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Foreword

This extraordinary collection of studies spans centuries, touches a far-reaching
range of topics, and showcases a stellar group of scholars. Collectively, these
chapters capture a world distant from us in time and yet one concerned with
questions about the acquisition and transmission of knowledge that continue
to engage us today.

Because my own professional life has combined academic research and
teaching with many years of university leadership, I read this manuscript from
two angles. One part of me simply enjoyed, and found considerable intellec-
tual enrichment in, the superb scholarship presented here. The other part kept
returning to the present day and to our contemporary worlds of knowledge and
education, especially higher education.

Centuries, and in some instances, more than a millennium, separate us from
the Muslim authors and intellectuals whose writings constitute the primary
sources for this set of studies. Ours is such a different context; our systems of
education operate at a level of complexity that would baffle notable names
found in these volumes, figures like al-Farabi (d. 339/950), al-Tabari (d. 310/923),
al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), Rami (d. 672/1273), Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), al-Birtini
(d. 440/1048), Ibn Rushd (d. 595/198), Zayn al-Din al-‘Amili (fl. tenth/sixteenth
century), and Ibn Khaldan (d. 808/1406).

Of the 42 scholars who have contributed to this anthology, more than half
hold appointments at European universities. North American scholars rep-
resent the next largest percentage, but there are also colleagues from China,
Russia, Lebanon, Egypt, Palestine, and Turkey. Despite the variety of our edu-
cational environments, all of our universities participate in the global network
of twenty-first-century higher education, and the faculty, students, and admin-
istrators of our institutions will doubtless recognize the issues upon which I
will focus this brief foreword.

Sebastian Giinther, the excellent editor of these volumes, made a fortu-
itous choice in putting the humanities first, since one of these twenty-first-
century issues is the diminished student interest in the humanities that many
of today’s universities must confront. Wadad Kadi’s keynote address and inau-
gural essay compares humanistic scholarly endeavors in the early centuries of
Islam with the studia humanitatis that flourished in Renaissance Europe. She
demonstrates how the humanistic impulse emerged within the God-centered
religious disciplines of a developing Islamic civilization. The chapters by Gre-
gor Schoeler and Paul Heck also draw compelling connections between Muslim
intellectuals and European thinkers, pointing to the work of Bede the Venerable
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(d. 736) and Nicholas of Cusa (d. 1464), respectively, and extending the insights
of such cross-cultural comparisons.

If I may speak specifically about the United States, it is clear that the aca-
demic humanities are currently under siege. Concentrations in disciplines like
history, philosophy, modern and ancient languages, literature, and religious
studies attract fewer students, and these enrollment drops prompt adminis-
trations to close or amalgamate departments. As a related concern, funding
for humanistic research has become ever more difficult to secure, and the fed-
eral agencies responsible for research support in the arts and humanities find
themselves, at least in the United States, under near-constant threat of foreclo-
sure.

While relentless budget cutting must share part of the blame for the down-
sizing of humanities departments, another factor exacerbates and accelerates
the decline—controversy and confusion about the purpose of postsecondary
education. There is more and more demand for higher education in the twenty-
first century, yet there is less and less agreement about its aims and intents.
The consequent questions are multiple: Is tertiary education a public good
or a private benefit? Should it focus only upon intellectual development, or
should it include civic and moral (and spiritual) formation? Should its princi-
pal purpose be workforce development, fitting students for specific industries
or for particular professional careers? In the minds of many students (and
their parents), linking schooling to job securement has never seemed more
pressing. Elected officials and legislators who vote on university appropria-
tions frequently argue that producing a workforce that can spark economic
advancement should be the primary goal of publicly funded postsecondary
education.

The growth in size and number of universities and other postsecondary insti-
tutions, a trend that began after World War 11, continues to intensify in the
twenty-first century. Some scholars have dubbed this the “massification” of
higher education. Population growth, as well as major political, social, and
economic shifts, have stimulated this expansion. Most nations now consider
higher education an essential element in their efforts to spur social mobility
and economic growth, creating the need for many more educational institu-
tions. Yet the quality of national educational systems can vary considerably,
and comparisons between countries surface substantial disparities.

Expansion has also engendered diversification. Since the nineteenth cen-
tury, research-intensive universities have become the global gold standard,
a European and North American model that has been exported worldwide.
Yet contemporary postsecondary institutions now range from such research-
intensive institutions, to liberal arts colleges, to technical institutes, to com-
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munity colleges. In rapidly modernizing countries, recently established private
institutions, most of them for-profit, are assuming an ever-larger share of the
student population.

The growth of university populations, coupled with sharply rising economic
inequality, generate problems of access and equity. Efforts to increase enroll-
ment from underrepresented populations have prompted the use of affirma-
tive action policies, quota systems, and reservation programs. Nevertheless,
challenges of cost and financing remain. Even public universities are becom-
ing more expensive, and governments are shifting the financial burden of
higher education to students and families, many of whom lack the resources to
respond. Statistical studies repeatedly reveal the gap in university completion
rates between wealthier students and those from less advantaged backgrounds.
Active efforts to foster diversity in university admissions redress these imbal-
ances to some extent but do not erase them.

The last 50 years has also witnessed an extraordinary change in women’s
educational opportunities. Universities and colleges that had been closed to
women, or had offered them very limited access, suddenly opened their doors
in the final quarter of the twentieth century. In contemporary North America
and Europe, women not only have achieved parity in undergraduate popula-
tions but also, in most universities and colleges, have assumed the majority
position. This pattern repeats itself in nations with more recently developed
systems of higher education, such as the Gulf states. Yet, as coeducational insti-
tutions increase their proportions of female students, single-sex universities,
such as Ewha in Korea, Tsuda in Japan, Effat in Saudi Arabia, and Lady Sri Ram
in India, continue to hold a prominent place in the higher education ecosys-
tem. As recently as 2008, students from Bangladesh, Cambodia, India, Nepal,
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka formed the inaugural class of the Asian University for
Women, a new multinational venture to educate young women from under-
privileged backgrounds.

Among the many forms of globalization that mark the recent decades of
our contemporary world, we can count the increasing internationalization of
higher education. Year after year student flows across the globe surge, triggered
by the continuing growth of short-term study abroad and exchange programs,
as well as by aboom in students seeking full degree programs beyond their own
national borders. In the last decade, universities in Europe, North America, and
Australia have welcomed an exponentially larger number of Asian students,
with those from China forming the largest bloc. Since 1987 the Erasmus Pro-
gramme and its successors have fostered student exchanges, teacher mobility,
and cross-border internships within the European Union. A very recent report
numbered the student beneficiaries of Erasmus at more than five million.
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The repercussions of these student and faculty flows fall unevenly on devel-
oped and less developed countries. The latter suffer a significant brain drain
as wealthy nations seek to hold onto the talent being educated within their
borders, often by modifying immigration laws and offering other incentives to
retain foreign graduates. With English becoming the lingua franca of the global
scientific community, universities in many parts of the world now offer degree
programs taught in English as yet another way to increase their intake of inter-
national students.

In what can be called institutional internationalization, universities them-
selves have reached across national boundaries to create research partnerships,
bilateral faculty and student exchanges, and even branch campuses. Some
prominent North American and British universities have replicated themselves
in other parts of the world, building branch campuses of the parent opera-
tion. Prominent examples include the campuses of New York University in Abu
Dhabi and Shanghai, the consortium of American universities that offer degree
programs in Qatar, and the liberal arts college in Singapore that Yale has set up
with the National University of Singapore.

Within North America a different kind of internationalization—curricular
internalization—builds on shifts in domestic demography. While there are var-
ious antecedents, one important stimulus was the change in immigration law
enacted in both the United States and Canada in the 1960s. Within a few gen-
erations, both nations became much more “multicultural”—to use the Cana-
dian term—and the student populations of major universities, particularly in
large urban areas, grew far more diverse. Curricular adjustments quickly fol-
lowed these demographic shifts. Attention to the literature, art, and religion
of the Asian, Middle Eastern, and Latin American countries from which these
new North Americans had arrived added depth and richness to the humanities
and social science “area studies” curriculum fostered by postwar foreign policy
interests.

A final matter worth noting in this discussion of contemporary higher educa-
tion is the complex interplay of secularization and religious pluralism. The ear-
liest universities in North America were founded to foster religious ends. Har-
vard College, established by the Massachusetts Bay colonial legislature in 1636,
began as a training ground for Puritan ministers. Similar efforts followed—Yale
College in 1702, King’s College (later called Columbia) in 1746, and the College
of New Jersey (later called Princeton) in 1747. Even as these colleges attracted
non-ministerial students, their curricula continued to emphasize classical and
biblical languages, ancient history, logic, theology, and moral philosophy, all
of which were considered appropriate preparation for civic participation and
successful professional life. The founding of land-grant universities—schools
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that specialized in agriculture and engineering—in the second half of the nine-
teenth century, and the importation of the German model of graduate educa-
tion in that century’s closing decades, began to push the academic ethos from
the sacred to the secular.

This trend accelerated throughout the twentieth century as many religiously
founded schools severed their denominational connections. By the final
decades of the century, American higher education was largely secularized, and
social scientists were regularly insisting that modernization inevitably entailed
the diminished impact of religion and the expansion of a secular mindset.
Counter trends emerged in the last quarter of the twentieth century, however,
as the changes in US and Canadian immigration laws began to transform the
continent’s religious demography. As noted above, Asian religions started to
assume a greater presence in the North American religious landscape, just as
they were doing in Britain and Europe. This soon had curricular and program-
matic impacts. Religious studies departments multiplied at North American
universities, supplementing more established programs in Near and Middle
Eastern studies, South Asian studies, and East Asian studies. As these newer
departments matured, the theoretical discussion of concepts like secularism
and religious pluralism themselves became a focus of study.

To conclude this brief survey, I will recap the topics upon which I have
touched: diminished attention to the humanities, confusion about the purpose
of postsecondary education, growth in the size and number of universities,
problems of access and equity, the change in women’s educational opportuni-
ties, the increasing internationalization of higher education, and the interplay
of secularization and religious pluralism. While this is by no means an exhaus-
tive list—I have said nothing, for example, about the transformative effects of
technology—these seven subjects represent important issues and challenges
with which our contemporary worlds of knowledge and education must grap-
ple. All the authors who have contributed to this anthology (and, I suspect,
most of its future readers) will recognize them. I hope that they will bring that
recognition to their appreciation of these pages.

In my own reading of these broad-ranging studies, the twenty-first-century
issues that do not map to the medieval period of the Islamic world would be
those of (1) the exponential growth in both numbers of students and numbers
of institutions, (2) the social and economic quandaries that create inequities
of access, and (3) the confusion about the purpose of advanced education.
Certainly, institutions of learning proliferated throughout the classical and
medieval periods and student populations expanded. Nevertheless, advanced
education, however defined, remained an advantage of the elites. Nowhere
did mass education become an active political aspiration, nor did questions
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of access gain significant public attention. Yet a conceptual coordinate of the
elite/non-elite dichotomy certainly surfaces with those philosophers and the-
ologians who argued that some forms of knowledge and learning could be
available to all while others were suited only to the capacities of the intellectual
(and spiritual) aristocracy.

Similarly, higher learning proceeded within well-understood and well-trav-
elled pathways. And it was largely what we might today call pre-professional.
Whether situated in a masjid, madrasa, or majlis, advanced instruction pre-
pared students to assume the roles and functions of their teachers, be that as
jurisprudents, or exegetes, or philosophers, or scientists. Even the preparation
of rulers and military leaders can be considered a variant of this master-disciple
model. While intellectual exposure to a number of disciplines—Arabic philol-
ogy, logic, rhetoric, history, arithmetic—provided a foundation for more spe-
cialized study, the notion of a broad “liberal arts” curriculum that would suit all
students for civic engagement and cultural enrichment did not exist. Yet it can
be argued that given the Quranic stress on learning and the repeated scriptural
injunctions to increase one’s religious knowledge and experience, an encour-
agement for “lifelong learning” was prominent and persistent.

As 1 turn to other issues outlined above, I do find some intriguing con-
nections and parallels. Starting with one that is dear to my heart, I applaud
the attention that this anthology has given to women’s intellectual contribu-
tions to the medieval Islamic world (and to its inclusion of so many female
scholars among the list of contributors). Asma Afsaruddin’s chapter, for exam-
ple, sketches the impressive scope of such female involvement, although she
acknowledges that no manuscripts authored by women have survived (or yet
been discovered). While no one will claim that academic equity was either a
goal or an accomplishment in classical Islam, highlighting women'’s achieve-
ments in several fields argues for a cultural continuity with the remarkable
educational advances that women have made in recent decades across the con-
temporary Muslim world.

If I may mention one recent instance of this: A few years ago, I spoke at an
extraordinary commencement ceremony in Jeddah. To the invigorating beat of
Saudi drums, hundreds of young women marched into the graduation arena.
Smartly attired in caps and gowns, they filed to the front of the stage, as proud
parents, relatives, and friends clapped and cheered. The memory of that event
remains vividly with me, both as record of the progress that has been made and
as a promise for the future.

The internationalization of advanced education constitutes a second con-
nection. Just as it is a distinguishing characteristic of our twenty-first century,
so it marked higher learning in the world of classical Islam. The fadith that
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exhorts and celebrates the search for knowledge “even unto China” attests to a
medieval Muslim perspective that perceived the places where knowledge could
be acquired to be coextensive with the expanding umma.

These two volumes chart both geographical and intellectual international-
ism on many fronts. Yassir El Jamouhi’s article on Miskawayh, for example,
notes that “a particular feature of the educational discourse in classical Islam is
its reception of the ancient Greek, Syrian, Christian, Jewish, Iranian and Indian
intellectual heritages that became accessible through Arabic translations.” My
dear departed Georgetown University colleague, Barbara Stowasser, reminds
us that “the stability of the Islamic cultural system, also rested on community-
wide educational institutions that bore strong transregional similarities. Ini-
tially these were the mosque schools and colleges, joined in the fifth/eleventh
century by the madrasa educational system.”

Such “transregional similarities” certainly rested on institutional resem-
blance, but more basically, they grew from the shared thought world, the com-
mon intellectual discourse of religious belief. Here, we can find the biggest
contrast between the world of classical Islam and our own. While there is a
common intellectual discourse in twenty-first-century higher education, one
that has a global reach and impact, it is the language of science not the lan-
guage of religion. As university rankings annually demonstrate, whether the
London-based THE and Qs or the Shanghai-based AwWRU, science dominates
our contemporary research universities, creating global scholarly networks and
supporting collaborative endeavors of enormous scope and scale. In the world
of medieval Islam, the cohesion created by a common religious faith fueled
intellectual and cultural development and created the institutions that sus-
tained educational endeavors over many centuries. Every essay in this collec-
tion reflects the binding force of this enduring belief system and its power to
preserve “religious learning between continuity and change.”

Jane Dammen McAuliffe
Library of Congress
Washington, DC
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Notes on Transliteration and Style

Throughout the volumes we adhere to the following transliteration system for
Arabic script, which is based on the scheme used in Brill's Encyclopaedia of the
Quran:

Consonants

’ d d k
b dh t 1
t r Z m
th z ¢ n
j s gh h
h sh f w
kh s q y
Vowels

Long vowels Short Diphthongs

a a aw

u u ay

1 i

-a (-at in idafa) al and (-)I- (e.g. al-kitab; wa-I-kitab; no sun
letters)

bi-1-kitab but lil-masjid Abt 1-Walid; fi1-Quran

b. and bt. ‘Abdallah but ‘Abd al-Rahman

iyy (final form 1) uww (final form @)

no initial hamza, e. g.,, al-amr  baytuhu, only in poetry, if desirable, baytuhiu

Proper names, technical terms, and geographic designations that are common
in English are either not transliterated or used in simplified transliteration.
Examples of such words include Cairo, Baghdad, Kufa, Sunni and Sunnites, as
well as Quran (not Qur’an) and Sura. Examples of words in simplified translit-
eration are: ‘Abbasids, Isma‘ili and Isma‘ilis, Shi‘i, Shi‘ite, Shi‘ites.

Quranic references are noted thus: Q 50:1 or Q 73:2—6, i.e., the number of the
Sura in Arabic numerals, followed directly by a colon, which is followed by the
verse numbers in Arabic numerals. Quranic verse numbering follows the text
now generally known as the “Cairo” or “Egyptian” official version of 1342/1923—
1924.



XXII NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION AND STYLE

The standard system of dating all post-Hijri events is Hijri/Christian, e.g.,
786/1384-1385 and 786-796/1484-1493. Pre-Islamic dates, if not made obvious
by the context in which they are used, are indicated by “CE” or “BCE.”

References in the footnote apparatus are given, from their very first appear-
ance on, in brief form. The full bibliographical data of all publications cited
may be found in the bibliography included at the end of each contribution.
Note that the Arabic article “al-” is disregarded in the alphabetical ordering of
the bibliographical entries, while “ibn” is taken into account. For typographical
reasons, the names of books and articles in English are written in lower case.
For abbreviations of frequently cited periodicals and reference works, see the
following list of abbreviations.
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Islamic Education, Its Culture, Content and
Methods: An Introduction

Sebastian Giinther

Few issues are of greater immediate concern for the Islamic world than
education, for it is through the kind of education given or not given to the
young that the future of the Islamic community shall be to a large extent
determined.

These observations, by Seyyid Hossein Nasr, professor emeritus of Islamic stud-
ies at George Washington University and a highly respected specialist of Islamic
philosophy,! seem to express, in a nutshell, the crucial significance “knowledge
and education” have held throughout Islam’s history, and continue to increas-
ingly hold today. One reason for this state of affairs resides in the fact that a
lifelong pursuit of learning is a fundamental ideal of Islamic piety; indeed, it
underlies the concept of Islamic education. The other relates to the circum-
stance that, while the primary focus of this concept is the nurturing of religious
belief and godly behavior in the individual, its scope is broadened to incorpo-
rate various so-called secular disciplines, both literary and scientific, since it
aims to develop fully integrated personalities that are grounded in the virtues of
Islam within the community. This religiously motivated and, to a large degree,
ethically framed approach relates to both the theory and practice of primary
and higher education in Islam. It is evident not only in the Quran and the litera-
ture of prophetic traditions (fadith), but also in countless proverbs, aphorisms,
and wisdom sayings, as well as in the poetry and prose texts of Middle East-
ern literatures including, in particular, the numerous medieval Arabic works
devoted to pedagogical and didactic issues.

Notably, the complex interrelation of “education and religion” in Islam is not
a matter of concern that is confined to discourses in Muslim-majority coun-
tries or “the East,” to use this somewhat stereotypical expression. In view of the
challenges contemporary democracies are facing due to the effects of global-

1 Nasr, Philosophy 1.
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ization and migration, questions relating to Islamic education have also come
to be major topics of scholarly and public debate in “the West.” Indeed, in a
number of European and North American countries, the content, objectives,
and mechanisms of Islamic learning are major topics in current discussions at
both the public and political levels. In Germany, for example, the controversial
and sometimes emotionally charged discussions on establishing faith-based
instruction on Islam in German public schools, or the decision of the govern-
ment to launch faith-based programs in Islamic theology at several German
universities, are revealing in relation to this thematic context. However, these
developments are by no means the only examples of the types of questions
with which we currently have to deal within the European and North Ameri-
can educational systems.

Given these premises, it is somewhat puzzling that—on the one hand, in
spite of a visibly growing societal interest in Islamic concepts of knowledge and
education in the West and, on the other, the growing amount of exciting, new,
and original research conducted in Arabic and Islamic studies in this regard
(we will review some of it below)—the classical foundations of Islamic learn-
ing have so far not been studied as systematically as, for example, have been
their Jewish and Christian counterparts. This fact is also noteworthy because
a significant number of classical Muslim thinkers anticipated in their works
ideas about education that could justifiably be called “humanistic” in our con-
temporary context.

Therefore, taking a firm step toward changing this situation and coming
to a fuller and more academically sound assessment of classical Muslim con-
cepts of teaching and learning are major objects of the present publication.
More specially, this means the contributions in these collective volumes aim
to undertake:

— analytical appraisals of the foundational theories, practices, and virtues of
knowledge and education in classical Islam, including such specifics as edu-
cational institutions, educational philosophies that had developed within
the framework of different scholarly disciplines, and the relation between
Islamic education and Muslim identity, as well as the impact of “great schol-
ars” on Islamic learning;

— explorations of issues concerning the reception, transformation, and recon-
textualization of earlier (Greek, Persian, Indian, or Jewish and Christian)
educational ideas in classical Islam;

— examinations of the interaction between Islamic educational systems and
non-Islamic educational ideas and practices relevant to the Middle East in
medieval times; and, in certain cases, and

— critical appraisals of the role and impact classical Islamic education may
have on contemporary societies, both in the Middle East and the West.
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This strategic outline perhaps warrants a few remarks on two key words in
the present publication’s title.

1 Knowledge, Education and Related Terms

“Education,” in the general sense of the word, denotes the act, process, and
result of imparting and acquiring knowledge, values, and skills. The expression
applies to early childhood instruction as well as basic and higher learning, and
thus aims to provide individuals or groups of people with the intellectual, phys-
ical, moral, and spiritual qualities that help them to grow, develop, mature, and
become productive members within their community and society. The term
“education” is also applicable in areas that denote more purely spiritual or reli-
gious dimensions.

In pre-modern Islam (until ca. 1800),% the concept of education was ex-
pressed through a variety of Arabic (and Persian) terms, and most of them
appear to have been used in that sense as early as in the Quran (and, in some
instances, in pre-Islamic poetry). The most important are ¢ta¥im and ta‘allum
(“teaching” and “learning”), tadris (“[more advanced] instruction”), and ta'dib
(“tutoring,
ment through education”). In the contemporary Arab world, tarbiya (from
rabba, “to make grow, rear, teach, nurture”) is the word most commonly used
to denote “education.”

The content, objectives, and details of classical Islamic learning are the sub-
ject of numerous proverbs, aphorisms, and wise sayings that are found in the

» «

educating”), which leads to adab (“cultural and intellectual refine-

different forms of literature produced in Islamic lands from the second/eighth
to the ninth/fifteenth centuries. Scholarly discussions on learning and teach-
ing are most often found in Arabic and Persian writings on philosophy and
theology, but also in many historical, literary, and mystical texts. Furthermore,
a central characteristic of these medieval Muslim deliberations on teaching
and learning is that they are often clearly, even if not explicitly, derived from
principles stated in the Quran and prophetic traditions. At the same time,
however, classical Islamic educational thought was also deeply influenced by

2 For the use of the term “pre-modern” (or “Vormoderne”) in the context of European history,
see, e.g., Miiller, Archdologie 381, with more references; Drews and Oesterle, Transkulturelle
Komparatistik 41-56; for the Islamic context, see Bennison and Gascoigne, Cities i (roughly
defined as until Ottoman times). See also fn. 1 in the Acknowledgments for references on
“classical” and related terms.

3 For the connections between rabb, rabba, adab, and tarbiya, see also Neuwirth’s and Patrizi’s
contributions to the present publication.
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the paradigms of the ancient Greek paideia (“rearing,” “education”), which was

creatively adapted and further developed by Muslim scholars, especially dur-
ing the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries, despite the almost exclusively
philosophical nature of educational thought in classical antiquity.

The other term featuring prominently in the title of this publication is
“knowledge.” The Arabic word that is often translated into English as knowl-
edge, or science, is i/m. Throughout the history of Islam, this term has acquired
a spectrum of connotations and meanings, depending on the epistemological
context in which it occurs. Thus, ilm came to express both sacred and secular
concepts, and it may also express factual or emotional content. Contextualized
within a chronological framework, i/m essentially conveys three ideas:

1.  the informal acquisition of physical data in order to attain certainty in
understanding the world and insight into “a higher and truer form of real-
ity"*—an idea already expressed in the Arabic term before the rise of
Islam;

2. divine knowledge, in the sense of truth and the unity or interconnected-
ness of all that can be known—a concept advanced in the Quran and fur-
ther developed in the prophetic traditions, thus providing sacred ground
for the notion of a comprehensive, lifelong quest for learning and human
growth; and

3.  anindividual branch of knowledge or a scholarly discipline, from which
the plural form of the word ‘ulam (“sciences” or “the sum of all knowl-
edge”) derives.

Therefore, in Islam the expressions ‘i/m and ‘ulum came to designate (a) the

religious disciplines concerned with the preservation and study of the divine

revelation and the development of religio-political regulations for the Muslim
community, and also (b) the sciences concerned with the study of the world in
general, including natural phenomena, as well as related philosophical prob-
lems. While the former disciplines were based on the Quran and the literature
of prophetic traditions (and were thus called al-ulum al-Islamiyya, “Islamic
sciences,” or al-ulum al-naqliyya, “transmitted sciences”), the latter acceler-
ated through the Muslim creative adaptation and incorporation of the ancient

Greek, Persian, and Indian intellectual heritage into Islamic culture and civi-

lization (and were thus called ulam al-qudama’, “sciences of the ancients,” or

“foreign sciences”; or al- ulum al-‘aqliyya, “rational sciences”), including reason-

based philosophy and the natural sciences in particular.

4 Rosenthal, Knowledge triumphant 18.
5 Cf, above all, ibid. 41-45; Biesterfeldt, Hellenistische Wissenschaften, esp. 22—37; Giinther,
Education, and Daiber’s contribution to this publication.
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While %m seems to denote “the highest quality of [knowledge] because
it is that which [the classical Arabic lexicographers] allow to be an attribute
of God,”¢ there are a number of synonyms for this term, each expressing a
specific connotation or nuance in meaning. Most notably, there are ma‘rifa
(“knowledge [acquired through reflection or experience],” cognizance; also
gnosis), irfan (“knowledge,” “cognition,” often used in the Irano-Shi‘i context
as gnosis), figh (“understanding,” “intelligence”; also jurisprudence), hikma

G

(“wisdom”; also philosophy) and shu‘ir (“realization or cognition,” resulting in
knowledge; with shi’r meaning poetry).

Furthermore, relevant within the context of the Quran are the derivatives of
the verbs yagina (“to be sure,” “to know something with certainty,” including the
theologically charged yagin, “certainty”), zanna (“to think” or “to assume”), and,
as some exegetes suggest in order to explain Q 13:31, ya’isa (“to know,” although
it usually means “to give up hope”).”

It is worth recalling Johann Fiick’s (d. 1974) short but particularly insightful

”«

article Das Problem des Wissens im Qurian (posthumously published in 1999).
Here, he notes that in the Quran knowledge is portrayed as closely connected
with and, in fact, derived from divine revelation. Consequently, knowledge and
faith, objective cognition and inner conviction, came to be viewed by Muslim
theologians as two sides of one and the same coin—an understanding that
clearly differs from, for instance, the respective views of Christian theologians.
Fiick then also states,®

[The Prophet of Islam] had great respect for knowledge, and to this day
a certain intellectual disposition has remained a characteristic feature
of the religion he founded. Islam knows no peace, which surpasses all
understanding,® and no beatitude for the poor in spirit.1° This religion
does not ask of those who wish to enter paradise that they become like

Lane, Arabic-English lexicon v, 2138.

Ibid.; Fiick, Problem 12—19; Walker, Knowledge 100-104.

Fiick, Problem 30—31. Transl. S. Giinther.

Cf. Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 4:6—7, “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by
prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and

© o O

the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds
through Christ Jesus.” Trans. NKJV.

10  Cf Matthew 5:3, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” It is
in the New Testament the opening verse of the Sermon on the Mount and the section of
the sermon known as the “Beatitudes.” Transl. NKJv. Here, Fiick obviously understands
“poor in spirit” as intellectually limited or inferior with regard to the application of rea-
son.



6 SEBASTIAN GUNTHER

little children.! It knows nothing of those who do not understand and yet
believe.!2 Indeed, a Muslim theologian would never have thought that his
faith could be viewed as folly by the ancient Greeks; nor would he have
adopted the paradox credo quia absurdum.'3

It was this kind of emerging intellectualism, as Fiick maintains,

that gave Islam a firm inner strength vis-a-vis all other confessions. [More-
over,] it was highly instrumental for this new religion as it met Oriental
Christendom with a welcoming attitude toward progress and with con-
fidence in the future, thus swiftly eclipsing its elder sister, exhausted as
she was from centuries of dogmatic battles. At times [this intellectual-
ism] humbly expressed itself in a high esteem of knowledge and insight;
while on other occasions it promoted rationalism.

The perception of “Islam” and “reason” as complements rather than opposites
gained ground in classical Islamic learning in numerous ways, and was fur-
ther developed by generations of Muslim scholars; the Andalusian thinker Ibn
Rushd (d. 595/1198) is perhaps the best-known representative from the classical
period, while the liberal Moroccan critic and philosopher Muhammad ‘Abid al-
Jabiri (d. 2010) is the most prominent in the contemporary Arab world.

This pivotal interplay and tension between religion and faith in Islam is of
major concern in several of the following chapters. Yet, before providing brief
summaries of these contributions, a few comments about the state of West-
ern research on knowledge and education in classical Islam may provide useful
context for the studies included in these two volumes.

11 Cf. Matthew 18:2—6, “Then Jesus called a little child to Him, set him in the midst of them,
and said, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, unless you are converted and become as little children,
you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself
as this little child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever receives one little
child like this in My name receives Me."” Transl. NKJV.

12 Cf. John 20:29, “Jesus said to him, ‘Thomas, because you have seen Me, you have believed.
Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” Transl. NKJv.

13 A Latin phrase meaning, ‘I believe because it is absurd,” (mis-)attributed to the prolific
early Christian author Tertullian (ca. 155—ca. 240 CE) in his Treatise on the Incarnation,

»

De Carne Christi. The original phrase, “It is certain because it is unfitting,” was changed
through Protestant and Enlightenment rhetoric against Catholicism to “I believe because
it is absurd” and used in more personal, religious contexts.
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2 Literature Review

During the last ten to fifteen years, several comprehensive works have
been published in major western languages on topics central to know-
ledge and learning in pre-modern Islam. These publications deal with
issues such as the development, nature, and mechanisms of teaching
and learning; the classification and Islamization of knowledge; institutions
of basic and higher education; the material, legal, and organizational foun-
dations of institutionalized education; the social stratification of instruc-
tion and human upbringing; the educational concepts and practices of
individual scholars and their impact on Muslim societies; and issues in Islamic
ethics, which both result from and influence the relationship between
education, religion, and politics. On the one hand, these studies attest to
contemporary Islamic studies scholars’ keen interest in reaching a fuller
appreciation of the complex historical developments and details of educa-
tional theory and practice in Islam. On the other, they document the
serious attempts made in Western academia to look—through the lens of
critical historical and cultural studies—for answers to important challenges
contemporary societies, in both the East and West, are facing due to global-
ization and increasing cultural and religious diversity in Europe and North
America.

2.1 Previous Research

Western scholarship’s interest in issues central to Islamic education, how-
ever, stretches back at least a millennium, as a few examples illustrate. In the
eleventh century, Constantinus Africanus (d. before 1089/99), a Christian from
Tunis who was in the service of Robert Guiscard (d. 1085), the Count of Apulia
and Calabria and the Duke of Sicily, rendered the works of Greek and Muslim
physicians into Latin, an achievement that significantly stimulated the Medi-
cal School of Salerno and scholarship in the Occident in general. This was also
a time when the Latin Church was increasing their missionary activities, of
which the Crusades in the Holy Lands (1095-1291) were the most visibly polit-
ical and military expressions, while the famous first Latin translation of the
Quran, by Petrus Venerabilis (d. 1156), the abbot of Cluny Abbey, France, which
was published in 1143, provides prominent scholarly evidence of these devel-
opments.4

14  Fiick, Arabischen Studien 4.
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Around the same time, awareness of the rapidly advancing sciences in the
Muslim lands increased in Europe considerably. This, among other things,
apparently was the reason why Gerhard of Cremona (d. 1187) travelled from
his native Italy to Toledo in al-Andalus. It is there, in medieval Muslim Spain,
that he learned Arabic and eventually became one of the most important
translators of scientific and medical books from Arabic into Latin. Among his
numerous translations, De scientiis (On the sciences), his Latin rendering of
Kitab Ihsa’ al-‘ulim (The enumeration of the sciences) by Abu Nasr al-Farabi
(d. 339/950), stands out because, in this work, al-Farabi not only enumerates
the sciences but also outlines their significance for the purposes of learn-
ing.15

Western studies of Islamic education were motivated by other impulses
in the early stages of the Age of Enlightenment, because European scholars
began to view reason as the primary source of understanding, knowledge, and
insight. An example from the seventeenth century is the theologian and philol-
ogist Abraham Ecchellensis (Ibrahim al-Hagqilani, d. 1664). A Maronite, he was
educated in Rome and later appointed professor of Syriac and Arabic at the
Colleége de France in Paris. He translated the treatise Talim al-muta‘allim tarig
al-ta‘allum (Instructing the student in the method of learning), a pedagogical
treatise by the philosophically inclined theologian and legal expert Burhan
al-Din al-Zarniji (fl. at the beginning of the seventh/thirteenth century), into
Latin. Al-ZarnijT's manual was widely read in the Arabic-speaking Middle East
and was already famous in medieval times, as the work’s numerous manuscript
copies that are preserved in Oriental libraries suggest. Apparently, this Mus-
lim author was prompted to write his treatise because, as he states in the
opening paragraph of his book, in his day “many students of learning [were]
striving to attain knowledge but failing to do so and ... [were] thus barred
from its utility and fruition”; thus, it was the author’s “desire to elucidate the
proven methods of study” that he himself “had either read about in books or
heard from [his] learned wise teachers.”’® The Latin translation of al-Zarnaj1’s
Ta‘lim al-muta‘allim was published in 1646 as Semita sapientiae, sive ad scien-
tias comparandas methodus (The path to wisdom, or The method of acquiring the
sciences). Remarkably, in his introduction to the translation, Abraham Ecchel-
lensis makes a strong plea for European Christians’ obligation to read and learn
from the works of the Arabic philosophical tradition. He supports his point by

15 Schupp, al-Farabi, and Galonnier, Gérard de Crémone.
16 Engl. tr. von Grunebaum and Abel, Ta%im al-muta‘allim 1.
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stressing that the culture of the Arabs had much to offer intellectually and that
the advice to students from a Muslim philosopher comes from someone “who
writes in the trust of God.”"”

Barthélemy d’'Herbelot (d. 1695), the French orientalist, made significant
information about the culture, history, and literature of the Muslim world
known and accessible to a European readership through his monumental Bib-
liothéque orientale, ou dictionnaire universel contenant tout ce qui regarde la
connoissance des peuples de ’Orient (1697). The material in this Bibliothéque
orientale—which is, in some way, the predecessor to our present-day Ency-
clopaedia of Islam—is largely extracted from the great Arabic encyclopedia
Kashf al-zunan ‘an asami al-kutub wa-l-funiin (Removing the doubts concern-
ing the names of the books and the arts) by the celebrated Ottoman scholar
Katib Celebi, “the gentleman scribe,” also known as Hajji Khalifa (d. 1069/1657).
D'Herbelot’s Bibliothéque orientale was posthumously published by Antoine
Galland (d. 1715), the scholar, traveler, and professor of Arabic at the College de
France, who fascinated and excited European readers with his Les mille et une
nuits (One thousand and one nights, published in 12 volumes between 1704 and
1717, and translated soon afterward into German and English). These scholarly
and literary activities contributed to significant changes in the views of learned
Europeans, who now began to see the Islamic Orient no longer as the place of
the Anti-Christ and heresies, but as a place of fairytale-like riches and colorful
beauty and, importantly, a deep culture of knowledge and learning.'®

In the spirit of the Enlightenment, at the beginning of the eighteenth cen-
tury another Latin translation of al-Zarnuji's Talim al-muta‘allim was pub-
lished, by Adriaan Reland (Adrianus Relandus, d. 1718), professor of Oriental
languages at Utrecht in Holland. This publication was titled Enchiridion studiosi
(Handbook for students, 1709), and contained both the Arabic original and the
Latin translation of al-Zarnaj1's treatise. The Arabic text was based on a tran-
script prepared in 1691 in Paris by Salomon Negri (Sulayman b. Ya‘qiib al-Shami
al-Salihani, known also as Sulayman al-Aswad, d. 1729), the Damascene Ara-
bic teacher of a Danish scholar by the name of Frederic Rostgaard (d. 1745).19

17 Sed in Deo omnem ponat fiduciam, see Ecchellensis, Semita sapientiae, 58. See also Riet-
bergen, Maronite mediator 13—41.

18 Fiick, Arabischen Studien 100-101.

19  Interestingly, Negri also taught Arabic at Halle/Saale, where Christian Benedikt Michaelis
(d. 1764), father of Johann David Michaelis (d. 1791), the famous Géttingen theologian
and orientalist, was among his students. Cf. Fiick, Arabischen Studien 96—97, 102. See also
Salomon Negri and the “Marvels of creation,” Cambridge University Library Special Collec-
tions, https://specialcollections-blog.lib.cam.ac.uk/?p=13807.
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Rostgaard had studied Arabic in Giessen, Germany, before moving to Leiden,
Oxford, and Paris to continue his legal and philological studies. And it was
Rostgaard who rendered the Arabic into Latin in Rome, with the help of the
Maronite scholar Joseph Banesius.20

Likewise illustrative for our outline is the European reception story of one of
the most brilliant Arabic novels about autodidactic learning, Hayy ibn Yagzan:
Ft asrar al-hikma al-mashrigiyya (Living, son of wakeful: On the secrets of Ori-
ental wisdom). This book by Ibn Tufayl (d. 581/185), the prominent physician
and philosopher who lived in Marrakech and Granada, was translated into
Hebrew very early on and was published in 1349 with a commentary by Moses
ben Joshua of Narbonne (d. 1370). The first Latin translation, Philosophus auto-
didactus, sive Epistola Abi Jaafar ebn Tophail de Hai ebn Yokdhan (The autodi-
dactic philosopher, or The treatise of Hayy ibn Yaqzan by Aba Ja'far ibn Tufayl),
was undertaken by the English orientalist and biblical scholar Edward Pococke
(d. 1691) and published by his son in 1671,2! followed one year later by a Dutch
translation, as well as two English translations shortly thereafter. The first two
German translations were published in 1726 and 1783, followed by further ren-
derings into Spanish, Russian, and other languages.??

Last on our list is Henri Sauvaire (d. 1896), a French scholar who served as
a consul in Damascus and Casablanca, and who began in 1864, with his La
description de Damas, the magnificent project of an abridged translation of
Tanbih al-talib wa-irshad al-daris (Instruction for the seeker [of knowledge] and
guidance for the student) by the Damascene scholar ‘Abd al-Basit al-‘Almawi
(d. 981/1573-1574). This French rendering, first published in several volumes in
the Journal Asiatique (1894—1896), to date represents a rich primary source on
classical Islamic learning and its institutions, now available in a European lan-
guage.23

Among the first Western studies on Islamic education, which today can jus-
tifiably be considered “classics” in the field, are Die Akademien der Araber und
ihre Lehrer (1837) and Geschichte der arabischen Arzte und Naturforscher (1840)
by the Gottingen orientalist Ferdinand Wiistenfeld. Also of note is O Kind!

20  Fiick, Arabischen Studien 102. See also Larsen, Frederik Rostgaard 150 (English sum-
mary).

21 While the initial translation seems to have been made by the famous scholar Edward
Pococke, it was his son, of the same name, who completed and published it, including
a preface by his father in the published book. Cf. Fiick, Arabischen Studien 9o, and Nahas,
Translation of Hayy B. Yagzan 88-go.

22 Glinther, Glimpse 259.

23 Reprint of the ed. Paris 1894-1896 by Fuat Sezgin 1993.
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Die berithmte ethische Abhandlung Ghasali’s. Arabisch und deutsch, als Neu-
Jjahrsgeschenk (1838), the earliest German translation of al-Ghazal’s famous
Ayyuha l-walad (Letter to a disciple), by the Austrian diplomat and orientalist
Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall. Around the same time, Daniel Bonifacius von
Haneberg, a German Catholic bishop and orientalist, first wrote his Abhand-
lung tiber das Schul- und Lehrwesen der Mohamedaner im Mittelalter (ca.1850),
a short and nearly forgotten study on Islamic schooling, which is still worth
reading when placed in its historical context; a decade later, he published his
Zur Erkenntnisslehre von Ibn Sina und Albertus Magnus (1866).

Ignaz Goldziher’s famous treatise Die Stellung der alten islamischen Ortho-
doxie zu den antiken Wissenschaften (1916) appeared at the beginning of the
twentieth century. In it, the author assembled the main objections and resent-
ments certain medieval Muslim religious scholars leveled against the Hellenis-
tic sciences, especially the philosophical ones, because they considered this
kind of knowledge “useless” or even “dangerous” for pious Muslims. Khalil
A. Totah published The contribution of the Arabs to education (1926; 2002), a
well-documented introduction to the subject. The Islamic book: A contribution
to its art and history from the VII-xVIII century (1929) by Sir Thomas W. Arnold
and Adolf Grohmann is another important early study that highlights the
impact written culture had on Islamic learning. Oskar Rescher’s German ren-
dering of Adab al-dunya wa-l-din (Proper conduct in matters of the world and
religion) by the legal scholar and political theorist Abti 1-Hasan al-Mawardi
(d. 450/1058), published in three volumes (1932-1933), made an important text
on secular and religious education and ethics available in a European language.
In 1910-1911, Carlo-Alfonso Nallino presented the first detailed Western analy-
sis of the word adab in a series of lectures at Cairo University. These lectures
were published in an edited Italian version by Nallino’s daughter (1948) and
translated into French by Charles Pellat and published as La littérature arabe
(1950).

Written in the years of hardship during World War 11, Ignatij Krachkovkij's
Nad arabskimi rukopisjami (Bent over Arabic manuscripts; 1946) offers a beauti-
ful account of an early twentieth-century Russian orientalist’s humanism. This
special, sensitively written book on the love and care for books and people
associated with the Arabic manuscript tradition was translated into several
European languages, including German and English, and it is not surprising
that it is still today, at least at some universities, recommended reading for stu-
dents of the Arabic-Islamic heritage.

Furthermore, Ahmad Shalaby’s History of Muslim education (1954), Bernard
Dodge’s Muslim education in medieval times (1962), and Abdul Latif Tibawi’s
Islamic education (1972) are very useful guides on medieval Muslim learning, its



12 SEBASTIAN GUNTHER

institutions, and its curricula. Franz Rosenthal’s The technique and approach of
Muslim scholarship (1947) and Knowledge triumphant: The concept of knowledge
in medieval Islam (1970, 2007) are two publications on the concepts of knowl-
edge and the culture of teaching and reading in Islam that are indispensable
to anyone working on these topics today. This is especially true in light of how
the latter elucidates the large extent to which %m (“knowledge”) and its pur-
suit (“learning,” “knowing”) have shaped medieval Muslim society. Fuat Sezgin’s
Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums (1967—2016, 18 vols.), covering both the
religious and the non-religious sciences in Islam up to the fifth/eleventh cen-
tury, is a well-known and indispensable reference work in the field. Sezgin’s
introductions to Quranic exegesis, the prophetic tradition, historical writing,
cultural and literary history, Islamic law, dogmatics, and mysticism in the first
volume in particular have shaped the scholarly discourse on the transmission
of knowledge and learning in early Islam in significant ways. Based on a close
study of primary sources, Johannes Pedersen’s classic The Arabic book (origi-
nally published in 1946 in Danish and in an English translation in 1981) offers
unique insights into the physical production of Arabic books in the realm
of Islam and also outlines the roles that literature and scholarship played in
medieval Islamic society.

2.2 Current Studies

More recently, Stanislav M. Prozorov offered an erudite survey, in Russian, of
Shi‘i historical, Arabic writing in Iraq, Iran, and Central Asia, from the first/sev-
enth to the middle of the fourth/tenth century (1980), including biobiblio-
graphical case studies of 70 important early Shi‘i scholars, as well as a wealth of
other information on Shi‘i learning in terms of Quran commentaries and hadith
transmission unavailable in other handbooks. Similarly insightful bibliograph-
ical surveys of classical Muslim scholarship were published by Konstantin
Boiko on the formation of Arabic historical writing in al-Andalus from the sec-
ond/eighth to the first third of the fifth/eleventh centuries (1977) and in Egypt
between the first/seventh to the first half of the fifth/eleventh centuries, as well
as, in another volume, on Egypt in the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries
(1983,1991). Furthermore, Malaké Abiad’s Culture et éducation arabo-islamiques
(1981, 2014) is also of note, as she traces Islamic learning in Greater Syria (Bilad
al-Sham) during the first three Islamic centuries. Her study is based on informa-
tion included in Tarikh madinat Dimashq (The history of the city of Damascus)
by the prominent Damascene historian Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 499/1105). Furthermore,
Dimitri Gutas’s Classical Arabic wisdom literature (1982) and Greek thought, Ara-
bic culture (1998) tackle questions central to knowledge and learning in Islam,
and from amongst George Makdisi’s pioneering works, The rise of colleges: Insti-
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tutions of learning in Islam and the West (1984) prominently traces the develop-
ment and organizational structures of educational institutions in Islam while,
at the same time, reassessing contemporary scholarship on the origins and
growth of the madrasa. Ira Lapidus’s Knowledge, virtue, and action (1984) con-
tains a very helpful overview of the classical Muslim concepts of adab and their
relationship with religion, while the first part of her A history of Islamic societies
(1988) offers insight into the Islamic religious, artistic, and intellectual culture.
The concise Bibliographie systématique sur [’éducation islamique by Abdelwa-
hab Belambri (1988) provides systematic data on survey studies, as well as case
studies of institutions, representatives, theories, and regional specifics of Mus-
lim schooling. Religion, learning and science in the Abbasid period, edited by
M.J.L. Young et al. (1990), with its specific chapters on different scholarly dis-
ciplines and major Muslim thinkers, has meanwhile become a standard ref-
erence work on Islamic education. Regional specifics within Islamic learning
are exemplarily scrutinized in Jonathan Berkey’s The transmission of knowledge
in medieval Cairo (1992), Michael Chamberlain’s Knowledge and social practice
in medieval Damascus (1994), and Maria Eva Subtelny and Anas B. Khalidov’s
The curriculum of Islamic higher learning in Timurid Iran (1995). The collec-
tion of studies Centres of learning: Learning and locations in pre-modern Europe
and the Near East, edited by Jan W. Drijvers and Alasdair A. MacDonald (1995),
includes at least three studies important in our context: Fred Leemhuis’s “The
Koran and its exegesis: From memorising to learning,” Geert Jan van Gelder’s
“Arabic didactic verse,” and Wolfhart Heinrich’s “The classification of the sci-
ences and the consolidations of philology in Islam.” The classification of know!-
edge in Islam is also the topic of Osman Bakar’s volume, which contains a
foreword by Seyyed Hossein Nasr (1998). It focuses on the concepts of three
thinkers, al-Farabi (d. 339/950), al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), and Qutb al-Din al-
Shirazi (d. 710/1311), while M. al-Naquib al-Attas’s The concept of education in
Islam (1999) examines the philosophical framework of Islamic education.
Adam Gacek’s “trilogy” on the Arabic manuscript tradition (2001-2009) of-
fers rare and learned, analytical insights into the technical idioms, processes,
and peculiarities of Arabic writing materials and the professionals associated
with them in medieval Islam. Fundamental topics in the history of more explic-
itly religious Islamic learning have been assessed by Gregor Schoeler in several
cutting-edge studies that examine the interplay of oral and written compo-
nents in the transmission of knowledge in early Islam. His central findings
were first published in a series of articles written in German and later incor-
porated into two books, The oral and the written in early Islam (2006) and The
genesis of literature in Islam (2009). Heinz Halm published The Fatimids and
their traditions of learning (1997), and Josef van Ess’s multivolume Theologie
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und Gesellschaft (1992, especially volume four) has specific chapters on the
organization of teaching and learning, the culture of debates, and the rela-
tionship between faith and knowledge in early Islam. The topics of debate,
disputation, argumentation, and quarrel are pursued also in Jane D. McAuliffe’s
“Debate with them in the better way” (1999) concerning the Quranic text and
context.

Daphna Ephrat’s fresh outlook in A learned society in a period of transi-
tion (2000) explores the medieval Muslim world of learning beyond its legal
and institutionalized confines. By making the Sunni ulama’ of fifth/eleventh-
century Baghdad her focus, she exposes the social networks and shared values
of religious Muslim scholarship at that time. Habib Affes’s L’éducation dans
UIslam durant les deux premiers siécles (ler et 11e/viIe et VIIIe siécles) (2002)
offers a three-volume major study of educational ideas in the Quran and the
prophetic traditions and traces their development in classical Arabic-Islamic
civilization. The study focuses on (1) the formation of educational thought in
the first/seventh century; (2) its growth in the second/eighth to sixth/ twelfth
centuries; and (3) the period of “stagnation,” as he calls it, in the seventh /thir-
teenth to eighth/fourteenth centuries. Within this framework, he discusses
several prominent Muslim scholars who wrote on education and explores the
methods, means, and objectives of classical Muslim learning. This offers him
the opportunity to deal with the educational approaches taken in the legal, tra-
ditionalist, mystical, philosophical, and theological (here: Ash‘ari) traditions.

The volume Judiosy musulmanes en al-Andalusy el Magreb (2002), edited by
Maribel Fierro, studies the intellectual and cultural contact between Muslims
and Jews in the medieval Islamic West, including, for example, important ques-
tions about how language functioned as an identity marker in these cultural
encounters. Mention needs to be made of Paul Heck’s The construction of know!-
edge in Islamic civilization (2002), along with several related articles by him
that explore the construction, hierarchy, and transmission of knowledge. Along
these thematic lines, in a series of journal and encyclopedia articles (2002—
2018), Sebastian Giinther offers insights into pedagogical issues involving the
Quran, the prophetic traditions, the development of the madrasa as the pre-
eminent institution of higher religious learning in Islam, and on what he calls
“Islam’s classical pedagogical tradition.” Furthermore, Hans Hinrich Biester-
feldt’s deeply perceptive studies Arabisch-islamische Enzyklopddien: Formen
und Funktionen (2002) and his Hellenistische Wissenschaften und arabisch-
islamische Kultur (2003), along with Philosophy, science and exegesis in Greek,
Arabic and Latin commentaries (2 vols., 2004), edited by Peter Adamson et al. —
including, especially, Robert Wisnovsky’s The nature and scope of Arabic philo-
sophical commentary in post-classical (ca. 1100-1900AD) Islamic intellectual his-
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tory (2004)—are of great interest. Law and education in medieval Islam, edited
by Joseph Lowry et al., Reason and inspiration in Islam (2005), edited by Todd
Lawson, and Islamic science and the making of the European renaissance (2007)
by George Saliba are other examples of highly informative Western publica-
tions on the complex themes of knowledge and education in Islam. Gerhard
Endress’s edited volume Organizing knowledge (2006) analyzes what he calls
pre-modern Muslim “knowledge societies” in connection with issues related
to religious and legal learning, as well as the rational sciences and their Greek
roots, while Writing and representation in medieval Islam (2006), edited by Julia
Bray, including in particular her own study on the littérateur Aba ‘Al al-Tanukhi
(d. 384/994), open fascinating windows onto medieval learning ideals and real-
ity. Islam and education: Myths and truth (2007), edited by Wadad Kadi and
Victor Billeh, combines nine comparative studies, which explore questions of
learning in Islam from medieval times until today, covering different geograph-
ical areas of the Muslim world, from the Philippines, Indonesia, and Pakistan
to Iraq, Lebanon, Egypt, and Morocco. Devin Stewart’s Islamic legal orthodoxy
(2007) investigates Twelver-Shi‘i responses to the Sunni legal system and is an
important study of certain Shi‘i scholars who lived and studied among Sunnis.
G.H.A. Juynboll’s large Encyclopedia of canonical Hadith (2007), the result of
the author’s lifelong preoccupation with Islam’s literature of prophetic tradi-
tions, offers unique access to key components of classical Islamic knowledge
and education as contained in the six collections most esteemed by the major-
ity of Muslims and therefore termed “canonical” by Western scholars.

The issue of learning is approached from another angle by Lale L. Behzadi
in Sprache und Verstehen (2009), a study addressing the communication theory
of the virtuous classical littérateur al-Jahiz and its role in learning. Both Samer
M. Ali’s Arabic literary salons in the Islamic Middle Ages (2010) and Behzadi’s
Muslimische Intellektuelle im Gesprdch (2012) highlight the role literary assem-
blies have played in classical Arabic-Islamic culture, not only for literary dis-
course but also for learning more specifically.

Biilent Ucar’s article “Principles of Islamic religious education” (2010) and
Michael Merry and Jeffrey Milligan’s (eds.), Citizenship, identity, and education
in Muslim communities (2010), also deserve mention, while Classical founda-
tions of Islamic educational thought (2010), published by Bradley J. Cook, is an
accessible handbook, with parallel English and Arabic texts, that introduces
pre-modern Muslim educational thought and practice to the Western reader
on the basis of select primary sources.

The fourth part, “Learning, arts and culture,” of Islamic cultures and societies
to the end of the eighteenth century (2011), edited by Robert Irwin, presents sev-
eral important chapters on education, the role of the sciences in Islamic soci-



16 SEBASTIAN GUNTHER

eties, the occult sciences and medicine in particular, and literary and oral cul-
tures, as well as Islamic art and architecture, and music. Martin van Bruinessen
(ed.), in Producing Islamic knowledge (2011), explores the influence medieval
Muslim and Christian scholars appear to have had on the development of Euro-
pean educational thought, and Konrad Hirschler’s richly documented book The
written word in medieval Arabic lands (2012) offers a social and cultural history
of reading practices in Islam.

Ulrich Rudolph’s first volume of Philosophie in der islamischen Welt (2012,
English 2016), which promises to be four tomes in total, is an important new
reference work that comprehensively surveys the historical developments and
characteristics of Islamic philosophy in the second/eighth to fourth/tenth cen-
turies, while also mirroring the respective findings of modern scholarship since
the 1980s. It also provides helpful insight into the specifics of learning and
teaching of both major and minor classical Muslim thinkers and into the
framework of their divisions of the sciences into logic, epistemology, ethics,
metaphysics, natural philosophy, and the natural sciences (especially mathe-
matics, physics, and astronomy). Hans Daiber’s important Islamic thought in
the dialogue of cultures (2012) highlights the pluralism of educational values
in medieval Islam and their significance for modernity, while Doris Decker’s
Frauen als Trdgerinnen religiosen Wissens (2012) deals with the possibilities
and limitations of female education in classical and postclassical Islamic tradi-
tions. The latter author essentially takes up a line of thought evident in Wiebke
Walther's Die Frau im Islam (1980) and Manuela Marin's Writing the feminine:
Women in Arab sources (2002).

Whereas Ahmad S. Dallal’s sophisticated Islam, science, and the challenge
of history (2010) studies the significance of scientific knowledge in relation
to other cultural activities in Muslim societies, two innovative examinations
of learning activities under the Mamluks (1250-1517 in Egypt) were under-
taken by Christian Mauder in Gelehrte Krieger: Die Mamluken als Trdger ara-
bischsprachiger Bildung (2012) and the monumental publication In the sultan’s
salon: Learning, religion and rulership at the Mamluk court of Qanisawh al-
Ghawri (1. 1501-1516) (2 vols., forthcoming).

Matthew S. Melvin-Koushki’s The quest for a universal science (diss., 2012)
and Noah Gardiner’s Esotericism in a manuscript (2014) offer unique insights
into the development of the occult sciences in Islam—a topic explored already
in Emilie Savage-Smith’s edited volume Magic and divination in early Islam
(2004). These researchers have further published a number of important arti-
cles on related topics. In addition, in Education and learning in the early Islamic
world (2012), we have reprints of key studies in the field, which were collected
and annotated by Claude Gilliot. Similarly, the anthology Von Rom nach Bag-
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dad (2013), edited by Peter Gemeinhardt and Sebastian Giinther, documents
the current interest in the history of Islamic and other religiously based edu-
cational traditions. This topic is also taken up by Jens Scheiner and Damien
Janos (eds.) in The place to go: Contexts of learning in Baghdad, 750-1000 C.E.
(2015), a book that introduces the reader to education and religion before the
rise of the madrasa. In The heritage of Arabo-Islamic learning (2015), Maurice
A. Pomerantz and Aram Shahin (eds.) present 25 studies that illustrate the
extent to which Islam was born from a culture that highly valued teaching and
education. The study Quran: A new translation and commentary (2015), pub-
lished by Seyyed Hossein Nasr (editor-in-chief), is noteworthy here, as it offers
a thorough, scholarly understanding of this holy text through an analysis of its
theological, metaphysical, historical, and geographical teachings and contexts,
alongside its accessible and accurate English translation. Sonja Brentjes and
J. Renn’s (eds.) Globalization of knowledge in the post-antique Mediterranean,
700-1500 (2016) offers insight into the sophisticated ways of knowledge pro-
duction in the late antique period in the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf,
while Konrad Hirschler’s Plurality and diversity in an Arabic library intriguingly
explores the content, structure, and organization of the Ashrafiya Library, a
large Sunni place of knowledge and learning in the center of medieval Dam-
ascus. Todd Lawson’s The Quran, epic and apocalypse (2017) explores how liter-
ary categories and genres, when applied to Islam’s Holy Scripture, have facili-
tated people’s understanding of the Quran as divine revelation throughout his-
tory. The Madrasa-yi Sultani and other mosque-madrasas built in Safavid Iran
(1588-1722) are the focus of Maryam Moazzen’s Formation of a religious land-
scape (2017), astudy of Shi‘i higher learning. Insightfully, Sabine Schmidtke and
Hassan Ansari'’s Studies in medieval Islamic intellectual traditions (2017) revis-
its educational phenomena within the framework of classical Islamic thought
through a close examination of manuscript material. Alexey A. Khismatulin’s
“Text-books for students by Imam Muhammad al-Ghazali” (2018), published
in Russian, is devoted to two works by Abii Hamid al-Ghazali, the eschatologi-
cal Zad-i akhirat (Provisions for the journey to the hereafter, written in Persian),
conceived by the author as a textbook on religious education for non-Arabic
beginners—perhaps, those of his own circle at Tas—and the Bidayat al-hidaya
(The beginning of guidance), which he prepared earlier in Arabic, apparently as
areligious handbook for madrasa students.

The volume Die Geheimnisse der oberen und der unteren Welt (The secrets of
the upper and the lower world, 2018), edited by Sebastian Giinther and Dorothee
Pielow, offers important new insights into “magic” as a cultural feature of the
Islamic world. It identifies and problematizes numerous related subtopics, key
practitioners, and theoreticians in the Arabo-Islamic context, which makes this
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book a reference work for both specialists and a broader readership interested
in these still understudied aspects of classical Islamic learning. Last on our list,
Sonja Brentjes’s Teaching and learning the sciences in Islamicate societies (800—
1700) (2018) is a recent example of a highly perceptive study that specifically
looks at the mathematical and occult sciences, medicine, and natural philoso-

phy.

To conclude this preliminary and necessarily incomplete survey of Western
literature on classical Islamic learning,?* we offer a few brief remarks on cur-
rent projects on Islamic education. To begin with, at Princeton we have Sabine
Schmidtke’s long-term endeavor to study the rich intellectual tradition of the
Zaydi community. In Gottingen, Sebastian Giinther is working with Dorothee
Lauer (Pielow) on a database of classical Islamic pedagogy, which serves as
the main resource for his handbook Medieval Muslim thinkers on education.
Another major Gottingen research project Giinther is working on, together
with Yassir El Jamouhi, studies Islamic Ethics as Educational Discourse:
Thought and Impact of the Classical Muslim Thinker Miskawayh (d. 421/
1030).25 Likewise of note are the Islamic Education Research Network,
launched at the University of Warwick by Abdullah Sahin; the Bibliotheca
Arabica, a long-term research project at the Saxon Academy of Sciences and
Humanities in collaboration with the University of Leipzig, directed by Ver-
ena Klemm, which aims to gain new insights into the development of Arabic
literature from 1150 to 1850 mainly based on manuscript studies; and last but
not least the Islamic Scientific Manuscripts Initiative (1sm1) at McGill Uni-
versity in Montreal with its tremendous amount of information on the exact
sciences in the pre-modern Islamic world, accessible through the internet, free
of charge.

24  There is, of course, a vast and important body of contemporary publications on the
topic in Arabic, Persian, and other languages of the Muslim world available to scholars
in Islamic studies. In order to keep the present, already large publication, focused, we
have restricted our literature reviews to pertinent Western languages studies and trans-
lations.

25 It is part of the interdisciplinary Gottingen Research Center “Bildung und Religion in
Kulturen des Mittelmeerraums und seiner Umwelt von der Antike bis zum Mittelalter
und zum Klassischen Islam,” financially supported by the German Research Foundation
(DFG).
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3 Summary of Research Studies in This Publication

In Part 1, Setting the stage for our collective studies, Wadad Kadi’s opening ple-
nary lecture, “The humanities through Islamic eyes: The beginnings,” reflects
on the status of the humanities in the classical period of Islamic civilization.
Kadi begins by discussing the ways early Muslim scholars, especially those
preoccupied with exegesis (tafsir or ta’wil), law ( figh), and theology (kalam),
introduced a humanistic impulse into the religious disciplines. She goes on to
show how, despite some differences, these humanist disciplines are compa-
rable to the studia humanitatis of Renaissance Europe in terms of their sub-
ject matter and methodology. Kadi concludes her lecture by illustrating how
Ibn al-Nadim’s Kitab al-Fihrist is an expression of an early Islamic human-
ist endeavor and the precedence it gives to the study of humanistic disci-
plines.

Part 2, Prophetic mission, learning, and the rise of Islam, commences with
Angelika Neuwirth’s “‘Arcane knowledge’ communicated in the Quran.” Here,
the author provides a study of the revelation of hidden knowledge in the early
and middle Meccan Suras. She begins by showing how the Quranic concept
of eschatological disclosure is embedded in its historical milieu. She goes on
to analyze the changing perceptions of the medium of writing in the pre-
to early Islamic period, and demonstrates how the early Quranic revelations
convey at least two different notions of hidden knowledge that are commu-
nicated through writing, the register of men’s deeds composed by the celestial
watchers, and the spiritual knowledge that God hides in the realm of ghayb—a
term whose use in the Quran comes close to meaning the “unseen” or “arcane.”
Finally, the important role the “act of reading” the Quran had in establishing its
place within the monotheistic tradition is highlighted.

In “Muhammad as educator, Islam as enlightenment, and the Quran as
sacred epic,” Todd Lawson sheds light on the epic structure of the Quran, its
themes of heroism and enlightenment, and how its compilers responded to the
specific literary expectations of their audience. The study combines an analysis
of the manifestation of epic forms and themes in the Quran with a discussion
of Muhammad’s heroic role as the educator of humanity. The author argues
here that the Quran’s epic structure, and its use of typological figuration to tell
the story of Muhammad’s life, imparts a new vision of the world to its readers
and a new understanding of their place in history.

Gregor Schoeler’s “Divine inspiration, storytelling, and cultural transfer:
Muhammad’s and Caedmon’s call” takes a fresh, innovative look at the narra-
tive of Muhammad’s call to prophethood and traces the details found in the
Quran and those in Ibn Ishaq (d. ca. 150/767) and hadith collections. He makes
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a distinction between the Quranic revelation and narrative reports about the
event and analyzes other literary models for accounts about Muhammad’s call.
The study concludes with a striking comparison between the literary details
found in Ibn Ishaq and the Anglo-Saxon historian and theologian Beda Ven-
erabilis’s (d. 736) narrative of the earliest known English poet, Caedmon (fl.
ca. 657-684; famous for his Hymn in praise of God, which he is said to have
learned to sing in a dream), and analyzes a possible “cultural transfer” that may
have occurred.

Next, Martin Tamcke’s “The exercise of theological knowledge in the Church
of the East, provoked by coexistence with the Muslims (seventh century CE),”
illustrates how encounters with Muslims had an impact on the doctrines and
teachings of the Church of the East. The patriarch I§6‘yahb 111's (r. 649-659)
reaction to Islam reveals a surprisingly sophisticated theological debate, which
led to the reformulation of the Church’s own theological profile. The author
reveals I$6‘yahb’s conviction that his congregation had to convince Muslims of
the kinship of their beliefs and doctrines. [36‘yahb also appears to have real-
ized that the members of his congregation needed to be sufficiently educated
in theology and trained for theological debate. The author concludes that the
encounter with the religious “other” resulted in an increased engagement with
the Church of the East’s own doctrines and teachings.

Jamal Juda’s “Contributions of the mawali (‘new converts to Islam’) to edu-
cation in early Islam” (al-Mawali wa-l-tarbiya wa-l-ta‘lim fi sadr al-Islam) is a
paper in Arabic that traces the function non-Arab clients, converts, or freed-
men, known as mawalt (s. mawla), fulfilled in early and classical Islamic learn-
ing. The chapter meticulously studies Arabic sources referring to notable fig-
ures among the mawali, up to the Umayyad period, who made significant
contributions to teaching and learning. Juda reveals how mawali were able,
in a relatively short period of time after the Muslim conquests, to become
both active and integral parts of nearly all fields of classical Islamic educa-
tion, including Quranic recitation, exegesis, the prophetic traditions (kadith),
and the linguistic sciences, as well as medicine and translation activities. The
author also shows how some mawali managed to assume key positions in the
Islamic state as scribes (kuttab) and fiscal agents in the administration, or as
tutors for children of the elite (awlad al-khassa). This paper strikingly high-
lights the pluralistic and cosmopolitan character of early Islamic knowledge
acquisition and education.

Part 3, Rational vs. spiritual approaches to education, begins with Nadja Ger-
mann’s “How do we learn? Al-Farabi’s epistemology of teaching.” Here, the
author looks at an understudied aspect of al-Farabi’s writings on education,
his epistemology of teaching. Interestingly, she defines al-Farabi’s understand-
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ing of teaching as the transmission of an intellectual heritage that consists of
a specific corpus of antique and late-antique texts. She also clarifies that, for
al-Farabi, true knowledge can only be acquired through a process of deduc-
tion from first premises. Furthermore, the author calls attention to the impor-
tant place the philosophy of language occupies in al-Farabi’s writings. We note
finally that al-Farabi defines teaching as the teacher’s speech evoking concepts
within the student’s mind.

