slamic Ethics and the Trusteeship Paradigm explores the emerging ethical theory

of the trusteeship paradigm as developed by the Moroccan philosopher Taha
Abderrahmane (b. 1944). The volume, with contributions in English and Arabic,
examines the development of this modern Islamic theory of ethics and how it
permeates various disciplines: philosophy, theology, legal theory, moral theory,
sociology and anthropology, communication, environment and biomedical ethics.
The trusteeship paradigm aims to make ethics the compass of human thinking and
action in order to overcome the predicaments humanity faces and realize a more
just and balanced world. This makes of it one of the principal and profound ethical
theories in Islamic scholarship that engages both classical and modern thought.
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Notes on Style, Transliteration and Dates

For referencing, this volume follows the Chicago Manual of Style author-date
in-text citation system.

Arabic words and names are transliterated according to the system used in
Brill's Encyclopaedia of Islam Three, which is also adopted in the jJournal for
Islamic Ethics (JIE):

Consonants:’, b, t, th, j, h,kh, d, dh, 1, z,5,sh,s,d,t, 2, gh, f, q, k, 1, m, n,
h, w,y.

Short vowels: a, i, u.

Long vowels: a, 1, ..

Diphtongs: aw, ay.

Ta’ marbuta: -a, -at (construct state).

While classical proper names are fully transliterated (e.g. al-Ghazali), modern
names, i.e. since 1800, are left without transliteration, and their official or com-
mon spellings are adopted (e.g. Ahmad Amin instead of Ahmad Amin). The
“I” of the definite article “al-” is always retained, regardless of whether it is
assimilated in pronunciation to the initial consonant of the word to which it
is attached (idgham).

Common words, like Qur’an, Muhammad (the Prophet), Sharia, and Sufism,
are not transliterated, unless found so in original citations.

As for the name of the philosopher under study, we spell his name as he
first did when he published in French, i.e. Taha Abderrahmane, without trans-
literation. However, it should be noted that his first name is Abderrahmane, as
appears from letters in Latin script regarding his first published PhD thesis in
French in1979 and his second State PhD in 1985; his family name is Taha. In Eng-
lish, “Abderrahmane” is used as the family name by which he is referred to in the
text. In the Arabic section, he is often referred to by his first name “Taha,” since
it is common to refer to his thought as “Taha’ian” (taha@’iyya) instead of “Abder-
rahmanian.” In some publications, however scarce they are, the name appears
as Taha Abdul Rahman, or Abdurrahman Taha. In the bibliography and refer-
ences, we give a full transliteration of his name for his Arabic works, i.e. Taha
‘Abd al-Rahman, in order to match the language of the publication.

The dates given in this volume are Common Era (CE) dates. If two dates are
provided (e.g. 505/1111), the first one is the year according to the Islamic Hijri
calendar (AH) and the second, the CE date. For all dates after 1800 only the CE
date is provided.
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Introduction: Modern Arab-Islamic Scholarship on
Ethics

A Reflective Contextualization

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib

The question whether there are theories in Islamic ethics! does not differ much
from the similar question whether there is an Islamic philosophy. This issue was
first raised by some 18th and 19th century European Orientalists—a la Johann
Jakob Brucker (1696—1770), Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann (1761-1819), and Ern-
est Renan (1823-1892) (‘Abd al-Raziq [1944] 2011, 8)—and has been revisited by
anumber of ongoing studies, particularly since the modern edition and public-
ation of various manuscripts originally written in the classical period (before
the 19th century) by various Muslim and non-Muslim scholars in and from
different Islamic contexts—the Arabic, Persian, Ottoman, Indian and Malay
contexts—where philosophy did not die out as a discipline, as the claim has
gone for some good time (El-Rouayheb and Schmidtke 2017, 1-7). A review of
classical Qur’anic exegeses shows that neither the exegets have been concerned
with building theories of ethics based on the Qur’an (al-Khatib 2017), nor have
Muslim scholars in general, even though the sacred text is all about ethics (Rah-
man 1982, 154-155). It was the challenge of modernity that required revisiting
the Islamic tradition in search of Islamic philosophy, or Arab(ic) philosophy
as some prefer to call it (Saliba 1989, 9—11). The avant-guardist thinkers of the
so-called Arab-Islamic nahda (awakening or renaissance) of the 1gth century,
like Rifa‘a Rafi al-Tahtawi (1801-1873), Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897) and
Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905), did not deal with this question of ethics as
contemporary scholars do. Intead, they focalized the question of reason and
rationality at the time. The colonial context did not help them to develop mod-
ern theories of ethics, nor to delve into the vast heritage of the tradition to find
ethical starting points from where to build and inspire ethical responses to the
challenges of modern times. However, new arguments to consider the Quran
to be a philosophical and ethical text have emerged from the mid-2oth century

1 We refer to ethics in both singular and plural forms, following the Arabic use: khulug (sing.)
and akhlag (pl.). In Arabic, ethics are often in plural form when the concept and norms are in
focus, and in singular form when the “character” of someone is described. We also note that

we do not engage here into differentiating between “ethics” and “morality”; “ethics” as used
here refer(s) to both internal and external source(s) of ethical conduct.

© MOHAMMED HASHAS AND MUTAZ AL-KHATIB, 2020 ‘ DOI1:10.1163/9789004438354_002
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onwards (Rashwani 2017), most particularly in the Arab world. Efforts in this
direction in Western scholarship have been meager, as argued Majid Fakhry in
1970, but attempts are being made increasingly (Fakhry [1970] 2004, ix; ‘Atiyya
1990, j-d).

A scrutiny of the literature written in English on Arab(ic)-Islamic philo-
sophy for instance shows how scarce focused scholarship on Islamic ethics has
been until recently. Up to this point the literature is dominated by the his-
tory of ideas, while more focused studies are still missing. Examples of such
a trend are the works of Henry Corbin (1962), Montgomery Watt ([1962] 1985),
Seyyed Hossein Nasr (2006), Majid Fakhry ([1970] 2004), Oliver Leaman ([1985]
2004), Hans Daiber (1999; 2007), Mohammad Ali Khalidi (2005), Jon McGin-
nis and David C. Reisman (2007), Massimo Campanini (2008), Anna-Teresa
Tymieniecka and Nazif Muhtaroglu (2010), Roy Jackson (2014), Peter Adamson
(2015), Anthony Robert Booth (2017), and Souleymane Bachir Diagne (2018).2
The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy (2006), The Oxford Handbook
of Islamic Philosophy (2017), The Routledge Companion to Islamic Philosophy
(2016), are not an exception too, though chapters devoted to “ethics and polit-
ics” or “ethics and political philosophy” could be found in Routledge and Cam-
bridge Companions, or in Adams’s and Booth’s work.

This form of dealing with Islamic scholarship in general may have had two
main reasons. First, European Orientalist views—a la Renan—dominated the
18th and 19th century scholarship on Arab-Islamic thought. The idea was that
Arab-Islamic philosophy was merely a transmission and translation of Greek
philosophy. It was examined with “Greek lenses” or modern European perspect-
ives, instead of seeking its originality in sciences not related to Greek thought,
logic and ethics in particular, like theology ( iUm al-kalam), jurisprudence theor-
ies ( figh and usu! al-figh), and Sufism (tasawwuf). The assumption underlying
this type of scholarship is that Arab-Islamic philosophy needs to theorize ethics
philosophically first, before or instead of focalizing applied ethics, a topic with
which literature in the tradition abounds. This assumption clearly neglects or
disregards the fact that Arabs and Muslims had sacred texts to take into con-
sideration, i.e. the Quran and the Prophetic sayings, which the Greeks did not
have. It is quite obvious that a religious community will look first at its sac-
red text for ethical teachings and behaviour. This explains why the dominant
typology of ethics was derived from the Qur'an and the Sunna first, besides lit-
erature and popular teachings of the Arabs themselves and of other cultures
(Persian and Indian in particular). Such type of works on tahdhib al-akhlaqg or

2 Oliver Leaman and Massimo Campanini have, however, directed their attention to reading
the Qur'an as a philosophical text, and to the issue of morality, as will be referred to later in
this introduction.

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



INTRODUCTION: MODERN ARAB-ISLAMIC SCHOLARSHIP ON ETHICS 3

tahdhib al-nufus [betterment of conduct/ethics, or betterment of souls] can
be traced to Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ (d. c. 139/759), al-Muhasib1 (d. 243/857), al-Jahiz
(d. 255/868), Ibn Abi al-Dunya (d. 281/894), al-Tabarani (d. 360/918), Abu al-
Hasan al-Mawardi (d. 450/1058), Ibn Hazm al-Andalusi (d. 456/1064), al-Raghib
al-Isfahani (d. 422/1108), Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200), among others. Focus on this
dominant typology of ethical literature leaves aside other disciplines which
are more systematic in the tradition, like legal theories, philosophical treatises,
theological or Sufi arguments. A scrutiny of the vast corpus of literature of these
disciplines shows that ethics have always been present, sometimes even at the
center, of thought and intellectual production, either as chapters in certain ref-
erence works, or as an implicit worldview of Islam and Sharia, without which
thought and work (‘amal, i.e. practice/praxis) are considered imperfect or inac-
ceptable. It is in this sense that scholars like Toshihiko Izutsu (1966), and Wael
B. Hallaq (2013; 2019), among others, consider Sharia ethics as a worldview that
characterizes classical Islamic thought, and not understanding it in this way
does immeasurable harm to the objectives of Sharia. It is in these disciplines
that various approaches of Islamic ethics could be decoded and examined (al-
Tawil 1952, 256—387; Qabil 1984, 7—11; ‘Atiyya 1990, j-d).

The second reason why scholarship has neglected to focus on Islamic eth-
ics has to do with historical circumstances and the episteme that influences
thought. Ethics has become an important modern discipline of study, grow-
ing more and more interdisciplinary in the secularized contexts of Europe.
This is not to say that the Arab-Islamic context did not witness debates on
ethics in classical periods, based on reason alone, or primarily on reason.
The case of the Mu‘tazilis is more than convincing to prove that even a reli-
giously dominated context could bring about rational tendencies, and bring
forth rational ethicist literary and theological figures like Ibn al-Muqaffa’, al-
Ma‘arr1 (d. 449/1058), Abu Bakr b. Zakariyya al-Razi (d. c. 313/925) and Ibn
al-Rawandi (d. c. 298/911)—evidently without stating that other theological
tendencies and figures are irrational or less rational. The main argument here is
that the importance ethics has gained as an independent and interdisciplinary
philosophical field has to do with the modernity paradigm, and with the weak-
ening of the classical dominant religious worldview that used to govern the
entire society. While experiencing and debating modernity which challenges
the worldview of religion, the Arab-Islamic world too is shedding new light on
this vital intellectual and practical discipline of ethics, and is doing so from
various angles and tendencies. Below we refer to some prominent examples
of scholarship on Islamic ethics in both English and Arabic, without claiming
that these references are exhaustive for all the major texts written in these lan-
guages, let alone the other languages of Muslim majority contexts, like Persian,
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Turkish, Urdu, and Malay. The examples in Arabic focalize the Egyptian context
not only because of its productivity on the topic especially in the first part of the
20th century, but also because it draws a picture of the diversity of approaches
on the question of ethics in the age of encountering modernity and debating
ways of reform and renewal. We will also briefly discuss Maghrebi examples
subsequently. As to the examples written in English, they are from the 1950s
onwards, also a period of intellectual search for ways of reading the sacred text
based on ethical concepts.

In this introduction, we refer to two major types of scholarship on ethics
in the Islamic tradition: one examines the sacred text of the Qur’an, and thus
belongs to what we could refer to as “Quranic ethical system/thought” schol-
arly tendency, and the other examines “Islamic ethical thought” in the tradition
atlarge, like in legal theory, theology, philosophy, and Sufism, and not limited to
the Qur’an. In the English literature we refer to, the works of Daud Rahbar and
Salih al-Shamma belong to the first category, while the works of Majid Fakhry,
George Hourani, Mariam al-Attar, and Amyn B. Sayoo, to name these among
others, belong to the second. General notes on these works will be given below,
before a similar distinction is adopted to discuss Arabic literature on the topic,
mainly in Egypt in the 2oth century, before reaching the main topic of the stud-
ied context and the project of the “trusteeship paradigm.”

We start with the Pakistani international scholar Daud Rahbar (1926—2013),
who revisits the ethical message of the Qurian in his PhD dissertation pre-
pared at Cambridge University (1949-1953) and published in 1960. In the work
entitled God of Justice: A Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Quran, he argues
that justice, God’s justice, prevails over His mercy and that the Qur’an’s ethical
call stems from this cardinal message of justice. It is “God’s Strict Justice” that
instils in the believer’s conscience a sense of fear of being overlooked by God’s
justice and mercy, instead of fear of God the Capricious Tyrant, as has been clas-
sically interpreted to be one of God’s Ninety-Nine attributes or God’s Beautiful
Names (Rahbar 1960, xiii; Rashwani 2017, 169—-170). Rahbar also revisists theolo-
gical concepts that are dominantly abstract, like the attributes of Essence and
Absolute, to emphasise the direct relation between God and man, as a way of
bringing to the fore the concept and value of justice that human beings need
and cherish (Rahbar 1960, xv). Samir Rashwani refers also to the PhD disser-
tation of the Iraqi Salih Hadi al-Shamma, prepared at Edinburgh University
entitled The Ethical System Underlying the Quran: A Study of Certain Negat-
ive and Positive Notions (1959); Rashwani says that al-Shamma does not take
a clear position in stating whether the Qur’an provides an ethical system or
not. Al-Shamma, however, argues that Qur’anic ethics tend to be more prac-
tical than theoretical, and they emphasise obligation (akhlaq al-wajib) (Rash-
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wani 2017, 182—-184). Toshihiko Izutsu’s Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Quran

(1966), previously published as The Structure of Ethical Terms in the Koran, in

1959, can be added to this line of scholarship written in English, but its attempt

is more cultural-linguistic than theoretical-philosophic, though concepts and

their developments do matter in examining the way ethics are presented in a

particular worldview. Overall, Izutsu was of the view that “Islamic thought at its

Qur’anic stage makes no real distinction between the religious and the ethical”

(Izutsu [1966] 2002).

Majid Fakhry, the Lebanese scholar of Arab-Islamic philosophy, published
on ethics in both Arabic and English. First, he published al-Fikr al-Akhlagi al-
Arabi (Arab Ethical Thought) in 1978. The volume is mostly a selection of some
major themes, works and figures that deal with ethical issues. He starts by
dividing Arab scholarship on ethics into two major types: adab khuluqi (ethical
literature) and fikr khulugi (ethical thought). The first is a collection of ethical
and moral teachings from different traditions, as well as personal experiences,
and the second is more organized in a systematic and philosophical format. Ibn
al-Mugaffa‘, Abu al-Hasan al-‘Amiri (d. 381/992), Aba Sulayman al-Sijistani al-
Mantiqi (d. c. 377/1000), Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), for instance, belong to the
first category (i.e. ethical literature), while some works and treateses of philo-
sophers and theologians like al-Kindi (d. c. 259/873), al-Farabi (d. 339/950),
Abu Bakr al-Razi, al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025), al-Maward], al-Ghazali
(d. 505/1111), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210), and Ibn Hazm belong to the
second (i.e. ethical thought). Then he provides excerpts from the works of these
scholars as they relate to different ethical issues, like justice, good and evil,
human behaviour and judgement (Fakhry [1978] 1986, 9—10). Later on in 1991
Fakhry published Ethical Theories in Islam in English. Here, he introduces a dif-
ferent and clearer typology of ethics, which he puts in the following order:

1)  Scriptural ethics, in which Qur’anic ethos is underlined.

2)  Theological ethics, in which ethical rationalism and ethical voluntarism
theories are discussed, with reference to the Asharis and Mu‘tazilis.

3)  Philosophical ethics, with reference mainly to the works of philosophers
from Aristotle to al-Kindji, al-Razi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037), Ibn
Rushd (d. 595/1198), Yahya Ibn ‘Adi (d. 363/974), Miskawayh, Nasir al-Din
al-Tasi (d. 672/1273), and Jalal al-Din al-Dawani (d. 9o8/1502).

4) Religious ethics, which he studies with reference to Ibn Abi al-Dunya
(d. 281/894), Abu al-Hasan al-Mawardi, Ibn Hazm, al-Raghib al-Isfahani,
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, and al-Ghazali (Fakhry 1991).

A more synthetical work on Islamic ethics is found in the collected articles of

George Hourani, published in 1985 as Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics.

Unlike the common traditional presentation of ethics in the tradition, which
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often summarizes either certain major works or the ideas of certain influential
figures, Hourani synthesizes Islamic ethical theories into four trends, close to
Fakhry’s typology, but with reference to two lines of argumentation: ontology
and epistemology, i.e. the nature of ethical values, and how humans can know
them in particular contexts, respectively. More importantly, Hourani focuses on
what he considers the original contribution of the tradition regarding ethics,
that is, in jurisprudence debates on the sources of law and in theology (kalam).
He considers the latter philosophical in methodology when it comes to dealing
with ethics (Hourani 1985, 19). It took a few more years for some other interest-
ing works on Islamic ethics to appear in English.

Mariam al-Attar’s Islamic Ethics (2010) also presents Islamic theories of eth-
ics differently, synthetically. After treating Qur’anic-hadith ethics, pre-Mu‘tazili
and Ash‘ari ethics, she focalises the later Mu‘tazili ethical theory of al-Qadi
‘Abd al-Jabbar, whose twenty volumes work al-Mughni was found in the 1950s
in Yemen. Al-Attar, through her lenghty presentation of rational ethical the-
ories, argues that there is no clear evidence that “divine command theory” is
what prevails in Islamic thought (Al-Attar 2010, 142), an argument many schol-
ars may not agree with. Amyn B. Sayoo’s edited volume A Companion to Muslim
Ethics (2010) takes a more modern approach in tackling the topic, by examining
applied ethics for concrete challenges, like ecology, art, economy, dispute resol-
ution, tolerance, and nonviolence. Sayoo’s edited volume appears as an explor-
ation of an earlier work of his own, Muslim Ethics: Emerging Vistas (2004), in
which he makes classical ethics, themes and figures talk synthetically to mod-
ern secular challenges.

