue covers only a small fragment of the whole pic-
ture. The Muslim participants at the manifold meet-
ings held in the past were often considered to be a
specific intellectual elite, in comparison with other
Muslims outside of these gatherings whose views are
unknown to us.

In order to gain further insight into Muslim dis-
cussions concerning Christianity and interreligious
dialogue, I will attempt to shed some light on a few
lesser known texts that were published in Arabic
periodicals in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Libya,
Lebanon, and Tunisia and edited mainly by religious
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institutions (Ministeries of Religious Foundations,
Supreme Islamic Councils, Muslim World League,
etc.) over the past 25 years.3

The majority of the included articles often deal
with their subject in relation to the general back-
ground of past and present Christian-Muslim or Euro-
Arab relationship. The authors’ interest is more or
less concentrated on three topics: first, on Christian
missionary activities, second, on the attitude of the
Jews (in connection with Christian perceptions), and
third, on theological controversies with Christian
dogmas. Reflections on dialogue as such are rarely
to be found. Instead, we find direct reports and
speeches held at bilateral conferences or general re-
marks in connection with official visits and signifi-
cant political events, such as the Pope’s journeys. The
authors of these articles and essays are mainly jour-
nalists, scholars, and intellectuals who either have a
certain experience of dialogue-meetings or who refer
to the topic for general reasons. This is, for example,
the case with some critics associated with the Mus-
lim World League (Mecca), who obviously aim to
diminish the concept of dialogue—in the sense of
rapprochement—and instead to strengthen the idea
of an ideological competition with Christianity.

Egypt

I will first turn my attention to Egypt. Here the schol-
arly dispute and the intellectual exchange of ideas
between people of different faiths have a distinct tra-
dition and history. It was not surprising that in the
late 1960s the first activities of the Vatican and its
newly founded Secretariat for Non-Christians (now:
Pontifical Council for Inter-Religious Dialogue) were
directed toward the representatives of Azhar Univer-
sity, obviously one of the most influential scholarly
institutions in the Muslim world. The public lecture
held by the Austrian Cardinal König here on “Mono-
theism in the Present World” in March 1965 already
marked a first step.

The official visits led by Cardinal Pignedoli, then
head of the Vatican Secretariat, in Cairo in the years
1974 and 1978 gained large attention, even though
the Sheikh al-Azhar never responded to the mutual
invitation from Rome. Only once, in 1970, did a
delegation of the Supreme Council of Islamic Affairs
(Majlis al-A�la li al-Shu�un al-Islamiyya), which is
in fact a governmental institution, come to Rome. But
the encounter on both sides, intended by the Vatican

to be founded merely on religious bases, seemed
more than difficult at the time due to the Arab-Israeli
conflict that cast a shadow on the relationship be-
tween the Christian churches and its Muslim partners.

Nevertheless, in the 1970s some large dialogue
meetings organized by Christian and Muslim insti-
tutions such as the conferences in Cordoba and Tunis
took place. The Cordoba meetings (1974, 1977) par-
ticularly affected the religious authorities in Egypt.
Even though the Sheikh al-Azhar, the Sorbonne
graduate �Abd al-Halim Mahmud, accepted the in-
vitation to the second meeting, he cancelled his par-
ticipation at the last minute. In the following year,
the public in Egypt and the Arab world learned the
reasons behind this decision. The well-known Majallat
al-Azhar, which normally dealt only with general
questions such as the ostensible superiority of the
Islamic faith and the principal acceptance of Chris-
tians as “People of the Book” (ahl al-kitab),4 re-
flected the cautious attitude of the religious estab-
lishment toward these attempts of Islamic-Christian
rapprochement.

