CHAPTER SEVEN

PHILOSOPHY AND THE GENESIS
OF THE CREEDS

THE great centres of Greek learning in Syria, Egypt, Meso-
potamia, and Persia were overrun by the Arabs within a few
years of Muhammad’s death. Therefore it wasinevitable that
the Muslims should become acquainted with the nature of
Greek thought and especially philosophy both from debates
and arguments with members of the old religions that were
frequent, and from the incorporation by way of conversion
of thousands who had lived under the old empires. Without
going into any detail we may note that as early as the seventh
century A.D. St John of Damascus argued with the ‘Saracens’
about the meaning of the terms ‘word’ and ‘spirit” applied
to Christ in the Quran. Were they created or uncreate? What
was the origin of evil? Is it caused by God or by man? If God
commands a murderer to kill, then the murderer ought to
be praised for having fulfilled God’s commandments. As we
shall see, these points were taken up with enthusiasm by one
school of thought among the Muslims and greatly influenced
the form that orthodox dogma was to assume.

After the triumphant entry of Greek philosophy into the
Arab world we must wait until the reign of Ma'miin, the
Caliph in Baghdid who in the early ninth century ordered
that the chief books of Greek learning should be translated
into Arabic, for a full discussion of these problems. Philo-
sophy, medicine, mathematics, astronomy, and the other
sciences known to the ancients were all made available to
educated Arabs. Syriac-speaking Christians did most of the
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work. Plato, Aristotle, and the Neo-Platonists were now at
everyone’s disposal, and soon a school of Arab philosophers
arose whose names were famous in Europe in the Middle
Ages. Only one of them was an Arab by race, but as they all
wrote in Arabic the Arabs are generally credited with their
achievements.

Our concern is simply with philosophy as it affected the
theology of the Muslim community, and here, of course, we
must bear in mind that the average everyday Muslim whom
one meets knows no more about the subject than does the
average Englishman about the philosophical background of
Christian theology. The language of the Athanasian Creed
doesiits best for him, but without a knowledge of the under-
lying philosophical concepts he cannot grasp more than its
general intention. Therefore in writing briefly of Muslim
theology it seems best to ignore even such vitally important
matters as the grafting of Neo-Platonism on to Aristotelian-
ism through the unfortunate attribution to Aristotle of a
Neo-Platonic work, and to concentrate on those matters
which have given Islam the dogmatic character it holds to
this day. The main points are: (a) the nature of God, (b) the
nature of the Qurin, and (¢) man’s relation to God.

Historically these questions are associated with a school
called the Mu'tazila, who succeeded to an eatlier school
known as the Qadarites who maintained that man had power
to choose his acts. It must not be supposed that the Mu'tazila
were a sect in the ordinary sense of the word; their adherents
numbered men from Sunniand Shi‘aalike. Unhappily, how-
ever, their abuse of power made them and their views
anathema to the orthodox, and after a brief reign as the
dominant school of thought they were rigorously sup-
pressed. Undoubtedly their intention was to provide a sound
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philosophical basis for Islam, and the name they gave them-
selves, ‘the Champions of the Divine Justice and Unity’, is
a sufficient witness to the purity of their motives.

(a) Their fundamental tenet was the unity of God. They
denied that God could be said to have any essential or eternal
qualities. He could be described as Lord, Possessor, seeing,
hearing, and so on, but notin the sense that Lordship, owner-
- ship, and sensual qualities were inherent in him. Eternity was

the only attribute that could be ascribed to God. They argued

that if these attributes which the orthodox had constructed
from the names applied to God in the Qurian existed in the
divine essence, that would constitute plurality in the God-
headand destroy the oneness of Allih. They rejected all forms
of anthropomorphism and offended the faithful by denying
that God could be seen by the eyes of the believers in Heaven,
and this in spite of the affirmation in the Quran. And also in
their absolute rejection of anthropomorphism they had to ex-
plam away texts which speak of God’s hands, and eyes, and
face, and the throne on which he sat. They opposed to these
texts and the vulgar belief based on them the philosophical
argument that God being infinite could not be in a place, for
that would entail that he was finite. It might seem that as they
accepted the fact that God knew and had power and could

see, and so on, it was merely splitting words to say that he
did not possess the qualities by which such powers could be

exercised. But this is not so. By asserting that these qualities
were inseparable from himself they prepared the way for
their own doctrine.

(b) The nature of the Quran. The idea of a heavenly tablet
isasoldasreligion itself. It was familiar to the ancient heathen-
dom of Mesopotamia, and Judaism in its traditional literature
has crowned the Torah as pre-existent. In Christianity pre-
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existence is ascribed to the Word, but the Logos, of course,
has a different significance. But Muhammad taught that the
Quran was a transcript of the tablet preserved in Heaven. To
the Mu‘tazila this doctrine was a stumbling-block because it
invaded the realm of God’s oneness. They argued that if the
tablet, i.e. the Quran, was eternal and uncreate, it must be
another God, for it was not God, and yet it was other than
God, and in any case was an invasion of the true unitarian
religion. It was here that the real sting in the Mu‘tazila move-

ment struck home. It would not matter vitally if men held
that God willed not by will but by Himself, but it would

* matter if the Quran, the speech of God, was a thing created

in time. The Mu'tazila raised several difficulties for their
opponents: how could the words which God is said to have
addressed to Moses have been eternal and uncreate when
Moses was a creature of time? Moreoever, the Qurin con-
tains the speech of Moses and others. Then there was the
further question, what was the relation of this hypothetical
uncreate eternal Qurdn to the copies read by Muslims and
recited by their tongues? The answers to these questions are
contained in the creed of Ash‘ari, which will be dealt with
later. The latter in itself is sufficient to show what influence
the viewsand arguments of the Mu'tazila exercised on ortho-
dox Islam. They compelled the theologians to think out their
position and to provide answers to the many problems
raised by a rationalistic interpretation of revelation.

