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Íàñòîÿùàòà ñòàòèÿ èçñëåäâà êîðåíèòå íà ìîäåðíèÿ èñëÿìñêè ôóí-
äàìåíòàëèçúì. Çà òàçè öåë àâòîðúò ïðàâè ïðîñòðàííî èçëîæåíèå íà âúç-
íèêâàíåòî è ðàçâèòèåòî íà èñëÿìñêèòå øêîëè. Â ïîðàæåíèåòî íà ìóòà-
çèëèòèòå è íàðàñòâàíåòî íà ïîïóëÿðíîñòòà íà õàíáàëèòñêàòà øêîëà
èçñëåäîâàòåëÿò âèæäà òåîðåòè÷íàòà è ïðàêòè÷åñêà áàçà íà äíåøíèÿ
ñóíèòñêè ôóíäàìåíòàëèçúì, à Àõìåä èáí Õàíáàëè îáÿâÿâà çà íåãîâ
„êðúñòíèê”. Îñíîâàíèå çà òîâà ìó äàâàò áóêâàëèçìúò, ðèãîðèçìúò è
îðèåíòèðàíèÿ êúì ìèíàëîòî òðàäèöèîíàëèçúì íà òàçè øêîëà, êîÿòî íàáèðà
ïîïóëÿðíîñò ñðåä ñóíèòèòå ïðè âñÿêî ïî-ñåðèîçíî ïðåäèçâèêàòåëñòâî â
îáùíîñòòà èëè èçâúí íåÿ.

Introduction

The term ‘Fundamentalist’ has been generalized to mean strong adherence to
any set of beliefs in the face of criticism, but has by and large retained religious conno-
tations. Fundamentalists claim both that they practice their religion as the first adherents
did and that this is how religion should be practiced. The term ‘fundamentalism’, by
definition has no connection to Islam. In fact, the term is rooted in Christian theology1.
When applied to Islam, it expresses the desire to establish a moral community based on
the ethical ideal as contained in the sacred texts (the Qur’an and Sunna). It signifies the
longing to return to the roots of Islam to rectify the ills of contemporary Islamic society.
If some contemporary scholars are sensitive and have reservations about using the term
‘Islamic fundamentalism’, because of its original application to a Protestant Christian
movement, it should be kept in mind, however, that there is widespread recognition of
the reality to which the term refers. In the present context Islamic activists define their
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movement as usulliya (fundamental), which means the desire to safeguard the ethical
ideal as expressed in the principles of al-Shari’a al-Islamyya (Islamic law). Sunni fun-
damentalists claim that all ethical knowledge is literally available in the Qur’an and the
Sunna. Yet, human efforts to understand it that go beyond the literal meaning of the
sacred text are necessarily inadequate and always reflect human worldly interests. Hence,
any form of independent human reasoning is rejected as bid’a (innovation). The funda-
mental Muslims believe in Allah (God) and follow His Prophet Muhammad and live
and conduct themselves according to Islamic law. They perceive their way as the true
path of Islam.

The point stands, nonetheless, that the vast majority of Muslim fundamentalists
are pious individuals who strictly follow the teachings of their Prophet, promote regular
attendance at mosques, and promote the reading of the Qur’an. Many promote the
concept of theocratic government, in which al-Shari’a (Islamic law) becomes the law of
the state. They represent the widespread non-violent trend in the Islamic movement.
This trend is pragmatic, relatively moderate and believes that the ultimate goals could be
attained gradually through education and preaching. The point of all this, of course, is
that the transformation of society is to come primarily from the transformation of the
individuals within society. The mainstream Islamic movements  the so-called moderate
movements - have all renounced violence and already have a powerful impact on social
customs, influencing the way many Muslims dress and behave, and halting and revers-
ing secularist trends. In a word, all fundamentalists view modernity as the enemy, that is,
the representation of evil. Since modern Western thought is the embodiment of a secu-
larized and pluralistic mindset, it constitutes an intellectual challenge to any traditional
religious concept of a God centred universe. Hence, globalization poses a profound
moral crisis of faith, culture and society for all Islamic movements.

It should be evident that Sunnis and Shi’ites compose the two branches of Muslim
believers in the Muslim world. Both branches had from the first century A.H. strong
disagreements, and both of them produced fundamental movements. The tension be-
tween Sunnis and Shi’ites has remained to the present time, as some Shi’ites rituals are
highly offensive to Sunnis2. In fact they are often more hostile to each other than they are
to other religions. The Sunnis are the vast majority today; they make up 85% of the
world’s 1.3 billion Muslims3. Not surprisingly, the majority of the fundamental move-
ments are of the Sunni variety.

The fundamental debate

In today’s Arab countries, Muslim fundamentalists are well embedded in the
social fabric, understand the importance of good organization, and are thus able to
mobilize considerable constituencies. If ideologies are belief systems through which people
view and interpret reality, Muslim fundamentalists view the world through an ideologi-
cal framework. Their ideology prescribes a simple solution to the persistent crises of
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contemporary Arab societies: a return to the fundamentals and true spirit of Islam. They
consider Islam as the basis of a political system touching every aspect of life. Whatever
the problem,’ Islam is the Solution’ and ‘The Qur’an is our Constitution’. These
slogans and other contemporary calls for a return to Islam in order to solve endemic
social and political problems in the Arab countries are not new, but rather rooted in
previous historical experiences. Though the rhetoric of the fundamentals offers an ap-
pearance of uniformity and simplicity, yet they are splintered into several antagonistic
subgroups. Two movements ought to be identified, scriptural fundamentalism and po-
litical fundamentalism. The Salafism represents the first and the Muslim Brotherhood
represents the latter respectively.

Salafism is a Sunni Islamic school of thought that takes the pious ancestors (Salaf)
of the patristic period of early Islam as exemplary models4. The Salafis sometimes de-
scribe themselves as al-Muwahidoon or Ahl at-Tawheed or Ahl al-Hadith. They view the
first three generations of Muslims, who are Prophet Muhammad’s companions, and the
two succeeding generations after them as examples of how Islam should be practiced.
This principle is derived from the following Hadith:

“The people of my generation are the best, then those who follow them, and then
those who follow the latter“.5

The principal tenet of Salafism is that Islam was perfect and complete during the
days of Prophet Muhammad and his companions, but that undesirable innovations
have been added over the later centuries due to materialist and cultural influences.
Salafism seeks to revive a practice of Islam that more closely resembles the faith during
the time of the Prophet. Salafis maintain that innovation (bid’ah) in the practice of the
Islamic creed would cause considerable rift among Muslims. They frequently quote
Prophet Muhammad who emphasized:

“Every innovation is misguidance and going astray“6.
Salafis often quote many companions of Prophet Muhammad like ibn ‘Abas

and ibn ‘Umar who considered every innovation as misguidance. Imam Malik ibn Anas
conveyed similar sentiment quoting the Qur’an:

“This day I have perfected your Religion for you, completed My favour upon
you and I am pleased with Islam as a Religion for you.“7

Imam Malik then brought his argument to an end by emphasizing that what was
not part of the Religion at that time, cannot be part of it at any later time.

What may not be evident to all, on the other hand, is that the Salafis while
sticking to their traditional activities, like da’wa (preaching) and the promotion of Is-
lamic law, some of their groups restrain themselves from adopting any Islamic political
programme. This is indeed the case with the Tablighi Jamaat group in Indo-Pakistan. In
fact, the group does not like to be seen as a group or sect, rather as simple Muslims
striving hard to be firm on their faith. They refuse to indulge in political discussions. In
their view true religious faith ought to be maintained in freedom from politics8. But,
there is no guarantee that they will remain politically inactive. For, there is no hard
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evidence that the most moderate Islamic fundamentalists have turned their back com-
pletely to their ideological beginnings. After all Salafism is fundamentalist in character
and insists on the inerrancy of the Hadiths and the strict application of the Islamic law.
However, Salafism is still a broader category, what groups or movements qualify as
Salafis is disputed.

Among the mainstream Islamic non-violent movements with historical roots dat-
ing back to the second decade of last century is the society of the Muslim Brotherhood.
Although originally based in Egypt, the movement has extended a strong influence
outside its boundaries, playing a political role not only in Egypt but also in many Arab
countries. The Muslim Brotherhood movement was founded in the city of Isma’iliah on
the Suez Canal in 1928 by Sheikh Hasan al-Banna (1906–49), to revive pure Islam and
resist colonialism and secularism9.