Besides these recent works, a collective project on this under-researched
subject has been inaugurated by the birth of the journal of Islamic Ethics,
launched by the Research Center for Islamic Legislation and Ethics in Doha,
Qatar, in July 2017, and it dedicated its first issue to the theme of the Qur’an
and Ethics; the subtitle of the introductory chapter reflects the point: “A Press-
ing Demand and a Promising Field” (Ghaly 2017, 1-5); a book series Studies
in Islamic Ethics, and an MA programme in Applied Islamic Ethics have been
launched by the same Center as well.

As to modern literature in Arabic on ethics, it cannot be exhausted, nor can it

be thoroughly reviewed or sketched out here. Ahmad Abdalhalim ‘Atiyya has

accomplished this task in his rich text Al-Akhlaq fi al-Fikr al-Arabi al-Mu‘asir

(Ethics in Contemporary Arab Thought, 1990). ‘Atiyya outlines three major

scholarly trends that work on ethics in the Arab world:

1)  The first annotates, revises, edits, and publishes classical works and man-
uscripts on Islamic ethics as well as their relation to Greek ethical thought.
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2)  The second translates and engages with modern European thought on
ethics.

3)  The third, which is still emerging according to him, tries to build Arab
ethical thought that responds to modern challenges in society and life
innovatively (‘Atiyya 1990, h-kh).

Because our interest in this limited space is to contextualize, and not fully

analyze, the debate on Islamic ethics, we will adopt the “Qur’anic ethical sys-

tem/thought” and the “Islamic ethical thought” typology used above and exam-
ine some relevant texts mostly from the Egyptian context, before discussing the

Maghrebi context, since it is the context in which “trusteeship ethics” and the

“trusteeship paradigm” have emerged.

For the Egyptian context, Abdullah Draz’s work is the most representative
of the first type of “Qur’anic ethical thought,” and the other works could fall,
broadly, in the second category of “Islamic ethical thought,” in which we can
discern two leading figures: Ahmed Lutfi El-Sayed (1871-1963) and Mustafa Abd
al-Raziq (1885-1947). These two figures, in turn, represent two major schol-
arly trends: one that builds on the Graeco-Arab philosophical tradition, in the
light of modern European philosophical schools, and espouses the separation
of religion from revelation to form an independent discipline of ethics in the
tradition. The other trend takes particular sciences of the classical tradition as
the starting point to speak of original sources of Islamic ethical theories that
could nurture modern explorations in the field (see Al-Khatib 2019).

In the first modern Arabic translation of Aristotles’ (d. 323 BCE) Nicho-
machean Ethics of 19193—Dbased on the French edition of Jules Barthélemy-
Saint-Hilaire (1805-1895)—, Ahmed Lutfi El-Sayed* says that, in order to rehab-
ilitate Arab and Egyptian philosophy, Arab scholars have to study Aristotles’
philosophy again (Lutfi El-Sayed [1919] 1934). Lutfi El-Sayed was inclined
towards utilitarian ethics, as championed by the British philosophers Jeremy
Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). He influenced a genera-
tion of students and scholars interested in the French and European philosoph-
ical model in general, before another generation interested in Arab-Islamic
philsophy grew up in the 1940s (al-Khatib 2019, 164-169). This interest in philo-
sophy could also be deduced from the widespread reception of philosophical
textbooks at the university as well as high school levels. For instance, the lec-
tures of reputed European scholars teaching at the University of Egypt were
published as we will see subsequently, next to texts written by local scholars.

3 First translated from Greek into Arabic by Ishaq Ibn Hunayn (d. 298/910).
4 The first president of Cairo University, which was founded in 1908.
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Amin Wasif Bek (1867-1928) published his lectures at the Egyptian University
in five short books on major disciplines of philosophy (psychology, aesthetics,
logic, ethics, and metaphysics) as Usul al-Falsafa (The Fundamentals of Philo-
sophy) in 1921. He dedicated to ethics the fourth booklet, in which he uses
neither references, nor any religious citations (Wasif Bik 1921). Apparently, it
is the scholastic work of Ahmad Amin (1886-1954) Kitab al-Akhldq (The Book
of Ethics), published in 1929, that had circulated more widely. It was adopted
by the ministry of education for high schools in Egypt, and had a more last-
ing impact, according to Ahmad Abdelhalim ‘Atiyya (Amin [1929] 2011; ‘Atiyya
1990, d). The book deals with topics like conscience (damir), ethical judgement,
good and evil, the individual and society, rights and duties, the meaning of
obligation, the ethical model, and virtue, which is the last chapter—whereas
classical Arab-Islamic texts would commence with the theme of virtue. Amin
says that human beings can depend on their intuition to find out what is good
and what is evil, and that education, family, and religion only help in that pro-
cess. Intuition is what makes human values shared and universal (Amin 2011,
32, 43). His three pioneering volumes in modern Arabic scholarship on Islamic
civilization (Fajr al-Islam, 1929; Duha al-Islam, 1933; Zuhr al-Islam, 1945) refer
to ethics when speaking about Islamic theology and philosophers, and ded-
icates chapter six of the third volume to the topic. In this chapter he writes
that there are generally two kinds of ethical scholarship in the Islamic tradi-
tion: one based on the Qur’an, the Sunna, wisdom teachings and moral stories,
and the other developed later, when the tradition came in touch with Greek
philosophy. At this point, ethics became more systematic and rationalized in
categories and concepts. Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ and al-Mawardr’s works on ethics, for
example, belong to the first category, while Miskawayh, Abu Bakr al-Razi, and
Ikhwan al-Safa’s belong to the second. Al-Ghazali is put in between the two
categories (Amin [1945] 2013, 389—400). A similar division is adopted by Majid
Fakhry in Arab Ethical Thought as seen above ([1978] 1986, 9—10).

Up to this point scholars link the study of Arab-Islamic philosophy to Greek
philosophy, without distinguishing certain Islamic disciplines as distinctively
and-or originally philosophical too. Mohammed Abed al-Jabri (1936—2010)
known for his Nagd al-Agl al-Arabt (Critique of Arab Reason) in four volumes,
names, in passing but with a clear recognition, two modern scholars as the
engines behind the rebirth of the study of Arab-Islamic philosophy after cen-
turies of cultural and philosophical decadence. In his history of ideas, this era
started after the last most important philosopher, the Andalusian Ibn Rushd/
Averroes. Al-Jabri names the Egyptians Mustafa Abd al-Raziq and Ibrahim
Madkour (1902—-1996) as the two scholar-thinkers that have genuinely replied
to what he calls “philosophical Orientalism,” a tendency led by a number of
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Eurocentrist scholars of the 18th and 19th centuries (al-Jabri 1991, 63—64). We
will make a few notes on each of their most important works that are relevant
to the topic of ethics.

It is with Mustafa Abd al-Raziq that the study of ethics in Arab-Islamic philo-
sophy takes a new turn. He was a Sheikh trained at al-Azhar, subsequently
obtained his PhD at the Sorbonne University in Paris, where he studied under
scholars like Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), and then taught Islamic jurispru-
dence in Lyon. He became Rector of al-Azhar, and was appointed minister of
Religious Affairs and Endowments eight times, to be the first Azhari to hold
such a position. He is one of the direct students of the famous reformist scholar
Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905). Mustafa Abd al-Raziq started teaching what
came to be known in the curriculum as “Islamic philosophy,” along with Emile
Bréhier (1876-1952) and André Laland (1867-1963), at the Faculty of Arts of the
Egyptian University (later on named King Farouk University and now Cairo
University), where Taha Hussein (1889—1973) was the only other Egyptian pro-
fessor. Before that, “Islamic philosophy” as a subject was part of philosophy
or general philosophy course, and it was taught from a “foreign” perspect-
ive, and often without underscoring its original aspects, by European schol-
ars of the Islamic Orient who were teaching philosophy at the university, like
the Italians Davide Santillana (1855-1931), Carlo Alfonso Nallino (1872—-1938),
the English Thomas Walker Arnold (1864—1930), the French Louis Massignon
(1883-1962) (in ‘Abd al-Raziq 2011, 45, n. 2), and the Spanish Comte de Galarza
(1878-1938) (Reid 1987; ‘Atiyya in De Galarza 1920, 3—4). In Tamhid li-Tartkh al-
Falsafa al-Islamiyya (Introduction to the History of Islamic Philosophy, 1944),
Abd al-Raziq’s argument for “Islamic philosophy” and where to find its origin-
ality would influence some prominent new students and later on professors of
Islamic philosophy, like Ali Sami al-Nashar (1917-1980), and in turn his student
Ahmed Mahmoud Subhi, and the latter’s students, like Abdelhay Qabil, who
also published on Islamic ethics (Qabil 1984, 5).

In his three volumes Nashat al-Fikr al-Falsafi fi al-Islam (The Development
of Philosophical Thought in Islam, published in 1966, 1968, 1969, respectively)
Sami al-Nashar defends the originality of Islamic philosophy in its theology,
jurisprudence theories and Sufism (Al-Nashar [1966] 1977, 1:18). His student
Ahmed Mahmoud Subhi continues this line of thought in Al-Falsafa al-Akhla-
qiyya ft al-Fikr al-Islami (Philosophy of Ethics in Islamic Thought, 1969) in
which he presents the Mu‘tazilis and the Sufis as two opposing trends—the
first rational-abstract oriented, and the second work/practice oriented—that
both advanced original theories of ethics. He puts Ikhwan al-Safa and Mis-
kawayh forward as two major examples of schools that theorized ethics in a
conciliatory way, neither purely rational nor purely traditional/metaphysicist
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(Subhi [1969] 2006). Both scholars see that Islamic philosophy is different and
originally spiritual in orientation, and that it does not need to be Aristotelian,
metaphysics-free by default (Subhi 2006, 19—20).

As to Ibrahim Madkour, he too is an Azhari graduate who earned his PhD in
philosophy from Paris University in 1934, where he studied under Massignon.
He succeeded Taha Hussein after his death as the diretor of the Cairo Arab
Language Assembly. He revised, edited and wrote on various manuscripts of
Muslim philosophers, and influenced a generation of young scholars of Arab-
Islamic philosophy; his most known work is F7 al-Falsafa al-Islamiyya: Manhaj
wa-Tatbiguh (On Islamic Philosophy: A Method and Its Application, in two
volumes, 1947). Even though the table of contents of this work does not use
the word ethics in its chapter headings, it is still not absent from the way he
presents his reading of the tradition. The first volume studies Islamic philo-
sophy based on three major theories or concepts: (1) happiness, (2) proph-
etology, and (3) the soul and its eternity. The second volume centralizes two
concepts: (1) divinity, and (2) free will. Synthetically, in all of these concepts
the idea of ethics does not seem central, but it is present and permeates differ-
ent scholarly disciplines and their concepts.

Madkour argues that Islamic theology, led by Mu‘tazili figures like Abia al-
Hudayl al-‘Allaf (d. c. 227/840) and Ibrahim al-Nazzam (d. c. 230/835), was
a philosophy based on a religion that nurtured it, before opening up to al-
Kindi, often considered to be the first Arab-Muslim philsopher. According to
Madkour, Islamic philosophy was born in and by virtue of religion, first and
foremost thanks to debating the notion of tawhid (Oneness of God) (Madkour,
[1947] 2015, 2:277—278). This argument goes along with the argument of Henry
Corbin (1903-1978) who says that philosophy in the Islamic context is “essen-
tially linked to the religious and spiritual fact of Islam,” which he sometimes
calls “prophetic philosophy” (Corbin 1962, xiv—xv).

A similar way of approaching ethics as a discipline of study in modern Arab
scholarship is to be found in the work of Muhammad Yusuf Musa (1899-1963),
an Azhari scholar and one of the students of Louis Massignon and Mustafa Abd
al-Raziq, referred to above. In his first work History of Ethics ([1940] 1953, 190),
he approaches the theme in a scholarly manner, and does not make Islamic
ethics a unique topic of focus, as it is treated along with ethics in other tradi-
tions (the ancient Orient, the Egyptian, the Greek, Jewish, Christian, Islamic,
and European). His other shorter work Issues in the Philosophy of Ethics (1940)
centralizes both the topic and the way it is studied philosophically, and grants
Muslim philosophers a voice along with their European counterparts. His more
important work, clearly a more mature one, goes further and opens new path-
ways for researching not only ethics but Islamic philosophy at large, based on
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its fundamental book, the Qur’an. The book is entitled The Qurian and Philo-
sophy (1958) and can be considered to be a pioneering text on this topic. There
are only a few works that recently have started to explore this subject in English,
like Oliver Leaman’s The Quran: A Philosophical Guide, and Islam and Morality
(2016; 2019), and Massimo Campanini's Philosophical Perspectives on Modern
Quranic Exegesis (2016). Earlier in 1947, Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqad (1889-1962)
wrote Qur'anic Philosophy, a general text that does not reflect the expected pro-
fundity of the title, to demonstrate that not only does the Qur’an not contradict
reason, but it is also a book that contains concepts that are treated philosophic-
ally, and is thus open to being a text rich of philosophical calls; ethics is among
these concepts, imbued with divine attributes as their guidance for human
excellence, perfection and aesthetics (Al-Aqqad [1947] 2013, 23-31).

This period of Egyptian scholarly discussions on ethics gives birth to an
important attempt of reading the Qur’an using ethical concepts. It is the work
of the Azhari scholar Muhammad Abdallah Draz (1894-1958).> Draz spent
twelve years studying in France preparing his magnum opus La Morale du
Koran, which was originally his PhD dissertation at the Sorbonne University,
which he defended in 1947, and published in 1950 in French. Its Arabic version
appeared some 13 years later, at the initiative of Abdessabur Shahin (1929—
2010), another Azhari scholar. The English translation appeared only much
later, in 2008. Draz divides his book into a theoretical and practical part of eth-
ics. In the first he studies the concepts of obligation, responsibility, sanction,
intention and inclinations and effort in the Qur’an, and refers to ancient and
modern theories of ethics in this regard. In the second part he examines per-
sonal ethics, as well as family, society, state, and religious ethics and the way
the Qur’an speaks about them in a coherent form, unlike the way Qur’anic eth-
ics have been presented in separately-quoted verses and teachings, a gap in
scholarship for which he blames both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars (Dar-
raz 1973; Draz 2008; see also Rashwani 2017, 159-169).

This diversity in approaching Arab-Islamic ethics demonstrates that the
issue is fundamental both in scholarly circles as well as in political circles where
fierce debates are being waged on the question of what kind of ethics should
prevail in the public sphere, should they be religious, secular, secular-religious,
fully rational, or semi-rational? How can changing societies, as in the Arab
world, look back at their ethical tradition to form a more fitting interpretation
to cope with the challenges of the secular-modern world?

5 Around this period of time, Draz’s compatriot the famous Abdurrahman Badawi (1917-2002)
was probing the question of ethics from an existential perspective (Badawi 1953).
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The intense interest in the study and revival of Arab philosophical scholar-
ship on ethics of the 1930s and 1940s, up to the 1960s, as briefly reviewed above,
faded in the 1970s and 1980s mostly because of the phenomenon of Islamic
awakening and the rise of political Islam. For Instance, the “global mufti” Yusuf
al-Qaradawi (b. 1926) wrote Al-Qiyam wa-l-Akhlaq ft al-Igtisad al-Islami (Val-
ues and Ethics in Islamic Economics, 1995) and recently he published Akhlag
al-Islam (The Ethics of Islam, 2017), in the introduction of which he identifies
ethics as the core message of Islam, and faith without applied ethics as null and
void. While he certainly tackles various themes, he does not conceptualize or
theorize. He rather studies how applied ethics are fundamental to the tradition,
and supports his argumentation with Qur’anic verses and hadith. In this way we
can put al-Qaradawi’s first work on economics in the “Islamic ethical thought”
category and his second one in the “Qur’anic ethical thought” category, to use
our generic typology proposed earlier, or “Scriptural ethics” in Fakhry’s typo-
logy.

Returning to “Islamic ethical thought” in the context of the Maghreb,
Mohammed Arkoun (1928-2010) tried to apply socio-linguistic and historicist
approaches not only to the entire tradition and what he centralized and called
“Islamic reason” but most particularly to what he called “Qur’anic ethicality”
(al-akhlagiyya al-Quraniyya) (Arkin 1990, 21-44). However, Arkoun did so as
a “historian of ideas,” from “critical perspectives” as a scholar (Arkin 1990, 22),
to present the classical Islamic ethics in its past time so as to re-interpret it in
the light of modern historical challenges, and he did not aim at theorizing eth-
ics as a theologian-philosopher. His deconstructivist approach of reading the
tradition did not aim at theorizing an ethical theory to renew Islamic thought,
but to open it up to the “unthought in Islamic thought”, in his words; his “spir-
itual responsibility” was more a pure individual source of moral conduct than
of generally applied ethics; he says, ‘I am introducing the concept of spiritual
responsibility not to reactivate the idealistic claims for religious spiritualism
but to problematize the current reference made to the ‘dignity of man’” (Arkoun
2007, 284).

To refer to another prominent Arab thinker and the place of ethics in his
scholarship, the case of Mohammed Abed al-Jabri and his al-Aq! al-Akhlaqi al-
Arabi (Arab Ethical Reason, 2001), the fourth volume of his quadrilogy Critique
of Arab Reason, is of paramount relevance. Especially since he and Taha Abder-
rahmane (b. 1944) did not go along well, and took different scholarly paths
at the Mohammed v University in Rabat where they both taught in the same
department of philosophy for about four decades (See the chapter of Hashas
in this volume for more). Al-Jabri was driven by the idea of political change
in the Arab world, and on his reading of the tradition a lot of ink has been
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spilled, either for or against, since he introduced new categories for reading

Islamic intellectual history, from his first volumes on the “formation” and “struc-

ture” of Arab reason, passing by Arab “political” reason, to Arab “ethical” reason

(Eyadat, Corrao and Hashas 2018).