() The Mu'tazila felt very keenly the moral difficulty in-
herent in the assertion that God misled sinners, decreed their
evil deeds, and punished them in hell for the same. It may
be noted that the Quran is not consistent on this point. There
are texts which clearly assert that man is responsible for his
own actions, though the majority of texts seem to assert that
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itisidle for man to make any effort. Undoubtedly among the
ignorant this has been a characteristic of the Muhammadan
world for centuries. But those who adopt that attitude to-
wards life are ignorant of the many exhortations to be up
and doing in the service of God which the Quran contains,
and also ignorant of the teaching that God makes easy the
path of those who trust him. But there is another side to this
acceptance of the divine will. It sustains people in terrible
hardships and gives them fortitude in adversity because they
believe that their sufferings are sent by God. This is a belief
which from a religious point of view is wholly admirable.
Carried to excess it has obvious dangers. When a European
reads the Quran text, ‘Place your reliance on God’, on the
windscreen of a motor-bus which is driven full speed round
a hairpin bend with a precipice on the near side he is only too
ready, if he is a religious man, to obey the injunction; but at
the same time he wishes that the driver would exercise com-
mon prudence. But the attitude of the local population is
characteristic of Islam, the religion of complete and absolute
resignation to what is believed to be the will of Allh.

We must now consider the orthodox reaction to these
argumentsand the crystallizing of their reaction in the creeds.
The mention of creeds inevitably suggests to the English
reader a formula familiar to every practising Christian, but
it would be quite wrong to suppose that the ordinary Muslim
knows any one of the principal creeds. However, they have
a very real value as statements of belief even if they are not
part of the ordinary Muslim’s religious instruction. They
contain the considered opinion of Islam, but they are not a
concise statement of faith which the ordinary man carries
about with him. His life, as we have seen, is governed by the
shari‘a and the worship of the Mosque.
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Passing over some early statements of belief, we may single
out the creed known as Figh Akbar II as representative of
Islam. It was compiled about A.p. 1000, and is based largely
on the teaching of Ash‘ari, the most prominent figure in the
formative period of Islamic theology. It consists of twenty-
nine articles. All that can be given of it here is a summary of
the moreimportant of them. Allah isabsolute in his decrees of
good and evil. He does not resemble his creatures in any re-
spect. He has existed from eternity with his qualities, those
belonging to his essence and those pertaining to his activity.
The Quran is the speech of Allah written iri books, preserved
in memories, recited by tongues, revealed to the prophet.
Whatever God quotes in the Quran from Moses or others is
his speech in relation to theirs. The speech of God is uncreate,
but the speech of Moses and others is created. We speak with
organs of speech and letters; God speaks without instruments
and letters. With regard to anthropomorphism the creed
goes on to assert that God has face, hand, and soul, but it is
not legitimate to enquire how, for these belong to his quali-
ties; God has no body. The doctrine of predestination is tem-
pered, so far as the preserved tablet is concerned, by saying
that its writing is of a descriptive, not a decisive, nature.

‘Similarly, the doctrine of predestination is stated in terms

which remove a good deal of the earlier crudities. God
created men free from unbelief and from belief, then he gave
them commandments and some disbelieved. Their denial
was caused by God’s abandoning them. He does not compel
any of his creatures to believe or not to believe. All man’s
acts are his own acquisition, but God creates them, and they
are caused by his will. With regard to a mortal sinner, it is
said that he is not called an infidel or excluded from the faith.
Itis not denied that he may go to Hell, nor is it affirmed that
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he will remain there everlastingly, but it is affirmed that an
unrepentant sinner must be left to the will of God. He may
punish him in hell or he may forgive him. The intercession

of the prophet on behalf of the faithful who have committed

grave sins and deserve punishment is an article of faith. With

regard to the beatific vision, it is said that the faithful will see
God in Paradise with their bodily eyes, and there will be no
distance between them and their Creator. All the verses of
the Quran are the speech of God and are equal in excellence
and greatness. Some, however, are pre-eminent either in re-
citation or in content. For example, the Throne verse(p. 75),
because it deals with the majesty of God. Others possess ex-
cellence only in regard to recitation, such as a description of
the infidels. The ascension of the prophet is a fact, and whoso
rejects it is a schismatic. The appearance of the Anti-Christ,
the descent of Jesus from Heaven, as well as the other eschato-
logical signs described in authentic tradition, will surely take
place.

Dislike and open hostility to philosophy had long been
widespread when al-Ghazzili opened his attack on the
philosophers in a book called Tahafut al-Falasifa (The Inco~
herence of the Philosophers). This book had an enormous vogue
in the Middle Ages, both in Arabic and in its Latin transla-
tions. It is a special study which serves as a sort of appendix
to his great work, The Revival of the Religious Sciences (see
p. 148). In it he began by saying that the decay of faith in
Islam was due to the respect which people showed for

Socrates, Hippocrates, Plato, Aristotle, and others, and that

he intended to explain the'failures and incoherence of their
arguments. Thus Aristotle contradicted Plato. But if their
system of philosophy was as sound as their mathematics
there would have been no need for any contradiction. More-
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over, the Arab translators had given faulty translations of the
original. The twenty chapters of his attack on the philo-

sophers are named:

(1) The vanity of their assertion that the world had no be-
ginning, '

(2) And that it will have no end.