There is reason to consider the foundation of the movement as a reaction to the
increasing penetration of Western culture, economics, and technology into Egypt. In the
following few years, Egypt was suffering from a deep economic crisis, as a result of the
global depression of 1929/ 1930, which contributed to the early popularity of the move-
ment10.

The Muslim Brotherhood had a distinctive character in that it was Islamic in its
goals and concepts but not directly associated with older Islamic institutions or groups
such as Al-Azhar and the Sufi orders. It did not reject them so much as go beyond them.
Hasan al-Banna believed that they were neither actively defending the cause of Islam
nor effective in meeting the moral crisis of society and the challenge of modernity. The
movement concentrated on educational and devotional programmes calling people to a
life proper to Islamic faith and practice. Having reaffirmed the teaching that Islam is a
comprehensive way of life, the Brotherhood grounded its teaching in a wide network of
social service institutions that provided direct assistance to the community of Muslim
believers and meeting their widespread human needs. (11) This should come as no sur-
prise, because the success of any ideology largely depends on how it is able to adapt to
the needs of society. Hence, the movement developed a large variety of social programmes
to build a mass base of support by showing their doctrine in action. These included
welfare activities that influence educational institutions and benefit poorer people. It
thus became a mass movement and latterly managed to take over professional associa-
tions and student unions in the crowded higher education institutions in Egypt.

It should be noted that the social message in the Brothers’ teaching is well defined.
It preaches that Islam enjoins man to strive for social justice, the eradication of poverty
and corruption, and political freedom to the extent allowed by al- Shari’a (Islamic law).
To meet the needs and challenges of contemporary times, Muslims ought to return to the
path of Islam, i.e., to the Islamic fundamental principles. Many would find in this
teaching a distinctive mode of response to major social and cultural challenges, which
are threatening to dissolve the Islamic identity. From the very beginning the Brother-
hood was committed to broad-based social reform, at the same time there is certainly
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power in the advocacy of social reforms. A noteworthy programme of social reform was
put forward in a book entitled Social justice in Islam by the prominent Muslim Brother,
Sayyid Qutb12.

Initially, it is interesting and important to note that Al-Banna’s fundamentalist
emphasis on the doctrine of the oneness of God (tawhid) served as the foundation of his
movement’s programme in which Islam is the proper point of reference for all aspects of
life. Another step in this direction is to interpret this perception to mean that the rules of
Islam and its teachings are comprehensive and that Islam as a faith regulates all matters
of life for humanity at all times13. It soon became apparent that if there is only one
sovereign for humanity, it is not possible to separate religion from politics. The Brotherhood’s
ideology emphasizes the oneness of religion and state. Indeed al-Banna came to con-
sider non-involvement in politics an “Islamic crime”14. And because the Qur’an and al-
Sunna constitute a perfect way of life, Islamic governments must be based on this pat-
tern and eventually unified in a caliphate. The Brothers argue that Muslims could not
fulfil their rightful destiny in the absence of a true caliphate. The caliphate envisaged
represents the idea of global Islamic power and the eventual goal would be the establish-
ment of a caliph under whom all humanity would be subordinate in a world united
under Islam15. In short, the Brotherhood interpret the need for Islam to be in political
power is a core value of Islam. That is to say, Islam is no longer restricted to the role of
religious faith; it is rather a political ideology, which aims at reconstituting the secular
world as a divine order. Hence, the formula that Islam is a din wa dawla i.e. ‘a unity of
religion and state’ became a political belief16. How is this possible? The ambiguity of this
terminology is manifested in the rhetorical statements of the Brothers. It is to be expected
that it includes a political strategy that aims at assuming control of the modern national
states in the Middle East in order to transform them into Islamic states17.

The standard criticism of this argument is the source from which its related terms
are derived. Formulae such as din wa dawla (a unity of religion and state), hakimiyyat
Allah (God’s sovereignty), exist neither in the Qur’an nor in the Hadith, nor to be found
in any of the authoritative classical writings. They are recent additions, to the fundamen-
tal religious discourse in the Middle East18.

So, although the Brotherhood had from the very beginning renounced violence
and chosen to advance its goals through political means (Hassan al- Banna rejected
reform by violent means), its credo is distinctly fundamentalist in character. In their
credo the Brothers proclaimed:

“Allah is our objective. The Prophet is our leader. The Qur’an is our constitu-
tion.

 Jihad is our way. Death for the sake of Allah is our highest aspirations. Allah is
great, Allah is great”.19

So it can easily be seen how the fundamentalist Islamic ideology is based upon
two pillars, which are summarized in two Arabic formulae. The first is the conviction
that Islam is din wa dawla, i.e. ‘a unity of religion and state’ committed to the concept of
nizam Islami, i.e. ‘Islamic order’ and based on al-Shari’a (Islamic law), which provides
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an organic and comprehensive system for the regulation of all aspects of human life
(individual, social, and political) in accordance with God’s will. The second is the convic-
tion that Islam is din wa dunya, i.e. ‘a religion and a way of life’. We have to bear in
mind, that Islam makes no distinction between the spiritual and the secular in life. There
is no form of separation between the worldly and the religious. Its aim is to shape both
individual lives as well as society as a whole according to al-Shari‘a. In other words, a
true and faithful Muslim society can only be achieved if the political organization of
society is Islamic, i.e. through an Islamic state. It follows that every teaching in the
Qur’an and the Hadith requires, for its fulfilment, the establishment of an Islamic rule
and an Islamic state. (20) At the same time, Islamic social life should be rebuilt on the very
principles of Shari‘a Ordinance.

As already indicated the call for a return to the true path of Islam is not new, but
rather rooted in the historical experience. Yet, critical attention should be turned to the
sources upon which the Sunni fundamental theory and doctrine were alleged to be
based. It is, therefore, understandable that one has to revisit usul al-fiqh, the classical
Sunni schools of jurisprudence and the theological controversy over the createdness of
the Qur’an and its after-effects.

‘Usul al-fiqh (roots of Islamic jurisprudence)

Shari’a is the body of Islamic religious law. It is the legal framework within which
the public and private aspects of life are regulated for those living in a legal system based
on Islamic principles of jurisprudence and for Muslims living outside the domain21. In
other words, it is a vast system of norms and regulations encompassing all areas of a
Muslim’s life: religious duties, directives concerning ritual cleanliness, food, and dress;
laws of family, inheritance and endowment, contracts and obligations; criminal, fiscal,
constitutional and international law. Its purpose is not only to determine relationships
between human beings but also to define the standard of right and wrong in all matters
considered by God as ethically relevant. In a word, it does not clearly expound what the
laws should be but only provides the basic foundation from which Islamic laws and legal
principles can be derived. However, before saying anything else it would be useful to
emphasize that the divinely revealed text in the corpus of Islamic law should be recog-
nized as separate or distinct, as opposed to the human understanding fiqh of a given
time and place. Of course the distinction between the law and its sources is carefully
maintained in Islamic jurisprudence. What is now commonly understood as Shari’a
Ordinance and presented as divinely sanctioned are mostly interpretations of fallible
human beings. They were influenced by the differing customs of their respective social
milieu, though their interpretations are informed by the two primary sources, the Qur’an
and the Hadith (Sunna). Curiously, for most of the semi-literate Muslim radicals the
distinction between the word of God and the interpretation of man is non-existent. They
don’t believe that Shari’a was man-made interpretation of God’s words and Prophet’s
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Hadiths. To them Shari’a is the absolute law from God, and they have successfully
caused this idea to take root in the minds of average Muslims.

Indeed, all the 1.3 billion Muslims (Sunnis & Shi’ites) all over the world believe
that the Qur’an is a direct revelation from God; and therefore, it is divine, infallible and
is not subject to change. The fundamental aim of the Qur’an was to introduce certain
standards of behaviour for the Muslim community. It has also been declared to be
accessible to all Muslims, and as such it is the duty of Muslims to read it, understand it,
and to derive assistance from it in matters relating to their lives. The Qur’an is not quite
a compendium of laws and codes. In fact, a small portion of the Qur’an relates to
specific guidance establishing what is permissible and what is prohibited. Among the six
hundred verses directly related to laws, only about 80 Qur’anic verses are concrete legal
pronouncements. Beyond setting some principles, norms and guidelines, a commonly
accepted position of Islamic fiqh is that except what is categorically prohibited, the
default guidance of the Qur’an is permissibility22. But for all practical purposes, law in
the Qur’an was, and remains, mostly a set of moral guidelines for behaviour and the
settlement of disputes. Since it is a revelation, the divine Qur’anic discourse is considered
to be the final arbiter of human affairs.

