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Preface to the Revised Edition




Since this work was first composed over two decades ago and deals not only with the immutable principles of traditional Islam, but also its confrontation and interaction with the ever changing conditions of the modern world, the preparation of this new edition has necessitated extensive revision in both the text and the references. Where necessary, the text has been revised and augmented, and all references have been brought up to date. Moreover, several new chapters and appendices have been added to make the presentation more complete. The truths presented in the original edition have not changed, but everything has been reviewed in light of all that has occurred in recent decades in the domain of traditional Islam, which is faced with unprecedented challenges from the modern world and offers diverse responses to those challenges. The aim of the original edition was primarily intellectual and religious, not political and economic, and this aim has not been revised. The aim and general structure remain the same as in the original edition, but this revised edition, in its consideration of numerous new factors, the incorporation of more recent scholarship, and the addition of much new material, is a new book.

I wish to thank the Radius Foundation, which provided financial support for the preparation of the manuscript, and Abigail Tardiff, whose heroic efforts made possible getting this revised edition ready for publication. I also wish to express my gratitude to Eric Brandt, Suzanne Quist, and the other editors at HarperOne for all their efforts in making the printing and publication of this work possible.

Seyyed Hossein Nasr

Bethesda, Maryland

July, A.D. 2009

Rajab, A.H. 1430








Preface to the Original Edition




The extensive interest in Islam displayed in recent years in many Western circles, far from simply helping to make the various aspects of Islam better known, has often caused confusion resulting from ignorance, misinformation, and unfortunately sometimes disinformation. Distortions of the teachings of Islam have often resulted from the negative passions that the subject arouses in certain people and from the vested interest that numerous parties have in the kind of treatment that Islam receives.

A few decades ago, Muslims could justly complain of the distortions present in studies by Western orientalists, Islamicists, and missionaries; also of the lack of interest on the part of the general Western public in matters Islamic. Today, thanks to genuine attempts by certain sections of the Islamic world to reassert their Islamic character and to seek to preserve the Islamic tradition, but even more so as a result of the unfortunate use of Islam by all kinds of political forces, some using violent means, apathy toward subjects of an Islamic nature has certainly diminished. A number of new misinterpretations have, however, arisen to supplement those of earlier orientalists and missionaries. There now exists a substantial body of journalistic treatments of Islamic subjects perpetrated in the name of scholarship (or masquerading as scholarship). Until a few years ago there was a leftist and often explicitly Marxist treatment of Islam. These days there is a new so-called resurgent or fundamentalist Islam, which currently produces a quantitatively substantial literature in European languages and plays no small role, in both words and deeds, in forming a distorted image of Islam in the West. And finally there is hate literature by both secularists and religious extremists in the West based on the open vilification of even the most sacred beliefs of Muslims.

As a result of the appearance of these and other contemporary interpretations of Islam, the task of understanding this religion as it has been lived and viewed traditionally over the centuries becomes ever more difficult for those genuinely interested in the subject. One knows who speaks for Western interpretations of Islam, who for the modernists within the Islamic world, and who for that whole spectrum of thought and action usually called “fundamentalism.” But, then, who speaks for traditional Islam—the Islam lived for centuries by theologians and jurists, by philosophers and scientists, by artists and poets, by Sufis and simple people of faith throughout the Islamic world during the fourteen centuries of Islamic history—the Islam that is in fact still followed by the vast majority of Muslims from the Atlantic to the Pacific?

It is as a response to the pressing need to expound the teachings of traditional Islam that this and in fact also to a large extent my other works on Islam have been written. Almost every day an issue arises in which the view of Islam is sought, and usually either some modernistic or “fundamentalist” response from quarters bearing Islamic credentials is provided—if not simply a scholarly answer by a Western Islamicist, who may, paradoxically, occasionally provide a more balanced one, precisely because he or she is not personally entangled in the present-day intellectual tensions that beset the Islamic world. Whenever possible, I have sought to make a humble contribution to the knowledge of Islam in the West by presenting the traditional Islamic point of view precisely on such themes as are currently under debate.

In some of my earlier books, especially Islam and the Plight of Modern Man and Islamic Life and Thought, I have already provided studies of a number of traditional Islamic views that are in confrontation with the modern world. In the present volume, I continue this task by concentrating at the same time more fully upon the contrast between traditional Islam and its “revivalist” and “fundamentalist” manifestations and dealing with issues of particular significance to the Islamic world and to the Western understanding of Islam, beginning with a study of the nature of traditional Islam itself in the Prologue.

The first section then turns to some of the basic facets of the Islamic tradition that are being widely discussed and debated today, beginning with an overall study of Islam in the present-day Islamic world and then turning to the meaning of jihād, a term that has now become almost a household word in the West, but is still widely misunderstood and often maliciously misinterpreted. A study is then made of work ethics as described in traditional Islamic sources and found within Islamic society itself; a distinction is made between the two that seeks to bring out the permanent value of traditional Islamic work ethics and its continuing validity despite shortcomings in its application in many sectors of present-day Islamic society. In the next chapter, attention is turned to the critical question of the relationship between the male and the female in both its internal and external (social) aspects. Without simply surrendering to current fads, yet accepting the challenges posed for Islam concerning the role and position of women, I have sought to provide knowledge of the metaphysical and psychological foundations in Islam of the male-female relationship, upon the basis of which all the Islamic social aspects of the relationship must ultimately be founded.

Finally in the last chapter of the first section, Shī‘ism is discussed as it developed in Safavid Persia as the state religion, thereby making available the in-depth theological and historical background necessary for an understanding of the role of Shī‘ism in present-day Iran, and indeed in the whole of the Middle East, and the current relationship between Shī‘ism and Sunnism. One needs to recall here that, after the death of the Prophet of Islam, the Islamic community divided on the question of who should succeed him as leader and what the function of such a person should be. The majority accepted Abū Bakr as the first successor of the Prophet, his vicegerent (caliph), and became known as ahl al-sunnah wa’l-jama‘ah, or Sunnis, while those who believed that ‘Alī should have become the leader came to be known as Shī‘ites, who have always remained as a minority in the Islamic world. In the (A.H./A.D.) tenth/sixteenth century, however, Persia became majority Shī‘ite and remains to this day the most populated Shī‘ite country; there are also important Shī‘ite populations in some Arab countries, Pakistan, and India. Besides Iran, one must mention Iraq, Azerbaijan, Ba[image: inline]rayn, and Lebanon, which also have a Shī‘ite majority among their Muslim populations, while all other Muslim countries have a Sunni majority.