Being an optimist Khaldunist in approaching history and its cyclicity, and
Averroest in differentiating between the religious sphere and the philosophical
one, al-Jabri broadly argues that rhetorical (bayani) and gnostic ( irfant) think-
ing dominated Arab thought, and weakened the flourishing of argumentative-
rational (burhani) thought a la Averroes (Ibn Rushd). Specifically on ethics and
acknowledging the lack of theorizing in the discipline, he speaks of five major
sources of influence on the formation of Arab ethical reason. These are as fol-
lows:

1) The Greek influence, which emphasizes the quest for happiness that
some major Arab-Muslim philosophers-theologians integrated in their
works on ethics.

2)  The Persian influence, which emphacizes submission to the king or sov-
ereign as the guardian of the faith, which al-Jabri thinks has had immense
impact on Arab political-ethical thought since its fromation.

3)  The Sufi and Gnostic influence, heavily borrowed from the Persian mystic
and gnostic tradition, which teaches focus on the other-world and disin-
terest in this-world.

4) The Arab influence, which emphacizes magnanimity (al-muria).

5) The Islamic influence, which centralizes the value of public good, and
which, according to al-Jabri, has been ignored in political thought and
ethical practice in Arab-Muslim politics (Al-Jabr1 2001).

Unlike some of the previously mentioned scholars who underscore the origin-

ality of Islamic thought in its theories on the sources of law, theological theories

of ethics and Sufism, like Mustafa Abd al-Raziq and Ibrahim Madkour whom
al-Jabri praises for their important scholarship, he critiques certain legal meth-
ods like the use of giyas (analogy), which he blames for having distanced figh
from the fundamental sources of law, i.e. the Qur’an and the Sunna, and having
gradually neglected magqasid al-shari‘a (objectives of the Sharia). Most relev-
ant to our discussion here is that al-Jabri states that the Islamic influence that
calls for the public good and for social justice has been minor on Arab politics.
Moreover, al-Jabri is very critical of gnosticism and Sufism, and their cham-
pions Ibn Sina and al-Ghazalj, respectively. According to him, Sufism encour-
ages believers to withdraw from worldly affairs. Al-Jabri is also critical of the
theologians, because a lot of their approaches, especially those that relate to
sovereignty, free will and society, were politically driven, and not purely intel-
lectually motivated. This applies to the Umayyads and their use of determin-
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ism against free will theologies to legitimize their authority, and to scholars
like Abu al-Hasan al-‘Amir1 and his friend Miskawayh who both tried to build
an interpretation of happiness that is both Islamic and Platonic-Aristotelian,
an eclecticism that al-Jabri condems. More importantly, al-Jabri contends that
Persian gnosticism as well as Persian literature on obedience to the king, con-
figured as God, were very present in the ethical writings of the two scholars
mentioned above. This endangered the scholarly study of ethics and impacted
its importation to the Arab-Islamic tradition, he says (al-Jabr1 2001, 393—420).
This differs drastically from the positive views two other modern Arab schol-
ars have of Miskawayh in particular, i.e. Costantin Zureiq (1909—2000) and
Mohammed Arkoun. The former annotated and edited Tahdhib al-Akhlag in
Arabic in 1966 and the latter translated it into French in 1969 (Arkoun [1969]
2010). Al-Jabri’s representation of the ethical system of Arab thought was not
well received by a number of scholars, especially that Islamic ethics of conduct
as well as Sufi teachings were not centralized in this schematic representation
of al-Jabri (al-Bishri 2004). Taha Abderrahmane wrote a long methodological
text to reply to the overall Jabirist project of reading the tradition, and criti-
cized him for being reductionist and selective, and not comprehensive in his
approach (‘Abd al-Rahman 1994).

1 Ethics in the Trusteeship Paradigm of Taha Abderrahmane

Having broadly sketched out the place of ethics in modern Arab-Islamic schol-
arship, we can say that it has gradually moved to the central stage of scholarly
debates, after the political debates of how to govern and what political system
to implement were the first major scholarly concern. Even if the question is
about political reforms—whether to adopt a secular, civil, religious, or secular-
religious system—ethics come into play, since it is indicative of both fidelity to
the tradition, and fidelity to the aspirations of people for a better future. It is
in this context that a major philosopher emerges on the scene: the Moroccan
Taha Abderrahmane, whom this volume aims to shed light on, since he is still
under-researched especially in the English-speaking scholarly community.®
Taha Abderrahmane became aware of the need of philosophy in the Arab
world after the Six-Day War of 1967. After studying logic and the philosophy
of language profoundly, he moved on to engage with especially modern “West-
ern” philosophy, and to theorize commonly debated and discussed concepts

6 His detailed biographical and intellectual sketch is left to the first Chapter of Part One of this
volume.

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



INTRODUCTION: MODERN ARAB-ISLAMIC SCHOLARSHIP ON ETHICS 15

from a paradigm of thought he has been developing since the late 1970s and
early 1980s. This paradigm recently has become known as the “trusteeship
paradigm,” and “trusteeship critique” (Hashas 2015, 2019). At the heart of this
paradigm lies the question of ethics. As a pious scholar who belongs to a Sufi
order for his spiritual enrichment, Abderrahmane argues that the core of the
Islamic message is ethics, and it is around ethics that he builds his project, the
trusteeship paradigm. Based on this core message, we outline four of his major
arguments that we consider to be original and profound, leaving aside the lim-
itations of his project for now.

First, Abderrahmane has set his aims high. He aspires to reground Arab-
Islamic philosophy on the distinctive feature of ethics. At this level, he directs
double layered critique at most classical philosophers that he considers to be
imitators of Greek philosophy. For him Ibn Rushd is but an imitator of Aris-
totle, since the latter did not try to go beyond the Greek Aristotelean tradition.
Abderrahmane is closer to al-Ghazali, not only because of their Sufi fusion
of reason and religion, but also because the latter profoundly engaged with
Greek philosophy albeit indirectly, since he lacked command of Greek. Abder-
rahmane argues that most classical Muslim philosophers granted reason the
same place Greek philosophy did and tried to reconcile reason with revela-
tion, whereas they hardly tried to build a paradigm based on their new religion,
Islam and its worldview. He argues, however, that it is in usi! al-figh (Islamic
legal theory) and philosophical Sufism that one finds the importance of eth-
ics underscored, which finds its origin in the Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunna.
Abderrahmane directs a similar critique at almost all contemporary Arab and
Muslim thinkers and philosophers, with the exception of a few figures like
Muhammad Igbal (1877-1938) and Fazlur Rahman (1919-1988) to whom he
shows more scholarly respect. The others have fallen into the modern trap of
dichotomous thought of reason versus revelation, reason versus religion, reli-
gion versus politics, which is a European import, according to him. From here
he launches his major (third) critique to “Western modernity,” which he con-
siders domineering, hegemonic and utilitarian to the core. It has stolen from
man his liberty to be free, and this has been instilled through the idea of pure
reason as the ultimate reason. For Abderrahamane, reason is only a means
to other more ethical ends in life, and the human rational faculty consumes
itself if it does not have a transcendental element in it for guidance. Hence
the importance of revelation in his paradigm and Islamic revelation in par-
ticular, since it is comprehensive and embraces the other revealed traditions.
Abderrahmane challenges the foundations of philosophical thought in various
volumes, and concludes his project with the ideas we phrase as such: human
beings are ethical beings. They either can be ethical or not. Humanity is defined

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



16 HASHAS AND AL-KHATIB

by this ethical identity, and not by its rational faculty. The more ethical human-
ity is the more human it is, and the less ethical it is the less human it is. This is
how he sees the way to fix the predicament of Western modernity. He rejects
its current Western achievements and proposes going back to its “essence” or
“spirit” to correct it. Ethics must be its essence, not reason. He states that the
sublime Sufi worlds of aesthetics and elevation have opened his heart to the
other possible worlds he envisages. He engages with modern and contempor-
ary philosophers in his various works as no other modern Arab scholar has
done. Put differently, originality in Arab philosophy based on Islamic ethics
can be found through these other ways of seeing and doing. If reason remains
the means and the end, then only mimetic ideas would emerge, since this is
already realized in the modernity of the “West.” Multiple modernities are pos-
sible. A philosophy that does not differ is not philosphy, he argues. With this
argument, he is not Ghazalian. He wishes that the Arabs, and Muslims at large,
start developing their own rational philosophy, which will be able to engage
with the world and contribute to it.

Second, Abderrahmane is well versed in both classical Islamic scholarship
and its various disciplines, particularly philosophy, theology, Sufism, Islamic
legal theory (usil al-figh), and in modern Western philosophy. His scholarly
command of major languages of philosophy (Greek, Arabic, German, French,
and English) has allowed him direct access to the sources, though his biblio-
graphies are often in Arabic, French, and English only. His mastery and use of
the Arabic language appears to be unique and genuine to the extent that his
works are full of newly coined terms and concepts—causing confusion and
sometimes also repetition of the same meaning in different ways. He always
cites Qurlanic verses as epigraphs of his books, and also in the footnotes, but
never in the body of the text, as if to convey that his philosophy is Qur’anic in
spirit and background, without making it a form of intellectual proselytism as
some intellectual preachers and activists do. Of the modern Arab scholars of
Euro-American philosophy he is the most critical, since he does not stop at it,
but engages with it critically by trying to find “ethical” or “biased” loopholes in
every philosophical project he studies. He has grappled with major philosoph-
ers of modernity. He has given hardly any space to modern Arab intellectuals
and philosophers, apart from notes in footnotes, and apart from his major cri-
tique of two big Arab intellectual figures—i.e. al-Jabri and Abdellah Laroui (b.
1933)—whom he hardly mentions by name though scholars familiar with their
projects know he is referring to them. Overall, whether one agrees with his pro-
ject and argumentation, fully or partly, one cannot deny the profundity and ori-
ginality of his writing. It would be wrong to call him the “neo-Ghazali” because
of his particularly strong defence of the practice and tradition of philosophy.
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Most importantly, one has to bear in mind that he wishes to build a genuine
Arab philosophical tradition based on its élan of ethics and its language, Arabic,
which he has revived and empowered philosophically, as no other Arab philo-
sopher and intellectual scholar has done in modern times. Abderrahmane aims
to build an Islamic philosophy of religion, which requires a revival of the spirit
of religion, as well as a renewal of its understanding in the modern context,
whereas al-Ghazali aimed at reviving religion per se. In other words, Abder-
rahmane is Ghazalian, but in his own way. He is more a philosopher than a
theologian, though drawing a sharp line between the two may be too much of
a venture.

Third, Abderrahmane is not a Sufi dervish who contents himself with pop-
ular rituals and supplications. He wants to go beyond that to find new fertile
grounds for philosophy, based on spiritual enrichment and expansion. Besides
the transcendental aspect in being a Sufi philosopher, Abderrahmane emphas-
ises the question of practice (‘amal), and praxis at large. For him theoretical
ethics are null and void. It is what human beings do with their ethical dis-
course that matters, and not what they say about it. It is only in this way that
change can occur. His Sufism is then traditional, but also heavily modern and
philosophical. Itis not a void spirituality based on belief without action. Abder-
rahmane is a Sufi philosopher; he philosophizes through Sufism, through his
religious background, and he is free to do that. To say that he is too religious,
thus his philosophy is not philosophy but theology in the classical Islamic sense
of kalam, does not encompass his overall project and its scope and ambitions.
This is not to say that the label theologian-mutakallim is irrelevant. He is a theo-
logian as well, for example when he discusses the utility of the attributes of
God to the enrichment of his trusteeship paradigm and the ethics of the indi-
vidual, or when he proposes an innovative reading of the Qur’an. Still, he does
that through an engagement with “modern” secular philosophy, its concepts
and themes. The boundaries between the two remain a field of academic dis-
cussion when it comes to Arab philosophy, philosophy in Islamic contexts, or
“Islamic philosophy” as it is also called.

Fourth, having said this, it is now opportune to stress another major point of
possible contention in Abderrahmane’s trusteeship paradigm and the Islamic
theory of ethics at its base. Abderrahmane aims to renew Arab philosophy and
Islamic thinking, and in doing so to reform Arab-Islamic societies in crisis. With
this aim, he clashes with “mimetic” intellectual projects, as noted above, but
also with political Islam and Islamist movements, which he criticizes harshly
in both Sunni and Shi‘a contexts. It is then difficult to say that he is “Islamist”
in thinking, but certainly he is “Islamic,” in the sense that he strongly clings to
the sacred text and its spiritual teachings, and their legal interpretations in past
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contexts. His critique of political Islam’s search for political power is abundant.
It is also difficult to say that he is “secular” or “liberal” as commonly understood,
since he is critical of both. Still, he is modern and modernist. Intellectually, he
navigates between the traditional and the modern, without accepting modern-
ity at face value, unless reformed. The spiritual ethos he puts on the table as a
condition for any reform is hard to meet by the masses and the majority of intel-
lectuals as well as political stakeholders, which makes his project appear either
“utopic” or “individual-centered” and not “society-centered.” However, it is rais-
ing the level of intellectual and spiritual energies of both the individual and
society that he aims at to create a better world for Muslims and non-Muslims
alike. In his project change starts in the heart and mind, in theory but especially
in practice. That is his call for reforming modernity. Without this change from
within he does not see other ways of overcoming the current predicament of
modernity, and of Arab-Islamic societies in particular.

2 Book Content

This volume is divided into two parts, one on theoretical ethics and the other
on applied ethics, though in some chapters theory and practice intertwine. The
first part is composed of seven chapters that trace the intellectual development
of the trusteeship paradigm, and how it relates to issues in legal theory, Qur'anic
hermeneutics, political authority, and Sufism. This part is largely comparat-
ive. It compares the ethical approaches and theories of prominent scholars,
theologians and philosophers, with the theory and philosopher under exam-
ination. The second part comprises six chapters and applies this paradigm to
issues in the social sciences (sociology and anthropology), medical science,
communication theories, global ethics and dialogue. This part too compares
the trusteeship assertions on the topic in focus with other prominent theories
in the field. Next to the chapters in English seven chapters are written in the
Arabic language. These have not been translated to ensure direct access. The
book is organized thematically, and not linguistically, that is why the two parts
contain chapters in the two languages.

In the first chapter of the first part, “The Trusteeship Paradigm: The Forma-
tion and Reception of a Philosophy,” Mohammed Hashas synthesises the major
intellectual stages that trusteeship has gone through from the late 1970s until
now. The chapter contextualizes trusteeship as a project different from the ones
that developed post-1967. It outlines five major themes that Taha Abderrah-
mane delved into before giving a clearer shape to his modern theory of ethics
as the core of the overall project of the trusteeship paradigm, which are:
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1) Logic

2)  Philosophy of language

3)  Assessing the tradition

4)  Spiritual modernity and moral philosophy

5) Political theology and political philosophy.

After giving an account of the way the project was received mostly in the
English and Arabic scholarly community—it met with staunch criticism from
some and received admiration from others—the chapter ends with three
points related to language and renewal, Sufism and ethics, as a way of reflecting
on the scope and limitations of the paradigm examined.

In the second chapter, “Taha Abderrahmane and Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi: Com-
parative Reflections on Legal Thought and Ethics,” Eva Kepplinger conducts
a comparative study between the medievalist religious scholar Aba Ishaq al-
Shatibi (d. 790/1388) and his theory of maqgasid al-shari‘a, and Abderrahmane’s
’timaniyya paradigm. Kepplinger’s chapter relates to the current discussions
among Muslim scholars over the higher objectives of Sharia, and how to inter-
pret them in modern contexts. What comes first, whether law or ethics, or how
they are linked, and what the role and function of human reason is accord-
ing to the divine, and how Abderrahmane in particular differentiates between
law ( figh) and ethics is what this chapter discusses. In so doing, the author,
for example, shows how Abderrahmane is critical of the classical order of
values that Muslim jurists followed (i.e. preserving religion, life, reason, pro-
geny and property). He is also critical of the classical division of the magasid
in daruriyyat (obligatory/necessary), hajjiyyat (vital) and tahsiniyyat (addi-
tional/aesthetic). Ethics was put in the category of tahsiniyyat, while he con-
siders ethics to be the core of any legal thought that goes beyond everything.
He adopts a new division: “spiritual values” (géiyam rihiyya), and “life-values”
(giyam hayawiyya). This allows him to navigate between the various subdivi-
sions he develops, as a form of making figh (law) follow ethics, and not vice
versa.

In the third chapter “Su’al al-Akhlaq bayna al-Din wa-1-‘Aql al-Mujarrad: ‘Ali
‘Izzat Bignvitsh wa-Taha ‘Abd al-Rahman Namudhajan” (Alija Izetbegovi¢ and
Taha Abderrahmane: The Question of Ethics, and Critique of Western Mod-
ernity) Mostafa Amakdouf brings two already close philosophers closer. It is
known that Abderrahmane shows special respect to both Muhammad Igbal
and Alija Izetbegovi¢ (1925-2003). As it claims in the introduction, this compar-
ative chapter is a contribution to linking Islamic philosophical projects that are
modern but also critical of Western modernity as well as of mimetic modern-
ity in Muslim majority societies, to form a creative Islamic reply to the modern.
Amakdouf outlines these similarities in six points: (1) meaning, (2) ethicality
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(or the essense of ethics) between religion and abstract reason, (3) the forma-
tion of ethics and the limitations of abstract reason, (4) ethics between fitra, or
natural disposition, and religion, (5) modernist ethics and the incoherence of
abstract reason, (6) the need for divine ethics. The idea presented here, accord-
ing to the studied philosophers, is that human reason is a means to an ethical
life, and is not an end in itself, and that rational ethics consists of at least
three levels, the most infinite in creativity is supported ethics, which is divinely-
linked and divinely-inspired.