The Hadith, in Islamic terminology refers to reports about the statements or ac-
tions of the Prophet Muhammad, or about his tacit approval of something said or done
in his presence. The Qur’an orders Muslims to follow his example as follows:

“Obey Allah and the Messenger (Muhammad) so that you might be shown
mercy”.

“There is for you in the Messenger of Allah a beautiful pattern (of conduct) for
any one whose hope is in God and the final day, and who engages much in the praise
of God”23.

 As the Prophet’s life (reflected in his words and deeds) is a model, Muslims turn
to Hadith for detailed guidance. The Hadiths were living links to the Prophet and the
manifestation of his charismatic authority in everyday life. Therefore, Hadith scholars
(muhaddithun) dedicated enormous energies to collecting, classifying and studying the
Prophet’s sayings and deeds, which by that time were known as the Sunna. A Hadith
consists of two aspects: the text of the report (matn) containing the actual narrative; and
the chain of narrators (isnad), which documents the route by which the report has been
transmitted. The isnad or sanad is so named due to the reliance of the Hadith’ specialists
upon it in determining the authenticity or weakness of a Hadith. The isnad comprises a
chain of the narrators, each mentioning the one from whom he heard the Hadith until
mentioning the originator of the report along with the report (matn) itself. The authen-
ticity of a given Hadith was determined by how close it could be traced back to the time
of the Prophet or to the Prophet himself. Though the Hadith scholars (muhaddithun)
devoted as much attention to the study of the quality of the contents of the Hadiths
(matn) as to the chain of narrators (isnad) and have done a most appreciable work in
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coming up with collections of Hadiths and their authentication, these originally oral
traditions are neither divine nor infallible24. The important point to be brought out is that
the Hadiths (Sunna) are relied upon for deducing much of the laws and codes in detail.

Without elaborating in full details, the Qur’an and the Hadith (Sunna) have
provided the fundamental authority. Yet, neither the Qur’an nor the Hadith covered
every situation that the Muslim community have encountered. They did not provide
express answers to all the problems that were intrinsic to an organized society. With the
passage of time, differences of interpretation appeared among the jurists, reflecting the
impact of new ideas. To address the different challenges and to accommodate changes
and developments, Muslim jurisprudence (fiqh) developed a methodology of its own to
interpret and make deductions in line with the two primary and foundational sources
(‘usual al-fiqh), i.e. the Qur’an and the Hadith. The outcome was the emergence of two
secondary sources, namely Ijma’ (authoritative consensus) and Qiyas (analogy or ana-
logical reasoning).

Technically Ijma’ is “the unanimous doctrine and opinion of the recognized
religious authorities at any given time”. Sunni Muslims regard Ijma’ as the third source
of Shari’a, while the Shi’ites accept it under restricted conditions25. This doctrine played
a vital role in the integration of the Muslim community. In its early phase it manifested
itself as a general average opinion, a common feeling of the community, and as a
binding force of the body of law against unsound and stray opinions. It became a
decisive authority in religious affairs. All religious doctrines were standardized through
Ijma’. Its rejection was and still is considered blasphemy26. However, it is important to
note that, as for most issues pertaining to Ijma’, there is no consensus about what source
its authority is derived from. The most commonly quoted Hadith adduced in support of
Ijma’ is the following:

“My community (Ummah) will not agree on an error. When you see some
difference, it is incumbent upon you to adhere to the great majority”27.

Yet, it is obvious that the first and second sentences of the Hadith leave a serious
gab. While the first sentence emphasizes that the community will never agree upon an
error, the second advises one to adhere to the majority in case of dispute. Therefore, some
scholars have on the whole maintained the impression that the textual evidence in sup-
port of Ijma’ does not mount to conclusive proof28. If that is the case, then this doctrine
is recognized not because of the Qur’an or the Hadith but because Muslims have ac-
cepted it as a customary norm. Certainly, the distance between thought and act is great.
In reality, there were not many issues on which the community of believers, beginning
with the generation of the companions and continuing through the subsequent genera-
tions, has a consensus. Hence, Ijma’ has been abused nearly as much as it was used. That
is to say, it has been a common practice among Muslim scholars and jurisprudents to
claim consensus about almost anything they have given their juristic opinion on. From
this we can conclude that Ijma’ as a classical Islamic doctrine was not infallible and
may not be tenable.
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Since there were legal issues that could not be resolved exclusively by reference to
the Qur’an or the Hadith or the Ijma’, the sole viable answer was Qyas, i.e. the process of
analogical reasoning from a known injunction (text) to a new injunction. Namely, to
seek similarity between new situations and early practices, especially those of the Prophet.
According to this method, the ruling of the Qur’an and Hadith may be extended to a
new problem provided that the precedent and the new problem share the same operative
or effective cause (‘illah)29. Gradually, Qiyas was recognized by the Sunnis as a fourth
source of law along with the other three sources and, before long, people began to depend
on it. It should be evident that Qiyas brought some discipline to the applied human
reasoning to determine what is acceptable and what is not for things or situations that are
not already covered by the other three sources. What needs to be said in addition is that
to gain broad acceptance, Qiyas had to be validated by Ijma’30. Even though the Sunnis
generally accept Qiyas as one of the four sources of Islamic jurisprudence, there is
considerable disagreement about what it is, its scope and the method of validation. In
brief, there is hardly anything divine or immutable about Qiyas, as it is essentially an
exercise in human reasoning. On the other hand, the Shi’ites view the use of Qiyas as
being an innovation that can easily lead the user to erroneous conclusions regarding
matters of jurisprudence. Thus the basic fundamental sources of Shari’a law are four.
Though, the various schools of Muslim jurisprudenence differ on the number of sources
to be used or emphasized, all of them include the Qur’an and the Hadith31.

From the very start, after the death of the Prophet Muhammad (in 632 A.D.), the
Arabs had conquered an enormous empire and the new religion spread across so much
geographical zones and through so many diverse cultures. Indeed, the conquerors en-
countered ethical and legal problems which went far beyond the imaginative horizons of
the society in which the Qur’an had been revealed. Many challenges had to be addressed
when it came to the application of the Shari’a across these widely situated regions. While
there has been no disagreement among Muslims that the Qur’an is the literal word of
God, there has been and continued to be substantial disagreement about the meaning of
certain verses and their application to different situations. Consequently, there were a
wide variety of opinions and schools on almost every issue and question. It goes without
saying that the disjunction between the utter perfection of God’s sacred texts and the
imperfect ability of the human mind to grasp their true meaning with certainty, invited
the human reason into the elaboration and interpretation of the Shari’a. Thus, the issue
of Ijtihad (independent human reasoning) was brought to the forefront to meet the
changing needs and provide justice in Muslim societies. There is reason to believe that
Ijtihad has enabled Muslims to be flexible and to learn from other cultures32. It may well
be that this human reasoning accelerated the process of integration and contributed to
the creation of a highly complex Muslim society that was amalgam of many cultures
and customs within its enlarged empire.

One thing at least seems certain: during the time of both the Umayyad and the
early part of the Abbasid dynasties the practice of Ijtihad remained widespread. Simul-
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taneously, there were groups of conservatives among Muslims who opposed the practice
of Ijtihad and Qiyas. Their opposition was based on preference to literalism and explicit
meaning of the textual evidences. This viewpoint was enunciated in Sahih al-Bukhari.
Al-Bukhari’s opposition to the use of excessive legal reasoning and speculation mani-
fested itself in his subchapters entitled as follows:

“What is said against judging (in religion) made on the basis of one’s own
opinion (independent reasoning) or by Qiyas”

“Whenever the Prophet was asked about something regarding which no verse
was  revealed, he would either say, ‘I don’t know’ or give no reply, but he never gave
a verdict based on opinion (independent reasoning) or on Qiyas”33.