The second section delves into the subject of Islamic spirituality, its relation to spirituality considered on a global scale, the various domains related to Islamic spirituality, the challenges it faces today, and its prospects in the future. The section concludes with a chapter on an issue that is central to the struggle between various forces within the Islamic world, namely, the understanding of the notion of “development” in the context in which this term is used commonly today, mostly in relation to economic growth and social change considered in their quantitative and not qualitative aspects; this concept is then evaluated in light of Islamic values and norms.

The third and longest section of this work is devoted to the study of the tensions between traditional Islam and modernism in various specific intellectual and cultural contexts. Here the first and foremost topic is education, which is such a central issue in almost every Islamic country. Then philosophy is treated, the study and teaching of which are closely related to education, on the one hand, and to the whole intellectual tension between tradition, modernism, and “fundalmentalism” on the other. This is followed by a discussion of the important subject of the similarities and contrasts between Islamic and modern science. Finally, I turn to art, architecture, and city planning, which again have become major arenas of contention within the Islamic world, arousing much passion and debate and also having a great impact upon the religious and cultural life of the whole community.

The first two appendices of this work include an account of the syllabus of traditional Islamic madrasahs (meaning Islamic schools offering courses on levels corresponding to secondary and college education and including all kinds of subjects, not only religious ones in the narrow sense) as well as a survey of the state of philosophy in the Islamic world today. Appendices III and IV not only seek to bring out the value of the works of exceptional academic and non-academic scholars for the understanding of traditional Islam, but also to demonstrate that traditional Islam, in contrast to modernism and “fundamentalism,” bases its judgment of Western scholarship on truth and not merely on geography. Although critical of what is distorted in orientalist scholarship, the traditional perspective, as reflected in the works of Traditionalists presented here, does not allow itself to explode into sloganeering and vituperative statements simply because the author of a statement happens to be a Westerner; nor does its praise of any piece of scholarship on Islam simply arise out of an inferiority complex, because that work is produced in a Western language and uses all the paraphernalia of modern scholarship. These sections hope to make clear what Western scholarship on Islam can do and to a large extent has already done toward bringing about a better understanding when it is based upon authentic knowledge, sympathy, and love, without having to compromise either the rigor of scholarship or (of even greater importance) the demands of the truth.

Although the future, according to the Islamic perspective, belongs to God and He alone has knowledge of it, there is today so much interest in the future of the Islamic world and in making projections from present-day trends, that it seemed necessary to give some attention to this burning issue. The final chapter therefore seeks to deal with present religious and intellectual tendencies in the Islamic world and how these trends are likely to develop in the near future. This study is made with full awareness that all human knowledge and science fails to comprehend the exact stages of the unfolding of God’s Will in human history and I have therefore been careful to add that in such matters God knows best.

In preparing this manuscript for publication, I wish to express my profound gratitude to Katherine O’Brien, whose aid has been indispensable. I hope that this book will be a humble step toward bringing about better understanding in the West of the views of traditional Islam and also make the teachings of the Islamic tradition more easily accessible to those Muslims whose upbringing and training make this type of exposition more comprehensible to them than truths expressed in older traditional Islamic sources. At the present moment, any step taken toward bringing about better understanding of Islam in the West cannot but be of mutual benefit to both the Islamic world and the West—two worlds whose destinies are interrelated in ways that are not always perceptible, but that embrace spiritual, artistic, and intellectual life as well as activities in the political and economic arenas—or all that constitutes both the tapestry of the inner life and that of human civilization and history as it unfolds in the matrices of time and space.

wa ma tawfiqi illa bi’Llah








Prologue




What Is Traditional Islam?

This is the wont [tradition] of God [sunnat Allah] with those who passed before, and you will find no alteration in God’s wont.

Quran XXXIII: 621

Two centuries ago, if Westerners, or for that matter Chinese Confucianists or Indian Hindus, were to study Islam, they would have encountered but a single Islamic tradition. Such persons could have detected numerous schools of thought, juridical, theological, and mystical interpretations, and even sects that remained separated from the main body of the community. They would, moreover, have encountered both orthodoxy and heterodoxy in belief as well as in practice. But all that they could have observed, from the esoteric utterances of a Sufi saint to the juridical injunctions of an ‘alim, or religious scholar, from the strict religious views of a [image: inline]anbalite doctor of law from Damascus to the unbalanced assertions of an extreme group of Shī‘ites, would have belonged in one degree or another to the Islamic tradition; that is, to that single tree of Divine Origin whose roots are the Quran and the traditions of the Prophet of Islam, or Hadith, and whose trunk and branches constitute that body of tradition that has grown from those roots over some fourteen centuries in nearly every inhabited quarter of the globe.

Then, some two hundred years ago, the main waves of modernism began to reach the shores of the Abode of Islam (dār al-islām) and with the passage of time gradually inundated them. One could detect the influence of modernist ideas and movements as early as the late twelfth/eighteenth and early thirteenth/nineteenth centuries (the figure on the left refers to centuries according to the Islamic calendar, and the one on the right to the Western calendar) in certain fields, such as military science, astronomy, and medicine, in some parts, even if not all, of the Islamic world. Soon there were modernist trends in education, sociopolitical thought, and law and, somewhat later, in philosophy, architecture, and many of the arts, although the influence in painting and design can be seen even in the eleventh/seventeenth century. Finally, such trends came to be seen in certain movements within Islam itself, although during that period their influence on the religion was still quite limited. For anyone who understood the essence of modernism based on and originating in the secularizing and humanistic tendencies of the European Renaissance, it was easy to detect the confrontation that was already taking place between traditional and modern elements in the Islamic world.