{3) An exposition of their subterfuge in asserting that God
is the Maker of the world and that the world is his
work.

(4) Their mablhty to prove that it had a Maker.

(5) Their inability to prove that there cannot be two Gods.

(6) The vanity of their denial of the Divine attributes.

(7) The vanity of their assertion that the first Being is not
divided into genus and species. |

(8) The vanity of their assertion that the first Being is
simple without quiddity.

(9) Their inability to show that the first Being is incor-
poreal, :

(10) Their inability to prove that the world hasa makerand -
a cause.
(1) Their inability to show that the first Being knows
aught but himself.
(12) Their inability to show that he knows his own essence.
(13) The vanity of their assertion that the first Being does
not know particulars.
(14) Their assertion that Heaven is an animal moving in a
circle in obedience to God.
(15) The vanity of what they say about the end that moves
the sky.
(16) The vanity of their assertion that the souls of the
heavens know all particulars.
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(17) The vanity of their assertion that it is impossible that
the accustomed order of things (i.e. natural law)
should be ruptured.

(18) Their assertion that man’s soul is a self-subsistent sub~
stance without body or accident.

(19) Their assertion of the impossibility of the annihilation
of human souls.

(20) The vanity of their denial of the bodily resurrection to

- bligs or torment in Heaven or Hell with corporeal

pleasures and pains.

This book provoked a retort which marks the climax of
Arabian philosophy. After it nothing creative was written,
and writers have simply repeated, epitomized, and com-
mented on the books of their predecessors. This retort came
from Spain, from the pen of one famous in the West under
thenameof Averroes(Ibn Rushd, d. A.p. 1198). He called his
book The Incoherence of the Incoherence, and in it he goes
through Ghazzili’s points one by one, and on the whole
answers them decisively. It would take a disproportionate
amount of time to examine this reply in detail, and we must
reluctantly forgo the attempt. Modern science would seem
tohave proved that those of the pre-Aristotelian philosophers
who held that the world came into being from some primi-
tive matter were in the right. Aristotle himself affirmed that
the universe always had been. Ghazzili gives more space to
this question than to any other theme. The philosophers
argued that if the world had been created in time, something
must have provided an initial impulse when it came out of
non-existence or potential existence into actuality, and that
that determinant must itself have had a determinant, and so
on ad infinitum. Therefore, either the world has always been,
or we must suppose that an eternal God took a decision in
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time, and this would involve a change within the changeless -
God which was unthinkable. Dr Van den Bergh has recently
shown that Ghazz3li’s reply, which is also that of St Thomas
Aquinas, is taken from Philoponus, who said that a distinc-
tion must be made between God’s eternal will and the eter-
nity of the object of his will, or, as St Thomas putsit: ‘From
eternity God willed that the world should be, but He did not
will that it should be from eternity.’

Averroes replied that the difficulty could not be disposed
of so easily. If time entered into the divine decision, that is to
say if any phenomenon was not eternal, its creation must
have been willed at a given time. Therefore there must have
been a new will in God, whether it is thrust back into eternity
or not. And it is this novelty which cannot be admitted. But
he goes on to say that the whole controversy has arisen
through failure to see that the assumption that the divine will
is like the human will is false. The God who needs nothing
cannot will in the human sense of the word, and the world is
and must be a natural emanation from him.

Infinity is a conception which men have always boggled
at. Ghazzali (and Shahrastani, and othersalso for that matter)
argued - and here he is again borrowing from Philoponus —
that if the world had not begun in time, how can you account
for your power to imagine that an infinite series has ended?
Opinions will differ, but it seems to the writer that Averroes
was right when he said that there never is an end of time
within eternity, and you can never say that an infinite time
is ended.

To Aristotle there was no absolute beginning, because
everything becomes out of something else, and his thought
in this respect is somewhat akin to modern theories of
evolution. Now if becoming is nothing but the actual realiza-
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tion of potentiality, what is potentiality? Is it something, or
isitnot? This question had already been attacked by the Ele-
atics, who argued that there was no such thing as potential-
ity in nature. For example, death would remove a potential
genius. Things either were or they were not. Ghazzaliadopts
this argument of the Megarics not only because it suited his
standpoint, but also because it fitted in to his attitude towards
the law of cause. To a man who believes that fire does not
burn wood because it is its nature so to do, and that it always
will burn wood, there would be no difficulty in defining
potentiality, which was but a hypothetical induction.

We have seen that the doctrine of miracles was bound up
with this denial of causal law, and in view of the parallel
movement of thought among the British sceptical school of
philosophers whose most intransigent representative was
Hume, we cannot deny the Muslim theologians’ right to
their theory of divine action from moment to moment as an
explanation of what most rational people suppose to be cause
and effect. To all these the answer of Averroes would be rele-
vant. Every universal concept implies that the thinker knows
the nature of things. When we tell 2 man to get wood we
know and he knows what is meant, and we know and he
knows that wood will burn. ‘He who does away with causal
law does away with mind itself.’