It has been maintained that those conservatives advocated making the Medina
period the ground root of legal interpretation to avoid all sorts of innovations,

(Every innovation is misguidance and going astray). They argued that the only
true source of Shari’a was, first, the Qur’an then the Hadith (Sunna) that includes the
words, actions, and precedents of the Prophet. On the basis of this insight, they insisted
that the best authorities for those truths were the Prophet’s companions and the most
upright among his immediate contemporaries. In this context, the advocates of Hadith
(Sunna), in the long course of their doctrinal wrangle with those who practiced Ijtihad
produced enormous number of fabricated Hadiths in their effort to make traditionalist
dogma the standard jurisprudence throughout the Islamic realm34.

The classical Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence

It was in the midst of this controversy that a number of schools (madhahib i.e.
rites) of Islamic jurisprudence took shape, of which four came to be accepted as official,
while the others faded away gradually. Of course, they were not merely schools which
differed in respect of theory, but also rites which sometimes differed in practice. They
are, in chronological order: the Hanafi School, the Maliki School, the Shafi’i School and
the Hanbali School. As the body of legal ideas of a given school crystallized, those
doctrines were attached to the individual religious scholar (‘alim) who formulated them
and thus gave his name to the particular school: Abu Hanifa (d.767); Malik ibn Anas
(d.795); al-Shafi’i (d.82o); Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d.855). These four schools share most of
their rulings, but differ on the particular Hadiths they accept as authentic and the weight
they give to Qiyas or Ijtihad in providing answers to the problems in some novel circum-
stances35. On the whole, the Hanafi School of jurisprudence probably have the most
differences with the other three schools. It is considered the oldest, most rational, and
most liberal one. Abu Hanifa’s training in jurisprudence combined with his experience
as a merchant led to his use of reason and logic in applying rules to practical questions
of life and broadening those rules through use of Qiyas (analogy) and istihsan (juristic
preference or discretion). His legal views which included legal devices (hiyal) were noted
for their liberality and respect for personal freedom. They were preserved primarily by
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his two disciples Abu Yusuf and Mohammad al-Shaybani36. After the Qur’an and the
trustworthy and authentic Hadiths, the Hanafis make considerable use of independent
reasoning in legal decisions. It is interesting to note that both the Ottoman Empire and
the Mughal Empire (in the Indian subcontinent) adopted that school of law as their
dominant body of jurisprudence because the Hanafi interpretations of law tended to
give their sultans extra margin space in exerting their authority. The advocates of Hadith
opposed Abu Hanifa. Thus, in his lifetime he was disgraced, called ignorant, hypocrite
and inventor of new beliefs. He was imprisoned and probably poisoned37.

The Maliki School is sometimes called the School of Medina. It had another
approach to defining the Sunna of the Prophet Muhammad. The Sunna includes not
only what was recorded in Hadiths, but also the legal rulings of the four righteous
caliphs (al-Rashidun), and the practice of the people of Medina. Specifically, the Maliki
School gave precedence to the acts of the people of Medina over Hadiths if they were in
conflict, because the practice of those people was considered ‘living Sunna’ in as much
as the Prophet migrated, lived, and died there. It is of course true that Imam Malik held
the Hadith in such reverence that he showed hesitancy in issuing religious verdicts,
explaining in one of his more famous statements that the shield of the scholar is “ I don’t
know”38. In fact, he was vehemently opposed to any form of independent reasoning
considering it innovation. Malik is the author of the first manual of jurisprudence, al-
Muwatta’ (the Approved). It is a mixture of Prophet’s Hadiths, the rulings of his Com-
panions, the practice of the scholars of Medina and the opinions of Malik himself39.
Another work, al-Mudawana, contains the notes of a long-time student, Ibn Qasem,
from his sessions of learning with Imam Malik40.

Thus, there were two schools in process of formation during the latter half of the
second century A.H. The great dividing line between them was their respective attitudes
to the Hadith (Sunna). In this context, al-Shafi’i leaped into the arena and acted as an
intermediary between the independent legal investigation and the traditionalism of his
time, i.e. between the adherents of Hadith (Sunna) and the votaries of reason and anal-
ogy. Al-Shafi’i was linked with the two dominant schools at the same time. For many
years he remained a student of Malik in Medina. When he moved to Baghdad, he
studied for several years under one of Abu Hanifa’s distinguished students, Muhammad
al-Shaybani. He acquainted himself with philosophy, logic, and dialectics. He even took
part in debates with al-Mu’tazila, who resorted to independent reasoning and came with
new rulings41. In the end he was able to unite both the school of tradition and the school
of analogy, in order to stabilize the bases of Islamic legal theory. He admitted the validity
of both divine will and human speculation42. When he moved to Egypt, he formulated
his thoughts in his two works: al-Risala fi ‘Usul al-Fiqh and Kitab al-Umm. He devised
a method for systematic reasoning without relying on personal deduction43. His method
was to establish a single maxim as the authoritative source of law, thereby unifying the
law itself. Hence, he argued that the paramount sources of legal authority are the Qur’an
and the authentic Hadiths. Of less authority are the Ijma’ (consensus) of the community
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and thought of scholars (Ijtihad) exercised through Qiyas (analogical reasoning). Shafi’i
would take advantage only of an authentic Hadith, for all traditions of this kind he had
the utmost reverence. The jurist should interpret the ambiguous verses of the Qur’an
according to the consensus of the Muslims and if there is no climate of opinion accord-
ing to analogical reasoning44. Nevertheless, it soon became apparent that Shafi’i’s ap-
proach to Islamic jurisprudence and his thoughts of legal unity inadvertently produced
more diversity than uniformity. After the formulation of his thoughts and creation of his
school, two more conservative schools of law emerged in the third century A.H., namely
the Hanbali and the Zahiri. Both schools promoted literalism and explicit meaning of
the textual evidences.

The Hanbali School is the fourth Sunni school of law. This rigorous school takes
its name from Ahmad ibn Hanbal, a major scholar and theologian. His career as dog-
matic theologian, coupled with the fact that he did not elaborate a complete system of
law, gave him and his immediate followers the reputation of initiating a theological
rather than a legal school45. There is no reason to doubt that the scriptural fundamental-
ism of this school was a double reaction against the rational theology of al-Mu’tazila on
the one hand, and the internal threat of the theology and rituals of the Shi’ites on the
other hand. It can be said that against the rational theology of al- Mu’tazila, the Hanbalis
rejected the rationalist trend, maintained that the Qur’an was the eternal Word of God,
and insisted on unquestioning acceptance of the explicit meaning of the scriptural evi-
dences. Against sectarian Shi’ism the Hanbali School advocated the Sunna and insisted
that belief and practice must be based on the fundamentals as found in the Traditions of
the Prophet Muhammad46. The school derived its doctrine from the Qur’an and the
Hadith (Sunna), which it placed, above all forms of consensus, and preferred to stick to
the plain narration of textual proofs. When no textual evidence was available, verdicts
issued by the companions of the Prophet should be considered. Hanbalis would even
resort to mursal Hadith (with a link missing in the isnad) or a weak Hadith, but no
independent reasoning (innovations) and no use of legal devices (hiyal)47.

It should be evident that Ahmad ibn Hanbal became a leading authority in Hadith
(Imam ahl al-Sunna) and left a huge Hadith encyclopaedia, al-Musnad, as living proof
of his proficiency and devotion to this science. His juridical decisions are part of this
monumental work, which contains more than forty thousand reports on various topics,
not necessarily all legal. Of course, ibn Hanbal himself admitted that his collection
contained weak Hadiths, which he readily employed in situations where no stronger
reports could be found. This compilation has become the source for juridical decisions
undertaken by later Hanbali jurists. Yet his school did not enjoy the popularity of the
three preceding Sunni schools of law. The original fundamentalist assumption that the
text of the Qur’an and Hadith provided a literal answer for every conceivable moral
question had proved untenable in practice. If the adherents of ibn Hanbal regarded
themselves the champions of strict orthodoxy, they were quite impossible for ordinary
people to live with. They were regarded as reactionaries and troublesome on account of
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their reluctance to give personal opinion on matters of law, their rejection of analogy,
and their fanatic intolerance of views other than their own. In later centuries, Hanbali
jurists such as Ibn Taymiyya (d.728/1328) and his disciple Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya
(d.751/1350) reluctantly began to concede the inevitability of interpretation. They had to
admit that without analogical reasoning (Qiyas) both the Qur’an and Hadith would
suffer serious limitations. Hence, they displayed more tolerance to other views than their
predecessors and were accounted for making the Hanbali teaching more accessible48.