Only during the past few decades has a new phenomenon appeared that necessitates distinguishing rigorously between traditional Islam and not only modernism, but also that spectrum of feeling, action, and thought that has come to be identified by Western scholarship and journalism as “fundamentalist,” revivalist, or “activist” Islam. There were, needless to say, revivalist movements in the Islamic world in earlier centuries. But this earlier “fundamentalism,” associated with, let us say, Salafism in the Arab world or the Deoband school of India, was, to be sure, a more or less truncated form of traditional Islam, opposed to many aspects of the Islamic tradition and highly exoteric, but it was still orthodox, and not a complete departure or deviation from traditional norms. Despite the fact that in the name of reform such movements did much to weaken and impoverish traditional Islam, they could still be understood to some extent in terms of the dichotomy between the traditional and the modern by Western standards, although their importance came to be overemphasized in Western scholarship at the expense of the truly traditional revivers of Islam. There is much more written in European languages on such figures as Jamāl al-Dīn Astrābādī, known as al-Afghānī, or Sir Sayyid A[image: inline]mad Khān, than, let us say, on ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Jazā’irī, taking into account his religious and esoteric activities and not simply his political leadership, or Shaykh al-‘Alawī.2

Today, however, alongside the modernist trend, which stands against traditional Islam, there is a whole series of so-called fundamentalist movements that speak of reviving Islam in opposition to modernism and Western civilization, which for several centuries served as the soil in which modernism grew and was nurtured, but that are also not traditional and in fact stand opposed to traditional Islam in basic ways. It is, therefore, precisely at this moment of history that it is crucial to distinguish these movements that have come to be called the “new fundamentalism,” or simply “Islamic fundamentalism,” from traditional Islam, with which they are often confused. However, anyone who has read works of a traditional nature on Islam3 and compared them to those championed by the current “fundamentalists” can immediately discern basic differences between them, not only in content, but also in the whole “climate” in which they breathe. Needless to say, what is branded as “fundamentalism” includes a wide spectrum, parts of which are close to the traditional interpretation of certain aspects of Islam, such as jurisprudence. But the main thrust of that type of politico-religious movement now called “fundamentalism,” a term that precisely because of its ambiguity is quite problematic and would have been avoided if possible, is so basically different from traditional Islam as to warrant the sharp distinction drawn between them here, despite the existence of certain areas where some types of “fundamentalism” and certain dimensions of traditional Islam might be in accord.

Before pointing out these basic differences, it is necessary to say a word about the term “tradition” as used here, as in all of my other writings. As used by the Traditionalists, the group that formed around the work of René Guénon that is rooted in the “perennial philosophy,” this term implies both the Sacred as revealed to humanity through revelation and the unfolding and development of that sacred message in the history of the particular human community for which it was destined; it implies both horizontal continuity with the Origin and a vertical connection that relates each moment in the development of the life of any single tradition to the metahistorical Transcendent Reality.

Tradition, which needs to be defined universally now precisely because of the onslaught of modernism and more recently the appearance upon the scene of that caricature of tradition called “fundamentalism,” is at once al-din, understood in the widest sense of the word, a sense that embraces all aspects of religion and its ramifications; al-sunnah, or that which, based upon sacred models, has become tradition as this word is usually understood; and al-silsilah, or the chain that links each period, episode, or stage of life and thought in the traditional world to the Origin, as one sees so clearly in Sufism, which represents most of the esoteric and mystical dimension of Islam. Tradition, therefore, is like a tree, the roots of which are sunk through revelation in the Divine Nature and the trunk and branches of which have grown over the ages. At the heart of the tree of tradition resides religion, and the sap of this tree consists of that grace, or barakah, that, originating with the revelation, makes possible the continuity of the life of the tree. Tradition implies the sacred, the eternal, the immutable Truth; the perennial wisdom as well as the continuous application of its immutable principles to various conditions of space and time.4

The earthly life of a tradition can come to an end—traditional civilizations can and do decay. But that decay as well as the presence of contending schools of thought, which have always existed in traditional civilizations, is still within the framework of tradition. What is directly opposed to tradition is anti- and countertradition, to which we shall turn later, and of course modernism, which is antitraditional by nature and without whose existence there would in fact be no need for the usage of such a term as “tradition.” If traditionalists insist on the complete opposition between tradition and modernism, it is precisely because modernism, understood as a distinct worldview and paradigm, either denies truths of a religious or metaphysical nature or creates in the religious and metaphysical realms a blurred image within which half truths appear as the truth itself, thereby compromising the integrity of all that tradition represents.

The significance of traditional Islam can be understood more clearly in light of its attitude toward various facets of Islam. Traditional Islam accepts, of course, without any ifs, ands, or buts, the Noble Quran in both content and form as the Word of God, as the earthly embodiment of God’s Eternal Word, uncreated in its essence and without temporal origin. It also accepts the traditional commentaries on the Quran, ranging from the linguistic and historical to the sapiential and metaphysical. In fact, it interprets the Sacred Text not on the basis of the literal and external meaning of the words alone or by the use of individualistic, linguistic, or historical reasoning, but on the basis of the long tradition of hermeneutics going back to the Blessed Prophet himself and relying upon oral transmission as well as written commentaries. The latter range from the works of [image: inline]asan al-Ba[image: inline]rī and Imām Ja‘far al- [image: inline]ādiq to those composed by traditional authorities up to the present day.5

As for Hadith, again the traditional school accepts the orthodox collection of the six Correct Books, or Sihah, of the Sunni world and the Four Books, or al-Kutub al-arba‘ah, of Shī‘ism. It is willing to consider the criticism brought forth against spurious Hadith by modern critics. But it is not willing to accept unquestioningly the premise upon which modern criticism is based, namely, the denial of the penetration of the Sacred into the temporal order. Traditional Islam believes in divine revelation, the reality of oral transmission, and the possibility of knowledge by the Prophet on the basis of direct access to the Source of all knowledge rather than from purely human agents of transmission. Traditional Islam does not reject Hadith because it does not accord with the modern world’s conception of historical causality and philosophical historicism and the diluted meaning of revelation that has now penetrated even into modern Western religious thought. It relies upon the critical methods of Hadith scholarship as cultivated over the centuries by traditional Muslim scholars of Hadith, based as they are on both the historical continuity of the tradition and the barakah that protects the truth within a tradition as long as that tradition is alive. Traditional Islamic scholarship is also open to the consideration of all critical appraisals of the Hadith corpus, as long as the criticism is not based on the assumption that what has left no traces in written records does not exist. The traditional perspective always remembers the famous principle of Islamic philosophy, that ‘adam al-wijdan la yadullu ‘ala ‘adam al-wujud, that is, “The nonexistence of awareness of something is not proof of its nonexistence.”