Thematically closely related to Germann’s study, Mariana Malinova’s “Al-
Farabi and his concept of epistemological hierarchy” addresses the role al-
FarabT's understanding of knowledge and the epistemological process play in
his thinking. By looking at al-Farabi’s cosmology and his views on philoso-
phy, religion, humankind, society, and the philosopher-prophet as the “perfect
ruler,” the author compellingly illustrates the philosopher’s intention to con-
struct a universal epistemology or paradigm of human knowledge. This epis-
temology is meant to serve as the foundation of a social utopia in which the
tensions between the need to transcend the material world, while simultane-
ously engaging in its organization, are resolved.

Yassir El Jamouhi’s “Educational discourse in classical Islam: A case study of
Miskawayh'’s (d. 421/1030) Tahdhib al-akhldq” analyzes Miskawayh’s renowned
ethical work Tahdhib al-akhlaq (The refinement of character traits) as a source
for the study of educational discourse in classical Islam. El Jamouhi focuses
on Miskawayh'’s reception and transformation of the ancient Greek intellec-
tual heritage. He shows that Miskawayh’s work is characterized by an attempt
to harmonize ancient Greek moral philosophy with Islamic discourses about
the world and God and concludes that Miskawayh’s method is best described
through its critical and selective reception of various sources, its rational ap-
proach to religious phenomena, and its understanding of ethics as a universal
good.

In “Teaching ignorance: The case of al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111),” Paul L. Heck
studies al-Ghazal's understanding of learning and knowledge against the back-
drop of the fifteenth-century German philosopher, theologian, and jurist
Nicholas of Cusa’s concept of “learned ignorance.” Heck illustrates how al-
Ghazali’s skepticism regarding the philosophers’ claim to have authoritative
knowledge of the true reality of God led him to develop a new method of
learning. Al-Ghazali promoted a monistic view of existence in which humans
must see God with their minds and realize that all exists in or with God. The
author concludes that a concept that could be called “learned ignorance” lies at
the heart of al-Ghazali’s project of religious renewal, a concept that combined
skepticism and monism for the benefit of people to experience, love, and obey
God.
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Likewise interested in al-Ghazali, Steffen Stelzer’s “Al-Rafiq qabla [-tarig:
Remarks on al-GhazalT’s view of Sufism as a way of learning religion” explores
the role of Islamic mysticism for and in Islamic education by examining two
of al-Ghazali's works, Ayyuha l-walad (Letter to a disciple) and al-Mungqidh min
al-dalal (The deliverance from error).26 The chapter traces a few stations of
the Sufi path of learning (one’s) religion, beginning with al-Ghazalt’s distinc-
tion between knowledge that is useful on the path to the hereafter and that
which is useless. It explores the importance of companionship in Sufi learning
and the way in which the knowledge about the Prophet—as the exemplar for
Islamic education—can be acquired only through immediate (individual and
collective) experience. It concludes that the role mysticism plays for Islamic
education ultimately consists in educating people to be living examples of the
sunna, and thus to prepare them to receive the divine light whenever it occurs.

Sebastian Giinther, in “‘Only learning that distances you from sins today
saves you from hellfire tomorrow’: Boundaries and horizons of education in al-
Ghazali and Ibn Rushd,” then continues to explore how the two famous Muslim
scholars understood the issue of the limits and obstacles to human education.
Based on a comparison of the epistemological views expressed in al-Ghazalt’s

26  While Ayyuha [-walad has commonly been viewed as a work originally written by Aba
Hamid al-Ghazali in Arabic, recent research casts significant doubt on this attribution. It
suggests instead that this treatise was compiled in Persian one or two generations after
Abu Hamid al-Ghazal’s death, and entitled Ay farzand (the Persian equivalent of the
Arabic Ayyuha l-walad). Three different sources have been identified by modern schol-
arship as being used for this later compilation: (1) Two genuine letters by Aba Hamid
al-Ghazali, which are both part of a medieval collection of his correspondence titled the
Fada’il al-anam min rasa@’il Hujjat al-Islam (The virtues of people [drawn] from the epistles
of the Proof of Islam). In this collection, the two respective letters are listed under nos. 4
and 33. While letter no. 4 is quoted in Ay farzand only partly, letter no. 33 is quoted in
full, despite the fact that these quotations are found scattered throughout the work. The
Fada@’il al-anam was published by ‘Abbas Iqbal Ashtiyani (Tehran1333/1954) and translated
into Arabic, under the same title, by Niir al-Din Al (Tunis 1972). (2) The second source is
a letter known as Ayniyya, written by Aba Hamid al-Ghazali’s younger brother, the mys-
tic Ahmad al-Ghazali (d. 520/126), and addressed to his famous disciple, the mystic and
theologian ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadani (d. 525/1131). The letter was published by Ahmad
Mujahid as part of the Majmit‘a-yi athar-i farsi-yi Ahmad-i Ghazalt (Collection of Persian
writings by Ahmad Ghazalt, Tehran 21370/1991). (3) The third identified source is a letter by
‘Ayn al-Qudat, which is addressed to one of his own disciples. This letter was published by
‘Alinaqi Munzawi and ‘Afif ‘Usayran in the Namaha-yi Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani (Letters by
Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani, Tehran 1362/1983). For the full evidence and an extensive discus-
sion of these issues, see Khismatulin, Sochineniya Imama al-Gazali (The writings of Imam
al-Ghazali), especially Text 1v, which deals with the Ay farzand. I sincerely thank Alexey
Khismatulin for drawing my attention to these important findings in al-Ghazali studies.
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al-Mungidh min al-dalal (The deliverance from error) and Ibn Rushd’s Fas! al-
magqal fi ma bayna al-sharia wa-l-hikma min ittisal (On the harmony of religion
and philosophy), Giinther identifies these scholars’ approaches as knowledge
acquisition and learning. He demonstrates that the two scholars differed in the
ways they assessed what kind of education people should—and could—seek,
based on factors like personal abilities and virtues or the applicable learning
methods. This study highlights also that while al-Ghazali proposed an inclu-
sive approach to learning, Ibn Rushd tended to privilege the intellectual elite
and limit the scope of education for the majority of the population.

Moving on to a study of the celebrated Persian poet and scholar Jalal al-
Din Rami (d. 672/1273), in “A Sufi as pedagogue: Some educational implications
of RamT’s poetry,” Yoones Dehghani Farsani proposes an innovative reading of
RamT’s celebrated, extensive poem the Mathnawi (“The spiritual couplets”) as a
source of educational theories. Based on Rimi’s understanding of humankind
as composed of a spiritual and a physical component, and possessing free will,
he characterizes Ram1’s education as primarily religious, ethical, and intellec-
tual in nature and dependent on both the individual’s disposition and will
to learn. The author identifies five principles of Rimi’s theory of education.
Education is a gradual process that must take place within a community, take
people’s different tastes and mental and emotional capabilities into consider-
ation, and start with matters of conduct (adab), and that is a process that can
ultimately succeed only through God’s benevolence.

Part 4 is dedicated to the topic of Learning through history. In “Ibn Ishaq’s
and al-TabarT’s historical contexts for the Quran: Implications for contemporary
research,” Ulrika Martensson makes a case for rereading the biography of the
Prophet (Sira) literature as a potential source for the study of the Quran’s con-
text. This type of literature is usually excluded from scholarship on the Quran’s
context because of its allegedly “religious” and “apologetic” nature. Martensson
analyzes Ibn Ishaq’s (d. 150/767) Biography of the Prophet Muhammad and al-
Tabar’s (d. 310/923) history and Quran commentary to show the implications
of historians’ use of religious concepts to refer to political and societal issues
in the context of the Quran. By analyzing both Ibn Ishaq’s and al-Tabar’s inter-
pretations of the role of the “Moses’ Covenant model” in the Quran, she shows
that both authors provide historical theories based on a contextualization of
the Quran in reference to Judaism and Christianity.

In “Scholars, figures, and groups in al-Azdi’'s Futith al-Sham,” Jens Scheiner
offers a comprehensive analysis of the scholars, figures, and groups mentioned
in the Futih al-Sham (The conquest of Syria), an important historical source
on the early Muslim expansion into Greater Syria. By combining quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches, he sheds light on the relationships between
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the work’s literary characters, as well as their function within the narrative. His
analysis reveals the Futih al-Sham’s consistent use of tribal and religious ter-
minology to characterize and group individuals into a number of constructed
categories. Scheiner’s findings not only contribute to our understandings of the
Futuh al-Sham’s narrative at large; they also provide further evidence concern-
ing the compiler-authorship of Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah al-Azdi.

In Part 5, Literature as method and medium of instruction, Shatha Almutawa’s
analyzes the pedagogi-
cal reasoning behind the use of different types of stories in the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-
Safa’wa-khillan al-wafa’ (The epistles of the Brethren of Purity and loyal friends),
the famous fourth/tenth-century philosophical and religious encyclopedia.
The analysis of the Rasa’il is based on reading select narratives in the light of the
work’s overarching goal, to purify and free the reader’s soul through a process of
education and renunciation of the material world. The author shows how the
educational and sometimes seemingly contradictory messages of different sto-
ries change when they are read together. She suggests that by spreading certain

m

“Education through narrative in Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa

meanings across several stories the Ikhwan al-Safa’ were not only hiding poten-
tially controversial opinions but, in this way, they also conveyed their specific
theory of education, according to which knowledge had to be presented grad-
ually, using a variety of methods.

Mohammed Rustom’s “Storytelling as philosophical pedagogy: The case of
Suhrawardi (d. 587/1191)” offers a close reading of Suhrawardr’s Awaz-i parr-
i Jibra’il (The reverberation of Gabriel’s wing) in order to illustrate the text’s
employment of symbolic language in conveying its educational message. The
appearance of Gabriel to guide readers on the journey through the various lev-
els of the cosmic order is one of the story’s most prominent features, and Rus-
tom focuses his analysis on the function of Gabriel’s “wing.” The study shows
that the story’s various symbols function to convey to the readers their own cos-
mic situation. In this context, Gabriel’s wing hints at humanity’s celestial origin
to which they must return.

Then, in “The masters’ repertoire (mashyakha) and the quest for knowl-
edge,” Asma Hilali and Jacqueline Sublet offer new reflections on methods of
transmission beyond the major hadith compilations. Based on material gath-
ered in their talab al-ilm project, they engage in an examination and compar-
ison of the terminology and content of numerous mashyakha documents that
consist of lists of transmitters and literary fragments, including prophetic tra-
ditions (hadith), literary narratives (gasas), historical accounts (khabar), and
poetry. Their analysis compellingly illustrates the complexity of the transmis-
sion project, which is partly due to the multiplicity of actors who contributed
their testimonies to the documents. This chapter points out the “selectivity”
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involved in the method of mentioning these actors. It also notes the dynamic
link between the mashyakha’s biographical content and literary compositions.

Michael G. Carter’s “The use of verse as a pedagogical medium, principally in
the teaching of grammayr,” investigates the use of poetry in education, including
a tentative list of pedagogical texts in verse from the eighth to the fourteenth
centuries CE. The study highlights poetry’s importance in Arabo-Islamic edu-
cation by illustrating the ubiquity of versification in all subjects. Carter offers
a series of hypotheses on the development and function of the use of poetry
in education. He suggests a historical framework for the emergence of versi-
fied pedagogical grammar and argues that innovative presentation of familiar
material and facilitation of its memorization by the teacher, rather than the
students, were the driving forces behind the employment of poetry in educa-
tion.

Classical Muslim learning is studied from a different perspective in Alexey
A.Khismatulin’s “Islamic education reflected in the forms of medieval scholarly
literature: jam; ta’lif, and tasnif in classical Islam.” Here, the author elaborates
on the often-overlooked differences between the three main forms of Arabic
and Persian scholarly writing during the classical period of Islam, jam* (collec-
tion), ta’lif (compilation), and tasnif (classification or composition). Through
a careful comparative analysis of forewords to medieval Arabic and Persian
writings, the author shows that, while jam‘and t@’lif refer to a mere “synthe-
sis” of information from oral or written sources, tasnif adds “analysis.” Tasnif
is more likely to indicate new literary and scholarly approaches and point to
changes in traditional forms, structures, and content in Arabic and Persian writ-
ings, regardless of the particular field of study to which the respective work
belongs.

Antonella Ghersetti’s “Primary schoolteachers between jidd and haz!: Liter-
ary treatment of educational practices in pre-modern Islamic schools” brings
together legal and literary texts to analyze pre-modern jocular representations
of schoolmasters’ practices in primary education. It shows how certain literary
texts parody the image of primary educators and their duties by systematically
reversing the image that is depicted in the legal sources and portrays them as
violating their educational and moral obligations. Remarkably, Ghersetti notes
that the main accusations against the schoolmasters, a faulty relationship with
knowledge, are comparable to those brought forward in derisive representa-
tions of learned men in general.

Luca Patrizi’s “The metaphor of the divine banquet and the origin of the
notion of adab” explores the history of the term adab in connection to the
image of the “banquet,” as was proposed by early Arabic lexicographers. This
has been dismissed by Western scholars in favor of interpreting adab as refer-
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ring to “custom,” and has only recently received serious consideration. He traces
connections between nutrition and knowledge in a number of other tradi-
tions (Greek, Mesopotamian, and Jewish), focusing on the Sasanian convivial
banquet (bazm). When Persian kuttab (secretaries, writers) encountered the
ancient meaning of the root -d-b, they appear to have used the metaphor of
the divine banquet to merge the notion of “etiquette” (linked to the bazm) with
the pre-Islamic notion of adab as “education.”

Then, in “Wisdom and the pedagogy of parables in Abraham Ibn Hasday’s
The prince and the ascetic,” Jessica Andruss engages in a textual analysis of the
sixth chapter of Ibn Hasday’s text in order to explore the translation of Arabic
scholarship by Jewish intellectuals during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
CE in northern Spain and southern France. She exquisitely illustrates how Ibn
Hasday shaped his Arabic source into a medieval Jewish discourse on knowl-
edge and education by looking at Ibn Hasday’s use of Hebrew as an educational
language, his employment of the magama genre, and his biblical citations. She
then places Ibn Hasday into the wider context of the Maimonidean tradition’s
promotion of parables’ pedagogical value.

Part 6, Travel, the exact sciences, and Islamic learning, begins with Barbara
Stowasser’s “War and travel, Patrons and the mail: The education of Abu I-
Rayhan al-Birini (d. 440/1048).” Professor Stowasser was expected to partici-
pate in the 2011 Gottingen conference but had to cancel due to health issues.
Fortunately, she sent us the long version of her paper shortly before the meet-
ing began, which makes it possible to present it here in edited form. Professor
Stowasser passed away much too early, in 2012, and it appears that this sub-
stantial study of al-Birini was the last paper she wrote. In it, the author looks
at the life and work of the fourth/eleventh-century Muslim scientist. The study
persuasively demonstrates that the ongoing political unrest in Eastern Iran and
Central Asia forced al-Biraini to travel frequently from one court and patron to
another, and this meant that he was constantly associating with new scholars
and confronting new approaches, theories, and ways of thinking. As a result, al-
Birani’s continually expanding scholarly network appears to have contributed
to the interculturality so distinctive of his work. Moreover, Stowasser’s study
sheds new light on the importance of the Arabic language as the lingua franca
of scholarship in the Islamic realm, and on the fact that, in spite of the dif-
ficult political circumstance and his frequent changes in location, al-Birani
was able to continue to work and be productive and original throughout his
career.

In “Variants of Galenism: Ibn Hinda and Ibn Ridwan on the study of medi-
cine,” Lutz Richter-Bernburg shows how, despite their fundamental agreement,
the two authors’ attitudes toward the mode of Galenism that was passed on,
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or appropriated, from late antique Alexandria still tangibly differed. On the
one hand, the medical scholar, philosopher, and poet Abu 1-Faraj Ibn Hinda
(d. 423/1032), harking back to Galen himself, yielded to the “savants’ consen-
sus” about the Galenian “Sixteen” and the medical curriculum they entailed
only with reservations. On the other hand, the physician and astrologer Aba
l-Hasan ‘Al1 ibn Ridwan (d. ca. 453/1061) wholeheartedly embraced the Alexan-
drian selection, notwithstanding his protestations of unswerving fealty to the
Pergamene master—and to Hippocrates. Interestingly, in this paper Ibn Rid-
wan is examined for his often casual, situational advocacy of their study, while
as regards Ibn Hindi, the focus is on his deployment of some of Galen’s isagogic
and protreptic works.

Sonja Brentjes’s “Teaching mathematical and astronomical knowledge in
classical and post-classical Islamicate societies” concludes this thematic part
of the book. In her contribution, she addresses the lack of research on the
teaching of non-religious sciences by gathering information on the teaching
of mathematical and astronomical knowledge from the third/ninth to the
eleventh/seventeenth centuries, especially in Ayyubid and Mamluk urban cen-
ters, from biographical dictionaries. Teaching methods did not undergo signif-
icant changes in this period, but there were considerable shifts in the sources,
institutions, and loci of education. Moreover, she also shows that teaching
mathematical and astronomical knowledge shifted from the courts to teachers’
and students’ living spaces, and to a variety of institutions, including religious
ones.

Part 7, Politics of knowledge and Muslim Identity, begins with Sara Abdel-
Latif’s “The development of a Sufi anti-curriculum: Politics of knowledge and
authority in classical Islamic education.” Here, the author looks at the power
struggles between political rule and religious authority in light of the ‘ulama”s
development of Sunni educational curricula during and after the mihna. It
analyzes the Sufi master Abii ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulam1’s (d. 412/1021) exeget-
ical and encyclopedic writings, in which he compiled a canon of Sufi knowl-
edge. Al-Sulami relied on the ‘ulama”s genealogical modes of knowledge trans-
mission, while also challenging their authority by asserting the Sufis’ posi-
tion as representatives of unmediated divine knowledge. She concludes that,
by offering an alternative path to authoritative knowledge based on expe-
riential learning, al-Sulami challenged the ulama”s curriculum-based learn-
ing.

In “Knowledge in the Buyid period: Practices and formation of social iden-
tity” Nuha Alshaar describes the multiple social-intellectual groups that
emerged in the Buyid period, such as the “court-based groups” the Buyids
patronized in order to build an autonomous political identity, and the
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“knowledge-based” groups, like the semi-independent legal schools and other
mono- or multidisciplinary circles, which developed their own curricula and
methodologies. Her analysis persuasively reveals the interaction between the
scholars’ work and the period’s sociopolitical changes, including the effects of
the Buyids’ inability to claim religious legitimacy for their rule, the competition
between various Buyid emirs, and the increasingly territorialized knowledge
production that led to scholarly specialization.

Enrico Boccaccini’s “A ruler’s curriculum: Transcultural comparisons of Mir-
rors for princes” provides an overview and comparison of the topics that authors
of Mirrors addressed in their respective works, illustrating what a model cur-
riculum for the education of monocratic rulers looked like from the second/
eighth to the seventh/thirteenth centuries. Boccaccini studies four Christian
and Islamic texts from the genre and emphasizes the importance of reimag-
ining the interactions and relations between these societies. He argues that
scholarship needs to explore further the diverse ways the authors of the four
texts interpreted the elements of this shared model of rulership, and the impli-
cations this has for understanding the transcultural interactions taking place
during this period.

In “Interpretive power and conflicts of interpretive power: Caliphate, reli-
gion, and ‘true’ Islamic education at the dawn of the seventh/thirteenth century
in Baghdad,” Angelika Hartmann analyzes the educational policies of al-Nasir
1i-Din Allah (d. 622/1225), the thirty-fourth ‘Abbasid caliph, in light of the con-
flict over interpretive sovereignty in matters of religion. The study begins with
an overview of the political and social history of the caliphate in Baghdad at the
beginning of the seventh/thirteenth century, focusing on the institutions and
officeholders that competed for the “power of interpretation.” The author scru-
tinizes al-Nasir’s systematic expansion and reestablishment of Sufi convents
and his personal involvement in hadith scholarship and concludes with the
important insight that both played a crucial role in the caliph’s claim to inter-
pretative authority and political power.

Mustafa Banister’s “The ‘@lim-caliph: Reimagining the caliph as a man of
learning in eighth/fourteenth and ninth/fifteenth-century Egypt” sheds light
on the caliph’s role in the late Mamluk period. It shows how, in a period of
shifting political realities, the office of the caliph, after it had lost most of its
political and religious authority, was reimagined as a scholarly one. The schol-
arly caliph did not represent a threat to the Mamluk sultans’ authority, who
benefitted from the combination of the caliph’s religious symbolism and his
prestige as a man of learning. Banister also illustrates the ways in which the
‘alim-caliph and the ‘ulama’ interacted, at investiture ceremonies or providing
each other with finances, credibility, or instruction.
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Part 8 is devoted to Principles and practices in Ibadi and Shi% learning. In
“Teaching ethics in early Ibadism: A preliminary study,” Jana Newiger looks
at the history and beliefs of this early Islamic minority, which emerged after
the second fitna of the Islamic umma (61-65/680-684), shedding light on an
understudied sect from the formative period of Islam. Newiger looks at some
of the group’s key ethic concepts, including %m (religious knowledge), gadar
(predestination), and the concept of the imamate, using texts from prominent
Ibadi kalam theologians of the second/eighth century. She concludes by look-
ing at the educational activities of the Ibadis, paying particular attention to the
concept of “teacher lines.”

Ali R. Rizek’s “Scholars of Hilla and early Imami legal tradition: Ibn Abi ‘Aqil
and Ibn al-Junayd, ‘the two ancient scholars, retrieved” traces the reception
history al-Hasan b. ‘Ali b. Ab1 ‘Aqil al-‘Umani and Muhammad b. Ahmad Ibn
al-Junayd al-Iskafi, two fourth/tenth-century Imami legal scholars known as al-
Qadiman (the two ancient scholars). Surveying references to their opinions, the
study shows how these scholars were reintegrated into mainstream Imami figh
after falling into obscurity. The study also focuses on the important role Hilla
scholars played in retrieving early Imami figh traditions. Rizek thus suggests
that the development of the Imami scholars’ position toward the two corre-
sponded with their attitudes to jjtihad (independent reasoning) and khilaf (lit.:
controversy; counterargument).

Maryam Moazzen'’s “Shi‘i higher learning in the pre-Safavid period: Scholars,
educational ideals, practices, and curricula” presents a survey of Shi‘i institu-
tions of learning and their impact on Shi‘i intellectual culture. The focus of this
examination is the history of Shi‘i higher education during the first seven cen-
turies of Islam, which tells the story of fundamental intellectual changes within
the wider political and cultural settings of Muslim society at that time. The
author points to the numerous similarities between Shi‘i and Sunni madrasas
in terms of their organization, curricula, practices, and role in the spreading of
their respective branch of Islamic “orthodoxy.” Moreover, the chapter empha-
sizes the important role that educational institutions played in the establish-
ment of Shi‘ism as a distinct religious division within Islam.

Part 9, Gender, human growth, and Muslim authority in Muslim education,
begins with “Denial of similitude: The exegetical concern with gender in ‘And
the male is not like the female’ (Q 3:36)” by Hosn Abboud. In this paper, Abboud
looks at a particular phrase in the story of Maryam’s infancy that rejects simili-
tude between male and female and analyzes the various exegetical approaches
to this binary statement. By reflecting on the classical exegetes’ comments
regarding the linguistic and grammatical features in the Quranic text, as well
as their broader interpretations of the phrase’s narrative and cultural context,
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the author sheds light on gender in the Quran, and here in particular on cer-
tain questions regarding readings of this phrase that advocate superiority of
the male over the female.

Agnes Imhof’s ““If music be the food of love? The singing-girls and the
notion of tarab as part of an adab-ideal” reveals the link between notions of
enrapture and the intellectual and lettered adab-ideal in the context of singing-
girls’ performances in classical Islam. Imhof traces the development of tarab
(lit. “joy” or “pleasure,” a synonym for music, which denotes a range of emo-
tions) from its Greek, pre-Islamic Arabian, and Persian beginnings to its entry
into the discourse of Arabic-Islamic literature and etiquette (adab). The study
suggests that music and musically induced excess (tarab) became part of the
identity of the religiously indifferent urban intellectuals, while adab simultane-
ously came to be considered an element of the singer’s ideal. Thus, the concepts
expressed by these terms are examples of the ambiguity and fluidity of ideas
and cultural expressions in classical Islam.

Mohsen Haredy, in “Women scholars of hadith: A case study of the eighth/
fourteenth-century Mujam al-Shaykha Maryam,” explores the life and work
of Maryam al-Adhru‘iyya (d. 805/1402) as an example of the active role that
women have played in fadith transmission. The author amply illustrates the
significant involvement of women in the reception and transmission of reli-
gious knowledge and thus casts doubt on stereotypes of women'’s seclusion and
exclusion from scholarship in medieval Islam. This is especially informative in
regard to the role of women in hadith transmission and the way this kind of
knowledge diffusion was perceived and documented.

Asma Afsaruddin concludes this section with “Knowledge, piety, and reli-
gious leadership in the late Middle Ages: Reinstating women in the master
narrative.” In her study, the author challenges the traditional narrative of the
decline of women’s public roles after the third/ninth century by turning to one
of the most important biographical works of the Mamluk period, the Kitab al-
Nisa’ (The book of women) by prominent Mamluk fadith scholar and prosopog-
rapher Shams al-Din al-Sakhawi (d. 903/1497), providing examples of women
who were recognized for their achievements as scholars and religious lead-
ers. The author pieces together the stories of women studying in private or
academic institutions, receiving and conferring ijazas (licenses of transmis-
sion), reciting the Quran, memorizing poetry, participating in hadith transmis-
sion, and even endowing educational institutions, thus providing an invaluable
account of women’s active engagement in religious instruction.

Finally, Part 10, Transformations of classical Muslim learning, opens with
Christian Mauder’s “The development of Arabo-Islamic education among
members of the Mamluk military,” which reveals the sophisticated system of
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Mamluk education that produced numerous well-educated slave soldiers in
the second half of the seventh/thirteenth century and throughout most of
the eighth/fourteenth century. The quantitative analysis of a comprehensive
biographical dictionary indicates that many important Mamluks of this early
period were credited with scholarly achievements that were considered worthy
of mention alongside those of the local scholarly elite. Remarkably, the author
uses the office of the dawadar (chief secretary) to illustrate the Mamluk sys-
tem’s structural need for such well-educated members of the military and thus
adds another important insight to our knowledge of Mamluk intellectual his-
tory.

Mehmet Kalaycr's “Dissociation of theology from philosophy in the late
Ottoman period” explores changes to philosophical theology in the Ottoman
Empire and its eventual decline in the tenth/sixteenth century. After philo-
sophical theology had dominated the Ottoman madrasa tradition through-
out the ninth/fifteenth century, a number of political developments led to its
downfall. As a result, the author observes, the framework of Sunni theology
in the late Ottoman Empire became increasingly narrow and lost most of its
dynamism. This development eventually led to the crystallization of Islamic
religious thought, which in turn became the starting point for the reformist
approaches in Sunni parts of the Islamic world.

Hans Daiber’s “The Malaysian scholar Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas (b.
1931) on Islamic education: An evaluation in view of classical Islamic sources,”
concludes this wide-ranging and multifaceted offering of new scholarship.
In view of al-Attas’s impact as the founder of the International Institute of
Islamic Thought and Civilization (1STAC) in Kuala Lumpur, this final chapter
sheds light on this scholar’s reliance on earlier Islamic traditions, especially
al-Farabi. In al-Attas’s concept of education, the Quran and the prophetic tra-
dition appear as archetypes of knowledge and proper conduct. Furthermore,
al-Attas, as this study shows, is probably best understood as an “Islamic human-
ist” who promotes education as an ongoing process of the acquisition of divine
knowledge via the Quran.

With these preliminary insights into the intellectually rich topics of Know!-
edge and education in classical Islam, the editor hopes that readers will benefit
from and enjoy the learned and often perspective-changing studies included in
these two volumes, and that they will be useful for both experts and students
of Islam’s intellectual history.
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PART 1

Setting the Stage






CHAPTER 1

The Humanities through Islamic Eyes: The
Beginnings

Wadad Kadi

One of the distinctive features of Islamic civilization is that it emerged within
the context of a religion, Islam, and that it was largely shaped by the elemental
position occupied in it by Islam’s scripture, the Quran, and by the actions of the
first generations of Muslims that charted the early stages of Islamic history. As
for the Quran, it is simply inconceivable to envision anything Islamic without
it, just as it is inconceivable to envision anything Christian without Christ. For
Muslims, the Quran was—and still is, of course—the word of God, revealed
to His Prophet and Messenger, Muhammad, during the latter’s mission in Ara-
bia between 610 and 632 CE. In Islamic civilization in particular, the Quran is
a divine text to be studied from every imaginable angle, for the purpose of
understanding it as accurately as possible. This led to the gradual emergence of
several disciplines of learning that were called the “Islamic sciences”; they are
comprised mainly of Quranic interpretation (or exegesis), law, theology, and
spirituality.

In that civilization, however, the Quran was not only a divine text but also
one that was revealed in a particular language—Arabic; the Quran itself made
several statements to that effect. Although this did not lead to the perception
that Arabic was a “holy” language, it did lead to an enormous amount of activity
in studying Arabic. As a result, several branches of Arabic philology emerged,
mainly grammar, morphology, and rhetoric, and the study of Arabic poetry,
prose, metrics, and style also flourished. Furthermore, these disciplines—the
“Arabic sciences,” as they were called—heavily infiltrated the various Islamic
disciplines, for they were indispensable for understanding the divine Arabic
text on a basic level. That gave birth to the new collective designation, “the
Arabo-Islamic sciences.”

Alongside the Quran, Islamic civilization was shaped by the experience of
the first generations of Muslims during the first century and a half of Islamic
history (seventh-eighth centuries CE), four of whose features concern us here.
The first was the swift conquest of the Near East and beyond by the Muslims,
so that within decades they were in control of almost all of the lands between
India and Spain. These lands were inhabited by populations of a dizzying array
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of ethnicities and religions, who had witnessed over the millennia one civi-
lization after another, from the ancient Egyptian to the Greek and Roman, and
further through late antiquity. Faced with such a situation, the Muslims made
a highly consequential decision—neither to force the indigenous populations
to convert to Islam, nor to “melt” down their great achievements, but to work
with them to construct the edifice of a new civilization, destined to become
known as Islamic civilization.

The second feature of the early Muslims’ experience was the Islamic state.
This state, presiding over an ever-expanding empire, officially categorized the
indigenous populations as a “protected people” (ah! al-dhimma), whereby they
could keep their respective religions through paying taxes, with the result that
the Muslims did not become a majority in Islamic lands until the fourth/tenth
century. On the other hand, the state worked hard to Islamicize the state
and society and further the civilization, through instituting such symbols as
an Islamic calendar and currency. More important, it lent its authority and
resources to the successful launching of three enormously important projects.
The first was the standardization of the text of the Quran, so that only one
version of it was made canonical—the version that is still with us today. The
second was the so-called “Arabization of the diwans,” whereby all government
records had to be written in Arabic, not in the local languages of the previous
empires, thus making Arabic both the official language of the Islamic state and
civilization and also the lingua franca of its diverse populations. And the third
was the formal launching of a global translation project, in which the state over-
saw, organized, and paid for the acquisition of thousands of manuscripts, from
Byzantium and elsewhere, and for their translation into Arabic, whereupon the
works of Aristotle, Galen, and Ptolemy, among many others, became part and
parcel of Islamic civilization, leading to the rise of new areas of inquiry called
the “sciences of the ancients,” eventually changing the face of Islamic civiliza-
tion.

The third feature of the early Muslims’ experience was the discovery of
paper as an ideal medium for writing, to replace the more expensive and bulky
papyrus and costly parchment, and hence the emergence of what we may call
“the culture of the book” as a hallmark of Islamic civilization. Paper increased
literacy among the populace and efficiency in the state’s record keeping; most
important, it enabled scholars to write large tomes and multivolume works. As
a result, entire markets for books in big Islamic cities emerged, scribes con-
stituted a recognizable professional group, and seekers of learning indulged
themselves in the thrills of book culture.

The last, but not least, important feature of the early Muslims’ experience
consisted of human capital, the scholars, littérateurs, and intellectuals who
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were occupied, often to the point of obsession, with learning and writing books
(i.e., in acquiring and disseminating knowledge that was of significance to
them), either in disciplines traditionally part of the humanities, like literature
and history, or in disciplines outside of the humanities, like religion and sci-
ence, where even there they discussed matters significant to them as human
beings. And when, in the early third/ninth century, they wrested from the state
the power to direct Muslim religious life, they did not develop into an organized
ecclesiastical hierarchy, into a church, but rather, remained scholars whose
métier was knowledge.

Now, while knowledge lies at the foundation of all civilizations, in Islamic
civilization, as Franz Rosenthal has stated in his book on the concept of knowl-
edge in medieval Islam,! knowledge, ilm in Arabic,

is one of those concepts that have dominated Islam and given Muslim
civilization its distinctive shape and complexion. In fact, there is no other
concept that has been operative as a determinant of Muslim civilization
in all its aspects to the same extent as /m ... There is no branch of Mus-
lim intellectual, religious and political life, and of the daily life of the
average Muslim that remained untouched by the all-pervasive attitude
toward “knowledge” as something of supreme value for Muslim being. 7/m
is Islam, even if the theologians have been hesitant to accept the technical
correctness of this equation.?

In this study, entitled Knowledge triumphant, Rosenthal discusses various
aspects of the relationship between religion and knowledge in Islam. He notes
that, in the Quran, knowledge is one of God’s attributes. Divine knowledge
is the source of human knowledge and is quantitatively superior to human
knowledge and qualitatively different from it.? Since it is in religion that the two
come face to face, “true human knowledge” is “equated with religious insight,”*
so that religious knowledge is the only knowledge that “has any real value”
and “truly deserves to be called knowledge.”> Despite that, Rosenthal adds, the
Quranic view of the world allows for the existence of a secular human knowl-
edge,% and, more important, “the reason for the existence of divine knowledge

Rosenthal, Knowledge triumphant.
Ibid.,, 2.
Ibid., 29.
Ibid.
Ibid., 30.
Ibid., 31.
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as well as its final destination are, in a manner of speaking, man and his need
and desire for knowledge,”” which means that knowledge, just like religion,
“remains the goal of all worthwhile aspirations of mankind.”®

What Iwould like to do in the remainder of this address is to take these obser-
vations as a starting point to see how they played out in Islamic civilization in
a manner different from that undertaken by Rosenthal. I would, first, like to
see whether, and if so how, the men who constructed early Islamic civilization
made room for a central position for man in their investigations of the reli-
gious disciplines that are God-centered—in other words, whether these men
brought into the religious disciplines a humanistic impulse. I would then like
to see whether there are any parallels between the man-centered disciplines
cultivated in early Islamic civilization and the disciplines cultivated in Renais-
sance Europe’s program of study called the studia humanitatis, the program
that primarily laid the foundation for the emergence of the humanities as an
area of study from the nineteenth century onward. I plan to end this address
with a discussion of the humanistic features of a unique fourth/tenth-century
book from Islamic civilization, al-Nadim’s Kitab al-Fihrist.?

1 Religious Disciplines in Early Islam and Their Humanistic Impulse

The religious disciplines of learning were among the earliest to emerge in
Islamic civilization, and they were understandably God-centered: the ultimate
aim of studying the discipline of Quranic interpretation (exegesis) is to know
what God has said; in law, what God has prescribed for the faithful; in the-
ology, what God has told the faithful He is; and, in spirituality, how God can
be experienced outside of formal channels. And these disciplines do indeed
exhibit a pivotal occupation with the deity, even a tendency to “protect” God
from anything that might undermine His perfection. We see this, for exam-
ple, in the exegetes’ repetition of the formulaic statement wa-Allah alam, “God
knows best,” and in their developing several mechanisms to explain apparent
contradictions in the divine text, like that of abrogation, where two incompat-
ible Quranic statements are harmonized on the basis of one being abrogated
by the other. This mechanism was used frequently in the discipline of Islamic
law, where its vitality for charting the proper law is obvious. In theology, one

7 Ibid.

Ibid., 32.

For the preference of the name al-Nadim instead of /bn al-Nadim, see Tajaddud’s preface in
al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist 7; and al-Nadim, Fihrist xv—xvi.
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encounters still another mechanism to explain two incompatible statements
about one thing, such as whether God can actually be seen; it consists of saying
that one statement was figurative while the other was not, and once the figura-
tive is interpreted correctly, the dissonance between the two statements disap-
pears. In theology, too, the various schools vied with each other to “protect”
God. A reason-oriented theological school—the Mu‘tazila—argued so fero-
ciously for God’s absolute justice and absolute oneness that they were called
“the people of justice and oneness,” and they ended up saying things like “God
must do this” or “God cannot do that” (as in the issue of whether children who
die might go to hell). This led their opponents—the Ash‘aris—to accuse them
of placing themselves above God, telling Him what He can or cannot do.

Despite all of this God-centrist attitude, there are many features in the reli-
gious disciplines that exhibit a man-centered attitude. The very names of these
three disciplines indicate this fact: exegesis is called tafsir or ta’wil, meaning
“clarification” or “interpretation” (obviously, for man); law is called figh, mean-
ing “understanding (obviously, by man);” and theology is most strikingly called
kalam, meaning “discussion” or even simply “speech,” or “talk"—obviously, by
man about God—thereby giving rise, among other things, to the discussion of
whether kalam can indeed be called theology at all, as in Christianity. More
substantively, it is clear that all the scholars who investigated religious top-
ics had man—the Muslim community, or parts thereof—as their explicit or
implicit audience. The entire exegetical enterprise aims at making God’s word
accessible to the general public of the faithful, and the exegetes went out of
their way to find meanings for all the words in the Quran, even the elusive and
opaque ones, coming up frequently with odd explanations derived from dubi-
ous sources. The entire legal enterprise is even more clearly audience-oriented;
for, in the absence of an ecclesiastical hierarchy, the jurists’ books were the
means by which the faithful learned what was permissible and what was pro-
hibited by God, how they should pray, fast, and pay their alms taxes, and how
to conduct their marriages and divorces, write their debts and wills, divide
their inheritances and possessions, and so on. In spirituality, individual Sufis
recounted their personal experiences in order to instruct their fellow aspirants
how to get on the path that leads to an intimate appreciation of God. Even in
theology, the definition of the deity is not needed for its own sake, as much as
for how it delineates man’s relationship to the deity and clarifies man’s place
in the universe. Thus, the Mu‘tazilis’ defense of God'’s justice surely seeks to
understand God, but it is because evil is a problem that man faces in the world
that the issue of God’s justice becomes important; it is man’s struggle with the
limitations of his power to control his destiny that makes it imperative to inves-
tigate God’s omnipotence.
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Nowhere is the centrality of man in religious disciplines more obvious than
in the case of a subdiscipline of Islamic law called usi! al-figh, “the sources of
law.” Founded by the towering jurist al-Shafi (d. 204/820), this field aimed at
evaluating the sources the jurists may refer to when they formulate their rul-
ings. Al-Shafi identified the Quran and the Prophet Muhammad’s secure and
sound traditions as the primary, divinely inspired sources for the law; any rul-
ings in them preclude using other sources. But—and here is al-Shafi‘’s great
humanistic contribution—there are issues that cannot be decided on the basis
of these two sources, and thus other sources must be identified. These are
mainly two, and both are of human provenance. The first is human reasoning,
especially in the form of analogy, where a ruling found in the primary sources is
used by the jurist analogically to produce a ruling about the new issue at hand.
The second is the consensus of scholars in the Muslim community on a broadly
discussed issue in society—as happened when coffee was discovered, and a
ruling was needed to decide whether drinking it was permissible. Most interest-
ing, al-ShafiT based the validation of consensus on a tradition attributed to the
Prophet Muhammad that states: “My community shall not agree on an error.”
No one claimed that this community—including its scholars—was made up
of anyone other than men whose knowledge was relative, flawed, and far from
the absoluteness of divine knowledge. But the law is not only God’s; it is also
man’s, and it is meant for man.

2 Islamic Civilization and the Studia Humanitatis

Let me now proceed to the second form in which early Islamic civilization
expressed a humanistic impulse, when it is seen through the lens of the ear-
liest humanistic program of study developed in Renaissance Europe, called
studia humanitatis. There is obviously some risk and a degree of artificiality
in comparing two clusters of human endeavor that are different in almost
everything—time period, location, religious background, ethnic composition,
language, provenance, development, ethos, and overall history and culture.
However, since the studia humanitatis were the first formal and self-conscious
expression of what constituted the humanities, and as they were influential in
forming the modern understanding of the humanities, they represent a con-
crete and functional yardstick against which parallel endeavors may be mea-
sured.

Although the roots of the studia humanitatis are to be found in the European
Middle Ages, the program’s self-conception as a man-centered program that
makes no room for theology, and takes its cues from Latin and Greek antiquity,
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clearly marked it as a forward-looking program, effectively breaking with the
Middle Ages, and led essentially by a non-clerical elite. These elite, the human-
ists, saw their fundamental educational program as vital for making a human
being truly free. The program included five major subjects: grammar, rhetoric,
history, poetry, and moral philosophy. Grammar meant sufficient mastery of
Latin (and later Greek) in order to read, understand, interpret, and critique
the works of rhetoricians, poets, historians, and moral philosophers. Rhetoric
consisted of studying, and emulating, the ideals in the texts of the Roman and
Greek rhetoricians for the purpose of convincing audiences, as eloquence, or
the combination of eloquence and wisdom, was meant to be put in the ser-
vice of the state and the public good. In poetry, the humanists studied and
wrote poetry in Latin, then in the vernacular languages, and, under the influ-
ence of Aristotle’s Poetics, wrote commentaries on it and on other rhetorical
works, and further explored literary theory and engaged in literary debates. In
history, they edited, annotated, and sometimes translated the manuscripts of
Latin and Greek historians and biographers, and published them when print-
ing became available; they also wrote histories of their own, starting from the
basic belief that history teaches by example. And, in moral philosophy proper,
the humanists recovered, studied, and translated works from the various Greek
and Latin schools, and engaged in discussing moral issues related to happiness,
pleasure, women, fate, and the perfect politician, as portrayed in the genre of
“mirrors for princes.”

How do the disciplines that were developed in Islamic civilization, particu-
larly the non-religious ones, look when compared with the studia humanitatis?
In order to bring meaningfulness into this comparison of two widely varying
entities, it is helpful to identify key categories through which the comparison
can be conducted. I would propose five such categories: classification, rep-
resentatives, function, subject matter, and methodology. Let me take each of
these one at a time.

With regard to classification, the disciplines of the studia humanitatis are not
isolated anywhere, and hence one cannot speak of a formal category called “the
humanities” in early Islamic civilization. And although several scholars wrote
works about the “classification of the sciences” in Islam, none of these authors
envisioned a humanistic cluster analogous to that of the studia humanitatis.

In the category of representatives, one also finds more differences than sim-
ilarities between the intellectuals who advocated the studia humanitatis and
those who developed the various disciplines of Islamic civilization. The Euro-
pean scholars consisted mainly of secular—that is, non-clerical—elite, who
were schooled in antiquity and worked both in public life and private letters.
The group of people who pursued the Arabo-Islamic sciences was much more
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diverse, vastly more numerous, and came from a broader socioeconomic back-
ground, with many of them benefiting from a pervasive patronage system. Fur-
thermore, many of them bridged the religious and non-religious sciences, so
that it is quite ordinary to find a historian who is a Quran exegete (like al-
Tabari; d. 310/923) and a grammarian who is a theologian (like al-Rummani;
d. 384/994). Many worked in the public sphere as government secretaries,
judges, and physicians, but the vast majority remained outside that sphere,
some earning their living by engaging in businesses related mostly to books, like
manuscript copying and teaching in informal settings. Overall, one never gets
a sense that there were two separate categories, with secular scholars on the
one hand, and religious scholars on the other. Somehow, the entire enterprise
called Islamic civilization seems to have been impervious to such a distinction.

One encounters a similar situation when one looks at the self-perceived
function of the studia humanitatis and the disciplines of Islamic civilization.
While most of those involved with producing works in those disciplines aimed
at spreading the knowledge of their respective fields, this effort did not take a
formalized form, as was the case in the studia humanitatis, which was perceived
systemically right from the start as a program of study with a clear educational
structure.

It is when we come to the category of subject matter that the differences
between the studia humanitatis and the disciplines developed in Islamic civ-
ilization become narrower and the similarities significant. Leaving aside the
religious disciplines, whose “human” component we have discussed above, and
concentrating on the non-religious disciplines, we note that the studia human-
itatis fields thrived enormously in Islamic civilization. The centrality of Latin
and Greek for the European humanists is paralleled—if not surpassed—by the
centrality and durability of Arabic in Islamic civilization, not least because it
was the language in which God’s word, the Quran, was revealed.

The closely linked disciplines of Arabic language and grammar emerged first
as auxiliaries to the various religious sciences but then took on a life of their
own, especially after Arabic became the official language of the Islamic state
and the lingua franca of the educated sectors of Islamic society. Every noun,
verb, and particle in the language was identified and analyzed, every syntactical
and semantic instance was scrutinized, and within decades varying grammat-
ical “schools” emerged in the cultural centers of Basra and Kufa, then later in
Baghdad. Before the end of the second/eighth century, the first dictionary and
the first grammar of the Arabic language were written.

The scholars of Islamic civilization also developed poetry into a field, like
in the studia humanitatis, perhaps even more so. Arabic poetry was needed
at the beginning to elucidate the meanings of the sacred text, and thus, even
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the pagan poetry of pre-Islamic Arabia was the subject of intense study. The
scattered oral poetry of the poets was not only chanted in private and pub-
lic settings but also collected and recorded in dowans, and further scrutinized,
analyzed, and commented on. In the meantime, poets continued to compose
poetry, as they had done for centuries, and soon Arabic poetry came to have a
life of its own, adjusting its contents to the new issues of the times, be they polit-
ical, social, religious, or artistic. While some poets chose to follow the “ways of
the ancients,” others publicly rejected the “old poetry” and ushered in a “new
poetry” that reflected the experience of the urban man, including his exposure
to licentiousness, skepticism, and atheism.

Rhetoric was also developed with great relish in early Islamic civilization.
The emerging field of Arabic literary criticism centered at first on issues related
to poetry. But, activity in rhetoric came, more importantly, from Arabic prose,
a genre that had existed in pre-Islamic and early Islamic times in the form of
fiery oral speeches composed mainly in combat situations. The advent of the
Quran as a text, not in poetry but in eloquent prose, and the emergence of the
state as an important player in shaping the literary culture of society, changed
this and opened the door for prose to develop as a written art. And, with many
politico-religious groups vying with each other and with the state for hegemony
in Islamic society, government officials of all religions, as well as opposition
groups, developed rhetorical techniques in prose to convince their audiences
of the legitimacy of their causes, and they found themselves borrowing from
the rhetorical devices used in oral speech.

History also thrived in Islamic civilization, just as it did in the studia human-
itatis, since Islam took a political form almost from the start. Once Muslims
began to create fields of inquiry to record their experience—tribal, religious,
military, political, cultural, administrative, legal, and more—history occupied
a prominent position among them. Some historians wrote genealogical histo-
ries on the Arab tribes; others wrote chronicles about the conquests and the
experiences of the early Muslims; and still others, annals or narratives on the
political entities that ruled Islamic society, some concentrating on the state and
its bureaucracy, and some writing advice literature to the rulers, reminiscent
of the mirrors for princes genre. They also developed, as in the studia human-
itatis, the genre of the biography, or sira, writing biographies of the Prophet
Muhammad in particular, whose life, so central for the faith and the com-
munity, was considered worthy of emulation. They developed this genre even
further and, unlike in the studia humanitatis, another genre emerged from it,
which soon became a hallmark of Islamic civilization—namely, biographical
dictionaries. These dictionaries consisted of successive biographies of scholars
from Islamic civilization in one or more fields of knowledge, from the religious



52 KADI

Islamic disciplines to the philosophical Greek ones, and together they histori-
cized the achievements of the Muslim community (rather than the Islamic
state). In all these forms, history was understood to be an inquiry into matters
that teach by example, as both Islamic scholars and European humanists often
stated.

When discussing moral philosophy in early Islamic civilization, we must
note that, of all the branches of Greek philosophy that were translated into Ara-
bic, the branch that proved to be the most enduring and influential was moral
philosophy, so much so that the likes of Homer, whose poetry was not trans-
lated into Arabic, and Thucydides, whose history was also unknown in Arabic,
were appreciated as wise men, sages who explored the dimensions of moral
philosophy and ethics and who instructed man on how to live an upright life,
one that is compatible with the righteous life advocated in the Quran. Conse-
quently, Greek wisdom sayings were collected, recycled, and repeatedly cited.
In this way, Greek wisdom literature entered mainstream Arabic literature, and
Islamic civilization as a whole; and so did the wisdom literature of India and
Persia, the wise sayings of Jesus and Lugman, and other figures from the civi-
lizations of the ancient Near East, as well as, of course, those of eloquent figures
of the Muslim community, like ‘Ali b. AbiTalib (d. 40/660) and al-Hasan al-Basri
(d. 110/728).

Finally, the similarity in subject matter between the studia humanitatis and
the disciplines that flourished in early Islamic civilization extends to the fifth
category we identified above, methodology. Fundamentally philological (i.e.,
“the love of words”) in their approach, the scholars working in the two sets of
programs/disciplines examined the language and structure of texts written in
the classical languages, whose literary traditions they held in high esteem—
Latin and Greek for the European humanists, and Arabic for their Islamic coun-
terparts. Collecting those texts, scrutinizing them for accuracy, editing them,
annotating them, and commenting on them after translating them, if nec-
essary, were hallmarks of the two programs. And when the scholars of both
sides wrote original works in their respective fields, their methods were mostly
humanist in approach—speculative, critical, or analytical.

The above comparison between the studia humanitatis and the disciplines of
scholarship in early Islamic civilization shows that, while the two differed from
each other in classification, representatives, and function, they were actually
very similar in the more vital areas of subject matter and methodology. On the
other hand, the deeply systemic educational direction of studia humanitatis
continued to set it apart from the disciplines of early Islamic civilization, since
teaching was not formalized in colleges (madrasas) during the early period.
What replaced them there—other than informal educational settings—were
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simply books. I shall, thus, spend the last part of this address discussing how
the humanities, or the humanistic impulse, found expression in one book, al-
Nadim’s Kitab al-Fihrist.1°

3 A Muslim Vision of Civilization as Expressed in al-Nadim’s Kitab
al-Fihrist

Al-Nadim’s Kitab al-Fihrist, a unique book, is particularly suitable for this kind
of discussion due to its form and substance, as well as its author. It is a biobib-
liography of the books that were written in Arabic in early Islamic civilization,
from its beginning in the first/seventh century until the time of the author
at the end of the fourth/tenth century. As such, it gives us a panoramic view
of all the intellectual activities that took place in that civilization—its accu-
mulated knowledge—embedded in its favorite form of writing, the book. Its
author, Muhammad b. Ishaq al-Nadim (d. 380/990), was a highly educated,
expert bookseller, who lived in the capital city of the Islamic world at that time,
Baghdad, at the very peak of Islamic civilization. He was, furthermore, a con-
summate bibliophile, whose love of books is clear on almost every page of his
work. Perhaps more important, al-Nadim did not let his book become a per-
functory mechanical catalogue; rather, it is a work in which he has a strong
presence, often making choices that show him to have a predilection for the
humanities and a humanist impulse, both of which derive from his vision of
civilization in general, and Islamic civilization in particular.
In the Introduction,! al-Nadim identifies his book as

a catalogue of the books of all peoples, Arab and non-Arab, existing
in the language and script of the Arabs, and dealing with the various
sciences (hadha fihrist kutub jami* al-umam min al-Arab wa-l-‘ajam al-
mawjud minha bi-lughat al-Arab wa-qalamiha fi asnaf al-ulium),

from the beginning of the formation of each science until his time. It would
include, he adds, accounts of these books’ compilers and authors—their
names, lineages, categories, dates of birth and death, domiciles, and vices
and virtues. He then lists, in a kind of table of contents, the ten “discourses”
(magalat) into which the sciences fall, identifying the disciplines ( funin) each
discourse would cover (see Appendix).

10  Iam using the edition of Rida Tajaddud.
11 Al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist 1—5,.
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The book follows this plan faithfully. Each discourse starts with the first dis-
cipline, then the second, and so forth. Within each discipline, and after an
occasional introduction about the formation of the discipline, short biogra-
phies of authors in the discipline follow in succession, mostly in chronological
order, and each biography ends with a list of the titles of the books authored
by that person. In most entries, this list is longer, sometimes by far, than the
biographical information entered. Clearly, al-Nadim’s main interest is in books,
much more than in people. And clearly, he thinks of his book as a record of
Islamic civilization.

But what is it that essentially defines Islamic civilization? Al-Nadim’s intro-
duction leaves no room for ambiguity—it is, foremost, the language in which
its books were written, Arabic, the “classical” language possessing such vitality
that it allowed for the expression of a multitude of disciplines of learning to
develop within the community of scholars for whom it was the lingua franca,
and for the translation of a multitude of other disciplines from earlier civiliza-
tions. For, before the emergence of Islamic civilization, according to al-Nadim’s
first discipline in the first discourse,'> human history witnessed a number of
civilizations, each of which was expressed in a particular language (lugha) with
a particular script (khatt, galam), 14 of which he describes and reproduces. At
present, the civilizational cycle has reached the Arabs and those who came to
accept their language as the language of learning.!® Together, they built Islamic
civilization and wrote their books in Arabic.

The second element defining Islamic civilization is the religion of its first
carriers, Islam. As in the case of language, al-Nadim sees Islam as being pre-
ceded by other monotheistic religions (al-shara’i al-munzala ‘ala madhhab al-
Muslimin),"* which he discusses in the second section of the first discourse.!
He then concentrates, in the third section, on the book of that religion, the
Quran.!® What is most stunning about his discussion of the Quran is that it is
not “religious”—there is nothing doctrinal or theological about it at all—but
instead very humanistic. We get accounts of how the Quran was “collected”
(i.e., how God'’s eternal word became a text within two covers, readily available
for human beings to use), then of the ordering of its Suras in the canonical,

12 Ibid.,, 7.

13 See al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist 13, where al-Nadim writes a paragraph on the virtues of the
alphabets, especially the Arabic one, citing two sayings attributed to the littérateur and
statesman Sahl b. Hariin (d. 215/831) and the philosopher al-Kindi (d. 260/874).

14  Ibid., 124.

15 Ibid., 24—26.

16 Ibid., 27—42.
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and some non-canonical, copies. Next, come entries on Quran readers, books
by them and about them, and lists of their transmitters. These are followed by
lists of the books authored in the various sciences of the Quran, such as inter-
pretation, orthography, and language. And that is all; this is the end of the entire
first discourse. The discourse that follows, the second, is on grammarians and
linguists.!”

Now we understand al-Nadim’s vision of civilization more precisely—a reli-
gion with its scripture may be at the foundation of a civilization, but it is the
language of the civilization that shapes it. Anyone who knows that language
and writes in it can be one of its architects, regardless of religion, ethnicity, lin-
eage, or anything else. Indeed, language (its structure and grammar) can merge
the products of many civilizations into one, when they are all rendered in one
tongue, just as when many past human civilizations were blended into one
through Arabic in Islamic civilization.

Asin the studia humanitatis, and in the humanities more generally, al-Nadim
sees language and grammar as absolutely foundational disciplines. And, there
is actually more in his Fihrist to show that he holds the humanities in high
esteem. For one, al-Nadim gives precedence to the humanistic disciplines in
his classification of the discourses; grammar and language (Discourse 11) are
followed by history, literary prose, and rhetoric (Discourse 111), then by poetry
(Discourse 1v). It is after those areas of the humanities are covered that the
two “religious” disciplines of theology (Discourse v) and law (Discourse vI) are
taken up. And here again, the discussion is very human,” dealing with the men
who founded schools of thought or groups of men who believed in one doctrine
or another and, above all, the books these scholars produced.

The fields that follow do include some fields of the humanities—philosophy
(within Discourse v1I) and storytelling (Discourse vi11). Al-Nadim delayed dis-
cussing them until after theology and law simply because they were among
“the disciplines of the ancients,” and his plan for his book called for discussing
the Arabo-Islamic disciplines first—not at all, I think, because these disci-
plines were inferior to the Islamic disciplines, but because they were originally
not written in the Arabic language, but translated into it, as is evidenced by
the long introduction he wrote to the first section on “the disciplines of the
ancients” and on the translation and translators (al-nagala) from all languages
into Arabic (304—305). Two more observations are needed about the humani-
ties in the Fihrist. First, al-Nadim merges philosophy and science in one section
(Discourse V11, 1), but this is simply because they were both considered part

17 Ibid, 45.
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of philosophy in the Greek tradition. Second, the sections on medicine (Dis-
course VI, 2) and alchemy (Discourse X) may not be humanities disciplines,
but the way al-Nadim presents them—consisting of biographies of scientists
and titles of their books—makes the sections on them mostly accessible to a
non-specialist audience, including humanists.

Finally, what I would like to highlight of the FiArist's humanistic elements is
its method, which is fundamentally philological, with a strong focus on pre-
cision and painstaking meticulousness—skills readily available to al-Nadim
as a bookdealer, bibliophile, and scholar. Overall, al-Nadim mentions only the
books he had either seen himself or was certain existed through the attesta-
tion of trustworthy persons. He further writes the word kitab (book) before
every single title he cites, even when unnecessary, in order to make sure that
books are not confused with each other, especially in the absence of standard
punctuation in Arabic manuscript culture, and he also uses cross-referencing
so that relations between books are properly established. On a micro-level,
the Fihrist is filled with instances where al-Nadim gives the number of vol-
umes of a book, how many folios it contained, what the size of the folios
was, and even how many lines there were on one page. At times, he lists the
chapters of the book, identifies the contents of each of them, quotes from
them, and states if any of them has a table of contents. He mentions trans-
mitters of books, provides information on them, and lists any commentaries
or abridgments of these books. Not infrequently, he mentions the history of
the compilation of a book, identifies its various manuscripts, names scribes
who wrote each of them, evaluates their scribal work, composes biographies of
them, and even tells stories associated with their copies. He points out incom-
plete copies, passes critical judgments on them, and identifies copies written
by famous calligraphers. Most striking is how he imparts the sense that his
work is, by its very nature, open ended, and thus asks the readers to fill in
the lacunae in his lists of books. To humanists, this method sounds hauntingly
familiar.

One could go on and on talking about the Fihrist, but what has been said
suffices to show how high the humanities were held in the classical period of
Islamic civilization and how abundant its contribution to the humanities was
in the first four centuries of Islamic history.

The Fihrist enumerates about seven thousand books that the architects of
Islamic civilization—Muslims and non-Muslims—wrote in, or translated into,
Arabic by the end of the first millennium CE. Some of these books belong
to areas traditionally considered outside of the humanities proper—namely,
religion and the sciences. But, as we have seen time and again, even works pro-
duced in these areas had a pronounced humanistic component, one that has
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the human being as its focal point and center of attention. For a civilization
that emerged in a religious context, this humanistic record is quite impressive.

Appendix

The Ten Discourses of al-Nadim’s Fihrist
L. [Untitled]
Languages of peoples: Arab and non-Arab; their scripts and writings
Revealed scriptures to the Muslims and [other] peoples
The Book “to which falsehood does not come at it, from before it or from
behind it, a revelation from the All Wise, All Praised” [i.e., the Quran;
Q 41:42]; books written on its sciences; Quran readers and their transmit-
ters

@ p o

11. Grammarians and Linguists

1.  Basran grammarians and linguists and the titles of their books
2. Kufan grammarians and linguists and the titles of their books

3. Mixed grammarians and linguists and the titles of their books

111. History, Literature, Biographies, and Genealogies

1.  Historians, chroniclers, genealogists, and the titles of their books

2. Rulers, secretaries, epistolographers, financial officials, bureaucrats, and
the titles of their books

3. Boon companions, singers, “slap-takers” (safa‘ina), buffoons, jesters, and
the titles of their books

1v. Poetry and Poets
1.  Pre-Islamic and early Islamic poets
2.  Islamic and modern poets until our time

v. Theology and Theologians
1. Beginning of theology; Mu‘tazili and Murji’i theologians and the titles of

their books

2. Shii theologians: Twelvers, Zaydis, Extremists, Isma‘ilis, and the titles of
their books

3.  Mujbiri and Hashwi [= roughly, Sunni] theologians, and the titles of their
books

4.  Kharijite theologians and the titles of their books
5. Roamers, ascetics, devotees, Sufis, and the titles of their books



58 KADI

VI. Law, Jurists, and hadith Scholars

Malik [ibn Anas] and his disciples and the titles of their books
Abt Hanifa and his disciples and the titles of their books
Al-ShafiT and his disciples and the titles of their books
Dawud and his disciples and the titles of their books

Shi‘i jurists and the titles of their books

Hadith scholars and jurists and the titles of their books
Al-Tabar1 and his disciples and the titles of their books
Kharijite jurists and the titles of their books

®N Sk @ d

v1I Philosophy and the “ancient sciences”

1.  Philosophers of the natural sciences and logic and the titles of their books:
their translations, commentaries, those extant and those mentioned but
not extant, and those that were extant then were lost

2. Geometricians, engineers, arithmeticians, musicians, calculators, astrol-
ogers, instrumentalists, and scholars of mechanics and dynamics

3.  Beginning of medicine; physicians: ancient and recent, and the titles of
their books, their translations, and their interpretations

VIIL. Stories, Fables, Exorcism, Magic, Conjuring

1.  Storytellers, fable tellers, illustrators

2. Exorcists, conjurors, magicians and the titles of their books
3.  Books on various subjects by unknown authors

1x. Doctrines and Beliefs [of the Non-monotheists]

1. Chaldean Harrinis, known today as Sabaeans, various dualists: Mani-
cheans, Daysaniyya, Khurramiyya, Marcionites, Mazdakites, and others,
and the titles of their books

2. Strange and curious doctrines, like those of India, China, and others

X. Alchemists and Philosophers of Alchemy: ancient and recent, and the titles
of their books
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CHAPTER 2
“Arcane Knowledge” Communicated in the Quran

Angelika Neuwirth

1 Esoteric Knowledge in the Quran?

The disclosure of “hidden” or “arcane” knowledge may not feature, on first
glance, among the most urgent issues in education. Yet, the case of the Quran is
special because, in this scripture, relevant, momentous knowledge is related to
the divine.! It is thus not immediately accessible; rather, it is “coded” in various
degrees.

It is a well-established fact that “the dialectics of ‘revealed’ and ‘hidden’'—
of matters that can be known by all people, and matters that are known only
to God who, at His discretion, may share some of them with His Select—is an
essential part of the theology of the Quran.”? Yet, the Quran is characterized
by a noticeable predominance of “revealed” over “hidden” knowledge. Acces-
sible knowledge, m, is a ubiquitous topic already in the early Suras,2 and
the Quranic instigation to seek knowledge, as well as the appeal to use one’s
God-given gift of understanding in order to acquire knowledge, continue to
be the focus of Quranic paraenetics until the end of the divine proclamation.
The “hidden,” esoteric knowledge reserved to God Himself is, however, dwelt
upon rather seldomly. The “hidden” is usually expressed with the term ghayb,
which literally means “absence,” but—as transpired from its Quranic antonym
shahada, “the apparent,” the “attested”—it is connoted with visuality, and thus

” «

comes close to “the unseen,” “the arcane.”

Ghayb is the realm of the divine: “With Him are the keys of the unseen, none
knows them but He” (Q 6:59). It is, however, more often than not presented as
shared by God with some of His Select: “He discloses not his unseen to any-
one save only to such a messenger as he is well-pleased with” (Q 72:27). One
of the few issues singled out to be part of the ghayb kept safe by God is the
Hour: “The Hour is coming, I hardly conceal it, that every soul may be rec-

ompensed for its labors” (Q 20:15).4 But, the most important manifestation of

Walker, Knowledge 100-104; Rosenthal, Knowledge triumphant.
Bar-Asher, Hidden 423-426. See also Gaudefroy-Denombynes, Sens ii, 245-250, esp. 248.
Neuwirth, Text der Spdtantike 433—450.
Arberry, Koran interpreted, whose renderings are otherwise followed in this article, translates
less convincingly: “I would conceal it.”
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ghayb is the celestial scripture, which is the focus of this article. In the follow-
ing, we shall first look at the phenomenon of esotericism in the Quranic milieu,
trying to trace the particular status of the disclosure of knowledge against the
backdrop of esoteric concepts current in the milieu, both monotheistic and
pagan. We will then turn to the Quranic community’s discovery of the deci-
sive medium to convey hidden knowledge—writing—a development attested
to in the Quran itself. This phenomenon again is closely connected to the
Quranic self-perception of being a “reading,” and thus the Quran’s essential
orality, which in the text is not an antonym of writing but rather a concomi-
tant phenomenon.

2 Reflections on the Status of Esotericism in the Quranic Milieu

2.1 Monotheistic Reflections

The long tradition of esotericism in the religions of the ancient Mediterranean
and the Near East had been disrupted with the advance of Christianity. In the
preceding cultures, as Guy Stroumsa points out,

the cult was to be rendered to the deity in secret, or more precisely, there
remained an irradicable distinction between the inner circle and those
who took no direct part in the cult ... Parallel to the behavior specific to
the group members, there was the knowledge of the insiders, not to be
divulged to outsiders ... This secret knowledge could either take the form
of myths, of their deeper interpretation (while the story itself was known
to all), or of philosophical or religious traditions.> Now, both the faith and
the cult of Christianity ran counter to such basic attitudes: the new reli-
gion was open to all, ... while the inner logic of Christian soteriology was
fundamentally anti-esoteric, it was also heir to the koine of religious eso-
tericism ..., both in the Greek and the Jewish traditions. The deep tension
stemming from this dual inheritance is reflected throughout the first cen-
turies of the new religion.®

It would be promising to proceed from these observations and try to contex-
tualize the Quranic evidence with earlier traditions, both monotheistic and
pagan. However, since this article will focus on the core medium of transmitting

5 Stroumsa, Milk 251.
6 Ibid,, 252.
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hidden knowledge, which is writing, the embeddedness of the Quranic concept
of the hidden in earlier traditions of esotericism can only be presented in pass-
ing here. It is equally beyond the frame of this contribution to scan the entire
Quran for esoteric ideas. Rather, we will confine ourselves to the early and mid-
dle Meccan texts that have been analyzed before,” and which thus provide a
solid basis for our investigation.