The Ash‘arite school had tried to deal with the objection
that man acts as though he knows that there is a nature in
things, so that wood burns and water makes wet, by saying
that God acts according to an established order so that man
may have some guide as to how to adapt himself to the con-
ditions of the world. When he imagines that he himself is
writing it is because God has given him by way of acquisition
the capacity to act in accordance with his decree. God creates

140

PHILOSOPHY AND THE CREEDS

his will from moment to moment, then the capacity to write,
then the movement of the hand, and then the motion of the
pen. As Macdonald has said: ‘Man is thus a cinematographic
automaton with the belief added that he is doing it all him-
self.” A thirteenth-century creed says: ‘It is the nature of fire
to burn according to those who hold the doctrine of nature,
God curse them, but in reality God creates inflammability in
the wood when it comes into contact with fire.’ ’

Towards the end of the fifteenth century Saniisi, an author
who still has great influence in North Africa, wrote in his
Introduction to Theology:

Some believe that causes are eternal and by their nature, i.e. their
essence, exercise an independent effect without any act of God.
This is the doctrine of many philosophers and naturalists, and many
have asserted that the consensus of Muslims brands them as in-
fidels. Others believe that they are temporal and exercise an effect
on the objects with which they come into contact, not by their
nature but by the power which God creates in them. Were He to
take away that power their effect would cease. Such men are in-
novators, impious, and led astray. Whether or not they are infidels
is disputed. Others believe that causes are temporal and exercise no
effect on the objects with which they come into contact, either by
their nature or by the power which is created in them, but they
believe that they are inseparably connected with that with which
they come into contact and cannot be dissociated from it. This is a
belief that leads to infidelity, because it involves the denial of the
miracles of the Prophets and what they have reported about death,
the grave, and the next life, because all these things are ruptures of
the ordinary cause of nature, wherein ordinary causes do not have
their accustomed effects. Others believe that customary causes are
temporal and have no effect on that with which they come into
contact, either by their nature or by a power which is created
in them, and that God has created them as signs and indications
of the things which He wishes to create without any logical
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connexion between them and that of which they are the indica-
tions. Thus God can break the accustomed order of things when-
ever He wishes, and for whomsoever He wishes. This is the true
belief, and those who hold it are the believers and the people of

the Sunna,
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CHAPTER EIGHT

MYSTICISM

THEOLOGY is a discipline which the ordinary layman in all
religions is only too glad to leave to the professional theo-
logians. The niceties of dogma, the codification of the articles
of the creed, the definitions which repel as often as they
satisfy, frequently drive men to quench their thirst for God
in ecstatic experience rather than in intellectual search. Islam
is no exception. Its greatest theologian, as we shall see, be-
came disgusted with the subject of theology and philosophy
and found peace in the mystic Path, though, be it noted, he
never lost hold, at any rate in his writings, of the intellectual
basis on which his early faith had been established. In the
Quran, despite its preoccupation with battles, spoils, and
women, and the heavenly orchard with large-eyed houris
and handsome boys, there is a strong note of other-worldli-
ness and, to a lesser degree, of mysticism. The beautiful
Throne verse has already been cited (page 75), and there are
two other texts which have inspired Muslim mystics on
countless occasions, namely, “We are nearer to him [i.e. man]
than the vein of his neck’ and “Wherever ye turn there is the
face of God.” In the hearts of men longing for a deep and
intimate knowledge of God, discussions of anthropomorph-
ism and pantheism found no place. They concentrated on the
text, ‘A people whom He loveth and who love Him’(s:59).
It was this text above all others which appealed to the Sifis,
who sought to lose themselves in the divine love. Safi
(from sif, wool) was the nickname given to them by their
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countrymen because the early ascetics wore a garment of

undyed wool like Christian ascetics.

There was a strong note of asceticism among the more.

serious of the early Muslims, who were disgusted at the wide-
spread luxury and loose living which marked the Caliphates
of Damascus and Baghdad. They enjoined austerity and
prayer and gave themselves up to alife of contemplation and
religious exercise. To what extent they were influenced by
factors and forces outside Islam is of no moment. What is
certain s that Islam itself with its doctrine, fasting, and litanies
(dhikr), provided the authoritative background of their lives.
These people were the non-militant counterparts of the puri-
tan Kharijites who translated their disgust with worldliness
into violent action. Ibrahim ibn Adham, prince of Balkh,
whose conversion from a life of luxury and ease was brought
about by a heavenly voice, is reported to have said of a man
who was studying grammar: ‘It would be better for him if
he studied silence.” There is a simple restraint in the story
of this man’s call; his endeavour to evade it, his whole-
hearted response; and finally his life of utter poverty in
devotion to God. While the Sifis could have such leaders
they could not fail to attract the most devout men of their
time.