In June 1978, Majallat al-Azhar published the
invitation by Miguel de Epalza, the organizer of the
Cordoba conferences, to the following third meet-
ing—scheduled for 1979—and the negative answer,
once again, by Sheikh Mahmud. In his reply express-
ing his general respect for Christian-Muslim dia-
logue, Sheikh Mahmud vehemently lamented the
fact that Christianity had not renounced its mission-
ary activities especially in countries with Muslim mi-
norities such as the Philippines. By rejecting the in-
vitation, he stressed the view that dialogue between
Islam and Christianity is not at all expedient as long
as the “subversive” political and religious influences
of the West on the Islamic world endure.5 Another
aspect of his reply was his disappointment with the
Christian attitude toward Islam and the Prophet
Muhammad. He repeated what he had already de-
clared in his book Europe and Islam: The Muslims
bring into dialogue the veneration of Jesus Christ and
his mother, Mary, while the Christians have nothing
comparable to contribute.6

It might be surprising to recognize that the
Cordoba conferences were specifically character-
ized by a distinct “irenic” atmosphere, in which
Christian theologians and church authorities explic-
itly apologized to the Muslims for distorting the
Prophet of Islam in the past.7 Therefore, the Azhar’s
decision could only be understood in terms of dip-
lomatic caution.
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In February 1979, Majallat al-Azhar published an
article that seemed to be a theological attestation of
the prevailing Azhar policy. Under the title “It Is Not
to the Advantage of Islam and to That of Christian-
ity,” the author, �Abd al-Fattah Baraka, vehemently
refuted the opinion, expressed by Father Georges
Anawati in an open lecture held in Cairo, that Islam
and Christianity are commonly based on the belief
in one God. In his conclusion, he repudiated any kind
of rapprochement (taqarub) between Islam and
Christianity founded on such prerequisites because,
according to him, Islamic monotheistic faith is intrin-
sically different from the trinitarianism of Christian
faith.8

In an article in the previous issue of Majallat al-
Azhar the supervisor of the journal, Zahir al-Zughbi,
declared the Christian dogma of Trinity as a false-
hood, underlining at the same time the superiority and
the universality of the Islamic shari�a.9 Such state-
ments must not be judged and evaluated as a simple
repetition of traditional Islamic interpretations but
must be seen in light of the serious political and ideo-
logical situation in the Arab world in the end of the
1970s which led, after the Islamic revolution in Iran
(1979), to the rise of Islamicist activism throughout
the Arab world.

Under the next Sheikh al-Azhar, �Ali Gad al-
Haqq, there were no more than general statements
concerning Christianity. In January 1984, he declared
in an interview with the Saudi Arabian weekly
Akhbar al-�Alam al-Islami that the Azhar university
supports Muslim presence at any international con-
ference aimed at deepening the understanding of dif-
ferent religions and dealing with morals, peace, or
social justice in the world. However, he vigorously
refused any dialogue between Muslims and Chris-
tians on matters of faith (hiwar �aqa�idi) because for
him there is no room for discussion.10 al-Haqq later
repeated his cautious position. In June 1991, he em-
phasized in the same weekly that interreligious dia-
logue, if it takes place, should remain within the
circle of academics and specialists and should, in no
case, become a topic for the general public.11 The last
remark is supposed to be a rebuff to all who use the
subject for their own ideological or activist purposes.
However, it could also be interpreted as a plea for
more rationality in the whole discussion.

Despite all the difficulties accompanying the dia-
logue process, we do not merely find hostile state-
ments in the two leading Islamic periodicals in Egypt.
In September 1985, the monthly Minbar al-Islam

cited a good example for the official Egyptian point
of view concerning Muslim-Christian relations. One
reader posed the question as to whether the Islamic
duty to establish peace with all human beings does
not contradict the Qur�anic words: “Do not take Jews
and Christians as friends” (Sura 5:51). The mufti
answered that despite doctrinal differences the
Prophet’s behavior toward the ahl al-kitab was ex-
emplary of affection and friendship. What was for-
bidden, however, was any form of clientage leading
to attachment.12

Saudi Arabia

We will now turn to Saudi Arabia. In its search for
appropriate partners in dialogue, the Vatican tried to
include the ruling monarchy in Saudi Arabia already
in the beginning of the 1970s. At that time, the in-
fluential King Faisal seemed to be the supreme au-
thority in the Islamic world and seemed able to pro-
mote the process of dialogue by his large influence.
The visit of Cardinal Pignedoli in Riyadh in 1974
showed that this exaggerated hope was premature.
The difficult question of Jerusalem alone, which rose
to the top of the agenda in the discussions, revealed
that a bilateral encounter excluding political issues
was unrealistic.13 Another serious obstacle were the
extremely traditionalist Saudi �ulama� which had
strong reservations in questions of dialogue and little
experience in the meeting with Christian partners.