Traditional Islam defends completely the Shari‘ah, or Divine Law, as it has been understood and interpreted over the centuries and as it has been crystallized in the classical schools (madhahib) of Law and considers following it to be obligatory for all Muslims. Moreover, it accepts the possibility of giving fresh views (ijtihad) on the basis of traditional legal principles, which themselves provide the means of applying the Law to newly created situations, but always according to such traditional legal principles as qiyas (analogy), ijma‘ (consensus of opinion), istihsan (judicial preference), and so forth.6 Moreover, for traditional Islam, all morality is derived from the Quran and Hadith and related, in a more concrete manner, to the Shari‘ah.

As far as Sufism, or the Tariqah, is concerned, traditional Islam considers it the inner dimension or heart of the Islamic revelation, without denying either the state of decadence, in the sense of falling below or deviating from the traditional norms of doctrine and practice, into which certain Sufi orders have fallen over the centuries or the necessity of preserving the truths of Sufism only for those qualified to receive them. The attitude of traditional Islam toward Sufism reflects the view that was current during the centuries prior to the advent of puritanical and modernist movements in the twelfth/eighteenth century, namely, that it is the means for the attainment of sanctity for those wishing to encounter their Creator here and now and not a teaching meant to be followed by all members of the community. Again, the traditional defense of Sufism is based on the acceptance of its reality as manifested in various Sufi orders and on respect for the diversity existing within these orders, not on the identification of Sufism with a particular order or school. Nor does the traditional perspective overlook the disagreement that has existed between certain representatives of the exoteric and esoteric dimensions of Islam over the centuries. In fact, this disagreement is understood as necessary in light of the nature of the Islamic revelation and the condition of the human community to which the revelation has been addressed. The traditional school therefore confirms and reiterates the view of authorities such as Abū [image: inline]āmid al-Ghazzālī, in the Sunni world, and Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn al-‘Āmilī, in the Shī‘ite world, recognized religious authorities who have been masters of both the exoteric and esoteric sciences and who have defended both dimensions of Islam while explaining why the esoteric comprehends the exoteric, but the exoteric excludes and does not comprehend the esoteric.7

Not every traditional scholar has been a master of all the traditional schools of thought or accepted all their premises and teachings. Even in the traditional world, one school of kalam (theology) disagreed with other schools of kalam, followers of kalam disagreed with those of philosophy, philosophers of one school disagreed with those of another, and some Sufis disagreed with followers of kalam or philosophy. But all these various ways of thinking belonged nevertheless to the traditional universe. Traditionalists do not defend only one school at the expense of others, but insist on the value of the whole intellectual tradition of Islam in all of its authentic manifestations with full awareness of different degrees of universality expressed by them, since all of these manifestations have issued from the teachings of the Islamic revelation. Moreover, the various traditional schools of Islamic theology, philosophy, Sufism, and the sciences are evaluated by traditionalists in light of the Islamic worldview. They are in fact seen as diverse keys to the understanding of various aspects of the intellectual universe of Islam, rather than, as in the Western view, as merely stages in the development of this or that school of Western philosophy or science, in other words valued by many Western scholars only because of the contribution they have made to modern Western thought.

As far as traditional Islamic art and architecture are concerned, traditional Islam insists upon their Islamicity and their relation to the inner dimension of the Islamic revelation, as they are crystallizations of the spiritual treasures of the religion in visible or audible form. Traditionalists insist upon the fact that religion possesses not only a truth, but also a presence, and that the barakah emanating from Islamic art and architecture is as essential for the survival of the religion as a whole as the Shari‘ah itself. Again, traditional Islam recognizes that certain forms of Islamic art and architecture decayed in certain areas and that some types of traditional art are more central and essential than others, but it insists that under no condition can one be indifferent to the power of forms over the human soul. One cannot simply neglect the significance of Islamic art and architecture by insisting only upon the legal and ethical aspects of the religion. From the Quranic revelation there issued not only regulations for how human beings should act, but also the principles according to which they should make things. Islamic art and architecture are directly related to Islamic spirituality,8 and the Traditionalists remain the staunchest supporters of traditional art and architecture. They are opposed to all the ugliness that is now invading the Islamic world in the form of urban design and architecture, artifacts, dress, and the like, an invasion accepted by both modernists and “fundamentalists” in the name of compassion for human beings, expediency, and concern for the material welfare of society, with total indifference to beauty.

Besides art and architecture, in no domain is the difference between the traditional, on the one hand, and modernist and “fundamentalist” views, on the other, more evident than in the fields of politics, social life, and economics. As far as social life is concerned, the traditional perspective insists upon the preservation of Shari‘ite institutions; the importance of units such as the family, the village, the guilds, and local urban quarters; and in general a social fabric based on the bonds created by religion. In economics, realism is never sacrificed in favor of an unrealizable idealism, nor is it thought possible to inculcate the virtues of hard work, honesty, frugality, and generosity simply by external force or pressure. Economics is always seen as legitimate only if wed to morality within a human situation that preserves personal human contacts and trust between individuals, as one sees in the traditional bazaar, rather than as related to impersonal and excessively large organizations, whose very size precludes the possibility of direct human relationships.9

In the political domain, the traditional perspective always insists upon realism based on Islamic norms. In the Sunni world, historically it accepted the classical caliphate and, in its absence, other political institutions, such as the sultanate, which developed over the centuries in light of the teachings of the Shari‘ah and the needs of the community. Under no condition, however, does it seek to destroy what remains of traditional Islamic political institutions, which are controlled by traditional restraints, in the hope of installing another Abū Bakr or ‘Umar, but meanwhile settling for some form of dictatorship by an army officer. Moreover, such dictatorships are usually outwardly based on the external forms of political institutions derived from the French Revolution and other upheavals of European history, even though they are presented by many as the authentic Islamic form of government. As for the Shī‘ite world, the traditional perspective continues to insist that final authority belongs to the Twelfth Imam, in whose absence no form of government can be perfect.