Before the second century had ended the Sifis had already
worked out a method of attaining the gnosis or mystic know-
ledge of God. Doubtless this method was the result of experi-
ence and observation. The Path by which their sects and
leaders had ascended to an ecstatic union with God was the
one that their followers must pursue. To give a detailed
account of the stages in this Path, its ‘stations’ and its ‘states’,
would introduce a note of mechanical formalism into a
sablime subject which deserves more respectful treatment.
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Suffice itto say that the preliminary stages were those familiar
to students of Western mystical literature in the via purgativa.
The language of Muhammadan mystics is much more daring
than we are accustomed to expect. To many it would seem
blasphemy, and, as we shall see, one of the most attractive
characters among them was crucified on that account. A Per-
sian used to cry ‘Glory to me’ during his ecstasies and claimed
to have ascended to Heaven in a dream. This same man
taught that the gnostic’s essence is annihilated by a divine
essence in which all trace of self is lost. To say T’ and ‘God’
is to deny the unity of God. .. . Lover, beloved, and love are
one. Amystic who combined mysticalintuition witha firmer
grasp of theology was Junayd (d. A.H. 298). Taking his stand
on the Quran, he said, much as St Augustine did in a Chris-
tian context, that the struggle of man in this world was to
fulfil the covenant between man and God referred to in the
Qurin, so that man could return to his primeval state. Thus
he taught that though man died to himself he did not cease
to exist as an individual, but his individuality or personality
becomes perfect through God and in God. The love which
the mystic feels for God is joy mingled with suffering in that
he is separated from God as soon as the mystical experience
is over, and he awaits the renewal of union with God when
he is once more absent from the transitory world. His pupil
Hall3j was so carried away by his ecstatic experience that he
did not feel the dual nature of man, that is to say, his existence
here as a single creature and his rapture in mystical com-
munion with the Divine. He taught that man was God in-
carnate, and he looked to Jesus rather than to Muhammad
as the supreme example of glorified humanity. God is love,
and in his love he created man after his own image so that
man might find that image within himself and attain to
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union with the divine nature. He used the term huliil, mean-
ing in-dwelling, a word which is associated in Muslim litera~
ture with the Christian doctrine of the incarnation. He did
not go further than many of the Sifis in claiming that
mysticsare superior to prophets, revealing within themselves
the creative truth which called them into being. His most
heinous offence in the eyes of the orthodox was his claim
ana’l-haqq (i.e. ‘T am the truth’). He was well aware of the
risk he was taking. He was condemned to death, and as he
was led forth to be crucified and saw the cross and the nails
he prayed for the bystanders in words that inevitably recall
one of the sayings of Jesus on the cross: ‘Father, forgive
them, for they know not what they do.” His prayer ended
with the words:

And these Thy servants who are gathered to slay me in zeal for
Thy religion and in desire to win Thy favour, forgive them, O
Lord, and have mercy upon them; for verily if Thou hadst revealed
to them that which Thou has revealed to me, they would not have
done what they have done; and if Thou hadst hidden from me that
which Thou hast hidden from them, I should not have suffered
this tribulation. Glory unto Thee in whatsoever Thou doest, and
glory unto Thee in whatsoever Thou willest.

The depth and intensity of his feeling is beautifully brought
out in the verses in which he tries to express the feeling of
complete harmony with God which he enjoys:

T'am he whom I love, and he whom Ilove is I,

We are two spirits dwelling in one body.

If thou seest me, thou seest Him,
And if thou seest Him, thou seest us both,

Hall3j was executed in A.D. 922, and from that time on-
wards, not unnaturally, the Sifis became more reticent in
their public utterances, and their ecstatic experiences became
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the secrets of their order rather than the subject of their public
addresses. Their language becomes veiled and allusive, the
metaphors of love and wine recur again and again, and only
those who held the key to their secrets could fully grasp the
inner meaning of their verses. The scandal of Hallj brought
the SGfis as a whole under suspicion, and it must be admitted
that the orthodox had much ground for complaint. One of
the Persian mystics, Abdi Sa‘id (d. A.D. 1049), regarded the
shari‘a as superfluous to those who had attained the goal of
the mystic Path. He would not allow his disciples to go on
pilgrimage to Mecca, and is said to have forbidden the der-
vishes to interrupt their dancing when the muezzin called
to prayer. Here there is a clear departure for the practices
of the early Siifis, who faithfully observed the sunna in these
matters.

'Passing over the many books that were written to explain
the mystics’ faith, and to show that Siiffism was true in spirit
and in form to orthodox faith and practice, we come to 2
man who established the right of S@ifis to a place in the heart
of the citadel of orthodoxy. This man was Abd Hamid al-
Ghazzili, known to the west as Algazel, who was born in Tis
in A.D. 1059 (died in 1111). This man is one of the greatest
figures in the religion of Islam. He had distinguished himself
in all the philosophical, legal, and other studies of his time.
He was Professor at the Nizimiya Madrasa in Baghdad and
was recognized as the greatest contemporary authority on
theology and law. He himself could find no spiritual satis-
faction in either. Convinced that God could not be found by
speculation and study, he was thrown into such anguish of
spirit that he abandoned his professorship and went about in
search of truth. He sought it in vain among all the theologi-
cal schools of his time. The theologians were useless, the
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Imamites with their infallible Im3m were no better, and then
he turned towards the mystics. His autobiography has often
been compared to the Confessions of St Augustine. In it he
tells us that he found that the mystic Path involved abandon-
ing the delights of the flesh and getting rid of all evil thoughts
- and desires so that the mind could be cleared of everything
but the thought of God. The way was to practise dhikr, that
is the commemoration of God and the concentration of the
mind upon him. He read the books of the Siifis and absorbed
what he could, but he perceived that the real secret of the
mystic cannot be learnt. It must be experienced in ecstasy and
transformation of the self. Everything that he did seemed
useless and pointless, even his work as a teacher. He was in
the world and of the world, and his work had been but a
means of self-glorification, not an undertaking for God’s
glory. He cast himself upon God, and God enabled him to
abandon social eminence and prosperity, wife, children, and
friends, and he left Baghdad. His great work, The Revival of
the Religious Sciences, and his smaller but very important
mystic work, The Niche of the Lights, contain the fruit of his
life’s labours. The former is divided into four parts; it is a
comprehensive statement of dogmatic, moral, ascetic, and
illuminative theology, and has no rival in the theological
literature of Islam. It contains the whole duty of man in
belief and practice, and as he sets it forth it is permeated by a
spirit of ascetic and mystical devotion to God. “To a large
extent he succeeded in making orthodoxy mystical; it was
impossible in the nature of things that equal success should
attend his efforts to make mysticism orthodox.’