The theological controversy over the createdness of the Qur’an

It can be said that the Muslim society under the early Abbasid caliphs enjoyed a
surprising climate of freedom of thinking in its approach to religion and to the phenom-
enon of belief. There was difference of opinion on various aspects of Islamic teaching,
leading to conflicts and hatred amongst adherents of the various schools. Acknowledg-
ment of this diversity within the unity of Islamic law was sanctioned by the following
Hadith:

“Difference of opinion within my community is a sign of the bounty of Allah”49.
On the one hand, there were the traditionalists and the fundamentalists (i.e. the

transmission-based) or the blind adherents to spiritual guides, who were troubled by a
growing tendency to override the Sunna, and those who bowed to the primacy of reason
and were alarmed by the enormous growth of oral Traditions or Hadiths that lack au-
thenticity on the other hand. In brief, the two contending camps were: ahl al-Sunna,
(most of them were adherents of Ibn Hanbal and Malik), who denied innovation and
relied primarily on the traditions of the Prophet versus ahl al-Ra’i and ahl al-Kalam
(most of them were Mu’tazila) who vigorously asserted their right to exercise indepen-
dent judgements and spread the light of reason. Though the early Abbasid caliphs
adopted a traditional neutral religious policy and showed little active involvement in the
actual articulation of Islamic law, it was al-Ma’mun (198218/813833) who decided to
divert from this policy and in 212/827 adopted and promulgated the rationalist argu-
ment of the reason-based scholars on the createdness of the Qur’an. A distinction was
implied in this promulgation: the caliph had given his view and to question it was to
oppose his authority. Thus, belief in the createdness of the Qur’an became the touch-
stone of political loyalty. Furthermore, in a declaration issued in 218/833, al-Ma’mun
decreed that the scholars involved in various aspects of legal administration were to
make public profession of their belief that the Qur’an was the created, not the uncreated,
word of God. He attempted in vain to enforce this doctrine on the majority instituting an
inquisitional tribunal (mihna). This generated popular opposition and a fundamentalist
wave led by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Many prominent Hadith scholars were humiliated.
Most of them, though believing the opposite, submitted to the demand for a profession
of createdness, but few refused, notably Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Therefore they were tor-
tured and imprisoned50.
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Initially, it is important to note that the inter-factional strife between the transmis-
sion-based (ahl al-Hadith or ahl al-Sunna) and reason-based (ahl al-Ra’i and ahl al-
Kalam) scholars which had been going on for more than half a century, constituted the
backdrop for the inquisition. The core of contention was of a strictly theological nature,
namely God’s attributes and the nature of the Qur’an. Though the reason-based camp
was adroit in theology and comprised a mixture of groups like the Mu’tazilite, Jahmiyya
and Hanafi rationalists, they were still a minority51. All of them believed that faith de-
pends on comprehension. Probably, they were motivated by a desire to make the ethical
ideal relevant in the changing conditions of the Muslim society. Some of them returned
God to his transcendence. They withdrew Him from the material world, and the earthly
sojourn was returned to the responsibility of man, who was supposed to confront evil by
using his free will. On the other hand, the transmission-based camp, the traditionalists or
literalists comprised a mixture of adherents of Ahmad b. Hanbal, Malik b. Anas and
some Shafi’is as well. They asserted the literalist position that one should accept the
outward meaning of the Qur’anic verses or the Hadiths describing God’s movements.
They believed that the Qur’an is the “speech of God” (kalam Allah) and therefore not
created. Some of them asserted that God spoke in the anthropomorphic sense of the
word. They claimed to be the defenders of the community’s unified identity, refused to
recognize the legitimacy of any inquiry into the nature of God, and opposed all theo-
logical investigations. Not only they hated discussing obscure issues, but also they avoided
the people of dialectical theology (kalam). Of course, they were followed by the majority
of the common people who were incapable of holding theological investigations because
they lack intellectual abilities.

For it surely makes sense to assert that literacy was certainly not as widespread
among all groups and in all corners of the Abbasid caliphate as it was among the
intellectual and spiritual elite or in the central bureaucracy in Baghdad. On the con-
trary, a substantial part of the inhabitants of the Abbasid provinces, i. e. the masses (al-
‘awamm), was illiterate or only had been introduced to some basic level of literacy, rang-
ing from the mere recognition of the written word as an expression of communication to
being able to read but not write. It should be noted further that those common and
ignorant people, who did not understand anything about theology, embraced anthropo-
morphic beliefs, turned to the anthropomorphist Hanbalis for religious guidance, and
interfered in the theological discourse52.

The vehement controversy over the createdness of the Qur’an was an unprec-
edented crisis of faith in the history of Islam. The sixteen years’ (or more) episode of the
mihna started in the last four months of al-Ma’mun’s reign in 218/833, continued dur-
ing the nine year reign of his brother al-Mu’tasim (218227/833842), the five-year rule
of his nephew al-Wathiq (227232/842847), and it was faded out gradually during the
first four or five years of the reign of al-Mutawakkil (232247/847861)53. This episode
may seem a pointless theological controversy, which turned infamous by the interven-
tion of a caliph who was noted for the breadth of his intellectual horizons, but it was
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more than that. It must be emphasized, however, that the innovation of the notion of the
created Qur’an is attributed to Jahm ibn Safwan (d.128/746). This view was accepted and
shared by several early sectarian groups, including al-Khawarij, most of the Zaydiyya
Shi’a and Murji’a, and many of the Imami Shi’a (Rafida), and all of the Mu’tazila54.
But the traditionalists and fundamentalists opposed this notion and asserted that God
does in fact speak, the Qur’an is God’s eternal speech and that the Qur’an is one of His
uncreated attributes. They equated the assertion that the Qur’an was created with calling
God Himself created. It seemed probable to them that if the Qur’an is a created word of
God, then it was created in time, might have been created differently, and therefore
someone with authority could alter it. In other words, it could be modified to suit differ-
ent times and the judgement of a God-guided imam might supersede it. Hence, they
considered the rationalist argument of the Mu’tazila and al-Ma’mun as an attempt to
limit God’s power and as an attack on the textual authenticity of Islam55.

On the other hand, the Mu’tazila, who allied themselves with the power of the
caliph, took issue with the traditionalist and fundamentalist scholars over the attributes
of God and the doctrine of the eternal and uncreated nature of the Qur’an. They re-
garded this issue as compromising the oneness of God (tawhid). Though al-Ma’mun
struggled to attest the createdness of the Qur’an by means of several Qur’anic verses, his
argument was handicapped by the absence of any Qur’anic verse in which God explic-
itly created (khalqa) the Qur’an56. Yet the Mu’tazila argued that, since God Himself is
not apprehended empirically, how could He have many divine attributes? Contrary to
majority opinion, they maintained that the Qur’anic passages that affirmed God’s at-
tributes were meant to be understood not literally, but rather metaphorically or allegori-
cally. Similarly, the testimony that the Qur’an is the “speech of God” (kalam Allah) or
the word of God (and is therefore uncreated and eternal) should not be taken literally.
For how could both God and His word be eternal and uncreated? The result would be
two divinities (shirk)57.

The constraint and violence of the inquisitional tribunal increased the enmity
between the traditionalists (ahl al- Sunna) and the central Abbasid administration in
Baghdad, which placed its authority behind the reasoned-based scholars. Of course, the
issue attracted the attention of modern scholars, who tried to explain what drove al-
Ma’mun to institute the mihna. Three hypotheses were offered. One suggested that al-
Ma’mun was inspired by the Mu’tazila and the Shi’ites58. The second explanation sug-
gests that al-Ma’mun’s radical break from the neutral religious policy of his predecessors
was not the outcome of a doctrinal position. It grew out of an acute situation where all
reason-based scholars were harassed and humiliated by the fundamentalists (ahl al-
Sunna) and the masses in an atmosphere of terror. To him, it was a world turned upside
down. This state of affair bothered him so much that he decided to halt the deterioration
in the spiritual status of the rationalists. Thus, the mihna was an act of self-defence59. The
third proposes that it was an attempt to assert the supreme and unquestionable authority
of the state over religious teachings. The point at issue during the mihna was the author-
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ity of the caliph versus the authority of ahl al- Sunna, who saw themselves and not the
caliph as the legitimate repository and authentic transmitters of religious knowledge and
tradition. Hence, the caliph instituted an inquisitional tribunal in order to acquire the
authority of the Shari’a and enhance his power by giving his word theocratic force60. It
follows that if the Qur’an was uncreated, it expressed something of God’s nature and
could not be altered; and in this case the final word was with the qualified exponents of
the Shari’a, the religious scholars, i.e. ahl al-Sunna, and not with the caliph61.