In the fourth chapter, “al-I‘tiraf fi al-Majal al-‘Amm: Naqd I'timani li-Matham
Fuakua ‘al-I‘tiraf wa-1-Sulta’” (Confession in the Public Sphere: Trusteeship Cri-
tique of Foucault’s “Confession and Power”) Issam Eido takes us to issues
related to the public sphere, power, psychology and political philosophy, using
concepts from Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) repertoire and the trusteeship
paradigm. Eido brings Foucault and Abderrahmane together because both deal
with the human psyche, the will to power, authority, sovereignty, truth, eth-
ics, and discipline. This chapter problematizes Foucault’s concept of the will
of the self to knowledge, its desires, sexual desires, and its unveiling of the
real authorities, or biopolitics, that influence it, thus unveiling its own author-
ity, liberty, and its limitations. Such unveiling leads to recognition of power
dynamics, internal and external, which, in turn, leads to self-empowerment,
and to the formation of new authority, through surveillance, and not neces-
sarily through direct oppression. The major point Eido takes from introducing
Foucault here is the latter’s idea that power/authority originates from below,
from the selves themselves, and not necessarily from top-down institutions
and external authorities and that oppression, too, permeates and is invisible.
That is, the human self, singular or plural, is the source of power and a means
of oppression. Here starts the role of the trusteeship apparatuses and con-
cepts Eido borrows to counter Foucault. Abderrahmane does not seek power,
or sovereignty (tasayyud) as understood in the secular socio-political sphere,
he seeks profound ethical discipline, explained through different concepts and
levels of self-enrichment and empowerment. His aim is rather to persistently
tame the egoist self and cultivate a moralist one that liberates itself from both
internal and external desires. Eido brings in the different distinctions the trust-
eeship paradigm makes in law (e.g. figh amri versus figh itimart), and the
different worlds it builds its assumptions on (‘alam al-ghayb and ‘alam al-
shahada). Put differently, when the other world is being recognized, the self-
disciplines itself to meet its ethical requirements, and its abusive sovereignty
is theoretically non-existent. Not because there are no complexities that nur-
ture the feeling of power and oppression but because there is a recognition
of these complexities, and a recognition that they could be overcome through
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spiritual discipline (tazkiya), and not through mere spirituality. Recognizing
another world is a space of liberty, and not of oppression, neither of the self
nor of the other or society, politically speaking.

In the fifth chapter “al-Mumarasa al-Siyasiyya al-Diyaniyya: al-Naqd al-Taz-
kaw1 wa-1-Badil al-I'timan1” (Religious Political Practice: Spiritual Critique and
the Trusteeship Alternative) Adil Et-Tahiri synthetically engages with the polit-
ical philosophy and theology of Abderrahmane. He first summarizes the trust-
eeship critique of the various schools of Western political philosophy, from
early modern thinkers to the contemporary ones, that defend the idea that
secular democracy ultimately will replace the divine sovereign with the sover-
eign man. Even modern democratic regimes and wealthy societies can return
to totalitarianism, fascism and colonialism, as has happed in the first part of
the twentieth-century in Europe, for one major reason: the lack of profound
ethos that governs the sovereign man. The latter can be rational and modern
but can turn totalitarian, fascist and colonialist, since secularism as a world-
view is merely utilitarian, and does not consider the different other. The same
critique is levelled against modern political Islam and Salafism, since they use
a religious rhetoric without a genuine absorption of the Islamic ethos for per-
sonal spiritual growth (tazkiya) and for public giving and sharing. In brief,
modern politics, be it secular or religious, lags behind an ethical worldview
that the trusteeship concept of “disturbance politics” (siyasat al-iz‘Gj) presents.
This concept is spiritual in essence, and starts from changing the individual
profoundly, before any outer or social change. Abderrahmane is not in favour
of revolutions, coup d’états, or rebellions as a means of changing unjust polit-
ical systems. He defends non-violence as a method of trusteeship. “Disturb-
ance politics” remains ethical, spiritual in the first place, individual-centered,
and non-violent when it calls for change. At the end of the chapter, however,
Et-Tahiri questions the feasibility of change through such a method when it
is rooted in Sufi individuality and is radically non-violent. How would social
justice come about if the dictator in a political regime, for example, is very
violent, tyrannical and suppressive of any call for change, be it violent or non-
violent?

In the sixth chapter, “Qur’anic Values and Modernity in Contemporary
Islamic Ethics: Taha Abderrahmane and Fazlur Rahman in Conversation,”
Ramon Harvey compares Abderrahmane’s interpretation of Quranic ethics,
and how he uses them to strongly critique both Western modern values as
well as the classical classification of major values, with the modern hermeneut-
ics of Fazlur Rahman, influenced by Emilio Betti (1890-1968) and Hans-Georg
Gadamer (1900—2002), who aims at building on modern values, and enrich
them with Qur’anic ethics. Harvey argues that Abderrahmane’s ethical theory
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remains abstract, metaethical, while Rahman’s builds social ethics that are rel-
evant to practical needs in society. Both scholars agree on the fact that ethics
are the major motor for renewal, but their ideas about how this should be done
is where they differ. Rahman emphasises the moral impetus for social develop-
ment, not only for Sufi and individual development. He is historicist in reading
the sacred text and its legal prescriptions through the “double movement the-
ory” while Abderrahmane is critical of historicist approaches since they desac-
ralize the sacred, and propose “spiritual modernity” as an outlet. Harvey also
refers to the scholars that adopt these two approaches and apply them to dif-
ferent fields and contexts, as a form of contributing to the debate on ethics in
Islamic scholarship in the present and future, for what he calls an “ethical mod-
ernity”

In the seventh chapter, “The Modern Mysticism of Taha Abderrahmane,”
Harald Viersen takes the reader to another theme of no less importance and
relevance, i.e. Sufism in modern secular times. Viersen problematizes spiritu-
ality and Sufism as strongly found in the thought and work of Abderrahmane,
and makes them talk to modern theories of spirituality, with a focus on two
major figures for comparison, Abdurrahman Badawi (1917—-2002), and Adonis
(b. 1930), two prominent contemporary Arab thinkers. Badawi is an existen-
tialist philosoper who found in Islamic spirituality and Sufi tradition what
to enrich his existentialist stance with, while Adonis is a poet-thinker who
reads Sufism from a secular perspective. Unlike these two interpretations of
the role of Sufism in change in Arab-Islamic societies, Abderrahmane builds
his whole philosophy on what he calls “supported reason” (al- aql al-mwayyad)
that goes beyond “abstracted reason” (al-‘agl al-mujarrad), which he associates
with Western modernity, and “guided reason” (al-‘aql al-musaddad), which he
associates with a kind of semi-Islamic interpretation that is not innovative, crit-
ical, and faithful to the ethical core of the tradition. Viersen ends his paper with
reflecting on the fact that the modern role Abderrahmane gives to Sufism in
the trusteeship paradigm would influence the epistemological and ontological
apparatus on which it rests, a note that remains open for future research—and
which the other chapters in this volume deal with from various disciplinary
perspectives. On the ontological level, for instance, the chapter of Ourya on
bioethics and euthanasia relate to the ontological questions of the relevance of
being and existence of the individual/patient despite their “paralyzed” physical
status. As to the epistemological level, all the other chapters deal with this level,
i.e. the nature of knowledge and justification as they relate to particular fields,
like politics, dialogue, socio-anthropology, or hermeneutics and the interpret-
ation of texts based on a particular cosmology, the ontology of the Qur’an in
this case.
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Part two of the volume comparatively examines how trusteeship ethics could
be applied in different disciplines, in the exact as well as in the social sciences.
If in the introduction of this volume we gave examples of how modern Arab-
Islamic scholarship on ethics has remained mostly theoretical, this part shows
how the trusteeship paradigm has first theorized itself as an applicable the-
ory of ethics, and second how researchers find its conceptual apparatuses and
advances relevant to their various fields of expertise, as in sociology, anthropo-
logy, and medical sciences.

To start with the social sciences, in chapter eight, “The Anthropology of
Islam in Light of the Trusteeship Paradigm,” Amin El-Yousfi engages with the
contemporary debates in anthropology and the study of Muslims and Muslim
societies, based on a secular understanding of reason, self, body, and virtue. Dis-
satisfied with the various trends in the field, including the renowned apparatus
and concepts developed by Talal Asad (b. 1932) and his student Saba Mahmood
(1962—2018), El-Yousfi says that their concepts, i.e. “discursive tradition” and
“piety” respecively, remain a product of modern scholars that espouse the secu-
lar versus religious worldview, which the Islamic worldview, as philosophically
re-introduced in the trusteeship paradigm, does not recognize. Through match-
ing various concepts from the field of anthropology—or rather ethnography
at large—and moral philosophy—relying heavily on Alasdair Maclntyre (b.
1929)—with concepts from the trusteeship paradigm and its conception of
the relation between reason and action, typology of reasons, and typologies
of expressing ethical affiliation to tradition, El-Yousfi proposes that trustee-
ship is a more adequate intellectual bank from which to borrow concepts, thus
methodology, in the study of Muslim ethics, agency, piety, and connection to
tradition.

Connected to this debate in anthropology is also Mohamed Amine Brahimi’s
chapter nine “The Trusteeship Paradigm in the Social Sciences: Moral Agency
as an Islamic Ethical Turn.” Here, the author reviews the so-called “ethical turn”
as initiated by scholars like Elizabeth Anscombe (1919-2001), Philippa Foot
(1920—2010), Bernard Williams (1929—2003), and especially Alasdair MacIntyre
in moral philosophy, and Talal Asad and his disciples in anthropology. Unlike
El-Yousfi, in the earlier chapter, who proposes that the trusteeship paradigm
could be an alternative apparatus to the study of Muslims’ agency and eth-
ics, in replacement of secular versus religious Western dichotomous thought,
Brahimi proposes a dialogue of concepts, though he also thinks that the trust-
eeship is a more fitting and promising apparatus that provides answers to the
scholarly debates around the “ethical turn” and “virtue ethics” in the social sci-
ences. Put differently, Brahimi distinguishes between the Eurocentric approach
that explains religiosity through private faith and the “ethical turn” that takes
into account rituals, bodily expressions, and the contexts or spaces in which
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this faith is expressed, and through which a moral character is formed. Brahimi
uses Abderrahmane’s critique of modernity, and the principles of trusteeship
as more adequate explanations of Islamic subjectivity and agency, away from
the secular versus religious, rational versus revelational outlook.

Mohamed Ourya takes us to medical ethics in chapter ten “al-I'timaniyya
Nazariyya li-Hal al-Mu‘dilat al-Akhlaqiyya al-Tlmiyya: al-Bra wa-l-Mawt al-
Rahim Namudhajan” (Taha Abderrahmane’s Trusteeship’s Response to Eth-
ical Issues: The Environment and Euthanasia in Focus). The author examines
major points related to Abderrahmane’s critique of Western modernity, and
his ethical theory as it engages with environmental ethics, and biomedical
ethics, euthanasia in particular, with a focus on utilitarianist and principalist
theories. He also compares the European critical thought of over technologiz-
ation, examplified by the thought of Hans Jonas (1903-1993), Karl-Otto Apel
(1922-2017), and Jiirgen Habermas (b. 1929). More space is given to Abder-
rahmane’s engagement with especially the environmentalist thought of Hans
Jonas and his theory of responsibility, which the former finds incomplete since
it does not use the metaphysical reward and punishment apparatus in sensib-
ilizing humanity of the risks facing nature and environment. Ourya uses some
concepts of the trusteeship paradigm in responding to what Abderrahmane
considers to be lacunae in Western secular ethical theories. These concepts,
developed into theoretical principles, are as follows: mercy (rahma), trustee-
ship or guandianship (amana), and requisition (ida“). Overall, Ourya argues
that although Abderrahmane appears to be very dismissive of Western mod-
ernity, his Islamic theory of ethics as it relates to these two research fields
remains open to “Western” ethical theories, like Kantian ethics and to classical
Greek virtue ethics. While the argumentation and details may differ, there are
plenty of similarities and correlations.

In chapter eleven, “al-Taqwim al-Akhlaqi lil-Tlmaniyya bayna Taha ‘Abd
al-Rahman wa-Talal Asad: al-Usra al-Haditha Namiidhajan” (Secularism Criti-
cised from an Ethics Perspective in the Work of Taha Abderrahmane and Talal
Asad: The Modern Family in Focus), Abdelmounim Choqairi, like El-Yousfi and
Brahimi in the previous chapters, applies a number of trusteeship conceptual
apparatuses to the case of the modern family and how it has evolved in the
modern, secular-liberal context. First, Choqairi presents the similarities and
differences in the approaches of Talal Asad and Taha Abderrahmane towards
the secular, before he chooses to centralize their shared use of the secular, i.e.
the secular as an epistemological worldview in opposition to, or at least in
competition with, the religious epistemical worldview. Afterwards, he makes
the anthropological critique of the secular and its effect on the family in the
work of Asad speak to the theoretical advances of Abderrahmane on the same
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theme, family. While Asad explains that the rationalization of ethics through
modern secular laws ended the positive mediation capacities of religion and
religious authorities in society for the maintenance of family coherence and its
rationale, Abderrahmane proposes a return to the religious ethos to reclaim the
family per se, since without ethics in the nucleus of society—i.e. family—there
could be no ethics at the social and societal level. Family is the mirror of society
and its situation. With the globalization of the market, and the privatization of
ethics, family too has been privatized and in such a process what used to be
a public matter—i.e. the family—is no longer so. The family has fallen prey to
the epistemology of the secular and to the secularization process, driven by the
global utilitarian market. The three principles of magnanimity, happiness and
obligation, that are supposed to govern family ethics, have given way to ration-
alized, privatized and market-oriented ethics defended by global markets and
international institutions for this purpose. Choqairi presents various principles
of the trusteeship paradigm as a correction means to the loss of family harmony
and ethics to the secularized market-oriented ethics, but wonders at the end if
these principles, rooted in spirituality, will be able to face this growing chal-
lenge successfully.

Hicham EI Makki introduces us to the field of the mass media and commu-
nication and how the trusteeship paradigm engages with it in chapter twelve,
“al-P'timaniyya fl Majal al-I'lam wa-1-Ittisal: al-Imkanat wa-l-Hudad” (The Trust-
eeship Thought Applied to Media and Communication: Scope and Limita-
tions). Like Ourya in his chapter, El Makki first shows how Abderrahmane
grapples with the major literature in the field of the media, and introduces
trusteeship as a correcting ethical outlet for the current and future crises of
this unprecedented age of technology and communication. In doing so El
Makki then reminds us of Abderrahmane’s proposal of the “trusteeship con-
tract” instead of the common “social contract.” This proposal is based on three
major trusteeship guidelines: philosophic, juristic, and educational. The “trust-
eeship educator”, or “al-fagih al-i’timani,” plays a major role in guiding indi-
viduals and society for the achievement of ethical awareness in treading the
over-technologized and mediatized modern world. Finally, the author outlines
anumber of limitations as well as potential energy of the trusteeship paradigm
in the field of the mass media. For example, he says that Abderrahmane, while
showing profound familiarity with major schools and texts on the media the-
ories, he still misses engaging with some, especially the ones widespread in the
Anglo-Saxon world and literature. E1 Makki also states that while the logical
argumentation of Abderrahmane may be too abstract and hard to penetrate
and engage with, his trusteeship paradigm as applied to the world of the media
is innovative and can open up new spaces of creativity in the field.
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Assia Chekireb contributes the closing chapter, thirteen, “al-Hiwar bayna
al-Ptimaniyya wa-l-Akhlaq al-‘Alamiyya: Muqaraba Tahliliyya Muqarana” (Dia-
logue between The Trusteeship Theory and Global Ethics: A Comparative
Approach) in comparative studies in the fields of religious dialogue, pluralism,
and global ethics. Chekireb brings Hans Kiing (b. 1928) and Taha Abderrah-
mane to the same table for discussion. After presenting their similar major
views on dialogue and shared humanity among religious, philosophical and
moral worldviews, and their critique of the limitations of modern human
reason and the Enlightenment project, she goes on to trace out the differences
between the two philosophers. She spends some time recalling the interna-
tionally acclaimed work of Kiing on “global ethics” thesis and manifesto, and
the major ideas he defends here, i.e. the defence of possible shared ethics,
based on the “golden rule” found in world religions, for the formation of world
peace, solidarity, tolerance and social justice. According to Chekireb, Kiing does
not see that religion or religions alone, let alone one religion, can solve major
human problems. On the other hand, in introducing the trusteeship paradigm
of Abderrahmane, she introduces critique of Kiing’s thesis. Abderrahmane is
critical of Kiing’s thesis of “global ethics” for one major reason: the latter divests
these ethics of their religious origins, and, subsequently, from their rooted-
ness in practice. Global ethics remain abstract unless tested in practice, and
they cannot be tested in practice since they require genuine ethos that is truly
practiced, hence the need for religion, especially divinely-revealed religion for
genuine global ethics, according to Abderrahmane. Put differently, the trustee-
ship paradigm proposes practical spiritual concepts for ethical renewal, or else
the global ethics thesis remains a rhetoric, a discourse void of substance, like
abstract ethics and abstract reason. In her conclusion Chekireb also wonders,
like Choqairi in the previous chapter, whether the trusteeship concepts could
be effective in such a challenging, globalized and gradually secularized world.