In the smaller book which is intended for Siifis his language
is often mysterious to a degree, and when the reader is led to

1. R. A, Nicholson in The Legacy of Islam, p. 222.
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the door of the mystic’s inner experience he often finds it
closed with the remark that here is a mystery which the
author is not at liberty to disclose. One cannot but suspect
that Ghazzali had reached the same point as Hallzj.

But there wasanother side to Stfiism. Whether it had been
concealed for centuries running parallel with the Neo-Pla-
tonic theories of the philosophers of the Shi‘ theologians, we
do not know; but in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
a doctrine of the ‘idea of Muhammad’ appeared in Sifi
writings. There is a section in Ghazzali’s Niche of the Lights
which might seem to point in the same direction, but there is
nothing so downright as the Logos doctrine of Ibn ‘Arabi,
the Spaniard (1165-1240). Theidea or reality of Muhammad,
he says, is the creative, animating, and rational principle of
the universe, the first intellect; he is the reality of realities
whose manifestation is in the perfect man. Every prophet is
a Logos whose individual Logoi are united in the idea of
Muhammad. The perfect man is he in whom all the attri-
butes of the macrocosm are reflected. The reality of Muham-
mad is the creative principle of the universe, and the perfect
man is its cause.

- This writer is extremely difficult to understand. His style
is enigmatical, and his subject abstruse, and any translation
must be largely an interpretation rather than a rendering of
what the author wrote. It seems that he regarded himself as
the seal of the saints, while admitting that Muhammad was
the seal of the prophets. We can see in some of the utterances
of his school a deep longing for a closer relation with the
transcendent God of Islam. It is largely this that gives them
the appearance of borrowing from Christian sources. Mysti-
cally they put forward the perfect man as the visible aspect
of God in relation to the world. But in speaking of ‘our Lord
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Muhammad, the source of all mysteries and the cause of all
phenomena’, they did the prophet a great injustice. None
could accuse him of making himself equal to God.

To the fascinating studies of the late Professor Asin of
Madrid we owe the discovery of the enormous influence of
Ibn ‘Arabi on Dante. The Arab first described the infernal
region, the heavens of the astronomers, the Paradise of the
blessed, the choirs of angels round the divine light, and the
beautiful woman who was his guide. Curiously enough,
both Arab and Florentine were forced to write a comment-
ary on their first works to show that their love-songs had an
esoteric and not an amatory significance. The link between
the two writers has since been discovered, and the fact

of affiliation has now passed into the history of European
literature. The significant point is that the narrative is based
on the legend of Muhammad’s ascent to Paradise.

From early days the Siifis recognized the necessity for a
spiritual director to whom the novice owed blind obedience.
He must no longer exercise his own judgement, but must be
completely at the disposal of his shaykh or pir. Such a state of
affairs could be possible only in an organized association, and
all over the Muslim world men renowned for their spiritual
gifts were surrounded by scores of eager pupils. The mem-
bers of the organization were known as fagirs or darwishes
poor men or beggars. A solemn rite of initiation awaited a
novice, and after that he remained with his shaykh until he
graduated as a leader. The community was housed in build-
ings endowed by supporters, and there the dervishes could
give themselves up to their life of devotion, meditation, and
various physical exercises. From the twelfth century on-
wards these orders spread all over the Muslim world. There
were a large number of different orders held together by a
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common aim of losing self in God, but vastly different in
ritual and in their attitude to Islamic orthodoxy. As in the
monastic orders in Christendom there were countless lay
brothers who met to practise dhikr and afterwards returned
to their normal occupations in the outside world.

An extraordinary feature in some of the leaders was their
religious indifference;; for instance, Ibn ‘Arabi could say that
his heart was a temple for idols, a Ka‘ba for pilgrims, the
tablet of the Pentateuch and the Qurin; love alone was his
religion. One of his pupils said that the Quran is polytheism
(shirk). The confession of the divine unity lay only in the
speech of the Siifis. How deeply this thought of the all-em-
bracing unity of the mystical approach to God was rooted
among the Sifis can be seen from the lines of one of Avi-
cenna’s friends written some two centuries earlier:

So long as mosque and school still stand
The dervish work lies still to hand.
While faith and unfaith stand apart
There is no Muslim true of heart.

It would be impossible to give an account of all the dervish
orders,! and only a few of the principal fraternities can be
mentioned. One of the most attractive of these is the.
Qadiriya, named after ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. o.. 1166).
He was a powerful preacher who is said to have converted
many criminals in Baghdid and organized relief for the poor
and needy. His biographers assert that he performed miracles
from time to time. A volume of his sermons has been pub-
lished. They show a noble, religious, and philanthropic
spirit. In one of them he wishes that the gates of Hell could
be shut, and that the gates of Heaven could be opened to all

1. See]. P. Brown, The Darwishes or Oriental Spiritualism, Oxford, 1927,
a reprint of the original edition of 1867 with notes by H. A. Rose.
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mankind. Undoubtedly he had great hypnotic powers, and
an immense number of people flocked to hear him preach.
A ribat or monastery was built for him outside the city. The
head of the Qadiri order who is in charge of his tomb today
 is said to be one of his direct descendants. The Qadiris have
remained true to the example of their founder in that they
are tolerant, pious, and peace-loving men. They gave birth
to a great many offshoots. The Rif‘iya, founded by Jilani’s
nephew, is notorious for its fanaticism and those practices
which are associated with dervishes in the popular European
mind, such as fire-walking, eating glass, handling snakes, and
SO on.