The Muslim World League (Rabitat al-�Alam al-
Islami, or RAI) based in Mecca since 1962 formed
the most important platform from which Saudi Ara-
bian intellectuals and scholars could discuss these
issues. The two periodicals of the league, the monthly
Majallat Rabitat al-�Alam al-Islami—distributed in
different issues in Arabic and English—and the
weekly Akhbar al-�Alam al-Islami (now al-�Alam al-
Islami), both have an intentional worldwide Islamic
outlook.14 The fact that a reciprocal interest in dia-
logue did not exist among the religious establishment
was already to be seen in the reactions of the Mus-
lim World League to the Vatican declaration “Nostra
Aetate” (1965). When the text of the declaration
appeared, the most widespread opinion was not to
welcome its irenic content concerning Islam, but to
attack the part which confesses Christian guilt con-
cerning the Jews.15

However, first attempts to start the dialogue with
Christianity date back to the Cordoba Conference in
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September 1974. The Muslim World League sent two
official delegates, one of them, Muhammad al-
Mubarak, former chancellor of King �Abd al-�Aziz
University in Jeddah. In December 1974, a long in-
terview with al-Mubarak appeared in several issues
of Akhbar al-�Alam al-Islami, in which he justified
the participation of the league. Under the significant
title “Other Sides of Islamic-Christian Dialogue,” the
Syrian-born al-Mubarak turned his attention to pos-
sible positive results of such encounters as the pre-
sentation of the true Islamic doctrine and shari�a in
Europe in contrast to the “misinterpretations of mis-
sionaries and orientalists.”16 On the other hand, the
director-general of the Muslim World League,
Husain Sarraj, emphasized in the RAI weekly that the
Cordoba dialogue could strengthen the worldwide
alliance of true believers against atheism and mate-
rialism, as well as the alliance against Israel’s policy,
especially with regard to the occupation of Jerusa-
lem.17 Generally speaking, the main concern for the
new “advocates” of dialogue within the Muslim
World League is not to open up a new chapter in the
Muslim-Christian relationship but to look for appro-
priate partners in strengthening their own position.

At the same time, the protagonists of a harsh con-
frontation with Christianity and the Western world
tried to undermine such attempts. To these prominent
“rejectionists” belonged the extremely traditionalist
scholar �Abd al-�Aziz ibn Baz and the Egyptian jour-
nalist and former member of the Moslem brother-
hood, Muhammad �Abdallah al-Samman. Between
September 1974 and January 1975 the latter pub-
lished in Akhbar al-�Alam al-Islami a series of ar-
ticles entitled “Did the Crusades Really Finish?”
According to him, dialogue with Christianity is noth-
ing more than “a ruse of the international Crusade and
a conspiracy against Islam.”18 This stage of discus-
sion ended unsuccessfully for the “advocates” of dia-
logue. It simply revealed the enormous obstacles the
different members and interest groups within the RAI
would have to eradicate before they would be ready
to begin constructive interreligious discussions.

The media of the RAI remained almost silent on
the issue and concentrated rather on ideological de-
marcations from Western civilization and Christian-
ity. This tendency continued until �Abdallah �Umar
Nasif was appointed secretary-general of the league
in 1983. In April 1984, Nasif invited the Antiochene
Orthodox bishop, Philip Saliba, to discuss with him
“the problem of Jerusalem’s occupation.” In Septem-
ber 1984, he even met Pope John Paul II in Rome.19

The periodicals of the league did not refer to such
activities at length, but in its context, there emerged
a controversial discussion among Saudi scholars
which was reflected in Akhbar al-�Alam al-Islami.