These interdisciplinary excavations into the scope and limitations of the
trusteeship paradigm leave us with three major notes, with which we con-
clude. First, the paradigm is a remarkable field of intellectual energy in the
Arab-Islamic domain, and we, the editors, are happy to have managed to bring
together a number of scholars and researchers from around the world to discuss
it from different angles. Second, trusteeship critique engages with Arab-Islamic
classical and modern scholarship, and does so too with Graeco-Euro-American
scholarship. Certainly, it is ambitious and confident, maybe too confident, in
critiquing all of it. The merit of this volume has been to show such claim of
innovative critique and its limitations. Being the first volume that opens such
a door in comparative scholarship, we hope to see more of the kind to be pro-
duced, and we do not doubt that such a project will meet more critical eyes
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in the future. We finally note that such eyes should pay attention to at least
two major fields that this volume has not covered in approaching the trust-
eeship paradigm, i.e. logic, and the philosophy of language. These two fields
of research would give more insight into why and how Taha Abderrahmane,
a staunch defender of philosophy, reason as well as divinely inspired ethics, is
very critical of the current phase of modernity.
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1

The Trusteeship Paradigm
The Formation and Reception of a Philosophy

Mohammed Hashas

Introduction

The trusteeship paradigm critiques both modernity and the tradition, and in
doing so it navigates between what is commonly referred to as the “religious”
and the “secular” As a critique, it proposes itself as an alternative to both. This
chapter traces the development of the paradigm by outlining its major themes
and intellectual stages as developed by Taha Abderrahmane since the 1970s.
First, it provides a biographical-intellectual sketch of Abderrahmane. Then it
synthetically outlines the following five stages: 1) logic, 2) philosophy of lan-
guage, 3) assessing the tradition, 4) spiritual modernity and moral philosophy,
5) political theology and political philosophy. Finally, it presents a review of the
scholarly reception of this project. The chapter concludes with three reflective
notes on language, Sufism, and ethics.

1 Taha Abderrahmane: A Biographical-Intellectual Sketch

Taha Abderrahmane was born in 1944, in the coastal city of El-Jadida, Morocco.
His father was a “faqih,” or religious teacher, in the pre-schooling system called
“masid” or “kuttab,” and he received his basic religious education through
him. He obtained his Baccalaureate in Sciences in Casablanca after which he
enrolled in the Philosophy Department at Mohammed v University in Rabat,
where he received his BA Degree, before pursuing his first French doctoral title
(troisiéme cycle) at the Sorbonne in 1972, and his PhD (Doctorat D’ Etat) in 1985
on language, logic and philosophy (Abderrahmane 1979, 1985). He joined the
university in Rabat as a lecturer in the early 1970s and retired as a professor in
2005. He introduced the study of modern logic at the Mohammed v University,
and other Moroccan universities soon followed suit. Besides Arabic he has an
excellent command of French, and he has also learnt English, German, Latin
and ancient Greek for direct access to philosophical works. He started publish-
ing in Arabic in 1985.
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Abderrahmane loved poetry in his youth. He was one of the youngest and
earliest contributors to the Moroccan Writers Union founded in 1960. However,
the 1967 Six-Day War was a macabre shock to him, to the extent that it made
him trade his youthful interest in poetry for philosophy. To describe this shift he
composed a poetic verse, alluding to a classical line of Imru’ al-Qays (d. c. 550):
“today poety, and tomorrow thought” (al-yawma shir, wa-ghadan fikr) (‘Abd
al-Rahman 2014, 17). He joined the university when two formidable scholar-
philosophers had just preceded him in publications and fame, i.e. Abdellah
Laroui (b. 1933) and Mohammed Abed al-Jabri (1935—2010). He developed his
philosophical project against the backdrop of the 1967 event and also partly
to contest the scholarly contributions of these two scholars. As a young pro-
fessor at the university with a religious tendency, his focus on the study of
logic, language and philosophy methodologies proved not very appealing in
a context dominated by Marxists and neo-Marxists, recounts Abbas Arhila,
one of his close students, “followers” and a university professor of philosophy
(Arhila 2013, 1-40, 111—132). Ibrahim Machrouh, another student and professor
of philosophy, narrates that the religious ethos underscored by two promin-
ent Moroccan scholars influenced Abderrahmane, i.e. Allal al-Fassi (1910-1974),
a renowned political and religious leader and scholar of al-Qarawiyyin Uni-
versity,and Mohammed Aziz Lahbabi (1922-1993), the first Moroccan professor
of philosophy at the modern University of Mohammed v in Rabat. Moreover,
Ali Sami al-Nashar (1917-1980), the Egyptian philosopher who was influenced
by Mustafa Abd al-Raziq (1885-1947) and his argument for an “Islamic philo-
sophy” (see the introduction of this volume), was residing in Morocco and
taught philosophy in Rabat, where he died in 1980.! Abderrahmane was his
student, and it has been reported that the professor was impressed by Abder-
rahmane’s work on language and philosophy before it was published, and pre-
dicted that it would have an impact on modern Arab thought (Mashrih 2009,
27-29).

The religious ethos in Abderrahmane’s project stems from his personal
experience. In the first edition of his book Religious Practice and the Renewal
of Reason (1989),2 which drew the attention of more Arab intellectuals to

1 The fact that al-Nashar defended Islamic philosophical authenticity in usal al-figh, logic
and theology might have influenced Abderrahmane who further digged into this strand of
thought and later on rendered the science of usil al-figh part of the courses of modern logic
that he introduced at the university.

2 All the works of Taha Abderrahmane are written in Arabic, except his two university disser-
tations referred to earlier. Here reference is to the English translation of the titles for ease of
reference.
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him, he acknowledges the important role in his life of Sidi Hamza al-Qadiri
al-Boutchichi (1922—2017), the spiritual guide of the Boutchichiyya order in
Berkane, Morocco. He omitted this reference in later editions of the book,
maybe for the critique he received for being an intellectual-philosopher and
disciple in a Sufi order (‘Abd al-Rahman [1989] 2006, 11). This acknowledge-
ment would only find its way back to the public in a longer concluding chapter
in the third volume of his trilogy Din al-Haya’ (2017)—of which the literal ren-
dering is The Religion of Humility or The Religion of Decency—, which can better
be translated as The Religion of Testimony and Sight (2017), since testimony
and sight impact one’s worldview and ethos, which is the core idea of the tri-
logy.

Abderrahmane has lectured as a visiting Professor at the Al al-Bayt Univ-
eristy in Jordan, in Sfax in Tunisia and Constantine in Algeria. He received
membership of the Moroccan Royal Academy, besides other international bod-
ies, like the Arab Philosophical Association in Amman, the Society for Inter-
cultural Philosophy in Germany (Gesellschaft fiir Interkulturelle Philosophie),
Bayt al-Hikma in Bagdad, the International Society for the Study of Argument-
ation in the Netherlands, and the International Union of Muslim Scholars. He
was the editor of al-Mundzara philosophical magazine (1989-1993). He has
presided over the Wisdom Forum for Thinkers and Researchers in Rabat since
2002. Abderrahmane received the Moroccan Writers Award in 1988 and 1995 for
his two works, On the Foundations of Dialogue and Renovation of Islamic Theo-
logy (1987), and Renewing the Method of Assessing the Tradition (1994), respect-
ively. He also received the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organ-
ization (ISESCcO) Award in 2006, for his book The Question of Ethics (2000), and
the King Mohammed vi Award in Islamic Thought in 2014 for his overall con-
tributions to Islamic scholarship (Mashriith 2009, 27-32).

Abderrahmane became known to the Arab public through Aljazeera Chan-
nel shows broadcast from Doha. His first appearance was on o3 May 2004, in
al-Shariawa-l-Hayat (Sharia and Life) a famous TV show, at the time presented
by Mahir Abdallah to speak about modernity and religion. Then on og March
2005 he figured in the TV programme al-Kitab Khayr Jalis (The Book as Best
Company), presented by Khalid al-Harroub, to speak on the Arab right to philo-
sophical difference. His most important appearance started on 19 May 2006
in the intellectual TV documentary Masarat (Trajectories) consisting of six
episodes, presented by Malik Triki, to speak on various aspects of his project.
These encounters are chronicled and published in Dialogue as a Horizon for
Thought (2013). Al-Jazeera Documentary channel also broadacast a document-
ary on him on 15 July 2017, in which he appears speaking and during which
he visits the spiritual leader Sidi Hamza al-Qadiri al-Boutchichi in the city of
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Berkane (Morocco), where the headquarters of the sufi brotherhood are loc-
ated (Aljazeera Documentary 2017).

During the month of Ramadan in 2006 Abderrahmane lectured as part of
the International Lecture Series, known as al-Durus al-Hasaniyya, in front of
king Mohammed vI who is the patron of these lectures in his capacity of “spir-
itual leader,” and “commander of the faithful” (amir al-mw’minin). He also lec-
tured in the Carthage Palace in post-Arab Spring Tunisia in 2013, in front of
Mouncef Marzouki who was the president of Tunisia at the time, and vari-
ous Arab politicians and intellectuals. During the last few years, three annual
conferences have been organized successively in his honour at the universities
in Agadir, Marrakesh and El-Jadida in 2014, 2015 and 2016, respectively. Stu-
dents and young scholars interested in his work have established various media
outlets and websites to discuss and disseminate his ideas. Despite his health
problems, and preference for writing over public visibility, he appears annu-
ally to give a public lecture in the national library in Rabat organized by the
Maghareb Center for Civilizational Studies, a center consisting of senior and
junior scholars and researchers influenced by his ideas (Hashas 2014, 2019b).
On 21 October 2017, he gave a lecture at the Ibn Khaldun University in Istanbul.
On 19 April 2017 a conference on “Taha Abderrahmane: Views and Horizons,”
was organized by reseachers at the International Institute for Muslim Unity
at the International Islamic University Malaysia (11uM) in Malaysia. In Janu-
ary 2019, he appeared in the French Le Nouveau Magazine Littéraire among the
most influential thirty-five thinkers in the world. He appeared along with Azmi
Bishara, based in Doha, from the Arab world, besides figures like Amartya Sen,
Bruno Latour, Gayatri Spivak, Axel Hanneth, Judith Butler, Richard Dawkins,
Chantal Mouffe, Alain Badiou, and others (Le Nouveau Magazine Littéraire,
2019).

This being said, what is it that makes of Taha Abderrahmane a remarkable
philosopher? Abderrahmane aims not only to be a reformer but also an innov-
ator in the Arab-Islamic philosophical tradition. He is critical of most major
classical Muslim philosophers for one major reason: they mostly stopped at the
achievements of Greek philosophy, and their reading of it was not innovative
enough. He considers Ibn Rushd (Averroes, d. 595/1198) to be a mere “imitator”
of Aristotle, and therefore the future of Arab thought should not be Averroest,
as al-Jabri and many other modern Arab scholars call for (‘Abd al-Rahman
2003, 119). The philosopher-theologians that tried to break away from the the
dominance of Greek Aristotelian logic and that have earned his respect are al-
Ghazali (d. 505/1111), Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064) and Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328),
not because they were anti-philosophy, but because they mastered it and tried
to propose other pathways based on Arab-Islamic scholarship, particularly
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based on their readings of usil al-figh as an authentic intellectual discipline
in the tradition. He is also critical of the fugaha’, the jurists, both in the past
and present. He argues that they have focalized legal prescriptions of the Sharia
at the expense of the moral and spiritual ethos behind them. Abderrahmane
speaks of the “Rabat School” of philosophy, which aims at developing a philo-
sophy that is productive, engaging, critical, innovative and ethicist in perspect-
ive (Hashas 2015, 71-74).

At the heart of his philosophical project lies the question of ethics. For him,
the core of the Islamic message is ethical and reason is not a means to achieve
and realize this élan. That is why philosophical and religious reasoning should
make ethics their axis of thought. Human beings are first and foremost ethical
beings, unlike the common Greek view that they are rational or political beings.
He sees religion as the source of ethics. Revealed religion—and not human
reason or man-made religions—are the ultimate source of human ethics, and
he views Islam as the religion par excellence that champions this core value for
human well-being. Human beings are either ethical or not. He puts it as follows
in The Question of Ethics: “there is no man [i.e. humanity] without ethics”, “there
is no ethics without religion’, “there is no man [i.e. humanity] without religion”
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2000, 147-149). For him, and this summarizes his ethical the-
ory as well as his philosophy of religion, “religion and ethics are one; there is
no religion without ethics, and no ethics without religion” (‘Abd al-Rahman
2000, 52). “Ethicality” (al-akhlaqgiyya) is the essence of man, without which he is
not human. Ethicality is simply the search for the good per se (‘Abd al-Rahman
2000, 14).

2 The Formation of the Trusteeship Paradigm

Abderrahmane’s project of the trusteeship paradigm can be introduced by
discussing five major intellectual interests and themes, which I list in chro-
nological order, though at times they intertwine, from the 1970s until present
(mid-2019): (1) logic, (2) philosophy of language, (3) assessing the tradition, (4)
spiritual modernity and moral philosophy, (5) political theology and political
philosophy.

First: logic. Abderrahmane immersed himself into the study and teaching of
modern logic, for which he became known at first. Besides his university dis-
sertations published in French in 1979 and 1985, he published Formal Logic and
Grammar (1983), On the Fundamentals of Dialogue and Renovation of Islamic
Theology (1987) and Language and Balance, or the Multiplication of Reason
(1998). In these works, he calls for introducing modern logic and mathemat-
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ics in the study of rhetoric, linguistics, and particularly in Islamic studies, in
the study of usil al-figh and the interpretation of the sacred text. His major cri-
tique of Islamic political movements as well as traditional Islamic universities
and seminaries is that they have neglected the study of logic, especially mod-
ern logic; they kept teaching Aristotelian logic at best, and the dialogical logic
of Marxist leanings for socio-political reasons during the heydays of Marxism
in the Arab world. He praises the use of logic by classical Muslim theologians in
their munazgarat tradition and reclaims it for a modern ethical communication
theory he calls “hiwariyya,” which can be translated as “entangled or deliberat-
ive dialogue,” in On the Fundamentals of Dialogue.

Most importantly, it is the study of logic that enabled Abderrahmane to
realize the limitations of human reason, and to consider it as an act among
acts, and not as an independent entity or essence, which led him subsequently
to develop his three-level categorization of reason: “abstract reason” (al-‘aqgl
al-mujarrad), “guided reason” (al-‘agl al-musaddad), and “supported reason”
(al-‘aql al-mwayyad). Reason is an act like any other act, like the seeing that
the eye exerts, or the hearing that the ear enables. Briefly, abstract reason is an
act that one exercises to explain and justify the act, based on particular proof,
often concrete.? As to guided reason, it is the rational capacity that takes into
account three conditions in the process of activation: it should abide by Sharia
law, bring benefit and prevent harm, be practical and practiced and not remain
a mere thought or call for action. As for supported reason, it explores the capa-
city of knowing the internal identity and meaning of things, acts, or forms. It
explores the objectives of revealed law and intentions beyond abstract rational
and legal or functional explanations. It fuses the other two levels of reason-
ing to form a comprehensive understanding of being and existence. This level
of rational practice that is open to the infinite inspiration from the unknown
world(s) is akin to the world of scholarly—i.e. rational—practice of Sufism.
The Sufis do not only know, and constantly strive to know, but also do practice
what they know, with abundance, excellence, and humility (‘Abd al-Rahman
1989, 1718, 58—66, 121-156).

In The Question of Practice (2012) Abderrahmane revisits the issue of reason
and its relation to revelation and practice, and distinguishes eight relations that
have contributed to the modern emphasis on “abstract reason.” Briefly, these
relations exist in the form of dichotomies: reason and (1) speech, (2) essence, (3)

3 In an inaugural address entitled “The Pluralism of Values” for the new academic year at the
university in Marrakech, Abderrahmane explains what he means by abstract reason by say-
ing that it disregards revelation and the transcendetal in the study of “things” of the concrete
world; it is descriptive reason (‘Abd al-Rahman 2001, 37, n. 30).

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



THE TRUSTEESHIP PARADIGM 43

sense, (4) heart, (5) ethics, (6) shar", (7) revelation, and (8) faith. Abderrahmane
thinks that human reason is not confined to these eight limitations or opposing
definitions. Human reason does not limit itself to language, though it is its most
expressive form. It is also not the essence of human beings, nor can the senses
alone capture its vast horizon that can be as inspiring as the senses themselves,
which do not work within a limited space or time or in one direction. Opposing
the work of the heart to that of reason, or the brain, is the dichotomy most cri-
tiqued by Abderrahmane, and is also the most important critique in his overall
project. He takes the heart as the center of human rational practice. Rational
expansion happens when the heart is able to embrace a horizon that is infinite
and open to non-concrete inspiration. The heart harbors guidance to ethical
practice. As to ethics, Sharia laws, revelation, and faith, these do not oppose
nor antagonize rational choices if they are guided by the heart, by its indepth,
natural, i.e. fitri, inclinations (‘Abd al-Rahman 2012, 55-110).