In North Africa, still a stronghold of Siifiism, Marabouts
enjoy great prestige. Their holy men are credited with magi-
cal powers, and their tombs are venerated and visited by
thousands. In Turkey a series of edicts has greatly reduced the
once enormous multitude of dervishes, and naturally their
influence has declined. In India, as would be suspected, the
dervish orders are permeated with Hindu influences, so that
even the caste system has found place among them.

Something must now be said about dervish ritual and
practice. Among the Naqshabandi order the shaykh recites
the declaration of belief in Allih and his prophet while the
novice keeps his attention fixed by placing his heart opposite
that of the shaykh. He shuts his eyes and his mouth, pressing
his tongue against the roof of his mouth, and clenches his
teeth and holds his breath. Then with great force he recites
with his heart, but not with his tongue, the words of the
shaykh. He must hold his breath so that within one respira-
tion he can say the dhikr three times and so allow his heart to
be impressed. Many travellers have described the dances and
extravagances of the dervishes. Perhaps the best account is
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that given by Lane in his Modern Egyptians: he describes a
great ring of devotees jumping and leaping into the air to the
beat of tambourines, dancing wildly with no ordered move-
ment until they are utterly exhausted. Lane saw one of them
rush from the dance and put pieces of red-hot charcoal one
after another into his mouth, chewing them and finally
swallowing them; while another put a live coal into his
mouth and inhaled until it was almost white-hot. As he let
out his breath sparks flew out of his mouth. Lane says that
though he watched them carefully he could not see any indi-
cation of pain on their faces. It used to be the practice in Cairo
for the shaykh of one of the dervish orders to ride over the
bodies of a number of followers who threw themselves in
his path.

* A more recent writer! gives an account of a dervish dhikr
in Cairo just before the first world war. It took place in a
long room with benches on either side. In the middle was a
carpeted space with a railing in the form of a horseshoe. The
Shaykh took his place at the open end of the horseshoe with
his back towards the wall. The dervishes, men who had just
come in from the street, stood inside the railing. The shaykh
knelt sitting back on his heels and repeated the first chapter
of the Qurin. Then the devotees recited the confession of
faith and other phrases, accompanied by gestures of head and
body, with great attention to breathing. Gradually the re-
citation and movements grew faster, the breathing being so
regulated that the utterances of the formula produced a

* strong emotional effect. The writer noticed that the effect on

some was a pleasant hypnosis, and he says that he himself was

strongly tempted to join in the movements. There was none

of that disorderly outburst of shrieking and leaping which
1. D. B. Macdonald, Aspects of Islam, New York, 1911.
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accompanied the celebrations attended by Lane. This writer -

mentions the regret which a converted Muslim felt at having
to abandon these religious exercises. It is interesting to note
that this particular man said that asa dervish he had developed
unusual telepathic power, so that he knew what was going
on ata distance and could even hear words that were spoken
there. Claims to such powers are commonplacein Siifi litera-
ture. Certainly stories one has heard from people of unim-
peachable veracity confirm the existence of very remarkable
powers, whatever the explanation of them may be.
However, these are but by-products of an unselfish mysti-
calsearch for God which can be found in all religions worthy
of the name. To Islam belongs the honour of having the
richest and most variegated literature on this sublime subject.
To the question whether personality survives in the ulti-
mate union with God the majority of Safis would say that
it does not. Despite the mystical union expressed in terms of
love and marriage, the union with the world soul is the
utmost imaginable bliss for mankind, and the S@fi has a posi-
tive passion for losing himself in the infinity of the Godhead.

Oh, let me not exist ! for non-existence
Proclaims in organ tones, “To Him we shall return.”
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CHAPTER NINE

ISLAM TODAY

NoTHING can be more misleading than a number of general
statements based on imperfect and incomplete knowledge,
and no man living has a thorough acquaintance with the
millions of Muslims in Asia and Africa, to say nothing of
scattered communities elsewhere, so that he can make
authoritative pronouncements on Islam as a whole. All that
can be done is to take into account what modern Muslims
have written about their religion and so supplement it by
what one has seen and heard. The result will be illuminating,
but it will leave vast areas dark. Where little or nothing is
written, and the people are inarticulate, nothing of real value
can be said.

The question of overriding importance is: To what extent
are modern Muslims affected by modern historical criticism,
modern philosophy, and modern science? The answer must
be that only those who have been students at universities with
a Western tradition have any real understanding of these
things, and they are a small, but by no means negligible,
minority. In conversation many of them will take an un-
orthodox view of the Qurin and a highly critical view of
tradition, and some, as will be seen, have written fearlessly
on the latter. But to treat the Quran as the writing of a man,
even of an inspired man, is more than they dare attempt: the
power of the ‘ulama is too much for them, and no position in
the public service would be open, or would remain open, to
them if they expressed doubts about the Quran being liter-
ally the Word of God. In Egypt there is the example of the
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scholar and statesman T2h3 Husayn. In one of his books he
questioned whether Abraham and Ishmael had ever been in
Mecca, and for this he was dismissed from his office in the
University, in spite of his eminence as a scholar and his inter-
national reputation. A good many years passed before he was
reinstated in public office. If such things could happen to a
scholar whose patriotism and zeal for his country’s progress
were recognized by thousands of his countrymen, what
hopes have lesser men of following the dictates of reason and
conscience?