Let us first turn briefly to one single, but central, monotheistic esoteric issue.
An essential dimension of knowledge—according to the Quranic message—
is preserved with God until the end of time; it is hidden from men during
their lifetimes and will become evident only on the Last Day. This idea of an
eschatological disclosure is not alien to the earlier religious traditions either,
which equally promise an “apocalypse” (i.e., an unveiling of hidden knowledge
to occur at the end of time); comparable concepts have developed in post-
Quranic Islam, too.® Both kinds of vision, however, are widely different. What
is striking in the Quran is the completely unbalanced proportion between the
circumstances under which the communication of eschatological knowledge
occurs, and the status of the communicated knowledge itself. Indeed, the ear-
liest explicit references to relevant “knowledge” (‘i/m) in the Quran are embed-
ded in a highly dramatic eschatological process of disclosure. It is as if the entire
cosmic structure had to be removed to clear the horizon for the revelation of
that essential instance of knowledge.

What, then, is revealed on the Last Day? In view of very similar descriptions
in the Gospels, and of the eschatological circumstances that precede the begin-
ning of the messianic age, which equally depict the complete disintegration
of the cosmos, one would expect the disclosure of weighty, collectively signifi-
cant apocalyptic knowledge, such as unfolded in the revelation of John. In the
Gospels what isrevealed is the appearance of the Son of God, which will initiate
a new age. Thus, Mark 13:24—26 says:

In the days after that time of trouble, the sun will grow dark, the moon will
no longer shine, the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers in space
will be driven from their courses. Then the Son of Man will appear, com-
ing in the clouds with great power and glory. He will send the angels out
to the four corners of the earth to gather God’s chosen people from one
end of the world to the other.

7 See the commentary on the Sura in Neuwirth, Der Koran i, 291-309.
8 Cook, Studies 82—-83.
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The early Quranic Suras, which adopt the apocalyptic frame of this appear-
ance, however, do not target apocalypse. Rather, they replace the image of the
messianic appearance with a strikingly modest, low-profile projection—the
individual soul’s attaining insight, or, more precisely, knowledge about the self.

What is at stake here is man’s illumination after his lifelong blindness, his
gaining knowledge of his earthly record of deeds. The entire process of the
disintegration of the cosmos is presented as no more than a prelude foreshad-
owing that drama of disclosure. Among the numerous introductory sections of
the early Suras, Q 81:1-14 seems to be the most expressive:

When the sun shall be darkened,

when the stars shall be thrown down,

when the mountains shall be set moving,
when the pregnant camels shall be neglected,
when the savage beasts shall be mustered,
when the seas shall be set boiling,

when the souls shall be coupled,

when the buried infant shall be asked

for what sin she was slain,
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when the scrolls shall be unrolled,
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when heaven shall be stripped off,

when Hell shall be set blazing,

13 when Paradise shall be brought nigh,

14 then shall a soul know what it has produced.®

This knowledge, disclosed to the nafs (the soul) on Judgment Day, is part of
what the Quran later labels ghayb (the realm of the “hidden”)!—that is, divine
knowledge that God alone possesses.

un
N

There is a hint as to the mediality through which this knowledge is con-
veyed—it is clad in written form, presented on scrolls (v. 9). This framework
of course adds an important dimension of meaning to the communication.
It evokes the agency of the heavenly scribes employed to register the human
deeds (i.e., the celestial control over the earthly lives of men). Writing is related
to the hidden realm.!

9 See the commentary on the Sura in Neuwirth, Der Koran i, 291-309.

10  The present article relies on a strictly diachronic reading of the Quran. For the rationale
of this approach, see Neuwirth, Text der Spdtantike 19—67. The term ghayb first appears at
the end of the first Meccan period in Q 53:25 and Q 52:41. For the antinomy ghayb and
shahada in the Quran, see Izutsu, God and man in the Koran.

11 Ghayb is equally associated with writing in one of its earliest appearances, Q 52:41: am
‘indahumu l-ghaybu fa-hum yaktubiin (Or is the unseen in their keeping so that they are
writing it down); cf. the commentary, Neuwirth, Der Koran i, 685—709.
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2.2 Pagan Reflections

“Writing” is still absent from those concepts of esoteric knowledge that we can
trace in pre-Islamic pagan Arab culture. It is admittedly difficult to determine
precisely what pagan manifestations of esotericism the earliest community
would have encountered in their cultural milieu before these were submit-
ted to a radical reinterpretation in the Quranic text. Gerald Hawting’s seminal
study “Eavesdropping on the Heavenly Assembly,”? continuing Julius Well-
hausen’s scholarship, has shown convincingly that even those concepts of hid-
den knowledge that are usually connected with the inspiration of pagan poets,
and thus regarded as the most genuine Arab manifestations of esotericism, ulti-
mately reflect the biblical tradition. In the present framework, we will focus on
the specific Quranic rereading of those earlier traditions, without discussing
their historical foundations, and simply refer here to Hawting’s work for their
syncretistic dimensions.

It is apparent that the Quranic text reflects an early contest over the author-
ity of supernatural knowledge, claimed by the poets and soothsayers on the one
hand, and by the proclaimer of the Quran on the other. Not only soothsayers
(kahins), but also poets, in particular, are considered inspired by demons ( jinn
or shayatin), who empower them to utter their linguistically unusual poetic
compositions. The proclaimer in several instances—all early Meccan—rejects
the allegation that he is a poet or a soothsayer,!® dependent on low-status inspi-
rational sources such as the demons.1

We know little about the mode of inspiration, exerted by the jinn and
claimed by the poets, due to a lack of early and reliable sources outside the
Quran.’® A rivalry between the two modes of access to supernatural knowledge
is, however, realizable from the very beginning of the Quranic communica-
tion. We also learn about the trajectories of the communication of demonic-
poetical knowledge, which is more than once alluded to through the so-called
myth of the shooting stars.!6 The jinns, or demons, positioned on the lowest
heavenly sphere, try to take possession of the supernatural knowledge, audi-
ble through the heavens, in order to convey it to their protégés, humans who
claim supernatural inspiration, such as soothsayers and poets. These demons,

12 Hawting, Eavesdropping 25-38.

13 For an attempt to compare kahin speech with the Quranic diction, see Neuwirth, Text der
Spdtantike 682—691.

14  Ibid,, 672—722.

15 Goldziher, Abhandlungen i, esp. 1-106.

16  The myth has been discussed in nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholarship, particu-
larly by Wellhausen, Reste 137; see also Hawting, Eavesdropping 28-29.
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however—should they succeed in catching bits of the divine knowledge—are
chased by a shihab (a flame usually identified with a shooting star), and are
burned up.

Although the knowledge at stake here is not the kind of supernatural speech
claimed by the poets—who have no divine message to convey—it is primar-
ily the poets who, in the Quran, are connected with the inspiration of satans.
Indeed, they are the focus of Quranic interest, since poetry is the most power-
ful medium of ideologically significant knowledge in the milieu of the Quran’s
emergence. Poets are the essential rivals of the Prophet; it is their mundane
worldview that stands in stark contrast to the eschatologically informed mes-
sage of the Quran.

After a number of attempts to rigorously reject the allegation of being a
poet (i.e., the receiver of demonic, not divine, inspiration), the proclaimer, at
a later stage, is prompted to launch a counter-attack. The model of demonic
inspiration enjoyed by poets is refuted in a middle Meccan Sura especially ded-
icated to contrasting both modes of inspiration, the poetic-demonic and the
monotheist-divine, where Q 26:221—222 put forward the provocative statement,
“Shall I tell you on whom it is that the satans descend? They descend on every
wicked liar. They lend their ears but most of them are lying.”

The Quran thus admits the existence of an agency that transfers hidden
knowledge not only to the group of mantic functionaries, the soothsayers, but
equally to a group of supernormally eloquent individuals, the poets. At the
same time, the Quran disqualifies that agency as powerless, and finally draws
clear conclusions—it proclaims the end of the era of rival sources of supernat-
ural inspiration, and thus of rival channels for conveying hidden knowledge.
What it establishes is a new channel of knowledge transfer, one that will exert
a revolutionary impact on the emerging Islamic community—the medium of

writing.
3 Anxiety vis-a-vis the Written Word and the Recuperation of Writing
3.1 Writing on the Arabian Peninsula

It is noteworthy that the technique of writing did not play a decisive part in the
cultural life of pre-Islamic Arabia. Although recent archaeological expeditions
have brought to light innumerable rock inscriptions dispersed widely over the
Arabian Peninsula, there are hardly any written units that could be described
as significant “texts.” Most of the rock inscriptions, some of which are at least
partly in a North Arabian language, employ the Nabatean script, and they are
extremely short, dedicated mostly to private, ephemeral issues.
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So, writing is materially extant, even in the desert, and writing would have
been familiar to some of the ancient Arab poets—not only from the visual
experience reflected in their poems, but, as Gregor Schoeler points out, from
practical use as well.'” Moreover, thanks to Khalil Athamina, Nasir al-Din al-
Asad, and Claude Gilliot, we know of reliable testimonies attesting to the
fact that many of the urban contemporaries of the Prophet did command a
knowledge of writing.!® And yet, the practice of writing was obviously not
employed to create an archive of collective memory. On the contrary, as we
shall see, the phenomenon of writing—exhibited most prominently on the
rocks in the nomadic landscape, and consequently observed and reflected
upon by the Bedouins and their literary spokesmen, the pre-Islamic poets—
rather, aroused ambivalent feelings, and even seems to have exerted a destabi-
lizing, indeed sometimes deterrent, effect. (I will come back to this observation
below:.)

But let us turn first to the issue of literary texts that were not available in
writing. Orally transmitted material not only existed in considerable quantity
but also—in the shape of both poetry and heroic tales, the ayyam al-Arab (the
[battle] days of the ancient Arabs), for example—attests to a keen stylistic and
rhetoric interest and competence in both their composers and recipients. The
importance of the ayyam al-Arab literature as an expression of collective iden-
tity, and its impact on the social coherence of pre-Islamic society, can hardly be
overestimated. Hence, it comes as no surprise that poetry, by virtue of its cache
of panegyrics for particular tribes and lampoons on others, has been labeled
the diwan al-Arab (“the archive of the Arabs”).

The realm of ideas put forward in these texts is, however, limited to their
particular milieu, which can be captured through an equally limited scope of
literary genres: the narrative (to report heroic tales), the panegyric (employed
in poetical sections extolling the poet’s tribe, fakhr), and the descriptive (in the
middle part of the standard long poem, which depicts the poet’s camel, or his
journey through the desert, rahil).

It is important to note the almost total lack of a discursive realm. There are
no theological, legal, or cultic debates in pre-Islamic poetry, and little theoreti-
cal thinking can be traced, if we do not concede one important exception: there

17 Schoeler, Schreiben 14.

18  Athmina, Abraham; al-Asad, Masadir alerts us to the probability of the existence of
archives existing at al-Hira, a late antique South Mesopotamian urban center whose
learned traditions seem to have been passed on to its successor-center al-Kufa; Gilliot,
Reconstruction, in particular his documentation of circles knowledgeable of writing, 66—
76.
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is arguably a serious philosophical interest lurking in the introductory part of
the gasida, the nasib. (I will return to this issue in the discussion of the ambiva-
lent perception of writing.)

It is, therefore, striking that the Quran appears—seemingly—out of the
void, out of the “empty Hijaz,”? as a full-fledged discursive text, extensive in
range, and replete with theological and philosophical queries. This observa-
tion has tantalized Western scholars for generations. The Quran’s surprising
richness of ideas, and its consummateness of form, have even raised doubts
about the genuineness of the Islamic narrative of the Quran’s origin as such.
How can such an intellectually sophisticated literary text emerge from a remote
space like the Arabian Peninsula? The conventional image of an “empty Hejaz”
has only been corrected in more recent scholarship, thanks to Peter Brown,
Glen Bowersock, Christian Robin, Garth Fowden, James Montgomery, Robert
Hoyland, Jan Rets, and others, who have provided historical, epigraphic, and
iconic evidence for the fact that a transfer of late antique knowledge, from both
the northern and the southern neighboring regions to Arabia, had been going
on during the centuries preceding the appearance of the Quran, although our
knowledge of these processes is still incomplete.2° Yet, the fact remains that
the Quran comes as a sudden disclosure in the Arabic language of, until then,
unspoken, or at least unattested, discursive ideas. What makes this novelty still
more surprising is the fact that this discursive revolution appears in a consum-
mate literary form. But, let us turn first to the issue of literary texts that were
not available in writing.

3.2 The “Anti-image” of Writing: wahy
I promised to say something about the ambivalent perception of writing in the
eyes of those nomadic individuals represented by the ancient Arab poets. We

19  This term was coined by James Montgomery to designate the stereotypical perception of
pre-Islamic Arabia. See Montgomery, Empty Hijaz 37-97.

20 Brown, Making; Bowersock, Roman Arabia; Robin, Himyar, 831-908; Fowden, Qusayr
Amra; Hoyland, Arabia; Retso, Arabs. For a forceful plaidoyer for the assumption that
such late antique cultural diversity in the Hejaz should be accepted as the backdrop of the
genesis of the Quran, see Conrad, Quranic studies 9-15, esp. 11, where he adduces a repre-
sentative example: “There is ample representation of Ethiopic loan-words in the Quran.
In what context did this transfer of vocabulary occur? By the eighth century [according to
the revisionist position this is the time of the Quran’s genesis, A.N.] the Hijaz was an eco-
nomic and political backwater, overtaken by dramatic shifts to Syria and Iraq that drew
the laments of contemporary Arabian poets. Contacts with Ethiopia were insignificant.”
However, the context of the late sixth century gives us a literary tradition that makes fre-
quent reference to Ethiopia, and to an Islamic scripture reflecting such contacts.
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owe a most useful overview to James Montgomery,?! who collected a corpus
of jahilt verses that mention writing called by different names, such as khatt
zabur (the writing of a writ), zubur (writs), ma khutta bi-l-qalam (the writing of
the reed-pen), khatt al-dawah (writing with ink from an inkhorn), rasm (a writ-
ing), sahifa (page), suhuf (pages of writing), and, in the urban context, even
kitab (book).22 However, one name used for writing in poetry stands out: wa/y.

Wahy is not a technical term for writing; rather, it denotes a non-verbal
communication through signs that may take place between animals, or—if
between humans—in a foreign, incomprehensible language. In pre-Islamic
poetry, however, it is applied mostly to writings the observer (i.e., the poet)
found engraved on a rock, or graffiti, or writings on other materials (such as
parchment). It was something written that the observer did not, or was unable
to, decipher. It served as a sign system deprived of its meaning.

The strangeness of such unintelligible communication is spelled out in some
cases. An example of this is a verse by ‘Antara, who compares the devastated
campsite to writing, perceived here as faded, old, and unintelligible:

Ka-wahyi sah&’ifin min ‘ahdi Kisra / fa-ahdaha li-ajjam timtimiyi.

Like the writing on pages from the era of Kisra which he gave to one whose
speech is barbarous, unintelligible.23

The poet talks about a foreign language text written in a foreign alphabet. But,
in most cases, waky denotes an inscription immediately visible in the land-
scape, one that is taken up as a metaphor for the ruinous state of the deserted
encampment, unrecognizable, like faded writing, or reduced to mere linear
traces, like those of writing, for example the verse of Zuhayr:

Li-man talalun ka-l-wahyi ‘afin manaziluhu / ‘afa l-rassu minhu fa-l-
rusaysu fa-aqiluh

Who now inhabits a remnant like writing, its dwellings effaced—effaced,
there, are al-Rass, al-Rusais and ‘Aqil?24

21 Montgomery, Deserted encampment.

22 There are comprehensive descriptions of the production of writing. See Tha‘labah b.
‘Amr’s poem, Mufaddaliyat 74, 1-3a, quoted and translated by Montgomery, Deserted
encampment 291.

23 Ahlwardt 27.2, cited and translated by Montgomery, Deserted encampment 297—298.

24  Ibid,, 284.
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And Zuhayr again:

Li-mani l-diyaru ghashituha bi-l-fadfadi / ka-l-wahyi ft hajari l-masili [-
mukhlidi

Who now inhabits the abodes which I chanced upon in the hard ground,
like the inscription upon the perdurable rock in the torrent-bed?25

‘Abid b. ‘Abd al-‘Uzza composed these lines:

Li-mani l-diyaru talihu bi-l-ghamri / darasat li-marri l-rthi wa-l-qatri
Fa-bi-shatti Busyani -riyaghi ka-ma / kataba l-ghulamu l-wahya fi l-sakhri

Who now inhabits the abodes that are visible in al-Ghamr, faded by the
passing of the wind and the rain,
And on the lush bank of Busyan, like writing made by a slave on stone.26

Mentions of writing, and often of wahy, are always found in the introductory
section of the standard long poem, the gasida. This introductory part, the nasib,
conventionally starts with the at/al motif—that is, the poet’s lament at the site
of the ruined encampments, where, earlier, he had spent time there in the com-
pany of his friends and his mistress. The nostalgic first part of the gasida is
uniquely open to poetical introspection. It invites reflections on the transitori-
ness of emotional fulfillment and, moreover, of human life as such.

We are indebted to Suzanne Stetkevych for a suggestive insight into the
poet’s stance vis-a-vis the atlal.2” Since the rocks, with their writings on them,
do not speak for themselves, but bear messages that must be deciphered,
the poet—in Labid’s Mu‘allaga—stops to query the rocks and the ruins. The
poet is aware that the “mute immortals (summun khawalidu)” will not speak.
Yet, Suzanne Stetkevych argues, they do offer an answer to the poet’s aporia,
aroused by “the permanence of nature, and the impermanence of culture, and
thus, ultimately, nature’s immortality and man’s mortality.”28

The rock inscriptions, as well as the other kinds of writing—ultimately
indecipherable—are evoked to illustrate the delusiveness of culture. Their

25  Ahlwardt, Frag. 4., cited and translated by Montgomery, Deserted encampment 28s.

26  al-Jubtui, Qasa’id 200, vv.1-2, cited and translated by Montgomery, Deserted encampment
298.

27  Pinckney-Stetkevych, Mute immortals.

28 Ibid., 21-22.
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lines and shapes, in the poet’s eyes, represent not a valid sign system but an
empty signifier, reflecting the devastated state of the encampment, which is
razed to the ground and reduced to the linear traces of its foundations. Writ-
ing, then, represented by wahy in pre-Islamic poetry, plays a rather ambivalent
role, as it evokes the consciousness of aporia and the perception of loss.

It is all the more striking that this “wahy of loss,” a wahy that remains mute,
has been inverted in the Quran. Wahy in the Quran denotes inspiration; it even
successfully acquires the meaning of revelation, as such. It is noteworthy that
not only wahy but also aya, “sign” or “trace,” is part of the imagery of the atlal
sections in ancient Arabic poetry.2® Though the “trace” is not negatively con-
noted in poetry, it still belongs to the site of the poet’s experience of aporia
vis-a-vis the undecipherable writing. In the Quran, it is—like wahy itself—
recontextualized. Quranic wahy, to quote Ghassan Masri,

ends up in the form of ayat, “signs,” indications, indices, that are the
paragon of decipherment, they are epistemic tools that disclose to the lis-
tener the hidden significance in his surroundings and teach him how to
read society, history, nature, even other humans. It is not only writing that
the Quran produces out of late antique Arabia, but the culture of history
and hermeneutics. Sense was introduced in the same stroke as writing.3°

The Quran not only un-demonizes the pre-Islamic wahy; at the same time,
it re-establishes writing as highly meaningful. Before turning to the Quranic
wahy, let us examine how the Quran discovers the significance of writing for
itself.

3.3 The Discovery of Writing as a Major Authority
The idea of writing as an authoritative source of knowledge, although ubiqui-
tous in the later parts of the Quran, was not a given when the proclamation of

29  Seethe collection of references assembled in Masawi Andarzi, Comparative study (I thank
Ghassan El Masri for kindly alerting me to the article).

30  This was stated by Ghassan El Masri in an oral communication. He proposes to read the
so-called retribution stories in the Quran as stratagems to infuse the atlal topos of poetry
with (religious) meaning: “To my mind the auwalun [the earlier, annihilated communities,
AN.] in many a sura can be legitimately identified as being one and the same as the peo-
ple of Jahannam; they speak, they tell why they ended up in hell, the explain the secrets
of this destiny, that the poet never understood. We get descriptions of their moral and
psychological profile, they become an aya: a meaningful wahy.” For a commentary on the
stories, see Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, and Neuwirth, Text der Spdtantike 224—
226.
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the Quran initially began. There is no reference to writing in the earliest Suras.
We can trace its entrance into the Quranic discourse, more or less precisely,
thanks to a recent attempt to arrange the early Meccan Suras chronologically.
This Quranic discourse builds on diverse criteria regarding the development
both of form and of discourse.?! Let us, for a moment, follow the Quranic
sequence and see what references to writing and oral performance first appear,
and in what context they are embedded.

Where writing appears first is in a cluster of quite early Suras (though not
the earliest) that establish a relation between the Prophet’s proclamation and
a celestial writing on the one hand, and earlier prophecies on the other. It is
in Q 87:18-19 that the Quranic message is credited with indirect participation
in the written literary monotheist tradition for the first time—through a ref-
erence to “the earliest scrolls (al-suhuf al-ula).”3? The Sura concludes with the
verses:

18 inna hadha la-fi l-suhufi l-ila
19 suhufi Ibrahima wa-Musa

Surely this is in the most ancient scrolls
The scrolls of Abraham and Moses.

The Quranic message thus claims to be substantially identical to the earlier
(written) messages conveyed to, or by, Abraham and Moses. The reference to
the two prophets is to be understood as an expression of the community’s new
relation to the biblical tradition, to its newly acquired consciousness of being
a part of the biblical history.

It is worth noting that the same Sura3? also contains the first reference to
the act of communicating the message, described as a performance not of
recitation (i.e., the act of chanting words by heart) but of “reading,” explicitly
designated as garaa, “to read™

6  sa-nuqriuka fa-la tansa

We will make thee read to forget not.34

31 Thisattemptat arranging the Suras chronologically is documented in Neuwirth, Der Koran
i. The procedure is explained in the introduction to ibid.,, i, 15-72.

32 Seeibid, 253—264 for commentary on the Sura.

33  Ibid.

34  Q876.
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This reading, however, raises the question as to the particular template the
reader could draw on. This gap in information is filled immediately by Q 96,
which projects non-earthly writing as the source of the Prophet’s “reading.” The
Sura starts as follows:

1 igra’ bi-smi rabbika lladhi khalag
khalaga l-insana min ‘alag
igra’wa-rabbuka l-akram
alladhi ‘allama bi-l-qalam
allama l-insana ma lam ya‘lam

N

[S2 BN NEEA)

Read in the name of thy Lord who created,
Created man from a blood-clot.

Read, since thy Lord is the most generous
Who taught by the pen,

Taught man that he knew not.3%

If God “taught by the pen” (al-qalam), which was definitely intended as a celes-
tial tool of writing, we may justly assume that the source of the Prophet’s read-
ing should be a text provided by those celestial scribes who are endowed with
the use of the galam (cf. the introductory verse of Q 68):

Nun. Wa-l-qalami wa-ma yasturiun
Nun. By the pen and what they inscribe.36

In other words, the Prophet is taught to read to his community from a materially
absent, transcendent writing. We might also remember that the Islamic tradi-
tion insists on the technical act of “reading” as well. The report in the Biography
of the Prophet about the Prophet’s divine call is built on these Quranic verses,
but it presupposes a material writing, presented by an angel as the “master
copy” to be read from by the Prophet. Q 96, in contrast, alludes to a transcen-
dent divine writing, which, in the Sura following shortly thereafter, Q 55:1—4,
will even reappear as the pre-existent Word of God.

The slightly later Sura, Q 82:10-12,%" turns to another product of supernatural
writing. It evokes the celestial scribes in their activity of producing the registers

35 For a commentary on the Sura, see Neuwirth, Der Koran i, 264—279.
36  Ibid., 566-585.
37  Ibid., 280-290.
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of man’s deeds; they are to provide the evidence for the knowledge to be dis-
closed to the humans resurrected on Judgment Day:

10 wa-inna ‘alaykum la-hafizin
n  kiraman katibin
12 yatlamuna ma taf alun

Yet there are over you watchers,
Noble, writers,
Who know whatever you do.

The subsequent Sura, Q 81:10,38 accordingly conjures the fait accompli of heav-
enly registers prepared for the ceremony of judgment that will be unfolded on
the Last Day,

10 wa-idha l-suhufu nushirat
When the scrolls shall be unrolled.

Q 84:7-12,39 which follows next, depicts two contrasting scenarios on Judgment
Day, when the individual registers will be handed over to the just and to the
evildoers:

7 fa-amma man atiya kitabahu bi-yaminihi
fa-sawfa yuhasabu hisaban yasira

o  wa-yanqalibu ila ahlihi masrira

10 wa-amma man utiya kitabahu waraa zahrihi

n  fa-sawfayadu thubara

12 wa-yasla satra

Then as for him who is given his register, “book,” in his right hand
He shall surely receive an easy reckoning

And he will return to his family joyfully.

But as for him who is given his register, “book,” behind his back,
He shall call for destruction

And he shall roast at a Blaze.

38  Ibid,, 291—298.
39  Ibid., 309-329.
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The most significant “writing,” however, is the comprehensive corpus of
knowledge kept on “the preserved tablet” (al-lawh al-mahfiiz), perhaps, to be
understood as the celestial “book of the divine decrees,” on which the reading
of the Prophet draws. Q 85:21-22 concludes:

21 bal huwa quranun majid
22 filawhin mahfuz

But it is a glorious Qur’an, a glorious reading
[from a text] preserved in a guarded tablet.#°

It is in this context that the name of al-qur'an, which by now conveys the mean-
ing of “a reading from a celestial text,” is first mentioned in the Quranic text. It
will soon become the standard self-designation of the Quranic message.

A little later in the Quran, in Q 80:11-16, the divine communications are pre-
sented again as excerpts from the celestial urtext:

u  kalla innahd tadhkirah

12 fa-man sha'a dhakarah

13 fisuhufin mukarramah

14 marfi'atin mutahharah
15 bi-aydisafarah

16 kiramin bararah

No indeed; it is a Reminder

—And who so wills, shall remember it—
Upon pages high-honored,

Uplifted, purified,

By the hands of scribes, noble, pious.#

This heavenly writing, which was already alluded to in Q 96:1-5 (igra’ bi-smi
rabbika), is the subject of one of the latest early Meccan Suras, Q 55:1—4:

1 al-rahman
2 ‘allama [-Qurian

40  See for a commentary on the Sura, Neuwirth, Der Koran i, 330—344.

41 See the commentary on the Sura, Neuwirth, Der Koran i, 378—394. In order for the rhyme
to be represented properly here, all the verse-final t@’marbitas are represented as -ah and
not as -a.
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3 khalaga l-insan
4 allamahu l-bayan

The Merciful

He taught the Quran, the “reading”
He created man,

He taught him clear speech.4?

This is a text that puts the creation of man second to that of the text, and thus
comes close to the perception of a pre-existent Torah, as mentioned in Proverbs
8:22:

Adonay ganant reshit darko / gedem mif‘alaw meaz

The Lord possessed me as the beginning of his way, the first of his works
of 0ld.43

It is ultimately because of this pedigree of the Prophet’s reading, his relation
to the heavenly writing, the pre-existent word of God, that the revelation can
be framed in late antique terms as logos, and that writing in early Meccan
Suras can rise to the rank of the most authoritative vehicle of power. It is made
present in a double manifestation, primarily in the shape of the lofty “book of
divine decrees,” the transcendent scripture that is communicated to a succes-
sion of prophets and that encompasses the divine will according to which man
is supposed to lead his life. Somewhat lowlier is the “register of human deeds”
that documents man heeding or not heeding these precepts. Thus, the two
manifestations of writing, taken together, bracket human life. Man is “encir-
cled” by writing. This ubiquity of the concept of writing creates a strong social
coherence that comes to replace the earlier amalgamating force exerted by
tribal lore and the heathen cult.

3.4 Reading Scripture and the Quranic wahy

The term “Qur'an” indicates simultaneously the act of reading and the corpus of
texts to be read—not from a material but from a virtual writing, which would
have been undecipherable to a non-prophet. This unique act of supernatural

reading thus resembles the decodification of an otherwise unintelligible writ-

42 Ibid., 586—620.
43  See for the Quranic traces of a logos theology, Neuwirth, Text der Spdtantike 158-163.
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ing, a wahy. Indeed, in the Quran, the receiving of wahy occasionally figures in
the position of the Prophet’s act of reading. Q 53:1-5, again among the latest

early Meccan texts:

1 wa-l-najmi idha hawa

N

ma dalla sahibukum wa-ma ghawa
wa-ma yantiqu ‘ani l-hawa

in huwa illa wahyun yaha
‘allamahu shadidu l-quwa

[S2 BN NEEA)

By the Star when it plunges,

Your comrade is not astray, neither errs,

Nor speaks he out of caprice,

This is naught but an inspiration inspired, wahyun yuha,
Taught him by one terrible in power.44

The Egyptian exegete Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd explained wahy as a sign sys-
tem employed by the divine speaker, whose understanding is reserved to his
elect. God’s language is a “coded non-verbal language,” a wahy that needs to be
“translated” into human language. This new ranking of the non-verbal, com-
monly unintelligible sign system turns the pagan “wahy of aporia and loss” into
a Quranic “‘wahy of fulfillment.” Wahy as the divine revelation—the most ele-
vated form of communication to which humans can aspire—radically reverses
the poetic use of wahy as the mirror image of the devastated encampments, and
as the emblem of the muteness of the material world.

If this “re-figuration” or re-formation of the poetic mute, wafy—in the shape
of the Quranic communicative wahy—is no accident, but rather a purposeful
conceptual stratagem, as Josef Horovitz speculates,*> this understanding would
indicate the involvement of an intentional reversal of the pagan worldview. The
Quran presents not only a rereading of earlier monotheist traditions (as histor-
ical scholarship stresses) but equally a rethinking of pagan Arab positions (as
philological research reveals). The Quran should thus be regarded not as a piece
of a “rewritten” Bible but rather as a text deeply anchored in its Arabian societal
milieu.

In the Quran, the thoroughly pessimistic worldview of the ancient poet—
his nostalgic “ubi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuere”*6—is rigorously reversed.

44 See the commentary on the Sura, Neuwirth, Der Koran i, 642—685.
45  Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen 67—-68.
46  Cf. Becker, Ubi sunt 95—96.
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It gives way to a positive attitude, confident in the sustained grace of human-
divine communication, made possible through the prophetical power of de-
coding and reading (wafy) the non-verbal language of the “other.” This theo-
logical achievement is inseparable from the discovery of writing as a divinely
established medium of meaningful and authoritative communication.

Moreover, what seems essential in the development is the sacralization of
the act of reading—of quran—itself. The reading practice of the older tradi-
tions is not only adopted—the Quran from the very beginning is read with
a cantilena—but, furthermore, I would claim, hypostasized—the receiving
of revelation itself is a process of “reading.” There is thus an osmotic rela-
tion between the celestial written source and the revealed text which remains
oral—it is revealed by the act of “reading”

4 Conclusion

More than one kind of writing is at stake in the early revelations of the Quranic
text. The earthly realm of societal or moral norms is controlled by celestial
watchers committed to the task of writing down man’s deeds, thus providing
the evidence required for the divinely performed Last Judgment. This knowl-
edge will be revealed to the individual soul, a process that was considered
extremely important in the earliest revealed Suras. However, it is not the moral
knowledge that is ultimately at stake here, that which is documented in the reg-
isters hidden from man during his life. Rather, it is the spiritual knowledge, the
“record book” kept by God in his celestial realm of al-ghayb, which is frequently
mentioned throughout the Quran, whether deemed Meccan or Medinan, that
signals the close relationship to that transcendent text.

If we connect the development of this notion of al-ghayb to the fulfillment of
particular listeners’ expectations, it is less the apologetic intent to cope with the
scripturality of the older traditions—claimed in previous scholarship—that
should be underscored, and far more the proclaimer’s conviction of being a par-
ticipant in the monotheistic legacy, of partaking in the biblical code, which in
the older tradition is manifest in the “act of reading,” more precisely, in their fes-
tive and highly artificial mode of reading. It is through reading that the divine
knowledge, otherwise hidden from humans, is communicated to them. This
notion of “reading” as the trajectory of the transmission of hidden knowledge,
which seems to have been embraced by the community at a very early stage,
in theory and in practice, has remained until today the quintessence of the
Quran.



“ARCANE KNOWLEDGE” COMMUNICATED IN THE QURAN 79
Bibliography

Arberry, A., The Koran interpreted, London 1964.

al-Asad, N. al-D., Masadir al-shi‘r al-jahili wa-gimatuha al-tarikhiyya, Cairo 1962.

Athmina, Kh., Abraham in Islamic perspective: Reflections on the development of
monotheism in pre-Islamic Arabia, in Der Islam 81 (2004), 184—205.

Bar-Asher, M., Hidden and the hidden, in EqQ, ii, 423—426.

Becker, C.H., Ubi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuere, in C.H. Becker (ed.), Islamstudien,
i, Leipzig 1913, 509-519.

Bowersock, G., Roman Arabia, Cambridge, MA 1983.

Brown, P., The making of late antiquity, Cambridge, MA 1978.

Brown, P., The world of late antiquity, AD150—750, London 2002.

Conrad, L.I, Qurianic studies: A historian’s perspective, in M.S. Kropp (ed.), Results of
contemporary research on the Quran: The question of a historio-critical text of the
Quran, Beirut 2007, 9-15.

Cook, D., Studies in Muslim apocalyptic, Princeton 2002.

Fowden, G., Qusayr Amra: Art and the Umayyad elite in late antique Syria, Berkeley 2004.

Gaudefroy-Denombynes, M., Les sens du substantif gayb dansle Coran, in Université de
Paris Institut d’ Etudes Islamiques (ed.), Mélanges Louis Massignon, 3 vols., ii, Dam-
ascus 1957, 245—250.

Gilliot, C., Une reconstruction critique du Coran ou comment en finir avec les mer-
veilles de la Lampe d’ Aladin, in M.S. Kropp (ed.), Results of contemporary research
on the Quran: The question of a historio-critical text of the Qurian, Beirut 2007, 33-137.

Goldziher, L., Abhandlungen zur arabischen Philologie, 2 vols., Leiden 1896-1899.

Hawting, G., Eavesdropping on the Heavenly Assembly and the protection of the rev-
elation from demonic corruption, in S. Wild (ed.), Self-referentiality in the Quran,
Wiesbaden 2006, 25—38.

Horovitz, J., Koranische Untersuchungen, Berlin 1926.

Hoyland, R., Arabia and the Arabs: From the Bronze Age to the coming of Islam, London
2001

Izutsu, T., God and man in the Koran: Semantics of the Koranic Weltanschauung, Tokyo
1964.

al-Jubur, Y., Qasa’id jahiliyya nadira, Beirut 1982.

Montgomery, J.E., The deserted encampment in ancient Arabic poetry: A nexus of top-
ical comparisons, in j§S 40.2 (1995), 283—316.

Montgomery, J.E., The empty Hijaz, in J.E. Montgomery (ed.), Arabic theology, Arabic
philosophy: From the many to the One: Essays in celebration of Richard M. Frank, Leu-
ven 2006, 37—97.

Montgomery, J.E., Vagaries of the qasidah: The tradition and practice of early Arabic
poetry, London 1997.



80 NEUWIRTH

Musaw1 Andarzi, N., A comparative study on the ‘aya’ in the Quran and the Old Testament:
Concepts and functions, PhD dissertation, Tehran 2010.

Neuwirth, A., Der historische Muhammad im Spiegel des Koran: Prophetentypus zwi-
schen Seher und Dichter, in W. Zwickel (ed.), Biblische Welten: Festschrift fiir Martin
Metzger zu seinem 65. Geburtstag, Freiburg 1991, 83-108.

Neuwirth, A., Der Koran als Text der Spdtantike: Ein europdischer Zugang, Berlin 2010.

Neuwirth, A., Der Koran, i, Friihmekkanische Suren, Berlin 2011.

Pinckney-Stetkevych, S., The mute immortals speak: Pre-Islamic poetry and the poetics
of ritual, Ithaca 1993.

Retsd, J., The Arabs in antiquity: Their history from the Assyrians to the Umayyads, Lon-
don 2003.

Robin, C., Himyar et Israel, in CRAT148 (2004), 831-908.

Rosenthal, F., Knowledge triumphant: The concept of knowledge in medieval Islam, Lei-
den 1970.

Schoeler, G., Schreiben und Veréffentlichen: Zur Verwendung und Funktion der Schrift
in den ersten islamischen Jahrhunderten, in Der Islam 69 (1992), 1-43.

Stroumsa, G., Milk and meat: Augustine and the end of ancient esotericism, in A. Ass-
mann and J. Assmann (eds.), Schleier und Schwelle: Archdologie der literarischen
Kommunikation v. 1. Geheimnis und Offentlichkeit, Paderborn 1997, 251—262.

Walker, P., Knowledge and learning, in Eq, iii, 100-104.

Wellhausen, J., Reste altarabischen Heidentums, Berlin 1897.



CHAPTER 3

Muhammad as Educator, Islam as Enlightenment,
and the Quran as Sacred Epic

Todd Lawson

Civilization—or, to use a more current formulation, civil society—has sacra-
mental value in Islam, to borrow a thoroughly non-Islamic technical term. The
Quran, the biography of the Prophet Muhammad, the ethos of Muslim soci-
ety and culture, and the general pietistic orientation of Muslims all agree that
an erring and suffering humanity—the sons of Adam—has been created by
God to live in harmony and prosperity. Further, this is seen to be most read-
ily achievable through following the guidance of the Quran and the Prophet
Muhammad. Guidance or education is therefore pivotal to the central defining
Islamicate epic journey from ignorance ( jah!) to enlightenment (islam). The
centrality of this journey for Islam is distinctive because it involves the above-
mentioned children of Adam, humanity. There are no chosen people. Accord-
ing to the Quran, humanity in the aggregate has been guided by God, through
prophets and revelations, from the beginning of time. Moses, who is mentioned
in its pages more than any other figure, is the ostensible hero of the Quran,
and his journey from Egypt to Canaan symbolizes the more abstract jour-
ney from bondage to freedom, from ignorance to enlightenment. Through the
ineluctable rhetorical power of typological figuration, however, it emerges that
Muhammad is the real hero of the book, and it is his journey that it recounts
and prescribes as exemplary.! He emerges, especially when the Quran and the
Sira are read together, as the epic hero par excellence of the Islamic tradition,
and his message is esteemed particularly germane for the amelioration of the
chaos of religions so characteristic of the Nile-to-Oxus region of late antiquity.2
In what follows we will attempt to outline in very broad strokes the main fea-
tures of such epic heroism, a heroism that centers precisely on education.
Islam holds the Prophet Muhammad in esteem in multiple ways. We will
focus here on the role of Muhammad as educator, universally admired and cele-
brated as such by Muslims around the world through the Quran and its exegesis,
through the hadith (or literature of Prophetic traditions) and its exegesis and

1 Zwettler, Mantic.
2 Lawson, Quran.
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application to praxis, the so-called sunna of the Prophet, and through ancillary
institutions—Ilegal, social, pietistic, and conceptual—such as schools, consul-
tations, mosques, meetings, markets, parliaments, madrasas, zawiyas, ribats,
khanaqahs, and family life. At the center of all these is the Prophet Muhammad.
Muhammad is also found at the center of more purely intellectual disciplines
and fields of inquiry, beginning, again, with the Quran and its exegesis, the
hadith, law, poetry, history, natural science, and philosophy.? Muhammad is
loved and admired for his character, his innate moral beauty, his behavior with
friend and enemy alike, his special relationship with God (walaya), his role as
messenger and prophet, and his heroism in challenging and suffering the forces
of darkness seen to have been abroad in his time and place. Finally, his hero-
ism is most celebrated because of the way it transformed his society from one
of barbarous and savage violence and conflict ( jak!) to one in which the virtues
of civilization (frequently overlapping with the names and attributes of God in
the Quran) set the tone of individual and communal life. It is astounding that
Muhammad’s great achievements as an educator are not more widely known
and celebrated beyond the Islamic world. Persistent ignorance here represents
a failure both moral and intellectual #

It may be countered that, in fact, the society produced by Muslims follow-
ing the teachings of their Prophet was not always a pure vertical development
away from the imperfect social reality into which Muhammad was born. How-
ever true this may be, Islam does not lay such a failure at the feet of its founder,
Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah; rather, it sees this as the all too human failure of his
community to live up to the exacting and uncompromising standards he incul-
cated, first through the Quran, and then through his own example, the sunna.
Thus, it remains that Muhammad is esteemed foremost as an educator. Such
is indeed emphasized by the first Sura to have been revealed, “Recite: And thy
Lord is Most Generous, who taught the use of the pen, taught man what he
knewnot” (Q 96:3—6). An ancillary persuasive example of such esteem and ven-
eration of education is not difficult to find. During the first hijra, a group of
Muslims led by Ja‘far b. Abi Talib, the brother of ‘Alj, fled persecution from the
Hejaz to the realm of the negus of Abyssinia, seeking refuge from persecution
and possible annihilation. The negus offered them refuge, and all proceeded
well until emissaries of the hostile Quraysh pursued the refugees all the way
to Habash and attempted to persuade the negus to withdraw his protection,
accusing the Muslims of having committed a variety of enormities and crimes

3 Brown, Hadith; Khalidi, Images; Hosseini-Nassab, Prophet.
4 An exception is Gulick, Muhammad.
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against their community, their tradition, their kinsmen, and their religion. The
negus summoned Ja‘far to his court to question him about these accusations.
Ja‘far’s response was eloquent and persuasive. The negus sent the Qurayshis
away empty-handed and frustrated. More important in the present context is
the image of the Prophet that emerges from Ja‘far’s speech, and the way in
which the purpose of Islam itself is delineated in his words:

When [the Muslims] came into the royal presence they found that the
king had summoned his bishops with their sacred books [opened] around
him. He asked them what the religion (al-din) was for which they had for-
saken their people (gad faraqtum fihi gawmakum), without entering into
his religion or any other. Ja‘far b. Abi Talib answered, “O King, we were
an uncivilized people (kunna gawman ahla jahiliyyati), worshipping idols,
eating corpses, committing abominations, violating natural ties, treating
guests badly, and our strong devoured our weak. Thus we were until God
sent us an apostle.”

Atthe center of this discourse is the idea of transformation through recognition
and education—recognition of the spiritual and intellectual impoverishment
represented by the status quo, and recognition of the apostle who will guide
them away from that state. Note the comparatively scant theological content
in this speech. Even before this late second/eighth-ninth century edition of
Ibn Ishaq’s epic account of the rise of Islam out of the moral chaos of jahilt
Arabia,® the theme was already a salient part of the da‘wa, or kerygma, of
Islam.” Beginning with the Quran, the heroism of numerous prophets against
the blindness, opposition, persecution, and ignorance of their communities is
a prominent leitmotif. There is no space here to elaborate in detail. And, in
any case, this reading of the Quran is uncontroversial. It may be argued, or
caviled, that we do not know exactly how old the Quran is—though positive
evidence is mounting—and, therefore, we do not know with laser precision
the year from which we can date this self-identity of Islam and Muslims as
cultivators and purveyors of true civilization, civilization in which communal
harmony, prosperity, and justice represent the social gospel of the Quran. A
community made up of various allegiances and confessions was the theme of
this kind of divinely guided education in the document widely known as the
Constitution of Medina, a “kitab” whose authorship is ascribed to none other

5 Ibn Hisham, Sira i, 249—250 / Guillaume, Life 151-152 (slightly revised).
6 On the Sira as epic, see Sperl, Epic.
7 Sinai, Eschatological kerygma.
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than the Prophet himself.® Such themes are part of the divine message of the
Quran, no matter how it is arranged, even if the final order of the Mushaf repre-
sents an authorial gesture of the first magnitude by stressing the epic qualities
of the message of Islam.? So, it follows that civilization as such is elevated to the
rank of religious value, what might be called in another tradition “sacrament.”°
This is, in and of itself, a striking feature to the student of comparative religion.
The theological divine unity taught by Islam via tawhid is meant to be reflected
in the unity (wahda) of the community that goes by its name. It is also of some
interest that, according to the abovementioned Constitution of Medina and, it
may be argued, the Quran itself, such a community is not composed solely of
Muslims but reflects late antique cosmopolitanism.!

It is just such an élan, this preoccupation with true civilization, that so obvi-
ously captured the imagination, and one might say heart, of the historian Mar-
shall G.S. Hodgson (d. 1968), whose magisterial three-volume study of Islam
was given the title The venture of Islam: History and conscience in aworld civiliza-
tion.Itis a work that, despite its age, remains perhaps the very best introduction
to the historical problem of the rise of Islam and its breathtaking expansion,
growth, and development on a global scale as a new way of being human. The
great success of this venture is ascribed to numerous factors, including to the
historical, political, social, economic, and spiritual exhaustion of neighboring
societies, to the relentless strength, unity, and military and administrative bril-
liance of the Muslim invaders or those they commissioned, and, finally, to the
truth and compelling sui generis power of the Quran’s critique of and prescrip-
tion for social and spiritual health. It may be further suggested that much of
the Quran’s literary power stems from the master narrative embodied in the
Quran’s story of humanity, its relation to God, to death, to suffering, to family,
to history, to the cosmos, and to the present moment—al-sa‘a (“the Hour” or
“the Time”), which is of such characteristic and instrumental frequency in the
Quran.

But the Quran is not a work of literature, one may reasonably protest. Indeed,
from the earliest times, the Quran, the Prophet, and those who recognized the
salience and truth of the abovementioned critique, Muslims included, strenu-
ously asserted that the Quran was not the creation of a mere mortal the way
literature, especially poetry, is. Rather, it is the Word of God. But even in the

8 Ibn Hisham, Sira ii, 85-87 / Guillaume, Life 231-232; Lecker, “Constitution.”

9 Lawson, Quran vxi—xvii.

10  Very briefly, a sacrament is that action or practice through which the presence or will of
God is put into play. Jennings, Sacrament.

11 Cameron, Late antique apocalyptic; Donner, Muhammad.
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ayas and Suras of the Quran these same readers would recognize familiar “lit-
erary structures of religious meaning.”? So, while the vocation of the Quran
was not purely literary, it did trail clouds of literary glory. To adapt the useful
words of Northrop Frye's discussion of the Bible, the Quran is both literature
and more than literature.’® A similar subjunctivity regarding its literary char-
acter is detected in numerous studies of the Quran. Characteristic here is Mir’s
observation that some passages of the Quran attain an “almost epic” quality.*
As it asserts in a pivotal and incalculably important description of how it (i.e.,
revelation as such) functions, the Quran offers the following: “We sent not a
messenger except [to teach] in the language (lisan) of his [own] people, in
order to make things clear to them” (Q 14:4).15

Here, one allows that language comprises much more than vocabulary,
grammar, and syntax, however basic these elements are. One of the features
of the language of the Quran, it has recently been suggested, is precisely the
epic form that it assumes, or, more accurately, was given by those who were
responsible for its final arrangement.’® This form, known in Arabic as the
Mushaf (“book[ed],” “codex,” “compilation,” “arrangement”) differs, according
to Islamic tradition, from the earlier unarranged state of the revelations, whose
only principle of order had been that of chronology.!” As is well known and
uncontroversial, at some stage that material was forged into the arrangement
we have today, and this arrangement largely reversed the chronological order
of the revelation—the Tanzil (“sent down,” “revealed”)—so that in the Mushaf
the earliest revealed ayas and Suras are consigned to the end of the book, while
the latest revelations are placed at the beginning. Such an arrangement also
sculpts from what might thus be thought the “raw material”—the Tanzil—an
epic structure for the Quran’s message of transformation through revelation,
a transformation preached to both the individual and the community. Such
a structure imparts universality and urgency to this message, in addition to
offering a kind of hallowed recital of humankind’s travails and successes in its
timeless relation with God. All this may also be thought to amount to a highly
effective pedagogy.!® Finally, understanding the Quran’s epic form explains the
age-old riddle of why the Quran was arranged the way it is.

12 Suchis the brilliant title of the groundbreaking book from Boullata, Literary structures.

13 Frye, Great code xvi.

14 Mir, Language 94.

15  Quran translations are from Abdallah Yusuf Ali, Holy Qurian, sometimes slightly adapted.
Adaptations are italicized.

16 Lawson, Quran 1—26.

17 Neuwirth, Structure.

18 Reda, Bagara.
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1 The Epic Form

The literary structure of religious meaning of concern here is the epic form.
The epic is among humankind'’s oldest literary preoccupations, beginning in
Mesopotamia with the story of Gilgamesh. The books of Homer, Hesiod, and
Virgil are further examples—and there are many more. The epic has continued
to be written, composed, and sung down to the present, and it remains an influ-
ential literary form throughout the world, across a dizzying variety of cultures
and languages.!® The earliest epics are oral poetic compositions. The rhyme aids
in the memorization and stabilization of the text.2® The epic spirit or energy
has enlivened and sacralized much of biblical narrative, European literatures,
Asian literatures, African literatures, Caribbean literatures, and beyond. Epics
are also frequently parochial or tribal. The Quran distinguishes itself by its
uncompromising address to humanity. Those who hear it or read it are chal-
lenged to expand their vision of what it means to be human. The epic is a
human thing.

The epic spirit is, in part, generated by its form. Although each epic is indi-
vidual and distinct, each is also seen to depend upon form, which is the result of
a combination of several elements. Here, we will list (in nine sections) twelve
of the most frequent and characteristic of the epic genre. In some instances,
the relevance of a given epic element for the Quran and Islam will be readily
apparent.?! In other instances, it will require some further explanation.

1. Frequently the first or oldest literary work (whether oral or textual) of a given
culture, and usually very long

Not much is needed to be said here. Indeed, one of the striking features of
the history of Islam and, for that matter, Arabic literature, is that the Quran
is acknowledged as the first book in Arabic. This is, of course, different from
claiming it to be the first literary work. For this we must look elsewhere.
It should be remembered that the Quran is also rhymed from beginning to
end.

19  Some recent important scholarship on the epic is Foley, Companion; Beissinger, Tylus, and
Wofford, Epic traditions; Konstan and Raaflaub, Epic.

20  Reynolds, Epic and history 393: “Given the structures of fixing utterances into both meter
and rhyme, the ancient Arabs correctly understood that poetry was more easily memo-
rized and underwent far less change in transmission than prose.”

21 These elements are detailed in the standard article on the topic by Revard and New-
man, Epic 1 & Epic 11. For further details regarding the way in which the following
epic features occur in the Quran, the reader may consult Lawson, Quran 1-75, 169—
174.
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2. Typically opens in the midst of the action (in medias res)

The term ab ovo (“from the egg”) was coined by the first century BCE Roman
poet Horace in his ideal description of the epic, which usage dictates should
not begin at the very beginning, in this case, the egg from which Helen of Troy
was born. Rather, a good epic should put us in the middle of the action from the
very start, and flatter the audience in assuming that the story is known.22 This is
thought also to provide a more compelling literary structure, allowing for flash-
backs, and a more creative manipulation of time and history, for the purposes
of emphasizing aspects of the narrative and of enhancing the esthetic experi-
ence of the audience and holding its attention. This feature is seen to have a
cognate in the Quran’s structure, which places the true beginning of humanity,
and its relation to God, not at the beginning of the Mushaf but deep within the
Quran—that is, at Q 7:a72:

When thy Lord drew forth from the Children of Adam—from their
loins—their descendants, and made them testify concerning themselves,
[saying]: “Am I not your Lord [who cherishes you and sustains you] (a-
lastu bi-rabbikum)?"—They said, “Yea! (bal@’), we do testify!” [This], lest
ye should say on the Day of Judgment: “Of this we were never mind-
ful”

The so-called verse of the Day of the Covenant, or the Day of Alast (from the
Arabic a-lastu, “Am I not?,” of the above verse), which occurs at a time and
place “before” creation in a purely spiritual realm, is the moment from which
proceeds actual creation, including the creation of Adam and Eve. They are, of
course, the main characters, along with Iblis, the angels and God, in the opening
narrative of the Mushaf (Q 2:30—39). From the point of view of epic structure,
itis no accident that the primordial covenant described in Q 7:172—the details
of which will not be disclosed until much later in the text—is alluded to here
at the very beginning of the Mushaf, at the close of the Adam and Eve narrative

at Q 2:39.

3. Has a vast setting, covering many nations, the world or worlds, the cosmos,
and all time

There is also no need to demonstrate in great detail this feature of the Quran.
The unimaginably vast temporal frame has already been pointed out when
locating the actual beginning at the Day of Alast, before the creation of the

22 Horace, Ars Poetica 19-152.
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cosmos, time, space, and humanity. Paradoxically for the Quranic chronotope,
this is the beginning point for both consciousness and history. The temporal
frame ends, in one sense, on the Day of Judgment. The geographic scale is also
vast, taking into its scope all places inhabited by humanity, various categories of
humans and other creatures, and other worlds such as hell, heaven, the realm
of the jinn, the natural realm, and so on.

4. Begins with an invocation to a divine being or muse

5. Starts with a statement of theme (praepositio)

These two elements come together with the basmala and Fatiha, which open
the Mushaf. Ancient epics typically begin with a prayer or petition to a divine
being or muse to ask for inspiration and guidance in relating the narrative. Even
though the basmala (the phrase or prayer “In the Name of God the Merciful,
the Compassionate”) occurs frequently throughout the Quran, it remains that
it is the very first verse of the Quran. The Fatiha is widely held by the Islamic
tradition to somehow contain not only the entire Quran but in fact all of the rev-
elations that came before it. The well-known hadith of the basmala, frequently
related as the words of ‘All, provides a good example:

The Quran contains all of previous revelations, the Fatiha contains all of
the Quran, the Basmala contains all of the Fatiha, the letter Ba’ of the bas-
mala contains all of the Basmala, the point under the Ba’ contains all that
is in the Basmala.?3

So, with regard to these two epic features we have an instructive example of
how the Quran conforms to the wider epic tradition and its expectations but
doesso in its own, distinctively Quranic fashion. Chief among the themes of the
Quran introduced in the Fatiha is that of the path, a classic epic concern; the
ancient epics involved long and eventful culture-defining journeys of heroes
whose quests also entailed the most cherished values and symbols of the cul-
ture involved. A chief feature of the journey is hardship and suffering (but, it is
not the only one). We will return to this below in the discussion of Muhammad
as the hero of the Quranic epic.

6. Makes pervasive use of epithet

23 Widely cited in this or variant forms. The point under the 6@’ is a feature of Arabic orthog-
raphy: <.
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7. Makes pervasive use of epic similes

8. Contains long lists (enumeratio)

In another example of the distinctive way in which the epic is embodied
by the Quran, these three features, counted separately in Revard and New-
man, may be considered to function largely as one element, especially given
that the Quran is permeated with the names and attributes of God. These,
and other locutions, such as al-hayat al-dunya’ (“the life of the world”), and
ulit al-albab (“those possessed of minds/understanding”), are just as distinc-
tive of the Quran as formulaic references to “the wine-dark sea” or “the rosy
fingers of dawn” are of the poems of Homer. The element of lists overlaps with
the Quranic use of epithet in that the divine attributes may also be seen as a
Quranic example of enumeratio, as can the enumeration of various religions,
books, communities, elements of the natural world, and supernatural beings.
Thus, the Quran fulfils one of the roles of the epic in that it may be thought to
provide a dictionary for culture. An epic simile in the Quranic instance would
be grounded in the exquisite “Light Verse” at Q 24:35:

God is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The Parable of His Light is
as if there were a Niche and within it a Lamp: the Lamp enclosed in Glass:
the glass as it were a brilliant star: Lit from a blessed Tree, an Olive, nei-
ther of the east nor of the west, whose oil is well-nigh luminous, though
fire scarce touched it: Light upon Light! God doth guide whom He will to
His Light: God doth set forth Parables for men: and God doth know all
things.

Other such epic similes and/or metaphors are not only not difficult to adduce
but, on the contrary, represent what is most distinctive about the Quran—the
Throne Verse (Q 2:255), the Fatiha, the Verse of the Covenant, and so on. These
familiar and strikingly beautiful, if not exquisitely poetic, passages of the Quran
somehow are always there in reading any passage of the text.

9. Features long and formal speeches

The Quranic “improvisation” upon this epic convention may be thought to
be embodied in the fact that the Quran is itself one long speech, the speech
of God. There are, of course, ancillary speeches by various persons within the
Quran. But, the real demonstration of verbal artistry that such epic speeches
seem to have as their raison d’ étre is found in the entire Quran, not in this or
that comparatively short speech of some (non-existent) Quranic Agamemnon,
Menelaus, or Odysseus.
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10. Shows divine intervention in human affairs

This is the epic convention that requires the least explanation. The self-
avowed purpose of the Quran is to provide evidence for the way in which God
actively engages with humans at both the individual and communal levels, and
to assert that it is happening now.

1. Is recited before an audience
This also requires no argument.

12. Features “star” heroes who embody the values of civilization

With the epic hero, our discussion comes into sharper focus. Epics are uni-
versally seen as defined by heroism. An epic without a hero is unthinkable. The
heroism displayed and detailed in an epic becomes the blueprint for the moral
standards of a given society. While the life of the Prophet Muhammad is not
the subject of the Quran in the way that Odysseus’s life is the subject of the
Odyssey, his struggle and achievement, his epic journey, does, surreptitiously
or imperceptibly, assume pride of place through typological figuration. This is,
again, one of the key literary features of the Quran.2* Muhammad is mentioned
by name only four times in the Quran. Moses, however, is mentioned over a
hundred. Other prophets, such as Joseph and Adam, are also mentioned many
more times. Their travails and suffering, what in the context of the epic is called
peripeteia, and their survival and success describe an epically charged life, one
that has implications and importance far beyond the individual hero. Typologi-
cal figuration occurs when the audience or reader sees the life of the storyteller,
in this case Muhammad, in the stories being told about the previous prophets.
In such fashion his status of prophet is sealed for his community. The reader, as
part of this community, also identifies with earlier communities—both those
who accepted their prophet and also those who rejected their messengers. The
reader also sees him- or herself in the stories being told. In such manner, the
Quran emerges as a kind of roman a clef in which the story of Muhammad'’s
divinely appointed task to restore the proper worship of God is the central epic
adventure, and the enemies and supporters of earlier prophets in their similar
task come to life again in members of the community being addressed by the
Quran. His heroism, in line with the heroism of previous prophets, is most per-
fectly defined within the terms of the educator. His primary duty—in the event,
quite Stygian—was to restore true monotheism to an ignorant, thankless, and
wildly polytheistic humanity.

24  Lawson, Quran 57—-62.
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Heroism, however, is not the sole preserve of the prophets. Through reading
and delving into the stories of the Quran and its epic vision, the reader/believer
also becomes implicated in the heroism of the Quran. Again, typological figura-
tion is at work. It is a very short step from the audience identifying Muhammad
with the prophets of the Quran, to identifying themselves with the audience
of the earlier prophets.2> Inasmuch as the Quran implicates all humanity—
those present on the Day of Alast—the Quran then may be thought of as the
epic of humanity, whose journey from ignorance to enlightenment is a shared
desideratum requiring a shared heroism. Part of the pedagogy is implicated in
this typological figuration, but not all of it.

In his renowned series of six lectures on heroes and the heroic in history,
delivered in May 1840, Thomas Carlyle (d. 1881) courageously dedicated the sec-
ond lecture to Muhammad.26 But, this aspect of the Prophet’s biography has
been slow to attract more attention.?” Recently, some further progress in the
study of Muhammad as hero has indicated a fertile area for future studies.?8
To briefly repeat some of that discussion, it will be relevant to observe that the
broad outlines of the Prophet’s birth, life, enlightenment, and call, his journey
away from home and his return, his suffering and persecution, and his triumph
over the same, all represent fairly standard elements of the career of an epic
hero.?%

2 Islam as Enlightenment

Just as the idea of civil society is elevated by Islam to the status of sacrament,
so is knowledge. The Quran is replete with various words for truth, knowing,
teaching, learning, realizing, intelligence, observation, being aware, recogni-
tion, and revelation. It may be that this theme, together with that of the path
mentioned above, constitutes the core values of the Quran and Islam. The per-
vasiveness of the ideas of cognition and perception and illumination in the
Quran may be thought to be both summarized and symbolized in the key
Quranic verse:

25  See the analogous process explicated in Corbin, Epopée.
26 Carlyle, On heroes 60—-109.

27 Nash, Amin Rihani.

28  Sperl, Epic.

29 Lawson, Quran 14—22.
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Soon will We show them our Signs (ayatana) in the [furthest] regions [of
the earth] (al-afaq), and in their own souls (anfusihim), until it becomes
manifest to them (yatabayyana lahum) that this is the Truth (al-haqq). Is
it not enough that thy Lord doth witness all things?

Q 41:53

Just as the epic voice and arrangement of the Quran have been largely ignored
by scholarship, so also (until recently) has the apocalyptic dimension of the
Quran. In the present context, this is particularly germane, because the core
meaning of the originally Greek word apocalypse is “revelation” (cf. above
Tanzil). Revelation, a near synonym of enlightenment, is basically knowledge
that comes suddenly, perhaps even unexpectedly. It is knowledge, and it there-
fore presumes a pedagogy and a pedagogue. The knowledge conveyed by
Muhammad through the Quran and his sunna, whether as information, wis-
dom, or praxis, is what transformed his followers from savages to civilized
humans, as indicated above in the quotation from Ja‘far.

The word “enlightenment” is chosen here because of the distinctive way in
which the abovementioned typological figuration produces knowledge.3° The
identification of the Prophet Muhammad comes about not through an argu-
ment from causality or through syllogistic reasoning but through the supra-
logical dynamism of faith, hope, and the poetics of imagination at work in the
process of typological figuration. Long recognized as a powerful generator of
artand meaning in the Bible3! and European literature, typological figuration in
the Quran has only recently begun to be explored.32 The knowledge generated
through this figure is that much more permanent and indelible because it is
free from the constraints of time and mere rationalism. Indeed, in the midst of
the typological “recital,” time seems to cease to exist, and the past, the present,
and the future merge at the point of recognition or what Aristotle called, in a
different context, anagnorisis.?® Quranic anagnorisis brings with it the sense
of absolute and invulnerable truth precisely because it transcends time. Again,
Northrop Frye is helpful:

When we wake up from sleep, one world is simply abolished and replaced
by another. This suggests a clue to the origin of typology: it is essen-

30  Ibid., 76-94.

31 Goppelt, Typos; Frye, Great code; Auerbach, Scenes 1-78, ch. “Figura.”

32 Zwettler, Mantic; Lawson, Duality; Lawson, Typological figuration; and now Lawson,
Quran 57-93.

33 Kennedy, Recognition; note here, 128-129, the construal of Islam as enlightenment.
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tially a revolutionary form of thought and rhetoric. We have revolution-
ary thought whenever the feeling “life is a dream” becomes geared to an
impulse to waken from it.34

Such recognition or awakening, an Arabic word for which is %rfan, is implicated
in the act of islam, frequently translated as “submission,” because an accep-
tance or recognition of truth, and commitment to the truth, are key to it.

The epic story told in the Quran is what established a new vision of human-
ity, and made a new world. Those who understood the world in terms of
Quranic history, in which it is taught that prophets had been sent by God to
every community that had ever lived (Q 10:47), who spoke to that community
in their own language (Q 14:4), who recognized Muhammad as the most recent
and even the last of such divine emissaries, now understood what might oth-
erwise be seen as the chaos of religions prevailing in the Nile-to-Oxus region
as a divinely ordained cosmopolitan setting in which the chief task would be
to mutually recognize and understand such “religious” and cultural differences
(Q 4913) in the process of expanding the dar al-Islam (the Abode of Enlight-
enment) at the expense of the dar al-Harb (the Abode of Chaos). After all, had
“he” wanted, God could have quite easily made humanity into one homoge-
nized community (Q 5:48).

After the remarkable spread and consolidation of Islam, the world became
one to a degree previously unattained or imagined. From Andalusia to the
Hindu Kush, a “citizen” of this world would be met with familiar moral, mythic,
and historical presuppositions and could feel somehow “at home.” The hero is
not only the Prophet Muhammad but also the inhabitants of this new world,
who, to one extent or another, maintained and cultivated the healing ethos of
this new epic for humanity, a humanity that had, after all, once been together
in perfect harmony in the presence of their Lord on that remarkable occasion
before time and place existed (Q 7:172), and who were all traveling a shared
path to judgment. A skeptic may see such illogical or irrational conditions as
pointing to the impossibility or unworkability of such a vision. A more opti-
mistic response would take into account the perfect unassailability of such a
vision, anchored as it is in the placeless and the timeless. At the very least, one
might see it as an inspiring verbal icon of hope for a fractured humanity, who,
having once been at peace, must of a necessity be capable of it once again. This
requires remembrance, and of course the Quran never tires of summoning to
remembrance, dhikr.

34  Frye, Great code 80-81.
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3 Conclusion

By drawing attention to the epic structure of the Quran, and to its themes of
heroism and enlightenment, it is certainly not suggested that a conscious effort
was being made to artificially construct a new “epic” scripture. Rather, taking
guidance from Q 14:4, which insists that divine revelations are given in the lan-
guage of their intended audience, we simply wish to point out that part of this
language entailed what today we might refer to as the literary expectations of
the reader. The form and content—the energy of the epic—had, at the time of
Islam, circulated nowhere more pervasively and vigorously than in the Nile-to-
Oxus region. Heroes and their travails and triumphs were a large part of that
Gedankenwelt.3> 1t is of some interest to observe that the Arabic epic poems
appear between the tenth and twelfth centuries CE,36 three to five centuries
after the revelation of the Quran.