In December 1984, a special colloquium on the
problem of “Christianizing” (tansir) was held in
Mecca. Scholars mainly from Umm al-Qura Univer-
sity proposed methods on how to cope with it. In this
context one of the participants labeled the dialogue
conferences as reprehensible (marfud), because there
could not be any convergence between truth (haqq)
and falsehood (batil)—that is, between Islam and
Christianity. According to him, dialogue expunges
the fundamental differences between both sides and
therefore must be condemned.20 With similar argu-
ments the journalist �Abd al-Basit �Izz ad-Din refused
any kind of rapprochement one month before. He
illustrated his deep-rooted mistrust of Christianity by
citing an example of the conference in Chambésy
(1976), where the participants had dealt with the
controversial subject “Christian Mission and Islamic
da�wa.” Despite all declarations of intent put forward
during the conference, there had not been any change
in the ongoing process of “Christianization.”21

However, the opinions within the Muslim World
League were divided as must be concluded from
other statements published during these months in
Akhbar al-�Alam al-Islami. As in a public inquiry,
the journal asked a number of distinguished scholars
and intellectuals for their personal opinions about
Islamic-Christian dialogue while, at the same time,
the secretary-general of the league traveled through
Europe and built up diplomatic bridges with Chris-
tian authorities.

Finally, Hasan al-Turabi, the well-known Sudanese
scholar and politician—recently leader of the National
Islamic Front in his country—and Roger Garaudy,
the converted French philosopher, who both held
close contacts to the Meccan League, emphasized the
positive aspects of the dialogue between Islam and
Christianity.22 Al-Turabi pointed out that interfaith
dialogue belongs to the duties of the Islamic da�wa—
that is, it should be held in order to change the other’s
attitude. But it could only lead to positive results
provided there is a balance or a common basis (ardiyya
mushtaraka), from which both sides start. Accord-
ing to him, the most important question is the com-
petence or qualification (ahliyya) of the partners. For
the Muslim, it means being very familiar with the
Qur�an and the Islamic doctrine, but at the same time
it includes being familiar with the intellectual and
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spiritual background of Christianity. The pattern for
such a “predominant strength” (quwa rajiha), as al-
Turabi put it, goes back to the time of the Prophet.
Muhammad himself had spoken with the pagans of
the Quraish and with the Christians of Najran in
order to convince them of Islamic faith and to spread
the da�wa.

While al-Turabi emphasized the competitive char-
acter of dialogue, Garaudy turned his attention to-
ward the responsibilities of the great monotheistic
religions such as Christianity and Islam in jointly
facing the dangers of modern society. In the quest for
common solutions, to which Islam as “the perfect
Abrahamic faith” could make a substantial contribu-
tion, interreligious dialogue is a necessity.23 Even
though this short debate on the pros and cons of dia-
logue did not lead to remarkable practical results, it
did reveal the heterogeneous views held by the reli-
gious and intellectual establishment in Saudi Arabia
toward future Islamic-Christian relations.

In recent years, the official print media of the
Muslim World League dealt with the problem more
or less in connection with “missionary activities” of
the churches or with “hidden aims” of certain visits
of the Pope to Asian or African countries.

A second topic, which considerably complicates
the dialogue, is the understanding of Christian doc-
trines, mainly the Trinity and Jesus’ death on the
cross. In several issues of Akhbar al-�Alam al-Islami

the preacher Ahmad Deedat, a native Indian Muslim
living in South Africa, emphasized the truth of the
Islamic doctrine in contrast to Christian “falsifica-
tions.” So he understands the encounter with Chris-
tian representatives as an ongoing competition about
the “truest doctrine.” Like Hasan al-Turabi, he jus-
tifies dialogue only as a part of the Islamic da�wa.24

Besides the two official periodicals of the league,
several other newspapers and journals exist in Saudi
Arabia and the Gulf States which could equally be
understood as “voices” of its diverse interest groups.
For example, the presidency of the Shari�a Tribunal and
of Religious Affairs in Qatar published between 1980
and 1986 the monthly al-Umma, whose content and
outlook is comparable to the two Mecca-based jour-
nals. Despite its rather short existence, al-Umma gained
much attention and attracted a lot of well-known Mus-
lim contributors from different Arab countries. Among
others, two former participants in Islamic-Christian
conferences dealt with the dialogue problem.