In both worlds, the traditional perspective remains always aware of the fall of the community from its original perfection, the danger of destroying traditional Islamic institutions and substituting those of modern, Western origin, and the necessity of creating a more Islamic order and reviving society from within by strengthening faith in the hearts of men and women rather than simply by external force. The traditional image of sociopolitical revival is that of the “renewer” (mujaddid), identified over the centuries with great saints and sages such as ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Jīlānī, al-Ghazzālī, Shaykh Abū’l-[image: inline]asan al-Shādhilī, and Shaykh A[image: inline]mad Sirhindī, rather than the many so-called reformers who have appeared upon the scene since the twelfth/eighteenth century.

To understand traditional Islam better, these views must be compared and contrasted with those of both the so-called fundamentalists and modernists. It is essential to remember that, at this moment in human history, one must distinguish, in all religions and civilizations as well as Islam, not only between the traditional and the modern, but also between authentic tradition and pseudotradition, which is antitraditional and now more and more countertraditional, but which also displays certain characteristics outwardly similar to the traditional. As far as the Islamic world is concerned, these distinctions appear clearly once one is able to distinguish between the traditional, as here defined, and that pseudotraditional perspective that is often identified with one form or another of “fundamentalism.” This type of phenomenon, while claiming to restore Islam to its original purity, is in fact creating something very different from the traditional Islam that was brought by the Prophet and that has survived and grown like a living tree during the fourteen centuries since his migration to Medina.10

These differences between the traditional and the anti- or countertraditional in Islam become clearer once the traditional is compared to the “fundamentalist” in specific fields.11 The traditionalist and the “fundamentalist” meet in their acceptance of the Quran and Hadith as well as in their emphasis upon the Shari‘ah, but even here the differences remain profound as far as interpretations are concerned. As already mentioned, tradition always emphasizes the sapiential commentaries and the long tradition of Quranic hermeneutics in understanding the meaning of the verses of the Sacred Text. So many of the “fundamentalist” movements, however, simply pull out this or that verse from the Quran and give it a meaning in accordance with their goals and aims, often reading into it a meaning alien to the whole tradition of Quranic commentary, or tafsir. As for the Shari‘ah, tradition always emphasizes, in contrast to so much of current “fundamentalism,” faith, inner attachment to the dicta of the Divine Law, and lenient judgment based upon the imperfections of human society,12 rather than simply external coercion based on fear of some human authority, some authority other than God.

Outside of this domain, the differences between the traditional and the anti- and countertraditional in Islam are even more blatant. Most of the current “fundamentalist” movements, while denouncing modernism, accept some of the most basic aspects of modernism. This is clearly seen in their complete and open-armed acceptance of modern science and technology. Many of them even seek a Quranic basis for modern man’s domination and destruction of nature by referring to the Quranic injunction to the human being to “dominate” (taskhir) the earth, as if the human being addressed in the Quran were not the servant of God (‘abd Allah) and God’s vicegerent on earth (khalifat Allah), but rather the modern consumer. They engage in lengthy arguments to demonstrate how Islamic science served as the necessary background for and made possible the creation of Western science despite Christianity, completely disregarding the fact that the nature and character of Islamic science are entirely different from those of modern science.13 Their attitude toward science and technology is in fact nearly identical with that of the modernists, as seen on the practical plane in the attitude of Muslim countries with modern forms of government compared to those that claim to possess one or another form of Islamic government. There is hardly any difference in the manner in which they both try to blindly adopt modern Western technology, from computers to television, without any thought for the consequences of these inventions upon the minds and souls of Muslims.

This common attitude is in fact to be found in the domain of knowledge in general. The process of the secularization of knowledge that has occurred in the West since the Renaissance, against all traditional Islamic teachings concerning “science” (al-‘ilm), is not only taken for granted as a sign of progress by the modernists, but is also hardly even noticed by the “fundamentalists.” By simply equating modern forms of knowledge with al-‘ilm, the latter claim to follow the injunctions of Islam in their espousal of modern science, rarely asking themselves what kind of ‘ilm it was that the Blessed Prophet instructed his followers to seek from the cradle to the grave. Nor do they pause to ponder what the real implications are of the famous saying, sometimes attributed to ‘Alī ibn Abī [image: inline]ālib, “I become the slave of him who teaches me a single word.” Could this “word” possibly be a term pulled out of a chemistry dictionary or one drawn from some computer language?14 The real nature of much of “fundamentalist” thought in its relation to modernism is made evident in the whole question of the process of the secularization of knowledge in the West and the adoption of the fruit of this process in so many quarters of the contemporary Islamic world, not to speak of some of the solutions being offered to the problem of the Islamization of knowledge by followers of both the modernist and the “fundamentalist” camps.

Another remarkable similarity between the modernist and “fundamentalist” groups that is in complete contrast to the traditionalist position is to be found in their attitudes toward art. As already mentioned, traditional Islamic civilization is marked by its emphasis upon the wedding of beauty with every aspect of human life, from the chanting of the Quran to the making of pots and pans. The traditional Islamic plastic and auditory arts have always been beautiful, for traditional Islam sees beauty as a complement of the Truth. According to the well-known hadith, God, who is also the Truth (al-Haqq), is beautiful and loves beauty. Moreover, the norms of Islamic art are inwardly related to the Islamic revelation and the spirituality that emanates from it.15 Beauty represents the aspect of presence in religion, as doctrine represents the truth. Yet the greatest masterpieces of Islamic art appear insignificant to both modernists and “fundamentalists,” and their view concerning the spiritual significance of Islamic art seems nearly identical. If one camp now produces mosques that look like factories except for a pseudominaret or dome added superficially merely to signal the building’s function, the other is known to have declared that it makes no difference whether Muslims pray in the most beautiful Mogul or Ottoman mosque or a modern factory, as if all Muslims were already saints and not in need of the external support from those traditional forms that act as vehicles for the flow of Mu[image: inline]ammadan barakah to the individual and the community. The attitude toward art in its widest sense should in itself be a sufficient criterion to reveal the true nature of revivalist or “fundamentalist” Islam in relation to both modernism and traditional Islam, as it always has been and will continue to be to the end of time.