While the attention of modern scholars was focused on the motives behind al-
Ma’mun’s decision to initiate the Inquisition, less attention has been paid to the after-
effects of this episode. As mentioned earlier, the mihna was maintained during the reigns
of al-Mu’tasim and al-Wathiq. As evidence is meagre, little is known about how ahl al-
Sunna fared during these difficult years62. It was under caliph al-Mutawakkil, however,
that it was abolished gradually. There is reason to believe that the caliph’s point was not
to affirm traditionalist or fundamentalist orthodoxy (Sunnism), that the Qur’an was not
created, but rather to quieten the whole controversy. If he was an opponent of the theol-
ogy of the Shi’ites, he was hardly a sponsor of traditionalism63. Yet, the termination of
the mihna was an outright victory to the transmission-based scholars (ahl al-Sunna) and
Ahmad ibn Hanbal was restored to favour and his prestige was increased. As he re-
mained constant in his belief, he is credited with creating a sense of religious authority
separate from that of the caliph. Thus, the doctrine of the uncreated nature of the Qur’an
became the dogma in Sunni Islam along with predestination. Furthermore, the religious
institution was recognized as authoritative in certain spheres. On the other hand, though
the Mu’tazila (ahl al-Kalam) continued to exist after the reign of al-Mutawakkil, their
presence and what they stood for was discredited. Their theories (on free will, choice, and
human responsibility), which could have been useful for the evolution of the Muslim
world, were defeated. Their fortunes were more limited. Since they were a small minority,
they failed to attract a substantial following64.

It is not true, however, that the abolishment of the inquisitional tribunal and the
break with the Mu’tazila was the end of caliphal support for one or another juridical-
theological party over others. But the very difficulty of imposing any one theology prob-
ably deterred most rulers from sponsoring any. Hence, most Muslim rulers after the
mihna were content to follow religious trends, not to set them65. Montgomery Watt evalu-
ated the after-effects in the following words:

“From this time onwards there may be said to have been an understanding
between the Sunni religious institution and the changing forms of the political institu-
tion (following on the loss of political power by the caliphs in 945). The religious
institution was allowed to determine the norms of social life within the caliphate
through personal, civil and criminal law, but was not allowed any say in the external
policies of the political institution nor even in respect of the relation of the ruler to his
subordinates. In return for this degree of recognition the religious institution gave a
title of legitimacy to the political institution”66.
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At this juncture, it should become obvious that the triumph of Sunnism could be
viewed as a culmination of a struggle that was an immediate reaction against a chal-
lenge from within, i.e. innovations (bida’) represented by the rational theses of the Mu’tazila
and to some extent the developing rituals of the Shi’ites. However, despite the growing
influence of ahl al-Sunna, the religious scholars continued to disagree about so many
aspects of theology and law. During this period, a variety of theological, legal and philo-
sophical ideas competed for influence among the scholars, each idea having its own
adherents. Between the eighth and tenth centuries, jurists of the classical Sunni schools
(madhahib) attracted masses of rank and file Muslims and gradually built up large
followings. The jurists of each school of Islamic jurisprudence articulated the distinctive
legal doctrines that both regulated their adherents’ lives and at the same time set them
apart from the other schools. Furthermore, the adherents of the four schools of Islamic
law established mosques, institutions of education and separate courts of law, which
passed judgements according to their legal traditions. As the jurists of those schools were
capable of attracting large followings to their teachings, they demonstrated a remarkable
ability to mobilize their followers and create new social entities that were based on legal
and moral bonds. (67)

A short-lived literalist school of law: The Zahiri School

If religious doctrine was still fluid and hotly debated, fundamental and literal
tendencies were closing in. In this context, the Zahiri School of law emerged. The founder
of this school was Dawud ibn Khalaf (d. 270/883). He was known as Dawud al-Zahiri
because of his insistence on sticking to the manifest (zahir), i.e. to the literal and evident
meaning of expressions in the Qur’an and Hadith. The Zahiriya were more adamant in
their rejection of the recourse to personal opinion i.e. Ijtihad, and Qiyas. In the same
spirit, they limited the basis of Ijma’ to the companions of the Prophet. They empha-
sized the importance of applying the rules of Arabic grammar to the text in order to
determine the revealed meaning68. It is, thus, not surprising that the teaching of this rigid
school flourished in Muslim Spain at a period of disruptive ethnic and clan rivalries that
saw the decline of the Umayyad caliphate at Cordova and the formation of tiny king-
doms fighting among themselves. Ibn Hazm of Cordova (384456/9941064), a jurist
and theologian, joined the Zahiri School and brought to it a systematic structure of logic.
For the interpretation of sacred texts, he took the position that the Arabic language itself
provides all that is necessary for the understanding of its content and that, therefore,
God, who revealed the Qur’an in clear (mobin) Arabic, has used the language to say
precisely what He means69. Each verse should be understood grammatically and lexi-
cally in its immediate and general sense. On the other hand, Ibn Hazm attacked all
Muslim theologians, the Mu’tazila and the Ash’ariya in particular, because they raise
questions about the revealed text only to resolve them by purely human means. In his
view reason is not a faculty for independent research, much less for discovery. By sub-
mitting humans exclusively to the word of God, Ibn Hazm’s
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literalism freed them from any choice of their own. It is evident that the Zahiri
School was the most conservative and rigid and as such was petered out with the passage
of time. By the time Ibn Khaldun wrote in the fourteenth century, the school had ceased
to function because of the extinction of the personal chains of authority, linking teacher
to disciple, through which status as scholar of law was transmitted. Precisely because its
teaching has survived in books, the Zahiriya (like the Hanbalis) managed to influence
the argument of the subsequent fundamentalist Islamic ideology of modern time70.

Al-Ash’ari’s traditional school of theology

One thing is certain about Sunni traditionalism, its tide was growing strong. As
already noted adherents of the Hanafi and Shafi’i schools bowed to necessity and agreed
that Ijtihad (reasoning) had to be recognized as a source of ethical knowledge. If indi-
vidual reasoning might lead to probable knowledge, the results could become certain
knowledge through the doctrine of Ijma’, i.e. authoritative consensus (My community
will not agree on an error). The traditionalists believed, therefore, that once established,
this consensus could not be reconsidered and should be binding for later generations.
They tried to meet the demands for both stability and flexibility71. It would be true to say
that traditionalism can be viewed as a compromise between the extreme positions of the
fundamentalist Hanbalis and literalist Zahiriya who completely rejected interpretation,
on the one hand, and the rational Mu’tazila who advocated interpretation and empha-
sized human moral autonomy and freedom, on the other hand. Indubitably, from the
tenth century onwards, traditionalism became the dominant trend in Sunni Islam. Sev-
eral rationalists abandoned the dogmatic theses of the Mu’tazila and joined the tradi-
tional fold of ahl al-Sunna. The most prominent among them was Abu al-Hasan Ali al-
Ash’ari (260324/874936). Originally he was a devout Mu’tazilite scholar in Basra. In
300/912 at the age of forty he abandoned the reason-based camp and went back to the
traditionalist camp of ahl al-Sunna and became the father of the Ash’arite school of
theology, which came to dominate Sunni Islam in the 11th century72. He set up a middle
ground between the extremes of ibn Hanbal’s literalism and the Mu’tazila’s attempts to
harmonize revelation with reason. In fact, he drew the reasoning of the Mu’tazila into
the service of orthodoxy. He was not the first to try to apply logic and rational argument
to the defence of the Sunni doctrine, yet he had been the first to do this in away accept-
able to a large body of ahl al-Sunna73. Al-Ash’ari then spent the rest of his life engaged
in developing his views, writing polemics and arguing against his former Mu’tazila
colleagues. He affirmed the unlimited and universal power of God, His attributes, the
uncreatedness of the Qur’an, and God’s predestination. Yet he stated that God custom-
arily allowed many events to follow from certain causes. Though God decreed all actions
and events, the human being should acquire responsibility and remain accounted for his
actions. It is further of interest to notice that the adherents of Ahmad ibn Hanbal and the
Zahiriya regarded al-Ash’ari and his scholastic theology with a great deal of suspicion
and mistrust, because of the use of reason, which was unacceptable74.
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The puritanical Hanbalism: Commanding right and forbidding wrong