Second: philosophy of language. Abderrahmane worked on the philosophy
of language, first of all for his Master’s thesis, published as Language and Philo-
sophy: An Essay on the Linguistic Structures of Ontology (1979), but most import-
antly in the following two volumes: The Essence of Philosophy, Vol. 1: Philosophy
and Translation (1996), and The Essence of Philosophy, Vol. 2: On Philosophical
Discourse (1999). In the latter work he coins the term of “figh al-falsafa,” calls for
the study of usul al-figh and the sciences it requires, to comprehend ( fagaha)
the philosophical genius in the Arab-Islamic tradition. If the Greek tradition
is kept as a model, no originality would be found in the Arab one. It is also in
these works that he makes a case for creativity in the practice of philosophical
translations, otherwise mimicry and “tasteless” translations result in sterile and
meaningless concepts in Arabic. To illustrate this, he gives examples from erro-
neous translations in classical as well as modern Arabic translations of Greek or
European concepts. Itis at this stage that he emphasizes the vital role of the nat-
ive language for any philosophical, and consequently cultural, renewal (‘Abd
al-Rahman 1996; 1999). For example, in a lengthy section he argues that each
language structure and logic expresses its rationality differently. He proposes
the Arabic “unzur tajid” (literally, “See(k), you find”) as the equivalent of the
Cartesian “I think, therefore I am.” This Arabic rendition of modern Cartesian
philosophy of the assertion of the Self (Subject) as a capable existential entity
received harsh critique from the Lebanese thinker Ali Harb. The latter states
that Abderrahmane with this cultural translation “decapitated” the subject-
ive assertion of the modern Cartesian Self, and replaced it with an obedient
Self that “finds” what has already been destined to it, or revealed to it through
orders “See(k)!” (Harb 1996, in Bin ‘Add1 2012, 180—-184; I will return to this point
below).
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Third: assessing the tradition. When al-Jabri appeared on the Arab intellec-
tual scene with his project of the “critique of Arab reason” and distinguished
between the rational Maghreb and the mystical Mashreq (Eyadat, Corrao and
Hashas 2018), Abderrahmane responded with a heavy critique of this “reduc-
tionist” and “divisionist” approach of reading the tradition. As a first reply,
he published Renewing the Method of Assessing the Tradition (1994), to be fol-
lowed afterwards by texts that belong to this stage—i.e. assessing the tradition
and critiquing contemporary Arab philosophical projects—The Arab Right to
Philosophical Difference (2002), and The Islamic Right to Intellectual Difference
(2005). It is in these texts already that the contours of his trusteeship critique
begin to show. Major Arab-Muslim theologians-philosophers are critiqued for
being imitative, uncreative, and uncritical of modernity. In The Arab Right
to Philosophical Difference, for instance, he problematizes the modern role of
philosophy and the philosopher. He says that philosophical questioning no
longer needs to seek the “truth”, or to nurture “critique” only, but it has to raise
the “responsible question’, which can certainly be put in plural too. What is
required of the modern philosopher is to remain responsible with his abstract
theoretical questions and productions. That is, s/he has to be accountable for
what he says and theorizes. Here, he underscores the ethical and practical
role of the philosopher. He states that practice is fundamental to the process
of philosophizing, a point with which he challenges the ethical agency and
engagement of the philosopher. Moreover, in the same work he also reverses
the question of universality of reason and philosophy at large and argues that
in modern globalized times, in which one form of philosophy dominates, uni-
versality has to pass through local (i.e. geographical) and cultural questions.
Philosophy has to be local first, and with its local needs and questions the
universal becomes apparent, while starting by claiming universality may be a
form of disregarding local traditions and championing hegemonic ones that
are supported by economic and military means. In the Arab context he says,
“we, the Arabs, want to be free in our philosophy” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2002,
22).

In The Islamic Right to Difference (2005) Abderrahmane critiques hegemonic
thought, with major reference to the American cultural and political domin-
ion. He presents an Islamic ethical critique of consumerism and the alternative
principles of plural co-existence. In his common way of detailed argumenta-
tion and counter-argumentation, he presents three major principles that cel-
ebrate diversity of thought: the principle of tolerance, the principle of recog-
nition, and the principle of rectification (mabda’ al-taswib). He supports these
principles with an argumentative form of the meaning of ethical jihad and the
path to spiritual and ethical excellence (‘Abd al-Rahman 2005).
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Fourth: spiritual modernity and moral philosophy. It is already with Religious
Practice and the Renewal of Reason (1989) that Abderrahmane’s emphasis on
ethics, and not reason, as the core of his project starts to take shape in his
philosophy. After having produced theoretical texts on the role and tasks of
philosophy and translation and after having seen the development of various
theoretical reformist projects in the Arab-Islamic contexts, he appeared not to
be satisfied. He would synthesize this and launch it in a new line of thought:
ethics. He does this in a twofold manner: first, he deepens his critique of West-
ern modernity and he builds his trusteeship paradigm, or trusteeship critique
as he also calls it, in its aftermath as its replacement or correction.

I present a few notes for each stage of this work on ethics. It is in The Ques-
tion of Ethics (2000) at first that ethics become not only the essence of man,
and of Islam, but also the essence of any human change to a better future, or
what he calls a “civilization of ethos” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2000, 146).

Abderrahmane’s core philosophy is that man is first and foremost an eth-
ical being, and the more he develops his “ethicity” or “ethicality” (akhlagiyya),
the closer he gets to the level of humanity. Rationality is only a means to this
end. As noted earlier, for him religion is the source of ethics, there is no man
(i.e. humanity) without ethics, i.e. man without ethics is not man, though he
can still be considered to be man if his rationality (‘aglaniyya) alone is meas-
ured. The existence of man parallels the existence of ethics, and vice verse. They
are not chronologically distinct. Ethics is what renders human beings human.
It is their identity and essence. He differentiates between three levels of eth-
ics, like the categorization of reason above: abstract ethics, guided ethics, and
supported ethics. The first remain functional and utilitarian, at the surface of
what they render human beings. Guided ethics cling to (religious) laws, without
reaching their spirit, which supported ethics teach and aim at. The latter beget
benefit not only to the self but especially to the other, and to the inanimate
world as well. Supported ethics fuses spiritual teachings with practice, and
expand their benefit to the rest of the world, and this is the message of Islam.
This is what makes Islamic ethics universal ethics, according to Abderrahmane.

Among his various concepts, sub-concepts, principles, and pillars, four prin-
ciples of “supported ethics”"—the third and highest stage in Abderrahmane’s
categorization—can be briefly mentioned here. The first is the principle of
obligation (mabda’ al-ijab): this means that ethics in this stage are not optional.
They are the core of human identity, without them evil or wrong occurs. The
second is the principle of reproduction (mabda’ al-takthir): that is, ethics do
not have one shape, or one form, or one place. They change according to time,
space, and the consequences they engender. The third is the principle of organ-
ization (mabda’ al-tartib): that is, ethics are infinite in their scope. The more the
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individual is committed to them, the more ethical attitudes and satisfaction
they engender. This means that ethics do not all have the same value and can
be classified. The fourth is the principle of expansion (mabda’ al-ittisa): that
is, the ethicist feels overwhelmed and completely encompassed by the ethical
message he carries. No space of thought or behavior is left uncovered. Ethics
are expansive, comprehensive. Without ethics the individual feels life is mean-
ingless (‘Abd al-Rahman 2000, 81-84).

In the same vein, Abderrahmane develops his modern ethical theory fur-
ther in The Spirit of Modernity (2006), where he presents his possible “Islamic”
modernity, which he also calls “spiritual modernity” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006,
56-59, 67). Abderrahmane distinguishes between the spirit or essence of mod-
ernity, which in his view can be multiple in accordance with the diversity of
world traditions and how they approach it, and the fact of modernity, or le fait
accomplit of modernity, as it manifests itself in the Euro-American version. The
vertical man—in contrast with the modern secular-atheist horizontal man—
invokes his creative efforts for a modern modernity from his fields of energy
that are spiritual in the first place. It is also in the same work that he proposes a
modernist and creative reading of the Qur’an, one that is innovatively (1) “his-
toricist,” (2) “rationalist,” and ethically (3) “individualist” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006,
175—206). In this three-level interpretation of the Qur’anic ethical cosmology,
Abderrahmane presents a detailed critique of Western modernity, how it desac-
ralizes the sacred and how modern Muslim philosophers and intellectuals have
followed such desacralizing paradigm of differentiating, which brought them
the opposition of reason and revelation, religion and politics, the individual
and society (Hashas 2013, 2015, 20194, 2019b).

Second, Abderrahmane charts a new territory for Western modern schol-
arship with critique, as a way of solidifying his proposal of a new paradigm
of thought. He engages with some prominent European philosophers in The
Misery of Secularism (2014) where he especially discusses four approaches of
modern separation of ethics from religion: the naturalist, the critical, the social,
and the humanist, with major reference to Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778),
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), and Luc Ferry (b.
1951), respectively. Abderrahmane suspects that secularism—which he trans-
lates in Arabic as dahraniyya, and which can also be translated back to English
as materialism—is about the separation of religion and politics, or vice versa,
which in his view is/was a European historical problem. He rather considers
secularism to be a philosophical project that separates ethics from religion,
knowing that he sees the latter as the source of ethics. He furthers his cri-
tique in Post-Secular Loss (2016) in which he argues that deserting religion is
the result of the secularism he critiqued earlier. In this book he presents and

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



THE TRUSTEESHIP PARADIGM 47

afterwards debunks some five major approaches of man and humanity in mod-
ernity: the sadist man, the superman, the sovereign man, the Oedipus man,
and the neurotic-obsessionist man, with major reference to Marquis de Sade
(1740—1814), Friedrich Nietzsche (1840-1900), Georges Bataille (1897-1962), Sig-
mund Freud (1856-1939), and Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), respectively. Overall,
Abderrahmane argues in detail that the ethics these philosophies defend are
driven by human whims, relativism, and have no central source or authority
for (ethical) guidance, which is why, again, he finds in revealed religion(s) the
answer and the source of his ethical theory and paradigm he calls the “trust-
eeship paradigm,” and the “trusteeship critique.” In these books, and others,
Abderrahmane also engages with other contemporary moral philosophers of
international acclaim, who may appear close to his views on the importance of
ethics, like Hans Jonas (1903-1993), Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995), and Hans
Kiing (b. 1928), but he critiques their approaches since he considers them “too
secular,” thus unable to truly transform human beings from within.

Asnoted earlier, the seeds of such a paradigm can already be found in differ-
ent chapters in The Question of Ethics, and The Spririt of Modernity. Two other
major books have bolstered his critical project: The Islamic Right to Intellectual
Difference (2005) referred to above, and The Spirit of Praxis (2012). In the first,
he underlines the fact that ethics equals (good) acts or practice, and that the-
oretical ethics that remain in the abstract are useless. Ethics are intended for
this world, to be lived and practiced, and not only preached or theorized. In the
second, he defends the “Islamic culture(s)” in general against the hegemony of
modern consumerism and self-gratification.

In 2017, Abderrahmane published the trilogy of The Religion of Testimony
and Sight (2017), or literally The Religion of Decency. Here he wraps up his eth-
ical theory in new concepts and foundations, which have appeared earlier in
various texts. He devotes the first volume to the sources of this paradigm of
trusteeship, the second to studying the case of the new media and techno-
logy in the light of this critical paradigm, and the third to the case of what the
veil (hijab) connotes and denotes in modern Western philosophies and what it
connotes and denotes in this Islamic ethical paradigm. Apart for some minor
digressions, only some relevant notes on the first volume will be made here.
Abderrahmane restates the Qurlanic cosmology that is behind his project. He
refers to two worlds: ‘alam al-malakut, and ‘alam al-mulk, or simply put, the
metaphysical world and the physical world. The second is the space where
humans are responsible vicegerants, and the first is the original world from
which humans obtain their values, and after which they quest. Three sources or
concepts bind human beings to this metaphysical world: shahada (testimony),
amana (trust), and tazkiya (self-critique, or, more literally, self-purification).
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Testimony is the first pact humans have had with the divine, and it is based
on the Qur’anic story (al-Araf, Q 7:1172-174) wherein the human being (insan)
not only testified (shahida) but also saw (shahada) the moment in which they
pledge allegiance to God that He is the Lord of all worlds. This act of visualized
testimony makes humans responsible on this physical world to this ancient
pact made in the metaphysical world, and preserved in human memory, thus
human’s constant search for the divine and connection with the transcendent.

Trust, as a second principle in this paradigm, is essential too for the main-
tenance of human contact with a higher source of values and ethics. It is based
on a Qurianic verse (al-Ahzab, Q 33:72—73) wherein man willingly accepted
the divine message of belief and being a vicegerent on earth. For Abderrah-
mane, this makes human beings free to believe or not, and also free to maintain
the responsibility over the cosmos, and earth in particular. In all cases, they
have to be accountable for their choices, since they are originally free, and
they have the capacity of reason to judge. Failing to be responsible means that
man either falls in treason (khiyana) or possession (hiyaza) of that which is
not his/hers. For Abderrahmane, modern man has betrayed the original pact,
the “pact of trust’, and has thus fallen prey to the curse of excessive posses-
sions, i.e. excessive consumerism without ethics, at the expense of sharing with
“others"—sharing, a great value of “excellence’, or iisan, and belief. The “pact
of trust” has a positive impact on the individual, society, and the world at large.
It seeks goodness per se, hence the earlier equasion of belief = ethics = practice.

As to self-critique, or self-purification, the third principle of this ethical
paradigm, it is a means either to boost the benefits of doing good, and being
good, or a means to correct wrongs. It is a principle that emanates from a
Qur’anic verse (al-Baqara, Q 2:151-152). It stands between the world of “wit-
nessing” or “testimony,” and the world of “seeing,” i.e. between the metaphys-
ical and the physical. Self-purification is a discipline that incites humans to
restrain their desires, wishes, and appetites. It is a mode of self-critique, self-
elevation, and self-realization. This discipline cannot be ethical if it does not
take a higher example for good behavior. The divine names (al-asma’ al-husna)
are the major source of such a discipline for Abderrahmane. It is through them
that human beings can be creative, innovative, and open to newness. Their
teachings are infinite. They liberate human beings from themselves and from
their peers.

Fifth: political theology and philosophy. Abderrahmane has also written on
politics, political theology and political philosophy. The first work that traces
this strand of writing in his overall project goes back to The Arab Right to Philo-
sophical Difference (2002). The book was published after the second Palestinian
Intifada of 2000 and used this political event to speak of the dire need for an
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“Arab philosophy,” based on its socio-political status quo, needs, and aspira-
tions—as referred to above in “assessing the tradition” section. It was already
noted that to defend the plurality of philosophical practice and worldviews,
Abderrahmane argues that it has to start locally, however cosmopolitan or
universal it becomes. It is here that he speaks of the Greekization, European-
ization, Judaization, and Germanification of philosophy, and calls for Arab
philosophers to build their freedom based on their own domain, language,
and tradition. He speaks of a “philosophical awakening” (gawma falsafiyya).
Next, Abderrahmane speaks of a “political awakening” (gawma siyasiyya) and
he introduces different levels of this awakening, based on ethical empower-
ment. He also introduces the concept of “awakend youth” to speak of different
humanity levels—i.e. insaniyya (humanity), rujila (wo-manhood), and muraa
(magnanimity)—based on ethical enrichment and the ability to give to the
other. It is this ethical element that can impart Arab philosophy a universalist
perspective again (Hashas 2019b). In the same book, he pays special attention
to the Palestinian cause and argues for resitance at all levels, philosophic and
political, including physical resistance against Israeli dehumanization of the
Palestinians and their rights to freedom and liberation. He speaks of different
levels of the “awakening” and the different reactions of Arab political regimes
to the Palestinian Intifada and its youth awakening. He does also engage with
these concepts and the Palestinian cause in another shorter book, entitled
Modernity and Resistance (2007).

In The Spirit of Religion (2012), a voluminous work, the political theology
and philosophy of Abderrahmane starts to take clearer theoretical grounds,
based on a critique of both modern secularism that takes the place of religion,
according to him, and the Islamic use of religion in politics exemplified by the
theorists of Sunni and Shia political Islams. He launches his critique of polit-
ical Islamic Salafists and their superficial understanding of Sharia law, their
inability to pay attention to the overall ethical message of Islam, and their inab-
ility to fathom what secularism means, i.e. submission of the religious ethos to
utilitarian ethics that can endanger human collective flourishing. He argues
that the religionists (i.e. practitioners of political Islam) and the secularists do
in the end use the same means of reaching power, clinging to it, and subdu-
ing to it, one through figh law and the other through democratic means that
does not take the spiritual dimensions of human beings into account. Both
versions of practicing politics seek power (tasayyud). It is in this work that
he introduces the two dimensions of figh: one purely legal, thus rigid, ( figh
{timart), based on rituals and obligations, and the other ethicist ( figh i'tim-
ant), based on the general ethics of Islam, thus changeable according to human
needs, but in the end still within Sharia limits. These differences he develops
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especially in the first volume of his trilogy referred to earlier, The Religion of
Testimony and Sight (2017).

His most recent Posts of Resistance (2018) is an engaged critique of especially
Saudi Wahhabism and Shi‘i Khumeinism, this time not only because they have
usurped what figh means in politics, but also because with their failures they
have given space to Western hegemony in the region, especially to the us and
Israel, have manipulated their defense of the Palestinian cause, and have, con-
sequently, weakend national Arab and Islamic societies at large. This work can
be considered to be the most direct and critical of state regimes among his
overall writings. With this work he challenges the stereotype that Sufis or Sufi
scholars are “silent” in the face of state institutions and regimes. Even though
he was criticized for “Salafising philosophy” [from Salafism], for the remark-
able emphasis on religion in his project, he published two works in defence
of dialogue, and in refutation of violence: Dialogue as a Horizon for Thought
(2013), and The Question of Violence (2017). Some of his ideas, originally short
lectures on education, youth, and renewal, are published in a booklet in simple
language for the wider public: From Sterile to Generous Humanity (2017). At the
heart of these texts, internal ethical jihad is given the credit for any desire for
change, be it socio-political or intellectual.

3 The Reception of Trusteeship Paradigm

Despite his many publications (25 books so far, in the beginning of 2019),
Abderrahmane is hardly known in the international scholarly community in
the field of Arab-Islamic studies. Notable edited volumes and anthologies ded-
icated to contemporary Arab and Islamic scholarship hardly refer to him and
his project in European languages (English, French, German, and Italian, to
name only these) (Hashas 2015). Reference to his project has emerged only
since the 2000s (Lahoud 2005; Hallaq 2013, 2019; Hashas 2013, 2014, 2015, 20194,
2019b; Moosa 2014; Kigar 2015; Bevers 2016, 2018; Borik 2016; Mimouni 2016; Bel-
haj 2018; Tais 2018). As to the works that study his project in Arabic, they too
are not many, and are mostly synthetical so far, written by his students or aca-
demics influenced by his ideas (Mashrah 2009; Bu Zabra 2011; Bin ‘Addi 2011;
Arhila 2012; Humam 2013; Harl 2014; al-Naqqari 2014; ‘Abd al-Rahman and Mar-
hum (intr.) 2015; Maqura 2015; al-Shabba 2016; Bal‘aqruz 2017; Amaqduf 2018;
Habbash 2018).