In January 1981, al-Umma published an article by
the Moroccan Sheikh �Abdallah Kannun, who took

part in the Cordoba meeting of 1974. While he reit-
erated the exclusive Islamic position, that is, that any
dialogue could only be pursued following the crite-
ria of the Qur�an, he pointed out that meanwhile, even
in the West, Christian doctrines like the Trinity were
doubtful. The critical approach, which he found in a
book by British theologians—he obviously referred
to The Myth of God Incarnate by Maurice Wiles and
John Hick (1977)—appears in his understanding as
a step toward Islam which he sees as a better foun-
dation for Islamic-Christian dialogue.25

The second article, entitled “Muslim-Christian
Meetings: Doubts and Warnings,” was published in
1986. Its author, Ahmad �Ali Majdub, then pro-
fessor at Cairo University, surveyed the history of
Islamic-Christian dialogue beginning with the Vati-
can declaration “Nostra Aetate” (1965) up to the sec-
ond Tunis Conference (1979) in which he himself
had participated. What makes his remarks so discour-
aging is the permanent occurrence of suppositions
and inaccurate deductions in regard to these confer-
ences which he calls mere “conspiracies” (mu�amarat).
He mainly focuses on the “hidden” ideological back-
ground of the Arab and Western participants and on
the supposed financial sources of such meetings. He
believed to have found, for instance, a link between
the Vatican and the CIA.26 One can only speculate
as to the conditions under which such a statement
emerged. In any case, it shows the harsh ideological
pattern in regard to Muslim-Christian relations still
applied and distributed by Muslim intellectuals in
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states.

Libya

The situation seems to be somewhat different in
Libya. The specific revolutionary interpretation of
Islam, as Mu’ammar al-Qadhdhafi propagated it from
the 1970s onward (“Third Universal Theory”), stood
in sharp contrast to the Saudian regime and the Mus-
lim World League in Mecca.27

One significant characteristic of the Libyan policy,
which makes the difference even more obvious, is
Qadhdhafi’s attempt to gain lasting influence in the
Arab world “by playing the head of Islam and the
champion of the Palestinian cause in a dialogue with
the church.”28 Significant for al-Qadhdhafi’s program
is his “universalist understanding of religion” that
gradually arose in the 1970s and found expression
in the Seminar on Islamic-Christian dialogue in
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Tripoli in February 1976.29 The Seminar, which was
organized by the Libyan government assisted by the
Vatican-Secretariat for Non-Christians, undoubtly
marked a climax in the Muslim-Christian encounter
of the last decades. Nevertheless, it should have be-
come clear from the beginning that, for the Libyan
officials, the religious motives underlying the con-
ference were subordinated to its political impact.

After 1976, the special relationship between the
Libyan government and the Vatican found its con-
tinuation in mutual visits and bilateral meetings. A
responsible partner for the Catholic Church soon
arose in the shape of the World Islamic Call Society
(Jam�iyyat al-Da�wa al-Islamiyya al-�Alamiyya), a
government-appointed institution, which from 1982
onward has published the monthly Risalat al-Jihad.30

Diverse articles on Christian subjects often focus on
historical, political, or juridical aspects of the Euro-
Arab relationship (Christianity and Zionism, Islam
and Christian mission, Pope’s journeys, religious
minorities, etc.).

The inherent political and theological outlook of
the Libyan da�wa organization is finally expressed
in two editorials that appeared in 1985 and 1986. The
first entitled “A Call to the Christian World” was
supposedly intended to be a remembrance of Christ-
mas. After citing related Qur�anic verses, the author
remarks: “We consider our call for the continuation
of the dialogue at this very moment more insistent
than at any previous time, because of purely religious
reasons and doctrinal duties on the one hand, and
because of earthly and political reasons on the other.”
He goes on to explain that among the latter reasons
are mainly dangers threatening the world, peace, and
human existence—that is, “the world is at once about
to fall under the control of the forces of evil and tyr-
anny, foremost among which is the world Zionist
movement.” In short, the editors are warning the “un-
suspecting” Christian brethren of the dangers of Zi-
onism, whose aim is supposedly to destroy their spiri-
tual, cultural, and historical heritage. In this context,
there is no wonder that the declarations of church
authorities concerning the exculpation of the Jews
were much attacked, because the Libyan responsibles
held the Jewish community responsible for “cruci-
fying a whole nation”—that is, Palestine.31