What in this context needs emphasizing is that the ultimate setback for the ratio-
nalist argument of the reason-based scholars (ahl al-Ra’i) coincided with the end of the
Abbasid power and prosperity. The standard account notes the disintegration of the
Islamic imperial system under the Abbasid caliphs since the second half of the ninth
century and throughout the tenth and its replacement by a decentralized network of
smaller states ruled by military commanders, emirs, or sultans, who replaced the caliphs
as the effective rulers of Muslim provinces. This phenomenon of breakaway provinces
began at the peripheries of the vast Abbasid Empire and worked its way into the center.
The problems of the Abbasids at this time boiled down to military turmoil, diminishing
revenues and shortage of money. Riots and popular demonstrations became common-
place in Baghdad and added to its instability and chaos75.

It is obvious and also understandable that despite this military-economic crisis
and the subsequent political fragmentation, the Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence
(madhahib) continued to grow and develop. As they built up large followings, their
adherents were drawn into a variety of social and political confrontations. What can
hardly be doubted is the dominance of traditionalism; yet there always remained an
anti-traditionalist opposition represented by the adherents of the Hanbali School. It was
not mere coincidence that the short-lived increase of the Hanbalis in numbers and vigour
occurred just as the Abbasid power was in decline76. Precisely because the dissolution of
the Abbasid caliphate was accompanied by economic decline, social disruption and
chaos, notably in Baghdad and central Iraq, many people were convinced that God was
indeed mightily angered, and that the sin for which they were being chastised was that of
misguidance and aberration from the true spirit of Islam. In particular the common
people (al-‘awamm) interpreted their misfortunes as a manifest sign of divine displea-
sure and came to the conclusion that there was only one path to salvation: scriptural
fundamentalism, i.e. the return to the literal meaning of the sacred text. Hence, they
turned to the anthropomorphist Hanbalis for religious guidance. It is nevertheless virtu-
ally certain that correct observance of the literal meaning of the Qur’an and the Sunna
was, to the Muslim’s thought pattern, closely related to political success and economic
prosperity.

It was clear that Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s conservative theology and charisma gained
him the admiration of the rank and file and drew numerous believers to his fold. But it
was his moral views, personal piety and behavioural pattern which gave his school its
proper character77. The practices of austerity, self discipline, self control, and aspiring to
the life to come, were among the attributes of the Hanbalis. Their attraction to asceticism
infers a critique of materialism and worldliness without a complete renouncement of the
world. In other words, the ascetic ideal that guided them emphasized control of physical
appetites and not their annihilation, measured relations with society and not a break
with it. In their preaching, they were inviting ordinary people to lead a pious life78. It is
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not without interest to note that, while the Hanbalis asserted that God must be feared, the
Sufis (mystics) claimed that their love of God was such that fear had fallen away from
them79. What needs stressing, however, is that the Hanbalis’ call for austerity contained
nothing that had not been mentioned before either in the Qur’an or the Hadiths. But, if
asceticism was a popular sentiment in every medieval Muslim society, it was a central
element of the Hanbalis’ ideology because it symbolized the path to salvation. Moreover,
the essence of the Hanbalis’ teaching was based on the fact that real faith should be
coupled with proper acts, which means that belief alone can not be complete unless it is
coupled with radical religious and ethical criticism. Indeed, ascetical piety emphasizes
obedience to a transcendent God and imposing God’s will on the natural world. That the
Hanbalis were so anxious to impose God’s will on society and to curb immoral behaviour
was evident in their enforcement of the injunction of ‘commanding right and forbidding
wrong’.

This tenet has historically proved to be the major foundation of any Islamic social
ethic. Basically, several verses in the Qur’an refer to it:

“Let there arise out of you a band of people inviting to all that is good,
commanding what is right and forbidding what is wrong: they are the ones to attain
felicity”80.

“The believers, men and women, are protectors one of another: they command
what is right and forbid what is wrong; they observe regular prayers, practice regular
charity, and obey God and His Prophet. On them God will bestow His mercy, for God
is Exalted in power and is Wise”81.

“O my son! Establish regular prayer, command what is right, and forbid what is
wrong: and bear with patient constancy whatever betide thee; for this is firmness (of
purpose) in (the conduct of) affairs”82.

There is also an explicit reference to it in a renowned Hadith, where the Prophet is
reported to have said:

“Whoever sees a wrong, and is able to put it right with his hand, let him do so;
if he can’t, then with his tongue; if he can’t, then in his heart, and that is the bare
minimum of faith”83.

Although the visible and easily understandable manifestation of the tenet con-
tains a severe challenge to a great deal of the reality of social life, it is a mere recommen-
dation without specific instructions. Michael Cook’s comprehensive and compelling
analysis of the subject represents the first sustained attempt to chart the history of Islamic
reflection on this obligation from its origin in the sacred text up until modern times84.
How wrong is to be forbidden? What restrictions are there on the obligation? One an-
swer is that there was a fairly general restriction of the duty to include only prevention,
reserving punishment to the state. Many scholars were prepared to grant the ruler a
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monopoly on the use of violence to forbid wrong. However, from a theological as well as
ideological point of view, the Hanbalis endorsed the practice of this tenet on the indi-
vidual level. They did not encourage recourse to the ruler, yet they remained loyal to the
authorities in general85.

Because the Hanbalis adopted a posture of militant social activism, they sanc-
tioned the legitimacy of using physical force by devoted believers to forbid wrongdoing
and to stop corrupt behaviour. What is certain is that Ahmad ibn Hanbal encouraged
his disciples to destroy material objects such as jugs of wine and musical instruments,
but he made no mention of the wrongdoers themselves, or breaking into homes and
intruding privacy86. Forbidding wrong was to be performed solely in cases of glaring
public offences. Yet, the lines drawn by ibn Hanbal were constantly and inevitably over-
stepped.

As their numbers grew and their leaders were more militant by the early tenth
century, the Hanbalis became a formidable force in Baghdad and the Abbasid caliphs
had to appease or oppress them87. At the same time the tone of violence was set by a
celebrated Hanbali preacher, al-Barbahari (d.329/941), who had enormous influence
among the Sunni common people of Baghdad. Contrary to ibn Hanbal’s teaching, al-
Barbahari reinterpreted ‘forbidding wrong’ and contributed to the civil unrest by inciting
riots. From 309/921 until his death, al-Barbahari exploited urban unrest and popular
grievances and stirred up his followers not only against suspect wrongdoers, but also
against adherents of other Sunni schools of law and the Shi’ites. In fact, al-Barbahari
and his gangs of ‘forbidding wrong’ went too far, when in 323/935 they broke into
houses, poured out wine, smashed musical instruments, and even interrogated couples
on the streets to assure that they were conducting themselves properly. Caliph al-Radi
attempted to stop their activities, therefore, he promulgated an edict warning the Hanbalis
and condemning them for disorder, spreading anthropomorphic beliefs, molesting good
Muslims, and accusing the Shi’ites of infidelity. A number of them were imprisoned and
al-Barbahari himself went into hiding88. One can not refrain from remarking that, if the
Hanbalis’ ardour was temporarily subsided, it was to flare up anew as a reaction time
and again, whenever the true Sunni Islam was seriously challenged from within or
without.

It is obvious and also understandable that the Hanbalis’ interpretation of the
injunction ‘commanding right and forbidding wrong’ was part of their self-image as
champions and guardians of the true spirit of Islam. What is particularly noteworthy is
that their way of confronting immorality varied with the passage of time and according
to the changing conditions in the political society of the Islamic world. The three-fold
scheme, in the renowned Hadith, ‘hand, tongue, and heart’ was widely used. One way
was to ‘command right’ and admonish the wrongdoers against committing mortal sins
or any immoral acts without resorting to intrusive violence, as Ahmad ibn Hanbal did in
his lifetime. The second was to impose personal piety on every Muslim and to go as far
as implementing ‘forbidding wrong’ by force, as already noted in the unruly assaults
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against the inhabitants of Baghdad in the tenth century. The third is what the Salafis are
practising in contemporary Muslim societies. While sticking to their traditional activity
of Da’wa (preaching), they are obliged to self-restraint, only to resent wrongdoing in
their hearts and that is the bare minimum of faith.