In promulgating the sacred epic of the Quran, the Prophet recounted narra-
tives that functioned rhetorical through typological figuration to bring about a
new awareness of who his audience was, and their role in history. The words of
Walter Benjamin, discussing another storyteller, are apt:

[T]he storyteller joins the ranks of the teachers and sages. He has
counsel—not for a few situations, as the proverb does, but for many, like
the sage. For it is granted to him to reach back to a whole lifetime (a
life, incidentally, that comprises not only his own experience but no little
of the experience of others; what the storyteller knows from hearsay is
added to his own). His gift is the ability to relate his life; his distinction,
to be able to tell his entire life. The storyteller: he is the man who could
let the wick of his life be consumed completely by the gentle flame of his
story. This is the basis of the incomparable aura about the storyteller ...
The storyteller is the figure in which the righteous man encounters him-
self.37

Of course, the Prophet Muhammad did more than tell stories; his role as educa-
tor is not exhausted by reference to storytelling. But, the stories he did tell—we
all came from the same place and are traveling the same path; God is one; all
prophets are equal; humanity is one; and “religion” is one—were essential to
Islamic identity. The epic vision of history and humankind taught through his

35  Wheeler, Moses 260—261.
36  Reynolds, Epic 392.
37  Benjamin, Storyteller 108-109.
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story changed—and continues to change—the world, because ultimately this
new epic expands the vision beyond this or that ethnic or linguistic group to
speak unapologetically to humanity as a single reality.
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CHAPTER 4

Divine Inspiration, Storytelling, and Cultural
Transfer: Muhammad’s and Caedmon’s Call

Gregor Schoeler

The most well-known, and likewise most important, biography of the Prophet
Muhammad (d. 9/632) from pre-modern times, Ibn Ishaq’s (d. ca. 150/767)
Kitab al-Maghazt (The book of the campaigns [of the Messenger of God]),* also
includes a lengthy report on Muhammad’s first call. A literal translation reads
as follows:2

The Messenger of God would spend each year a month on Mount Hira™
in seclusion [applying himself to fasting and occupying himself in prayer
and religious meditation]. This was among the devotional exercises of the
Quraysh tribe in pre-Islamic times ... The Messenger of God would fast
and pray in seclusion there every year in that month; he also would feed
the poor that came to him. When the Messenger of God had completed
his monthly sojourn and returned from his seclusion, he first would go
to the Ka‘ba, even before entering his house. He circumambulated the
sanctuary seven times, or as often as it pleased God; then he would go
home.

When the month came in which God chose to show him what he willed
of his grace, in just that year in which he sent him—and that was in the
month of Ramadan—he set out for Mount Hird’ as was his custom for
his devotional exercises, with his wife. As, then, the night came in which
God wished to honor him with His mission and thereby show mercy to
humankind, [the archangel] Gabriel brought him God’s command. The
Messenger of God recounted,

For him, see Jones, Ibn Ishaq.

2 Ibn Hisham, Sirat i, 151-152, and al-Tabari, Tarikh iii, 1149-1152. See also the English render-
ing in Ibn Ishaq, Life 105-107; Andrae, Legenden 5-18; and Watt, Muhammad 3952, 180-182.
A detailed study is included in Schoeler, Biography 59-63. For the question of the Prophet
Muhammad’s literacy, see Giinther, Muhammad 1-26, esp. 2—3, and Giinther, Ummi 399—
402.

3 A mountain 3 Arabian miles to the northeast of Mecca.
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“Gabriel came to me while I was asleep, with a cloth made of brocade
upon which something was written. He said,

‘Read (igra’)! I answered,

‘I cannot read (ma aqra’u).*

Thereupon he squeezed me vehemently with it so that I thought it was
death. He then released me and said [then again],

‘Read!

I answered,

‘What then shall I read (ma [dha] agra’u)?

I said this only to keep him from doing again what he had done to me.
He then said (Q 96:1-5),

‘Recite in the name of your Lord who created—Created man from a
clinging substance. Recite. And your Lord is the most Generous—Who
taught by the pen—Taught man that which he knew not.’”>

Muhammad recounted further:

“So Iread the words, and everything was over. Gabriel left me, and I awoke
from my sleep. It was as though the words were written on my heart.”

This “initiation scene,” however, does not represent the end of Muhammad'’s
call; the narrative will subsequently take a highly dramatic turn. We find Mu-
hammad, because of this experience, fearing that he is either a poet or pos-
sessed. He even harbors suicidal intentions. As Muhammad is halfway up a high
mountain, intent on throwing himself down, Gabriel appears to him again. This
time he appears in the form of a man with feet astride the horizon, saying, “O
Muhammad, you are the Messenger of God, and I am Gabriel!” He thereby pre-
vents the suicide. Further in the course of the narrative, Muhammad’s wife,
Khadija, plays an important role. She consoles her husband and receives from
her cousin Waraqa b. Nawfal (died before 610 CE [?]), a Christian who knew the
Bible, the prophecy that Muhammad is “the prophet of this folk.”

For most Muslims, Q 96:1-5 is considered the very first revelation of the
Quranic message, and the significance of this story (or a very similar variant
thereof, see below) is evident in light of the great majority of Muslims’ belief
in it, and in the way the birth of Islam is portrayed in it. Muslim tradition dates
the event as happening around 610 CE.

4 An alternative translation would be “What shall I read?”
5 Trans. Pickthall, Meaning 813.
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1 Arabia at the Dawn of Islam

In what follows, some explanation and background information is provided
regarding this account. But first, a few words about the religious-historical sit-
uation in Arabia during Muhammad’s time.® The largest and most influential
segment of Mecca and Medina’s populations were polytheists or “pagans.” Their
main sanctuary was the Ka'ba in Mecca, which, prior to Islam, was already a
religious center, and the customs and pilgrimage associated with it were later
divested of their pagan character by Muhammad and incorporated into Islam.
In Medina, along with the pagan Arab tribes, there were also Jewish-Arab tribes.
Christians lived in both cities as well. Finally, there was what can be called a
national-Arabian monotheism, the faith of the so-called Hanifs.” It appears that
the Hanifs were individuals rather than an organized group; they were pious
men (and certainly women as well) who no longer found satisfaction in the reli-
gion of their ancestors, rejected polytheism, promoted an ethical standard of
living, and performed religious practices. Muhammad, who, according to Mus-
lim tradition, was a polytheist in his youth, was apparently close to this religious
movement prior to his prophetic call.

2 The Sura and the Report on Its Revelation

We must differentiate between the Sura (i.e., the revealed Quranic verses, “Read
in the name of your Lord ...!”) and the account of the revelation. The Sura
was quite possibly written down during the lifetime of the Prophet (i.e., before
11/632). Since Muslims and most European scholars assume that the textus
receptus of the Quran was compiled and redacted in the middle of the first/sev-
enth century,? it is highly probable that around the year 29/650 is the terminus
ad quem for the wording of the Sura we have before us today.

The situation is different for the report on how the Sura was revealed.
Although, as noted, most Muslims see it as the original and authentic account
of the call of the Prophet Muhammad, which took place around 11/610, it must
be noted that Ibn Ishaq did not finalize the book containing the account until
around the year 143/760, if not later. Ibn Ishaq’s K. al-Maghazi was commis-
sioned at this time by the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mansur (r. 136-158/754—775) for
his son, the crown prince al-Mahdi (r. 158-169/775-785). Hence, between the

6 Cf. Bell, Introduction 16—19.
7 Ibid,, 16.
8 Ibid., 40—44.
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real, or asserted, event and the relevant report lies a span of around 150 years.
The nature of the (literary) transmission is even more problematic. Ibn Ishaq’s
Book of the campaigns is no longer extant in its original form, but only in later
recensions from the third-fourth/ninth-tenth centuries, the most well-known
being Ibn Hisham’s (d. 213/828 or 218/834) K. Sirat sayyidina Muhammad Rasul
Allah (Biography of our lord Muhammad, the Messenger of God). The account
of the first revelatory experience in the form we have before us today was not
written down until over two hundred years after the events it describes. Thus,
we have before us a report passed down over several generations, a tradition,
not an eyewitness account.”

3 Origin and Literary Transmission of the Report on Muhammad’s
Call

The historian Ibn Ishaq says, authenticating his account with a chain of trans-
mitters (isnad),'* that this report was presented at the court of the counter-
caliph! ruling in Medina, ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr (d. 73/692).12 The caliph called
for a preacher and narrator of tales (gass, pl. qussas)'® by the name of ‘Ubayd b.

9 As noted at the beginning of this contribution, the majority of Muslims hold Q 96:1-5 to
be the first revelation. This view, however, is not an article of Muslim faith or a dogma.
Already, early in the second/eighth century, there were other opinions concerning the
order of the revelations, and several other Suras claim the honor of being the first one
revealed (cf. Andrae, Legenden 5-18). The most promising candidate by far after Q 96:1-
5 is Q 74:1-5 (7), beginning with the words, “O you wrapped up in your mantle! Rise up
and warn (sc. your folk of the punishment of God)” (Andrae, Legenden 16; Schoeler, Biog-
raphy 72—73). In this regard, Muslim tradition provides the following story: Muhammad
found himself alone on Mount Hira’, where he was observing devotional exercises; while
walking through this wilderness, he is called, whereupon he sees an angel seated on a
throne between heaven and earth. Distraught, the future prophet returns to his home and
calls out to his wife Khadija: “Cover me,” which she does. Then comes the revelation “O
you wrapped up in your mantle” (Q 74:1—7). Muslims who see the incident in which the
Prophet is compelled by the angel to read (Q 96:1-5) as the first revelatory experience hold
the verses of Q 74 to be the second one.

10  Al-Tabari, Tarikh i, 149; cf. the English translation in Ibn Ishaq, Life 105.

11 The main caliphate dynasty at that time were the Umayyads, who reigned in Syria and
Egypt.

12 For him, see Gibb, ‘Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr.

13 For the qussas see Goldziher, Muslim studies ii, 149-159. See recently Armstrong, Qussas.
Armstrong’s portrayal of the qussas is much more positive than Goldziher’s, whose opin-
ions were taken into the later literature, opinions Armstrong is out to correct.
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‘Umayr (d. ca. 68/687)* to report on the beginnings of the Quranic revelation,
whereupon he told the story as we quoted it above.

For our purposes, it is important to stress that Muslim religious scholars
classify this account as a popular religious tale, not a hadith (i.e., an account
belonging to the Muslim tradition that is deemed “sacred”). The account is
clearly traced back to a narrator of tales, not to a traditionist or fadith scholar.
Dating back to the earliest days of Islam, narrators of tales constitute a type
of profession. Their activities varied widely over the centuries, ranging from
interpreting Quranic stories to delivering sermons, telling edifying stories in the
mosques and on the streets (and also at the princely courts, as we saw above),
and engaging in outright charlatanry. They were also active in the armies, where
they accompanied combatants to encourage them to battle with pious stories
and admonitions.’® Qussas motivated by good intentions had in their reper-
toire legends about the punishment and fate of lost cultures, above all those
often mentioned in the Quran. They also relied on biblical stories, like the
ones merely hinted at in the Quran, and a variety of uplifting subjects that
are dispersed throughout the Quran. Naturally, they were in the habit of gen-
erously embellishing their tales’ material. These preachers and narrators, with
their easily understood and exciting stories, enjoyed huge success among the
uneducated masses. They often had larger audiences than the proper religious
and legal scholars (‘ulama’, fugaha’). The latter sometimes assumed a hos-
tile attitude toward the qussas, certainly not only for that reason, who were
at times even driven away from the mosques, although such measures never
appeared to be very effective. It is occasionally emphasized that there were edu-
cated men among the qussas,'® possibly such as our ‘Ubayd b. ‘Umayr who was
invited by the counter-caliph ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr to tell a religious story at
his court.’”

4 Two Versions of the Narrative of Muhammad’s Call

As mentioned above, the account of the initial revelatory experience transmit-
ted in the form the historian Ibn Ishaq ascribes to the preacher and narrator of
tales, ‘Ubayd, did not enter into the scholarly Muslim tradition deemed sacred,
the hadith. This is not surprising when we consider what was just said about

14  For him see Armstrong, Qussas 160, 240241, 291, and Index.

15  Goldziher, Studies ii, 152—153; Armstrong, Qussas 49—65.

16 This circumstance is stressed in Armstrong, Qussds 75-152, 279.
17 See at the beginning of this section.
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the relationship between the religious scholars and the popular storytellers.
Nonetheless, the canonical collections of the traditionists or hadith scholars al-
Bukhari (d. 256/870)!8 and Muslim b. al-Hajjaj (d. 261/875)—for Sunni Muslims
the most revered books after the Quran—contain a version of the account very
similar to the one from the Sira. In these versions from the so-called “canoni-
cal” hadith collections, the archangel Gabriel also appears to Muhammad on
Mount Hirad’ and demands Muhammad read or recite, while, at the same time,
squeezing him vehemently. And here as well, it is only after being commanded
several times that the Prophet utters the first verse of Q 96, “Read in the name
of your Lord.”

The important motifs are found in both traditions; even the suicidal intent
is in the scholarly tradition, although it is occasionally suppressed. Thus, al-
Bukhar is found to include the story several times in various chapters of his
collection. At the very beginning of his book, in the chapter “On the beginning
of the revelation,” he leaves out this sensitive incident; however, in other less
prominent places, he gives the full version, including the suicidal intent.

The most important difference between the storytellers’ version and that
of the hadith scholars is, in the former Muhammad receives the revelation of
Q 96 in his sleep, in a type of nightmare, whereas in the scholarly tradition, the
Prophet has the experience while still awake in the cave. The state of wakeful-
ness while receiving the divine message must have seemed more appropriate
to the scholars than a nightmare. Furthermore, missing in the scholarly version
is mention of the cloth upon which something was written; the angel dictates
the Sura for the Prophet to recite. All in all, the scholarly version contains less
details and narrative embellishments than the one from the preachers, or qus-
sas. The two versions are so similar that research has long assumed a common
source, and we can put forth a hypothesis that is substantiated by textual evi-
dence.!®

Muslim traditionists trace the account back to a scholar by the name of
‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr (d. ca. 94/713), who was one of the earliest and most impor-
tant collectors of religious material on the life of the Prophet.2® ‘Urwa was the
younger brother of the counter-caliph ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr, the person who
invited the preacher and narrator to his court to tell the story. It can thus be
reasonably assumed that the account was preserved in the Zubayrid family as
a valuable tradition and was then transmitted by them. From the Zubayrids,
it was transmitted in its original form to Ibn Ishaq, and he passed it on to the

18 Al-Bukhari, Sahih i, 3; cf. Schoeler, Biography 39-51.
19  Cf Schoeler, Biography 59, 63—67.
20  For him, see Schoeler, ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr g10-913.
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later historical tradition. Likewise, from the Zubayrid family it was transmitted
by ‘Urwa in a “purged” version, one that was acceptable to the hadith scholars,
and so this version found its way into the scholarly tradition and the canonical
hadith collections in particular.

5 Western Opinions on the Origin of the Report on Muhammad’s Call

Western research has not remained content with merely tracing the account in
question back to the narrator ‘Ubayd b. ‘Umayr. Scholars went on to ask where
the report on Muhammad’s initial message could ultimately have originated,
and, in particular, from which native Arabian or foreign literary tradition the
characteristic motifs derived.

Some Western researchers who consider the Muslim tradition to be reli-
able do not dismiss the idea that the account, or at least its distinct parts or
motifs, go back to Muhammad himself.2! The Prophet may have spoken dur-
ing his time in Medina (around 1/622) about the beginnings of the revelation,
and his accounts may very well have laid the foundation for later narratives
and legends. When the counter-caliph ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr had the preacher
‘Ubayd present the account of the initial revelation, he expected him to nar-
rate a true story, a story with which most of the audience may have already
been familiar. In other words, these main features might indeed trace back to
Muhammad himself. One might presume that ‘Abdallah and his companions
wanted the narrative to be presented in a professional manner; the narrator
would be expected to make it exciting to listen to and even embellish some
parts of it.

Researchers who are more skeptical reject such considerations. Some argue
that the entire story developed out of the beginning of Q 96, “Read/Recite in
the name of your Lord.”?? They point out that this Sura is the only one intro-
duced with the command “Read/Recite.”?3 This expression may have led early
Muslim scholars, who were interested in finding the oldest components of the
Quran, to see this Sura as the oldest of the entire Quranic collection. The inci-
dent reported in the tradition would therefore be a later invention.

21 See Schoeler, Biography 78.
22 Ibid.
23 Cf. Giinther, Muhammad 1-26, esp. 2—3, and Giinther, Ummi.
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6 Literary Models for the Narrative of Muhammad’s Call

Even more rewarding than making such speculations about the historical ori-
gins of the narrative, is to look for its literary models. It seems impossible,
however, to locate a single model for the story as a whole. A commensurate
“initiation scene,” in which a prospective prophet is forced by a heavenly mes-
senger to read, cannot be identified in Arabic or Jewish literature, or in any
other oriental literature, and is absent from the literature of antiquity as well.
Nonetheless, parallels for individual elements and motifs have been found. It
turns out that an account of the calling of the Babylonian prophet Mani (cru-
cified in 276 CE) was noticed by classical Muslim scholarship.?* As the story
goes, when Mani was 24 years old an angel came to him and said, “Be greeted,
Mani, from me and from the Lord who sent me to you and has chosen you to be
His messenger.” Furthermore, attention has been directed to the vision of the
Jewish-gnostic prophet Elchasai, who emerged in East Jordan at the time of the
Roman emperor Trajan (r. 98-117).25 Elchasai is purported to have seen a giant
angel, 20 miles tall, in a vision. This angel brought Elchasai the revelations. The
appearance of the angel to Elchasai corresponds more or less to the second of
Muhammad'’s encounters with an angel.26 This is as far as the parallels between
the two revelatory experiences go, and both visions have considerable differ-
ences. Elchasai saw, in addition to the angel, a female being “standing like a
statue above the clouds, between the mountains.” Nothing of this sort exists in
the Islamic context. The correspondences are thus only partial. In short, an ini-
tiation scene comparable to Muhammad being coerced by the angel is found
neither in Mani’s calling nor in Elchasai’s vision.

Two places in the Old Testament, however, may have influenced the forma-
tion of the account of Muhammad’s call, Isaiah 40:6 and 29:12. Isaiah 40:6:

A voice of a speaker,

“Read/Recite!”

And he said,

“What shall I read/recite (qol 6mér gerda we-dmar ma dqra)?”
“All flesh is grass ...”

24  Ibn al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist i, 328; Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist of al-Nadim ii, 775; cf. Andrae,
Legenden 84.

25  See Rudolph, Die Anfinge 318.

26  See the introduction to this contribution and fn. g.
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And in Isaiah 29:12:

Yet if a scroll is given to one who cannot read and demands of him,
“Do read/recite this (gérd-na zdh)", he will counter,
“I do not know reading a book ({6 yada‘ti séfir) ...

The correspondences here concern the injunction to read, the question as to
what is to be read, and the declaration of an inability to read. In both Hebrew
passages and the Arabic Sura the word for “read” or “recite” is from the same
Semitic root, g-r-’ (Heb. gard, Ar. gara’a). However, in the two Isaiah passages
it is not an angel who speaks; in Isaiah 40:6, it is only a voice. Moreover, “All
flesh is grass,” which is narrated in Isaiah 40:6 in response to the injunction,
has nothing to do with the content of the first Quranic revelation, praise of God
the Creator. Finally, in the Hebrew texts there is no connection to an initiation
scene.

Although the correspondences here are also only partial, it is entirely possi-
ble that both Isaiah passages—with the voice’s injunction “to read,” the answer,
“I do not know reading a book,” and the question, “What shall I read?"—
influenced the emergence of the Arabic story of Muhammad’s first revelatory
experience. Knowledge of such biblical passages at this period is in fact per-
fectly conceivable; in Q 21:105, Psalm 37 (36): 29 is cited almost verbatim, “We
have written in the Psalter (al-Zabar) ..., ‘The just shall receive the land and
shall reside therein forever.” Yet, an initiation scene does not occur in either
of the Hebrew texts; furthermore, a model for this is found neither in the Bible
nor elsewhere in the literature of late antiquity from the region.

7 The Account of Caedmon’s Call: A Parallel to the Report on
Muhammad'’s Call?

In late antiquity, and prior to Ibn Ishaq, there can be found no exact parallel for
the report on Muhammad’s call in the literature of the wider Mediterranean.
However, remarkably, a tradition can be found that contains all of the essen-
tial elements and motifs of the Muhammad account, in the work of a quasi-
contemporary of Ibn Ishaq from a far distant cultural realm. It is almost equally
astonishing that we owe the discovery of this parallel not to a scholar of Islamic,
English, or comparative studies but to a German Scandinavian studies scholar,
Klaus von See (d. 2013).2”

27  von See, Caedmon 225-233.
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The story in question concerns a tradition quoted by the Anglo-Saxon histo-
rian and theologian Beda Venerabilis (“the Venerable Bede,” d. 736 in northeast
England) in his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, which was completed in
731. Bede reports that the uneducated lay brother Caedmon received, as a gift
from God, the singing of the praise of God in the vernacular (i.e., in English). A
slightly abbreviated rendering of the story reads as follows:

As he [Caedmon] there [in the livestock stables] ... succumbed to sleep,
someone stood by him in his sleep, and saluting him, called him by his
name and said,

“Caedmon, sing me something (canta mihi aliquid).” But he answered,

“I do not know how to sing ... (nescio, inquit, cantare).”

Thereupon he who talked to him replied,

“Nevertheless, you must sing for me!”

“What must I sing (Quid, inquit, debeo cantare)?” he asked. Whereupon
the other said,

“Sing the beginning of Creation.”

Having received this answer, he straightway began to sing verses to the
praise of God, the Creator, verses he had never before heard ...,

“Now we must praise the maker of the heavenly kingdom, and His
counsel ..., the Author of all wonderous works, Who first created the
heaven as a roof for humankind ..."28

An “initiation scene” is present in this tradition of Caedmon’s vision, just as
in the Islamic tradition of Muhammad’s vision—the transmission of a heav-
enly message.?? Both personages receive the message while asleep; both are
addressed in a dream by a heavenly messenger, and both, expressed in today’s
terms, are to be innovative, as they are to “reveal” to humankind something
heretofore “unheard of” Muhammad communicates the Sura revealed to him
(“teaching man what he knew not”); Caedmon sings a song in the vernacular
English rather than the scholarly Latin.

Caedmon’s and Muhammad'’s visions are comparable in the essential details.
Above all, the succession of motifs is exactly the same. In both, the initial
demand of the heavenly messenger is first met with denial. Then, comes the
question about “what” to recite or sing. Finally, both the Sura and the hymn—
quite remarkably—have the same theme, the praise of the Creator God.

28 Beda Venerabilis, Kirchengeschichte i, 397-399 (1v, 24); English trans. Caedmon, Poems
xvii.
29  Cf von See, Caedmon 225-230; Schoeler, Biography 62—63.
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8 Cultural Transfer from Arabia to England: Qussas as Agents of
Dissemination

As we saw above, the motifs of the Isaiah passage(s), in particular the dis-
embodied voice’s injunction to read and the subsequent reaction of the one
spoken to, very probably influenced the account of Muhammad’s initial reve-
latory experience. And, it is also safe to assume that Bede was familiar with the
passages in Isaiah. However, it is extremely unlikely that the Islamic tradition
and Bede, independently of one another, developed stories from these passages
that agree in so many motifs and details, including the narrative sequence of
motifs.30 It is likewise virtually impossible that Bede’s Latin tradition, or a part
of it, found its way to the Orient and exercised a significant influence there.
To my knowledge, there is also no indication of a Jewish transmission. What
remains is the assumption that the Arabic narrative somehow seems to have
made its way to England and influenced the Caedmon vision narrative.

The way the mediation of this “cultural transfer” may have taken place has
already been indicated by von See. Following the German historian Ekkehard
Rotter,3! he first directs attention to the historical situation: When Bede wrote
his Historia (he completed it in 731 or 732), the rapid advance of Islam in Europe
was the “topic of discussion” in the Christian Occident, and Bede expressly
mentions the Arabian threat at the end of his book.32

Rotter and von See point out further, after years of bloody confrontation
between Muslims and Christians—north of the Pyrenees—the years 726 to
730 were characterized by mutual efforts toward a common understanding.
One of the visible signs of this was the marriage of the Berber Manu(n)za with
Lampagia, a daughter of Duke Eudo of Aquitania.33 Thus, “through oral com-
munication, especially during such periods of peace, knowledge of religious
texts and customs could have been mutually exchanged rather easily.”3*

One element remains missing in this picture of the transference of the
account from Arabia to England, as portrayed by Rotter and von See—namely,
who in the Muslim armies were responsible for the account’s dissemination.

30  Cf.von See, Caedmon 231.

31 Rotter, Abendland 219.

32 Beda Venerabilis, Kirchengeschichte ii, 533 (v, 23).

33 “.. neither contemporary sources nor later accounts speak of battles [north of the Pyre-
nees] in the years 726 to 730, nor do Latin or Arabic records. To the contrary, when we
briefly specify the content of later sources, it’s as though the opposing armies or peoples
are looking for a settlement or modus vivendi that would allow them to live in close prox-
imity. That both camps are led by selfish separatist motives ... may have inspired their
determination to arrive at a mutual settlement.” Rotter, Abendland 219.

34  von See, Caedmon 232.
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I have argued that the disseminators were the qussas (i.e., narrators of edify-
ing tales and preachers),?> since they were, as we saw above, active not only
in mosques, on the streets, and at the courts but also in the armies, where
they accompanied the combatants to embolden them for battle with suitable
stories.36 Furthermore, Muslim narrators and preachers were also present in
Europe after Spain was conquered by the Arabs in 92/711. Qussas had crossed
the Strait of Gibraltar with the Muslim armies.

And there is yet another circumstance that points to the qussas as the medi-
ators or transmitters. Let us remember that the heavenly messenger appears to
Caedmon while he is asleep. Caedmon’s initiation scene consequently corre-
sponds precisely to the version of Muhammad'’s call disseminated by a narrator
or preacher, and less precisely to the canonical version of the traditionists, the
hadith scholars, in which the vision takes place in a waking state.

We can even draw the conclusion that this non-canonical version had a
continuing existence in the Islamic world, apart from the learned written Ara-
bic tradition. Ibn Ishaq only finalized the redaction of the work containing
the popular version of Muhammad’s call around the year 143/760 (or some
years later).37 Bede, in contrast, had already completed the work in which he
included the tradition of the lay brother Caedmon by 731 or 732—that is to say,
at least 30 years earlier than Ibn Ishaq. Bede’s narrative thus appears to be an
important indicator of the possibility that the popular version of the Arabic
account of Muhammad'’s vision, with the “appearance of the angel in a dream,”
oraversion derived from it (and comparable to it in all essential points), already
existed decades before Ibn Ishaq’s redaction of the biography of the Prophet
Muhammad, and it was this text version that was disseminated throughout the
world.

9 Conclusion

The paramount importance of the account of Muhammad’s vision, in which
Q 96 was revealed to him through an angel, is evident from the fact that it was
seen to manifest the genesis of a world religion. This narrative is considered by
Muslims to be authentic. While most Muslims believe Q 96 to be the first reve-
lation, this view is not a dogma. Since the dawn of Islam, other Suras have also
been held to be the first to be revealed.

35 Schoeler, Biography 62—63; Gorke, Motzki, and Schoeler, First century sources 32.
36  Goldziher, Muslim studies ii, 152—153; Armstrong, Qussas 49—70.
37 See under sec. 2, “The Sura,” in this essay.
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The narrative in question is not a contemporary account, let alone an eye-
witness report; rather, it is an account transmitted over several generations.
Opinions concerning the actual occurrence of the event, and the date of the
appearance of the report about it, diverge considerably. The account, in the
written sources we have at present, does not become current until two hun-
dred years or more after the event occurred, in or around 610. Older versions
can nonetheless be postulated, and even documented, that slightly decrease
the aforementioned time gap.

Motifs and elements of the account can be located in other early religious
traditions, the Old Testament and gnostic traditions in particular, yet the report
as a whole is new. For the “initiation scene,” there is apparently no previous lit-
erary model to be found. As to the social classes transmitting the narrative, both
scholars and preachers/narrators of edifying tales can be named, and accord-
ingly two differing variants of the account exist.

It should also to be noted in closing that the account very likely was widely
disseminated by narrators of tales, even beyond the Islamic world, prior to its
appearance in a written work. We find an exact parallel in a tradition invoked by
the Anglo-Saxon historian Bede in his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum—
the heavenly commissioning of a lay brother to sing the praise of God in the
English vernacular, something which in England had heretofore been done
only in Latin.
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CHAPTER 5

The Exercise of Theological Knowledge in the
Church of the East, Provoked by Coexistence with
the Muslims (Seventh Century CE)

Martin Tamcke

How were the doctrines and teachings of the Church of the East affected by
the change of regime from the Sasanians to the Muslims? In what follows, I will
attempt to answer this question by discussing some preliminary observations
made at the outset of this regime change. With the help of available sources
from the Church of the East, I will examine this question and provide some
observations—an undertaking that, previous to this paper, has not been car-
ried out.

Even the earliest testimonies indicate that the presence of the new religious
regime had direct repercussions for the theological affairs of the Church of the
East; and by no means did East Syrian authors react with ignorance or indif-
ference.! In fact, given that the theological profile of their religious rivals could
not be clearly established at first, the sophistication of the theological debate is
surprising.? But the debate began not in the context of a conversation between
the learned members of both religions but, rather, in the reformulation of one’s
own theological profile, which became necessary due to the new presence of
these religious rivals.?

Identity is a continual process and, thus, never remains fixed. It develops
through our experiences in the world and with others. In dialogue with others,
we bring not only neutral topics or our perception of others to the conversa-
tion but also ourselves. We begin an inner dialogue with ourselves that enables

1 Young, Patriarch; McCullough, Short history; Bashear, Arabs; Baum and Winkler, Apostolische
Kirche; Brock, Syriac views; Tamcke, Im Schatten; Tamcke, Christen; Tamcke, Christians and
Muslims; Tamcke, Christliche Gotteslehre.

2 Hoyland, Seeing Islam; Griffith, Church; Baumstark, Eine syrische Weltgeschichte; Brock,
North Mesopotamia; Reinink, East-Syrian historiography; Pinggéra, Nestorianische Weltchro-
nistik; Bruns, Von Adam; Reinink, Paideia; Greisiger, John bar Penkaye; Suermann, Das ara-
bische Reich; Sfair, Degli scritti.

3 On the aspect of the conquest and its consequences in the central geographical regions of
the Assyrian Church of the East, see Donner, Early Islamic conquests; Morony, Iraq; Bartl and
Hauser (eds.), Continuity.
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us to communicate. But, now we face problems that will certainly not be easy
to solve methodically: Which changes can be definitively attributed to the new
religious rivals? The problem quickly becomes complicated because the inter-
pretative framework with which one could approach the new rivals could only
contain the very tools, strategies, and bodies of knowledge that one had used
until then, and that gave the impression a debate with the coexisting other was
necessary.* However, some evidence indicates that early on the church and its
educational institutions did not simply react passively to the changing situa-
tion, but aggressively sought out a debate.

The first Catholicos to whom we owe observations of the Muslims is [§6yahb
111 (1. 649-659).° I86‘yahb had studied at the School of Nisibis. There, he dis-
tinguished himself as an opponent of the headmaster, Henana, who, because
of his theological position toward the church, was harshly criticized for being
unorthodox.® At the height of the controversy, 300 young students at the
school, who did not agree with Henana’s teachings, walked out of the school
in protest.” [$6‘yahb was one of these students. But, despite his dissent, he
remained affiliated with the School of Nisibis for his entire life. For him, the
school was “the communal mother, our sacred school” and simultaneously,
despite all of the allegedly mistaken teaching of Henana, “the mother of life-
giving doctrines.”

In the years that followed, I356‘yahb resided in the Bet ‘Abé monastery and
ran a nearby school. But, due to vehement resistance from the local monks, he
failed to fulfill his desire of founding a school in this monastery, the monastery
he felt connected to until his death. Yet, in the central monastery on Mount
Izla, where the reform of the entire monastic way of life in the Church of
the East began in the sixth century, it was quite different. [$0‘yahb’s utterly
ambivalent attitude toward the abbot of this “mother monastery,” the mother
of all the monasteries of the Church of the East, and the one from which the
reform developed, reflected an extraordinary cohesion of science and piety,
which nowhere had become more apparent than in the figure of this abbot,
Babai the Great. [30yahb in fact was, with regard to some issues, against this
remarkable figure of East Syrian theology; he wanted to eliminate a part of

4 For an overview, see Griffith, Disputes; Griffith, Syriac writers; Griffith, Answering the call;
Reinink, Beginnings; Suermann, Orientalische Christen; Tamcke, Zwischen Gréflenwahn.

5 loan, Muslime und Araber; Fiey, Iso‘yaw le Grand; Teule, Isho‘yahb 111; Ioan, Arabien; Tamcke,

Catholicos; Tamcke, Patriarch.

Tamcke, Katholikos-Patriarch 31—34.

loan, Muslime und Araber 10-13.

8 Duval, Isojahb 111 242 (Syriac); 175 (Latin).
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the lectures pertaining to penance in the monastery of Bet ‘Abé. He preferred
instead, in accordance with his own mystical inclinations, to place an emphasis
on silence. However, he expressly praised Babai’s piety and his profound theo-
logical knowledge, and viewed him as a “pillar” of the East Syrian church.

Even if I§6‘yahb did not accept the mystical aspect that developed strongly
in his church on the Arabian Peninsula in the following decades, he did accept
the doctrinal aspect of it in his otherwise rather politically oriented profile. In
this way, he was able to clarify his theological concepts in the debate with the
Miaphysites. He was extremely upset when the members of his church did not
resist their sectarian opponents, who, because of an alleged proximity to their
own church, took possession of buildings belonging to the Church of the East.
If it was claimed that this takeover of the Church of the East’s property was car-
ried out under the orders of the Tayyaye,® [$6°yahb could only point out “this is
entirely untrue.” And, as evidence to support this, he could not only cite the
(more or less) friendly behavior of the Muslims in dealing with the Church
of the East but also explicitly point to a theological argument in favor of his
own position and its proximity to the position of the Muslims: “For the Tayyaye
mhagre'© do not help those who say that the almighty God suffered and died.
And when it does occur that they, for whatever reason, help them, you could
still explain to the mhagre what is [at issue], and convince them of this, if it is
important to you."!

This text is often quoted, and almost always misconstrued. What I§6‘yahb is
saying is quite simple. He is encouraging those who are faithful to the Church of
the East to engage in a theological discussion. They should provide information
about their beliefs. For the moment, in order to keep appropriate emphasis on
the challenge of having theologically illuminating conversations with the Mus-
lims, it can be ignored that this took place against the background of traditional
polemic debates with sectarian opponents. The passivity of his brothers in faith
led him to this ardent appeal. He found it revolting that members of his church
accepted injustice out of fear of the new regime. When his faithful remained
“without movement, without hurt, and without anger, like tin Gods” in such

9 Tayyaye means “Arab” in Syriac and is derived from the Arabic name Tayy, the name of an
Arab tribal group with whom early Syriac-speakers seem to have interacted closely. Early
Syriac sources thus generally use the term for Muslims.

10 Mhagre is generally considered to be derived from the same Semitic root as Arabic muha-
Jjiran and to mean something like “the Emigrants.” Alternatively, it could be derived
from the biblical name Hagar and denote her descendants. See also Ioan, Arabien 54—
55.

11 Italics by the editor.
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situations, then they were, from his point of view, neglecting their duty.!? They
would have to be there in order to demonstrate the “power and proclamation”
of their beliefs.

Had the theological argumentation on the part of the afflicted members of
[$0‘yahb’s congregation in this three-sided debate failed to appear because they
were, theologically speaking, not thoroughly prepared for the encounter with
the Muslims? A high percentage of the theologians in the Church of the East
were theologically trained. The numerous schools that acted as a refuge for
academic education point to this training. But, they were clearly incapable of
sufficiently protecting this knowledge in a politically alarming situation—that
is, in the debate with the dogmatic opponents within Christianity, on the one
hand, and with the Muslims, whose theological position was not yet completely
clear, on the other. The crucial aspect of the argumentation of the Catholicos
is his insistence on a theological approach. The geographic proximity of the
dogmatic opponents in the West, the caliphs in Damascus, and the frightening
prospect of an alliance between the Christian opponents and the representa-
tives of the new religious regime were overcome with theologically substantial
arguments. This was helped by the fact that the Muslims clearly favored the
Church of the East and its monasteries.

The Catholicos saw an important opportunity to preserve his church’s iden-
tity and retain his congregation, not in the passive acceptance of seemingly
inevitable acts against his congregation but, rather, in the active acceptance of
contact with the Muslims in order to demonstrate irrefutably that the beliefs
and opinions of the Church of the East were close to the beliefs and opinions of
the Muslims. This was initially impossible without recourse to arguments that
had proven to be popular in debates with theological opponents, particularly
the criticism of Theopaschism; this did not actually occur for the sake of the old
model of argumentation.!8 The goal was, rather, to bias the Muslims in favor of
the Church of the East, and to demonstrate clearly to them that the Church of
the East’s doctrines of faith were closer to their own doctrines than those of
their opponents in the West.

This manner of argumentation clearly had an effect on the Church of the
East. The desire to have a dialogue with the Muslims increased as soon as the
continued existence of their own community was at issue. And this dialogue
could only take place when the theologically polemical information neces-
sary for this conversation was made available to the congregation. As church

12 Duval, Isojahb 111 92—97 (Syriac); 71-74 (Latin).
13 Ioan, Muslime und Araber 120.
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leader, I§6‘yahb 111 had to learn that his followers were doomed to passivity
if they were insufficiently educated in theology and coached for the theolog-
ical debate. “Man does not possess ability in the way he possesses a material
object—ability can be obtained only in continuous practice.”* This quote from
the existential philosopher Otto Friedrich Bollnow undoubtedly applies to the
early encounters between Christians and Muslims.

[80yahb 111's successor, Giwargis 1 (r. 661-680), continued along the path
set by his predecessor in the encounters with the Muslims. In 676 CE, when he
ordered his bishops on the Arabian Peninsula to attend a synod on the island of
Dirin in the Bahrain archipelago, he regarded the concerns of his predecessor
not only as they pertained to the current situation; he also made them con-
cerns for the entire church. Thus, in accordance with the decision of the synod,
the task of explaining theological issues became a core component of the daily
routine of the church. Every Sunday and holiday each clergyman had to speak
to his congregation about the beliefs of the Church, at least briefly, during his
sermon.’> The two goals of the synod were clear—education in Church doc-
trine, and preparation for debates with those of other beliefs. This required the
priest to continually reflect on the foundations of theological doctrine, and it
required the faithful to willingly get involved with the distinctions or differ-
ences between Christians and Muslims as conferred in sermons. If the potential
inquirers from outside the Church of the East were presented as heretics at
this time, it cannot be doubted that the first canon had the Muslims in mind.
Their portrayal as heretics is nothing unusual, owing to the ongoing vagueness
in the theological interaction between Christians and Muslims. As in the time
of Giwargis’s predecessor, theological judgement had to be acquired, shaped,
and honed through discussions with two different parties—with the Muslims,
on the one hand, and with the Miaphysite Christians who were competing with
the Church of the East to gain favor with the Muslims, on the other.!® Giwar-
gis and his synod certainly knew more about the Muslims, which is clear from
the multitude of remarks about social behavior.l” Herman Teule describes the
significance of the synod: “The Synodical canons of Diren belong to the first
official decisions of the Church of the East to regulate the interaction of its
believers with Muslims and Muslim authorities.”® And the responsive element

14  Bollnow, Vom Geist des Ubens 12.
15  Braun, Buch der Synhados 336.

16 loan, Muslime und Araber 89-122.
17  Teule, Ghiwarghis 1151-153.

18 Ibid., 152.
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and the willingness to react to new situations with forms of self-restraint were
clearer under Giwargis's tenure than under [30yahb’s. Herman Teule points out
three important elements:

A number of canons issued during this synod contain references to the
Islamic environment of the church of east Arabia. Canon 6 is possibly one
of the earliest admonitions to Christians not to bring their differences and
conflicts to Muslim courts. Canon 14 forbids Christian women to marry
foreign hanpe, again an allusion to the Muslims. Canon 19 stipulates that
Christians entrusted by the Muslim authorities with the collection of the
Jjizya and kharaj should exempt the bishop.!®

But, one cannot simply eliminate “the other”; the presence of a religious other
led to an increased effort on the part of the Church of the East to distribute
knowledge to their own, and this created a basis for the possibility of conversa-
tions with the Muslims. The knowledge in question was of course derived from
established history, but it became critical through the change of regimes. This,
in turn, gave it an image that can be understood only through the historical
circumstances of those times. Once again, it was necessary for I§6‘yahb 111 to
discern the potential of encounters with others from an intellectual standpoint,
and to utilize his knowledge to ensure the survival of his own community. “You
could still explain to the mhagre what is [at issue], and convince them of this,
if it is important to you.”20
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PART 3

Rationalvs. Spiritual Approaches to Education






CHAPTER 7

How Do We Learn? Al-Farabi’s Epistemology of
Teaching

Nadja Germann

T1: Then [Plato] investigated what this other thing [providing ultimate
perfection] must be. It became evident to him that this other thing, whose
attainment is the attainment of happiness, is a certain knowledge ...
[This] knowledge is the final perfection of man and the highest perfec-
tion he can possess.!

Al-Farabr’s (d. 950) predilection for teaching is well known. Introductions to
his thought in general or analyses of his pedagogical principles in particular
almost always mention al-Farabi's epithet “the second teacher,” given to him
by his contemporaries.? The reason for this unparalleled concern with teach-
ing is, at least partially, also well known. It is grounded in al-Farabi’s conviction,
as indicated in the quotation above from the Falsafat Aflatun, that humanity’s
final goal is “happiness,” whose achievement presupposes the acquisition of
“a certain knowledge,” a knowledge that is considered “the final perfection of
man.”3

1 Al-Farabi, Falsafat Aflatun i, 2—3, 53—54. In what follows I will refer to the text passages quoted
in the main text as T1, T2, etc.

2 The most up-to-date introductions to al-Farabr's thought and ceuvre in general are Janos, al-
Farabi, and Rudolph, Aba Nasr al-Farabi. See still with benefit Black et al., Farabi.

3 See similarly, for instance, al-Farabi, Madina fadila xvi, 2:261-263 (terminology slightly
adjusted): “The people of the excellent city have things in common which they all perform
and comprehend, and other things which each class knows and does on its own. Each of
these people reaches the state of happiness by precisely these two things ... The same is true
of the actions by which happiness is attained: the more they increase and are repeated ...,
the stronger and more excellent and more perfect becomes the soul ..., until it arrives at that
stage of perfection in which it can dispense with matter so that it becomes independent of
it Note that in addition to knowledge, al-Farabi believes that human beings must perform
certain actions in order to attain happiness; these actions fall under moral virtues, on the
one hand, and the practical arts needed for society to survive, on the other. However, since
both kinds of practical activities are, in their own way, each subservient to the perfection of
humanity’s rational faculty, and since happiness as such depends exclusively on the latter
one (because “the theoretical intellect ... is the substance of man,” explains al-Farabi in his
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As such, this conviction is a necessary, but as yet insufficient, reason for al-
FarabT's emphasis on teaching. Most philosophers ( falasifa) would subscribe to
the same proposed link between happiness and knowledge; nonetheless, none
of them earned similar fame for their interest in teaching. In this regard, al-
Farabi stands out due to a second factor—his belief that knowledge is, and usu-
ally needs to be, acquired by way of instruction, not autodidactically. According
to him, people do not go out into the woods or similar places, observe natural
phenomena, and analyze them in order to derive universal truths from them,
like the natural laws. That is how philosophers and scientists proceeded in pre-
vious ages, for example, the Pre-Socratics, Plato, and Aristotle,* but these days
are long past, for with Aristotle, says al-Farab1 in his Kitab al-Huruf,

T2: ... scientific speculation ... culminate[d], all the methods [were] dis-
tinguished, and ... philosophy [was] perfected, with no room left in it for
investigation. Hence, it [became] an art that is only learned and taught.®

From a modern point of view, this is an odd position. The body of knowledge is
considered as finite, and its various elements, as well as its methods of acqui-
sition and justification, according to al-Farabi, have already been worked out
by Aristotle and his predecessors.® Nothing is left to be discovered, literally.”

Falsafat Aristutalis xvi, 93125), L have omitted references to the practical aspect in T1 in order
to avoid unnecessary confusion.

4 See, e.g., al-FarabT's “histories of philosophy” as developed in the Falsafat Aflatun and the Fal-
safat Aristatals. Accordingly, until the era of Aristotle, philosophers (a category which, in
the age of al-Farabj, included scientists) investigated the world around them to discover the
principles of reality. See Germann, Matter of method, esp. 22—-33.

5 Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Huruf ii,143:151.18-152.2 (my translation is based on the unpublished trans-
lation by C.E. Butterworth, which he generously shared with me). In accordance with my
sentence structure, I transposed all the verb forms of the quotation into the past tense. In the
Arabic original, the “historical” process is described as though it were still in the future.

6 Theidea that the body of knowledge is finite was not invented by al-Farabi. It is directly linked
with the (Aristotelian) view, according to which (1) knowledge is of forms or species (and not,
by contrast, of individuals); (2) species are eternal, do not change, and their number is finite;
(3) consequently, it is at least theoretically possible to know all the species and, thus, every-
thing that can be known in this world.

7 Several passages in al-Farabr’s work give one to understand, first, that in his writings Aris-
totle compiled everything his predecessors had discovered and, second, he figured out the
things his predecessors had not discovered. It should be noted, this claim does not conflict
with al-Farabi’s further observation that even Aristotle left some gaps. See, e.g., al-Farabi, Fal-
safat Aristutalis iv, 20:98, where he highlights Aristotle’s achievements in the natural sciences
and then adds: “These, then, are the subjects of natural science. [Aristotle] takes the evi-
dent premises ... Thereupon he goes over them once again with the scientific rules and sifts
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The only task that remains to ensure that human beings achieve their goal and
acquire the knowledge they are supposed to acquire for the sake of happiness
(cf. T1), is, first, to learn—which is the moral obligation of every human being in
pursuit of happiness—and second, to teach—which is the responsibility of the
accomplished philosophers who master “scientific speculation” and its “meth-
o0ds” (T2), and thus are preordained by nature to guard and transmit humanity’s
intellectual treasure.8

It is primarily for this reason that al-Farabi puts so much emphasis on teach-
ing. With this unprecedented focus, he sought to fill a gap that existed in
the field of epistemology. Since the age of Aristotle, philosophers had been

them. Those that fulfill the requirements of the premises leading to certainty, he puts for-
ward as demonstrations. And those that do not fulfill these requirements, he leaves as they
are, set down in his books as provisions for the investigators who will come after him.” See
also al-Farab1’s remarks on the science of music. As he writes in the introduction to his Kitab
al-Musiqa l-kabir, he found hardly anything helpful concerning this science in what had been
transmitted by the Greeks. Therefore, he takes it upon himself to develop this discipline, e.g.,
Musiga 1, i, 1:35—37: “I refrained from [writing about music], until I had considered the books
of the ancients which have come down to us on this topic ( fann) ... However, I found that
they all fall short of exhausting (tamam) the parts of this art and that much of what has been
established in it is flawed ... In view of all this (‘inda dhalika), I decided to comply with your
request [to write something about music].” (I am grateful to Thérése-Anne Druart who drew
my attention to this text.) As these quotations indicate, al-Farabi’s statement concerning the
completeness of knowledge is on a different level. While there may still be many details, areas,
or even entire sciences that have not yet been worked out (by Aristotle or anyone else), both
the topical and the epistemological framework—the range of sciences and arts, on the one
hand, and the first principles and methods of syllogistic deduction, on the other—have been
exposed and systematized by Aristotle. Therefore, according to al-Farab1’s account, whatever
field of knowledge is being elaborated in the post-Aristotelian era, it adds to the sum of known
details but does nothing to further constitute or modify these two frameworks. Any “thing”
suited to be the object of (scientific) knowledge is covered by the Aristotelian sciences and
arts. Likewise, the principles and premises, through which new findings must be proven true,
are precisely those identified by Aristotle and outlined in his Organon. It is in this specific
sense that I refer to the completeness of knowledge throughout this paper.

8 It is also for this reason that, according to al-Farabi, human beings, in relation to their nat-
ural endowments, have certain natural duties, e.g., to become rulers, or scientists, or fill
subservient positions to keep society running. Moreover, it is for this reason—in view of
al-Farabl's conviction that government is meant to serve the purpose of leading humanity
toward happiness (in the sense of T1 and n. 3)—that the core instrument of rulership consists
ininstruction and (as the practical preparatory stage) the formation of character; cf. al-Farabi,
Tahsil al-sa‘ada iii, 38—39:34—5: “After these four things are realized in a certain man (namely,
the ‘natural’ ruler, NG), the realization of the particular instances of them in nations and cities
still remains; ...: he who possesses such a great power ought to possess the capacity of realiz-
ing the particular instances of it in nations and cities. [39]. There are two primary methods
of realizing them: instruction and the formation of character.”
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intrigued by questions related to the theory of knowledge; however, the typ-
ical framework within which epistemological issues were pursued consisted of
commentaries on or paraphrases of Aristotle’s De anima. As a conse-
quence, these accounts focused on the acquisition of sense data—Aristotle’s
pathémata—Dby way of the external senses.® While in al-Farabi’s view there is
nothing wrong with this theory from a psycho-physiological point of view, epis-
temologically speaking, it lacks a crucial element. The theory tackles the prob-
lem of how mental representations are derived from reality (i.e., from things,
events, relations, etc.), yet, in so doing, it ignores the equally important prob-
lems of how the masses of data gathered in this fashion are transformed into
true understanding of the respective things, events, relations, and so forth, and
how a teacher can convey knowledge about certain things when these things
are not present, or worse, when they have previously never been encountered
by the student. In short, how will the latter be able to comprehend what the
teacher is talking about, and so develop an accurate understanding of reality?

While the basics of al-Farabr’s educational principles have recently been
explored, his specific theory, or epistemology, of teaching still needs to be scru-
tinized, particularly in light of the abovementioned absence of comparable
accounts among his contemporary “co-philosophers.”!? This is the aim of the
present study, which focuses on these questions: In light of al-Farabi’s concepts
of knowledge and science, what is teaching; what is the nature of its objects;
and, how can a teacher succeed in bringing about true understanding of these
objects in the students’ minds? This analysis will build on previous research
and expand the discussion of core features of al-Farabi’s thought, such as the
curriculum he defends, or the significance of logic within the framework of the
sciences.!! Yet, beyond a discussion of a particular thinker, our study can help
shed light on a crucial constellation during the formative period of Islamic cul-

9 According to De anima, extramental reality is perceived by virtue of the external senses
(sight, hearing, etc.); the respective objects, however, leave “traces” in the human mind.
These are the mental representations or images or—as Aristotle has it—"affections”
(pathémata) that can be recalled, even if the object which caused them is no longer
present. For a general introduction to Aristotle’s theory of perception and cognition, see
Shields, Aristotle’s psychology.

10  Foran exploration of al-Farabi’s pedagogical principles, see esp. Giinther, Principles, who
reveals al-FarabT’s strong concern for the teacher-student relation and the moral require-
ments for successful teaching. For a cursory, though slightly misleading summary of al-
Farabi’s theory of instruction see Haddad, Early Arab theory.

11 Onthe definition and division of the sciences and philosophy, see Mahdi, Alfarabi 65-96;
Gutas, Paul the Persian. On logic, Black, Logic; Abed, Aristotelian logic; Lameer, al-Farabi
and Aristotelian syllogistics.
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ture. For, in discussing a single scholar, we will be confronted with fundamen-
tal issues that troubled thinkers such as Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037) and al-Ghazali
(d. 505/1111) in the course of the two centuries following al-Farabi. These issues
are, on the one hand, the problem of knowledge, its certitude, and transferabil-
ity; on the other, the problem of teaching and its epistemological foundation.

In order to approach this topic, we need to examine its main components,
foremost, al-Farabi’s conception of teaching. He elaborates on this in various
passages throughout his writings; however, the most extensive treatment can
be found in a section of his Kitab al-Burhan that is specifically dedicated to
the problem of teaching and learning.!? This section will be the focus of our
study.

1 “Teaching” Is Said in Many Ways

T3: [1] Teaching (ta?im) is every activity a human being undertakes in
order to bring about in someone else the knowledge of something; or
in order to bring about in someone else a customary faculty (malaka
(‘tiyadiyya) from which some activity arises ... Therefore, we call “teach-
ing” [even] the habituation of many animals [to perform certain] activi-
ties of which we believe that they do not belong to their innate nature ( f
tiba‘iha).

[2] Likewise, when a human being does |p. 78| something in order to
copy by this someone else, and does repeatedly what this person does,
so that a faculty (malaka) develops in him, we call this “teaching.” Hence,
when an activity is described to him from which a faculty arises, and by
this one intends him to perform [this activity], until this faculty develops
in him, we call this “teaching.”

[3] Similarly, inculcation (talgin) can be called “teaching.” There are
two kinds of inculcation: first, if a speaker employs an utterance with
the intention that the listener often and repeatedly employs [it], so that
he arrives at memorizing [it]. This is like the inculcation of languages or
songs. It falls under the [category of] teaching to copy (iatidha’).

12 For this paper, [ used the edition by M. Fakhry. The majority of the fifth part ( fas! khamis),
namely 77—90, deals with teaching (fa%im), and not just the section (77-83) introduced
under this subtitle (Ft [-talim) by Fakhry. There is only a partial English translation of the
Kitab al-Burhan by J. McGinnis and D. Reisman, covering sections of the first two parts of
the book (20—26). Except for these passages, all translations of the Kitab al-Burhan (chiefly,
T3 and T10) are my own.
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[4] The second kind [of inculcation obtains] if, along with this, the aim
is to bring about the meanings (ma‘ani) of these utterances in the soul of
the listener. Also, [the instructor] may do something without [employ-
ing] words, [thus] bringing about knowledge, and this [too] is teaching,
like [by virtue] of gesticulating. Similarly, we may write, so that the writ-
ing [serves as] teaching ...

[5] There are two kinds of teaching: [first, ] teaching which brings about
the faculty of an activity. This is teaching either by virtue of copying, or
by means of discourse or gesticulation and writing taking the place of dis-
course. Discourse is the description (sifa) of an activity which the listener
needs to perform, so that a faculty develops in him. The aim does not only
consist in the acquisition of knowledge, but also in the development of a
faculty from which arises an activity.

[6] We now wish to talk about [the second kind of] teaching, which is
[the kind of teaching] from which knowledge (i/m) occurs. This is what
most appropriately is called “knowledge” (iUm) ...

[7] As to the remaining kinds [of instruction], one should invent dif-
ferent names for them, particularly, when [their] mutual dissimilarity
becomes obvious, like the inculcation of parrots and the linguistic incul-
cation of boys. They are obviously different [from one another], even
though there is some similarity between them.!3

In this passage from Kitab al-Burhan al-Farabi distinguishes between two dif-
ferentkinds of teaching. As stated in paragraph [6], the kind of teaching (ta1im)
he is interested in, and which will be at the center of his subsequent inves-
tigations, is the one “from which knowledge (‘ilm) occurs.” This specification
immediately raises two problems that must be addressed in what follows: the
distinction between this kind of teaching and the other one, and the somewhat
puzzling notion of knowledge (%/m) which al-Farabi seems to be employing
here in an ambiguous, if not equivocal, manner.* In this section of the paper we
will examine the first problem (his concept of teaching); section 3 will be ded-
icated to the second problem (his concept of knowledge). We will occasionally
use the Arabic %/m instead of the English translation “knowledge,” primarily in

13 Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:77—78. In what follows, the number before the colon refers to
the part ( fas(), the number following the colon to the pages.

14  Given that, according to paragraph [6], the knowledge al-Farabi’s preferred kind of teach-
ing conveys is “most appropriately ... called ‘knowledge,”
other types of knowledge that are less appropriately called so. Accordingly, “teaching” too,
we can conclude, “is said in many ways.”

we must conclude that there are
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cases where we need to focus on the specific kind of knowledge that, according
to our author, is “most appropriately” designated by this name.

The demarcation, between the kind of teaching conveying %/m and the kind
that does not, becomes clearer if we look at the different forms of instruc-
tion addressed in T3. A distinction is already offered in paragraph [1], where
al-Farabi distinguishes between the two chief purposes of teaching: “to bring
about in someone else the knowledge of something,” and “to bring about ...
a customary faculty from which some activity arises.” While the first purpose
can easily be connected to al-Farabi’s preferred kind of teaching, the sec-
ond purpose—which must, consequently, be related to the second kind of
teaching—represents those forms of instruction that do not bring about %m,
but aim at preparing for the performance of specific activities. This reading is
further substantiated when we examine the examples of “improper” teaching
that al-Farabi mentions, for instance, the comparison with animals at the end
of paragraph [1]. Hence, against the backdrop of Aristotelian psychology, it is
clear that a kind of teaching, suited to forming habituation in an animal, must
be directed toward a psychic faculty distinct from intellect, humanity’s specific
difference and the particular power of the soul that enables human beings to
think in an abstract, scientific fashion.!5

We find additional corroboration for this interpretation in paragraphs [2]
through [4]. In paragraph [2] al-Farabi cites the example of a student imitating
the activities of her teacher “so that a faculty develops” in her and she will be
able to perform these activities on her own. This description evokes the idea
of the acquisition of a craft in the course of an apprenticeship, or of compa-
rable practical proficiencies requiring persistent rehearsals, such as juggling,
archery, or playing the bagpipe. In a similar fashion, al-Farabi applies the notion
of “inculcation” (talgin) in paragraphs [3] and [4]. Belonging to the realm of
habituation, inculcation is depicted as a method applicable to human beings
and animals. However, while the notion of developing a routine® by virtue of

15  Formore details on the significance of Aristotelian psychology for al-Farab1'’s thought, see
section 3 below, with further references. Note that, according to the Aristotelian tradition,
only human beings are able to think; even highly developed animals, like chimpanzees,
according to this tradition, cannot acquire abstract concepts, let alone judge and argue.
As will become obvious in what follows, the distinction between the two kinds of instruc-
tion corresponds precisely to the two major tasks required by humanity in order to attain
happiness, broached in n. 3 above: on the one hand, the preparatory practical actions
(primarily, moral perfection) requiring habituation; on the other hand, the acquisition
of (theoretical) knowledge, the “gateway” proper to happiness, by virtue of what is “most
appropriately” called teaching (talim).

16 The term al-Farabi employs is ‘ada.
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persistent repetition was previously at the center, with inculcation, the focus
shifts toward the aspect of memorization (4ifz), for instance “of a language or
of songs.” This is notable, for at first glance one might think that speaking and
singing presuppose reason and constitute humanity’s proper realm; however,
in paragraph [7] al-Farabi leaves no doubt that the very basic level of memoriz-
ing and reproducing words and songs can be accomplished by animals as well
and, therefore, is not distinctive of human nature. This needs further elabora-
tion.

From other writings, we know that al-Farabi follows Aristotle in the convic-
tion that parrots and certain other animals are able to imitate sounds, including
human voices (speaking and singing), that some animals produce something
one might call a type of “music” (e.g., birdsong), and that there are even animals
that communicate through sounds (i.e., calls).l” However, what distinguishes
all of these vocal products from real language and music, is the lack of mean-
ing (ma‘na). Itis precisely this additional level of inculcation to which al-Farabi
refers in paragraph [4], a level only accessible to human beings, even though
the form of instruction does not differ much from the inculcation of an ani-
mal (cf. paragraph [7]). Nevertheless, in contrast to human beings, animals—
according to this essentially Aristotelian position—are able neither to grasp
the meanings conveyed by words and language nor to coin expressions them-
selves. Even if they are able to communicate by means of calls, these sounds
are natural (i.e., they are formed through instinct), and not conventional (i.e.,
intentionally imposed coinage).!®

17 See, e.g., al-Farabi, Sharh fi [-ibara 19—20, commenting on De interpretatione 2, 16a27—
29117, where Aristotle justifies his usage of “by convention” (“We have already said that
a noun signifies this or that by convention [Cooke’s emphasis].”): “if we keep the words
‘by convention’ in the definition of the noun, the word ‘sound, and not the word ‘expres-
sion, is the appropriate genus of the noun. For sound is sometimes natural, sometimes
conventional, while expression cannot but be conventional. Yet we find in the Book of Ani-
mals that Aristotle says that many birds and other animals occasionally produce sounds
composed of letters. And if expressions are composed of letters, the sounds these ani-
mals produce are expressions ... At the same time, we observe that many of the animals
which live around us, such as goats and others, produce sounds—sounds they have been
endowed with by nature—which are composed of letters we do know. I am not thinking
of birds like the parrot and the magpie, which can be taught expressions, but of those that
produce sounds which they have been given by nature. Such sounds are expressions which
are not based on convention ... That is to say, such beasts as produce the said sounds sig-
nalize the terror, pleasure, or aggression they feel. For many animals communicate with
one another” (Zimmermann'’s emphasis).

18  Seethe quotation in the preceding note. As this quote evinces, al-Farabi’s main divides are
(1) between convention and nature and (2) between the meaningful and non-meaningful.
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In relation to this, it is notable that in paragraph [7] al-Farabi explicitly iden-
tifies inculcation with the kind of teaching applied in the linguistic training
of young boys (sibyan al-lugha) that, in al-Farabl's era, usually took place in
elementary schools (kuttab).!® Instruction in lugha (i.e., the Arabic language,
its grammar, and literary heritage), according to him, consists essentially of
first memorizing (hifz) the words and phrases (a/faz)—like a parrot—and then
memorizing their meanings (ma‘ani)—that is, learning the lexicon of the Ara-
bic language (lisan al- Arab).29While this basic form of conveying the meanings
and shades of the Arabic lexicon as such cannot be considered as teaching
according to paragraph [6], nonetheless, as we will see in the course of this
paper, it constitutes the indispensable, most basic foundation on which the
transmission of any further knowledge, including ‘/m, must rely. Hence, even
though the comparison with the drilling of parrots might at first come across as
somewhat pejorative, and as a tacit critique of the prevailing form of instruc-
tion at the kuttab, the only caveat actually perceptible at this point is that,
from al-Farabr's perspective, teaching should not stop at this level. In order
to proceed to ilm and, thus, to happiness, some crucial additional stages are
required.

A final aspect we need to discuss concerns paragraph [5]. As this passage dis-
plays, in connection with the kinds of teaching, al-Farabi distinguishes between
different methods, some of which can be applied in any given setting, others
only within the frame of a specific form of instruction. The main divide, in
al-Farabi's view, is between “copying” (ihtidha’) and “discourse” (mukhataba).
Copying, which requires showing and imitating, is limited to the practical
sphere of crafts, proficiencies, and the like; discourse, by contrast, can be
applied in both the practical and the purely theoretical sphere. It can, more-
over, be replaced or supported by means of “gesticulation” (ishara) and “writ-

Accordingly, animal sounds that are meaningful, are so by nature, and not by convention
(which is the signum of human language); by contrast, sounds that are meaningful only
by convention, when they are taught to and uttered by parrots or magpies, neither possess
meaning for these animals, nor play a role in the birds’ communication with the members
of their flock.

19  For a general survey of the kuttab, see Landau, Kuttab. Landau’s emphasis on learning
by rote might be too strong, as shown in Giinther, Be masters. For an assessment of the
current state of research on this topic in particular, and for further references, see Gilliot,
Introduction.

20  Hence, the forms of instruction practiced at the kuttab, from al-Farabi’s perspective, con-
sist, first, in memorizing in a manner that even animals can be inculcated (i.e., the first
kind of talgin) and, second, in a level of talgin that is only accessible to human beings, a
level where the semantic dimension of language is involved.
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ing” (kitaba).?! Given that the understood setting is a type of classroom, what
al-Farabi probably had in mind are the gestures and notes—perhaps, even
including drawings—teachers often utilize to supplement their descriptions
and explanations.

Teaching, in the sense underlying the Kitab al-Burhan, can take place only
by virtue of discourse, insists al-Farabi; there is no way to teach %lm by means of
showing and imitating.?2 This position not only underscores the specific rank
of ilm, pertaining exclusively to the realm of theory and, thus, of intellect, in
al-Farabi’s account; it moreover prepares the ground for the fundamental role
inculcation plays as the basis for any further instruction. If ¥/m can be transmit-
ted only through discourse, this presupposes that not only the teacher but also
the student has a profound command of the language in which this discourse
is held. However, language, as paragraph [4] displays, is transmitted through
inculcation, which must necessarily precede the stage of teaching proper. In
order to pursue this issue further, and to inquire how teaching can pave the
desired avenue toward happiness, we next need to have a closer look at al-
Farab1’s notion of knowledge (ilm), as employed in paragraphs [1] and [6]. For
this purpose, we must make a little digression, because in our section of the
Kitab al-Burhan al-Farabi does not introduce this concept; rather, he presumes
acquaintance with it.

2 WhatIs ilm?

T4: The term “knowledge” (‘ilm) occurs in a sentence with two mean-
ings—one is “assent” (tasdiq); the other is “concept formation” (tasaw-
wur). There is both a certain and an uncertain assent, and there is both
a necessary certainty and a non-necessary certainty. Clearly, the term
“knowledge” is more applicable to what is necessarily certain than to what
is uncertain or to what is certain but not necessarily so. [What is neces-
sarily certain], then, should be termed “certain knowledge.”23

21 Asto teaching by means of discourse, al-Farabi distinguishes between a kind that brings
about something “which [the listener] already knew beforehand” and a kind that conveys
a “knowledge (maifa) which [the listener| did not have previously”; for a longer citation
of this passage along with its context, see below, section 4 with Tio.

22 Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:78: “Now, the teaching which exclusively brings about %/m,
can take place only by means of discourse and what takes its place.” By “what takes its
place,” he refers to gesticulation and writing, cf. paragraph [4].