Nowhere, however, does the veneer of Islamicity that covers so many movements claiming a revival of Islam wear more thinly than in the field of politics. Here, while calls are made to return to the origin of Islam, the pure message of the Quran, and the teachings of the Prophet and to reject all that is modern and Western, one ends up by adopting all the most extreme political ideas that have arisen in Europe since the French Revolution, but always portraying them as the purest and most unadulterated of Islamic ideas. One therefore defends secular revolution and republicanism, ideology and even class struggle in the name of a supposedly pure Islam prior to its early adulteration by the Umayyads, but rarely bothers to inquire whether the Quran or Hadith ever used those terms, why a movement that claims Islamicity is so direly in need of such concepts of Western origin, or indeed why the attack against traditional Muslim political institutions coincides so “accidentally” with those of the left in the modern Western world.

The case of “ideology” is very telling as far as the adaptation of modern notions in the name of religion is concerned. Nearly every Muslim language now uses this term, and many Muslims in fact insist that Islam is an ideology. If this is so, then why was there no word to express it in classical Arabic, Persian, and other languages of the Islamic peoples? Is ‘aqidah or usul al-‘aqa‘id, by which it is sometimes translated, at all related to “ideology”? If Islam is a complete way of life, then why does it have to adopt a nineteenth-century European concept to express its nature, not only to the West, but even to its own adherents? The truth of the matter is in fact that traditional Islam refuses ever to accept Islam as an ideology, and it is only when the traditional order succumbs to the modern world that the understanding of religion as ideology comes to the fore,16 with momentous consequences for religion itself, not to speak of the society that is ruled in the name of religious ideology rather than according to the dicta of the Shari‘ah, as traditionally understood. To fail to distinguish between these two modes is to fail to grasp the most manifest distinction between traditional Islam, on the one hand, and “fundamentalist” and modernist Islam, on the other. In fact, it marks the failure to comprehend the nature of the forces at play in the Islamic world today.

A great deal more could be said concerning traditional Islam in contrast to both the modernist and “fundamentalist” interpretations, although among the latter there are some groups that are closer to the traditional camp, while others are diametrically opposed to it and represent simply the countertraditional. In conclusion, it is sufficient to add that the traditional school opposes the gaining of worldly power and any surrender to worldliness in the name of Islam, never forgetting the Quranic injunction, “The other world is better for you than this world.” While accepting the fact that Islam does not separate the religious from the “secular” domain, traditional Islam refuses to sacrifice the means for the end and does not accept as legitimate the use of any and every possible political machination appropriated from completely anti-Islamic sources in order to gain power in the name of Islam. Moreover, traditional Islam does not condone intoxication caused by hatred and anger any more than it does one caused by alcohol; nor does it see such a self-righteous and intoxicating hatred as a legitimate substitute for the need to solve the intellectual, moral, social, economic, and political problems that the Islamic world faces today.

Despite both modernism and this latter-day “fundamentalism,” traditional Islam still survives, not only through its past artistic and intellectual movements, but in the present-day lives of those scholars and saintly men and women who continue to follow the path of the Prophet, in the lives of those craftsmen and artists who continue to recreate those visual and audible forms that are vehicles for the grace of the Quranic revelation, and in the everyday lives of that vast majority of pious Muslims whose hearts, minds, and bodies still reverberate in response to the traditional teachings of Islam. One can even say that there has been a certain revival of traditional Islam in the spiritual, intellectual, and artistic domains during the past few decades, a revival that has gone largely unnoticed in the West because of the sensationalism of most of the news media and the lack of in-depth comprehension of many Western scholars concerned with the contemporary Islamic world. Traditional Islam will in fact endure to the end of history, for it is none other than that tree whose roots are sunk in the Quranic revelation and whose trunk and branches have constituted all that Islam has been over the centuries, before the aberrations and deviations of modern times came to cause many to confuse this authentic tradition with not only the antitraditional, but also the countertraditional, whose nature is more difficult to detect precisely because “Satan is the ape of God.” But no matter how great the confusion, truth protects itself, because it is none other than reality; on the contrary, whatever apes it while at the same time denying it finally vanishes like the darkness of the early morn before the luminous rays of the rising sun.
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Islam in the Present-Day Islamic World

An Overview

Numerous factors, including the revival of Islam within the Islamic world, attempts to reassert the Islamic identity of Muslims, reactions to the political and cultural domination of the Islamic world by the West that take the form of political and even violent challenges to the geopolitical interests of Western powers in Islamic countries, and the spread of Islam in the West itself have all contributed to a greater interest on the part of many people in Europe and America in the Islamic world and the role of Islam in that world.

To discuss Islam in the present-day Islamic world, however, means that a distinction has already been made between Islam as a religious and spiritual reality and the manifestation of this reality in a particular social order or historic context. Such a distinction, although not accepted by all modern interpreters and students of religion, lies at the heart of the traditional perspective, which always distinguishes between levels of reality and between the archetype in relation to its spatio-temporal manifestations. From this point of view, it is therefore not only possible to make such a distinction, but even necessary to do so in order to avoid confusing everything that is called Islamic today by this or that group with the Islamic norm as it has manifested itself over the centuries in accordance with the essential reality of Islam, a norm that has also displayed various modes of development, but always within the possibilities inherent in that reality and according to its principles. It is especially imperative to speak of both Islam as traditionally understood and the present-day Islamic world, precisely because of the bewildering confusion that reigns in this domain, combined with intense interest in the subject in the Western world as a result of factors to which reference has already been made.1

As far as Islam is concerned, its meaning is clear from the traditional point of view. Islam is a divinely revealed religion whose roots are contained in the Noble Quran and the traditions of the Blessed Prophet—both written and oral—and whose branches represent fourteen hundred years of a sacred religious history that, in its orthodoxy, has embraced both Sunnism and Shī‘ism as well as the esoteric dimension of the tradition, contained mostly in Sufism. It has produced not only the schools of law (Shari‘ah), but also theology, philosophy, a whole array of arts and sciences, and a distinct educational system, not to speak of political, economic, social, and family structures and the ethical and moral norms to which those structures are related.

This tree, which has its roots in revelation, has also produced a sacred traditional art, both auditory and visual, ranging from the various methods of chanting the Noble Quran to calligraphy, architecture, and various forms of Islamic literature. Although Islam remains in its essence a transhistorical reality, it has also had this long period of historical development, which links every generation of Muslims through time to the Origin. This direct access to the spiritual world, where the transhistorical reality of Islam is to be found, is made possible by the rites and the barakah issuing from the Quranic revelation, which links each Muslim to the Source through a hierarchic “space” that is present and accessible here and now. Islam is at once that inexhaustible transhistorical reality and the whole of the Islamic tradition as reflected in Islamic history. As already mentioned, this is the “tree of Islam,” whose roots are sunk in the ground of divine revelation and whose trunk, branches, and fruits symbolize the manifestations of the Islamic reality in various climes and historical epochs.