General conclusions

However, the evidence surveyed in this study suggests some tentative general con-
clusions. The first of these is that the two primary sources of Islamic jurisprudence, the
Qur’an and authentic Hadith, are characterized by a large measure of generalization
and adaptability. They sketch the fundamental principles of the law, as well as the ends
it seeks to achieve: to serve human interest in both this life and the afterlife, without
entering into details of particulars and the means of those ends89. Both sources (‘usul)
provide the basic foundation from which Islamic laws and legal principles can be de-
rived. It should be kept in mind, however, that the divinely revealed text, i.e. the Qur’an,
should be recognized as separate or distinct, as opposed to the interpretations of fallible
human beings of a given time and place. Strictly speaking, the original fundamentalist
assumption that the text of the Qur’an and the Hadith provided a literal answer for every
conceivable moral question had proved untenable. Hence, the fundamentalists’ slogan
‘Islam is the solution’ is an overclaim and an orientation toward the past.

The second conclusion is that, a sacred text is never thought capable of error, and
therefore, commands obedience. In fact, ‘sacred’ when applied to a text, means that
apparent difficulties with the text are a priori more likely to be the fault of the reader
than of the text. The more sacred the text is thought, the more likely the reader is presum-
ably at fault. With every justification, the Qur’an being the unaltered word of God
(Kalam Allah) can not be at fault. In this context, fundamentalists tend to emphasize
that the ethical truth of the Qur’an is beyond human understanding. They argue that
human efforts to understand it that go beyond the literal meaning of the text are neces-
sarily inadequate, subjective, and always reflect individual human worldly interests90. As
blind adherents to spiritual guides, they claim that literal reading of the Qur’an is purer
and truer reading; that it is free from independent human reasoning and that funda-
mentalism is therefore pleasing to God. Yet, this assumption is unsound, futile, and
misleading.

It stands to reason that fundamentalism in the Islamic discourse is not a divine
command; it is a human decision about how to read the Qur’an and how to stick to the
plain narration of textual proofs. At any rate, the literal interpretation of the Qur’an
leads to a gross distortion of its meaning. It has been maintained that literalism shares an
interesting relationship with both absolutism and extremism. While absolutism is a rigid
position in faith, extremism feeds on literalism and absolutism. In brief, literalism de-
scribes a way of reading the Qur’an, influencing ideology, political thought, and the
conduct of affairs in the Muslim world today. What is certain, is that the beauty and
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richness of the Qur’anic meaning lies in its appreciation as a book of guidance supple-
mented by the splendour of figurative language.

A third conclusion suggested by the evidence is that, in so far as the early Abbasid
caliphs adopted a neutral religious policy and showed little active involvement in the
articulation of Islamic law, Muslim society enjoyed a climate of freedom of thinking
and expression in its approach to religious belief. In the circumstances a variety of theo-
logical, legal, and philosophical ideas competed for influence among the scholars, each
idea having its own adherents. All had strong arguments to back them, and each is
derived from reasonable premises. Thus, religious doctrine was highly fluid and hotly
debated. In this scheme of things the caliphs normally collaborated with the proto-
Sunni men of religion. What seemed most reasonable is to allow such debates to flourish
and to permit theologians to argue all sides of the faith. Unfortunately, that was made
difficult and things went wrong when the controversy over the createdness of the Qur’an
flared up. The ensuing inquisition (mihna) that occurred during the reigns of the caliphs
al-Ma’mun, al-Mu’tasim, and al-Wathiq was a serious attempt to control the develop-
ment of Islamic theology and to establish the caliph as arbiter of Islamic orthodoxy.

In adequately assessing the episode of the mihna, it is worth noting that its after-
effects were far-reaching. On the one hand, it reaffirmed the formation of Sunni Islam.
It was on traditionalism, so to speak, that Abbasid Sunni legitimacy now came to rest. It
should be kept in mind, however, that over the course of the mihna, the traditionalist
scholars, i.e. the Hadith transmitters (ahl al-Sunna), gradually developed a degree of
social solidarity. It is also true, that after the termination of the inquisition the more
militant of ahl al-Sunna, represented by the adherents of Ahmad ibn Hanbal, set them-
selves apart from the rest of the traditionalist camp. They held themselves rigid, forming
a new focal point of religious legitimization. It does not need much historical imagina-
tion to visualize not only how Sunni fundamentalism set itself firmly against all kinds of
innovation (bid’a), but also how it invigorated and inspired a militant spirit expressed in
the practice of Jihad (holy war) to expel the Latin crusaders and check the Mongol
invasion in the thirteenth century. Repeatedly, the Hanbalis’ stern opposition to practices
not associated with the Sunna of the Prophet Muhammad, remained an important
element in the Islamic discourse and had a profound effect in the articulation of the
ideology of Islamism in later centuries. On the other hand, the Hanbalis were anxious to
impose God’s Will and to curb immoral behaviour in society. They considered it permis-
sible to use force in implementing the principle of ‘forbidding wrong’. Yet, their literal
interpretation of this injunction had a clear potential for violence and subversion. In this
case violence is regarded as a divine duty conveyed by sacred text.

With every justification it can be said that Ahmad ibn Hanbal is the godfather of
present-day Sunni fundamentalism. The rigidity of his teachings, personal piety, and
militancy; conduct of Jihad by performing the guard duty at the frontiers, his extraordi-
nary will, and endurance of persecution, impressed Muslims and made him the proto-
type of the fundamentalist theorist-activist, whose example has been repeatedly emu-
lated until the present91.
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A fourth conclusion that emerges is that, the fundamentalist Sunni argument
maintained its existence superficially through the authority of sacred text, but more so
through the culture of fear. Precisely because fear is a natural part of life and a mecha-
nism that can keep one safe in dangerous situations, it has been often manipulated,
exploited, and even used to rationalize the irrational. The tenor of the potent terminology
of the ‘torture of the grave’ (‘athab al-qabr) is a case in point and is frightening indeed.
The ‘torture of the grave’ is well established in Hadith. It appeared in eighth-century
epitaphs, and probably, the Hanbalis elevated it to the status of dogma. It is clear that the
intention of this scheme was to secure strict obedience. It is not surprising that blind
obedience has always been a central feature of the fundamentalist preaching.

On the other hand, the literal interpretation of the ‘torture of the grave’ created a
scary distortion, the repercussion of which could be felt until recent times. If the oral
tradition that conveyed this expression is authentic, it must be understood in an allegori-
cal sense. Unfortunately, many Muslims today still believe that the basic sense of words
in a sacred text is their literal sense. Hence, their preoccupation with the ‘torture of the
grave’ remains acute. What is certain is that in most invocations, funeral prayers, Friday
sermons, and popular literature, Muslims are frequently reminded to heed this punish-
ment. If a Muslim’s faith is imperfect or if he has committed mortal sins or even im-
moral acts during life, then his grave would be transformed into an oppressive, constrict-
ing space. In other words, the sinner’s body while lying in the grave would feel the weight
of the earth pressing down upon his corpse until his rib cage collapses. It would seem
superfluous to emphasize that fear is the opposite of love and when fear grows it can turn
to anger and often violence. It is therefore of prime importance to realize that, according
to the fundamentalist argument, devout Muslims can override fear and escape the ‘tor-
ture of the grave’ by pleasing God and dying as martyrs. In doing that, they miracu-
lously bypass the hellish ordeal and go straight to the Garden of Eden. Yet, it is worth
pointing out that this legitimization of violence is based on distorted interpretation of
religious precepts.

It should be kept in mind, however, that history has taught us time and again that
when times were harsh and as result of the recurrence of major crises, people in the
Middle East usually would take refuge in religion. They would lift up their eyes to the
throne of God and aim at the spiritual promises of the afterlife to make up for their
negative feelings of powerlessness and hopelessness in this world of sense and decay.
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