The other editorial reviews the Tripoli Seminar of
1976 on the occasion of its eleventh anniversary.
While the former text reflects the strong political
motives underlining the Libyan interest in the dia-
logue process, the latter sheds light on the religious

background of these attempts. Following diverse
Qur�anic recommendations for tolerance and peace-
ful encounter with Christians and Jews (ahl al-
kitab), which is, after all, given by the example of
the Prophet, the editors also dealt with the theologi-
cal problems of dialogue. These find their expres-
sion in the words of al-Qadhdhafi himself, whose
discourse at the Tripoli Seminar is quoted at length:
Islam unconditionally prescribes that the Christians
should return to the real Gospel and the Jews must
return to the real Torah. If every believer, includ-
ing the Muslims, knew their true and common
origins, the problems between them could be solved.
The second condition is that Christians should
recognize the prophethood of Muhammad in the
same way as the Muslims venerate Jesus, the son
of Mary.32 Such well-known demands unveil the
real obstacles in the understanding between both
sides. They often force Christian officials to use a
very diplomatic vocabulary, at least, in order to save
the meeting.

Under these conditions the only chance seems to
be a rapprochement which was mentioned in a lec-
ture by Taufiq Muhammad Shahin and published in
Risalat al-Jihad in 1988. While dealing with the
Qur�anic view of Jesus, Shahin finally directs his
attention to the book The Myth of God Incarnate in
order to proclaim that even some Christian theolo-
gians approach the “truth” in regard to Jesus, the
supposed son of God.33 The use of critical Western
scholars as “chief witnesses” to underline one’s own
position is not at all a new method. The question
arises as to whether recent discussions about a new
interpretation of Christian doctrines put forward in
Europe and the United States might be an appropri-
ate topic for Muslim-Christian dialogue in its present
stage. Despite the unsolved basic problems, the dia-
logue between Libya and the Catholic Church has not
yet ceased. In January 1991, the same month that the
second Gulf war started, Risalat al-Jihad published
a long report about the last bilateral meeting in Malta,
which stood under the motto “Co-existence of reli-
gions: reality and perspectives.”34

With the exception of Libya, I have mainly pre-
sented those Muslim judgments which are generally
linked by the same opinion—that is, dialogue is just
a theoretical option, whose advantages and dan-
gers—if at all—have to be discussed. Let me add
some final remarks on those “voices” that speak as
former or recent participants of Islamic-Christian
dialogue meetings. Some of them come from Leba-
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non and Tunisia, where a distinct tradition of dia-
logue between Muslim and Christian institutions and
individuals has emerged in the last decades. Instead
of claiming to hold the truth, its emphasis lies on the
search for common bases which include religious but
also a variety of practical issues.

Lebanon

The multiconfessional Lebanon, for instance, is both
a center of diverse Christian denominations and of
Sunnite and Shi�ite communities. In the past, inter-
faith dialogue often arose from initiatives by cultural
and academic institutions as, for example, the
Cénacle conferences.

The Sunnite authority is represented by the Su-
preme Islamic Council in Beirut, which has published
the journal al-Fikr al-Islami for about 20 years. From
the beginning, the general attitude of Islam toward
non-Muslims or ahl al-kitab has been one of its fa-
vorite themes. In 1980–1981, the former Mufti of
Lebanon, Sheikh Hasan Khalid published a series of
articles about religious foundations and historical
development in the Muslim treatment of Pagans,
Jews, and Christians.35 His explanations strictly fol-
low Qur�anic criteria in the interpretation of Muslim-
Christian relationship; however, they lack practical
conclusions for this discussion.

One of the activists of interreligious dialogue in
Lebanon was the university scholar Subhi al-Salih,
who was until his violent death in 1988 also Vice
Mufti of his country. Returning from a Muslim-
Christian conference in Cameroon in 1983 he empha-
sized in an interview printed in al-Fikr al-Islami that
such bilateral meetings help improve the relationship
between faithful people all over the Muslim and the
Christian world. According to al-Salih, the basis for
this is the belief in one God and the common desire
to strengthen religious values and moral principles
in society and in individual life.36

Despite the long persistent tensions between
Muslims and Christians, particularly in Lebanon,
such a readiness to search for common interests is not
an exceptional phenomenon. In that sense, dialogue
seems to be a pragmatical issue and is considered to
be a necessity in order to commonly face daily prob-
lems. However, al-Fikr al-Islami does not conceal
the grave political and ideological controversies
imposed on the interreligious dispute such as Israel’s
policy or Zionism.37

Tunisia

In Tunisia the discussion on Muslim-Christian dia-
logue has long been characterized by a certain open-
ness that has gradually emerged in line with histori-
cal circumstances such as the special ties to the
European continent. The religious authorities, as well
as the Western-educated intellectual and political
elite, often used the same platform to express their
attitude toward Christianity and dialogue. Examples
for this are the Cordoba conference in 1977 and the
Muslim-Christian symposium on “Human Rights,”
initiated by the Center for Economic and Social Stud-
ies (CERES) in Tunis in 1982. The bi-monthly al-
Hidaya, edited by the Directorate for Religious Af-
fairs, published without comment some discourses
of the Tunisian participants in both conferences.