23 Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 2:25 (trans. 67, terminology slightly adjusted).
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As the few indications at the end of our last section already evince, ilm
according to the Kitab al-Burhan is theoretical knowledge accessible only to
the intellect. This is al-Farabi’s typical usage of the term “%/m.” While he occa-
sionally employs this expression in a broader sense, what he usually has in
mind, in coherence with his focus on philosophy and the sciences through-
out his ceuvre, is scientific knowledge in the vein of the Aristotelian epistéme.
Given the context of our section on teaching—situated in al-Farabi’s epitome
of the Stagirite’s Posterior analytics, itself a treatise centered on the theory of
syllogistic reasoning and demonstrative science?*—we can conclude that it is
precisely this notion of %/m that “most appropriately is called ‘knowledge,” as
T3, paragraph [6] has it. Teaching, as discussed in the Kitab al-Burhan, is not
any kind of (theoretical) instruction, but rather, aims at scientific knowledge.
However, what are the essential features of scientific knowledge according to
our author?

As it turns out, even though al-Farabi’s notion of /m must be regarded as an
engagement with Aristotle’s concept of episteme, it is the result of a fairly par-
ticular interpretation. According to al-Farabi, knowledge (i/m) can be of two
kinds: on the one hand, it consists in the formation of concepts (tasawwur) and,
on the other, in the formation of assent (tasdiq), as T4 displays. This distinction
is noteworthy. Not only will our author fall back on it within the framework
of his theory of teaching, but, as recent research has revealed, he was appar-
ently the first thinker to introduce this twin concept.?? This is not to deny the
fact that al-Farabi, once again, took inspiration from Aristotle’s Posterior analyt-

24  Inwhat follows, I will employ the term “syllogism” and its cognates in accordance with the
sense in which Aristotle utilizes these terms in his Posterior analytics (cf. Smith, Aristotle’s
logic). This is to say, “syllogism” does not refer to any kind of logical argumentation, but
only to deductive reasoning, i.e., logical inferences that depart from first premises (or from
premises that are ultimately derived from first premises). It should be noted that Aristotle,
in his Posterior analytics, accepts only a limited number of logical inferences as suitable
to apply within the frame of deductive reasoning. As we will see below, al-Farabi employs
the term “syllogism” in a slightly broader sense, embracing inferences that, according to
Aristotle, would not count as syllogisms. This has the effect that, within the sphere of syllo-
gistics, al-Farabi can distinguish between different kinds of syllogisms and their respective
power. Accordingly, some syllogisms are stronger and, thus, qualify as scientific, while oth-
ers are weaker (e.g., dialectical or rhetorical syllogisms) and, hence, cannot be considered
as scientific.

25  Onthe history of tasawwur and tasdiq, as well as on al-FarabT’s role in this connection, see
Lameer, Conception, esp. chap. 2,19—-35; Lameer translates tasdiq as “belief” to highlight its
psychological dimension. Yet, in order to remain more faithful to the Arabic root (s—-d-g),
in what follows I will give precedence to the translation as “assent.” Admittedly, due to this
latter term’s significance in the realm of logic, it may be misread at first as referring to a
proposition. Nonetheless, it is sufficiently well established in current research as a trans-
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ics.26 Nevertheless, based on the available texts, al-Farab1’s achievement was to
coin these technical terms and to make the corresponding concepts the corner-
stones of his epistemology.?” In the section on teaching in the Kitab al-Burhan
al-Farabi briefly expounds tasawwur as follows:

T5: Maybe one believes that when the formation of the concept of some-
thing (tasawwuruhu) is sought, it is not always necessary that this is
[already] conceptualized (tusuwwira) beforehand. For, if we do not know
the meaning (ma‘na) of a word (ism), we seek to form a concept (an
natasawwara) of the meaning which is signified by this name, then grasp
(fa-fahimna) its meaning, and form its concept (wa-tasawwarna).?8

Notably, in his explanation of what he terms tasawwur, al-Farabi closely follows
Aristotle’s Posterior analytics 1,1, 71a1-13. He not only places concept formation
(tasawwur) within the context of teaching and learning as well as the problem
of antecedent knowledge, but also delineates it as the act of grasping ( fahima)
the meaning (ma‘na) of a word (ism). Hence, just as al-Farabi follows Aristo-
tle in presupposing the application of verbal discourse, tasawwur itself fairly
unambiguously captures Aristotle’s notion of “understand|ing] (suniénai) the
meaning of the term” (see n. 26).2° Thus, while tasawwur is the mental activity
of grasping ( fahima) something, in a teaching environment it can be evoked
by the instructor, either by means of words (universal names) that directly sig-

lation of tasdiq to represent what it is meant to express in this paper, namely, a mental
attitude. For this distinction, see our subsequent analyses.

26  See Aristotle, Posterior analytics 1, 171a1-13:25—27: “All teaching and learning that involves
the use of reason proceeds from pre-existent knowledge ... There are two senses in
which previous knowledge is necessary. Sometimes it is necessary to assume (prohypolam-
bdnein) the fact (hdti ésti) beforehand, and sometimes one must understand (suniénai)
the meaning of the term (¢ to legémendn esti); sometimes both are necessary” (Treden-
nick’s emphases; additions of the Greek terms are mine).

27  This move had a tremendous impact on epistemology in the Islamic world. Ibn Sina, in his
Isharatwa-tanbihat, put this twin concept at the center of his section on logic, and restruc-
tured this field accordingly. Through the Isharat, this new model entered the pre-modern
manuals on logic (cf. al-Khiinaji and al-Abhari) and thus morphed into the standard epis-
temological pattern; see El-Rouayheb, Introduction; Street, Logic.

28  Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:80; see also Lameer, Conception 19.

29  Itshould be added that the Arabic translation of the Posterior analytics by Abu Bishr Matta
does not use tasawwara and saddaga or any of their cognates to render the passage under
discussion (I, 1, 71a1-13). For a discussion of the Arabic translation and its implications,
as well as the conclusion that the terms tasawwur and tasdig must be considered as al-
FarabT’s own coinages, see Lameer, Conception 20—24.
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nify concepts, or by virtue of expressions, phrases, or whatever else is suited
to explain or circumscribe the particular concept. However, it is important
to note that with “concept formation” al-Farabi first envisages something very
particular—namely, grasping the essence (dhat) of a thing, event, relation, or
the like—he dubs this “perfect tasawwur.”3? As a consequence, the explanatory
speeches most suited for teaching are definitions (fudid), which bring about
precisely the quiddity of a thing. In terms of accuracy, definitions are followed
by descriptions (rusum), and finally by more remote kinds of circumlocution.!
As far as tasawwur in his envisaged teaching context is concerned, however, we
can conclude that what al-Farabi primarily had in mind is the accurate under-
standing of the essence or quiddity of something.

Tasdig now goes beyond this stage. Still in accordance with Aristotle, al-
Farabi maintains that it occurs if the student forms, along with a certain con-
cept C1, the mental attitude (i.e., the conviction or belief) that C1 exists or is the
case:32

T6: By way of summary, tasdiq is for someone to have a belief (an ya‘tagida
l-insan) about something to which a judgment can apply, by judging that
what the thing is outside the mind accords with the object of belief in
one’s mind, ... Tasdiqg may be certain (yagqin), it may be approximately
certain (mugqarib lil-yaqin), [or] it may be the tasdiq that is called “the
acquiescence of the soul” (sukin al-nafs) with respect to something.33

30  Accordingly, we can conclude there are imperfect forms of tasawwur. For the sake of
unambiguously bringing to light al-Farabi’s notion of ‘ilm, and his concept of “ideal” teach-
ing, we will focus on perfect tasawwur.

31  Foral-FarabT's notion of “perfect tasawwur,” see Kitab al-Burhan1:20 (trans. 6364, slightly
modified): “Perfect concept formation (al-tasawwur al-tamm) is to conceptualize some-
thing (tasawwuru [-shay’) by means of a concise account of its essence (dhatihi) in a
manner specific to it, which is to say, to conceptualize the thing by means of that which its
definition (hadduhu) indicates (yadullu).” The other means of bringing about a concept
corresponds to the imperfect forms of tasawwur (see the preceding note). Thus, while a
definition points exactly to the essence of a thing (inasmuch as it reveals its genus plus spe-
cific difference), the description still singles out the species by referring to its genus plus
proprium. Other forms of circumlocution indicate attributes that are not directly linked
with the essence of the respective thing (i.e., accidents) and, hence, entail the risk of being
ambiguous, which is to say, of likewise being attributes of other species.

32 Seealso Lameer, Conception 19, who adds that tasdiqg “concerns a neccesary [sic] truth and
is said to relate to primary judgments or propositions (ahkam awwaliyya | mugaddamat
uwal) and conclusions derived from these.”

33  Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 1:20 (trans. 64, slightly adjusted and substituting “tasdiq” for
“assent”).
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As T6 shows, tasdig can be expressed by means of propositions (i.e., sen-
tences of the type “S is P”). It must be underscored, however, that tasdiq is
introduced as a mental attitude. More precisely, it is a conviction or belief that
something exists or is the case. Accordingly, while it can be described as a men-
tal attitude toward a certain propositional content, it cannot be mistaken for
this content itself. Moreover, there are different degrees of tasdig: certainty,
something close to certainty, and “acquiescence of the soul.”3* “Perfect assent”
is equivalent to “certainty,” says al-Farabi.3® It is the primary goal of teaching
and can be triggered by particular factors, either by self-evident first princi-
ples and premises, or by syllogisms.36 In a communicative setting such as the
teaching context, the instructor will, accordingly, seek to bring about assent,

34  Remarkably, just as al-Farabi discriminates between more and less perfect forms of
tasawwur, he also distinguishes between different degrees of tasdig. While certitude, as
we will see in what follows, counts as “perfect assent,” and is the aim ultimately sought for
(on which we will, hence, focus further in this paper), the two remaining kinds of assent
correspond to the dialectical and rhetorical procedures already alluded to above. Particu-
larly noteworthy is the expression “acquiescence of the soul” (sukun al-nafs) that al-Farabi
employs for rhetorical tasdig: this is an expression chiefly utilized by Mu‘tazilite thinkers
of his age. In this way, our author gives to understand that the theological devices used
by his contemporaries, in the frame of theological debates, are at best suited to produce
a rhetorical form of assent, much inferior to the certainty entailed by demonstration and
true im.

35  Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 1:20 (trans. 63).

36  Among the syllogisms, al-Farabi once again differentiates between necessary and non-
necessary, as well as between essential and accidental. For a careful analysis of al-Farabi’s
syllogistics, see Lameer, al-Farabt and Aristotelian syllogistics. As mentioned above, al-
FarabT’s notion of syllogism is broader than that of Aristotle. Accordingly, the different
degrees of tasdig discussed briefly in n. 34 are the result of corresponding types of syllo-
gisms: demonstrative syllogisms that induce certitude; dialectical syllogisms that bring
about what is “approximately certain;” and, rhetorical syllogisms that lead toward the
“acquiescence of the soul.” Furthermore, a remark on al-Farabi's “primary principles and
premises” is in place; as he indicates, he uses the terms “principle” and “premise” inter-
changeably, see Kitab al-Burhan 2:23 (trans. 66): “Such premises are called ‘first premises
naturally belonging to man, or ‘first principles.” On the capacity of such first principles
and premises, as well as demonstrative syllogisms to guarantee perfect assent, see ibid. 1:22
and 2:23 (trans. 65-66, slightly adjusted): “Necessary certainty may result from a syllogism
... An example of [this] is, ‘Man is a biped; anything that is a biped is an animal; there-
fore, man is an animal’ The necessary certainty ... is the result of two premises that have
also been ascertained to be certain necessarily. That [ascertainment of their certainty] is
either not initially the result of a syllogism, or it can be reduced analytically to premises
through which necessary certainty is present not as a result of a syllogism ... |2:23| ... The
type [of universal premises] that occurs naturally provides us with a certainty without
our knowing whence or how it occurred, and without our being aware at any time that
we were ever ignorant of it, ... Instead, we find that we seem to have it in us from the very
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or defend her teaching, by disclosing either the first principles for the student,
or the premises behind an assent under discussion, or by means of setting up
syllogisms. For less perfect forms of tasdig, she might fall back on inductions
or even apply rhetorical devices.3” Regarding the relation of tasawwur and tas-
dig, from al-FarabT’s explanations it is clear that tasdig presupposes tasawwur,
but not vice versa. For, as our author remarks, “In order to bring about assent
of something, it is absolutely necessary (yalzamu daruratan) that [this ‘some-
thing’] has already been conceptualized.”38

Finally, tasdig must be distinguished with respect to its target. In itself, as
we have seen, it consists in a mental attitude. However, this attitude can be
directed toward two different aspects of a thing, event, relation, or the like—its
existence or its being the case and, the reason why it exists or is the case.3% Here,
too, Aristotle’s influence is conspicuous, for al-Farabr’s two kinds of assent cor-
respond exactly to the core types of proof distinguished within the Aristotelian
tradition, proof of the fact (quia) and proof of the reason (propter quid).*° Yet,
an assent is not a proof, as is clear from the above discussion. Therefore, the
correspondence between al-Farab1’s kinds of tasdig and the Aristotelian types
of proof cannot be misunderstood as identical.*! The connection between

beginning of our existence.” These are the abovementioned first principles or premises on
which demonstrative syllogisms are ultimately based.

37  For this, see our remarks on less-than-perfect forms of tasdig above in n. 34. Just like Aris-
totle, al-Farabi does not consider induction to be a type of syllogism; according to him, it
is primarily used for investigation and, in order for its results to be ascertained as scientif-
ically accurate, always requires verification by means of deduction. For these less perfect
forms of tasdiq, see Black, Logic; Aouad, Fondements; Aouad and Schoeler, Syllogisme.

38  Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:79.

39 Interestingly, al-Farabi maintains that each kind of assent can be had independently of
the other; see Kitab al-Burhan 2:25 (trans. 67-68, slightly modified), referring to certi-
tude, which, however, as we have seen, neatly corresponds to the highest degree of tasdig:
“There are three [types of] certain knowledge. One is certainty [about] only that a thing
is ... The second [type] is [certitude about only] why something is ... The third [type] is
the [first] two types together” (McGinnis and Reisman’s emphases). Whether al-Farabi
introduces this distinction for logical reasons, or in order to remain faithful to Aristo-
tle’s distinction between proofs of fact and proofs of reason (see following note), remains
unclear, for as the continuation of this passage evinces (as well as our own investigations
in section 4), he leaves no doubt whatsoever that a tasdig “why” can be obtained only on
the basis of an (antecedent) conviction “that”; see T8 below.

40  The point of reference for this distinction is Posterior analytics 1,13, 78a22—23:85: “Knowl-
edge of a fact and knowledge of the reason for it differ.” While Aristotle in this opening
sentence refers to knowledge, in what follows he explains this division by differentiating
types of proof.

41 This point was demonstrated by Lameer, Conception 22—23 (against the background of the
first chapter 3-18), who thus did away with previous positions in scholarship that tended
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the Aristotelian types of proof and al-Farabi’s kinds of assent is furnished by
the communicative setting. Accordingly, the basic form of assent (belief that
something is the case) can be brought about and defended by means of quia
proofs; the more advanced form of assent (conviction that something is the
case because of this or that reason) can be brought about and defended by
virtue of propter quid proofs.

From our discussion of tasawwur and tasdig, two questions arise concerning
al-Farabi’s theory of teaching, which need to be investigated in what follows.
They both concern the nature of /m envisaged in the Kitab al-Burhan. First, is
teaching meant to bring about, beyond the mere understanding of concepts,
the mental attitude of assent, or does tasawwur suffice as the aim of instruc-
tion?42 Second, whenever tasdiq is sought by a teacher, does al-Farabi accept
assent based on simple proofs of the fact (basic tasdiq) as sufficient to count as
‘ilm, or does he demand the understanding of the reasons (advanced assent)?
Some indications regarding the first question can already be found if we pur-
sue al-Farabi's notion of /m a little further. There are several passages in his
writings where he defines knowledge in terms of his twin concept of tasawwur
and tasdig. Thus, for instance, in his Kitab al-Miisiqa [-kabir, in one of the most
substantial passages of his entire ceuvre on his epistemological principles, he
maintains:

T7: [Knowledge (ilm)] is when there occurs in our [minds] ( indana) [1]
[the conviction] that the thing exists (anna [-shay’ mawjud) as well as [2]
the reason (sabab) for its existence and that it is entirely impossible for it
to be other than what occurs in our [minds] ... This is what has been sum-
marized in the Kitab al-Burhan belonging to the art of logic. |83| ... Among
the things which facilitate [the acquisition of knowledge (i/m)] are def-
initions, descriptions, indications, ..., and the rest of what is investigated
in that book.#3

From this quote it is clear that knowledge (‘ilm) presupposes tasawwur, but it
must be identified with knowledge of the existence, as well as the reason for the

to identify tasdiq with judgment or proof (for a handy overview of previous renderings of
tasdiq, see Lameer’s table on 5-6).

42 Aninstruction that is meant to convey knowledge, suited to lead the student toward hap-
piness, humanity’s final goal (cf. T1).

43 Al-Farabi, Misiqa1,1,1:82—83. Page breaks were inserted for easier navigation in the Arabic
original.
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existence, of the thing under consideration (i.e., with tasdig).** That concept
formation is a prerequisite for the acquisition of knowledge, did already follow
from assent’s dependence on tasawwur as seen above; in T7 this dependence
is further substantiated by what al-Farabi refers to as “things which facilitate
[the acquisition of knowledge].” Among these “things” he lists definitions and
descriptions, which is to say, accounts that aim at bringing about simple quiddi-
tative concepts, not assents. As a consequence, as our quote suggests, tasawwur
is an indispensable presupposition but does not yet itself amount to i/m, in the
sense intended by the Kitab al-Burhan. The conclusion that only tasdiq corre-
sponds to scientific knowledge is further supported by the explicit reference
to the Kitab al-Burhan in T7.4° These observations, however, lead us toward
the second question raised above, whether both kinds of assent—basic and
advanced—equally count as scientific knowledge in al-Farabi’s view.

Despite al-Farabi’s vagueness on this issue in various passages throughout
his work, in his Kitab al-Burhan, the immediate context for our topic, he offers
a fairly unambiguous account. While assent can be of different degrees, as we
have seen in T6 (and in T4), “perfect assent,” according to al-Farabj, “is cer-
tainty” (see above with n. 31). Certitude, however, presupposes that a number
of quite demanding conditions are fulfilled, such as necessity (i.e., that the
thing known cannot be otherwise), that one actually knows that one knows
the object of assent, and the eternity of the object known (i.e., that it will never
cease to exist in the way it is believed to exist or be the case), as well as a number
of further conditions that go beyond the objectives of this paper.4¢ This is what
al-Farabi calls “necessary certitude,” which can result only from the two sources
mentioned above: self-evident first premises and demonstrative syllogisms.4”
Now, if teaching ideally results in “perfect assent,” and if “the term ‘knowledge’

44  Atthis point it remains open as to what function the conjunction “as well as” plays in the
first sentence of the quote: whether it is meant to be additive (i.e., belief in both “that” and
“why” simultaneously) or merely coordinative (either “that” or “why,” or both).

45 Itis not entirely clear whether, with this title, al-Farabi intends to refer to Aristotle’s Poste-
rior analytics or his own Kitab al-Burhan, his epitome of Aristotle’s Posterior analytics. Be
this as it may, in both cases, the context would be syllogistic reasoning and demonstrative
science.

46  For the conditions of certitude, see Kitab al-Burhan 1:20—22 (trans. 64—65). For a detailed
discussion of these conditions, see Black, Knowledge, with a study of the Kitab al-Burhan
and another Farabian treatise, the Shar@’it al-yagin, which is explicitly dedicated to this
issue, and more comprehensive than the passage in the Kitab al-Burhan.

47  These syllogisms are reliable, since they “can be reduced analytically to premises through
which necessary certainty is present not as a result of a syllogism”; Kitab al-Burhan 1:22
(trans. 65; for a quotation of the entire passage, see above, n. 36), that is, premises which
are self-evident.
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is more applicable to what is necessarily certain” (T4) than to what is not, then
the entailments for the kind of ¢tasdiq envisioned by teaching are obvious:

T8: There are three [types of | certain knowledge. One is certainty [about]
only that a thing is ... The second [type] is [certitude about only] why
something is ... The third [type] is the [first] two types together ... Clearly,
when we seek to discover just the cause of something, we must necessar-
ily already know that the thing exists, and [so] the type of knowledge that
is most properly termed “certain knowledge” is the one that is a combined
certainty about both existence and cause.*8

While this quote, along with our preceding analyses, offers a fairly clear notion
of the goal envisaged by teaching—namely, the knowledge of both that and
why something exists or is the case*®*—there is one problem left that we need
to address before returning to al-Farab1’s theory of teaching. This problem con-
cerns the objects of knowledge sought by virtue of teaching, or rather, their
epistemological status.

In order to approach this problem, it may be helpful to revisit al-Farabi’s
chief model, Aristotle, this time, however, his De anima. For, in this treatise the
Stagirite makes an important claim. In the frame of his explanations of how
things are initially perceived by the senses, and subsequently grasped by the
mind, he argues that neither sense perceptions nor the corresponding mental
images can be wrong.5° It is this theory that is in the background of, among

48  Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 2:25-26 (trans. 67—68, slightly modified McGinnis and Reis-
man’s emphases), already partially quoted above, n. 39.

49  Note, however, that the formulation admits of “lower” degrees of assent. For this, see our
brief explanations above, nn. 34 and 36. Remarkably, even tasdiq resulting from demon-
strative syllogisms can be of different degrees, in this case, depending on the respective
objects; if these are eternal, assent to them will correspond to necessary certainty, and if
they are only temporary (e.g., the fact that Socrates right now plays the bagpipe), their
tasdig will be certain, however, only of the non-necessary kind. See Kitab al-Burhan 1:21
(trans. 65): “Necessary certainty can apply only to permanently existing things, for exam-
ple, that the whole is greater than the part, for such a thing cannot alter. Non-necessary
certainty applies only to things whose existence shifts and alters.”

50  As Aristotle underscores repeatedly, perception of the respective senses’ proper objects is
always accurate; see, e.g., De anima 111, 3, 428b19:163: “The perception of proper objects is
true.” Similarly, minds thinking of simple objects cannot err. Ibid. 111, 6, 430a25:171: “The
thinking of indivisible objects of thought occurs among things concerning which there
can be no falsehood.” Falsehood and error, in Aristotle’s account, can occur as soon as
complexity appears on the scene; on the level of perception, this happens when common
objects are regarded, or when several sense impressions are related to the same object.
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other passages, the famous opening lines of his De interpretatione, where Aris-
totle expands on the relation of words, things, and thoughts:

To: Words spoken are symbols or signs of affections or impressions (path-
emata) of the soul; written words are the signs of words spoken. As writ-
ing, so also is speech not the same for all races of men. But the mental
affections themselves, of which these words are primarily signs, are the
same for the whole of mankind, as are also the objects (prdgmata) of
which those affections are representations or likenesses, images, copies.5!

From De anima and De interpretatione, al-Farabi drives home the lesson that
there is a natural and, hence, necessary connection between the things we per-
ceive and the corresponding impressions in our minds.>? And, just as the things
are the same for all human beings, so are the impressions, which are their repre-
sentations or copies. Mental images, insofar as they derive directly from sense
perception—insofar as they are, in Aristotle’s parlance, “mental affections or
impressions (pathémata)” of things perceived—cannot be otherwise. As build-
ing blocks of knowledge, therefore, they are reliable and thus can provide the
basis for an accurate, scientific understanding of reality.

However, as both De anima and this passage from De interpretatione convey,
the reason for the epistemic trustworthiness of mental representations con-
sists in nothing other than their natural relation with the corresponding objects
of sense perception.>3 Therefore, given that in his theory of teaching al-Farabi
wishes to develop an explanation of how knowledge about actually existing or
occurring things, events, relations, and so forth can be transmitted by means of
discourse>*—that is, by way of words and not by virtue of literally showing the

As far as thinking is concerned, falsehood and error can be the result of combining or
dividing simple thought objects (i.e., ascribing or denying predicates).

51 Aristotle, De interpretatione 1,16a4—8:115.

52 See, e.g, al-Farabl’s commentary on De interpretatione 1, 16a6-8, Sharh fi l-ibara 12—13:
“That is to say, the thoughts all men understand when expressed in their different lan-
guages are the same for them. The sense-objects which those thoughts are thoughts of are
also common to all. For whatever individual thing an Indian may have a sensation of—if
the same thing is observed by an Arab, he will have the same perception of it as the Indian”
(Zimmermann’s emphases). Note that the “affections or impressions (pathémata)’ men-
tioned in Tg are precisely the pathémata we were referring to in section 1 (see n. 9) of this
paper.

53  They are, in a way, causally dependent on the sense perceptible objects; due to the “natu-
ralness” of their relation, they cannot be otherwise, and hence they fulfill an Aristotelian
core condition of true knowledge (epistémeé), namely, that it be necessary.

54  Afterall, science is meant to be about exactly this, i.e., really existing or occurring things,
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respective things, events, relations, and the like, themselves—he must some-
how account for the two factors implied by Aristotle’s epistemology. This is to
say, first, his teaching model must be able to guarantee that what is imparted
by the teacher in effect concerns actually existing or occurring things, events,
relations, and the like.5% I will call this the “reality condition” in what follows.
Second, as the channel through which knowledge is acquired in a classroom
setting is language, and since the link between language and thought is by con-
vention and not natural, as Tg gives to understand,>® al-Farabi will have to find
a way to make sure that the knowledge, brought about by the teacher through
language, nonetheless cannot be otherwise and is epistemologically reliable.
This, I shall dub the “necessity condition.” With this background, let us now
continue our analysis of al-Farabi’s theory, or epistemology, of teaching.

3 How to Convey ilm?

T10: [1] One kind of discourse brings into ( yuhdir) actuality something
in the mind of the listener which he already knew beforehand ... |79] ...
However, teaching (taim) is not this [kind of] discourse which [should]
rather be called “notice” (tagrir) or “reminder” (tadhkir) or what is akin
to these expressions.

[2] Another kind of discourse aims to bring about in the mind of the
listener knowledge (ma‘rifa) which he did not have previously, neither in
perfect actuality, nor in proximate potentiality. Teaching falls under this
[kind of] discourse ...

[3] ... it follows [necessarily] that students [already] know what they
are looking for in one respect and ignore it in another. However, there
are two kinds of ignorance: first, an ignorance of which one is aware
(yash‘uru) that it is ignorance; and, [second, ] an ignorance of which one
believes that it is knowledge. Teaching, now, is a discourse which aims at
the knowledge of something which was ignored previously—in a man-
ner that one is aware of it being ignorance. Yet, it is necessary that this

events, relations, etc.; recall also al-Farabi's just-discussed insistence that %/m must include
assent that, i.e., that knowledge must be directed toward something, which is (at least)
believed to exist or to be the case.

55 In short, the student must be able to know, with certitude, that what she just learned con-
cerns actual things, events, relations, etc., and not, for instance, imaginary beings (such as
phoenixes, goat-stags, and the like).

56  Al-Farabi basically subscribes to this theory. For his intricate account of the relation of
language and thought, see Germann, Imitation.
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thing in itself is somehow known to the students. Knowledge, however, is
either concept formation (tasawwur) or assent (tasdiq). Hence, if teach-
ing aims at the formation of the concept of something, it is necessary that
this thing in a way was [already] conceived previously, ... That of which
assent is sought, must necessarily [also] be assented to in a way previously
. |81] ..

[4] ... by virtue of [assent] we aim to attain certitude (yagin), ... How-
ever, when there is assent, this is either definite (muhassal) or not. The
assent to one of two opposites (mutaqabilan), which is determined in a
specific manner (mu‘ayyan ‘ala l-tahsil), is a definite assent, [while] the
assent to one of the two [opposites which] is indefinite, [is] the [mere]
belief (itigad) that one of the two opposites is true without there being
an indication to one of them in particular ... The syllogism (giyas), by con-
trast, brings about definite assent ... |82] ...

[5] The [kind of] teaching at the center of our discussion is a [kind of]
teaching which is [carried through] by means of human discourse. Thus,
we say: the [kind of] teaching which aims at the understanding of some-
thing, is a discourse which brings about, with respect to a specific thing
(amr mafrud), the formation of a concept which was not there before-
hand. If this discourse takes place by virtue of linguistic expressions (/afz)
through which one understands the thing sought by conceptualizing it as
an object sought, there will not occur an understanding other than the
first, but rather a repetition (takrir) of this first ... |83] ...

[6] Between this thing (amr), which causes us to assent, and the object
of assent (al-musaddaq) should be an essential and necessary connection.
It should [also] be in its nature to cause us to assent by all means, so that
by virtue of our assenting to this, the assent to the object of inquiry comes
about. Moreover, the thing (amr) should be a premise (mugaddima) ...
|84] ... If one proceeds in this manner, those things occur which cause
assent—and these are the syllogisms (magayis) which I enumerated pre-
viously.57

Teaching, as al-Farabi highlights in paragraphs [1] and [2], is the transmission
of something new and, hence, must be distinguished from any form of recol-
lection. We need not go into the details here. However, the kind of discourse
mentioned by al-Farabi in paragraph [1]—and being excluded as the sort of
teaching he envisions—embraces both anamnesis in the Platonic sense®® and,

57  Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:78-79, 81-84.
58  According to Plato’s theory of recollection, before entering “its” body, the human soul has



168 GERMANN

in general, remembrance of something previously learned and then stored
in one’s memory.5® Concerning our topic, al-Farabi’s insistence on the nov-
elty of the pieces of knowledge conveyed by means of teaching is noteworthy,
as it creates a severe tension with the Aristotelian notion, likewise defended
by our author, that knowledge acquisition proceeds from the known to the
unknown.®° For, how can teaching be at once the transmission of something
new, and take its point of departure from something known?6!

In order to solve this seeming contradiction, al-Farabi embarks upon an
investigation into the nature of the required antecedent knowledge. In this
connection, as the first phrase of paragraph [3] exhibits, he draws attention
to the peculiarity “that students [already] know what they are looking for
in one respect and ignore it in another.” This antecedent knowledge, “in one
respect,” and its counterpart, the students’ ignorance, “in another,” are further
specified in the remainder of the paragraph. There, al-Farabi explains that

viewed all the eternal forms, of which the individual things in physical reality are resem-
blances. Upon unification with its body, the soul, in a way, forgets these forms that, how-
ever, remain latent somewhere in the back of one’s mind. “Learning,” as a consequence, is a
process of anamnesis, of recollection, and not the acquisition of something new. Notably,
in addition to Plato’s theory of recollection, al-Farabi explicitly rejects divine inspiration
as a possible source of (antecedent) knowledge; cf. Kitab al-Burhan 5:82: “Thus, we say
first: it is appropriate that there is no inspiration (ilham) or information (ikhtar) of the
mind (bal) ... This is in lieu of what people believe, namely, that [learning] comes about
by virtue of some divine activity (fi7).”

59  This second kind of recollection is clearly alluded to in paragraph [2], where al-Farabi
refers to it by virtue of the Aristotelian distinction between first and second entelechy,
i.e, “proximate potentiality” versus “perfect actuality” Accordingly, a student learned
something—for instance, the law of Pythagoras—a while ago, and stored it in her mem-
ory, that is to say, “in proximate potentiality,” i.e., first entelechy. Only when she actually
applies this previously acquired knowledge—e.g., with regard to our example, when she
solves a mathematical problem by means of Pythagoras’s law, or explains this law to a
classmate when preparing for an exam—does she recall it from first entelechy into sec-
ond entelechy, i.e., from “proximate potentiality” into “perfect actuality.”

60  See above, the passage from the Posterior analytics quoted in n. 26, according to which
“[a]ll teaching and learning” presupposes “pre-existent knowledge.” As T1o displays, al-
Farabi also subscribes to this principle.

61 It is, among other things, for this reason that al-Farabj, in connection with Ts, raises the
issue of Meno's paradox, already addressed by Aristotle himself in his Posterior analytics,
within the corresponding context (see Posterior analytics 1,1, 71a29—30). Al-Farabi’s treat-
ment of Meno’s paradox (as it occurs here, in the Kitab al-Burhan, but also the version
presented in the Falsafat Aflatun) was studied by Black, al-Farabi on Meno’s paradox. For
abroader account of al-Farabt’s theory of teaching, addressing its place and role within his
philosophy in general (i.e., including the cosmological, political, and ethical dimensions),
see Vallat, Farabi 161-179.
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the antecedent knowledge, mandatory in order to proceed to and grasp the
unknown (i.e., that which is ignored), is a sort of awareness, on the part of
the student, of her own ignorance with respect to the object sought.62 That
is to say, she must know this very object in a way but simultaneously also be
aware that she ignores it in another. Notably, al-Farabi underlines that this
antecedent knowledge is a prerequisite for the transmission of knowledge in
both realms of knowledge, tasawwur and tasdiq; consequently, the formation
not only of new concepts but also of mental attitudes depends on prior knowl-
edge. Moreover, in paragraph [5] al-Farabi adds—now, however, exclusively
focusing on tasawwur—that the antecedent knowledge, needed for a new con-
cept (tasawwur) to come about, consists in grasping the thing meant to be
taught “as an object sought.”®3 Let us further pursue al-Farabi’s line of reason-
ing and, in order to elucidate his indications thus far, focus on the stage of
tasawwur, the formation of concepts, before we turn to tasdig, the attainment
of ‘ilm proper.

In a teaching environment, when introducing new concepts, the teacher,
depending on discourse as her exclusive means of instruction, will need to
employ particular expressions, as paragraph [5] intimates.5* Meanwhile, if the

62  This explanation echoes Aristotle’s reply to Meno’s paradox in his Posterior analytics 1,
1, 71b6-8:29: “But I presume that there is no reason why a man should not in one sense
know, and in another not know, that which he is learning. The absurdity consists not in
his knowing in some qualified sense that which he learns, but in his knowing it in a cer-
tain particular sense, viz., in the exact way and manner in which he learns it.” Al-Farab's
suggestion, that this “knowing in some qualified sense” is an “awareness,” on the part of
the student, of her ignorance, is an elegant attempt to bring out more clearly, precisely
what the difference between antecedent knowledge and knowledge proper consists of.
The consequences of this solution will become more obvious in what follows.

63 My empbhasis. See also al-Farabi, Burhan 5:82: “it is absolutely necessary that every teach-
ing which aims at forming the concept of something, derives from another, antecedent
knowledge [acquired] by the students previously, bringing about ( fa /) the formation of
the concept sought, other than the knowledge (siwa (- ilm) due to which the thing becomes
an object of inquiry”

64  See also al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:82 (the continuation of paragraph [5] with its refer-
ence to the necessity of using “linguistic expressions [/afz]” in order to teach): “Therefore,
itis necessary that this discourse takes place by virtue of expressions which differ and add
to the first expressions. Moreover, it is necessary that the meaning[s] of these expressions
are equally understood by both the speaker and the listener [already] prior to the dis-
course. As a consequence, it is necessary that the signification (mafhum) of these expres-
sions is known to both of them together prior to the discourse.” It is striking that, once
again, al-Farabi addresses the problem under consideration from a linguistic, or semantic,
viewpoint, which, in agreement with our findings above, section 2 (concerning inculca-
tion [talgin]) underscores the significance of language in his thought.
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student does not yet know the respective concepts, she will, accordingly, not
know the meanings of the expressions that the teacher utilizes to refer to
these concepts. As a consequence, she will have to derive their meanings and,
through these meanings, the corresponding concepts.6> Now, in order for the
derivation of new concepts to be successful, two conditions must be satis-
fied. On the one hand, with regard to the didactic discourse, the student must
presuppose two things: first, and most basically, that the words the teacher
employs as names for the sought concepts indeed signify something and are
not just meaningless sounds;¢ and second, that what they signify (i.e., the
sought concepts) corresponds to something in reality.5” On the other hand,
regarding the student herself, she too must fulfill a particular condition, so that
the teacher can help her derive the respective concept: she must be ready for
instruction. More precisely, she must have the necessary “raw material” avail-
able. This requires further examination.

As we have seen in section 3, ilm, as addressed by the Kitab al-Burhan,
is a very specific kind of knowledge—namely, scientific knowledge, in the
demanding sense of episteme. Tasawwur, in this light, must be described not
so much as the formation of any given concept whatsoever, but rather, as the
successful formation of a scientific understanding of something—that is, the
essence of the thing under discussion.%8 It is for this very reason that in para-
graph [5] al-Farabi speaks of “repetition” (¢akrir) instead of “acquisition,” or the

65 See, e.g., al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:84: “The meaning of the name should be known
either by virtue of another name or an [explanatory] speech (gaw!).” Notably, al-Farabi
is well aware that examples a teacher may adduce in order to illustrate an object or topic
depend on the (historical, geographical, and cultural) context; examples Aristotle origi-
nally applied may no longer be comprehensible and, thus, need to be replaced; see ibid. 86:
“Similarly, many of his examples were well-known things (umiir) among the people of his
time ... Yet, they changed after them, and what was well-known in their country became
different ... For this reason, if we intend to teach these things ... , we need to replace
the [examples], which Aristotle used and which are unknown among [us], by [examples]
which are better known among [us].”

66 See, e.g., al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:80: “Meanwhile, we cannot help but either know
[already] whether this name (employed by the teacher, NG) has signification or not; for
if we do not know that it has signification, it is not appropriate that we seek to conceptu-
alize its meaning, except after having learned whether it has signification or not.”

67  Al-FarabT's descriptions so far reveal an interesting point about the teaching process.
While instruction, in his sense, ultimately aims at certain knowledge, at the outset acquir-
ing new knowledge (particularly, new concepts) is based on mere trust; it will only be
confirmed (scientifically) later on, once the student has reached a stage where she can
corroborate the acquired knowledge objectively, i.e., by means of proofs.

68  See above, al-Farabi’s indication concerning perfect assent (tasdiq tamm), section 3 and
esp. n. 36.



HOW DO WE LEARN? AL-FARABI'S EPISTEMOLOGY OF TEACHING 171

like. Teaching a new tasawwur (i.e., bringing about a quidditative understand-
ing of a thing, event, relation, etc.) accordingly proceeds like this: There must be
in the mind of the student some sort of mental representation, which, first,
is singled out as the object sought. This is to say, the teacher chooses it as the
object of instruction and, in order to do so, unmasks it as a concept that the
student has not yet grasped in a scientific manner. Second, the teacher’s task
consists in guiding her student from the known (i.e., this vague, prescientific
concept) to the unknown—that is, she must clarify this concept of whose igno-
rance the student has become aware. “Ignorance,” in this connection, refers to
a specific aspect of the object of knowledge—namely, the essence or quiddity
of the thing, event, relation, and the like under consideration. Thus, it refers to
precisely the dimension of an object that is usually captured by a definition,
description, or what takes their place.”®

To get a better idea of what al-Farabi has in mind, it might be instructive to
adduce, by way of example, an experience most readers of this paper will have
had during their schooldays. Most of us will have had a notion of water fairly
early on in our lives. We used it as a beverage, to brush our teeth, to swim in and
splash other people with, and many other things. However, to really understand
what water is—namely, H,0 (including actually grasping this formula)—most
of us had to wait for chemistry class to introduce us into the world of atoms and
molecules. In the context of teaching, in al-Farabi's sense, tasawwur is just this.
It consists of a particular epistemic achievement, the understanding of what
(which, and how) something is, in a manner that can be expressed by way of a
definition, or what corresponds to it.”?

69  Actually, al-Farabi speaks of a “mental image” (khayal); khayalat are the impressions
(pathémata) resulting from sense perceptions. See, e.g., Kitab al-Burhan 5:79: “Something
is actually [in one’s mind], when he sees a mental image (khayal) of the thing, which is
impressed on his soul.”

70  See above, section 3, esp. n. 31 (on perfect tasawwur).

71 From an Aristotelian point of view, this example, admittedly, is inadequate. The essence
of a thing is, as adumbrated in section 3, that which is captured by the thing’s genus,
plus its specific difference. Thus, for instance, a human being is defined as (1) an ani-
mal (genus), which (2) possesses rationality (specific difference). Perfect understanding
(tasawwur tamm) of “human being” would, hence, consist in grasping this metaphysical
makeup of humanity. The same applies to our example of water. Despite its adaptation to
a modern understanding of the elements making up reality, the example may neverthe-
less be helpful to elucidate al-FarabT's idea. As a first step, the teacher will draw attention
to the new topic, namely, water. Most likely her students will know this expression and
immediately have certain associations. The teacher then proceeds to clarify these vague
preconceptions by bringing out the essence of water. It is to such a procedure that al-
Farabi refers when he maintains that the “thing sought” must first be identified and then
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As a consequence, tasawwur, in al-FarabT’s terminology, can be depicted as
the transition from a vague, or prescientific, grasp of the respective concept to
a scientific comprehension of its quiddity. What is “new” about this tasawwur
is not the raw material itself, but rather, its scientific—that is, quidditative—
understanding. Henceforth, this “newly acquired,” which is to say, scientifically
elucidated, concept remains in the student’s “proximate potentiality” (para-
graph [2]) and, in order to reactualize it, she can easily recall or be reminded of
it.”2 Notably, what al-Farabi does, in order to bridge the seemingly insurmount-
able gap between, on the one hand, learning as the acquisition of something
new and, on the other hand, learning as the crossover from the known to the
unknown, must be described as a specific blend of a primarily language-based
teaching model and the abovementioned process of knowledge acquisition by
means of perception in the vein of De anima and De interpretatione. Despite
its strictly discursive setting, teaching, a la al-Farabi, possesses a profoundly
empirical dimension, inasmuch as it is contingent upon the presence, in the
student’s mind, of a certain raw material, the vague concepts that the teacher
then clarifies. The student picked up these vague concepts in passing, simply by
being a citizen of the world since birth, by possessing and consistently apply-
ing her five senses, even if in a prereflective, subconscious fashion.” Learning,

elucidated. This stage of knowledge acquisition, the clarification of somewhat obscure
mental representations, is encapsulated by a specific set of the so-called “philosophical
questions,” namely, those asking what (which, how, etc.) something is, as alluded to above.
For the philosophical questions, still see with benefit Hein, Definition 57-63 (on the “Vier-
Fragen-Schema”).

72 At first glance it may still appear this kind of prior knowledge, required in order to
get the process of learning started, does not differ from the antecedent knowledge al-
Farabi explicitly excluded in paragraph [2]. Upon closer inspection, however, it becomes
clear, what we labeled as “raw material” can be distinguished from the rejected kind of
antecedent knowledge in two respects. First, it differs from the Platonic model (as well
as from divine inspiration) insofar as it is acquired by means of the sense perception of
empirical individuals, and not already impressed on the human soul due to this latter’s
vision of eternal forms (or inspiration from God). Second, it must be distinguished from
antecedent knowledge in the general sense (see above with n. 59), inasmuch as it is not
yet epistémeé. Only once the vague concepts are scientifically polished will they be stored
as “known” concepts in proximate potentiality, and can henceforth be recollected (but no
longer taught to the same student).

73 This is to say, when entering the classroom, the student’s mind is no longer a tabula rasa
charted by first principles but otherwise empty. She possesses many concepts (and prob-
ably holds numerous beliefs; more on that in what follows), none of which, however, is
scientifically elucidated. The notion of tabula rasa refers to the Aristotelian psychological
tradition. Accordingly, human beings are born with the faculty to think—often referred to
as “potential,” “material,” “possible intellect,” or the like—but without any content (thus,
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in the sense of acquiring ‘/m, as al-Farabli insists, in reply to the falasifa, can-
not exclusively be explained in terms of sense perception and the impression
of mental representations. However, it cannot dispense with them either.”#
Al-FarabT's integration of this empirical element into his epistemology of
teaching has several remarkable consequences. First, insofar as the raw mate-
rial, the vague concepts, are derived from reality, they cannot be otherwise.”
Hence, whatever knowledge she imparts, given that the teacher must base her
instructions precisely on this raw material,”6 scientifically polished concepts
will necessarily be founded in reality. Accordingly, both the reality and the

implicitly barring the presence of Platonic innate ideas). Al-Farabi adheres to this theory,
as his Risala fi [-‘aql, as well as his remarks on the first principles in his Kitab al-Burhan,
show. For a possible Stoic influence on al-Farabi’s theory of cognition, see Vallat, Farabi
220—224. Vallat's focus is on the primary principles and premises. In our context, however,
the reference to the later Stoics’ distinction between common notions (in the sense of
“inchoate generalizations” and “mere seeds of knowledge”) and knowledge proper (222,
n. 7) is particularly instructive.

74 See, in this connection, al-Farabi, Miisiga 1, i, 1:100-105, where our author intimates that
the (theoretical, nazart) science of music must take its point of departure from empiri-
cal evidence (which is why practical music must temporally precede theory, so as to serve
as the object of study). According to him, it is only in this fashion that someone seeking
the “natural” rules and principles of a discipline (which, in the case of music, have not yet
been investigated scientifically, on al-Farabi’s account) can actually find (and then ana-
lyze) them. This, however, is not a procedure peculiar to the science of music, as al-Farabi
is fast to add; rather, it can be observed in the history of any given science. As examples, he
adduces astronomy, medicine, and optics, which, he believes, were developed accordingly
by the ancients.

75  Even though the notions we originally form are vague, unreflective, and hence presci-
entific, according to al-Farabi’s take on De anima’s psycho-physiological model, mental
images nevertheless contain the relevant quidditative “information” required to bring out
their scientific account. It is for this reason that the teacher, by means of her explanations,
can literally “uncover” these features, and thus lead the student to an understanding of the
concepts’ definitions (or, more generally, their quidditative accounts).

76 To be sure, a beginning student does not necessarily need to possess vague concepts of all
there is, but a sufficient amount, so the teacher can fall back on a broad enough basis when
introducing hitherto completely unknown (even in the vague sense) concepts, referring
to neighboring concepts, such as the genus under which the respective concept falls, or
related species pertaining to the same genus. Everything else can be worked out within
the realm of language and its lexicon. If the student does not know a certain expression
(lafz), a synonym may do. If she does not yet know the meaning (mana) of an expres-
sion (or its synonyms), i.e., the concept itself, it must be explained by virtue of analogies
and its context, etc. Note, once again, the crucial role of language in this model, as also
evinced by the passage from Kitab al-Burhan quoted above, n. 64; the expressions utilized
for teaching must be “equally understood by both the speaker and the listener [already]
prior to the discourse,” i.e., before being applied in the classroom.
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necessity conditions discussed in section 3 are basically matched by al-Farabi’s
teaching model, as far as formation of scientifically clarified concepts is con-
cerned.”” Second, although so far, in following our author, we have focused
on tasawwur, his theory has a surprising effect regarding tasdig. Even though
the understanding of a concept does not, as such, imply the respective thing
actually exists, as al-Farabi himself underscores,”® nonetheless, owing to the
origin of these concepts,”® understanding what (which, and how) something is,
simultaneously entails the student’s conviction that what she understood actu-
ally corresponds to something in reality.8° This conviction, however, is nothing
other than a basic form of tasdig, as encountered in section 3. Consequently,
the successful student, according to al-Farabi’s teaching model, will, as soon as
she has grasped a new concept, arrive at the most elementary level of assent
concerning this concept—namely, whatever her teacher just elucidated exists
or is the case. This, however, leads us to the last issue of this section, the acqui-
sition of tasdig, of scientific knowledge proper, by means of teaching.

Let us, once again, return to T10. Just as there is prescientific tasawwur (i.e.,
vague concepts), there is, as analysis of paragraph [4] reveals, prescientific tas-
dig. This is what al-Farabi calls “indefinite assent.” The distinction between
indefinite and definite assent consists in their respective epistemic founda-
tions; indefinite assent comes about without further determination, while def-
inite assent presupposes determination. This determination leads to the ulti-
mate aim of scientific tasdig, already encountered above, certitude (yagin). As
we know from our analyses, certainty is a key concept within al-Farabi’s epis-
temological framework.8! It is, as it were, the necessary entailment of m in
its most elevated guise. Accordingly, if someone acquires propositional knowl-
edge, in the sense of epistéme, one concomitantly attains certitude.82 For our

77  See above, the last paragraph of section 3.

78  Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:80: “What is conceptualized in this way (i.e., quidditatively)
does not entail simultaneously knowledge of its existence.”

79  They are derived from reality; moreover, the student assumes that her teacher utilizes
meaningful language, and refers to something in reality.

8o For this, see above, the first part of section 3 dedicated to tasawwur and tasdig; see also the
presuppositions with respect to didactic discourse, esp. n. 67. With regard to the example
of H,0 given above, this corresponds to an experience most of us had when our teacher
expounded the molecular makeup of water (or, in Aristotelian terms, its essence); we were
(probably) all convinced that what she explained had something to do with the liquid we
used to drink, splash, etc. On al-Farabi’s intricate notion of being, see Menn, al-Farabi’s
Kitab al-Huraf.

81 See section 3; see also Black, Knowledge.

82  Asseen above, certitude pertains only to the level of knowledge involving truth, that is, to
tasdiq.
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purposes, it is important to underscore that certainty is not a subjective state
of mind (e.g., the firmness of one’s conviction that something exists or is the
case), but rather, an objective epistemological property; it is the highest degree
of reliability human knowledge can possibly have—that is, necessity.83 As such,
as we have seen, certitude either is the result of self-evidence (first principles
and premises) or comes about through syllogistic reasoning (géyas)—and this
is what al-Farabi refers to in paragraph [4].8* A scientific tasdig, hence, is an
assent that is brought about by means of one of these sources and is, therefore,
definite, and not mere belief or conviction. It is justified true belief, regarding
which the student ideally knows that it cannot be otherwise.85 With respect to
antecedent tasdig accompanying tasawwur in the context of teaching, we can
now state, by contrast, that it does not fulfill the epistemological standards of
scientific assent fleshed out in paragraph [4]. For, as a purely indefinite tasdig
that is neither self-evident nor otherwise determined, it does not lead to scien-
tific knowledge, nor does it produce any kind of objective certitude.86

83  As Black, Knowledge, has shown, the conditions for necessary or absolute certitude sur-
pass even Aristotle’s requirements for epistéme, for beyond the necessity and the eternity
conditions, al-Farabi also introduces the knowledge requirement. Regarding this latter,
Black, Knowledge 22, summarizes: “Certitude, inasmuch as it is a relation dependent upon
the existence of its two correlates, the knower and the known, thus requires simultaneous
acts of self-awareness of one’s own cognitive states and awareness of the external object of
one’s knowledge. It is a second-order act primarily because it is reflexive.” Cf,, in this con-
nection, al-Farab1'’s notion of logon didonai as discussed in Germann, Logic. This, however,
concerns necessary certainty; as we have seen above, al-Farabi admits there are degrees
of certitude, fulfilling only a certain number of the conditions expanded in the Shara’it
al-yagin. For space restrictions, we cannot further examine these nuances here.

84  Seeagain above, section 3, with T6. In our present context, al-Farab1's remarks concerning
the nature of the syllogisms inducing the intended scientific goal of teaching, namely, cer-
tainty, are noteworthy. As paragraph [6] shows, a major condition for scientific certitude
to come about is the existence of “an essential and necessary connection” between a par-
ticular premise and the respective object of tasdig. If so, assent is “cause[d]", i.e., it occurs
“by all means.” Proceeding from premises to conclusions, by drawing on such essential and
necessary connections, amounts to establishing the envisioned determinations by way of
syllogistic reasoning. As the last phrase of paragraph [6] insinuates, there are only a lim-
ited number of syllogisms that match these criteria, and that are thus suited to produce
scientific tasdig along with certainty—basically, those syllogisms discussed by al-Farabi
in the previous sections of his Kitab al-Burhan. See Lameer, al-Farabi and Aristotelian syl-
logistics.

85  This refers to the abovementioned knowledge condition of certitude; see n. 83.

86 See, in this connection, al-Farabi, Kitab al-Burhan 5:81: “It is not absolutely necessary that
some assents, which we mentioned, (namely, assents preceding the sought assent acci-
dentally, NG), precede the others (i.e., the ones sought, NG) ... [Thus,] it is not absolutely
necessary that [assent entailing certitude] is preceded by an assent without certitude.
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The implications of this account for al-FarabT's theory of teaching are far-
reaching. In correspondence to the realm of tasawwur, our author gives to
understand that scientifically corroborated tasdiq is dependable. Accordingly,
it culminates in true %/m, ideally inducing objective certitude. However, in con-
trast to tasawwur, where the guarantee for the reliability of concepts consists in
the origin of the raw material that, owing to its natural link with reality, cannot
be otherwise, the justification for tasdig occurs primarily top-down. It is war-
ranted, first, by the formal power of syllogisms and, second, by the fact that
deductive reasoning ultimately is founded on self-evident first principles or
premises.8” Now, in al-Farabi’s account, the rules of logic, just like the first prin-
ciples and premises, cannot be otherwise, and are the same for all.88 As a result,
syllogisms based on the principles of deductive reasoning (giyas burhani), and
containing as their matter elucidated concepts deriving from reality, “cause”
scientific assent “by all means” (paragraph [6])—in other words, necessarily. If
the teacher strictly applies these rules and procedures, and if her student thor-
oughly follows her lessons, the teacher essentially cannot fail to bring about
in her student’s mind %/m, that is to say, definite tasdig based on scientifically
clarified concepts.

With these indications, we can now summarize that antecedent assent, just
like prescientific concepts, does not qualify as i/m. However, just like the vague
concepts, the kind of assent concomitantly attached to tasawwur in the con-
text of teaching serves as the starting point from which to launch the process
of scientific clarification, or rather—in the case of tasdig—of syllogistic jus-
tification. Accordingly, just like vague concepts, unexamined beliefs can be
described as “knowledge” in one way but as “ignorance” in another. For, on the

Rather, this may happen accidentally without there being any sufficiency at all in the
new (hadith) assent ... The indefinite assent which precedes the assent aimed for is not
the knowledge generating ( fa‘ila) the knowledge aimed for.” Applied to our example of
H,0, that is to say, upon our teacher’s clarification of the essential constitution of water—
a clarification we believed to explain the real makeup of water (indefinite antecedent
assent)—we required proofs (ultimately) based on first, self-evident premises that cor-
roborated our teacher’s account (both the fact that and the reasons why water has this
molecular structure).

87  Remarkably, according to al-Farabi, the first principles are also acquired empirically (see
his Musiga 1, i, 1:100-105, referred to in n. 74 above; see also Black, al-Farabi on Meno’s
paradox 19—20; for a different view, cf. Vallat, Farabi 207—238). As a result, the process
of deduction, proceeding from these first principles toward the specific conclusions, is
top-down only to the extent that the direction of argumentation proceeds from the most
universal (the first principles) to the more specific (the conclusions whose justification is
sought).

88 See above, section 3, esp. n. 36.
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one hand, the teacher can fall back and, by means of discourse, evoke concepts
and beliefs already, somehow, present in her student’s mind, and proceed to
their clarification and proof. On the other hand, this decisive step of trans-
forming vague notions and crude beliefs into well-understood and objectively
justified knowledge is precisely what distinguishes %/m from all sorts of dif-
ferent cognitive states. Teaching, in al-FarabT’s sense of tatim, as we can thus
conclude in the light of our analyses, must succeed in bringing about “defi-
nite assent,” leading eventually to necessary certitude.8? Otherwise, the belief
embraced by the student, what her teacher just introduced actually is the case,
will remain caught on the level of personal conviction and mere taglid (i.e., the
uncritical adoption of an opinion based on her teacher’s authority).9° How-
ever, the knowledge envisaged by al-Farabi’s theory of teaching is much more
demanding; ideally, it consists in nothing less than bringing about objectively
justified assent of both fact and reason.

4 Final Remarks

T11: Ibn al-Mubarak was asked, “Who constitutes humanity?” To which he
replied, “The learned.” ... “And who,” he was asked, “constitutes the lowest
class among human beings?” “Those,” said he, “who, in the name of reli-
gion, grow fat in the world.” Thus only the learned did Ibn al-Mubarak
regard as belonging to mankind, because it is knowledge which distin-
guishes human beings from the other animals.%!

From the outset, knowledge—particularly, religious knowledge—was held in
high esteem in classical Islamic culture. God’s own instruction had come down
to the Arab people by way of the Quranic revelation. The process of extracting
its practical, ethical, and legal entailments had been initiated by the Prophet
Muhammad himself, and codified in the collections of his sayings and deeds,
the hadith corpus. As a consequence, teaching and learning—that is, the trans-
mission of God’s own instruction—and its practical implications were consid-

89  As we have seen throughout the paper, al-Farabi acknowledges the existence of inferior
degrees of tasdig, knowledge, and certitude. While they were not the object of this study,
where we focused on his most elevated concept of teaching, it should be added, for the
sake of completeness, that even these inferior forms of i/m, on his account, are suited
to lead students who are not capable of doing science on the most elevated level, toward
happiness—to somewhat inferior levels of happiness, though, as this concept also admits
of degrees.

90 For this concept, see Calder, Taklid.

91  Al-Ghazali, Kitab al-1lm 1, 1:8 (slightly modified).
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ered vital activities, constituting, as it were, the backbone of the young and fast-
growing Islamic society. More than one and a half centuries after the death of
al-Farabi, the central figure of this paper, the famous philosopher, theologian,
and mystic al-Ghazali (d. 1111) still fervently subscribed to this notion, as Tu
intimates.2

Accordingly, it cannot come as a surprise that, for al-Farabi, both knowl-
edge and teaching occupy a central place. To be sure, as our section 3 suggests,
his concept of knowledge differs from that of his contemporaries active in
the fields of theology and law. Strongly influenced by the Greek philosophi-
cal tradition, he is convinced that knowledge is about all there is—the world,
its inhabitants, and its underlying principles and structure. It is only on this
latter level, the world’s principles and structure, that God, identified as the
first cause of everything, comes into play. Al-Farab1 is confident that humanity,
endowed with reason, can discover and understand all these issues, including
the existence of God, by virtue of its own cognitive capacities.®® Or rather, since
the age of Aristotle, humanity has discovered and understood more or less all
these issues, as we have seen in section 1 (T2). Religious knowledge, as previ-
ous research already demonstrated, is only derivative knowledge, according to
al-Farabi.94 Its core, revelation, must be described as a sort of “translation” of
scientific truths into a symbolic and metaphoric language even the uneducated
can grasp. Nevertheless, just like theologians and legal scholars, al-Farabi is con-
vinced that knowledge, as he understands it, is acquired by means of teaching
rather than autodidactic inquiry.

Against both backgrounds—the religious tradition, on the one hand, and
the philosophical, on the other—al-Farabi’s notions of knowledge and teach-
ing stand out in various respects. For one, there is his thesis regarding the
completeness of knowledge. While theologians and legal scholars might agree
with this idea, they would do so for different reasons, as their point of ref-

92  The section of al-Ghazalt’s Kitab al-Tlm from which Tu is taken is dedicated to the “Value
of Knowledge, Instruction, and Learning” (1). Al-Ghazali’s chief goal in the first part of
this section (3-10) consists in demonstrating the “excellence of knowledge” (3). In view of
this, it is highly instructive to notice the wealth and provenance of the material he cites to
make his point: first, there is a passage with quotations taken entirely from the Quran; this
is trailed by a section with citations ascribed to Muhammad (as reported in the hadith cor-
pus); third, he quotes sayings by the Companions of the Prophet (likewise from the hadith
corpus); and, finally, he adds praises of knowledge by “wise men,” i.e., eminent figures of
the early Islamic period.

93  Ingeneral, there is consensus that God cannot be known quidditatively; accordingly, his
existence can be proved only by means of proofs of the fact and not of the reason.

94  See Mahdi, Alfarabi; Germann, Natural and revealed religion.



HOW DO WE LEARN? AL-FARABI'S EPISTEMOLOGY OF TEACHING 179

erence is, of course, revelation. Philosophers, by contrast, foremost among
them Ibn Sina (d. 1037), seem to have been greatly influenced by al-Farabi in
regard to this issue. Certainly, much of what Ibn Sina does in his ceuvre is
self-consciously presented as the result of autonomous and unaided studies,
by means of purely rational inquiry and examination. Meanwhile, despite this
careful self-stylization, it turns out, upon closer inspection, that Ibn Sina’s phi-
losophy is, in the first place, an engagement primarily with the philosophy of
Aristotle and his followers. However, as though drawing the consequences from
al-Farabi’s notion of the completeness of knowledge, and the implications this
has for the arrangement (curriculum) of the various philosophical sciences and
their epistemological foundation (deductive structure), Ibn Sina remodels phi-
losophy in neat accordance with his predecessor’s principles.®? In this respect,
his reorganization of the philosophical curriculum is in line with, but yet clearly
transcends, al-Farabr’s ideas.

Regarding this latter, by contrast, the theory of the completeness of knowl-
edge had tremendous consequences for his theory or, rather, epistemology of
teaching. For, just like the mutakallimin and jurists, our author is convinced
that instruction consists in the transmission of an intellectual heritage assem-
bled in a specific corpus of texts. While, for theologians and legal scholars, this
corpus comprises the Quran and the Aadith collections, al-Farabi points to the
Aristotelian writings, along with the late-antique commentaries available in
Arabic. Yet, whereas for theologians and legal scholars the truth and trustwor-
thiness of their texts are warranted by their ultimate author—that is, God—
al-Farabi would reject their position as mere taqlid. For him, true knowledge
presupposes a specific process of knowledge acquisition—namely, deduction
from first premises by virtue of demonstrative syllogisms based, as their matter,
on quidditatively clarified concepts.%®

95  If one takes al-Farabi’s notion of the completeness of knowledge (as contained in the
Aristotelian corpus) seriously, and if one further accepts the entailments of his the-
ory of knowledge (particularly, if one aspires for knowledge in its most elevated form),
the consequence for philosophy—or rather, for the philosopher dealing with the Aris-
totelian ceuvre—must be to rearrange and present (i.e., explain and prove) the knowledge
embraced by this text corpus in a truly scientific manner. This is precisely what Ibn Sina
did, not yet wholeheartedly in his Kitab al-Shifa’, where he still follows the structure of
the Aristotelian corpus, but in all his later philosophical summas. These modifications
have been studied already with regard to his metaphysics and its impact on the further
developments of this discipline. See Bertolacci, Reception; Eichner, Dissolving the unity of
metaphysics.

96  Ideally, this process of learning is accompanied by a second-order knowledge regarding
the accuracy of the applied methods. For the conditions of certitude and, particularly, the
knowledge condition, see section 3 above with n. 46; for further specifications, see n. 83.
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In this last respect, al-Farabi is, once again, in close agreement with the
philosophers, who would also refer to deductive reasoning as the only reliable
source of true knowledge. However, their theories of knowledge acquisition,
in his view, are incomplete. To be sure, just like him, they presume an empiri-
cal foundation provided by sense perception. Nevertheless, while their theories
neatly explain how mental representations of things, events, relations, and the
like occur in one’s mind, derived from sense perceptions, they do not expound
on how the data, collected by way of the external senses, stored in the memory,
and related to the faculty of imagination, is eventually transformed into actual
knowledge (i.e., into elucidated concepts and objectively justified beliefs). This
chasm is precisely what al-Farabi’s theory of teaching is meant to bridge. More-
over, his insistence on learning as an intrinsically discursive process lends his
thought a trait that is largely absent from his co-philosophers’ ceuvres; doing
and transmitting science turn into primarily exegetic and analytic activities.
This requires some additional remarks.

The exegetic dimension is particularly obvious in the text at the center of our
study, the passage on teaching in al-Farabi’s Kitab al-Burhan. A striking exam-
pleis his discussion of the dilemma of how teaching can bring about something
new, even though, according to his theory, it simultaneously must presuppose
some sort of acquaintance with the object sought. Al-Farabi’s predominantly
semantic approach to this problem has already been discussed by previous
research, and met with a certain perplexity.®” Considered in the light of al-
FarabT's epistemological presuppositions, however, this approach makes per-
fect sense. If teaching is based on a determinate body of texts, and if the unique
means of teaching is discourse (i.e., communication by way of language), con-
cepts can be evoked in the mind of the student only by virtue of expressions
and phrases possessing specific meanings. This explains, among other things,
the important position philosophy of language occupies in al-Farabi’s thought,
voiced, in our context (section 2), in the fundamental role ascribed to inculca-
tion (talgin) as an indispensable preparatory stage of teaching proper. It is the
meanings of expressions and phrases that, utilized in the frame of the teacher’s
explanations and descriptions, either recall or bring about scientifically refined
concepts, and ultimately, assent. As a consequence, it is the correct understand-
ing and mastery of language that lies at the basis of successful teaching and, in
general, of the practice of science itself.%8

97  Black, al-Farabi on Meno’s paradox 26-28, e.g. 27: “None the less, the narrowness of the
discussion here is surprising against the backdrop of al-Farabl's broader philosophical
project, even granted the linguistic and pedagogical focus of this particular text.”

98 See Germann, Imitation.
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Moreover, and this leads to the analytic dimension of al-Farabi’s concept
of teaching, his particular notion of %/m is a major reason for the emphasis
he puts on questions related to the ideal curriculum of the sciences, as well
as the function he accords to logic. None of these preoccupations is a unique
feature of his philosophy, for already the late-antique commentators on Aristo-
tle display a similar interest in both the philosophical curriculum and logic.99
And even in the framework of theology and legal studies, both the question
of which subjects need to be taught and the art of argumentation are recurrent
topics.'99 In connection to al-Farabi's epistemology, however, they obtain a spe-
cific connotation. If the body of knowledge is complete, the only challenge for
a human being seeking perfection and, hence, happiness, consists in acquiring
this treasure. Yet, what does “acquisition” mean in al-FarabT'’s thought? It can-
not boil down to mere memorization, as T3, paragraphs [3] and [7] display.1°!
Instead, it can only signify the scientific understanding, derived from the prin-
ciples underlying reality and based on logical proofs suited to induce certitude,
of the totality of things, events, relations, and so forth, already discovered by
Aristotle and his predecessors. Given that, as al-Farabi defends, scientific rea-
soning perfectly mirrors reality, the analysis of this body of knowledge into its
various fields and branches, according to their hierarchy and interrelations, iso-
morphically represents all there is in reality, along with its interdependencies
and causal connections. Therefore, the task of scientists and teachers alike con-
sists in this: arranging and conveying the body of knowledge in accordance with
the structure of reality, as deduced by syllogistic reasoning. For it is precisely
at this stage of complete and perfectly scientific understanding of all there is,
arranged in neat correspondence with its real structure, that the students will

99  The reference here is to the (Neoplatonic) commentators associated with the schools of
Athens and Alexandria. For a concise survey with a particular emphasis on the Categories,
the first treatise of Aristotle’s Organon, see Falcon, Commentators.