As for the Islamic world, that term needs some elucidation. In traditional Islamic language the Islamic world is divided into three abodes: dār al-islām, the “Abode of Islam,” where Islam rules as a majority religion, that is, where the Islamic Divine Law, or Shari‘ah, governs human life; dār al-sulh, the “Abode of Peace,” where Muslims live as the minority, but are at peace and can practice their religion freely; and finally dār al-harb, the “Abode of Conflict or War,” where Muslims are a minority, but are in conflict with and struggle against the external social and political environment in order to be able to practice their religion.

Had secularism not intruded into the Islamic world beginning in the nineteenth century, one could have simply defined the “Islamic world” as dār al-islām. But today the situation is complicated by the fact that, in many parts of dār al-islām itself, non-Islamic forces have gained a footing, sometimes under the name of a foreign ideology or a Western form of nationalism and sometimes even under the name of Islam itself, which, as already noted, has during the last few decades been done more and more in a cunning and sometimes insidious fashion to hide the real nature of some of the forces at work. Moreover, Muslims in both dār al-sulh (such as India and parts of Africa, where they are in fact not always able to live in peace) and what used to be known as dār al-harb (such as North America and most of Europe in earlier periods of history, but where they now live for the most part in peace) have now come to play an important role in dār al-islām itself, and modern means of communication have linked Muslims in the three “worlds” in a new fashion. It is, therefore, not so easy to define exactly what is meant by the Islamic world on the basis of earlier definitions. For the sake of this discussion, however, let us define it as that part of the world in which there is either an Islamic majority or a substantial Muslim population free to live Islamically, even if the degree of people’s attachment to Islam in all these regions is not exactly the same.

This question of the degree and mode of attachment of Muslims to Islam is itself a crucial question in the discussion of the role of Islam in the Islamic world today. Before modern times, the degree of penetration of Islam within a particular region or ethnic group depended mostly on how long the process of Islamization had been going on. For example, in parts of Indonesia or Black Africa, where Islam had penetrated for only a century or two, the process of Islamization had not been as complete as in other areas where this process had commenced, let us say, four centuries earlier, not to speak of a millennium earlier. In parts of the Islamic world where Islam had had time to sink its roots and establish its institutions, the attachment of Muslims to Islamic practices was of such intensity that one could not easily say whether, for example, the Egyptians, Syrians, Persians, or Punjabis were more strongly attached to Islam, although some communities accentuated the formal, legal aspects and others inner attachment and faith, according to the emphasis of the different schools of law and theology that they followed. Wherever orthodox schools of Islam, whether Sunni or Shī‘ite, were firmly rooted, the complete practice of Islamic precepts and attachment to the teachings of Islam were taken for granted. Differences existed only in such questions as pietistic attitudes, emphasis upon secondary forms of worship (such as pilgrimage to local shrines or certain supererogatory prayers), theological speculations, expressions of sacred art, and so on, which often demonstrated local variation as a result of differences of language, ethnicity, or culture between various Islamic collectivities. At the same time such differences reflected the positive elements of the ethnic genius of the various groups, elements that Islam did not destroy, but allowed to flower within the matrix of the Islamic universe.

In modern times, however, forces such as Western-style nationalism, revival of tribalism and linguistic affinities, and the different ways in which various parts of the Islamic world have experienced the modern world, encountering such forces as colonialism, secular nationalism, racism, and Western secular humanism, have caused a significant variation in the manner and degree of attachment of many Muslims to Islam. A majority of Muslims never miss their daily prayers and live as much as they can by the Shari‘ah, some of whom moreover consider their manner of following Islam to be the only manner. But in contrast to the days of old, there are also others who do not follow all the injunctions of the Shari‘ah or even pray regularly, yet also definitely consider themselves Muslims. And there are even others who do not do anything specifically Islamic except follow a vaguely Islamic kind of “humanistic” ethics, yet call themselves Muslims and would protest if called anything else. And again there is another group who perform the Islamic rites meticulously and yet break many of the moral injunctions of the Shari‘ah (including, for example, honesty in business), while claiming to be devout. Moreover, another, even more vocal minority has now adopted the most violent forms of modern ideology, which it seeks to present to the world as authentic Islam.

From another point of view, there is the majority for whom Islam is essentially an all-embracing ethical and social code, a way of life embodied in the Shari‘ah and, for those who wish to follow the spiritual life, in the Tariqah. And there are those for whom Islam is felt more as a culture and now, as a result of Western influence and reactions against it, as an ideology and political force with which to combat other ideologies. There are now in the Islamic world authentic as well as antitraditional and modernistic interpretations along with countertraditional ones, which are not only against tradition but seek to create a counterfeit to replace tradition. There are, as a result, many degrees and modes of attachment to Islam, especially in those parts of that world that have been long exposed to various types of modernistic influences. Those who speak of a “monolithic” Islam or a uniform wave of “fundamentalism” sweeping over the Islamic world, those who try to scare the West by depicting Islam as a violent enemy unified to oppose the rest of the world are all too unaware of the differences and nuances that exist in the perception of Islam and attachment to it by contemporary Muslims. If Islamic history has taught us anything in this domain, it is that, even in traditional times, no part of dār al-islām could speak for the whole of it and that the reaction of the whole of the Islamic world to such major events and forces as the introduction of Greco-Hellenistic learning, the Crusades, or the Mongol invasion was never uniform. How much more is this true today when the degree of exposure of a college student in any cosmopolitan center of the Middle East to non-Islamic elements is totally different from the exposure of a villager in the same country to these elements, not to speak of radical differences in the degree and manner of modernization and secularization in, let us say, Senegal and Turkey.