Two factors may illustrate the rather unique situa-
tion with al-Hidaya. Its chief editor, Sheikh Mustafa
al-Tarzi, former Grand Mufti of Tunisia and repre-
sentative of the Islam-Directorate, held the Friday
sermon in the mosque of Cordoba. It was published
under the title “Islam, the Religion of Fraternity and
Peace.”38 Second, the former Tunisian Prime Minis-
ter, Muhammad Mzali, who was responsible for Is-
lamic institutions and media, held the introductory
lecture at the Tunis conference, dealing with the topic
“Religion, Philosophy and Human Rights.”39

It seems that the interreligious dialogue at that
time was embedded in Tunisian politics and public
life. Nevertheless, in the 1980s it became evident that
Muslim-Christian relationship mostly depended on
social and political stability. Tunisia had to meet with
social and economic unrest and had to face—like the
whole Arab region—the Islamicist appeal. While, for
example, CERES as well as the “Islamic-Christian
Research Group” (GRIC) in Tunis went on promot-
ing the intellectual exchange between Muslims and
Christians in Tunisia, al-Hidaya remained almost
silent to the topic.40 However, this phenomenon also
corresponds to the decreasing number of large-scale
dialogue conferences after 1982.

Conclusion

Coming to the end of this survey we can point out
several conclusions: The discussion on Christianity
and interreligious dialogue as reflected in the men-
tioned periodicals sheds some light on the current
barriers to Euro-Arab communication. In general,
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three approaches are to be commonly found, although
there are diverse shades in between:

1. The Qur�anic approach. Christians are consid-
ered as “People of the Book” (ahl al-kitab), but
their revelation has been superseded by the mes-
sage of the Qur�an. Dialogue is only possible if
Christians accept the truth of Islamic revelation
and the temporality of their own Scriptures.

2. The ideological approach. Christianity insists
on its missionary (“christianizing”) efforts and
supports the political interests of the West con-
cerning Islam. Like Zionism on the Jewish side,
their representatives’ aim is to destroy Islam.
Dialogue is impossible or can only be understood
as a competition about truth and falsehood in the
fundamentals of faith.

3. The irenic approach. Christianity and Judaism
are monotheistic religions. They are linked to
Islam by common bases and interests. Dialogue
is both possible and necessary.

The third approach is obviously the only one that
corresponds to the idea of dialogue as such because
it puts aside the divergences and doctrinal differences
and searches for common points of interest. Even
though it often seems to be the approach of an elite,
its impact and significance for the inner-Muslim dis-
cussion leaves no room for doubt. Moreover, the
harsh judgments which are often destined to influ-
ence a certain Muslim public represent only one as-
pect of Muslim views and judgments. These must
then be supplemented by the numerous voices in-
tensely pleading for critical and rational criteria in
the interreligious discussion between Jews, Chris-
tians, and Muslims.41
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JACQUES WAARDENBURG

a distinction has been made between “Texts in Trans-
lation” and “Studies” (in Western languages). The
“Original Texts” contain sources—that is, titles of
translations of selected Muslim texts that deal with
other religions. The “Studies” contain research about
such texts and their contexts, mostly in Western schol-
arship. The section “The Early Period (ca. 610–ca.
650),” only offers “Studies.”

“The Contemporary Period (ca. 1950–ca. 1995)”
makes a slightly different distinction. On the one
hand, we find “Significant Texts” written by Mus-
lim authors during this period on the subject of re-
ligions other than Islam, which are available in a
Western language. They cannot always be consid-
ered as the result of scholarly research but instead
are significant statements that have a more personal
or more representative character. On the other hand,
here we also find “Studies,” as in the preceding sec-
tions; such studies, scholarly in character, are the
work of both Western and Muslim researchers.