Despite his wider readership in the Arab world, only a few well-known Arab
philosophers and scholars have commented on his thought in some journal
articles or newspaper articles, instead of fully engaging with him in a scholarly
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exchange. For instance, al-Jabri did not reply to the harsh critique levelled at
him especially in Religious Practice and the Renewal of Reason (1989), and in
Renewing the Method of Assessing the Tradition (1994). The two philosophers
never participated in the same events or at the same table, with the exception
of one conference that dates 21—23 April, 1978, in the Faculty of Letters at their
university in Rabat. The conference was a celebration of the 8ooth anniversary
of Ibn Rushd and hislegacy. It is there that Abderrahmane started his critique of
al-Jabri and his reading of Averroes and the tradition in general (Harl 2014, 7).
Despite their intellectual disagreement, cooperation between the two philo-
sophers is not non-existent. At least there is one trace that is found: al-Jabri
contributed a chapter to al-Munazara magazine that Abderrahmane edited
between 1989 and 1993, precisely to issue n. 6, of 1 December 1993 (Al-Jabri1993,
9-24). Abdallah Laroui did not engage with him either, apart from his critical
notes in some of his memoirs in which he accuses Abderrahmane of introver-
sion, of refutation of any idea that is “Western” and “modern’, and of being
harsh in critiquing modern and classical Arab-Muslim philosophers. Laroui
believes that using the tradition and its classical methods for modern renewal
is not the path to follow. An epistemological break is needed, which, according
to him, Abderrahmane does not seek (al-‘Arwi 2005). Kamal Abdellatif, who
generally pursues the line of thought of Laroui, joins the critique, and thinks
that Abderrahmane’s spiritual ethos does not serve historicist studies nor Arab
changing societies (‘Abd al-Latif 2018). As to Abdelilah Belkeziz, a political the-
orist and Arabist a la al-Jabri, his disapproval of the project of Abderrahmane
made him not mention him at all in his thick volume on critical Arab thought
(Balgaziz 2014).

In the Mashreq (Levant), some renowned contemporary Arab scholars have
engaged with Abderrahmane in various journal and newspaper articles. For
example, in reaction to Abderrahmane’s two volumes on philosophy, in which
he tries to theorize the practice of both philosophy and translation, the
Lebanese Ali Harb accuses him of misusing philosophy and logic to simply
refute whatever is not “originally” Arabo-Islamic. He also refuses the way
Abderrahmane translates the Cartesian cogito into Arabic, as seen ealier (Harb
1996; 1999). His compatriot Ridwan al-Sayyid, too, shows great respect for the
scholarship of the philosopher, and the profound ethical weight he has put
in his project. However, commenting on Abderrahmane’s The Spirit of Reli-
gion, published in 2012, a delicate moment in the Arab Spring revolts, al-Sayyid
expressed his fear in a newspaper article against the staunch critique the
author levelled especially against the notion of the modern state, be it secular
or religious. In the article, al-Sayyid warned that focalizing individual ethics,
and refuting the notion of the state that Arab societies need for change can
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pave the way for violent extremists to emerge as an alternative for a sovereign
authority (al-Sayyid 2012). Al-Sayyid continued his critique of the philosopher
when he published Posts of Resistance (2018), since the book launches another
strong refutation of alliance with hegemonic powers (American and Israeli)
in the region, using religion in politics. Al-Sayyid took this as an introvert and
isolationist attitude towards the world from an important Arab philosopher,
an attitude the troubled Arab world does not need (al-Sayyid 2018). The Jord-
anian Fahmi Jadaan does not stand far from this critical reception of Abder-
rahmane. In an article on ethics and politics, he thinks that the religious ethics
of the studied philosopher does not respond to the complexity of societies
and their differing, or opposing, moral views (Jad‘an 2014, 13—23). The Maur-
itanian scholar Abdellah Seyyid Ould Bah, however, makes a different note in
his scholastic book about influential Arab scholars of the second half of the
20th century. Out of 33 figures, to whom he refers as “thinkers”, it is only Taha
Abderrahmane that he refers to as “philosopher” (Sayyid Wald Abah 2010, 71—

79)-

4 Reflective Closure

This chapter has synthetically chronicled the development of Taha Abderrah-
mane’s philosophical project of the trusteeship paradigm. Besides the intel-
lectual stages synthetically outlined above, three further points will be made
below as a form of closure: on language, “spiritual self-criticism,” and ethics.
First, Taha Abderrahmane’s philosophical language is unique. In every book,
he develops various new concepts and sub-concepts that are originally Arabic
or derive from an Arabic root, to the extent that a whole dictionary devoted
to his philosophy could be collected. He argues for each concept in a logical
manner. He often presents three arguments of a certain idea that he wishes to
critique, then he presents his own replies to them. Often each of them consists
of three other sub-arguments, and each sub-argument is often further sub-
divided. This makes his argumentation unprecedented among contemporary
Arab philosophers and scholars. He states that he does not wish to be a histor-
ian of ideas as most contemporary scholars are. His background in the study
as well as teaching of logic must have had this lasting influence on him. It is
true that it is an excessive dictionary that he has accumulated over the years,
that many of his concepts overlap and at times bear the same meaning put in
different words, but this is justifiable if we bear in mind that one of his pro-
jects is not only to propose a new and argumentatively sophisticated ethical
theory in Arab-Islamic philosophy but also to revive Arabic as a language of
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philosophy. For him, philosophizing and practicing philosophy freely, can only
happen within a rich linguistic tradition. With his over-argumentation in his
books he wishes to raise the level of philosophical practice in the Arab and
Islamic world at large, and to coin terms that belong to this linguistic tradition
and its worldview. With this feature of his work he stands as a genuine philo-
sopher of his time.

Second, and this relates to the private sphere and to the meaning of spiritu-
ality in modern times, applied ethics in the trusteeship paradigm are rooted in
the tradition, however rationally expounded. Ethics without consistent prac-
tice are null and void in Abderrahmane’s project. Being a philosopher of logic
and at the same time a devout man who belongs to the Boutchichiyya Sufi path
has been received with critique from some Arab “secular” thinkers, as referred
to above. The personal life of Abderrahmane may be a manifestation of his
philosophy, but he also says this is his personal life and choice, and it does not
bind his “readers” or “disciples.” What could be deduced from this is that he
rejects modern spirituality that is individualist, bound by no tradition or limits.
For him, Sufism is a connexion to the ethical limits taught by the tradition. The
future homo moralis knows the self and its powers and desires, and knows on
what grounds it stands as well as its limits, before he can “save” the future. This
is a form of liberation theology in the trusteeship paradigm, but the challenge
facing it, especially in the Arab-Islamic context it focalizes, is that belonging
to the tradition now has diverse manifestations. While it could remain a chal-
lenge at the abstract level, for the realization of the “perfect being” or “perfect
modern wo/man,” on the ground, with which the trusteeship project remains
bound, it may be too challenging. Being Muslim and being Islamic has been
disrupted by the Euro-modern secularist paradigm for over the last two cen-
turies, and reclaiming it now with such a highly complicated Sufi philosophy
may not be embraced by the Islamic worldviews whose belonging to the tra-
dition takes different paths. Al-‘amal al-tazkawi, or “spiritual self-criticism” as I
translate it, is too demanding to be adopted by everyone in society for renewal
for Muslims, and for reforming modernity in non-Islamic societies, for a shared
better world. Spiritual paths have always been diverse in Islamic history. In
modern times they have also taken different political and apolitical attidudes.
However, it should be understood that Abderrahmane’s Sufi dose for internal
renewal, before any external change, challenges popular, and at times folkloric,
Sufism, as well as modern individualist spirituality that is self-centered, and
praxis-less. The trusteeship’s use of “spiritual self-criticism” is learned, philo-
sophic, as well as pietist. It navigates between the secular and religious, the
public and the private, to create a third worldview that is neither secular nor
religious as commonly understood.
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Third, the trusteeship paradigm seeks the formation of a modern Islamic
theory of ethics that keeps the core of the tradition alive, i.e. practical faith, in
the age of modernity in which faith and practice have generally been separated
due to the secular versus religious dichotomous thought. Trusteeship seeks the
restoration of faith to the modern issue of ethics and its varigated theories and
tendencies, mostly the secular or atheist ones. Here, Abderrahmane moves the
debate on ethics and religion in general to a new focus, which is already tra-
ditional but based on the modern context and needs, i.e. that Sharia’s core
message is ethics, and not law, without justifying the disregard of law ( figh)
because modern times requires it, as a number of other modern Islamic pro-
jects of reform aim at. Abderrahmane rather turns Islamic legal theories, and
Sharia objectives in general, into fields of energy for genuine philosophical
thought about modernity challenges and the future of humanity at large. He
does this with confidence from an Islamic perspective, which critics of religion
in the public sphere of the modern liberal-secular state may find traditional,
archaic, and may then just ignore it without further ado. Spiritual modern-
ity as presented in the trusteeship paradigm is a staunch critique of what has
become common and dominant Western modernity, and a staunch critique of
Arab-Islamic thought that does not think differently and creatively from this
“Western” modernity. The trusteeship paradigm tries to overcome the status
quo by reinvigorating what it means to be free, human, rational, ethicist in atti-
tude and ethical in practice. If there is a role for religion to play in the future, it
is to fix some modern arrogance through applied ethics.*

However, while this is a well grounded argument, it does not solve the pre-
dicaments of modernity, either in the Islamic majority contexts or in mod-
ern contexts with which the trusteeship paradigm struggles intellectually. The
interpretation of Islamic ethics differs. That is, freedom of thought and the
rational faculties human beings enjoy do allow for a variety of appropriations
of what it means to be ethical and ethicist, and what it means to be Islamically
so (see, for instance, Shahab Ahmed, What is Islam?, 2015). To put it differently,
if Abderrahmane critiques most classical Islamic philosophical scholarship for
being mimetic of Greek thought, and critiques most modern Islamic intellec-
tual scholarship for being mimetic of Euro-American (i.e. Western) thought,
why would he propose his interpretation of Islamic thought not only as the
most faithful to the core of religion, but also as the most capable of resolving

4 There is no need to mention that religion has its own forms of arrogance, and modernity has
played a major role in addressing some of them, like the abolition of slavery, and equality of
all before the law, despite one’s religious or moral beliefs, ethnicity and appearances.
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its modern crises? And why would he make the whole classical “Islamic civiliz-
ation” and current question of “Arab renewal” in particular bound to religious
ethos, at a time when religiosity in modernity has transformed and has taken
new forms that are different, if not unfaithful, to the classical tradition, even in
the same domain he wishes to reform (i.e. the Arab world)?

Put otherwise, one would say that Abderrahmane is not pluralist, since a
religious ethos does not give space to other “secular” forms of being and doing.
While this argument could be understood, it is not tenable if the whole project
of Abderrahmane is taken into account. His trusteeship paradigm, as I under-
stand it, especially if read in the secular-liberal contexts of Europe for example,
is anchored in religious ethos, and in Islam, but there is space for the other in
it. Ethics, however Islamic they appear, are humanist, and universalist, as the
different concepts and levels of spiritual elevation he speaks of show. The dif-
ferent other is part and parcel of this ethical paradigm of trusteeship.

Abderrahmane moves from the particular to the universal, and in this way
he actually dismisses his own critique of “mimicry” since he cannot be uni-
versalist without founding his approach on the thought of his classical as well
as modern predecessors. Systematic thought starts somewhere, and his starts
locally before it moves to theorize for the future of humanity universally. This
engagement with modernity and theorization for a future “civilization of ethos”
as he calls it is what colours his project with universality. He goes beyond the
local to the universal, unlike a lot of his contemporaries who do the opposite.
They start universally then go local, and in doing so they lose contact with the
local they wish to reform. Their universal discourse remains lost in abstraction,
deprived of praxis. It is easy to talk of ethics but hard to apply them, that is what
the trusteeship paradigm simply reminds us of. This proposed paradigm is a
fertile scholarly endeavour, linguistically and argumentatively rich, spiritually
profound. It will reverberate for generations to come, especially as change takes
place in Arab societies, because of gradual secularization, industrialization,
and technologization. Further critical study will unveil its scope and limita-
tions.
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2
Taha Abderrahmane and Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi

Comparative Reflections on Legal Thought and Ethics

Eva Kepplinger

Introduction

The number of voices which call for reforms in different areas of modern
Islamic thought is massive. Reforms are deemed as necessary in order to create
an Islamic thinking and understanding that fits the needs of Muslims in today’s
world, and that is able to address the challenges of modernity from an Islamic
perspective. Scholars, such as Khaled Abou El Fadl (2006, 269), opine that in
order to be able to respond adequatly to the challenges of modernity, a new
ethical thinking is necessary, and this thinking should be the fundament for
other disciplines such as law. This chapter aims to study the ethical concept of
’timaniyya (trusteeship) which was developped by the Moroccan philosopher
Taha Abderrahmane. The notion of the i'timaniyya refers to the term amana
(trust, responsibility) which, according to many Muslim theologians, refers to
the idea that before life on earth began God offered to the entire creations to
accept the responsibility of living according to God’s will on earth. They all
declined to bear that burden except for the human species that accepted it
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2012, 449).

In this chapter, Abderrahmane’s ethical ideas regarding human beings, their
relationship with God and their ethical responsibility will be compared with
the ideas of a scholar whose contribution is today regarded as indespensible
in the contemporary legal-ethical thinking, i.e. the magasid-thinking of the
Andalusian scholar Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388). The two scholars have
in common that in their thinking they deal both with ethics as well as with law.
Therefore, the ideas of the ethicist philosopher Abderrahmane, who also holds
certain opinions in the discipline of Islamic legal theory, will be compared with
the ideas of the jurist al-Shatibi, who focuses on legal theory but who also has
ethical considerations.

Therefore, the chapter first aims to compare the ethical aspects of the reli-
gious-philsophical concept of itimaniyya with ethical aspects of the magasid-
ideas of al-Shatibi, for the purpose of detecting commonalities and differences
in the thinking of the two reformers. It also aims to compare their legal and
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magqasid-thinking, and finally aims to present reflections for the current debate
on the role of ethics in law, and more precisely in legal thinking, to avoid equat-
ing Sharia law with modern positive law. This outcome will be achieved after
having followed this structure: first the biographies of Abderrahmane and al-
Shatibi will be presented. After that a short outline of the theory of itimaniya
and of the magqasid-thinking will be given. This will be followed by a discus-
sion of itimaniyya-theory regarding humankind and their relationship with
God, which will be subsequently commented by al-ShatibT’s ethical considera-
tions. Finally, legal aspects in Abderrahmane’s thinking will be compared with
those of al-Shatibl and commonalities of the two scholars in the fields of legal
thought and the magasid will be outlined.

1 Taha Abderrahmane and Abu Ishaq al-Shatib1: A Biographical
Sketch
11 Taha Abderrahmane

As an ethicist philosopher, Abderrahmane calls for a moral and spiritual
renewal in the Arab-Islamic world. This renewal should consequently be ex-
panded to the globalized world (Hashas 2015, 72). He is convinced of the world-
wide need for more solidarity between religions, peoples, philosophies and cul-
tures. In order to realize his vision to formulate an ethical project of thinking,
he has been working on the elaboration of a theory he calls itimaniyya (trustee-
ship paradigm), or al-naqd al-i'timani (trusteeship critique), since 2000. Cent-
ral points in his thinking are his critique of Western secular modernity, the
spirit of religion, and its practice (Hashas 2015, 73).

For an adequate understanding of the itimaniyya-theory, a particular fact
seems central: Abderrahmane’s affiliation with the Morrocan Sufi-order of the
Boutchichiya. This affiliation might be the reason for certain Sufi motives in
his personal convictions and writings, such as the motive of the heart, purific-
ation, sincerity of intention, and a binary division of existence into the world
of the seen and the unseen (Ben Driss 2002, 203). To express his conviction of
the latter Abderrahmane speaks of al-alam al-mart (the world of the seen)
und al-alam al-ghaybt (the world of the unseen). Also the purification of the
soul and the character is a recurring motive in his thought, which he seems to
regard as a prerequisite for any fundamental and positive change. For instance,
when he speaks of the heart he says that there are things in the universe that
can only be conceived with the basira (spiritual farsightedness) and not with
the basar (eyesight). In order to train the basira, human beings need spiritual
training and education (Ben Driss 2002, 47). This Sufi element is also found in
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Abderrahmane’s writings, as when he speaks about an educator (murabbi) who
should accompany people in their spiritual and personal development.

1.2 Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi

The Maliki scholar Abu Ishaq Ibrahim b. Masa b. Muhammad al-Lakhm al-
Shatib1 al-Gharnati was born in Granada, the capital of the dynasty of the
Nasrids, where he was taught by great scholars such as Ibn Lubb (d. 782/1380),
and Abu ‘Abdullah al-Maqqari (d. 759/1358). It is reported that he acted as
a preacher (khatib) and as an Imam in a mosque and that he also taught at
the madrasa (university) in Granada. Already during his lifetime he was con-
sidered a famous scholar known for his profound knowledge in the disciplines
of Islamic jurisprudence and language.

In modern times, al-Shatib1’s reclaimed fame primarily goes back to his book
al-Muwafagat, considered an unprecedented work that attempted to concep-
tualize the intentions of the Sharia.

It is particularly his contribution in the field of magasid which is adopted
intensively today. Today his approach is regarded as a reaction to certain legal
practices of jurists that do not look at the possible intentions behind divine
legal prescriptions. His magasid-ideas are seen as exemplary and necessary in
order to respond to the challenges of modernity in a flexible way. Besides his
advances in legal thought, his interest in social developments and changes are
apparent in his works as well. For instance, in his book al-I‘tisam he mentions
certain Sufi practices which he critisize for not having a theological basis and
explanation for their specific spiritual convictions and rituals.