Recently a lecturer at al-Azhar, the famous university in
Cairo which devotes itself to the study of traditional Islamic
learning in all its aspects, published an article in which he
denied that the law that ordered fasting throughout the
month of Ramadin was binding on devout Muslims. Now
fasting is one of the ‘Pillars of Islam’ and is prescribed in the
Qurin (2:181). Not unnaturally protests against the writer’s
heresy came from many parts of the Muslim world. The
offender was summoned to attend a disciplinary council by
the Rector of al-Azhar who was supported by the ‘ulama

elsewhere. Some of those who thought that the lecturer had-

gone too far admired his courage and deplored the action of
the Rector. In one journal an editor wrote: “We want al-

Azhar to bea citadel of free thinking, not a cemetery for free-

dom of thought, or a stronghold of ignorance and reaction.’
These words were enthusiastically acclaimed in Cairo and
the old-fashioned curriculum and methods of instruction at
al-Azhar were severely criticized. However, the public were
denied the cause célébre that they hoped for because, before
the tribunal sat, the shaykh retracted whathe had written and
confessed that he had been mistaken.

In almost every Eastern capital today one can see the aero-
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plane overhead and the motor-car on the streets while, heed-
less of both, the camel walks slowly and superciliously along
the public way, utterly indifferent to the traffic he dislocates
and finally brings to a halt. Similarly in matters of the mind
and spirit progressive characters may adopt modern ways of
thought and make great use of them, but the old conserva-
tive who rules the masses goes on repeating word for word
the teaching of his forefathers. In 1917 I saw the students at

- al-Azhar being taught geography from maps based ulti-

mately on the old classical geographers; in 1950 I heard a
lesson on grammar in the same mosque which took the form
of learning by hearta medieval handbook on Arabic, regard-

- less of the fact that comparative Semitic studies have made

all earlier attempts to describe the genius of the Arabic lan-
guagesterile and defective and at times positively misleading.
The theory is wrong and the conclusions foredoomed to
futility.

A reformer, whether in secular or religious matters — and
there is no clear line between them — has thus to reckon with
the enormous power of tradition and the dead weight of
inertia. The question is not merely one of scholarship: it is
economic also. If a new method of studying a subject is
adopted, the teachers of the old way are no longer wanted by
the rising generation. They must make way for those who
know the new learning. It is not surprising that enormous
opposition is encountered by those who would bring new
life into the old organism. What would become of the host
of ‘ulama, the muftis, and the gadis and so on, were it once ad-
mitted that the shari‘a was an invention of the centuries after
Muhammad’s death and that his revered name was falsely
invoked to validate it? Obviously a class of men who had
dominated their fellow-countrymen for centuries would go
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into retirement or have to find some other employment; and
quite apart from the possibility that many of them are
honestly convinced of the sanctity of their calling and of their
credentials, how could they be expected to go through a
course of study in what after all is Western criticism of an
Eastern religion and an Eastern way of life? For us the pro-
blemisan old one; it was faced by Europe at the Reformation
and the Renaissance, and it may well be that Islam is now at
the threshold of a Reformation ; however many of those who
sce that some reform is called for point ominously at the
schism within the body of Christianity which resulted.

The attack on the authenticity of tradition on which the
Muslim’s life is based, began more than a thousand years ago,
has once more come to the fore. Of course much has already
gone by the board: the wearing of European dress, itself a
violation of the shari‘a, and the dropping of the old laws of
almsgiving, pilgrimage, and so on by all but a minority, are
among the most obvious changes which modern life has
brought about. Nevertheless the old spirit is not dead: a
student of mine was once rebuked by an imam for wearing
a gold signet ring, because there was a tradition attributed
to the prophet which forbade it. It had been given him by his
father and he refused to abandon it. This is but a straw in the
wind. Today great changes are taking place in the Muslim
world, not only 1n the way in which modern Muslim writers
regard the traditions of the past, but also in the practical
sphere of law, and it is to these two matters that we willnow
turn.

At the present day it is to Pakistan that we must look for
the clearest and most uncompromising attitude towards the
traditions of the past and the influence of modern historical
criticism. The first man to advocate a modermn approach to
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education in India was Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-98).
His avowed object was to found a college where all that was
best in Western thought could be taught in a Muslim atmo-
sphere, and through his efforts what is now the University
of Aligarh was founded. He held that it was impossible that
there could be any contradiction between Islam and science,
and he insisted that Islam was in conformity with nature.
This, in effect, led him to deny the miraculous element in
Islam, and he had to bear the full weight of the hostility of
the ‘ulama. The influence of the school he founded was im-
mense; one effect was to force earnest Muslims to consider
seriously the social evils of polygamy, divorce, and slavery,
and to adopt a critical attitude towards their traditional way
of life and the authorities on which it was based.

‘He was followed by Sayyid Amir ‘Ali, a Shi‘ite, whose
book, The Spirit of Islam, is one of the most widely read works
in many Muslim countries. It demands that the Quran shall
be read without the interpretations put upon it by the ‘ulama,
who represent the unauthorized teachings of their ancient
predecessors. Thus he condemns polygamy on the authority
of the Quran, which, though it limited the number of wives
to be kept at one time to four, ordered that if a man could
not treat them all equitably and justly he must not marry

~more than one. He wrote: ‘As absolute justice in matters of

feeling is impossible the Koranic prescription amounted in
reality to a prohibition.” (If polemic were the purpose of
thisbook, one would be tempted to ask why, if a contingency
is impossible, should the Qurin legislate for it.) He asserted
that the blight which had fallen on the Muslim nations was
due to the stranglehold of the past which prohibited the exer-
cise of independent judgement, and ended with the expres-
sion of the hope that before long ‘a general synod of Muslim
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