For practical reasons, I did not make the same
distinction between “Significant Texts” and “Stud-
ies” in the section “Oriental Languages.” For prac-
tical reasons, too, only a small selection of the titles
existing on the subject in Arabic, Persian, and Turk-
ish is presented here. Muslim publications concern-
ing other religions which appeared in Urdu, Indo-
nesian, and other relevant “Islamic” languages have
been omitted altogether. I can only encourage

The following bibliography is general in nature and
is meant primarily for those who are not familiar with
Asian languages. It contains a selection of books and
articles that directly or indirectly deal with Muslim
perceptions and judgments of other religions through-
out history. It represents an independent entity. Con-
sequently, it does not include all the titles mentioned
in the notes and the more specialized bibliographies
of the book. Likewise, not all the titles it includes
appear in these notes and bibliographies.

Most publications mentioned are in English. A cer-
tain number are in French, and still fewer are in Ger-
man. Editions of the original Arabic and Persian texts
are not given, but only the translations of these texts
in Western languages, as far as they exist.

The only exception is the section “Oriental Lan-
guages: Selected Modern Texts.” This section pre-
sents a selection of modern Muslim texts on religions
other than Islam, in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish.
These texts are scholarly to the extent that they have
rid themselves of strong apologetic or polemical ten-
dencies. Texts of this period, however, which were
written by Muslims in Western languages or trans-
lated into them, are to be found in the section  “The
Contemporary Period: ca. 1950– ca. 1995.”

The next sections deal with the Medieval and
Modern Periods, respectively (ca. 650–ca. 1500 and
ca. 1500–ca. 1950); throughout these two sections,
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colleagues in the field to publish a full bibliogra-
phy of all Muslim publications concerning other
religions than Islam which exist in the “Islamic”
languages.

In this bibliography we have followed the simplified
transliteration of Arabic into English, as has become
customary in nonspecialized publications. It has been
limited to the use of an apostrophe “�” for the hamza
and an opening single quotation mark “�” for the
�ayin, and to the indication of the long vowels with
a macron “-”. The book titles rendered in Western
languages other than English that contain Arabic or
Persian words, for practical reasons, have had the
diacritical signs which they might have had in that
particular language omitted. In a few exceptional
cases, in order to avoid misunderstandings, I have
replaced a French or German transliteration by the
current English one.

Shortly before the final manuscript of this bibli-
ography went to press, some books appeared with
extensive bibliographies on Muslim perceptions of
Judaism and Christianity. I am indebted to these
books for some last-minute corrections and additions
in this bibliography, and I refer the reader to Steven
M. Wasserstrom, Between Muslim and Jew: The
Problem of Symbiosis under Early Islam (1995) and
Camilla Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism and the
Hebrew Bible: From Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm (1996)
for more specialized bibliographies of Muslim per-
ceptions of Judaism until about 1050 C.E. For a more
extensive bibliography of Muslim perceptions of
Christianity in history including the twentieth cen-
tury, the reader is referred to Hugh Goddard, Mus-
lim Perceptions of Christianity (1996). The first four
issues of Islamochristiana (1975–1978) contain an-
notated bibliographies of Muslim writings about
Christianity during the medieval period.

There exist two continuing general bibliographies
of more recent Muslim writings on Islam in its rela-
tions with other religions that are extremely useful
for present-day publications. One is the Index of Is-
lamic Literature which since volume 7 (1986) has
had a special section “Comparative Religions and
Systems.” The other is the Index Islamicus which
introduced a section “Relations between Islam and
Other Religions” in 1993. Both testify to the increas-
ing interest in the study of Muslim relations with, and
perceptions of, non-Muslims. After due consider-
ation I decided not to include Muslim publications
concerning the study and practice of cooperation and

dialogue between adherents of Islam and other
people. This subject, important as it is, falls outside
the scope of the present book and this bibliography.
But some Muslim publications on dialogue have
been retained because they have an immediate rele-
vance for the study of Muslim perceptions of other
religions since they present a certain knowledge of
other religions.

It is hardly necessary to insist that the present se-
lected bibliography only represents a choice of titles
that may be useful for interested nonspecialists. There
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This certainly has been my first conclusion from
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liminary only.
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