100 See, e.g, Bakar, Classification; cf. the collected studies in Endress, Organizing knowledge.
See also Wagner, Munazara.

101 If our chief section, the passage on teaching in the Kitab al-Burhan, embraces traces of
criticism against the traditional forms of education prevailing in the age of al-Farabi, then
it concerns primarily this aspect. Traditional education, with its focus on text corpora,
their memorization, and linguistic analysis, certainly does a great hermeneutic job. From
al-Farab?’s perspective, however, this kind of education can only be preparatory. As such,
it fails to make sure, first, that its students proceed to a serious, i.e., quidditative, under-
standing of the contents; second, that what the students have to memorize corresponds to
some actual things, events, relations, etc.; and third, that their knowledge is corroborated
by scientific proofs, being the only means to entail certitude and, thus, lay the epistemic
foundations for the attainment of happiness.
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attain the level of the so-called “acquired intellect,”92? a level where their knowl-
edge basically coincides with the realm of pure intelligibility—the sphere of
the separate intelligences; a level, in short, that constitutes “the final perfection
of man” and “whose attainment is the attainment of happiness” (T1).103
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CHAPTER 8

Al-Farabi and His Concept of Epistemological
Hierarchy

Mariana Malinova

Al-Farabi (259-339/870-950), known as the “Second Teacher” (Aristotle being
the First), dedicated his life to the essence of knowledge and to the methods
for obtaining knowledge. The present text aims to demonstrate that al-Farabi's
concepts of knowledge and the epistemological process become the unifying
elements of all major themes in his works and that the concept of epistemo-
logical hierarchy plays a key role in his understanding of the virtuous city and
the Philosopher-prophet as its perfect ruler.

Throughout his works, al-Farabi poses two fundamental questions: How is it
possible to gain knowledge, and how can knowledge of an immaterial and tran-
scendent being be attained? The historical and conceptual context that frames
al-Farabi’s writings renders the answers to these questions even more complex,
since his philosophy accommodates and reconciles various concepts of knowl-
edge that stem from diverging and conflicting sources.

Initially, al-Farabi relies on the textual background he shared with his Chris-
tian teachers, students, and friends in tenth-century Baghdad. During his edu-
cation, he rigorously studied the writings of the “Firsts,” and was deeply influ-
enced by discussions and analyses of the translated texts of Plato and Aristotle,
their Neoplatonic commentators, and the Neoplatonic writings, among them
the pseudo-epigraphic writings of Aristotle.! Overall, the philosophical circles
in the ‘Abbasid capital upheld the notion of a direct continuum between the
Alexandrian school of late antiquity and Baghdad. Al-Farab1 himself claimed to
be a direct representative of the academic tradition of the school of Alexandria
in Baghdad.?

In this context, his epistemological intention embraced elements from both
Aristotelian cosmology and the Neoplatonic concept of emanation.? There-

1 About the philosophical sources for his writings, see Walzer's introduction and commentary
in Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state; Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on intellect
7—34; Fakhry, Farabi, founder of Islamic Neoplatonism 10—40.

2 For a critical review of sources, containing biographical and autobiographical notes about
and by al-Farabi, see Steinschneider, Farabi (Alpharabius) 1-11; Gutas, Biography 208-213.

3 His friend and adherent is Abt Bishr Matta (d. 329/940). Together with al-Farabi, he studied
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fore, the strong Neoplatonic influences that tinge his interpretation of the First
Teacher—Aristotle—are intertwined with his desire to present the philosoph-
ical way of life as fully compatible with the religious values of Islam. All these
result in al-FarabT’s vision combining his original teaching about the intellect,
and its role in his cosmology, with the concept of prophecy.

The intellect is the unifying element of the three fundamental human real-
ities, the divinely created universe, human nature, and the life of the human
community. The intellect organizes these three realities; they are manifesta-
tions of it. The intellect is the common element, shared by the three of them.

1 The Intellect and the Created Universe

Al-Farabl commences his analysis of the epistemological process with the
superior reality and the cosmology of the supralunary world. The basic prin-
ciple of his cosmology is the intellect. It constitutes the very substance of the
First Existent (al-mawjud al-awwal). The First is pure intellect, and this intellect
is not something different or outside the One.*

The most essential characteristic of this intellect is its actuality, attained by
the act of intellection. Its intellection is an eternal and ongoing act of actual
cognition, through which the First contemplates, thinks its substance, and then
knows it. In this act of cognition, the subject of cogitation, cogitation itself, and
the object of cogitation are the same.’

The First is the One and Only, and it holds the most superior position in
the universe. At the same time, it is the eternal Source for creation and the
ultimate cause of everything in existence. The Second Intellect comes to exis-
tence through emanation from the One.® By contemplating the course of its
being, it produces the Third Intellect. By thinking its own essence, the Second
produces a celestial body, which is called the First Heaven.” The dual think-

Aristotle’s writings. His student is Yahya b. ‘Adi (d. 362/972). Both of them, although in differ-
ent periods, were actively involved in the translation process in the ‘Abbasid capital and were
prominent translators of Aristotle. Gutas, Greek thought 145-147; Janos, Method 260—262.

4 “The First is an actual intellect by its substance.” Walzer, Farabt on the perfect state 70—71.

5 An adapted reference to Aristotle’s concept of intelligence, as developed in Book xI1
(Lambda) of his Metaphysics. Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 343; Merlan, Monopsychism
9.

6 “The substance of the First is a substance from which every existent emanates, however it
may be, whether perfect or deficient.” Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 94.

7 Asregards to the dynamics and nuances of the use of “celestial body,” “heaven,” as well as the
cosmological and astronomical terms employed by al-Farabi, see Janos, Method 115-119.
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ing of the intellects is a productive act, which repeats itself and follows in a
descending order. Subsequent to contemplating the First, each intellect gener-
ates the intellect of the next level. Contemplating its own essence, it begets a
new celestial body. Thus, the world evolves into an ontological hierarchy where,
in descending order, the lower in rank emanates from the higher and follows it.

The foundations of this emanation process are provided by the cogitation
process, the intelligizing of the intellects.® The intellects are ten in number.
They are all separate (mufariga) from matter and share a common object of
contemplation—namely, the First. At the same time, each of them contem-
plates its own essence. In the hierarchy of being, they are also called “sec-
ondary” (thawani),® as they hold the second rank in the organized cosmos
(al-martaba al-thaniyya) by following the One. Al-Farabi identifies this First
Cause for the existence of all things with God. The thawani, in their part, are
the causes for the existence of celestial bodies.

Thus, the various levels of being are connected and ensue from each other
by virtue of a hierarchic causality, in accordance with which the upper levels
beget the lower ones and create an all-embracing cosmology. In this way, the
whole being follows six principles, the first reason, the secondary reasons, the
Active Intellect, the soul, form, and matter.1°

This process of emanation performs the transition between the First Exis-
tent,!! i.e., the One as a transcendental God, and the world, the realm of plu-
rality. The dual object of contemplation of any of the intellects marks the
transition from the first level of being, from the One, to the world of diversity
and multiplicity, from the simple to the complex.!? At the same time, the pure
intellects attain their perfect existence in this dual cognitive process, not only
because they get to know themselves but also becausee they come to realize the
underlying reasons for their own existence, as well as the otherworldly begin-
nings of each cognitive process.13

Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 60.
Al-Farabi, Siyasa 2.

10 Ibid., 2.
11 Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 56.
12 “Inthe first level there cannot be many but rather only a single one. In each of the other

grades, there are many.” Al-Farabi, Siyasa 2, English translation in McGinnis and Reisman,
Classical Arabic philosophy 82.

13 “Butnone of them [the ten intellects] is sufficient in itself to attain excellent existence by
thinking its own essence only, but it acquires perfect excellence only by thinking together
with its own essence the essence of the First Cause.” Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state
17. “It is as though the excellence of its being [secondary causes and the Active Intel-
lect, M.M.] is completed only through the support of a certain multiplicity.” Al-Farabi,
Siyasa 40; English translation in McGinnis and Reisman, Classical Arabic philosophy 87.
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This cosmological chain strings ten pure and separate intellects into a hier-
archical line that ends with the Active Intellect (al-‘aql al-fa“al), the guiding
principle of the sublunary world. In spite of lacking the imperfections that
ensue from matter and form, they are nevertheless all imperfect, as they owe
their existence to something that is more perfect than they are.l* The closer
they are to the First, the more perfect they are, and vice versa—the further
away from it, the less perfect their existence.

The lower the level in this hierarchical structure, the more complex its con-
stitution. Accordingly, the Active Intellect is the least perfect one because it is
at the remotest distance from the Prime Cause.

Plurality is far more strongly expressed in its actions because, in order to
achieve its perfection, it has to simultaneously intelligize three objects: the
First, all the secondary causes, and its own essence.!® This is the main difference
in comparison to the other intellects. Neither another intellect, nor another
celestial body emanates from it. In spite of the fact that it occupies the lowest
and the most remote level from God, the Active Intellect rules the sublunary
world.

2 The Active Intellect and Its Role in Human Knowledge

From an epistemological standpoint, the level of the Active Intellect is the high-
est that can be achieved by man in the hierarchy of being. The Active Intellect
itself plays a central role in human knowledge because of its connection to the
rational human soul. Only through this connection can man know the universe.

The human mind is limited by matter and cannot attain knowledge about
transcendent reality by itself. That is why the mind needs to be assisted from
the outside. It has to be removed or separated from the material world by the
Active Intellect, which gives it primary knowledge, the first step necessary for
achieving happiness.!® The Active Intellect initiates the process of thinking in
man, thereby becoming the primary source of thinking in general, and every
form of philosophical thinking in particular.

14  “Their substance derives from something else and their existence is consequential to the
existence of something else. The perfection of their substances does not extend so far that
in themselves they do not need to receive existence from something else; it is rather the
case that their existence is bestowed on them by something more perfect in existence than
they are. This is a deficiency common to all existents other than the First.” Al-Farabi, Siyasa
40; English translation in McGinnis and Reisman, Classical Arabic philosophy 86-87.

15  Al-Farabj, Siyasa 34.

16 Ibid., 74.
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Al-Farab1 defines the key role of the Active Intellect as “watching over the
rational animal and endeavor[ing] to have him reach the highest level of per-
fection that man can reach.”’” Thus, he visualizes the relationship created
between the Active Intellect and man through the religious image of the Holy
Spirit (al-rah al-amin, rith al-quds).’®

Man steps up in the hierarchy of being through knowledge, thereby distanc-
ing himself from the material and getting closer to God.!® The Active Intellect
serves as a mediator between man and the celestial hierarchy, and also as a link
between the worlds of the immaterial and the material, leading the potential
human intellect to actuality.

All human beings, according to al-Farabi, have a natural disposition, called
potential intellect (‘aqgl bi-l-quwwa), capable of abstracting form from matter.
Every man possesses it at birth. In its initial stages, however, it is still unde-
veloped and weak. Al-Farabi compares it to the child’s limited capacity for
walking, or to a weak and low flame that cannot set wood on fire.20

The actualization of the capacity of the potential intellect occurs when the
Active Intellect illuminates it. In describing the correlation between the Active
Intellect and the human potential intellect, al-Farabi uses the metaphor of
“light which the sun provides to the sight of the eye.”?!

By the medium of the Active Intellect, the human intellect abstracts forms
from material things and receives them as objects of thinking. Al-Farabi calls
these objects of thought “intelligibles” (ma‘qulat). They are forms abstracted
from their matter. Before these universal forms are abstracted from their mat-
ter, they are potential intelligibles. After their abstraction, they become actual
intelligibles. As actual objects of thought, they acquire a new level of being
through reason, and “they come to be among the existing things of the world
and are connected, as intelligibles, among the totality of existing things.”2

17 “Inaya bi-l-haywan al-natiq.” Al-Farabj, al-Siyasa 32; English translation by McGinnis and
Reisman, Classical Arabic philosophy 82. There is an obvious contrast between al-Farabr’s
Active Intellect, which is concerned with the human soul, and “the impassible Mind” in
Aristotle’s concept of the Intellect. For further details about combining Aristotelian and
Neoplatonic interpretations of the Active Intellect, see Fakhry, Farabi, founder of Islamic
Neoplatonism 75—76; on the role of the Aristotelian and Neoplatonic register of epistemol-
ogy in the construction of al-Farabi’s epistemology, see Netton, Farabiand his school 52—53.

18  Al-Farabi, Siyasa 3; “Protective spirit” or “Holy spirit” in McGinnis and Reisman, Classical
Arabic philosophy 83.

19  Al-Farabij, Siyasa 36.

20  Al-Farabi, Ihsa@’ al-‘ulum 37.

21 Al-Farabi, Siyasa 35.

22 Al-Farabj, Risala 20, translated into English in McGinnis and Reisman, Classical Arabic
philosophy 72.
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At this stage of the cognitive process, the potential intellect, which has
acquired the first level of abstraction, becomes an actual intellect (al-‘ag! bi-
fil). On this level, man obtains knowledge of first intelligibles common to
all men. It is the first step in his process of acquiring perfection and knowl-
edge.?3 In this process, the human intellect can master all forms in the existing
world. Thus, they are transformed into objects of thought for the actual human
intellect, which, in turn, reaches a new level of perfection and a higher level
of abstraction. At this higher level, it becomes acquired intellect (al-‘aql al-
mustafad). The human intellect can now attain abstract forms that are imma-
terial. As another kind of intelligible, these forms are always actual because
they are never material. They refer to the First Cause and the entire hierar-
chal order of separate intellects, ending with the Active Intellect.24 Although
al-Farabi does not explicitly explain how these pure forms reach the human
intellect, it is clear that they come directly as an emanation of the Active Intel-
lect.

This is suggested by the etymological connotation of the highest degree of
the human intellect—the acquired one. Thus, we can explain the main differ-
ence between the Active Intellect and the other nine, pure intellects; in order
to achieve the perfection of its existence, the Active Intellect has to intelligize
three, instead of two, objects of thought. Through intelligizing the rest of the
higher separate intellects, it provides the human soul with knowledge of the
hierarchical order of the universe, to which it itself belongs.

At this point, we are referred to the problem of self-knowledge that al-Farabi
formulates as the guiding principle in the organization of the universe. On its
highest level, as an acquired intellect, the human mind repeats the cognitive
act of the rest of the separate intellects. In this “ecstatic act of knowledge,”?>
it intelligizes itself, and in the process of acquiring self-knowledge, an iden-
tity between the knower and the known is achieved: “Man who is a potential
intellect becomes an actual intellect in itself after he was not, and an object of
thought in itself after he was not and he becomes a divine [being] after being
a material one.”26

23 “Thethingisintellected [ yu‘gal] initially” means, the forms that are in matter are extracted
from their matter and acquire another existence, different from their initial existence.
Al-Farabi, Risala 20; McGinnis and Reisman, Classical Arabic philosophy 73; Dieterici,
Alfarabr’s Philosophische Abhandlungen 71.

24  Al-Farabi, Risala 1316, 30-31.

25  Merlan, Monopsychism 21.

26 Al-Farabi, Siyasa 36; English translation in McGinnis and Reisman, Classical Arabic phi-
losophy 84.
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Unlike the other separate intellects, which, in this way, produce a lower
ontological level, the human intellect is transformed into something differ-
ent; it climbs up the hierarchy of being, achieving similarity to the rest of the
separate things (sara shabihan bi-l-ashiya@’ al-mufariga).?” Thus, the acquired
intellect becomes the substance of man and operates as a link between the
human intellect and the transcendental Active Intellect.?8 In this way, knowl-
edge, as an ontological concept, is connected with the epistemological state of
man.

The final goals of human existence coincide with the final goals of man’s rea-
son, in other words, to reach the state of an immaterial pure intellect?® and to
devote human life to pure contemplation. The very stages of the epistemolog-
ical process confirm the conclusion that human perfection is not something
static, but a process, an incessant progress in knowledge, getting closer and
closer to extreme happiness.

Thus, al-Farabi corroborates the thesis that, through reason, man naturally
enters a hierarchy that goes beyond his earthly existence. In order to achieve
harmony with the whole, the highest goal of individual life is devotion to spiri-
tual life and to immaterial and transcendent intelligibles. On the one hand, the
individual human being becomes aware of himself as a part of the cosmologi-
cal hierarchy. On the other hand, he becomes aware of himself as a part of the
human community. Intellect and rational reasoning lead man to this harmony
by intelligizing the three fundamental realities, the created universe, human
nature, and human society.

Al-Farab1 does not provide an unambiguous definition of happiness.2° The
alternative images of happiness share this common idea; that is, the drive for
itsrealization is an incessant process that mobilizes all the mental and spiritual
strengths of man. The final goal of human life lies beyond the material world
because only the souls of those who have lived a spiritual life can survive in

27  Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 206; al-Farabi, Siyasa 35. In Siyasa 34, al-Farabi refers
to the separate things stating that “things that are intelligibles in themselves are separate
from material bodies and do not subsist in any matter whatsoever. These are the intelligi-
bles by virtue of their substances”; English translation in McGinnis and Reisman, Classical
Arabic philosophy 83.

28  Al-Farabi, Risala 27.

29  “Felicity means that the human soul reaches a degree of perfection in its existence where
it is in no need of matter for its support, since it becomes one of the incorporeal things
and of the immaterial substances and remains in that state continuously forever.” English
translation in Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 205.

30  Fordifferent interpretations of the nature of happiness, see Galston, Theoretical and prac-
tical dimensions 120-125.
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the afterlife.3! Consequently, what matters in this world is following the path
to attain perfect knowledge, which is the supreme happiness. The steps on this
path are outlined clearly:

Since what is intended by man’s existence is that he attains supreme hap-
piness, he—in order to achieve it—needs to know what happiness is,
make it his end, and hold it before his eyes. Then, after that, he needs to
know the things he ought to do in order to attain happiness, and then do
these actions.32

The attainment of happiness is defined as a conscious moral choice, mobiliz-
ing all spiritual strengths in assisting the rational part of the human soul. As a
result, man consciously directs his actions to advance to the Good.33

Thus, in his concept of the human intellect, al-Farabi subordinates practical
reason to theoretical reason. The sole function of practical reason is to serve
the theoretical by helping the human being attain happiness.3* Human happi-
ness can be fully realized by achieving perfection in theoretical and practical
reasoning; this can be accomplished by performing good actions in society.

3 Knowledge and Its Role within Human Community

The individual who is completely devoted to contemplation, and is isolated
from the community of man, is incapable of grasping the wholeness of the
world. Only through interaction with other human beings can he overcome
the limitations of individual existence and become aware of his place in the
larger picture of society and the world. Only through assistance from others
can he approach his own happiness, because the innate disposition of every
single man is to join other human beings and to associate with other men.3%
Only within society can he fully develop the potential of his faculties.?6

31 Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 262—263.

32 Al-Farabi, Siyasa 78; translated into English by Fawzi Najjar in Lerner and Mahdi, Medieval
political philosophy 35.

33 Al-Farabj, Siyasa 73.

34  Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 209.

35  Alfarabi, Philosophy 23.

36  “Man belongs to the species that cannot accomplish their necessary affairs or achieve their
best state, except through the association of many groups of them in a single dwelling-
place.” Al-Farabi, Siyasa 69, English translation by Fauzi Najjar in Lerner and Mahdi,
Medieval political philosophy 32.
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Al-Farabi calls the social framework through which man can attain happi-
ness “the virtuous city” (al-madina al-fadila).3” Within this society of excellence
and in cooperation with other men, man can, in cooperation with other men,
overcome the limitations of individual life, thereby reaching a state of perfec-
tion through his inborn nature. This city is organized on the basis of the same
metaphysical principles that organize the wholeness of being emanating from
God.

The order and the various ranks within the political community symbolize
the universal cosmos, as a hierarchically structured and coherent whole.38 The
ontological hierarchy of the cosmos is reflected in the epistemological hierar-
chy of the virtuous city. All citizens of the virtuous city are divided according
to their ability to develop their virtue through participation in social life, and
their level of education. Social hierarchy is a natural one, since the position of
every individual is predetermined according to his natural disposition to know
and to learn things. Thus, the natural hierarchy in the ideal virtuous society is
areplica of the heavenly order.?® It is derived from the epistemological hierar-
chy, which contains a hierarchy of the sources and the methods of acquiring
knowledge.

The hierarchical structure of human knowledge is determined by the subject
of each science, and thus, it is ontologically founded, since the very structure of
human knowledge mirrors the structure of the universe. Due to the causality
that links the separate levels of being, the universe features both hierarchical
order and coalescence. Likewise, the sciences are coalescent in terms of their
object of study; at the same time, their various branches stem from each other
in a causal sequence.

Following this logic, al-Farabi places philosophy above all the sciences
because its task (i.e., to give “account of the beings as they are perceived by
the intellect with certain demonstrations”?) guarantees the foundation for the
development of the other sciences. Its method, surpassing all the rest, rep-
resents the only path for obtaining certain knowledge about corporeal and
incorporeal beings. As such, all the other sciences are its subordinates.

That is why the highest position in the virtuous city is specifically assigned to
the Philosopher. Philosophers can grasp, by themselves, the idea of happiness,

37  Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 231.

38  Onthe metaphysical background of the political community and its structural principles,
see O’'Meara, Platonopolis 187-189; Smirnov, Understanding justice 288—292.

39  Al-Farabi, Tahsil al-sa‘ada 24—25.

40 Ibid. 83; translated into English by Mahdi in Alfarabi, Philosophy 41.
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and discover the means for its realization. Therefore, they are the best citizens
and occupy the upper ranks of society.

According to al-Farabi, the Philosopher is endowed with the highest theo-
retical and practical virtues because real philosophy, in contrast to defective
philosophy ( falsafa nagisa),** gives the real Philosopher an opportunity to
intervene in the life of society, by sharing his knowledge and helping others. All
citizens of the virtuous city ought to have knowledge of the metaphysical truths
about the First Cause, the separate intellects, the celestial spheres, the natural
bodies, the place of man in the universe, and his connection to the Active Intel-
lect.#? The paths to obtaining such theoretical knowledge differ according to
the different intellectual capacities of men. The majority of citizens need both
teacher and instructor.*3

Only the real Philosopher can answer this need and be the actual ruler of
the virtuous community. As such, he has achieved the perfection of his the-
oretical wisdom. His intellect, becoming an acquired one, is capable of con-
templating the Active Intellect. Only when man attains this highest rank, and
when there is no intermediary between him and the Active Intellect, does his
acquired intellect become matter for the Tenth celestial intellect—the Active
one. He is the mediator, passing on the revelation from God to man. Al-Farabi
writes:

This emanation that proceeds from the Active Intellect to the passive
through the mediation of the acquired intellect, is revelation. Now
because the Active Intellect emanates from the being of the First Cause, it
can for this reason be said that it is the First Cause that brings about reve-
lation to this man through the mediation of the Active Intellect. The rule
of this man is the supreme rule; all other human rulerships are inferior to
it and are derived from it.4*

This person becomes a Prophet when the Active Intellect has an impact on
another faculty of his soul—the faculty of representation, which is “extremely
powerful”*® and developed to perfection in him. The main activity of this fac-

41 Al-Farabi, Tahsil al-sa‘ada 87.

42 Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 276—278; al-Farabi, Milla 44—45.

43  Al-Farabi, Siyasa 78.

44  Ibid., 79-80; English translation by Najjar in Lerner and Mahdi, Medieval political philos-
ophy 36-37.

45  Walzer, Farabi on the perfect state 223.
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ulty of imagination is to receive the intelligibles by representing or imitating
them. Through his perfect imagination, the Prophet transforms the metaphys-
ical truths into images, stories, and symbols, in order to persuade and instruct
those who are less perfect than him when grasping the intellectual truths. The
language of imagination, imitation, and persuasion is the language of religion.
For example, in order for ordinary people to understand better the process of
revelation and the transformation of the human intellect, these can be trans-
lated, via religious symbols and images, and may be presented in the encoun-
ters of the Prophet with the Angel of Revelation (Gabriel).

Therefore, the perfect ruler of the excellent community must be a per-
son who is “a wise man and a philosopher and an accomplished thinker who
employs an intellect of divine quality, ... and a visionary prophet: who warns
of thing to come and tells of particular things which exist at present.”#6 This
Philosopher-prophet directly receives the revealed laws of God that should
organize the life of human community. He is the lawgiver, as well as the ruler,
who knows how to use theoretical wisdom to promote the happiness of the
community. Further, he possesses the knowledge and means to attain this goal.
As such, the Philosopher-prophet is not the passive thinker withdrawn from
active social life; on the contrary, he acts as an organizing and structuring prin-
ciple of society.

Pertaining to the Philosopher-prophet, al-Farabi incorporates the main
characteristics of Plato’s true philosopher and of the Prophet of Islam. This
suggests that his basic intention was to integrate two different concepts of
knowledge, and to provide a coherent and universal epistemological frame-
work. Combining two completely different epistemologies, al-Farabi recon-
ciles their contradictions, and creates a universal paradigm of human knowl-
edge. It provides the unifying pattern for all major themes of his philosophical
legacy.

In a challenging and provocative fashion for his contemporaries, al-Farabi
wants to “rationalize” religion and provide a philosophical explanation of
prophecy. He believes that philosophy and religion comprise the same subjects
and deal with the same reality.*” However, religion serves philosophy because
it is only its imitation. Religion deals with “opinions and actions, determined
and restricted with stipulations and prescribed for a community by their first
ruler*® Consequently, religion is deemed for the masses, since their intellect

46  1bid., 245-247; al-Farabi, Tahsil al-saada 92.

47  Al-Faraby, Tahsil al-sa‘ada 89.

48 Al-Farabi, Milla 43; translated into English by Butterworth in Alfarabi, Political writings
93.
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finds it difficult to grasp the principles of beings, their hierarchy, and the real
goal of human life. Therefore, masses rely on imitations of real knowledge in
order to approach and get closer to it.

4 Conclusion

Through this relationship between philosophy and religion, al-Farabi repro-
duces the dynamics of a deep cultural transformation within Muslim society
in the tenth century.#® Philosophy had ceased to be a servant of religion,3°
which was its role at the time of al-Kindi (d. ca. 252/866). Within the translation
movement of his time, the problems posed by “foreign” philosophy were woven
into religious, monotheistic discourse and became part of rational theology in
Islam. In addition, philosophy emancipated itself from theological discourse.
Inspired by the Greek classics, al-Farabi persuaded his contemporaries that
philosophy is not only an autonomous science but also a universal one that
precedes religion, since it is the oldest science. In the course of history, philoso-
phy had been embraced by the most enlightened and best-developed societies.
A permanent body of universal, philosophical knowledge had been preserved
and transferred by the Chaldeans, the ancient Egyptians, the Greeks, the Syri-
ans, and the Arabs.5!

Although al-Farabi mentions particular societies devoted to philosophy, he
does not make clear whether the virtuous city ruled by the Philosopher-prophet
had existed in the past or existed in his own epoch. Bearing in mind the uncer-
tainty and instability of his own times, we suggest that the period of the early
umma, ruled by the Prophet Muhammad, may be considered as an example of
this political ideal.

Al-Farabi's understanding that ultimate happiness can be attained in the
afterlife (albeit only because of the efforts of man during his earthly exis-
tence) bears the mark of the conflict between the two major tendencies in his
thought—that is, the demand to surpass the limitations of the material world
and the demand to engage man in its organization. It is the concept of the per-
fect political order of the virtuous city, governed by the Philosopher-prophet,
that fully reconciles all of these tensions.

Al-Farabr’s philosophical pathos leads to a unified vision of the structure of
all beings, culminating in a social utopia that has an epistemological founda-

49  Gutas, Greek thought 151-187.
50 ‘Walzer, New studies 180.
51 Al-Farabi, Tahsil al-sa‘ada 86.
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tion—a vision not only for his contemporaries, but one that should be shared
with and striven for by every human community.
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CHAPTER 9

Educational Discourse in Classical Islam: A Case
Study of Miskawayh'’s (d. 421/1030) Tahdhib
al-akhlaq

Yassir El Jamouhi

“It’s easier to split an atom, than a discourse.” This modified citation helps to
describe the proliferation of educational discourses? in the classical period of
Islam (ninth-thirteenth century cE). The principles, content, and ends, as well
as the practical and religious character of education in Islam, are fundamen-
tally affected by statements from the Quran and the prophetic tradition. More-
over, relevant statements on education can be found in Islamic literary writ-
ings, and in the scientific treatises on philosophy, moral philosophy, theology,
mysticism, and so forth, of that time.2 A particular feature of the educational
discourse in classical Islam is its reception of the ancient Greek, Syrian, Chris-
tian, Jewish, Iranian, and Indian intellectual heritages that became accessible
through Arabic translations of the respective works from the eighth century ce
onward, a fact that reflects a distinctive openness to foreign cultural and reli-
gious thought.#

A particularly prolific member of the intellectual generation of Islam’s clas-
sical period, Abt ‘Ali Ahmad b. Muhammad Miskawayh (ca. 320—421/932-1030)
is portrayed in secondary studies mainly as a moral philosopher and historian
(on account of his extant works, Tahdhib al-akhlag and Tajarib al-umam), and is
today considered to be one of the most influential ethicists in Islam. The time of
his appearance on the scene (tenth-eleventh century CE) represents a cultural
and intellectual golden age of Arab-Islamic history.> Miskawayh’s reflections

1 The quote is from Albert Einstein, and its original wording: “It is easier to split an atomic
nucleus than a prejudice” (German: Es ist leichter, einen Atomkern zu spalten als ein Vor-
urteil).

2 Following Gardt, Diskursanalyse 30,  understand the term discourse as “dealing with a theme
that is reflected in utterances and texts of various kinds.” (“die Auseinandersetzung mit einem
Thema, die sich in Auerungen und Texten der unterschiedlichsten Art niederschlégt.”).

3 See, e.g., Giinther, Bildung.

4 Mohammed Arkoun and Joel L. Kraemer describe this circumstance with the term “human-
ism”; see Arkoun, Humanisme; Kraemer, Humanism.

5 See, e.g., Wakelnig, Philosophen 233.
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on ethics and the theory of education are characterized by a comprehensive
inclusion of religious (both Islamic and non-Islamic), philosophical, histori-
cal, and economic sources. These diverse elements find expression particu-
larly (although in condensed form) in his principal work on ethics, Tahdhib
al-akhlaq (The refinement of character). The present article represents a case
study of Miskawayh's Tahdhib al-akhlag that aims, first, to identify and con-
textualize the characteristics of educational discourse in classical Islam, and
second, to shed light on the ways Miskawayh adopted and transformed the
ancient philosophers’ ideas on the theory of education in the light of his own
conceptions of God, mankind, and the world. The goal of the article is to inves-
tigate Miskawayh's Tahdhib al-akhldq as an exemplary source of information
that might provide us with a heuristic picture of educational discourse in clas-
sical Islam.

1 Miskawayh’s Life and Works

A conspicuous feature of classical Arab-Islamic literature is that authors rarely
write about their own lives. This is also the case with Miskawayh. As a result,
Miskawayh'’s writings communicate hardly any information about his life. Even
regarding his birth, we find no consistent information, either in his works or
in later sources, that might allow us to make detailed comments on it. How-
ever, this fact does not necessarily show authorial lack of scientific rigor when
it comes to the preservation of information and knowledge. Instead, this might
be regarded a distinguishing feature of the literary and scientific culture of that
time. Moreover, a discussion of the culture of writing in classical Islam, on the
basis of the paradigms of today’s scientific culture, could hardly be regarded as
a theoretically and methodologically objective approach, since every discourse
community is characterized by its own sociocultural conditions and expecta-
tions.

In his Mujam al-udaba’ (Lexicon of writers), the Arab-Greek geographer
Yaqut al-Hamaw1 (d. 626/1229) writes that Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Ya‘qub,
sometimes also called Aba ‘Al al-Khazin, is the full name of Miskawayh, which
is his epithet (lagab).® Miskawayh was born around 932 in Rayy, near present-
day Tehran. Following the contemporary hadith scholar Ibn Manda (d. ca. 395/
1004-1005), Yaqut al-Hamaw1 places the date of Miskawayh’s death on the 9
Safar 421/22 February 1030. At this point it should be noted that scholars dis-

6 Al-Hamawi, Mujam 493.
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agree on the question of whether the name Miskawayh refers to the author
himself, his father Muhammad, or his grandfather Ya‘qub. Hence, two varia-
tions of the name can be found in the research literature, Miskawayh and Ibn
Miskawayh. In this paper I will argue that Miskawayh is the author’s epithet,
for two reasons. First, his aforementioned contemporaries called him Misk-
awayh; and second, the author calls himself Miskawayh, for instance, in his
book al-Hawamil wa-l-shawamil (Open [questions] and explicit [replies]). This
book contains questions posed by Aba Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023) to Misk-
awayh and the latter’s responses.

From works of contemporary authors—such as the treatises (rasa’il) of
the Arab littérateur Badi* al-Zaman al-Hamadhani (d. 398/1008); Akhlag al-
wazirayn (The character traits of the two viziers) and al-Imta‘ wa-l-muanasa
(Enjoyment and conviviality) by the writer and philosopher Abu Hayyan al-
Tawhidi (d. 1023), known as “the man of letters” among the philosophers and
“the philosopher” among the men of letters; al-Qanun fi [-tibb (Canon of med-
icine) by the Persian physician and philosopher Ibn Sina (d. 427/1037), also
known by the Latinized name Avicenna; and Yatimat al-dahr (The unique pearl)
by the Persian writer Abi Mansur al-Tha‘alibi (d. 429/1038)—we learn that,
especially in his early years, Miskawayh gained a certain prominence, mainly
due to his work as a secretary and librarian at the court of the Shiite Buyids
in Baghdad and Rayy. His thought was met with mainly positive reactions by
his contemporaries. Contradictory opinions are expressed in the abovemen-
tioned books Akhlag al-wazirayn and al-Imta‘ wa-l-mu'anasa by Abit Hayyan
al-Tawhidi. On the one hand, he refers to Miskawayh as a shaykh, which is
considered an honorific title and an expression of respect. On the other hand,
many descriptions can be found that portray Miskawayh in a negative light.”
In other passages, al-Tawhidi seems to lecture Miskawayh.® Al-Tawhidi also
attacks Miskawayh'’s Christian teacher Yahya b. ‘Ad1 (d. 363/974), describing his
translation as disfigured, and criticizing him for his poor mode of expression.?
It should be noted that neither the praising nor the scolding remarks reflect
the true intellectual peculiarity of Miskawayh, especially since they are highly
subjective and refer to personal issues rather than to his works’ content.

Moreover, we learn from al-Tawhidi and al-Tha‘alibi that Miskawayh was in
close contact with the Persian author and statesman Ibn al-‘Amid (d. ca. 360/
970), who has been labelled as the second al-Jahiz.!° In this context, it is worth
mentioning that al-Tawhidi wrote, in his book al-Imta‘ wa-l-muanasa, that

See al-Tawhidi, Imta“i, 5.
Al-Tawhidi, Akhlaq 23.

See al-Tawhidi, Imta‘i, 51.

10  See al-Dhahabi, Siyar xvi, 137-138.

©
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Miskawayh had learned nothing from Ibn al-Amid or the Persian theologian
and philosopher al-‘Amiri (d. 381/992), although the latter had spent five years
in Rayy supposedly doing research and teaching.!! Al-Tawhidi also states that
Miskawayh was interested in the study of alchemy,'? and that he should there-
fore have read the books of the Persian physician and alchemist Aba Bakr
al-Razi (known under the Latinized name Rhazes or Rasis; d. ca. 313/925 or
323/935) and the alchemist Jabir b. Hayyan (known under the Latinized name
Geber; d. ca. 199/815).13

So, we have seen that Miskawayh was interested in a variety of things. Phi-
losophy, logic, ethics, education, psychology, metaphysics, theology, alchemy,
medicine, and so forth, all represent fields of knowledge that he dealt with, and
characterize the diversity of his works. In general, a number of things might
be stated regarding Miskawayh’s work. First, it needs to be made clear that
his output as a writer was very limited in comparison to the literary activity
of contemporary authors, such as al-Tawhidi or Ibn Sina. As a result, his work
can easily be summarized, despite the uncertainty surrounding the degree of
authenticity with which these works have been transmitted throughout the
past centuries. Nonetheless, due to the quality of Miskawayh’s engagement
with his topics, his works are now considered a testimony to the imagination
and open-mindedness of the classical period of Islam. Second, it should be
noted that the attempt to put Miskawayh’s works in chronological order proves
to be a very difficult task. However, this is a common problem in biographical
research, and seems doomed to remain unsolved.

The following chart'* shows all works that are mentioned by the Persian
philosopher Abti Sulayman al-Mantiqi (d. ca. 380/990),'> the Arab-Greek geog-
rapher Yaqut al-Hamawi (d. 626/1229), the Arab historian al-Qifti (d. 646/1248),
the Arab medic and biographer Ibn Abi Usaybia (d. 668/1270), the Kurdish
medic and historian al-Shahraziui (d. 687/1288), and the Shiite theologian
and historian Muhammad Bagqir al-Khwansari (d. 1313/1895). The works men-
tioned are al-Fawz al-asghar (The minor victory), in which the author takes
a close look, from a metaphysical-psychological perspective, at questions of
ethics, human self-fulfillment, and the attainment of happiness; Kitab al-Fawz
al-akbar, of which no copy has survived, but which is likely to have existed
because Miskawayh mentions its title at the end of al-Fawz al-asghar;'® Kitab

11 Al-Tawhidi, Imta“i, 51.

12 Ibid., 50.

13  Based on Newman, Jabir ibn Hayyan.

14  See Arkoun, Nazat al-ansanah 205—206.
15 See al-Zirikli, Alam vi, 171.

16  See Miskawayh, Fawz al-asghar 120.
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al-Sa‘ada (The book of happiness); al-Hikma al-khalida (The eternal wisdom),
also known as jawidan khirad; al-Hawamil wa-l-shawamil (Open [questions]
and explicit [answers]); and a number of minor treatises on philosophy, psy-
chology, and logic, such as the Tahdhib al-akhlaq (The refinement of character),
which is known as Miskawayh'’s principal work on ethics and represents the

subject of this paper.
al-Mantiqi al-Hamawi  al-Khwansari al-Qifti Ibn Abi al-Shahrazuri
(d. ca. 380/990) (d. 626/1229) (d.1313/1895) (d. 646/1248) Usaybi‘a (d. 687/1288)

(d. 668/1270)

al-Fawzan al-kabir wa-
l-saghir ft ilm al-awa’il

Kitab Tartib al-sa‘adat
wa-manazil al-‘ulum

Tahdhib al-akhlag

al-Risala al-mus‘ida
al-Mustawfa fi l-shi‘r

Tajarub al-umam wa-
‘awaqib al-himam
Uns al-farid

al-Hikma al-khalida
al-Shawamil

Other books on math-
ematics, science,
theology, arithmetic,
alchemy

Marginal note refer-
ring to logic

Kitab Tartib
al-sa‘adat

Kitab al-
Mustawfa

Uns al-farid

al-Hikma al-

khalida

Kitab al-Jami

Kitab al-Siyar

Kitab al-Fawz al-
asghar

Kitab al-Fawz al-
akbar

Kitab Tartib al-
sa‘adat

Kitab al-Tahara ft
tahdhib al-akhlag

Kitab fi mukhtar
al-shi’r

Kitab Tajarub al-
umam

Kitab Nadim al-

Sfarid

Kitab Uns al-
khawatir

Kitab al-Hikma
al-khalida

Kitab al-Siyasa
lil-mulk

Kitab Adab al-
Arab wa-l-furs

Nuzhat nama
alat

Kitab Fawsz al-
sa‘ada

Kitab al-Fawz
al-saghir
Kitab al-Fawz
al-kabir

Kitab al-
Tajarub

Kitab ft
l-adwiya al-
mufrada

Kitab Tarkib
al-bajat

al-Fawzan f ‘ilm
al-awa’il
Kitab Tahdhib
al-akhlag
Kitab al-Mustawfa
fil-shir
Uns al-farid
al-Hikma al-
khalida
Kitab al-
Tabikh
Kitab al-
Ashriba

Marginal note
referring to logic
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Apart from the six works that are mentioned above, all other writings, espe-
cially those listed by al-Khwansari, have not been passed down to us. A closer
look at the titles mentioned in the chart reveals that they have not been passed
down in a homogeneous manner by the various biographers.!” One reason
for the differences might be that biographers based themselves on different
sources.

2 Miskawayh’s Work: The refinement of character traits

In the Arab-Islamic history of thought, Tahdhib al-akhlaq is primarily con-
sidered as a crucial source for research on ethics. The title Tuhdhib al-akhlag
wa-tathir al-araq consists of two parts. The first part appears in the book
as sina‘at Tahdhib al-akhlaq, with the term sina‘a functioning in this context
as a synonym for %m (science). The second part of the title also appears in
the book when Miskawayh writes: “‘wa-li-dhalika samaytuhu bi-Kitab Tathir al-
araq” (ThusI called it the Book of the purification of ancestries). In this context,
one might point to a number of earlier Arabic works on ethics and education
theory. The following list presents merely a limited number of exemplary works
and raises no claim to completeness: al-Adab al-saghir'® (The small essay on
right conduct) and al-Adab al-kabir'® (The great essay on right conduct) by the
Persian author Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ (d. 142/759);2° Tahdhib al-akhlag®' (The refine-
ment of character traits) and Kitab al-Taj fi akhlaq al-mulik?? (The book of crown
in the ethics of kings) by the Arab writer al-Jahiz (d. 255/868); Kitab Makarim
al-akhlaq®?® (The noble deeds of ethics) by the Islamic scholar Ibn Abi I-Dunya
(d. 281/894); and the Tahdhib al-akhlaq?* (The refinement of character traits) by
Yahya b. ‘Adi,25 the Christian teacher of Miskawayh.

Arkoun mentions six different manuscripts of the Tahdhib al-akhlaq: British
Museum 1561; Fatih 3511; Ayasofiya 1957; Kopriilii 767; Fazil-library 261 A; and

17 Further information on the individual works can be found in Arkoun, Nazat al-ansanah
207-2009.

18  Ed. Zaki Basha; German translation Rescher 1915.

19  Ed. Zaki Basha.

20 See al-Zirikli, Alam iv, 140.

21 Ed. Tanta 1989.

22 Ed. Cairo1914.

23  Ed.1990.

24  Ed.1913.

25  The attribution of the Tahdhib al-akhlaq to Yahya ibn ‘Adi is still a matter of debate among
scholars. Cf. for instance Arkoun, Naz at al-ansanah 226.
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Dar al-Kutub al-Qahira, al-Fahras al-thani 282, 1.26 An examination of Misk-
awayh manuscripts from the manuscript collections in Istanbul, conducted
during a research trip in November 2015, revealed the existence of 12 ver-
sions of the Tahdhib al-akhlag, some handwritten, others printed, some parts
of collections, others single monographs.2? Apart from ms Fatih 351, titled
Kitab al-Tahara fi tahdhib al-nafs, and Ms Fazil Ahmed Pasa 767, with the title
Taharat al-nafs, all of the abovementioned manuscripts bear the title Tahdhib
al-akhlaq. As a result, of particular importance for moral philosophy, multi-
ple editions of Miskawayh’s Tahdhib al-akhldq were published at various times,
which, for the sake of brevity, will not be mentioned in this article. In terms
of its structure, the Tahdhib al-akhlaq consists of six treatises (magalat), on:
the foundations of ethics, character, and education; the good and happiness;
justice; love and friendship; and the treatment of the mind. Education and for-
mation are discussed primarily in the second treatise.?® In the introduction
to Tahdhib al-akhlag, Miskawayh unequivocally describes the work’s objec-
tives:

Our object in this book is to acquire for ourselves such a character that
all our actions issuing therefrom may be good and, at the same time, may
be performed by us easily, without any constraint or difficulty. This object
we intend to achieve according to an art, and in a didactic order. The way
to this end is to understand, first of all, our souls: what they are, what
kind of thing they are, and for what purpose they have been brought into
existence within us—I mean: their perfection and their end; what their
faculties and aptitudes are, which, if properly used by us, would lead us
to that high rank.29

From this we can conclude that the overriding objective of Miskawayh’s Tahd-
hib al-akhlaq lies in the acquisition of ethics, which presupposes a certain for-
mation, or rather, a system of education. Hence, education occupies an impor-
tant place in this process of acquisition or learning. The different stages of
learning that lead to success relate to knowledge of the appetitive souls, as well

26 Arkoun, Nazat al-ansanah 227.

27 1. Ayasofiya No. 1957-001; 2. Ayasofiya No. 2818-o01; 3. Esad Efendi No. 1836; 4. Fatih
No. 3511; 5. Haci Mahmud Efendi No. 1633; 6. Haci Mahmud Efendi No. 1827; 7. 1d Mehmed
Efendi Nr. 37; 8. I. Ismail Hakki No. 1301-002; 9. Sehid Ali Pasa No. 2772—003; 10. Veliyiiddin
Efendi No. 1936; 11. Fazil Ahmed Pasa No. 767; 12. Haci Ahmed Pasa No. 261.

28  Based on the edition by Zurayk 1966 and the French translation by Arkoun 1969.

29  Miskawayh, Refinement 1.
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as their powers and predispositions. This underlines the significance of the psy-
chological dimension in Miskawayh’s reflections on the theory of education.

3 Miskawayh’s Sources and the Problem of Transmission

Analysis of the sources for the Tahdhib al-akhlag show that Miskawayh, for
the most part, based his argumentation on ancient Greek philosophers. As can
be seen from the chart below, Aristotle is mentioned 52 times throughout the
work, whether by name, by the pronoun “he,” or by the attribute al-hakim (the
“sage” or “philosopher”). This makes him by far the most significant authority in
the text. The chart lists the most important authors that Miskawayh relied on
in his Tahdhib al-akhlaq. The authors are arranged according to the frequency
with which they appear in the text. Authors that are mentioned only once are
listed alphabetically, and their position in the chart is not indicative of their
role within the text.

Authors Frequency of occurrence

Aristotle

al-hukama’ (the sages or philosophers)
Muhammad, the Prophet

Galen

Plato

al-Kind1

Socrates

Hippocrates

‘Ali (referred to as amir al-muminin)
Ardashir

Ayyib

Bryson

Abu ‘Uthman al-Dimashqi

Porphyry

Pythagoras

N Ol
NN

H oH O R H N W W R OO

The fact that Miskawayh’s argumentation relies primarily on ancient Greek
philosophers allows him, on the one hand, to use their respective terminol-
ogy. On the other hand, this might be a way of emphasizing the rational con-
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sensus between antique and contemporary schools of thought. Moreover, the
recourse to antique texts might imply that contemporary thinkers are able, for
instance, to study phenomena and events in the manner of Aristotle and Plato.
A particularly distinctive feature of Miskawayh'’s style of writing is the pre-
cise mentioning of his sources. The following texts are explicitly mentioned in
Tahdhib al-akhlag and can therefore be said to provide the work’s ethical, philo-
sophical, religious, and pedagogical framework: Aristotle’s Nicomachean ethics,
Categories, and De anima (On the soul); Oikonomikos by the ancient philoso-
pher Bryson (lived sometime between 100BCE and the second century CE);
the Greek physician Galen’s (d. ca. 216—217 CE) Akhlaq al-nafs (Dispositions of
the soul); the Arab philosopher al-Kindi's (d. ca. 256/873) Risala fi [-hila li-daf*
al-ahzan (On the art of dispelling sorrows); and the Quran and the prophetic
traditions.

Aristotle’s Nicomachean ethics is one of the most important sources in Misk-
awayh's Tahdhib al-akhlaq. This claim is supported by the numerous passages in
the Tahdhib al-akhlag where Miskawayh mentions the work explicitly, quotes
from it both directly and indirectly, paraphrases its content, or uses it to sup-
port his position. Another work by Aristotle that is mentioned explicitly by
Miskawayh, and which he employs as source for his Tahdhib al-akhlag, is the
Categories, which is counted among Aristotle’s writings on logic. However, it
remains unclear on which version or translation of Aristotle’s text Miskawayh
relied. The question of who was the first translator of the Categories is still
a matter of scholarly debate. In his critical edition of the Arabic translations
of Aristotle’s writings on logic from 1980, Abderrahman Badawi argues that
the Christian Arab translator Ishaq b. Hunayn (d. 289/910—-911) was the first to
translate the book, and that Yahya b. ‘Adi used this translation as a basis for
his own rendition of the Categories.3° The Arabic translation that is included
in Badawi’s critical edition might shed light on the way Miskawayh adopted,
adapted, and paraphrased Aristotle’s Categories. “Aristotle made it clear in the
Book on Ethics,3! as well as in the Book on Categories, that a bad man may, by
discipline, become good.”3?

Moreover, Miskawayh also made extensive use of another of Aristotle’s
works, the De anima. Just as is the case with Miskawayh’s use of the Categories,
we do not know which version of De anima he had at his disposal.

30 Cf. Badawi, Mantiq Aristu 1-12; Gutas, Greek thought; Gutas and Endress, Greek and Arabic
lexicon.

31 Le. the Nicomachean ethics.

32  Miskawayh, Refinement 30.
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These are the words of this philosopher [Aristotle], which I have quoted
exactly. They come from the translation of Aba ‘Uthman al-Dimashgqj,
who is a man well-versed in both languages, namely Greek and Arabic,
and whose translation has won the approval of all those who have studied
these two languages. At the same time, he has tried hard to reproduce the
Greek words and their meanings in Arabic words and meanings without
any difference in expression or substance. Whoever refers to this work,
i.e., the one called The Virtues of the Soul, will read these words as I have
quoted them.33

Miskawayh declares that he is drawing on an Arabic translation by the physi-
cian and translator of Greek philosophical works Abu ‘Uthman al-Dimashqi (d.
after 302/914).3* He explains he has chosen that particular translation because
the translator has mastered both Greek and Arabic, and, for another thing,
stands out due to a certain reliability and precision regarding his transmission
of Greek texts into Arabic. According to the current state of research, this par-
ticular version of Aristotle’s De anima is not at our disposal. Thus, if we want to
shed light on the reception and transformation of the De anima’s content, we
face the problem of having to select an alternative version of the text fora com-
parative analysis of the passages Miskawayh has paraphrased. In the case of the
education of boys, Miskawayh relied heavily on Bryson’s Oikonomikos (Oixovo-
uwég). While this can be seen from the following passage, it remains unclear
which translation of Bryson’s work Miskawayh adopted. “A section on the edu-
cation of the young, and of boys in particular, most of which I have copied from
the work of ‘Bryson.’”3%

In this context, one might point to Swain’s Economy, family, and society from
Rome to Islam (2013), which offers a critical edition and translation of Bryson’s
Management of the estate. However, Swain deals only cursorily with the Islamic
reception of Bryson’s work. Hence, he contributes little to our understanding
of the way Miskawayh integrated Bryson’s text in his thoughts on the theory
of education, and into his oeuvre as a whole. Greek philosophy does not repre-
sent the only source of inspiration for Miskawayh'’s reflections on ethics and the
theory of education. Another philosophical inspiration, whose name is men-
tioned three times in Tahdhib al-akhlag, is al-Kind1. The fact that Miskawayh
relied on an Arab philosopher, who was likewise influenced by Aristotle’s phi-
losophy, highlights the significant impact of antique intellectual heritage on
Miskawayh.

33 Ibid, 8o. Slightly adjusted.
34 Based on Endress, Abt ‘Uthman al-Dimashq.
35  Miskawayh, Refinement 5o0.
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4 Miskawayh’s Theory of Education and the Concept of Reception

During the classical period of Islam, intellectuals were thus confronted with a
conglomerate of diverse cultures and religions, which left a notable and last-
ing mark on the Tahdhib al-akhlaq, whose theory of education is the subject
of this article. In this context, Miskawayh attempted to enter into a dialogue
with humanity’s intellectual heritage that crosses cultural and religious bound-
aries and places humankind at its center. This culturally, philosophically, and
theologically heterogeneous milieu had a significant influence on Miskawayh'’s
thought and works on philosophy, ethics, and the theory of education.36 Misk-
awayh'’s reception of ideas on the theory of education from Antiquity, and their
transformation in light of the prevailing image of God, humankind, and the
world shaped by Islam, is characterized by a distinct openness to the philosoph-
ical ideas of other cultures and religions. Miskawayh’s concept of reception is
also marked by a selective approach to his sources and their reception, which
is governed by a critical reflection that takes into consideration the sources’
religious and political context. Part of this approach is Miskawayh'’s language,
which, whenever it comes to the formulation of theologically relevant thoughts
on ethics or the theory of education, is characterized by a certain objectivity
and is untainted by pro-Sunni or pro-Shia notions.

The different encounters with various elements of other cultures and reli-
gions, of which the majority had entered Arab-Islamic thought as a result of
the wave of Arabic translations of ancient Greek works that started in the
eighth century CE, generated diversity within Arab-Islamic societies and pre-
sented people, particularly intellectuals, with new challenges. Among those
challenges was the construction of a new identity that aimed for a rationalis-
tic consensus between ancient pre-Islamic systems of thought, which Muslims
associated with the age of “ignorance” (jahiliyya),3” marked by paganism and
polytheism, and the new way of life that had come with the rise of Islam, which
for Muslims was a natural and complete representation of the highest goals of
education and ethics and a synonym for enlightenment, humanity, and cultural
progress.38

36 Cf. Arkoun, Humanisme arabe.
37  Based on Shepard, Age of ignorance.
38 Cf. Glinther, Bildung 211.
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5 Education as a Deconstructive-Reconstructive Process

Miskawayh recognized the importance of education as a tool, both for the
deconstruction of obsolete discourses and constructions, and for the recon-
struction of a new knowledge that met the requirements of its time. Misk-
awayh'’s ideas about the theory of education are based on the assumption that
human nature can be changed through education and formation. This becomes
particularly apparent in the following quote:

It is for this reason that the ancients held different views regarding char-
acter. Some said that character belongs to the non-rational soul; others
that the rational soul may have a share of it. Then people have differed on
another point. Some have expressed the view that he who has a natural
character does not lose it. Others have said: No part of character is natural
to man, nor is it non-natural. For we are disposed to it, but it also changes
as a result of discipline and admonition either rapidly or slowly. This last
view is the one we favor because we observe its truth plainly and because
the former view leads to the nullification of the faculty of discernment
and reason, to the rejection of all forms of guidance, to the surrender of
people to savagery and neglect, and to the abandonment of youths and
boys to the state in which they happen to be without any direction or
instruction. This is manifestly very disgraceful.3°

Here, Miskawayh mentions that Greek philosophers disagreed on the question
of whether a person’s character could be changed. Some assume the natural
character (khulug tabi?) is predefined and unalterable, while others argue it
can be changed through education (¢ta'dib) and recommendations (mawad‘z).
Throughout the Tahdhib al-akhlag, Miskawayh uses different terms to express
the concepts of education and formation. The term most frequently used by
Miskawayh is ta'dib, followed by the terms siyasa, ta'lim, ta‘allum, and tarbiya,
last of which only appearing twice throughout the text.#? In terms of the above
quote, we might conclude that Miskawayh lays out two theoretical positions,
which he reflects on in a critical manner, in order to eventually forge them into
a single position that serves as an argument for his own point of view. As a
result, we might say that Miskawayh’s argumentation strategy and concept of
reception are, inter alia, characterized by critical reflection.

39  Miskawayh, Refinement 29—-30.
40  Some scholars have pointed out that in his writings Miskawayh does not use the term tar-
biya. See, e.g., Gamal al-Din, Miskawayh 135-156.
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A distinctive feature of Miskawayh'’s understanding of education is its de-
constructive function. Here, too, elements of Aristotelianism can be discerned,
for instance, when Miskawayh writes:

Aristotle made it clear in the Book on Ethics, as well as in the Book on
Categories, that a bad man may, by discipline, become good. But he did
not consider this to hold absolutely, for he found that the repetition of
admonitions and discipline and the good and virtuous guidance of peo-
ple cannot but produce different results on different people: some are
responsive to discipline and acquire virtue rapidly, while others are also
responsive but acquire it slowly.*!

This quote shows that the power of education to turn the evil in man into good
is an expression of its deconstructive function. This pedagogical conception
displays notable links to critical pedagogy and today’s deconstructive educa-
tion approaches, which address diversity in society, especially in relation to
images and perceptions of gender, as well as reflections on personal beliefs, and
a change of perspective in the treatment of identities, which are to be seen as
social rather than predetermined biological categories.#? In terms of the the-
ory of education, Miskawayh also emphasizes the individuality and diversity
of every person being educated, and the consequences this diversity bears on
people’s learning speed and learning strategies. The fact that Miskawayh picks
up on education’s deconstructive function and integrates it into his theory of
education, proves his inventiveness and creativeness feed on the ancient Greek
intellectual heritage, which he puts into practice for the benefit of the “commu-
nity of Islamic discourse.” This is also an indication of Miskawayh’s openness
to ideas from earlier cultures and religions. Miskawayh says:

We put this in the form of a syllogism which goes as follows: Every char-
acter is subject to change. Nothing which is subject to change is natural.
| Therefore, no single character is natural. The two premises are correct,
and the conclusion of the syllogism follows according to the second mood
of the first figure.#3

After Miskawayh names his selection of sources, he then explains the princi-
ples of his theory of education and places them in context; finally, he applies

41 Miskawayh, Refinement 31.
42 See, e.g., Hartmann, Bildung 253-278.
43  Miskawayh, Refinement 31.
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a logical syllogism as an argumentation strategy for integrating the previously
adopted Aristotelian elements into his reasoning. This process of reception and
transformation is accompanied by an attempt at constructing an intellectual
identity. For Miskawayh, the importance of education derives not only from
its deconstructive function but also from its constructive dimension.** There
is a reciprocal relation between these two functions of education. What would
mankind be without education?

If innate nature is neglected and not subjected to discipline and correc-
tion, every man will grow up in accordance with his own nature and will
remain all his life in the condition in which he was in childhood, follow-
ing whatever suits him naturally: whether wrath, pleasure, maliciousness,
greed, or any other reprehensible disposition.*>

Miskawayh replies to the question with a hypothetical, yet decisive, answer.
The neglect of education, and the refusal to form and correct people’s char-
acter, would lead to a situation where all humans grow up according to their
nature and remain in a state of infancy for their entire life, subjected to their
“obscene predispositions.” In contrast, the constructive function of education
allows people to refine their character, which contributes to the development
of their personality and qualifies them for social life in a society.

6 The Teacher as a Spiritual Father and Human God

Since the teacher occupies a central position in the process of education, the
pupil owes him respect, love, and obedience. Miskawayh argues:

As for the third love, namely, [our] love of philosophers, it is nobler and
superior to love of parents because the philosophers’ nobility and rank
become reflected in our souls, they are the causes of our real existence,
and with their help we attain perfect happiness.#6

This passage makes it clear that the third stage of love belongs to philoso-
phers and teachers. As explained elsewhere in the Tahdhib al-akhlag, the third

44  Thisishighly reminiscent of Wolfgang Klafki’s approach to the theory of education, which
presents itself as critical-constructive principles of teaching.

45  Miskawayh, Refinement 32.

46  Ibid., 134.
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stage of love lies between the first stage of love, which belongs to God, and the
second stage of love, which belongs to the parents. The fact that teachers are
assigned such a high stage of love, lying between those of God and the par-
ents, is a result of the sublime position that they occupy in the education of
the human soul. Moreover, teachers are said to be the cause for the real and
intellectual existence of mankind because they allow people to obtain perfect
happiness. Therefore, Miskawayh considers the teacher as a spiritual father and
a human God (walid rahant wa-rab bashart), and he is obligated to educate
people according to an ethical code of conduct, largely borrowed from Bryson
and adapted to the sociocultural context of Miskawayh’s time. Thus, a teacher’s
primary task lies in his role as a leader who is supposed to motivate people to
engage with both the theoretical and the practical sciences in order to gain, in
equal measure, intellectual and practical happiness.

Ascribing spiritual and divine attributes to a teacher emphasizes his pre-
eminent pedagogical status in the education and formation process. Moreover,
this connection with the spiritual and divine bears a resemblance to the peda-
gogical function of the Prophet Muhammad, as a broker of religious content.*
This is significant in two respects. First, it shows the influence of the Prophet
Muhammad as a role model, which, second, has a significant impact on the
theory of education, in terms of the adoration and obedience involved in the
teacher-pupil relationship. Moreover, the spiritual teacher-pupil relationship is
marked by mystical dimensions. This mixture of philosophical, religious, and
mystical ethics in Miskawayh'’s ideas on the theory of education was taken up
by later authors, such as Aba Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), who is considered
one of the most significant religious scholars of Islam, and the Persian theolo-
gian Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1209). In the works of these authors, the path
to ethical and spiritual perfection is paved with mystical elements.

7 Education as an Ongoing Duty of Every Qualified Person

A distinctive feature of Miskawayh’s thoughts on the theory of education is
the fact that every person qualified to be an educator is charged with an ongo-
ing duty to do so. To be qualified, one has to have adopted an ethical code of
conduct, through which one develops the aspired virtues. In this context Misk-
awayh writes:

47  Regarding the role of the Prophet Muhammad as the Muslims’ spiritus rector, see Scheiner,
Lehrer 235-268.
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Now, he who has attained in [the acquisition of] these morals a rank of
which one may be proud, and has acquired through it the virtues which
we have enumerated, has necessarily the obligation to educate other peo-
ple and to pour out to his fellow men the gifts which God (exalted is He!)
has bestowed upon him.*8

This aspect of the theory of education highlights the necessity of a sustainable
effort in education, and it implies the idea of lifelong learning, which repre-
sents a religious duty in Islamic philosophy and ethics of education. Moreover,
the principle emerges that knowledge must go hand in hand with action, as
it is considered an ethical requirement that a Muslim, or, in fact, the human
community as a whole, rather than just an individual, should benefit from
the acquired knowledge.*® Another aspect of the theory of education is the
teacher’s regard for the pupil’s biological and psychological conditions. From a
biological point of view, Miskawayh considers childhood as the phase of life in
which the pupil is most prepared to acquire knowledge and adopt the princi-
ples of ethics. Apart from the physical and social elements of education, Misk-
awayh also emphasizes the importance of psychological factors. Miskawayh
recognizes the parents’ key role in the education of a child, as can be seen from
the following passage:

It is the Law which reforms the young, accustoms them to good deeds,
and prepares their souls to receive wisdom, seek virtue, and attain human
happiness through sound thinking and correct reasoning. It is the duty
of parents to train them to observe these and other forms of good con-
duct, by different methods of discipline, such as flogging if necessary, or
rebukes if availing, or promises of favors or enjoyments which they like,
or warnings of punishments which they fear.5°

This passage introduces parents’ responsibilities regarding the education of
children, as well as the different education methods that stand at their dis-
posal. In terms of the educational objectives, Miskawayh makes recourse to the
Sharia’s precepts. But, how can boys benefit from the ethical values Miskawayh
extensively describes in his Tahdhib al-akhlaq, to eventually gain complete
happiness? The answer to this question reveals a number of crucial aspects
of Miskawayh’s approach to the reception of ancient Greek morals, his argu-

48  Miskawayh, Refinement 49.
49 Cf. Giinther, Bildung 211.
50  Miskawayh, Refinement 32.
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mentation strategies, and his ideas on the theory of education. Regarding the
question of whether boys can benefit from the formulated ethical values, Misk-
awayh distances himself notably from Aristotle.?! Whereas Aristotle argued
that boys would hardly profit from his Nicomachean ethics, Miskawayh justi-
fies the mentioning of ethical values by explaining the pedagogical effects of
the mere involvement with this barely accessible highest stage of happiness.
In this context, Miskawayh stresses that his aim is not for the boys to reach
the highest stage of happiness; rather, he seeks to convey to them the knowl-
edge of the existence of this particular stage of happiness, which is usually only
reached by certain people. For Miskawayh, the pedagogical aspect of this lies in
sensitizing boys and motivating them to pursue, in the future, the highest stage
of happiness, which can be reached only through personal effort and God'’s
support. In his description of the state of those who have reached the highest
stage of happiness, and who are therefore called the God-fearing (al-muttaqun)
and the pious (al-abrar), Miskawayh reverts to the Quran and the prophetic
tradition.>? He quotes from Q 32:17: “Now no person knows what delights of
the eye are kept hidden [in reserve] for them—as a reward for their [good]
deeds.”53 Moreover, he mentions a prophetic hadith that describes the hidden
things that are awaiting those who have reached the highest stage of happi-
ness.> The use of the Quran and the prophetic tradition shows how Miskawayh
infuses his ethical teaching with an Islamic-religious dimension, and how he
connects Aristotelian and Islamic morals. In this context, it should also be men-
tioned that Miskawayh leaves both the Quranic passage and the quote from the
prophetical tradition without comment. As a result, he merely employs their
ethical and pedagogical aspect to support his argumentation.

Altogether, we have seen that there is a dynamic relationship between Misk-
awayh'’s basic ethical ideals and principles and Aristotle’s moral philosophy.
Moreover, it can be concluded that the applied methods of representation and
argumentation suggest an approach to the reception of concepts from his own
and other cultures, which, apparently, lays claim to universal validity. Yet, it
should also be noted, throughout the Tahdhib al-akhldg Miskawayh mentions
the Sharia 35 times, without providing a concrete definition or any criteria for
it. At a later stage of this article I shall illustrate the context in which he men-
tions the Sharia.

51 It should be noted that with Aristotle the term “boys” refers not only to children but also
to people who act like children by following their sensory desires.