Another point of central importance in the study of Islam in the Islamic world today is the all-embracing nature of Islam itself. This still holds true despite the recent process of secularization or separation from sacred norms in so many domains of Islamic thought, art, and life in general that has influenced the degree and manner of attachment of many Muslims to Islam, especially in the big cities, which are centers of most of the decision making for society. For most Muslims, all of life’s relations and concerns are intertwined with their understanding of their religion; religion is a reality inseparable from these other relationships. For example, traditional Muslims have bonds to family, city, nation, business, friends, and so forth, which they do not juxtapose to religion, but see in the context of that totality that for them is, in one way or another, Islam. They do not see Islam only as an ideal, although it is of course an ideal, especially as far as the ethical norms exemplified by the Blessed Prophet and the great figures of the religion are concerned. But for ordinary Muslims it is also a reality with which they live day and night. Therefore, in many cases they make use of religious teachings to solve family problems, to further economic or social goals, or even for the exercise of power. There are, of course, many Muslims who practice their religion only out of the fear and love of God. But it would be a dangerous idealization of Islamic society and denial of human frailty to think that all those who are ostentatious in their attachment to Islam have nothing but the satisfaction of God in mind and that they would continue to perform ostentatious religious acts even if the other areas of their life, work, family, and so forth, would be disrupted or affected negatively by doing so. For many people, all of these forces, bonds, and relationships are intertwined in a manner that can at times cause unexpected social and political upheavals in the name of religion, but can at the same time also cause rapid changes of direction and aim without sacrificing or compromising the religious elements.

Precisely because Islam is still a very powerful force pervading the lives of its believers, the misuse of it to further various personal and group interests is always a possibility. It has, in fact, been and is being made use of for sundry nonreligious goals, not only by some Muslims themselves, but also by many forces originating outside the Islamic world. To better understand this phenomenon, it is sufficient to recall how the term “Islam” is used by diverse forces driven not primarily by religious, but by national, ethnic, tribal, and/or politico-economic interests. Obviously this kind of recourse to religious sentiments and practice is very different from the following of religion for the sake of God alone, a difference that can have, and in fact in some areas is having, devastating effects upon the Islamic world and beyond, whenever there is a manipulation of Islam for non-Islamic ends. Needless to say, one can observe a similar situation in other cases where the religion is still strong, such as Hinduism.

With these general traits of the Islamic world in mind, it is now necessary to turn to the more particular types of reactions that have arisen within that world as a result of its encounter with the modern West, reactions that must be elucidated and fully understood if we are to grasp the nature of Islam in the Islamic world today. During the first twelve centuries of its historic existence, Islam lived with full awareness of the truth and the realization of God’s promise to Muslims that they would be victorious if they followed His religion. Such verses as, “There is no victor but God” (la ghaliba illa’Llah), which adorns the walls of the Alhambra in Granada, also adorned the souls and minds of Muslims. They were victorious in the world, the Crusades and the short conquest of the Islamic world by the Mongols notwithstanding. The grandson of the famous Mongol conqueror Hulagü, Uljaytü, became a Muslim and in fact a patron of Islamic learning and the arts, and the Crusaders were finally defeated and expelled. The authenticity of the Quranic message was borne out by the experience of history, even if there were some exceptions, such as Andalusia and the kingdom of the Tartars, which were lost by Muslims to Christian forces.

Then came the conquest of various parts of the Islamic world by the British, the French, the Dutch, and the Russians, not to speak of the more peripheral conquests by the Portuguese and the Spanish. Although Muslims were at first somewhat indifferent to the long-range significance of these events, the conquest of Egypt by Napoleon caused a shock that made Muslim leaders aware of the dimension and meaning of the Western conquest of the Islamic world. In the early thirteenth/nineteenth century, the Muslim intelligentsia finally came to realize that clearly something had “gone wrong,” that, as mentioned by Wilfred Cantwell Smith, among other Western scholars of Islam, a crisis of a cosmic nature had come about.2 How was it that the Islamic world was being defeated by non-Islamic forces such as the British and the French everywhere from North Africa to India and in such an irreversible fashion? Logically, the answer took the form of three positions:

1. Messianic Hopes: Something had gone wrong with the world, as God Himself had mentioned in His Book concerning the end of the world and the Blessed Prophet had described in his traditions. In such a case, the eclipse of Islam was itself proof of the validity of the Islamic message, which, however, also foretold the imminent appearance of the Mahdī, or the savior and messianic figure who Muslims believe will be sent by God before the end of time, and the final eschatological events leading to the end of the world. Needless to say, this view led to the rise of a wave of Mahdiism in several Islamic countries.

2. Fundamentalist Reaction: Muslims had ceased to follow Islam properly and should return to the practice of their religion in its pure form and with full vigor so as to defeat the non-Islamic forces and escape the punishment they were receiving from the Hand of God for their negligence in their religion. Such a reaction resulted mostly in the neo-Wahhābī and neo-Salafī movements, movements based on puritanical and outward interpretations of Islam, associated, for example, with some elements of the Deoband school in India, the Salafiyyah in Egypt and Syria, and the Mu[image: inline]ammadiyyah in Indonesia. But it was also connected with the much less studied inner revivals within Sufi orders and the establishment of new ones, such as the founding of the Darqāwiyyah and Tijāniyyah in Morocco and West Africa, the Sanūsiyyah in Libya and East Africa, the Yashru[image: inline]iyyah in the Arab Near East, and the revival of the Naqshbandiyyah in Turkey and the Caucasus, the Ni‘matullāhiyyah in Persia, the Chishtiyyah and Qādiriyyah in India, and many others.

3. Modern Reform Movements: The Islamic message had to be changed, modified, adapted, or reformed to suit modern conditions; it had to be able to adapt itself to the modern world so that it could succeed overcoming Western domination. Out of this attitude grew all the different types of modernism influenced by the effects of the French Revolution and other elements of European history, by the rationalism of such men as Descartes and Voltaire, the empiricism of Locke, the skepticism of Hume, and later on the idealism of such philosophers as Hegel, Spencer, and Bergson, just to name a few influential currents that came to dominate this or that group of Muslim modernists. So-called Arab liberalism as well as modernistic movements in Turkey and Persia and on the Indian subcontinent were all results of this third possible reaction to the subjugation of the Islamic world by the West.

In some cases elements of these three positions were mixed with each other; here and there one sees Mahdiism, puritanical or “fundamentalist” tendencies, and modern reformist elements coming together in the thoughts and teachings of a single figure or school. Some Sufi figures even had a Mahdiist
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