52 Cf. Miskawayh, Tahdhib 92.

53  Based on the English translation of the Quran by Ali, Holy Qurian.

54  Cf. Miskawayh, Tahdhib 92-93.
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8 The Social and Practical-Educational Dimension of Religion

What is the role of the religious elements in Miskawayh'’s reflections on the
theory of education? Scholars have predominantly presented Miskawayh as a
Shi‘ite philosopher of classical Islam, although the secondary scholarship has
not investigated the Shi‘ite aspects of his thought that much. Yet, his remarks
on religious content cast significant doubt on this assessment. Instead, we are
confronted with a reflective objectivity regarding the formulation of theolog-
ically relevant ethical and theoretical-educational content, which is far from
adopting any dogmatic position. Whenever Miskawayh has recourse to reli-
gious content and concepts and integrates them into his argumentation, he
limits himself primarily to the social dimension of Islamic-religious content
and rituals, such as the pilgrimage or the Friday and communal prayer, as can
be seen from the following quote:

It is indeed to help develop this fellowship that both the Law and good
custom have enjoined people to invite one another and to meet in ban-
quets. Possibly the Law made it an obligation on people to meet five
times a day in their mosques and preferred communal prayer to individ-
ual prayer in order that they may experience this inborn fellowship which
is the origin of all love and which exists in them in potency. In this way,
this inborn fellowship would become actual, and would then be strength-
ened by the right beliefs which bind them together.55

Miskawayh's usage of the term “faith” in the plural (al-itigadat) in this con-
text is highly significant. While the text is directed at a discourse community
informed by Islam, it also clearly implies and acknowledges religious plural-
ism within society. This is also reflected in the way Miskawayh employs the
term “religion” (din), which appears in the text only 13 times in the singu-
lar and once in the plural (diyanat). While Miskawayh does not define the
concept of Sharia, he provides a brief, broad definition of religion: “For reli-
gion is a divine condition which leads men voluntarily to supreme happi-
ness.”>¢ Miskawayh also argues that the social significance of religious practices
derives from human interaction, which produces and renews love and friend-
ship between people, and which represents the ultimate goal of religion/Islam.
The following passage from the Tahdhib al-akhlaq shows that Miskawayh also

55  Miskawayh, Refinement 127.
56 Ibid., 128.
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tries to consider Islamic-religious commandments and prohibitions from a
rational point of view:

He should be trained to avoid drinking water during his meals. As for wine
and the different kinds of intoxicating beverages, let him indeed beware
of them, for they injure him in his body and in his soul and incite him
to quick anger, foolhardiness, the performance of vile deeds, impudence,
and the other blameworthy dispositions. Nor should he attend drinking
parties, except when the company is well-bred and virtuous; otherwise,
he might hear vile speech and silly things that usually take place in such
parties.5?

This passage illustrates how Miskawayh discusses, in rational terms, an issue
that is considered prohibited within the discourse community coined by Islam.
He does not mention the Islamic prohibition against alcohol, and instead
emphasizes the rationally verifiable detriments of wine consumption on the
learning and education process. This reveals not only Miskawayh’s rational
approach to religious phenomena but also the particular significance that he
attributes to reason vis-a-vis revelation. In light of the fact that Miskawayh, as
he openly declares,>8 has adopted the chapter on the education of boys from
Bryson, we might ask ourselves, to what degree he has revised Bryson’s ideas to
insert them into an Islamic context. There is no obvious answer to this question,
all the more so since Miskawayh does not mention which version of Bryson’s
work he used.

9 Conclusion

Based on a discussion of Miskawayh's Tahdhib al-akhldq, the present article has
brought out the defining features of the educational discourse of classical Islam
and analyzed them in their context. Moreover, the passages quoted from the
Tahdhib al-akhlag have illustrated the ways in which Miskawayh received and
contextually transformed the ancient Greek intellectual heritage. In doing so,
a particular focus was placed on the relation between education and religion.
At this point, several conclusions might be drawn from the preceding analysis.
First, Miskawayh considered his method of reception of ancient Greek moral

57  Ibid., 53.
58  “Asection on the education of the young, and of boys in particular, most of which I have
copied from the work of ‘Bryson’” Ibid., 50.
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philosophy to be in line with the Islamic view of the world and God. Second,
for Miskawayh education and religion complement each other, as he unifies
the multiplicity of philosophical and Islamic-religious morals. One of Misk-
awayh’s argumentation strategies that, in particular, highlights the author’s role
is his avoidance of the directly dogmatic use of religious content. Third, it has
emerged from the analysis that education, ethics, religion, and philosophy are
key terms in Miskawayh'’s thoughts on the theory of education, and that they
interact with each other in a dynamic relationship. And, while education rep-
resents the process and result of the involvement with theoretical and practical
sciences,® the framework for the acquisition of this knowledge is provided by
ethics, as a process of self-reflection and reflection of one’s behavior vis-a-vis
the other, both within and beyond the common human experience. In terms
of its content, ethics entails elements from various philosophies and religions.

The present case study has shown that Miskawayh'’s reception concept is
selective and critically integrates a number of ethical and philosophical ele-
ments, both from his own and other cultures. At this point it should be noted
that Miskawayh'’s reception of ancient Greek thought cannot be examined on
the basis of the paradigms of today’s scientific culture, especially since such
an approach might produce a distorted and subjective image of the process
of reception as merely an act of apathetic imitation and repetition. Instead,
Miskawayh'’s reception and transformation of ancient Greek philosophy ought
to be examined in the sociocultural and political context of his time. The crite-
ria for such an examination must also be derived from that classical period of
the Islamic history of ideas, which is likely to have considered the reception of
this kind of intellectual thought an expression of intellectual innovation. More-
over, it can be said that Miskawayh'’s reception of chosen sources highlights the
universality of the human mind, which crosses space and time.

The novelty of Miskawayh'’s concept of reception also lies in his transforma-
tion of the critically selected thoughts of various philosophers, which at times
contradict each other, into a new harmonic paradigm that meets the socio-
cultural expectations of his discursive community. As a result, Miskawayh's
Tahdhib al-akhlag ought to be read as a reflection of his ethical and theoretical-
educational thought. A central result of this case study concerns Miskawayh'’s
attempt at constructing, in light of the reconciliation of the truths of revelation
and reason, an integrative approach based on education and ethics. Altogether,
Miskawayh'’s reflections on ethics and the theory of education are character-
ized by a pronounced openness to elements from other cultures and religions.

59  Cf. Miskawayh, Tahdhib 39.
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His thought is also marked by a rational approach to religious phenomena, an
understanding of ethics as a universal human good, and an emphasis on critical
thinking in relation to theoretical and practical knowledge.
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CHAPTER 10

Teaching Ignorance: The Case of al-Ghazali
(d. 505/1111)

Paul L. Heck

It is no secret that scholars continue to grapple with the skepticism of the
famed scholar of classical Islam Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), who is
most well-known for his attempts to renew the arena of religious learning in
his day.! This paper seeks to offer further precision on the nature of his skepti-
cism by highlighting its pedagogical function. In a recent publication, Sebastian
Giinther demonstrates that al-Ghazali was a meticulous pedagogue.? Indeed,
in what follows, we aim to give further substance to the idea that the skeptical
aspects of his thought are meant to serve his pedagogical goals. Teaching igno-
rance! Of course, it was not his ultimate goal to encourage his students to feel
they can know nothing, but doing so was a necessary step in teaching them how
to know things as they really are. In that sense, al-Ghazali is using skepticism
to develop a new approach to learning.

Asis well known, al-Ghazali renewed the religious sciences by locating them
within the framework of his “science of the other world” (‘ilm al-akhira). In this
way, he sought to establish a new kind of scholastic approach to learning, a
mystical scholasticism that built upon, but also went beyond, the philosophi-
cal scholasticism that had come to predominate, especially subsequent to the
system of thought formulated by Avicenna.

In this sense, it is worth noting the connection of al-Ghazali’s educational
project to his philosophical one, as featured in other studies in this collection.
He is grappling with the limitations of the traditional educational approaches
in his day, in which scholastic methods predominated. He does not seek to do
away with them when it comes to education, but he also recognizes more is
needed in order for a religious education to be fully cultivated in his students.
He is posing the questions: What does it mean to know? Is it simply a set of def-
initions to be learned? Or does it include something more? And, if it includes
something more than definitions, how is that to be conveyed?

1 For recent analysis of al-Ghazalt’s skepticism, see Kukkonen, Skepticism and Halevi, Doubts.
2 Giinther, The principles.
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Closely related to al-Ghazali’s use of skepticism for his pedagogical project
is the monistic tendency noticeable across his writings. This aspect of his
thought—the idea that the only existent is God—has also been the focus of
recent scholarly attention.® Here, we show the connection between the two,
between his skepticism and his monism. Al-Ghazali encouraged doubt about
the claims of the philosophers to have a surer knowledge of God than that
given in the revelation conveyed by Muhammad, but he in no way dismissed
the power of philosophical reasoning. Rather, his skeptical attacks on philos-
ophy were a way to open the ground to a new approach to knowing—a new
kind of scholasticism. The new scholasticism that al-Ghazali would formulate
did not do away with reasoning, but rather depended upon seeing as much as
reasoning. It thus required a monistic view of existence in order that God might
be manifest in existence in some fashion, so as to be “seen.”

However, al-Ghazali was careful to maintain scholastic boundaries within
this new method of learning. Already by his time, in mystical circles, the sense
of God’s self-disclosure was not unknown, but the seeing in question here did
not result from mystical disclosure (kashf'), even if al-Ghazali acknowledged
that certain saintly figures did experience such disclosure. Rather, the seeing
in question resulted from mystical knowledge (ma‘ifa)—or awareness of all
things being with God, so that one might “see” God as the singular agent of
the entirety of existence, even if existence in the immediate sense is experi-
enced as multiple and divided. It was thus necessary for al-Ghazali to posit a
monistic framework such that God’s existence could be “seen” in some fash-
ion in the world and not simply demonstrated by philosophical reasoning. In
other words, for al-Ghazali, the mystical “experience” is primarily an experience
with cognitive value. The fact that the mystical aspect of al-Ghazali’s thought
implies a kind of knowledge, rather than a disclosure, makes it difficult to
know whether al-Ghazali was in fact committed to a monistic conception of
existence in reality, but he certainly had to assume it in order to develop the
scholastic approach underlying his larger pedagogical project.

1 Background
The thought of al-Ghazali did not appear in a vacuum. His conception of

monotheism, which veers in the direction of monism, has roots in the teachings
of Junayd of Baghdad (d. 910), considered one of the architects of Sufism as a

3 See Treiger, Monism; and Griffel, Cosmology.
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scholarly system, who posited four levels of monotheism, the highest of which
raised the veil between knower and known (God). Another influence on the
thought of al-Ghazali is the work of Avicenna. Much of the Greco-Hellenistic
heritage of philosophy had been translated into Arabic under ‘Abbasid patron-
age over the course of the ninth century, and during the following century
this heritage was gradually integrated into Islam’s scholarly circles. Avicenna
(d. 1037) represents a high point in this process, but also a serious challenge.
Refining the thinking of his predecessors, notably al-Farabi (d. 950), Avicenna
came to the conclusion that the revealed message of Islam has a purpose in
society for the common people, as an agent of order, but it does not offer the
certainty of demonstrable proof, as established by the philosophical method.
It thus has no ethical claim on the learned elite! In order to counter this
claim, al-Ghazali was faced with the challenge of showing the learned elite
of his day that they were confused about the nature and purpose of revela-
tion. In other words, he had to inform them of their own ignorance! To address
the learned elite on their own terms, al-Ghazali certainly had to adopt the
ideas of Avicenna, but his philosophy posed a threat to the integrity of rev-
elation as a meta-rational phenomenon originating in divine speech, rather
than, as Avicenna stated, as a special product of human reasoning. It was thus
necessary to humble the philosophers, something al-Ghazali accomplished
with the use of skepticism. In that sense, his skepticism is thus functional
rather than existential—that is, it is a means to an end and not an end per
se.

Of course, questions about the meaning and status of the names of God fea-
tured prominently in the debates around the relation of philosophical method-
ology and divine revelation in terms of approaches to the acquisition of knowl-
edge. What is the content of the names of God? If God disclosed God’s names
through revelation, then how can the human mind hope to comprehend them?
Thus, like all Islamic scholars, al-Ghazali took part in the ongoing debates over
the names of God.

In addition to the name of Allah, God has 99 other names or attributes. He
is creator, provider, powerful, merciful. He is just. He sees and hears. He knows.
He giveslife, puts to death, and makes people rise again. These and other names
or attributes are important for Islam’s liturgical life, since they inform Muslims
of what they are worshipping. However, the idea that God has many names
or attributes raises questions about the oneness of God. Surely, these names
or attributes cannot simply be metaphors. If so, how would the believer know
what God is in reality? At the same time, if they are not simply metaphors,
they apply to God and so are eternal as God is eternal (that is, they have no
origin). But, this is to suggest that God is not the only thing without origin. Is
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there, then, a plurality in the godhead? Scholars proposed various solutions,*
and al-Ghazali would leave his own mark on the debate, as we will see. His
main interest, of course, was in knowing (and teaching) the content of the
divine names. Again, how can the human mind grasp the meaning of divinely
revealed knowledge about God? It is worth noting here that al-Ghazali treated
the question of the divine names or attributes in a highly philosophical milieu.
It is true that he saw the names or attributes of God foremost as standards for
the ethical life in Islam, but his treatment of the question offered him a way
to introduce into the scholastic discussions of his day the idea of learned igno-
rance, as the form of skepticism by which to counter the claims of philosophy.
Can philosophers pretend to acquire knowledge of the names of God—that is,
their meanings, which constitute knowledge of the divine reality—through a
scholastic methodology?

2 Learned Ignorance

It is best to describe al-Ghazali’s skepticism as learned ignorance. What do we
mean by learned ignorance? We find the idea, if not always the exact term, in
the writings of several figures from the intellectual history of European Chris-
tianity. Perhaps the most famous representative of learned ignorance in that
context is Nicholas of Cusa, or Cusanus (d. 1464).5> He was a figure of some
influence in the Western church during the fifteenth century, as well as being
involved in the scholastic debates of the period over the relation of mystical
experience to scholastic theology.® Like al-Ghazali, Cusanus spoke to questions
about the nature of mystical theology as a kind of knowing.” Also, like al-
Ghazali, he operated in a highly scholastic context. Also, like al-Ghazali, he was
interested in the reform of religion. Also, like al-Ghazali, he did not reject the
scholastic mindset, but he was troubled by its excessively rationalistic method.
The central question for both al-Ghazali and Cusanus involved the nature of
knowledge. How do we know things, not as they are (that is, as part of a ratio-

4 See, for example, Allard, Probléme.

Hopkins, Nicholas of Cusa.

6 Itis worth noting that comparison has already been made between Cusanus and the thought
of Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240), who, of course, is known to have drawn upon and developed al-
Ghazalr’s vision. See Smirnov, Ibn ‘Arabi.

7 The goal here is not to speak to Cusanus’ thought per se, but rather, to use it as backdrop
to al-Ghazalr’s. Much can be gained from a fuller comparison of the two figures. The schol-
arly literature on Cusanus is vast. By way of example, see Guzman Miroy, Tracing; Hudson,
Becoming God; Casarella, Cusanus; Izbicki/Bellitto, Nicholas of Cusa.
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nal order created by God and comprehensible to human reasoning), but as they
really are (that is, as they exist in or with God)? To put it another way: Do we
have knowledge because there is a rational order, in which everything has a
causal nature that the mind can comprehend and define in relation to other
things? Or, do we have knowledge because we have knowledge of the meta-
rational source of this rational order—that is, the origin in which all things
have their existence in reality?

Neither al-Ghazali nor Cusanus was anti-rational. The thought of each is
complex but also intelligible. Still, the ultimate goal for each was not to reach
more exact definitions of things through the methods of philosophical scholas-
ticism, but rather, to develop a new method of learning by which to see things
as they exist with God (that is, as they really are), which will here be called
mystical scholasticism. (We could also refer to it as mystical theology.) Thus, in
addition to comprehending the world rationally (via human reasoning), we can
more perfectly understand its true reality by seeing it (that is, by comprehend-
ing it as it exists in its meta-rational source). Again, reason is not dismissed.
Rather, the point is that reason, if properly used, will lead one to the conclu-
sion that greater certainty is to be reached by a manner of learning beyond the
limitations and shortcomings of human reasoning.

Al-Ghazali and Cusanus, each in his own way, promoted this approach and,
to defend it against philosophical scholasticism, made use of the concept of
learned ignorance (docta ignorantia in the parlance of Cusanus). They did
not reject the idea of a rational order, created by God and comprehensible
to human reasoning, but they did reject the notion that the methodology of
philosophical scholasticism could yield surer knowledge of the quiddity (that
is, true reality) of God ex creaturis. Because of the infinite nature of God, one
cannot reason back to the creator through analogy from finite creatures. God is
infinite, making it impossible to be certain about statements made about God
through analogy to the finite. Thus, the learned scholar should know that he
knows nothing in this respect, and that scholastic ratio can only confirm our
ignorance of the quiddity of God.

Here, then, we are faced with a particular kind of skepticism, which is pur-
poseful, leading not to a dead end but to a new way of knowing, whereby one
proceeds by seeing as much as by reasoning. How does the shift from reason-
ing to seeing occur? God is infinite in both essence and attributes, and so the
scholastic ratio is incapable of securing certain knowledge of God, for the rea-
sons just explained. This, in turn, raises a question about our knowledge of all
beings. If we cannot know anything about the source of being (that is, God) via
philosophical scholasticism, how can we know anything with certainty, also
via philosophical scholasticism, about the beings that originate in that source?
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Knowledge of the reality of creation is greatly jeopardized as a result of our
ignorance of its originating source. We cannot know the reality of creatures if
we cannot know the reality of their creator.

Another approach is thus needed. We must seek to know the incomprehen-
sible (God) incomprehensibly (that is, by a method beyond scholastic ratio).
How is this to happen? Learned ignorance teaches us that God has no defi-
nition or limit by which to be defined. But, this conclusion itself teaches us
something. Learned ignorance does not simply teach us that we cannot know
God by scholastic ratio. It also teaches us that God has no opposite—that is, no
boundary against which to be defined—since God is infinite. God is thus not
to be defined, neither as being the world, nor as not being the world or other
than the world. If God has no limit in that sense, then God is in sight—not the
sight of the physical eye but the sight of the eye of the mind (oculus mentis
in the parlance of Cusanus). Once one has comprehended the incomprehen-
sible quiddity of God—that is, once one has grasped the concept of learned
ignorance—one is able to take the next step, moving beyond philosophical
scholasticism so as to see the world as it exists with God, and not simply as
it exists in view of the rational order created by God.

Learned ignorance thus brings about a shift in methodology from reasoning
to seeing—again, seeing not by the physical eye but, rather, by the unlimited
eye of the mind. It is not the eye of the mind alone, of course, but the eye of
the mystically educated mind. A certain appreciation, if not actual experience,
of the mystical is needed. Mysticism, then, for both al-Ghazali and Cusanus, is
a kind of knowledge, making it part of the scholastic project even while chal-
lenging the preeminence of its philosophical methodology. Here, the intellect
remains intellect, but it is not limited to knowledge acquired by the senses or
through strictly philosophical reasoning. Since the scope of what the mind can
know is potentially unlimited, the intellect enjoys the capacity to see (again,
still in a scholastic sense) the unlimited quiddity of God, even if doing so
incomprehensibly (confusedly—#hayratan—in the parlance of al-Ghazali).

It is worth noting that there is no single term for learned ignorance in the
Arabo-Islamic heritage. However, the idea is embodied in a saying attributed
to Abu Bakr al-Siddiq (d. 634), a leading Companion of Muhammad and his
first successor (caliph) as leader of the community (umma) of Muhammad.
The saying is as follows: “The inability to comprehend is a kind of comprehen-
sion” (al-‘ajz ‘an al-idrak idrak). One could ask about the origin of the idea in
Islam. Although it is beyond the scope of this paper, there was a tradition of
skepticism in Islam, even if it did not always take the same contours as the tra-
ditions of skepticism in ancient Greece and modern Europe. Al-Ghazali was
well aware of the tradition of skepticism in Islam. It features most famously in
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his so-called autobiography, al-Mungidh min al-dalal (The deliverer from error),
in which he narrates the crisis of doubt that he experienced at the height of
his teaching career.8 He also knew the precise terminology of skepticism, such
as “the equivalence of (equally compelling but mutually opposite) arguments”
(takafuw’ al-adilla), as can be seen in his overview of logic, Mi‘yar al-ilm (The
standard of knowledge), which devotes a section to the topic. For our purposes
here, it is enough to note that the idea of learned ignorance was essential for
al-Ghazali to counter the ascendancy of Avicenna’s philosophy as the surest
approach to knowledge and its resultant claim that God’s revealed message of
heaven and hell is nothing more than socially useful, but rationally indemon-
strable, knowledge. In this fashion, al-Ghazali took advantage of one aspect of
the philosophical method (skepticism) in order to deflate the claim that philo-
sophical reasoning alone offered the surest approach to knowledge of God and
of all being(s). In other words, while challenging philosophy, al-Ghazali never
entirely left its domain.

To sum up: Learned ignorance claims that we cannot know the quiddity of
things by scholastic ratio, chiefly the quiddity of God. God is incomprehen-
sible because there is no basis for comparison between the finite, which we
know, and the infinite, which we do not know. As a result, we also cannot
know the quiddity or reality of finite things (even if we do know them in a
certain sense through philosophical examination), because their cause (that
is, the being in which they originate), God, is incomprehensible. We thus need
another approach to the entire question of knowledge and knowing. We must
seek to know the incomprehensible incomprehensibly—that is, we must seek
to know God (the incomprehensible) by a method beyond scholastic ratio.
Only then can we hope to know the quiddity of things as they really are. The
point, then, is to begin the scholastic process directly from God rather than cre-
ation (ex creaturis)—from seeing rather than from reasoning analogically. By
not knowing, then, one begins from God, who is not other (non aliud), since,
as incomprehensible and indefinable, God is without limit, making God every-
thing in a certain sense—that is, in or with everything as its causal origin. Thus,
one sees God’s relation with the world (that is, sees things as they are in or with
God), viewing the world (in the parlance of Cusanus) as God unfolded or (in
the parlance of al-Ghazali) as God manifested.

8 Menn, Discourse.
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3 The Highest Goal in Explaining the Most Beautiful Names of God

The idea of learned ignorance and its place in al-Ghazali’s thought can best
be seen in al-Magsad al-asna fi sharh asma’ Allah al-husna (The highest goal
in explaining the most beautiful names of God).® The work is divided into three
sections, the longest of which is the middle section, in which al-Ghazali details
the meaning of each of the gg names of God. The point in doing so is to encour-
age people to identify with the names of God, thereby forming their souls, in
the ethics of Islam, as measured by God’s attributes. The names or attributes
of God therefore cannot be obscured if one is to be able to identify with them
(at least in terms of their ethical meaning and not in terms of their ontological
weight), and it is for this purpose that al-Ghazali goes to great lengths to detail
their meanings, even such names as might seem exclusive to God. Indeed, he
says it is possible to identify even with the primary name of God, Allah, in a kind
of theosis (ta’allah), whereby the believer does not become God but thoroughly
immerses his heart and aspiration in God, seeing nothing but God, heeding no
one but God, putting hope in nothing but God, and having fear of no one but
God. Al-Ghazal’s explanation of God’s names is highly philosophical. Again,
the reason for this is to enable people to make sense of them by the human
mind so as to be able to identify with them, thereby making God’s ethical qual-
ities one’s own in a sense. More specifically, the goal of this highly philosophical
delineation of God’s names is to encourage the idea that, in Islam, the rational
faculty is to have mastery over the appetitive and irascible faculties of the soul.
For example, when explaining God’s name as “ruler” (malik), al-Ghazali first
describes “ruler” as the one who needs nothing, whereas everything needs him.
This sense of the name is exclusive to God. The human being cannot be ruler
in this absolute way, but he does possess a realm in his heart and soul where he
can rule over his soldiers (his appetite, anger, and passion) and his subjects (his
tongue, eyes, hands, and all bodily members). If he rules them and they do not
rule him, if they obey him and he does not obey them, he will attain the rank
of ruler in this realm. In that sense, he can take on this name of God at least in
terms of its ethical import. Al-Ghazali is stressing the ethical import of God’s
names. He is not suggesting any shared human-divine ontology. Still, by iden-
tifying with God’s names, one is able to aspire to otherworldly existence, even
before parting from this world; the failure to identify with them leaves one at
the subhuman level of the beasts. Thus, by identifying with God’s names, one
shares, in some fashion, with God’s lordliness but not with God’s divinity.

9 Al-Ghazali, al-Magsad; see also Shehadi, Unknowable God.
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If this were all al-Ghazali had to say about the divine names, we could
conclude that he was simply working to align the language of Islam more
closely with the concepts and categories of philosophy, as scholars prior to
him had done. However, the first section of the work suggests another pur-
pose. There, al-Ghazali questions the very possibility of applying names—
qualitative limits—to the divine essence. He begins by taking a strong position
against those who say the name is the same as the thing named (res significata;
in Arabic, al-musamma). Such a claim—that the name is the same as the thing
named—results in a number of theological conundrums. On the one hand, it
implies the quiddity or reality of God is simply a set of verbal expressions in
Arabic. On the other hand, it suggests the names of God are themselves divine,
meaning that Muslims worship names, the names describing the divine real-
ity, rather than the divine reality itself. The point is that the names themselves,
as verbal expressions, exist only on the tongues of humans. It is not the verbal
expressions of the names applied to a thing that represent the thing’s reality
but, rather, the conceptual meanings of these names. In other words, a thing is
not its names but, rather, what those names mean conceptually. In this way,
al-Ghazali is setting the stage for the middle section of the work, where he
explains the “content” of the divine names in philosophical categories, in order
for the human mind to be able to grasp them and so identify with them. At the
same time, he has also left the door open for learned ignorance. Even if it is pos-
sible to know something of the divine names in order to derive ethical benefit
from them, it is still clear that the quiddity of a thing cannot be totally cap-
tured in the names applied to it, even if these names do describe it. Al-Ghazali
is not a theological obscurantist, but he does emphasize the limits of know-
ing. For example, God’s name as “creator” does indeed describe God but does
not totally capture his quiddity as creator. In short, philosophy, discursive rea-
soning, is central to theology, but it also raises the question as to whether the
names, even in their conceptual meaning and not only verbal expression, can
capture the quiddity of a thing, especially the quiddity of God.

After a complex discussion, al-Ghazali finally gets to the point. If you were
to ask, he says, about the ultimate knowledge about God that can be reached
by those who know God, you would have to say that it is their inability to know
Him (al-‘ajz ‘an ma‘rifatihi). In other words, if those who know God truly know
God, they will know that they do not know God’s quiddity (or reality) and can-
not possibly know it. In this way, al-Ghazali exposes the limits of naming things
through human reasoning.

This is no resignation to mystery! Indeed, he notes, those skilled in logic
know by demonstrable proof that they cannot know the quiddity of God. Here,
then, we see philosophy—learning—in the service of ignorance. To confirm
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the point, al-Ghazali cites the saying attributed to Abu Bakr al-Siddiq that the
inability to comprehend is a kind of comprehension. He further explains: “No
creature can have the enjoyment of observing the true essence of God except
confusedly (hayratan).”’® Al-Ghazali has thus paved the way for a closer rela-
tion between scholastic method and mystical theology: knowing the incom-
prehensible God incomprehensibly! Here is the text:

If you said: What is the endpoint of the knowledge of the knowers of
God the Exalted (nihayat ma‘rifat al-‘arifin bi-llah ta‘ala)? We would say:
The endpoint of the knowledge of the knowers is their inability to know
(‘gjzuhum ‘an al-ma‘rifa). Their knowledge in truth is that they do not
know Him; that it is completely impossible to know Him; that it is impos-
sible that anyone but God the Mighty and Majestic know God with true
knowledge encompassing the essence (or full extent, kunh) of the at-
tributes of lordship (sifat al-rububiyya). If that is disclosed to them by
demonstrable proof (inkishaf burhant), as we noted it, they would know
it, that is, they would reach the endpoint that it is possible for creation
(humanity) to know. This is what the great righteous one Abu Bakr, God
be pleased with him, alluded to when he said: “The inability to grasp com-
prehension is a kind of comprehension.” Indeed, this is what the master of
humanity (Muhammad), God’s prayer and peace upon him, meant when
saying: “I do not count praise of You as You have praised yourself.” He did
not mean that he knew about Him what his tongue did not comply in
expressing. Rather, the meaning is: “I do not encompass your praises and
the attributes of your divinity, but you alone encompass it.” Thus, no crea-
ture, in examining the reality of His essence (hagigiyyat dhatihi) obtains
other than confusion and stupefaction. As for the scope of knowledge, it
lies in knowledge (ma‘rifa) of His names and attributes.!!

It is worth noting that al-Ghazali speaks of learned ignorance as one of two
paths to knowledge of God. He is thus not rejecting philosophical scholasti-
cism, only dethroning it. The first path to knowledge of God is comparison
(analogy). In this sense, we think of God’s attributes in terms of what we know
of them in ourselves. God is powerful, knowing, living, speaking, generous, and
so on. We think of these names or attributes by analogy—that is, as we do
our own human experience of being powerful, knowing, living, speaking, being

10  Al-Ghazali, al-Magsad 54.
11 Ibid.
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generous, and so on. This approach is not without merit, but like Cusanus, al-
Ghazali claims that it is deficient, since, ultimately, no comparison can bridge
the divide between the human creature and the divine creator. We might say
that God is generous as we are, only more, but it would still fall short of God’s
infinity and thus knowledge of the true reality of God as generous. Al-Ghazali
says it is like describing sexual intercourse to a pre-adolescent youth by com-
paring it to the sweetness of sugar. The comparison is not without merit, but it
still falls short of the mark. Comparative definition, however useful in describ-
ing something alien to one’s experience, still cannot convey knowledge of the
thing as it really is.

As both al-Ghazali and Cusanus maintain, you have to be a thing—you have
to experience it—in order to know it, but humans can in no way pretend to
be God or have the experience of being God, as a pre-adolescent youth might
expect one day to have experiential knowledge of the pleasure of sexual inter-
course. This is where we catch sight of the second path to knowledge of God.
Knowledge of God’s quiddity is only possible if we are like God in some fashion,
but this is completely blocked to humans since we share nothing with God in
terms of what is specific to God’s quiddity. Indeed, our ignorance is not limited
to God’s essence; rather, it extends even to His names or attributes. Only God
can know them as they really are. For us, they are only names that we imper-
fectly compare to our own experience of these attributes. We describe God as
maker and governor of the world, for example, but we do not know what these
descriptions truly mean in reality when applied to God.

It must be emphasized again that al-Ghazali is not dismissing rationally
obtained knowledge in favor of mystery. As mentioned earlier, he is making
a wholly philosophical argument for learned ignorance. It is not enough to say
“powerful” or “knowing” or even “creator” when we are asked what God is. Such
names do not fully capture the quiddity of God. Al-Ghazali is willing to consider
a compelling philosophical definition of God: “God is what exists necessarily
(that is, without cause) and from which all that can possibly exist has exis-
tence.”!? But this way of naming God is also rejected, since it describes God
only in terms of God’s causality—that is, God’s causal relation to creation—
and not in terms of God’s quiddity per se apart from His causal agency. Such
a philosophical definition, no matter how compelling, is still based upon ana-
logical reasoning of a kind and does not explain what God is. God’s quiddity is
beyond names, whether verbal expressions on the tongue, or conceptual mean-
ings that we derive by philosophical reasoning. Here, al-Ghazali only hints at

12 Ibid., 50.



234 HECK

the solution to the philosophical dilemma of philosophical reasoning leading
to ignorance: learned ignorance! Indeed, in this work, he comes close to, but
rejects, the idea of resemblance between divine creator and human creature
as a solution to the dilemma. However, short of admitting affinity between
humanity and divinity, he does speak of the idea of monistic existence.!® By
philosophical reasoning, the learned may come to know that all there is to
know about God is our inability to know Him.

However, there is another class of elite believers, those who realize all exis-
tence is one. All exists in or with God. In this sense, they can know God, not
by reasoning, but by seeing—not seeing God directly but insofar as all exists
in or with Him. There are thus two kinds of scholastic knowers, the philosoph-
ical and the mystical. They are distinguished by the way they respond when
asked what they know of God. As al-Ghazali puts it, the learned should say,
“No one other than God knows God.” But the truly learned should say, “I know
only God.** This second type of knower is making this claim not solely on the
basis of philosophical reasoning, but rather, on the basis of mystical reason-
ing building upon philosophical reasoning. Learned ignorance teaches that it
isimpossible to know anything about God via philosophical reasoning, but here
the second knower makes a positive statement about his knowledge of God: “I
know only God.” He makes this claim on the basis of learned ignorance, which
teaches not only that philosophical reasoning has no knowledge to offer about
God but also that God has no limit and is therefore not other than the world.
There is nothing in existence except God and God’s works, and so such a knower
as this looks upon sky, earth, and trees, not as they are (that is, as part of a ratio-
nally comprehensible order), but as they really are—as they exist in or with
God, in the sense of having their origin (that is, being) in God’s power and as
always being with God in that sense. Thus, just as one can say that he sees only
the sun when beholding its rays stretching over the mountains, similarly, one
can say, “l know only God and I see only God.” Everything in existence is a light
from the lights of God, and a trace from the traces of the pre-eternal power of
God.15

The fact that al-Ghazali is not encouraging the mystical experience per se,
but is, rather, introducing a new kind of scholastic framework can be seen from
the chapter on monotheism in his magnum opus, Ihya’ ulium al-din (The reviv-
ification of the religious sciences).1® He begins the chapter by posing a dilemma.

13 Ibid, 58.

14  Ibid, 59.

15  Ibid,, 58-59.

16 Al-Ghazali, Thya@’ iv, 322-374.



TEACHING IGNORANCE: THE CASE OF AL-GHAZALI (D. 505/1111) 235

Usually, people think about things in either one of two ways. In the first, one
looks at the world according to its own system of causality, but this is to fall into
polytheism, since looking at the world in such a fashion awards causal agency
to something other than God. In the second way, one does not bother at all
about such things, thinking nothing of causes, but this is to fall into immoral-
ity, since, when one thinks that God is the cause of all, it becomes irrelevant
whether one adheres to the way of Islam or not; one need not do anything if
one has no causal agency. This is the dilemma that leads to skepticism. We
simply do not know the causal reality of things behind appearances. But, in
the hands of al-Ghazali, skepticism serves a purpose, as discussed above—
namely, to introduce a new way of thinking about a question—and this is
exactly what al-Ghazali undertakes over the course of this chapter, by devel-
oping a conception of monotheism that includes the possibility of seeing God
as the ultimate agent of all things without, however, undermining the cognitive
(and thus moral) capacity of human beings.

The crux of his argument depends on the way he classifies monotheism into
four categories. The first, is the monotheism of the hypocrite who avers that
there is no god but the God (Allah) and yet does not believe it in his heart.
The second, is the monotheism of the unlearned masses of Muslims who say
and believe that there is no god but the God. The third and the fourth levels of
monotheism are integral to al-Ghazali’s purposes. In the third level, one sees all
things from two perspectives—as many and divided, but as originating in one
agent, namely, God. This, of course, is difficult even for the learned scholastic
to grasp: How, al-Ghazalt's interlocutor queries, is it conceivable to see only one
when we see sky, earth, and all the other sensible bodies as many? How are the
many one? As for the fourth level of monotheism, it is the monotheism of the
mystical scholars who no longer see the many, only the one. Indeed, they are no
longer aware even of themselves, having become annihilated in monotheism
(al-fana’fi [-tawhid). Al-Ghazali has no interest in exploring this highest level of
monotheism, since it lies beyond the purview of scholastic inquiry, but it does
serve his purposes as the grounding for his new scholastic framework, mysti-
cal scholasticism. This new framework is operative, in the scholastic sense, in
the third level of monotheism, where theological inquiry is possible; that is,
this kind of monotheism is related to, but is not simply the result of, mystical
experience. One can actually argue one’s way to it. Two things, however, stand
in the way of seeing the many things of existence as originating in the causal
singularity of God—the idea that animals have volition of their own, and the
idea that physical things (such as rain) are the real cause behind change (such
as vegetal growth). Through argumentation too complicated to spell out here,
al-Ghazali gradually initiates his reader into another way of thinking about
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the rational order of creation, whereby one looks at things, not in themselves
(and thus as part of a causally related and rationally comprehensible order),
but insofar as they ultimately originate in the singular agency of God. In that
sense, the scholastic can “see” the oneness of the many things of existence.
He may not be able to see it as directly as the mystic experiences it, but this
mystically informed ratio nevertheless “alerts him in general to the manner of
the destiny of the many as one” (yunabbihuhu fi l-jumla ‘ala kayfiyyat masir al-
kathra fi hukm al-mushahada wahidan).\” All of this is to say that al-Ghazali’s
project remains thoroughly scholastic even when veering in the direction of
mystical—and monistic—insight.

4 Monism

The monistic vision of al-Ghazalj, the first inklings of which appear in The high-
estgoal as the consequence of the argument for learned ignorance, is more fully
stated in Mishkat al-anwar (The niche of lights).!® There, al-Ghazali explores the
new possibilities of knowledge afforded by the monistic vision, which, again,
is the (perhaps unintended) consequence of learned ignorance. A system of
rational causality remains in place, but the focus is on seeing things, not just
seeing them, but seeing them as they really are in or with God: The knowers
here are those who, when they see things, see them with God. It is a kind of
knowing that al-Ghazaly, like Cusanus, calls taste (dhawq), which operates, he
makes clear, not according to analogical reasoning (giyas), but in terms of mys-
tical consciousness (wijdan).'® So, his system of learning begins as a form of
scholastic inquiry, as suggested above in relation to the chapter on monothe-
ism in al-Ghazali's magnum opus, but it is best described in terms of a mystical
rather than a philosophical kind of ratio. The education of the wijdan is as vital
as that of the agql.

Like Cusanus, al-Ghazali here speaks of existence in terms of the light of
God. All existence has existence insofar as there is light for it to be seen, but
nothing has light on its own. All light is borrowed from the light of God. The
only real light is God’s light. All else is light only metaphorically. One sees this
light, not with physical sight, but with the intellect—al-Ghazali calls it the
“inner eye of the heart” As the physical eye cannot see without the light of
the sun, so the inner eye of the intellect cannot see without the light of God’s

17 Ibid., iv, 327.
18 Al-Ghazali, Mishkat al-anwar.
19 Ibid, 38.
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speech. In other words, one must undergo mystical training in God’s revelation.
It is impossible, al-Ghazali says, to reach this vantage point by analogy or com-
parison (a clear reference to The highest goal). However, with the illumination
of God’s speech, the intellect is actualized, becoming able to see a thing, not
as it is in itself, but as it is in or with God. Without this insight, it remains in
darkness—that is, unknown as it really is.

In this work, The niche of lights, al-Ghazali shows his commitment to syllo-
gistic reasoning, but he also notes his recognition of its limits. The philosophi-
cal method that seeks definitions is confronted with the infinite, necessitating
mystical seeing alongside philosophical reasoning. Within this new scholas-
tic framework, the intellect, bearing a resemblance to God on the basis of
the light that it derives from God’s light, is no longer bound to finite defini-
tions, but rather, is able to grasp the infinite ( fi quwwatihi idrak ma la nihayata
lahu).2° 1t is not limited to knowing things in philosophical categories, but
can see things with the sight of prophets and saints. Here, al-Ghazali distin-
guishes between the rational spirit, in terms of syllogistic reasoning, and the
higher holy prophetic spirit, in terms of what the eye of the mind can see
beyond the rational order, apparently including contradictory opposites, some-
thing impossible for syllogistic reasoning, which is bound by the law of non-
contradiction. Now, one sees all in or with God. In a way, it is a theosis of all
existence. All is seen as existing in or with God. The causal order of things does
not end, but scholastic philosophy as a method is now only one mode of knowl-
edge within a much wider circle of knowing, one that ultimately operates by
sights (and insights) and symbols alongside, and in cooperation with, philo-
sophical reasoning.

In sum: things in themselves pass into oblivion, but what remains to be
known by those with insight is the source in which they originate. This is
explained in the following text, where beauty is mentioned as the final object
of knowledge.

The only existent is His face ... God is too great for comparison ... Knowers
... agree that they see nothing in existence except the One, the Real/True
... That which makes (things) manifest is not separated from the (things)
manifested in the knowledge of those with insight ... Beyond the intel-
lect is another kind (of knowing) where what is not manifest to the
intellect becomes manifest ... Among them (those veiled from God by
pure light) are those for whom everything they comprehend by (physi-

20 Ibid,, 8.
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cal) sight is burned up and turned to nothing, but they remain, observing
beauty ( jamal), holiness (quds), and their own essences in the beauty
they obtained as a result of reaching the divine presence. The seen (thing)
is effaced but not the one who sees. (That is, they retain cognitive and thus
moral capacity).?!

5 Love and the Pedagogical Fruits of Learned Ignorance

Where does such complex argumentation lead to in the end? Al-Ghazali’s
thought is never far from his educational goals. Of all his writings, his magnum
opus, Ihya@ ‘ulum al-din, arguably most fully displays this connection between
his scholastic outlook and his aims as a teacher. As noted earlier, al-Ghazali
had a clear vision of effective education. The idea of learned ignorance, too,
along with its accompanying monistic tendency, served his pedagogical pur-
poses. Here, of course, I am speaking of education in mystical theology, a topic
that would have generated controversy in al-Ghazali’s day, as in other periods of
the history of Islam. What approach was to be taken to education in the mysti-
cal experience, especially in terms of the relation between scholastic reasoning
and mystical seeing? (Cusanus faced similar questions.) Can one really see God,
as mystics claimed? It was certainly necessary to see God if one was to love
God, as a mystic should. In other words, there was a relation between the mys-
tical experience and the concepts of divine beauty. But it was necessary to set
scholastic conditions for such mystical seeing. After all, a lunatic can claim that
he sees God. What is there to distinguish between the mystical experience and
that of the crazed madman?

Al-Ghazalj, it should be remembered, was troubled by statements of ear-
lier well-known mystics in Islam that seemed irrational, for example, the claim
of one mystic to be God or the claim of another to be unable to distinguish
between himself and divine reality. Thus, for al-Ghazal, training in mystical
theology, no less than other fields of knowledge, required a recognizable—
and scholastically sound—method. It is for this reason that he introduces a
new framework for the religious sciences, which he calls “the science of the
other world” (‘ilm al-akhira). Learned ignorance, I maintain, served as the nec-
essary foregrounding for this new scholarly vision, which integrates mystical
seeing with scholastic reasoning. This can be seen in the chapter on love in The
revivification of the religious sciences. There, al-Ghazali’s goal is not simply to

21 Ibid., 17, 24, 37, 52.
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speak about the love of God, but actually to educate his readers into the knowl-
edge of mystical seeing whereby they see all things as pleasurable and beautiful
(and thus attractive and worthy to be loved), not the things in themselves, but
rather, traces of the power of God. The two following texts demonstrate the
link between the intellectual foregrounding (learned ignorance and its monis-
tic byproduct) and the development of a methodology of mystical seeing:

The mind (‘ag!) of those with insight, when they examine the details
of what God the Exalted has made (even when they see the gnat) are
dazzled, and their inner core ({ubb) is confused (yatahayyar, alluding to
learned ignorance). Because of this, the grandeur of God, His Majesty, and
the perfection of His attributes grow in their hearts; and their love for Him
grows. The more they are acquainted with the wonders of God’s making,
the more they derive from that (knowledge of) the grandeur and majesty
of God the maker, increasing in awareness and love for Him.22

Those with strong insight (basira) and endowment (minna) that is not
weakened, when in a state of inner balance, see only God the Exalted;
are not aware of anything but Him; and know that there is nothing in
existence except God. His acts are a trace of his power (qudra) and are
subject to Him. They have no existence in reality (bi-l-hagiga) apart from
Him. Existence belongs, rather, to the One, the Truth. Through Him is the
existence of all his actions. Those in this state look at actions only to see
in them the agent (that is, God) ... The entire world is the composition of
(composed 0f?) God the Exalted. Those who look at it as God’s action are
aware of it as God’s action and love it as God’s action—look only at God,
know only God, and love only God.?3

One thus can and does love God because, thanks to the methodology of scho-
lastic mysticism, one does indeed see God, since God is the only true existent.
All things, including the smallest insect, should not be seen in themselves, but
rather, as they exist in the incomprehensible power of God—a way of knowing
not in terms of scholastic ratio but in terms of confusion! Indeed, in this chap-
ter, al-Ghazali makes a direct reference to learned ignorance, saying, “Glorified
be God who provided for his creatures, as the only way to knowledge of Him,
the inability to know Him.”24

22 Al-Ghazali, Thya’ iv, 411.
23 Ibid., iv, 413—414.
24  Ibid,, iv, 392.
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How exactly does this happen? Over the course of the chapter, al-Ghazali
gradually leads the reader—presumably, a student undertaking training in
mystical theology (and not necessarily the mystical experience)—to the real-
ization that all he loves in the world, all that he finds pleasurable and beautiful,
all of this is really God. This is not the place to spell out the argument, which
is based on a combination of aesthetics and ethics. In short, what we love for
itself, and not for any ulterior motive, is beauty, which, it will be remembered,
is what featured above as the final object of knowledge in The niche of lights.
For example, we find pleasure in gazing at green fields and running water, not
because we think to eat or drink from them, but from the sheer pleasure of
gazing upon their beauty. But true beauty is not visible to the physical eye.
Al-Ghazali speaks of true beauty in terms of ethical character, explaining that
the attributes of beautiful character, which is more compelling than physical
beauty, come about as the result of three things: the knowledge that people
of good character have of God, their power or ability to reform themselves
and others, and their detachment from lowly passions and base lusts. However,
al-Ghazali concludes, one should realize that the knowledge, power, and per-
fection of those with good character are nothing next to the knowledge, power,
and perfection of God. It is noteworthy that he does not define these attributes
as they apply to God (keeping in line with learned ignorance), but suggests that
they are infinitely incomprehensible. The point, then, is not to define them, but
rather, to explain them as a motive to make God the exclusive object of one’s
love. Only God should be loved, as he says, “If the beauty and nobility of knowl-
edge is something to be loved and is in itself a thing of beauty and perfection in
relation to the one whom it describes, then for this reason it is appropriate that
only God the Exalted be loved. The knowledge of scholars is ignorance next
to His knowledge.”?> The thrust of Ghazal’s pedagogy in mystical theology is
captured in the following selections from the chapter on love:

All that exists in relation to the power of God the Exalted (qudrat Allah
ta‘ala) is like shade in relation to the tree, light in relation to the sun;
all things are the traces of his power (athar qudratihi), and the existence
of all belongs to his existence (tabi‘ li-wujadihi) ... Kindness from people
can only be conceived metaphorically, for the one who is kind is God the
Exalted (that is, God is the singular source of all qualities that are loved)
... My goodness, who can deny that it is really possible to love God the
Exalted? ... Does he deny that these descriptions are the descriptions of

25  Ibid,, iv, 391
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beauty, perfection, and goodness ... and that they describe God? ... (He
now turns to the question of resemblance [munasaba] between creator
and creature, which is a potential risk of the monistic outlook). The close-
ness of the slave (that is, the human) to his Lord the Mighty and Majestic
is in terms of attributes (not in terms of physical closeness), attributes
which he is commanded to follow and the characteristics of lordship
(knowledge, righteousness, goodness, kindness, mercy, guidance, and so
on) which he is commanded to emulate ... All the regions of the realm
(malakut) of the heavens and the earth are the domain of the knower
who takes his place therein as he wishes (referring to the unlimited scope
of the intellect) ... Whoever thinks about awareness (maifa) of God the
Praiseworthy will have disclosed to him the mysteries of the realm (mulk)
of God, even a little bit, and upon this disclosure, he will be struck in his
heart with joy that will almost make him fly ... This is among the things
that are comprehended only by taste (dhawg, that is, mystical theology as
opposed to philosophical scholasticism).26

6 Conclusion

We have traversed diverse terrain: learned ignorance, monism, and mystical
training in the love of God. But it is important to see it all in terms of a sin-
gle purpose. Al-Ghazali wants people to know God through seeing, not only
through reasoning, because, if they see God, they will love God, and if they love
God, they will obey God, and obedience to God lies at the heart of al-Ghazali’s
project of religious renewal in what he sees as a corrupt community of Muslims,
especially its scholarly leaders who have become totally compromised with the
world, or who have dismissed the need to undertake the religious duties of
Islam in preference for the allegedly higher knowledge of philosophy. While he
must argue in the language of philosophy, he also must challenge its methodol-
ogy, and by challenging its methodology, he can challenge the ethical shortcom-
ings of its purveyors. Indeed, the learned elite are to know that they are obliged
by reason to adhere to Islam’s way of life. To that end, they must be made
to see the limitations and shortcomings of philosophy, as demonstrated by
philosophical reasoning itself! As a result, al-Ghazali’s project must encompass
many things. It must be based on knowledge, but a knowledge that can chal-
lenge the preeminence of philosophy on its own terms. For him, it is clear that

26 Ibid., iv, 386—-398.
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the predominant methods of knowing have failed to educate believers on obe-
dience to God. And is that not the goal of a religious education? The philosoph-
ically learned see revelation as something for the masses, while the religious
scholars have turned the religious sciences into a source of worldly prestige
and profit, thereby failing to model the ethical character of Islam. Al-Ghazali
set out to renew his society and its scholars by restoring the otherworldly focus
of knowledge in Islam, but to get there, to change the course of the community
of Muhammad in a time of crisis, which was ultimately ethical, he had to begin
from learned ignorance and use it as an effective pedagogical method.
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CHAPTER 11

Al-Rafiq qabla [-tariq: Remarks on al-Ghazali’s View
of Sufism as a Way of Learning Religion

Steffen Stelzer

In Islam in the modern world, Sayyid Hossein Nasr draws broad outlines for an
Islamic education:!

The most elevated form of knowledge is the perception (idrak) of God, a
knowledge that, however, cannot be attained save through the possession
of faith (iman). The strengthening of faith is therefore a prerequisite of
any educational system that seeks to possess an Islamic character, while
this strengthening is itself not possible without moral education and the
acquisition of the virtues of purity and reverential fear (tagwa).2

The benefit of these words for this essay lies, first, in their being concise and,
second, in the fact that, although they are meant to give important guidelines
for an Islamic education for our time, these coordinates are derived from what
Nasr himself would call “traditional” data.

I will use them as yardsticks for an attempt to trace a few stations of a path
of learning that is both contemporary and not contemporary.

In the widest sense, the question that guides these pages is the role of Islamic
mysticism (“Sufism”) for and in Islamic education. As this topic is far too com-
prehensive to be treated in such a restricted space, I concentrate on one author,
Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, and specifically on some issues addressed
in two of his works: Letter to a disciple and al-Mungidh min al-dalal (Deliverance

from error).3

I am aware that it would be inappropriate to call these texts treatises on
Islamic education or even mystical treatises on Islamic education. They are not
comprehensive and are much too personal. Yet, it is precisely these characteris-

1 The Arabic in the chapter title, al-rafiq qabla [-tarig, is an Arabic proverb. In its complete form
it says, al-jar qabla l-dar wa-l-rafiq gabla [-tariq (the neighbor before the house and the friend
before the way).

2 Nasr, Islam in the modern world 161.

3 Al-Ghazali, Letter to a disciple, and al-Ghazali, Path to Sufism.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2020 DOI:10.1163/9789004413214_013



AL-RAFIQ QABLA L-TARIQ 245

tics that I think will be more telling than the well-formed systematical texts. To
putitin a nutshell, I would say that both the Letter and al-Mungqidh min al-dalal
tell of learning religion.

To enter into a more detailed description of this process, as understood by

al-Ghazalj, it is useful to recall the main points in Nasr’s statement:

1.)

The aim of education is knowledge or, to be more precise, a “form of
knowledge.” This needs stressing because it implies that the end of edu-
cation does not consist in the possession of knowledge as an object but
in a state of being (“perception of God”).

This state can only be reached through faith. Faith does not stand in oppo-
sition to knowledge or describe a lack of it. It is the necessary condition
for “the most elevated form of knowledge.”

An Islamic education that leads to knowledge must, therefore, see it as its
main task to strengthen faith.

At least one of the factors that contribute to the strengthening of faith is
“moral education.”

Nasr mentions two character traits in connection with “moral education”:
purity and “reverential fear” (fagwa). These seem to be essential to the
form of knowledge an Islamic education strives for. It is, however, unclear
if they are two among a greater number of desirable virtues and are, thus,
part and parcel of morality, or if they have a special status that may ground
morality itself. This matters because the answer will influence the ques-
tion of how these virtues are to be acquired. In other words, the question
will be either, if moral education helps a disciple to become pure and
filled with “reverential fear,” or if, for such a purpose, a deeper education
is required.

These points and questions are translatable into a series of titles that help to

retrace what I would call “al-Ghazali’s steps on the path of learning religion.”

I will expound upon them under the following titles:

Learning (your) religion
Learning Sufism

a. Learning “knowledge”

b.  Learning “‘companionship”
Learning the reality of prophecy
Learning faith
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1 Learning (Your) Religion

There is a well-known hadith that describes the “teaching of your religion.” A
person appears, one does not know from where, in a gathering of the Prophet
Muhammad and some of his companions. He kneels opposite the Prophet and
asks him three questions: What is islam? What is iman? What is iasan? Each
question is answered to his satisfaction, and he leaves as he came. Only after he
has left does the Prophet identify him to his companions as the Angel Gabriel
and adds: “He came to teach you your religion.”

Although this hadith refers to a particular incident, it obviously carries much
wider meaning. One may even wonder if it does not describe a situation that
should be taken as the basic figure of all Islamic education. I suggest that it
applies, at least to a time when one makes (or has to make) a beginning with
one’s religion.

Such a beginning can, of course, also be a re-beginning. Al-Ghazali’s case is
particularly illuminating in this respect. We know that al-Mungqidh min al-dalal
describes the story of its author as a narrative of crisis. What emerges from its
critical separation are two actors, reason and faith, which are seen to be at war
with each other.#

In the Introduction to his translation of al-Ghazali’s Letter to a disciple,
Tobias Mayer describes this catastrophe well when he speaks of a “collapse of
faith in reason.” The further al-Ghazali’s rationality developed, the more it dis-
solved the ground under his feet—that is, the “belief in received religious truths
or dogmas (taqlidiyat),”® until he finally “had lost the only obvious means of
escape: his own rationality. He could, therefore, not simply think his way out of
the abyss.””

4 We are used to seeing reason and faith, not as results of a separation (crisis) through which
they come into existence, but as givens that may spark a crisis. For a different point of view,
see Jalaluddin Ramr’s description of the separation between “belief” and “unbelief” as only
occurring belatedly, when what is in the heart has reached “the spout of the tongue”: “Now let
us consider humans: inwardly, in the depths of their hearts, they all love God, search for Him,
and pray to Him. All their hopes are in Him, and they acknowledge no one as omnipotent
or in absolute dominion except Him. Such an idea is neither infidelity nor faith. Inwardly it
has no name, but when the ‘water’ of that idea flows toward the ‘drain spout’ of the tongue,
it congeals and acquires form and expression. At this point it becomes ‘infidelity’ or ‘faith,
‘good’ or ‘evil.” Cited in Rumi, Signs 102.

5 Mayer, Introduction xiii.

Ibid., xii.
Ibid., xiii. A feat Mayer sees performed by another person who embodies this crisis: Descartes,
who, according to him, “ingeniously [used] reason to retrieve his theism” (ibid., xv). How
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This incapacity has far-reaching consequences. For Mayer, al-Ghazalt’s “es-
cape” consists in a “going-deeper.” He “grounds his own ... remarkably devel-
oped rationality (and by extension that of his whole civilization) in an ulti-
mately mystical perception of God.”®

It would, of course, be important to know if this “ground” was not already
laid by al-Ghazali’s religion. Such a deeper ground or “underground” would
not necessarily figure under the name of an “ultimately mystical perception
of God.” We will return to this question later. For now, we should remark that
this grounding “of his whole civilization in an ultimately mystical perception
of God” required a further step of learning.

2 Learning Sufism

How does one learn Sufism? How does it enter an Islamic education? Or, what
enters with it? If Mayer’s analysis of al-Ghazali’s resort to mysticism is correct,
if, as he says, “the Ghazzalian point of view insists ... that Sufism is absolutely
indispensable for an authentic Islam and that in consequence the whole of the
religion must be informed by the mystical impulse,” then Sufism cannot be
learned as a particular subject—that is, as a discipline within a larger curricu-
lum of Islamic studies. Second, it is not adequate to learn Sufism by learning
about it. I would advise, therefore, to reformulate the question of what the role
of Sufism in Islamic education is, which presupposes that we already have a
clear knowledge of Sufism, and ask instead what enters with Sufism into Islamic
education. The first thing that occurs with such a reformulation is a shift in the
meaning of knowledge.

2.1 Learning “Knowledge”

Al-Ghazalr's Letter opens with the motive for the distinction between useful
and useless knowledge. The disciple surveys the state of his former studies and
asks the master for help to separate the two: “I have studied various kinds of
science, and I have spent my life learning and mastering them. I now ought to
find out which kind will be of use to me on the morrow, to keep me company
in my grave, and those which are of no use to me, so that I may give them up.”°

Descartes was able to do this, whereas al-Ghazali was not, is well worth investigating. It
would form an important chapter in the annals of “modernity.”
Ibid., xv.
Ibid., xi.
10  Al-Ghazali, Letter to a disciple 2.
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Given the fact that the Prophet had clearly pointed out this distinction and
warned against the pursuit of “useless knowledge,” this is in itself not surpris-
ing!'What is impressive is the radicalism with which al-Ghazali places sciences
that are venerable members of the Islamic canon, and to which he had devoted
himself seriously for quite a length of time, under the rubric of “uselessness”;
jurisprudence ( figh) and scholastic theology are now, for him, “sciences unim-
portant and useless in the pilgrimage to the hereafter.”?

Of course, jurisprudence and scholastic theology are not unimportant and
useless in themselves, but only on and for a certain path. In terms of learn-
ing (your) religion, the relevance of knowledge depends on your perspective:
Do you consider religion mainly as a means to structure your stay in this world
(dunya), or do you see it as away (tariq)? In the latter case, you will look for help
from an education that is, even in this world, oriented toward the hereafter. Any
knowledge that guides you on this path, toward this aim, is useful. However, to
guide you “all the way,” it has to overcome a stupendous obstacle: death. Al-
Ghazali knew that, left to his own knowledge, he would be left alone precisely
there where he would need the company of another the most. The knowledge
of jurisprudence he had so assiduously collected throughout his life would help
him to go neither to death nor through it. For that, he would need love and he
would need a friend.

2.2 Learning “Companionship”

I observed mankind, and saw that everyone had an object of love and
of infatuation which he loved and with which he was infatuated. Some
of what was loved accompanied him up to the sickness of death, some
[even] up to the graveside. Then all went back and left him solitary and
alone, and not one of them entered his grave with him. So, I pondered
and said: The best of what one loves is what will enter one’s grave and be
a friend to one in it. And I found [it to be] nothing but good deeds! So, I
took them as the object of my love, to be a light for me in my grave, to be
a friend to me in it and not leave me alone.!3

11 Cf the Prophet’s prayer (du‘@’) quoted here by al-Ghazali: “O God, I take refuge in Thee
from knowledge which is not useful” (Allahumma inni audhu bi-ka min ilmin la yanfa‘u).
Al-Ghazali, Letter to a disciple 2.

12 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 53.

13 Al-Ghazali, Letter to a disciple 28.
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To learn useful knowledge one needs a companion, a beloved, a friend. It is in
this context that the Sufis slowly emerge for al-Ghazal1. But, even with love and
the importance of companionship on the horizon, al-Ghazali still drags his feet.
For, the observation that none of what you befriended in this life will go with
you further than your graveside is certainly, physically, correct. And the con-
clusion that only your good deeds will accompany you further is, canonically,
correct. But, at the same time, these observations betray, in their correctness,
an oversight in adab (good manners) that al-Ghazali lets pass or is not aware of.

To understand this, we have to remember that these remarks about friend-
ship and love are quotes from a conversation between two friends on the sub-
ject. Al-Ghazali tells us that this is Hatim al-Asamm’s reply to his companion
(sahib) Shaqiq al-Balkhi, who had “accompanied” him (sahibtant) for 30 years
and who asks him now what he had learned from this time of suhba.

Certainly, the answer given is theologically correct, but is it correct as a

friendly reply, as a reply to a friend?

Skimming the literature about sufiba, one quickly becomes aware that there
are (and that there would have been) other possibilities. Al-Qushayr tells us:

I heard Abu Hatim say: I heard Abu Nasr al-Sarraj say: I heard Zaqqaq
say, “I have kept company with this folk for forty years and I have seen
them always showing friendship toward one another or friendship toward
those who love them. He who does not accompany his deeds by piety and
scrupulousness (tagwa wa-wara®) eats nothing but what is totally illicit."4

Zaqqaq does not qualify the deeds he mentions here, but as it makes no sense
to accompany bad deeds by piety and scrupulousness, we must assume that
the text refers to good deeds and that, therefore, good deeds by themselves do
not accompany me into the grave because they are themselves in need of good
company.

The topic of death, which surfaced in Hatim al-Asamm’s reply to his compan-
ion Shaqiq al-Balkhi, occurs in these conversations about susba with remark-
able frequency. On the one hand, death seems to evoke the issue of compan-
ionship; on the other, it seems to drive a search for its reality, a search for real
companionship:

I heard the master Abu ‘Ali al-Daqqaq say: “A certain man told Sahl b.
‘Abdallah [al-Tustari]: ‘Abit Muhammad, I want to be your companion.

14  Al-Qushayri, Epistle 304.
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He asked him, ‘If one of us dies, who will be the companion of the sur-
vivor?’ The other man answered, ‘God.’ Sahl said, ‘Then let us accompany
Him now! 15

Going from step to step, companionship ends in sufba with the companion
who “is with you wherever you are.”6 Once this is known, it becomes clear that
what is more difficult than finding a companion who accompanies you is for
you to accompany Him.

To realize this, al-Ghazali had to learn the knowledge of the Sufis. And
although he began even this education in the company of books,!” he soon
learned another knowledge, this time “not by study, but rather by fruitional
experience (dhawq) and the state of ecstasy (al) and the exchange of quali-
ties (tabaddul al-sifat)."®

These are familiar terms for anyone studying Sufism. Yet, as important as
they are when investigating the quality knowledge is given in mysticism, and
especially in its Islamic form, one should not forget that the practices of the
Sufis, their path of companionship, their knowledge through taste, are not
ends in themselves but combine with something al-Ghazali very clearly rec-
ognized when he said: “Generally speaking, anyone who is granted nothing of
that through fruitional experience grasps of the reality of prophecy (hagigat
al-nubuwwa), only the name.”®

We can say, therefore, that Nasr’s description of the characteristics of Islamic
education as leading to “the perception of God” should be accompanied by
knowledge of the reality of prophecy. For it could very well be that the ques-
tion of how virtues, in general, and purity and reverential fear, in particular,
can be acquired will find its answer there.2°

3 Learning the Reality of Prophecy

Once it is clear why companionship is such an important ingredient of mys-
ticism as a path of knowledge, the way opens to consider the most excellent
example of Islamic education, the Prophet. What one might call, in a differ-

15 Ibid., 30.

16 Huwa ma‘akum ayna ma kuntum (Q 57:4).

17  “Ibegan to learn their lore from the perusal of their books.” Al-Ghazali, Path to Sufism 51.
18 Ibid., 52.

19  Ibid, 57-58.

20 A parallel worth pursuing: Plato’s Meno begins with the question “Can virtue be taught?”
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ent context, his disciples or even apostles were called “companions” (sahaba)
because this word indicates the mode of teaching that he used with them, and
it was also used by his “teacher,” his Lord, with him.

It follows that the knowledge of prophecy (both in the subjective and objec-
tive sense) is, next to the knowledge of God, the most elevated knowledge
and that the former plays an indispensable role for the attainment of the lat-
ter.

Which way should one take to know the reality of prophecy? Following the
mental habits most of us have been trained in, and paying tribute to our philo-
sophical upbringing, the shortest way seems to consist in asking what the real-
ity of prophecy is. Yet, it is significant that al-Ghazali does not choose this kind
of question. He asks, instead, “How do I know if someone’s claim to prophecy
is true? What proofs are there for it?"2!

The answer he gives is built on two presuppositions: first, on a theory of the
development of the faculties of knowledge. This theory says that first there is
the faculty of the senses, then another faculty called “discernment,” followed by
“intellect” (which can, according to al-Ghazali, distinguish between the neces-
sary, the possible, and the impossible), and finally prophetic knowledge. The
second presupposition says, if there is an object of knowledge that transcends
the intellect, “an example” is required for its understanding.

Accordingly, prophecy that transcends the intellect can to some extent be
understood (I would add “rationally”) through examples, or through “analogy.”
For al-Ghazali, the world of dreams supplies such an example of “scientific”
knowledge that cannot be based on observation, like the medicinal effect of
plants or certain astronomical phenomena that occur in timespans not acces-
sible to human observation. One may say, prophecy has something in common
with them; they are examples of or hints about it, and through them we under-
stand as much. But, because prophecy, in its reality, transcends the intellect,
there is, strictly speaking, no example for it.

Even proof by miracle does not solve the problem. Its weakness lies, for al-
Ghazalj, in the fact that it still belongs to the world of “well-ordered argument,”
where for every “pro” there is a “con”; that is, it also belongs to the world of log-
ical discourse.

21 This choice is well known in what may be called “Sufi propaedeutics.” Ibn ‘Arabi once
remarked that Sufi shaykhs never answer a question with “what is” (ma hiya), but, in their
answer, always address the state of the questioner. Al-Ghazali is approaching this manner,
while still holding (or being held) back. Seen from a Sufi perspective, a certain degree of
“wavering,” or seen from a “rationalist” angle, a certain amount of “balancing” is, by the
way, characteristic of most of his positions.
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The reality of prophecy or, as al-Ghazali calls it, “the light of Prophecy,” how-
ever, is not situated on the level of argument or analogy. “Therefore, seek sure
and certain knowledge of prophecy in this way, not from the changing of the
staff into a serpent and the splitting of the moon.”22

In which way should it be sought then? Al-Ghazali, using the istilahat al-
Sufiyya, the traditional “terminology” of the Sufis, calls this knowledge “knowl-
edge by taste” (dhawgq).23 Prophecy must be tasted to be known.

How does one taste a prophet? The answer to this question is given by him in
a few lines of praise addressed to the Sufis: “I knew with certainty that the Sufis
are those who uniquely follow the way to God Most High, their mode of life is
the best of all, their way the most direct of ways, and their ethic the purest.”2*
“For all their motions and quiescences, exterior and interior, are learned from
the light of the niche of prophecy. And beyond the light of prophecy there is
no light on earth from which illumination can be obtained.”?>

If one wanted to receive an Islamic education that would strengthen faith
through moral education, then those whose “ethic is purest” would be the ideal
teachers. The purity of their ethic would derive from the fact that they learn
from the Prophet in every respect. They are not the best teachers because they
possess extensive knowledge of the Islamic sciences, or because they exude the
romantic glow attributed to a “higher light” that is so often associated with mys-
ticism, but because of what al-Ghazali calls the “absolute following” (al-ittiba’
al-mutlaq) of the sunna of the Prophet.26 This is a soberer affair.

It is a matter of obedience. In his Letter to a disciple al-Ghazali writes: “Oh
disciple, the essence of knowledge is to know what obedience and worship are”
(an ta‘lama al-ta‘a wa-l-‘ibada ma hiya). And he defined both as “conformity to
the Lawgiver as regards commands and prohibitions, in both word and deed.”?”

This is a definition of obedience in the legal and logical sense (ma hiya),
and it is significant that it occurs as such in the Letter. But, in Kitab al-Arba‘in,
another dimension of obedience is opened. There, al-Ghazali points to what
he calls the “three secrets of following the sunna.” The third is “a mighty secret
concerning the purification of the self” (sirr ‘azim fi tazkiyat al-nafs).?8

22 Al-Ghazali, Path to Sufism 63.

23 Often translated rather awkwardly, because it is borrowed from the rationalist discourse,
as “fruitional experience.”

24  Al-Ghazali, Path to Sufism 56.

25  Ibid,, 57.

26 Al-Ghazali, Kitab al-Arba‘in 68.

27  Literally, “following the Lawgiver in the commandments and prohibitions” (mutaba‘at al-
shari‘fi l-awamir wa-l-nawahi); cf. al-Ghazali, Letter to a disciple 22.

28  Al-Ghazali, Kitab al-Arba‘in 73.
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Islamic law does not exist without a lawgiver. But, whereas the benefit of
obeying the law for the sake of obeying it (al-f@’ida al-hukmiyya) does not
change through the manner in which it is given, the benefit of obeying the law
for the purpose of purifying the self indeed changes by the manner in which it
is given. In this context, it is important that al-Ghazali addresses the giver of the
law (al-shari) when speaking of the purification of the self by using the cus-
tomary address for the Prophet, “God’s blessings and peace be upon him (salla
llahu ‘alayhiwa-sallam)."??

Let me add some explanatory notes that take into account the fact that al-
Ghazali calls these matters “secrets.” When it comes to the purification of the
self (which has always been described as one of the main aims of the mystic
path), knowledge of the laws is required, but it must be accompanied by knowl-
edge of the manners and times for applying it. The latter can only be acquired
through an extremely high degree of familiarity with the one who “deposited”
(wada‘a) the laws: “For all their motions and quiescences, exterior and interior,
are learned from the light of the niche of prophecy.”*° Such following requires
a kind of obedience that differs from following the law purely and simply.

How is one to learn from thislight? Earlier in the Mungidh, al-Ghazali tells us
about the solution to a crisis of reason for which reason itself could not provide
aremedy:

My soul regained its health and equilibrium ... But that was not achieved
by constructing a proof or putting together an argument. On the contrary,
it was the effect of a light which God Most High cast into my breast. And
that light is the key to most knowledge.3!

One may rightfully wonder if these lines contribute to an understanding of the
role of mysticism for Islamic education. For here the light is said to be divine,
not prophetic, and it does not illuminate as a consequence of a gradual, guided
process of learning but through something like an inrush. Finally, the Sufis do
not appear in this formulation. Nevertheless, I read it as containing an indica-
tion or a flicker of the second light, the light of prophecy.

29  Ibid.

30  This is the reason why having memorized a number of prophetic sayings (ahadith) and
applying them as one sees fit, without having learned when and under which circum-
stances they should be applied, is, to say the least, very irresponsible.

31 This crisis, sometimes referred to as his “first crisis,” made him a skeptic and a hypocrite
at the same time: “During that time I was a skeptic in fact, but not in utterance and in
doctrine.” Al-Ghazali, Path to Sufism 23.
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This indication appears in an indirect way. It is legible less in al-Ghazali’s
text itself and more in the irritation of his translator about a particular word of
this text.

R.C. McCarthy wonders “How did God cure him?” and answers, with al-
Ghazali, “By means of a ‘light’ which He ‘cast’ into the young skeptic’s ‘breast.’ 32
This is for him, however, less of an answer and more of a restatement of the
question because it presents three obstacles to understanding, “light,” “breast,”
and “cast.” McCarthy is able to present an interpretation of the former two
words and, thereby, dissolve these obstacles to some extent, but the third resists
his efforts: “But the word ‘cast’ gives us pause, in conjunction with what fol-
lows in our text. For if, as al-Ghazali says, God cast, or threw, or sent down,
this light, then the latter would seem to have been some sort of special inter-
vention on God'’s part.”3® “Casting” is an obstacle because, unlike the previous
two (“breast” and “light”), which were dissolved into faculties possessed by al-
Ghazali (“heart” and “intellect”), it resists integration on al-Ghazali’s side. The
compromise McCarthy concludes with is, therefore, more of an expression of
his “puzzlement”: “In fine, I incline to think that he principally intends the ‘light’
of intellect or intelligence, while not excluding some indefinable sort of ‘gust
of grace.”34

McCarthy’s interpretation of the divine “casting” as a “special intervention
on God’s part” is, for him, “reinforced by the traditions which Ghazali pro-
ceeds to cite and especially by the last sentence of Paragraph 16 of the Path
to Sufism.”®5 It is well worth quoting this paragraph in full:

Therefore, whoever thinks that the unveiling of truth depends on pre-
cisely formulated proofs has indeed straitened the broad mercy of God.
When the Apostle of God—God’s blessing and peace be upon him!-—was
asked about the “dilation” in the Most High’s utterance: “So he whom God
wishes to guide aright, He dilates his breast for submission to Himself (i.e.
to embrace Islam)” (Q 6:125), he said: “It is a light which God casts into
the heart” Then someone said, “And what is the sign of it?” He replied:
“Withdrawal from the mansion of delusion and turning to the mansion
of immortality” And it is this of which the Apostle—God’s blessing and
peace be upon him!—said: “God Most High created men in darkness, then
sprinkled on them some of His light.” From that light, then, the unveiling

32 Ibid,, n. 44, 89.
33  Ibid,, n. 44, 9o0.
34  Ibid.
35  Ibid.
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of truth must be sought. Moreover, that light gushes forth from the divine
liberality at certain times, and one must be on the watch forit according to
the saying of the Apostle—Peace be upon him!—*“Your Lord, in the days
of your lifetime, sends forth gusts of grace: do you then put yourselves in
the way of them!"36

Several things need attention in this passage. First, “the unveiling of truth” can-
not be forced. It is an act of mercy. Second, reception of truth and refusal are
set in a context of “dilation” (inshirah or bast) and contraction (gabd), which
traditionally denote, in Islam in general and in Sufism in particular, what one
could call “the two moments of the heart.” Both play an important role, but
each in its own place. Rational, argumentative thought—al-Ghazall’s “precisely
formulated proofs"—can, accordingly, be characterized as “contracted” and
“contracting.” Contraction resists or prevents submission. Dilation, on the other
hand, allows one to submit. It opens the heart to the reception of light, or the
knowing of useful knowledge.

Furthermore, if it is God who dilates the breast for submission, then opening
to the “gush of light” that is cast cannot be the result of any action on my side.
And, to complicate matters further, it is not even correct to say that “I am not
able to do anything,” for such a formulation is still bound to a self that posits
itself as the origin of its actions. This double difficulty is, it seems to me, the
reason for McCarthy’s irritation.

To clarify, another irritation of al-Ghazalr’s translator should be mentioned.
Later in the Path to Sufism, in a section we already briefly referred to, al-Ghazali
addresses the difficulty of understanding where “you have no example.”” To
use the world of dreams and certain astronomical and medicinal phenomena
as “examples” for prophecy helps one to understand only as long as examples
occur to me. But what “if the prophet has a special quality of which you have
no example and which you in no way understand, how can you find it credi-
ble? Assent comes only after understanding. But the example needed occurs
in the first stages of the way of Sufism.”38 McCarthy remarks regarding the last
sentence,

The knowledge obtained through prophecy is somehow of the same
nature as that obtained through the practice of Sufism. But I am not sure

36  Ibid., 23-24.
37  Ibid, 62.
38  Ibid.
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what Ghazzali means by his statement that ‘the example needed occurs
in the first stages of the way of Sufism.3?

If we read this statement with the previous remark about “the special qual-
ity (of the prophet) of which you have no example and which you in no way
understand,” then we can infer that this example (i.e., the example of some-
thing of which you have no example) is only given by Sufism. It would, at the
same time, denote the reality of Sufism and the reality of prophecy. This non-
example would occur in the first stages of Sufism. It would dilate and open the
heart, and in that state knowledge, if it is cast, could be received.

What happens in the first stages of Sufism? A meeting. A meeting without
which there would be neither first stages nor further stages. A meeting, one has
to add, which al-Ghazali is curiously silent about. In the first stages of Sufism
the initial meeting with the spiritual guide occurs.#? Its example, or rather, non-
example, is, of course, meeting the Prophet.

Like every spiritual path, the path of Sufism requires an initiation. This initi-
ation is the initial meeting of spirits (or souls) without which there would be no
path, for, through it, the armor of the nafs (the selfish Self) is breached, which
usually prevents the submission, or the humility, required to receive “useful
knowledge.”

The lore of the Sufis is replete with these “meetings.” The aspirant is caught
unawares, found unguarded, for the blink of an eye, and it is at this moment that
the light can be cast. What dilates the breast is, therefore, not the person one

39  Ibid,, n. 206, 109.

40 It is remarkable, and deserves attentive and dedicated reading, how much meeting and
accepting your spiritual guide is fraught with hesitation for al-Ghazali. At one point, he
informs us that he learned Sufism “from the perusal of their books.” At another, we hear
that he frequented some Sufis. At still another, a glimmer of hope appears when he tells
a disciple (who, according to Mayer, is a younger ego of al-Ghazali himself), “Know that
the traveller (al-salik) should have a master and a guide and instructor (I7am annahu yan-
baght lil-salik shaykhun murshidun murabbin ...)." But then the instruction (tarbiya) of this
shaykh is compared “to the work of the farmer ( i al-fallah) who uproots thorn-bushes
and weeds from the midst of the crops, so that the plants are in proper condition, and his
yield is brought to perfection.” Al-Ghazali, Letter to a disciple 34. According to this descrip-
tion, the instructor’s work is negative and consists in activity. Now, removing obstacles on
the way to perfection is certainly important in all kinds of education, and especially in
spiritual education. It is also amply documented in many works on Sufism. But what is
missing in al-Ghazalt’s description here is a positive description of the work of a teacher,
which, furthermore, cannot be qualified as activity (or deed, fi7). Could this side not be
as important for an Islamic education as the one mentioned, or even more so? One will
have noticed, this is the question my essay insists on.
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meets, but the light cast in that meeting. This is the origin of Sufism’s, or mysti-
cism’s, stress on love. It appears that this love is not the name for an emotional
state savored for its own sake, but a solvent—that is, an essential ingredient for
a path of knowledge.#!

Given the unpredictability and incalculability of these meetings and these
“gushes of light,” can there be any continuity such that speaking of a path of
knowledge, or a “system of education” would be meaningful? Or do we have to
resign ourselves to the all-too-frequent appreciation of mysticism as something
extraordinary for the moment, yet completely unfit for “coherence”?

We have said that the accompaniment of the Prophet and the sahaba is the
model that Islamic education is nourished by and tries to emulate. In order to
expand on the question above, we, therefore, should go back to the saying of
the Prophet about dilation quoted by al-Ghazali:

From that light, then, the unveiling must be sought. Moreover, that light
gushes forth from the Divine liberality at certain times, and one must be
on the watch for it according to the saying of the Apostle—Peace be upon
him!—“Your Lord, in the days of your lifetime, sends forth gusts of grace:
do you then put yourselves in the way of them!"+2

It is clear from these words that calculable continuity cannot be sought from
the “gushes of light.” Maybe one should dispense with the word “continuity”
altogether here and speak of steadiness. Steadiness is in “being on the watch”
or, better, lovelier, “putting oneself in the way of the gusts of grace sent in the
days of one’s life.”

The light of Prophecy from which, according to al-Ghazali, “the unveiling of
truth must be sought”*3 shines from a lamp that stands in a niche. Al-Ghazali
calls it “the niche of the light of Prophecy.” The purpose of a niche is to collect
the light and to protect it from being extinguished.** Both of these, collecting
and protecting the light, are the “works” of the sunna of the Prophet.

41 Or of a path of faith. A contemporary theologian, Raimon Panikkar, has expressed this
in clear and excellent words: “Faith can never be blind because faith [credere in Deum]
does not see, does not need to see. It does not belong to the field of consciousness. This
means that the way to cross the barrier of consciousness is through love of a real person.”
Panikkar, Rhythm 251.

42 Al-Ghazali, Path to Sufism 24.

43 Ibid, 24.

44 Besides its Quranic reference, the Arabic word used here, mishkat, shares an interesting
space with its Hebrew neighbor, mishkan, meaning “place of dwelling” and commonly
translated as “tabernacle.”
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If all the motions and quiescence, exterior and interior, (of the Sufis) are
learned from the light of the niche of prophecy, then the role of mysticism for
Islamic education consists in precisely this: to educate human beings to be a
living example of the sunna, to teach them to build and rebuild the structure
that helps to gain the strength and wakefulness of faith necessary for holding
oneself in the way of the divine light at any and all times.

4 Learning Faith

We read in the quotation at the beginning of this essay that “the strengthen-
ing of faith is ... a prerequisite of any educational system that seeks to possess
an Islamic character” It is not difficult to subscribe to such a statement. But I
think we must go further. Certainly, as the example of al-Ghazali, together with
so many others, has shown, the “crises of faith” are the exclusive property nei-
ther of this century nor of Islam alone. There is, however, in our time a lack in
the understanding of faith, or an active effort to avoid asking about it, so strong
that even the multiplication of religious discussions about it only contributes
to burying it deeper.

It seems that we could benefit from another visit of a foreigner “who looks as
if he travelled a large distance, although no traces of travelling are on him.” We
discuss the meanings of “religion” and of particular religions. But it is difficult
to avoid the impression that “learning faith,” without which there would be no
religion and, I contend, not even an understanding of religion, is not at the top
of our agendas.

For this reason, stories like al-Ghazalt’s are excellent reminders. They remind
us, after all, of the fact that faith not only moves on a comfortable scale of
“strengthening” and “weakening,” but may actually be lost. And they remind us
that faith can be learned. To see this, one has to stretch al-Ghazal’s sentence
a bit and recognize that between “a heart empty of all” and “a heart empty of
all save God” there may be a long time.*> One should not hurry away from this
emptiness of the heart to try to fill it too quickly. Not even to fill it with God.
If we keep it for some moments, we can hear its echo, maybe closer to us, in
the words of someone who said that “the locus of the mystical is not knowl-
edge, not even knowledge of Being, but the realm of sunyata, of emptiness.”46
The beauty of these words lies in the fact that they allow for the beginning of

45  Al-Ghazali, Path to Sufism 51.
46  Panikkar, Rhythm 248.
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faith. They share this with the words and deeds of the Sufis al-Ghazali praised
so highly. They explain why faith is needed and by whom:

From the disciple, faith is needed, and faith is more than knowledge, faith
is empty, it has no object; it cannot be conceptualized. Faith is not belief.
The mystic cannot have sufficient faith as long as he is encumbered by the
ego. Humility, which is the death of the ego, is the first mystical virtue.*”
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CHAPTER 12

“Only Learning That Distances You from Sins Today
Saves You from Hellfire Tomorrow”: Boundaries and
Horizons of Education in al-Ghazali and Ibn Rushd

Sebastian Giinther
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Questions concerning knowledge and education for people, both as individu-
als and as members of society, are key issues in Islamic religion and culture,
and indeed, Muslim scholars have intensively engaged in the advancement of
ideas and systems of educational thought since the rise of Islam.! During Islam’s
classical period (second-tenth/eighth-fifteenth centuries) in particular, a con-
siderable body of scholarly writings in Arabic (and Persian) emerged in which
Muslim thinkers devoted much thought to advancing and exploring concepts,
forms, goals, and techniques of teaching and learning.

This article revisits certain epistemological concepts related to education
and the intellect that were advocated by two celebrated Muslim thinkers,
the fifth/eleventh-century philosophical theologian, mystic, and religious re-
former Abtt Hamid al-Ghazali, and the sixth/twelfth-century philosopher, legal
scholar, and physician Abt 1-Walid Ibn Rushd. A towering figure of Islamic
orthodoxy, al-Ghazali is particularly renowned for his “spiritual” approach to
learning and is considered one of the great architects of religious education
in Islam. Ibn Rushd, by contrast, an exponent of Aristotle, has attracted much
attention in both medieval and contemporary times for his “rationalist” views
on learning and his criticism of al-Ghazali’s refutation of the philosophers.

However, rather than focusing on the undisputed positive contributions
these two scholars have made to the advancement of educational theory, in the
following we will explore issues that the two scholars identified—deliberately
or inadvertently—as boundaries, restrictions, or obstacles to learning and hu-
man growth in the context of religiously defined societies.

1 The quote in the title refers to al-Ghazall’s statement, al-ilm alladhi la yub‘iduka l-yawm min
al-ma‘asi ... lan yub‘idaka ghadan ‘an nar jahannam; cf. his Letter to a disciple: Ayyuha l-walad
16-17.
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In order to make this comparative analysis a fruitful endeavor, two particu-
larly influential works that closely link the two scholars with one another have
been chosen as the basis of our research, al-Mungidh min al-dalal (The deliv-
erance from error), al-Ghazalt’s spiritual “autobiography” (composed between
499 and 502/106 and 1109),% and Ibn Rushd’s Fas! al-maqal fima bayna l-shari‘a
wa-l-hikma min ittisal (The decisive treatise determining [the nature of | the con-
nection between the divinely revealed law and philosophy, also rendered as On
the harmony of religion and philosophy, written between 560 and 565/1165 and
170).3

The decision to explore these two works for issues in Islamic learning rests
on several considerations. First, the two texts exhibit a specific approach that is
shared by their respective authors, an academic outlook perhaps best described
as encompassing the courage to know, the courage to doubt, and the courage
to critique.* This distinctive attitude to learned culture is apparent in the
explicit and thought-provoking titles of these books: The deliverance from error
and The decisive treatise. Moreover, a striking maturity of analytical insight
is evident throughout the exposition of the respective texts. Second, the two
works share an overall thematic concern with the question of the relationships
between scripture and philosophy, faith and reason, and spirituality and ratio-
nality, which represent key themes in classical Islamic thought. Third, although
the conclusions the two scholars come to ultimately contrast in regard to the
aforementioned concerns, their special dedication to issues of learning and
education, along with their attention to matters of human growth, predomi-
nate in these portrayals. The latter point is of particular note since the indi-
vidual views of these two thinkers include frequent, explicit discussions of
the confines and even risks of knowledge acquisition in religiously defined
contexts. Al-Ghazali makes this point overtly at the beginning of The deliv-
erance: “You have asked me, my brother in religion, to communicate to you
the aim and secrets of the sciences and the dangerous and intricate depths
of the different doctrines and views (gha’ilat al-madhahib wa-aghwaruha).”>
The principal objective of the present study, therefore, is to identify and exam-
ine some of these communications, as well as specific statements in al-Ghazali

Heath, Reading 198.
Cf. Belo, Averroes 50.
The first part of this expression I owe to Saeed Sheikh, al-Ghazali 587.
Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 60; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 2 (§2). The English quotations from al-
Ghazall'’s al-Mungqidh in this article follow MacCarthy’s translation where not otherwise indi-
cated.
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and Ibn Rushd, which reveal, and thus help us to better understand, the com-
plex and, in part, tense relation between education and religion in classical
Islam.6

1 Al-Ghazali

A native of the Iranian city of Tas near Mashhad, at the pinnacle of his career
al-Ghazali lived in Baghdad (484—488/1091-1095), the vibrant political, admin-
istrative, and economic center of the ‘Abbasid dynasty (132—656/750-1258)
and the veritable cultural cosmopolis of the medieval Muslim world. It was
in Baghdad that al-Ghazali witnessed exceptional educational activities in
both religious and secular branches of knowledge, particularly advances in
the humanities, natural sciences, medicine, architecture, and technical sci-
ences.” Indeed, al-Ghazali actively took part in the academic life of his day as
an eminent scholar and author, already highly respected during his lifetime
and, for a time, he was also the main law professor (or “rector”) of the newly
founded Nizamiyya College, the most famous institution of higher learning
in Baghdad and perhaps the entire Islamic world in the fifth/eleventh cen-
tury.

Al-Ghazali believed that reason and the senses allow humans, to some
degree, to acquire knowledge of the visible, material world,® while revela-
tion and inspiration permit them to discover the invisible, immaterial world.
Through perpetual learning and spiritual exercises humans attain “true” knowl-
edge and become capable of comprehending (to various degrees and depend-
ing on the learner’s stage in gnosis) aspects of the realm of divine sovereignty
(‘@lam al-malakut). This fundamental view of al-Ghazali’s concept of learning
isreflected in the curriculum he indicates in the very first pages of his magnum

6 For the principal benefit of exploring authoritative medieval Muslims thinkers’ concepts of
education, and the fact that certain problems encountered in medieval times continue to
concern us today, see my articles, “Your educational achievements,” esp. 72—73; Education,
general (up to 1500); and the editor’s introduction to this volume. These publications also
identify key studies on issues in classical Islamic education.

7 Gilinther, “Auf der Suche” 18-121; Giinther, “Nothing like Baghdad.” See also al-Ghazali, Deliv-
erance (trans. Abu Laylah) 1-28 (Aba Laylah's introduction). For the role and meaning of
“knowledge,” see Leaman, Islamic philosophy 51—70 (“Knowledge”).

8 Al-Ghazali also makes the point that the senses are not a perfect instrument for doing this—
one’s eyes cannot detect the movement of a shadow, for example, even though after an hour
one can see that it has indeed moved; cf. al-Ghazali, Mungidh 66; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 4

(§10).



BOUNDARIES AND HORIZONS OF EDUCATION 263

opus, Ihya ‘ulum al-din (The revival of the studies of religion), a work in which
al-Ghazali strove to reconcile traditional Islamic beliefs with Sufi teachings.?

Guidance on the virtuous path of learning, as al-Ghazali views it, is a pledge,
on the part of the learned, to safeguard the learner’s way to salvation and hap-
piness in the hereafter. Therefore, students seeking salvation must purify them-
selves by renouncing bad habits and character flaws in order to become wor-
thy vessels for knowledge. Moreover, the students need to remove themselves
from worldly (and family) affairs and fully concentrate on learning. They must
respect and honor their teacher, inwardly and outwardly, and always embrace
his advice. They must know that the true goal of learning is the attainment
of inner virtue and spiritual perfection, not authority over or recognition by
others. Therefore, students also must have a clear idea of the relationship the
different sciences have to the objectives of learning, and not overestimate (or
underestimate) any discipline. In turn, teachers working in a religious context
should make their students aware that the foremost objective of learning is
to draw closer to God, not to accumulate worldly gains. Hence, teachers are
advised that their behavior and actions must conform to their words and teach-
ing. They are the noblest among the erudite; as al-Ghazali points out, they
philanthropically share their knowledge with others.!1

Al-Ghazali also believed that it was on account of the natural confines of
the human mind that the prophets spoke to their communities figuratively
and through signs and symbols. Humans can compensate for these natural
limitations through individual learning efforts and by fulfilling their responsi-
bilities as members of the community.! However, corruption, selfishness, and
arrogance are serious obstacles to learning, even though they are of human
provenance. Such failings complicate matters on the individual and commu-
nal levels because of their far-reaching religious, social, political, and ethical
consequences.

Deep concerns of this kind seem to have moved al-Ghazali to write, toward
the end of his life, The deliverance from error, a work that offers a great deal of

9 Montgomery Watt, al-Ghazali 1038-1041; al-Ghazali, Incoherence xviii—xix (Marmura’s
introduction).

10 Giinther, Be masters 380—385.

11 In the first chapter of the Ihya’, Kitab al-1lm (The book of knowledge), al-Ghazali relies
on Q 4:83, which reads, “If [the people] had referred [the matter] to the Messenger and to
those in authority, those [rationally] seeking meaning ( yastanbituna) would have found it
out from them.” Cf. al-Ghazali, Ihya’11; see also Abdel Haleem, Qur'an 58. For al-Ghazali’s
concept that religious observance, while compulsory for all, may be complemented by
gnostic knowledge for those who seek a deeper understanding of the meaning of Quranic
tenets, see also Montada, Ibn Rushd esp. 118-120.
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insight into religious learning in general and into al-Ghazali’s own intellectual
development and spiritual growth in particular. After his lifelong study of major
branches of knowledge, such as theology, philosophy, and law, in this work al-
Ghazali concedes that he found religious certainty and fulfilment in Islamic
mysticism alone.

On the basis of this highly personal testimony, al-Ghazali detects and dis-
cusses several perils encountered by seekers of knowledge, which they should
be warned of when following more advanced curricula, particularly in theology,
philosophy, logic, mathematics, physics, metaphysics, the political sciences,
and ethics. Moreover, he offers some suggestions on how to avoid or correct
potential errors on the path of spiritual learning. We shall therefore take a
closer look at al-Ghazalr’s views of learning in the disciplines that he explic-
itly mentions in The deliverance before undertaking a similar inquiry into Ibn
Rushd’s ideas.

11 Theology

Predestination, the fear of God connected with knowledge of God in this life,
as well as the fulfilment of human destiny and happiness in the hereafter, are
the thematic cornerstones of al-Ghazali’s considerations concerning specula-
tive theology (kalam). These and other fundamental elements of al-Ghazali’s
theology can be traced in his various writings despite the fact that al-Ghazali
did not write a coherent exposition of his own theological views. Moreover, he
occasionally appears to be ambivalent or even inconsistent in his theological
views, as he is “dealing with intertwined and at times conflicting epistemolo-
gies and systems of thought,” as Ahmad Dallal has pointed out.!? Yet, while
al-Ghazali was critical of certain traditional methods of acquiring knowledge
(including those of various religious sciences), he did make use of traditional
religious idioms to introduce his own ideas.

In The deliverance the author alerts his reader to several impediments to
learning. Al-Ghazali observes here that certain research activities do not cor-
respond to the research objectives of a given discipline. For example, while the
main aim and purport of theology is to “conserve the creed of the orthodox
for the orthodox and to guard it from the confusion introduced by the innova-

12 Dallal, Perils of interpretation esp. 774, 778, and 786, assesses and expounds on the var-
ious readings of al-Ghazalt’s thought, by both medieval scholars, such as Ibn Taymiyya
(d. 728/1328) in his collection of legal statements Majma‘ fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad
Ibn Taymiyya, and modern researchers, such as R. Frank in his al-Ghazali and the Ash‘rite
school, while aptly pointing to the fact that these readings deal “with a whole cultural
legacy with numerous trends and schools.”
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tors,” the theologians busy themselves with investigating “the true natures of
things” and “the study of substances and accidents and their principle.”® Cer-
tain theologians sincerely carry out the critical task of protecting orthodoxy by
defending the tradition of the Prophet, repulsing attacks on the Muslim faith,
and fighting heretical innovations; yet, tendencies to get sidetracked and make
concessions have a negative effect on their work. Al-Ghazal specifies three
points that he sees as obstructing learning and scholarly debate:

— reliance on premises taken over from adversaries in a scholarly debate
through uncritical acceptance of (a) their arguments, (b) their references to
matters agreed upon by community consensus, or (c) their use of quotations
from the Quran and the prophetic tradition;*

— focusing too much on exposing inconsistencies in the arguments of adver-
saries; and,

— criticizing adversaries for the irrational consequences of what they claim
rather than dealing with the claims as such.

This kind of conduct was often evident in theological discussions, as debates

often were overly concerned with discovering contradictions inherent in con-

flicting views and refuting conclusions drawn from the premises of the oppo-
nent.!5

Such approaches only weaken one’s own arguments, and they do not allow
for content beyond basic insights and self-evident truths. Moreover, unsys-
tematic discussion in academic matters generally obstructs academic work.
True academic learning ought to be self-determined, self-paced, and purpose-
oriented if one desires to reach a higher level of understanding.

Consequently, the mystical path of seclusion and spiritual exercise is the
only alternative to busying the mind with too many unnecessary, not to men-
tion, worldly, things. As al-Ghazali explicitly makes clear in reference to his own
educational development, the genuine way to salvation consists of: (a) spiri-
tual exercise, (b) devotion that purifies the soul and cleanses the heart for the
contemplation of God Most High, and (c) the cultivation of virtues.!¢ Neverthe-
less, those seeking contentment in theology should be pardoned since “healing
remedies differ as sicknesses differ, and many a remedy may help one sick per-
son and harm another.”"”

13 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh 72—73; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 6 (§§ 21, 24).

14 On this issue, see Montada, Ibn Rushd 117.

15 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 72; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 6 (§ 23).

16 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 105-107; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 20—21 (§§ 92—95).

17 Al-Ghazali, Munqgidh 72—73; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 6 (§ 24, slightly adjusted).



266 GUNTHER

1.2 Philosophy
Al-Ghazali counts six subdivisions (agsam) among the philosophical sciences:
the mathematical (riyadiyya), logical (mantigiyya), natural /physical (tabriyya),
metaphysical (idlahiyya), political (siyasiyya), and ethical (khulugiyya).'8

He begins his deliberations on philosophy and the philosophers by stat-
ing that a merely superficial understanding of a scholarly discipline generally
makes it impossible to detect distortions within that discipline, while cog-
nizance of its “intricate profundities,” by contrast, helps to overcome such prob-
lems and eventually to refute a given doctrine. This also applies in regard to a
sound understanding of “the subtleties of the philosophical sciences.”®

Interestingly, in this context al-Ghazali appears to approve of an advanced
student’s exploration of the essential ideas (and risks) of a scholarly disci-
pline—philosophy, in this particular case—without a master or teacher. In-
deed, he sees individual examination of the challenging aspects of a branch of
scholarship as something that helps one better understand its characteristics
and increases individual cognition. In reference to his own studies and experi-
ence, he says of the philosophers:

I knew, of course, that undertaking to refute their doctrine before com-
prehending it and knowing it in depth would be a shot in the dark. So I
girded myself for the task of learning that science by the mere perusal of
their writings without seeking the help of a master and teacher. I devoted
myself to that in the moments I had free from writing and lecturing on
the legal sciences ... As it turned out, through mere reading in those
embezzled moments, God Most High granted me insight into the farthest
reaches of the philosophers’ sciences in less than two years.20

Al-Ghazali finds that analytical comparison between two disciplines assists
with stepping beyond the general boundaries of knowledge acquisition. For
him, it is something that helps generate new knowledge. However, when elab-

18  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 79; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 8 (§36). In his early work, Magasid al-
falasifa (The intentions of the philosophers), al-Ghazali listed only four sciences among
the philosophical (rational) disciplines: mathematics (riyadiyyat), logic (mantiqiyyat),
physics (tabtyyat), and metaphysics (ilahiyyat). It is interesting that al-Ghazali appears to
have no less than seven different classifications in his authentic works, a fact that “reflects
his deep engagement with the philosophical tradition ( falsafa), in which this theme orig-
inated and developed,” as Treiger states in his comprehensive study, al-Ghazali’s classifi-
cation 2—3.

19 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh 74; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 7 (§ 26).

20  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 74—75; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 7 (§ 27).
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orating on this point he also remarks, “Not a single Muslim divine had directed
his attention and endeavor to that end”—that is, to such an in-depth compar-
ative approach to major scholarly disciplines.?!

In general, given al-Ghazali’s overall scholarly achievements, it is unsur-
prising that he contemplates entire branches of scholarship and systems of
thought. For example, he emphasizes that two things are important to refute a
discipline: first, comprehensive study and deep understanding of the thought
system(s) under consideration (anything less would be equivalent to being
blindfolded); and second, the attainment of certainty and “safety from error”
through acquiring reliable, definite knowledge of the true meaning of things.?2

Yet, certain attitudes and conditions may prevent the learner from acquir-
ing knowledge of the true meaning of things and reaching new insight. These
obstacles arise from “servile conformism,” a too-close association with mas-
ters, and the “slavish aping of parents and teachers.” Instead, a transition from
guided learning to self-study is necessary to enable the mind to open up to ideas
and remain unaffected by a teacher or parent’s opinion and authority. Impor-
tantly, however, true insight is impossible without “the effect of a light which
God Most High cast into my breast; and that light is the key to most knowl-
edge.”?3 Perhaps it is needless to say that al-Ghazali’s main concern here is the
only path of learning and human growth that he considers religiously appropri-
ate and valid—the path of the mystic, who is inspired and guided by the divine
light.

On other occasions in The deliverance, al-Ghazali provides further insight
into his own methods of study. He specifies, for example, the following prac-
tices that worked best for him: close reading of study texts, alone and undis-
turbed, followed by reflecting upon the subject, and revisiting the issue in ques-
tion to reexamine its complexity and hidden problems. This kind of learning
procedure would come full circle by summing up the subject under consid-
eration, attempting to reach certainty in the given matter, and conclusively
identifying what constitutes practical insight, and what abstract delusion.?4

1.2.1 Logic

Regarding logic, al-Ghazali makes it clear that he sees this discipline as part
of the philosophical sciences. At the same time, he upholds the idea that logic
has its own particular methods of reasoning and argumentation. Indeed, for

21 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 74; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 7 (§ 26).

22 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 63-66; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 3—4 (§§ 7-10).
23 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 67-68; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 5 (§15).

24  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 74—75; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 7 (§ 27).
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al-Ghazalj, logic is a neutral instrument of learning, a distinction that sepa-
rates it epistemologically from philosophy and thus it can be recommended by
al-Ghazali to theologians as a means of learning.?5 It is worth quoting a key
statement al-Ghazali makes in this regard in The deliverance:

As for [the] logical sciences (mantigiyyat), none of these relates to reli-
gion (din) either by way of denial or affirmation. They are no more than
the study of the methods of proof and standards for reasoning, the con-
ditions of the premises of demonstration and the manner of their order-
ing, the conditions of correct definition and the manner of its construc-
tion. They simply affirm that knowledge is either conception, arrived at
through definition, or assent, arrived at through demonstration. Nothing
of this ought to be denied. It is the same kind of thing the theologians
(mutakallimun) and religious speculative thinkers (ah! al-nazar) mention
in their treatments of proofs. The philosophers differ from them only in
their expressions and idioms and their more exhaustive definitions and
classifications.26

The term “logic,” as al-Ghazali sees it, signifies studying the methods of demon-
stration (burhan) and syllogism (géyas), along with dealing with the condi-
tions governing the premises of apodeictic demonstration, the manners in
which they may be combined, and the requirements for their sound definition
and how to draw them up.?? In adopting logic—that is, Aristotelian logic—
instead of the traditional system of exploring signs and analogies for mean-
ing, al-Ghazali was “revolutionary,” although, as Josef van Ess noted, he was
not entirely novel in this line of reasoning.?® In other words, as a Shafi‘i legal
scholar and an adherent to rational theology in the “orthodox” (Ash‘ari) tradi-
tion, al-Ghazali acknowledges the legitimacy of Aristotelian logic in the quest
for truth.2® Indeed, for him, only logic affords the criterion to help conclu-

25  On the general question of al-Ghazall’s position to the secular sciences and logic, see the
elucidating study by Marmura, GhazalT’s attitude 100-114.

26 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 81-82 (trans. M. Marmura); cf. Marmura, GhazalT’s attitude 103.

27 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 81-82; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 9—10 (§ 44).

28 van Ess, Logical structure 47.

29  The Ash‘ari school of dogmatic theology was founded by the theologian Abu I-Hasan
al-Ash‘ari of Basra (d. 324/935). Initially, al-Ash‘arl was an active member of the lead-
ing school of kalam, the Mu‘tazilites and their rationalistic interpretations. However, al-
Ash‘arl (around the year 300/912—913) “converted” to “orthodoxy.” He formulated a theol-
ogy that reversed basic Mu‘tazili tenets while, at the same time, rendering reason and the
method of rationalistic dialectical reasoning acceptable to traditional Muslims. Through
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sively distinguish between true and false and between certain and non-certain
knowledge. Moreover, logic alone provides the methods necessary for con-
structing new, certain knowledge.

Therefore, al-Ghazali rhetorically asks, “What has this [logic] to do with the
important truths of our religion that it should call for rejection and denial?”30 In
response to the question, he defines a number of issues that constrain students
and scholars when dealing with logic. First, if someone were to condemn logic
without logical proof, that person would gain only a poor reputation among
logicians. This would be due primarily to the person’s own poor mind, but
also to the religion, which—as the critics will claim—was founded upon such
denial. Second, the admirer of logic might even come to determine that cer-
tain instances of unbelief (kufr) attributed to the philosophers are concepts
seemingly based on logical proofs, rather than religiously offensive ideas. Such
a person would “rush into unbelief” before having studied mainstream Islam.
Therefore, for the sake of Islam, it is necessary to warn the faithful student of
the potential problems inherent in logic, so that no one employs it unless he
has received sufficient preparatory training for properly engaging in this kind
of learning.3!

1.2.2 Metaphysics
Al-Ghazali views metaphysics as a branch of philosophy, and one expressly
relating to logic. Within this general structure, he criticizes those philosophers
who deal with primary principles and abstract concepts but who, “when, in
metaphysics, they finally come to discuss questions touching on religion, ...
cannot satisfy those conditions, but rather are extremely slipshod in apply-
ing them.” Moreover, the philosophers’ preoccupation with demonstration and
logic makes them so insouciant in matters perilous to religious belief that
they “rush into unbelief even before [actually] teaching the metaphysical sci-
ences.”32

In other words, al-Ghazali portrays philosophical learning as missing the
true essence of religion because of the philosophers’ concentration on theo-
retical considerations and inquiries into concept and categories. Although al-
Ghazali—in full agreement with the Asharite tradition to which he adhered—
does not deny the merits of metaphysics when it comes to theological prob-

his successors, Ash‘arism gradually gained momentum to become the dominant school of
kalam.

30  See also Marmura, Ghazali's attitude 103; and Sayyid, al-Ghazalr’s views on logic 34—37.

31 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 82; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 9 (§ 44).

32 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 83; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 10 (§ 45).
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lems (at least not in countering respective philosophical arguments), he sub-
tly underlines the usefulness of proof in the matter of religion, the proof of
being—that is, the Being of God, as the foundation of all things.

Although al-Ghazali does not go into detail in this regard in The deliverance,
for him metaphysics does have its place in advanced religious learning. It does
so, however, within the expressly defined framework of the Ash‘arite doctrine
and its denial of the objective validity of causality in nature: no thing or man
has any power; God alone possesses all power—the idea that forms the basis
of the Asharite belief in miracles, which in turn is the basis for the proof of
prophethood, as al-Ghazali makes very clear in his autobiography.33

12.3 Mathematics and Physics

Like logic and metaphysics, the natural sciences are not religiously dangerous
as such. However, some aspects of science go beyond the formal procedures of
demonstration and are thus incompatible with orthodox Muslim faith.

As for the mathematical (and philosophical) disciplines, al-Ghazali warns
the student of two major religious perils arising from the study of these
scholarly fields. One risk to faith inherent in the study of mathematical dis-
ciplines (al-riyadiyya)—including arithmetic (iUm al-hisab), geometry (im
al-handasa), and astronomy (ilm hayat al-‘alam)—is posed by “the fine preci-
sion of their details and the clarity of their proofs.”34 These qualities, al-Ghazali
observes, are characteristic of mathematics and constitute a real danger in
religious education, because the virtually uncontested accuracy attributed to
mathematics has the potential to make an excessively strong impression on the
student, even perhaps causing the student to extend the prestige held by math-
ematics to all other mathematical and philosophical disciplines. The student
might even begin to question the religious sciences and eventually disavow reli-
gion altogether, because the human mind does not necessarily grasp the divine
design underlying the events and phenomena that occur in the natural world.

Here al-Ghazali repeats views already stated in his main work, The revival of
the studies of religion, where he urged his fellow Muslims to set aside not only
philosophy, logic, and discursive theology but also the mathematical sciences,

33  Al-Ghazali states, “When one is broad-minded enough to accept such marvels (bada’i‘)
and is compelled to admit that they are special properties (khawass), the knowledge of
which is an apologetic miracle (mujiza) for some prophets, how in the world can he deny
that the same is true of what he hears said by a truthful prophet, confirmed by mira-
cles ...?” Al-Ghazali, Munqidh 127-128; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 31 (§149). See also Abdul
Hye, Ash‘arism 237-243; Leaman, Islamic philosophy 34—36 (Miracles and meaning); and
Sweeney, Greek essence 45-52.

34  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 79-80; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 8—9 (§ 38).
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in favor of a Sufi-oriented program of spiritual purification. Since the mathe-
matical sciences belong to the philosophical branches of knowledge, a student
of mathematics would at the same time become “insidiously affected by the
sinister mischief of the philosophers,” because that student may become enam-
ored with others’ perception of his appearance as being particularly clever, and
he may persist in his high opinions of the philosophers. This is nothing but “a
very serious evil” (afa azima).3°

There is also a second, more complex, danger inherent in dealing with
mathematics, one that concerns the general relation of science to faith. Al-
Ghazali warns that Islam actually would be harmed if someone endeavored
to strengthen it by denying obvious natural phenomena and their scientific
explanations—such as the solar and lunar eclipses—claiming that these
occurrences contradict the Islamic religion. In support of his view, he quotes
the Prophet Muhammad, who is credited with saying, “The sun and the moon
are two of the signs of God Most High: They are not eclipsed for the death or
life of any man. So, when you see an eclipse, fly in fear to the mention of God
Most High."36

Yet, al-Ghazali is somewhat ambivalent here; he also states that these pro-
phetic words do not require a denial of the mathematical sciences by which
the course of the sun and the moon can be explained. Therefore, attitudes and
actions that encourage denial of natural phenomena, in spite of the reason-
able explanations that the natural sciences provide, may succeed with pious
and simple-minded people. The learned, however, will not doubt the scien-
tific explanations; rather, they will question the foundations of Islam and even
start thinking, “Islam is built on ignorance and the denial of apodeictic demon-
stration.” For this reason, such approaches to the exact sciences are generally
unsuited to sustain and defend faith and religion. Instead, they increase the
people’s love of philosophy, including the mathematical sciences, and cause
them to become embittered against Islam. Thus, anyone acting in the belief
that unsubstantiated denial of the mathematical and philosophical sciences
helps to defend Islam, actually does great harm to this religion because “the
revealed Law nowhere undertakes to deny or affirm these sciences, and the lat-
ter nowhere address themselves to religious matters.”3”

Yet another problem relates to the fact that the ancient Greeks grounded
mathematics in proofs, while they studied metaphysical questions based on

35  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 79; al-Ghazali, Deliverance g (§ 40).

36  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 79; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 9 (§§ 41-42).

37  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 79; al-Ghazali, Deliverance g9 (§41). See also Ruddle-Miyanmoto,
Regarding doubt 161, 168-169.
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speculation. This twofold way of studying was, al-Ghazali briefly notes, an
unsuitable model for the education of faithful Muslims.

Al-Ghazali concludes these considerations by confirming that the risks in-
herent in mathematics are considerable, and that it is necessary to “warn
off anyone who would embark upon the study of those mathematical sci-
ences.” Indeed, anyone studying them risks infection by their vices and is in
serious danger with regard to his faith. “Rare, therefore, are those who study
mathematics without losing their religion and throwing off the restraint of
piety.”s8

As for the study of the natural sciences or physics, which deal with natu-
ral phenomena and the physical world, with both the organic and inorganic
matters of God’s creation, al-GhazalT’s viewpoints underwent an interesting
development during his lifetime. In his early work, Magasid al-falasifa (The
intentions of the philosophers), he is rather critical of physics, as he makes clear
here:

In physics, the sound is mixed with the false, and right is dubiously like
error; ... in the book Tahdfut al-falasifa (The incoherence of the philoso-
phers) will be explained the falsity of what must be held false.3?

In The deliverance, al-Ghazali takes a more nuanced approach to physics and its
subcategories. Here, he confirms that the study of physics, like that of medicine,
does not require repudiation for religious reasons, as these sciences per se pose
no serious threat to faith. This was, with the exception of certain aspects of the
said sciences, all to do with the creed, which confirms, “Nature is totally subject
to God Most High.”

At this point, al-Ghazali directs the reader of The deliverance to his earlier
work, The incoherence of the philosophers, where he outlined four problematic
questions (masa’il) concerning the natural sciences, all of which relate, directly
or indirectly, to learning:

1. Thefirst point that al-Ghazali critiques has two aspects. One relates to the
natural scientists’ insistence that the course of nature is necessary and
unchangeable, and the other to their idea that miracles are impossible.
Against the philosophers, but in agreement with the Ash‘arite occasion-
alist doctrine that confines all causal action to God, al-Ghazali argues that
certain types of miracles are indeed possible.

38  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 8o; al-Ghazali, Deliverance g (§ 40).
39  Al-Ghazali, Magasid 10-11.
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2. The second point also deals with two aspects: (a) the natural scientists’
claim that the human souls are self-subsisting substances ( jawahir ga‘ima
bi-anfusiha); and, (b) these scholars’ inability to rationally demonstrate
(bi-l-burhan al-‘aqlr) that the soul is not imprinted on the body.

3.  Third is the natural scientists’ claim that the soul is eternal and perpetual
(abadiyya wa-sarmadiyya) and that it cannot be annihilated.

4.  The fourth and final point is again twofold. It relates to (a) the natural sci-
entists’ denial of bodily resurrection and the souls’ return to their bodies,
and (b) their negation of the existence of a physical paradise and hell.#°

While points one and four are straightforward, points two and three—concern-

ing the relation of the soul to the body and the nature of its existence, eternal or

non-eternal—are more complex. Al-Ghazali mentions two key actions of the
soul relevant to learning: (a) soul actions requiring the body (including imag-
ination, sensation, and emotion); and (b) soul actions not requiring the body

(such as cognition of the intelligibles divested of matter). After presenting the

views of the scientists and philosophers, al-Ghazali summarizes his position

on these issues as follows:

We do not deny anything they have mentioned and [agree] that this
belongs to prophets. We only deny their confining themselves to it and
their denying ... the revivification of the dead, and other [miracles of this
kind]. For this reason, it becomes necessary to affirm miracles and ... to
support what all Muslims agree on, to the effect that God has power over
all things.*!

Al-Ghazali returns to this issue at the end of his book, in the conclusion to his
refutation of the philosophers’ denial of bodily resurrection, the physical exis-
tence of paradise and hell, and the corporeal pleasures and punishments in the
hereafter. Here, he even more explicitly challenges the philosophical study of
problems concerning the belief in the hereafter, as stipulated in scripture and
the Law that it contains, again highlighting the superiority of divine teachings:

[W]e do not deny that there are, in the hereafter, kinds of pleasures supe-
rior to the sensory. Nor do we deny the survival of the soul after separation
from the body. But we know these through the religious law (shar), since
it has conveyed [that] resurrection [will take place].#2

40 Al-Ghazali, Incoherence 163 (§§19—20); see also Marmura’s introduction, ibid., xxiv.
41 Ibid,, 165 (§§19—20).
42 Ibid, 213—214 (§19).
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Al-Ghazali thus affirms that, for the faithful student, it is obligatory to take
the language of the Quran literally, not metaphorically. However, a deeper
metaphorical and symbolic sense of scriptural statements beyond the literal
may present itself and gain in significance when pursuing the mystical path.
Still, for al-Ghazali, the exploration of this deeper sense must first be based
on the literal acceptance of the respective statements in scripture, as Michael
Marmura has commented on this issue.*3

1.2.4 Political Sciences and Ethics

Al-Ghazali's remarks in The deliverance on the political sciences are rather brief.
He blames the philosophers for reducing these disciplines to “administrative
maxims concerned with secular affairs and the government of rulers.” More-
over, the philosophers merely duplicated the concerns of the political sciences
from only two sources, (a) the proclamations found in the scriptures revealed
to the prophets (kutub Allah al-munzala ‘ala l-anbiya’) and (b) the maxims
handed down from the earlier prophets (salaf al-anbiya’).** In spite of the suc-
cinctness of these statements, al-Ghazalt’s line of thought is clear: The sharia is
the sole source of all authority (including political authority). Furthermore, the
shari‘a existed already, prior to the advent of Islam (as he speaks of scriptures
and revelations to prophets in the plural), and humans cannot change these
laws; they may only learn of them (as the philosophers simply duplicated these
perpetual laws in order to apply them to worldly matters).

In learning about the sharia, two main prerequisites, and the parameters
they set, must be observed. These are: (a) acknowledging the established divine
source of the shari‘a on the one hand; and (b) belief in and obedience to God
alone on the other.*>

Thus, additional sources for learning and practicing the political sciences
are:

— the will of the Prophet (as expressed in the prophetic tradition, the sadith,
the initial source of communal consensus);

43  Ibid., xxi. Al-Ghazali conveyed the same message, although in a more nuanced way, in his
earlier Faysal al-tafriga bayna [-Islam wa-l-zandaqa (On the boundaries of theological tol-
erance in Islam), a work that attempts to provide a legally sanctioned definition of what
is—in due consideration of historical developments and determinations—to be consid-
ered unbelief (kufr) in mainstream Sunni (“orthodox”) Islam and what is not. Particularly
relevant in our context is al-Ghazalt’s discussion of the five levels of and the rules for fig-
urative interpretation; cf. al-Ghazali, On the boundaries 104-107, 117.

44 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 79, 85; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 8,11 (§§ 36, 50).

45 Binder, al-GhazalT’s theory 220.
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— the consensus of the community (including contemporary Muslim as well
as preceding Muslim and non-Muslim generations through the “maxims
handed down from the earlier prophets”); and,

— religious observance, as al-Ghazali recaps the issue in The deliverance (after
having dealt with it extensively in various chapters of The revival).46

Now, concerning ethics, both the study and acceptance, as well as the out-

right rejection, of the ethical teachings set forth by the Muslim philosophers

bear serious risks for true (orthodox) believers. Al-Ghazali argues that study-
ing philosophical books, such as those of the Brethren of Purity, may lead
the unprepared learner to approve of these writings and their “wrong” ideas.

Hence, the faithful student must be prevented “on account of the deceit and

danger they contain,” just as children must be prevented from handling poi-

sonous snakes.#” Also, philosophical ethics are constituted of, on the one hand,

a mix of false and religiously precarious philosophical ideas, and of max-

ims from the prophetic tradition and Islamic mysticism on the other. Simple-

minded people, who are unable to distinguish right from wrong, may thus
reject not only philosophically defined ethics that need to be rejected for reli-
gious reasons, but also good orthodox teachings, just because the philosophers
uttered them.*8

Furthermore, al-Ghazali argues that ethics is a discipline the philosophers
use as an umbrella for all the principal human virtues and moral conduct that
the Sufis commit to following. The philosophers simply “took over these ideas
and mixed them with their own doctrines, using the lustre afforded by them to
promote the circulation of their own false teaching."+°

Therefore, the evil and mischief arising from the study of philosophical
ethics, in which principles of asceticism are combined with both philosoph-
ical teachings and quotations from the prophetic tradition, is twofold: If one
accepts this kind of ethics, one accepts philosophical teachings that contra-
dict orthodox Islamic faith. But, in rejecting them, one also risks rejecting the
true prophetic wisdom often integrated into these ethics on the basis that
these maxims were articulated by philosophers; this is the more serious dan-
ger.

46  Especially in volume one of The revival, which is devoted to the general themes of worship
and divine service.

47  For al-Ghazali’s use of images in his “apologetic autobiography,” al-Mungqidh min al-dalal,
to characterize his attitudes toward the Graeco-Arabic philosophical tradition, see also
Treiger, Inspired knowledge 102—-104.

48 Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 86—-87; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 11-12 (§ 52).

49  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 86; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 11 (§ 50).



276 GUNTHER

Consequently, al-Ghazali advises the student to seek truth by the truth
alone, and not by men and the errors they impart in their philosophical books,
expressly identifying the latter as the writings of the Brethren of Purity and
writers like them. Therefore, “the thoroughly grounded scholar (alim rasikh)”
is obliged to not deprive anyone in need of guidance, but to teach students
properly (in the orthodox tradition) so that they benefit from these instruc-
tions.5°

While al-Ghazali offers this advice concerning the risks in dealing with
philosophical ethics, he is obviously also contemplating the responsibilities of
a mystical scholar and reformer, which he saw himself as toward the end of his
life—a mission that the title and content of his late work The deliverance from
error makes very clear.

2 Ibn Rushd

Ibn Rushd (Averroes) is probably best known to the historian of Western philos-
ophy for his commentaries on Aristotle, which, in their Latin versions, signifi-
cantly influenced the development of Aristotelianism in both medieval Europe
and Renaissance Italy. In the Muslim world, it is Ibn Rushd’s writings in defense
of rationalist philosophy that left their mark.

Ibn Rushd lived most of his life in al-Andalus, the Iberian Peninsula under
Muslim rule, and a stronghold of genuine Islamic learning and creative intellec-
tual exchange during his lifetime, the sixth/twelfth century. The Almohads, the
ruling dynasty in North Africa and al-Andalus between 524 and 668 (1130 and
1269), paradoxically promoted a reformist-puritan doctrine as their state policy,
while their reputedly enlightened rulers were very much interested in (Aris-
totelian) philosophy and the sciences, hence their support of illustrious schol-
ars, philosophers, and physicians, such as Ibn Zuhr (Lat., Avenzoar; ca. 484—
557/1091-1161), Ibn Bajja (Avempace; ca. 487-533/1095-1139), Ibn Tufayl (Aben
Tofail; ca. 493—581/105-1185), and not least of all, Ibn Rushd. Nonetheless, the
restrictive state policy of the Almohads led some of the most conservative reli-
gious scholars in their realm to publicly discredit philosophy and the philoso-
phers and to incite the people against any form of rationalist thought. It was in

this complex political-religious and intellectual climate that Ibn Rushd formed
his ideas.5!

50  Al-Ghazali, Mungidh 89—9o; al-Ghazali, Deliverance 1213 (§§ 58—60).
51 Giinther, “Auf der Suche” 121-124; Giinther, Ibn Rushd 252—256.
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For Ibn Rushd, two principal approaches to Islamic learning exist. One
approach, as he saw it, is text-oriented in terms of its sources and traditional in
its methodology. It rests on the Quran and is supplemented by prophetic tradi-
tions and the commonly accepted interpretations of the Quran. In other words,
it relies on the authority of scripture and the sayings of the Prophet Muham-
mad, along with the consensus of religious scholars and the analytical methods
of interpretation that had already been generally established. In Ibn Rushd’s
view, this (traditional) kind of learning is the most appropriate way of edu-
cating ordinary citizens. The other approach is fully intellectualized and cre-
ative. Itis based on (a) burhan (demonstrative reasoning), (b) tasdiq ([rational |
assent), and (c) takhayyul ([attentive] imagination). This exclusive approach to
education is recommended to those intellectually capable of advanced learn-
ing. Given such a focused, imaginative, and creative kind of knowledge acqui-
sition, Ibn Rushd famously also argued that philosophy is not only a natural
component of religion and its study but also truly instrumental in directing
and correcting the traditional beliefs of faith.52

In this spirit, Ibn Rushd’s The decisive treatise appears as a rigorous appeal for
the harmony of religion and philosophy. It is a forceful attempt to demonstrate
that the Quranic revelation and the Law (shar, shari‘a) it contains not only do
not contradict but, indeed, safeguard and support the pursuit of truth, which
is the aim of philosophy—the latter, for Ibn Rushd, is identical to Aristotle’s
thought.53

Interestingly, many of Ibn Rushd’s arguments in this treatise are formulated
as direct or indirect refutations of charges that al-Ghazali put forward against
the philosophers. Moreover, Ibn Rushd’s whole “discourse” (magal) gives the
impression of representing a defense of the philosophers against al-Ghazalr’s
criticism of them, because the latter had attracted so much public attention
that a systematic response in published form was appropriate and needed.>*
This was all the more necessary, since al-Ghazali’s teachings flourished during
the reign of the Almohads.>®

52  Giinther, Ibn Rushd 256-258.

53  Belo, Averroes 3.

54  Ibn Rushd, Decisive treatise x1-xli (Butterworth’s introduction).

55  Notably, al-Ghazali’s teachings were considered as unbelief under the dynastic predeces-
sors of the Almohads, the Almoravids (r. 431-542/1040-1147), who promoted conservative
theological stances based on Ash‘arism; cf. Griffel, Philosophical theology 81. Indeed, the
reception of al-Ghazali’s thought in the West during the Almoravid reign was not without
tension. While, on the one hand, “his thought resonated with the profound aspirations
of the Islamic societies of the day,” as Fierro describes it, on the other, it represented
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Like al-Ghazali in The deliverance, Ibn Rushd discusses a number of specifics
concerning knowledge acquisition and education in The decisive treatise, in-
cluding significant limitations and restrictions on learning. However, in con-
trast to al-Ghazali, from the outset Ibn Rushd stresses his principle idea that
“intellectual reasoning or a combination of intellectual and legal reasoning” is
a suitable, helpful, and divinely sanctioned method of study. He supports this
view scripturally by repeatedly referring to relevant Quranic verses, including
the saying of the Exalted, “So, reflect, you who have eyes [to see and under-
stand]” (Q 59:2).

Against this epistemological background, Ibn Rushd explores several causes
that prompted the emergence of contending intellectual groups and factions
in Islam, including the theologians, philosophers, logicians, and natural sci-
entists. However, he does not stop at analyzing the merits and shortcomings
of these groups. He also offers advice on how to prevent or overcome these
divides. Remarkably, much of his reasoning in this regard is framed within the
context of education.

2.1 Theology

Ibn Rushd states that the Quran contains three ways of generating truth: (1)
dialectical ( jadalr), studied by the theologians; (2) demonstrative (burhant),
studied by the philosophers and natural scientists; and (3) rhetorical (khitabi),
used by the majority of common people (jumhir ghalib).56 Problems with
the dialectical pursuit of truth arise when differences among the theologians,
concerning the interpretation of scripture, spill over to the common people,
where they cause—as a consequence of the limited intellectual capability of
the latter—confusion and turmoil. First, Ibn Rushd argues, there is the appar-
ent meaning of scripture and the Law it contains, which generally needs to
be respected. Second, there is interpretation of scripture, which should be
conducted exclusively by those skilled in demonstration. Third, the results of
such scriptural analysis must not be made available to the masses. Rather,
they should be accessible only to those intellectually capable of understand-
ing them. Therefore, the sophisticated methods used by the rationalist theolo-

a challenge to the traditional religious scholars. This seems to have led to “the dark and
hotly debated episode of the burning of al-Ghazalt’s work, ordered by the Almoravid amir
and instigated by certain Andalusi ‘ulama’” as later Muslim historical sources indicate; cf.
Fierro, Between the Maghreb 3.

56  Cf. also von Kiigelgen, Averroes 31—32. An alternative reading of the third term would be
“discursive” (khitabr).
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gians of the Ash‘arite school in particular must be rejected, because they target
not only the elite but also the masses with their interpretations of the Quran.
Ibn Rushd states:

Those among them who reflected have wronged the Muslims in the sense
that a group of Ash‘arites has charged with unbelief anyone who is not
cognizant of the existence of the Creator (glorious is He) by the meth-
ods they have set down for cognizance of Him in their books. But, in truth,
they are the ones who are the unbelievers and those who are misguided.
From here on they disagree, with one group saying “The first obligation is
reflection,” and another group saying, “Faith is” ...

If it were said, “If these methods followed by the Ash‘arites and oth-
ers adept in reflection are not the shared methods by which the Lawgiver
intended to teach the multitude and by which alone is possible to teach
them, then which ones are these methods in the Law of ours?” We would
say, “They are the methods that are established in the precious Book alone
... And these are the shared methods for (a) teaching the majority of the
people and (b) [the method for teaching] the select”.5

Here, Ibn Rushd sets clear limits to the scholarly tasks and duties of rationalist
theology, whereas he includes both the Ash‘arites and, as his arguments pro-
ceeds, the Mu‘tazilites (who the Ash‘arites oppose) as well.

At first glance, Ibn Rushd appears to draw conclusions here quite similar to
those expressed by al-Ghazali in The deliverance, where al-Ghazali emphati-
cally called upon the theologians to protect Islam from confusion and heresy
by preserving the orthodox creeds, instead of long-windedly exploring “the true
natures of things” and other themes irreverent to theologians (and the faith-
ful).

Still, Ibn Rushd expressly names al-Ghazali in The decisive treatise as a cham-
pion of the Ash‘arite school of theology. In other words, Ibn Rushd is rather
indifferent to al-Ghazali’s venture of voicing criticism of the dialectical theolo-
gians on the one hand and recommending logic as tool of theological learning
on the other. Instead, Ibn Rushd points out the risks of dealing with theological
matters discursively, since such activities do nothing in defense of the Quran
and the Law. He also states that the discursive theologians would “end up at

57  Ibn Rushd, Decisive treatise 30-31 (§§54, 55, italics by S.G.); see also ibid., xxxvi (But-
terworth’s introduction; italics by S.G.). See also Fakhry, Averroes 12—35 (“The critique of
Ash‘arite theology”).
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the point where no one grasps an interpretation of them” anymore. Also, the
doctrinal quarrels of the theologians had achieved nothing but an increase of
heretical innovations (wa-li-dhalika kathurat al-bida").

Ibn Rushd’s advice on the matter is that dialectical theologians should admit
that the Quran is “completely persuasive and able to bring about assent for
everyone.”>8 With this argument, Ibn Rushd essentially readjusts the collec-
tive intellectual focus onto the inclusiveness of the Quranic scripture and the
divinely revealed Law. At the same time, he undermines and ultimately rejects
al-Ghazali’s ideal of learning—that is, one that centers on the acquisition of
intuitive knowledge (ma‘ifa hadsiyya) as the proper method to arrive at cer-
tainty (yagqin), as The deliverance and other works al-Ghazali wrote at a mature
age display so clearly.5°

2.2 Philosophy
Ibn Rushd views philosophy and logic as closely linked and interrelated dis-
ciplines. This has led some modern scholars to speak of Ibn Rushd’s philo-
sophical logic.6® In The decisive treatise, Ibn Rushd famously determines that
“the Law makes it obligatory to reflect (nagar) upon existing things (mawji-
dat) by means of the intellect, and to consider ({tibar) them” by syllogistic
reasoning (qiyds), which means “deducing (istinbat) and inferring (istikhraj)
the unknown from the known.” Furthermore, he says that the most complete
kind of reflection on the Law not only calls for but also urges and warrants per-
forming “demonstration” (burhan).5!

In the course of establishing these key instructions for rationalist learning
within the tradition of the Aristotelian proof, Ibn Rushd identifies some criti-
cal issues that arise when certain groups of scholars make use of philosophical

58  Ibn Rushd, Decisive treatise 29-30 (§§ 52, 54).

59  Although not made explicit, Ibn Rushd appears to contest one of al-Ghazalt’s key state-
ment that reads, “My soul regained its health and equilibrium and once again I accepted
the self-evident data of reason and relied on them with safety and certainty. But that was
not achieved by constructing a proof or putting together an argument. On the contrary, it
was the effect of alight, which God Most High cast into my breast [in reference to Q 6:125].
And that light is the key to most knowledge. Therefore, whoever thinks that the unveiling
of truth depends on precisely formulated proofs has indeed straitened the broad mercy of
God ... From that light, then, the unveiling of truth must be sought.” Cf. al-Ghazali, Deliv-
erance 4 (§15).

60 Ibn Rushd, Decisive treatise 1 (§1). See also Leaman, Ibn Rushd 645; and Griffel, Philosoph-
ical theology 81.

61 Ibn Rushd, Decisive treatise 2—3 (§ 3).
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logic and demonstration in matters concerning the interpretation of scripture.
For this argument, he takes the belief in the hereafter and its conditions as a
model.

Ibn Rushd here refers first to the Ash‘arites. He criticizes them as those who
“pretend to demonstration, saying that it is obligatory to take these descrip-
tions [of the hereafter] in their apparent sense since there is no demonstration
rendering that apparent sense preposterous.”6? Other scholars, especially the
mystics, must be objected to as well, since many of them apply the philo-
sophical method of demonstration in the same manner when interpreting the
Quranic descriptions of the hereafter. Still, although making use of one and
the same method, they reach considerably different conclusions. Al-Ghazali
in particular was criticized in this regard, because he inadequately combined
these two ways of learning for religious instruction in his books when (a)
referring to the lack of demonstrative proof in rendering an assumption pos-
itive, and (b) using demonstrative proof for individual spiritual interpreta-
tions.63

Ibn Rushd sums up this point by maintaining that the common people need
to take the Quranic verses on the hereafter in their apparent literal (zahir)
sense; any figurative interpretation of them (ta’wil) represents, leads them to,
unbelief (kufr). Thus, interpretations of verses concerning the hereafter should
be mentioned only in books of demonstration (kutub al-barahin), and they
should only be made available to those who are adept in demonstration, in the
Aristotelian tradition of philosophy and logic. “Whereas, if they are established
in other demonstrative books with poetical and rhetorical or dialectical meth-
ods used in them, as does Abti Hamid [al-Ghazali], that is an error against the
Law and against philosophy,” Ibn Rushd concludes.54

2.2.1 Logic

Within this rather composite reasoning on literal and figurative understand-
ings and interpretation of scripture, the importance of philosophical logic in
knowledge acquisition and learning plays a central role for Ibn Rushd. This
is notable since, through his plea for a demonstrative approach to scripture
and its Law, which should be made available only to qualified intellectuals,
the author apparently intends to cast aside the doubts of