2 Itimaniyya and Maqasid-Thinking: An Overview

2.1 The Concept of I'timaniyya

This paradigmatic concept represents a late development of Abderrahmane’s
thinking, and many of his early interests and engagements are found in this
concept. His criticism of Western hegemony, its influence on local intellectual
developments, Western materialism, secularism, his attempt to elaborate an
Islamic philosophical-ethical concept, his interest in language, are all themes
and topics that lie at the background of the itimaniyya theory in some way or
another.

The idea of this concept is built on the Qur’anic conviction that human
beings accepted the amana (trust or responsibility) to be vicegerants on earth
from God, which He had offered to all creatures and were not able to hold it
or carry it out. By accepting it, humans also accepted the consequences of the
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decision: the responsibility to act according to God’s will on earth. The concept
is also grounded in the idea that this life and the world of the unseen (al-‘alam
al-ghaybr) are connected and human beings are conntected to it through their
spiritual needs as well as acts. Abderrahmane concludes that due to the inter-
connectedness between this world and the world of the unseen no separation
is supposed to be drawn between worldly matters and spirituality (‘Abd al-
Rahman 2012, 449).

With the itimaniyya Abderrahmane intends to present a philosophical
counter project to the Western secular and materialistic worldview. He crit-
isizes the dichotomies that characterize Western thought, such as religion vs.
politics, divine vs. secular, physical vs. metaphysical. Abderrahmane aimes to
overcome this dichotomy (Hashas 2015, 67). According to him this categoriza-
tion and reductionist way of thinking lead to a moral dilemma and to several
forms of injustice. He understands his philosophy as comprehensive and it
includes four components: revelation, reason, ethics and doing (or practice). In
order to work on the elaboration of a contemporary Islamic philosophy, these
components are not supposed to be separated and their centripetal force is
essentially ethical (Hashas 2015, 67).

Against the globalisation of the Western dichotomous thought, he regards it
as essential that each and every culture should be allowed to generate their own
philosophy (see ‘Abd al-Rahman 2005). The itimaniyya should be the philo-
sophy produced by the Arabic-Islamic world. The aspiration of itimaniyya is a
life philosophy that is suitable for every person and which can be practised by
everyone. On the global level, it is hoped that through the itimaniyya a peace-
ful, respectful and just society can be established (Hashas 2015, 104).

2.2 The Magqasid-Thinking of Abu Ishaq al-Shatibt

The complex juridical and social circumstances at al-Shatib1’s time deman-
ded a new approach in order to find profound answers to questions of the
time. Al-Shatibl was of the opinion that it was necessary to reflect on new
approaches in the discipline of jurisprudence and to try to capture the aim(s)
of the divine orders. Once unveiled, the law should be formulated according
to these findings. Questions that were of importance for his reflections were
as follows: “What are God’s intentions when revealing the Sharia?”, and “Can
human beings know with certainty what the Sharia wants from them?” After
he had studied the Islamic sources he was convinced that God aims to realise
the interests of human beings and that the Sharia intends to protect the fol-
lowing values, which earlier scholars of Islam developed. Once the aims of the
Sharia are recognized, any further jjtihdd must be according to this principle
and the law must be formulated according to them (Rifa‘1 2004, 238). If this is
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not done, the interpretation of revelation will be restricted to the text, and will
therefore be separated from the reality of human affairs (Rifa7 2004, 32).

Al-Shatib1 presented his conceptualized ideas on the law in his multi-
volumed work al-Muwafaqat. One volume is entitled Kitab al-magasid in which
he speaks of two main categories of magasid: those of God and those of the
mukallaf, i.e. the religiously responsible (rational and adult) person (al-Shatibi
2006, 7f.). He divided the first main category again into four subcategories, but
he did not categorize the second main category. He called the first subcategory
the intention of the divine legislator when revealing the Sharia (gasd al-shari‘fi
wad‘ al-sharia). The second intention of the devine legislator is that it may be
understood by people (gasd al-shari‘ fi wad* al-shart‘a lil-ifham). The third one
is the intention of the obligation towards the commandments of the Sharia
(qasd al-shari‘fiwad‘ al-sharta lil-taklif bi-muqtadaha). The fourth intention is
the subjugation of the mukallaf under the rules of the Sharia (gasd al-shari‘fi
dukhul al-mukallaf taht ahkam al-sharia).

In the second main category, al-Shatibi speaks about the intention of the
mukallaf regarding the taklif (qasd al-mukallaf). Al-Shatib’s treatise on the
maqasid has become highly appreciated in modern times, and is considered
a theory by some scholars like Ahmad al-Raysuini (1428/2007), and a central
theme in the current magasid and legal discourse.

3 The Ethical-Philosophical Concept of I'timaniyya: A Dialogue
between Abderrahmane and al-Shatibi

31 Humankind in the Paradigm of T'timaniyya

The concept of itimaniyya assumes that human beings are a special creature
which differs fundamentally from the rest of creation. The reason for that is
that they consist of two existences: of a created, mortal body and of an immor-
tal soul. It is the mortal body that connects human beings with this life (or: the
life of the seen, al-‘alam al-mar). In this world, body and soul get connected.
The other world, the world of the unseen, al-alam al-ghaybt, human beings
have access to through the soul only (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 34).! Different from
Abderrahmane, al-Shatibi does not use terms such as al-‘@lam al-mar’, but he

1 While Abderrahmane does not seem to be very clear what he means by ghayb and he himself
declares that unlike other scholars regarding this term he does not refer only to the here-
after but to everything that exceeds an immediate experience. Whereas al-Shatibiis very clear
when he speaks about ideas of this life and the hereafter. He mentions the existence of reward
and punishment in the hereafter and he speaks about Allah’s mercy due to which people can
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uses common notions such as this life (dunya) and the hereafter (akhira). He
believes that this life is fading and that the hereafter lasts forever. Unlike his
soul, the human body is mortal. People must be conscious of the fact that this
life does not last forever and that they therefore better spend their time wisely
and follow their religion to be happy in this life and in the hereafter (al-Shatib1
2006, 32).

Because the human being unites two realities: the mortal-sensible (i.e. the
body) and the immortal and non-sensible (i.e. the soul), Abderrahmane calls
human beings a being of existence with double dimensions (muzdawaj al-
wuyjiid). But even when human beings live their life in this fading world it is
possible for them to keep the connection with the unchanging world. This
is possible because, according to Abderrahmane, human beings were created
with a fifra. While this Islamic concept is usually translated as God-given nat-
ural nature of human beings, Abderrahmane interprets it as an expression of a
particular memory (dhakira sabiga) of human beings. This particular memory
means that people, in a way or another, remember that they not only consist of
a body but also of a soul and that their true homeland is not this world. Since
Abderrahmane assumes that human beings are more than matter but that they
also have the God-given fitra, he concludes that religion is a fundamental and
indivisible component of human life (‘Abd al-Rahman 2012, 52).

On the one hand, Abderrahmane is convinced of the existence of this par-
ticular memory, but he says, on the other hand, that human beings are highly
oblivious beings who forget who they owe their existence and sustenance to.
Furthermore, the philosopher says that human beings often tend to forget the
particularity of their creation. This happens because of people’s lust, egoism,
and thirst for power and sovereignty (‘Abd al-Rahman 2012, 14).

To protect people from their forgetfulnes, the itimaniyya offers to human
beings a way of life that differs from the Western materialistic worldview. It
helps people to remember their extraordinary position in creation and reminds
them that, according to the Islamic worldview, progress and true productiv-
ity are not represented by the accumulation of goods and by the realisation of
worldly interests; this life should be first and foremost about striving for moral
improvement (‘Abd al-Rahman 2012).

If people’s worldview is narrow because of the exclusively materialistic dom-
inant view, the {timaniyya is supposed to expand people’s view of themselves
and of the world in general. Because this life and the world of the unseen

enter paradise (al-Shatibi 2006, 54). He also explicitly says that this life was created so that
human beings take the opportunity to provide for their hereafter (al-Shatibi 2006, 62).
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are connected by the life philosophy of the itimaniyya and because a connec-
tion beween worldly activities and spirituality and the relationship with God
is established through this ethics of amana, Abderrahmane declares his inter-
pretation of Islam as an encompassing philosophy, which comprises all aspects
of human life (Abderrahmane 2008, 87).

Different from Abderrahmane, al-Shatibi does not mention a particular eth-
ical concept. But the scholar does speak of the Islamic idea of the nafs (appetit-
ive soul) of people which needs to be controlled. If this is not done, they follow
their desires and lust, deviate from Allah’s path, and harm their life in the two
worlds (al-Shatibi 2006, 292). To avoid this, the dunya (life) should be under-
stood as a means to gain salvation in the hereafter and not as a purpose to satisfy
all fleeting needs (al-Shatibi 2006, 63). Although Abderrahmane and al-Shatibi
have different approaches to the issue, they do arrive at the same conclusion:
it is clear that the nafs needs to be controlled and religion, spirituality and sal-
vation are what human beings need to strive for in order to enjoy happiness in
this world and in the hereafter.

3.2 Human Beings and God: An Extraordinary Bond

Asitis common in the Islamic-religious thinking, Abderrahmane, too, believes
in the existence of a creating God who holds the privilege of being worshiped
by human beings (‘Abd al-Rahman 2012, 479). Human beings differ from the
rest of creation and were given the freedom to choose the way to live. This free-
dom entails responsibility. With this initial freedom, the existence of devine
orders implies that human beings are capable to implement them (‘Abd al-
Rahman 2012, 450). Al-Shatibi, too, follows this religious assumption, and the
existence of a creating, all-knowing God (al-Shatibi 2006, 168). The Andalusian
scholar asserts that God does not require from human beings more than they
are able to accomplish. This is a central point in al-Shatib’s legal thinking and
he stresses it by mentioning that the Sharia considers the human nature and
does not require from human beings to, for example, refrain from food. Also if
the body is deformed or incomplete, human beings are not required to correct
or beautify what cannot be changed. However, as long as they prevent their
appetitive souls from doing what they are forbidden to do human beings are
allowed to enjoy and to make use of what has been allowed to them, within
certain limits (al-Shatibi 2006, 175).

If Abderrahmane argues that it is God’s right to be worshiped, al-Shatibi
says that human beings were created to worship God, and that people should
always return to God and should implement His prescriptions. This is the true
meaning of worship, al-ta‘abbud li-Llah (al-Shatibi 2006, 289f.). Worshipping
Allah is the direct opposite of an uncontrolled surrender to lust, and the two
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can never meet. Doing the one is correct, doing the other is wrong, and both
decisions/choices have consequences: either they receive reward or punish-
ment in the hereafter (al-Shatib1 2006, 290f.). A central aspect in al-Shatib1’s
concept of God is his conviction that God wants what is best for His creation.
He hasrevealed the Sharia to protect human beings from blindly following their
appetitive choices and to preserve their interets for this world and the next (al-
Shatibi 2006, 291f.). Conntected with this thought is al-Shatib1’s conviction that
Allah has made this Sharia easy so that people love it. This love is connected
with the human conficence that they receive a reward for having accepted reli-
gion (al-Shatibi 2006, 233).

Although Abderrahmane and al-Shatibi express their views differently it is
obvious that in their opinion worshipping God leads to the happiness of human
beings in this world and in the hereafter. Abderrahmane says that i'timaniyya
intends to prevent people from worshipping themselves. He says that this wor-
ship happens in one of two ways: either people think that they are sufficient
unto themselves (al-istighna’ bi-l-dhat) or that they become tyrannical (‘Abd
al-Rahman 2012, 482). Al-Shatibi raises a similar point, i.e. the consequences if
peope start to worship their appetitive choices: they set no limits to their lusts,
which causes evil and injustice (al-Shatibi 2006, 292). According to Abderrah-
mane, this can be avoided by adhering to religious ethics and, thus, violence
in wordly affairs can be avoided (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 18). However, says al-
Shatibi, if Muslims cause injustice they have to expect punishment for their
evil deeds (al-Shatibi 2006, 282).

Differently from al-Shatibi, Abderrahmane speaks in his concept about the
origin of human beings before they existed on earth. In the world of the unseen,
human beings gave Allah the promise to act on earth according to His will.
Unlike a civil contract, this promise has a spiritual basis and contends that
humankind is not primarily connected with this world but with the world of
the unseen. If people are conscious of the fact that they are not the real owners
of this world and that they only steward it, they develop a responsible beha-
viour with creation. If human beings, after they have taken the responsibility
in the world of the unseen, behave immorally, then it needs the itimaniyya
paradigm so that they remember who they really are and what their respons-
ibility is.

In order to know what actions and behavior concord with God’s will, human
beings, and believers in the lead, presumably, have as a reference model the
attributes and names of Allah (asma’ Allah al-husna), considered absolute
ideals and morals to follow in practice. Al-Shatibi mentions the names-
attributes of God, but he does not mention exactly whether and which les-
sons human beings should take from them. (al-Shatibi 2006, 141). However, his

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



70 KEPPLINGER

notion of morals gets clearer when he speaks of the noble character (makarim
al-akhlaq). He says that teachings on the noble character were the contents
of the first revelations and that these are the contents which can mostly be
found in the Meccan suras (al-Shatibi 2006, 122). He mentions some immoral
acts which are spoken of and critisized in the Quran, like the prohibition of
polytheism and lying about affairs of the afterlife, drinking alcohol or gambling
(al-Shatibi 2006, 123). The Sharia was revealed so that human beings strive
through it to improve their character (al-Shatibi 2006, 124).

3.3 Spirituality, This Life and the Hereafter

According to Abderrahmane, human beings have a special relationship with
God: even if someone only thinks materialistically, his soul remains in a way
connected to the world of the unseen, even when he is not aware of it. He
calls this unconscious person “a dead person”; an enlivement of the person’s
heart can only happen if that person tries to improve his character and intern-
alize certain virtues. The most important value human beings can internalize
is decency (haya’) (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 20). According to Abderrahmane,
decency is the highest and best virtue. Once human beings have internalized
it, it is possible for them to embrace itimaniyya (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 25). A
person’s heart can only be “alive” after the soul is purified through certain deeds
or processes of purification (al-‘amal al-tazkawr). After the soul is purified, this
should be followed by positive changes in a person’s behavior. Abderrahmane
compares that to the state of a person that is reanimated (after death). If a
person strives to change for good, Abderrahmane hopes that this can impact
society positively as well. The key for this to happen is the purification of the
soul by love for creation over hunger for power; by this purification the veil that
covers the soul can be lifted. Only then a person reaches love for Truth, and the
True (al-haqg, i.e. God) (‘Abd al-Rahman 2012, 503).

Al-Shatibi does not speak about the “death of the hearts” but he warns that
even if people are religious there is still the danger of being seduced by this
wordly life and people can still go astray (al-Shatibi 2006, 281); he mentions that
the Qur’an confirms that property and children can be very demanding and
may cause people to forget about their religious duties and the afterlife. Then he
remarks that the Prophet Muhammad allowed his companions to enjoy what
is allowed in the dunya, up to a certain limit, and that he did not command
them to live an ascetic life (al-Shatibi 2006, 284). As indicated, he seems to
think that people should strive to find a balance between their involvement in
world affairs and religion’s expectations. One way so as not to sink into world
affairs is to perform good deeds. Thus a person’s heart expands and becomes
enlightened (al-Shatibi 2006, 150).
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Even if it seems that al-Shatibi and Abderrahmane address the same issue,
it has to be said that there is a difference in their perspectives. Abderrahmane
holds the opinion that in order for the heart to be alive it needs the itimaniyya,
so that it does not become completely unconscious in this “dead” dominantly
Western materialistic way of life. Indeed, al-Shatibi says that there are seduc-
tions in this world and that it can happen that human beings are tempted and
abandon religious ethics. But he does not say that a certain concept is needed,
which has to be internalized so that people are saved. He does not say either
that for the salvation of a person someone else who acts as an educator is
needed. Abderrahmane, however, does say that a certain educator, who he calls
“al-faqth al-‘’timani” [the trusted fagih/educator], is needed for the improve-
ment of character. This person is called a murabbi [educator/teacher] (‘Abd
al-Rahman 2017, 23). It is the duty of the murabbi to care for the spiritual devel-
opment of the individual; he is also supposed to help to solve problems on the
social level (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 25).

One issue which both scholars speak about is the centrality of the sincerity of
intention, and the question of when acts are accepted by God. Abderrahmane
argues that no reinvigoration of ethics happens if the intention is not sincere.
Humankind should therefore always take Allah as their witness for all their
deeds; decency (haya’) stems from this fundamental point (‘Abd al-Rahman
2008, 88). Al-Shatib1 does not speak about the spiritual aspect of the sincerity
of intentions but about the conditions so that acts get accepted by God from
a legal perspective. He mentions that if the mukallaf does not know in detail
about the aims of the Sharia or about the ranking of the magasid within the
law, it is sufficient for him to know some of the magasid and act according to
them for Allah to accept them (al-Shatibi 2006, 160).

4 Ethical-Legal Reflections between Abderrahmane and al-Shatibi

A comparison of the legal reflections of Abderrahmane and al-Shatibi shows
that they both speak about Sharia law, figh, but in a different manner. While
Abderrahmane is the ethicist who also writes about legal thought (al-figh and
usul al-figh), al-Shatibi is the fagih who writes about legal concepts, but in
whose thought ethics also does play a great role. For instance, he discusses
whether God asks more from human beings than they are actually able to do;
he asks about the intentions of the Sharia. The aim of the Sharia according to
al-Shatibi is the protection of humankind from blindly following their whims
and lusts, so that they become true servants of God (al-Shatibi 2006, 264). His
idea of the Sharia is clear: it is balanced and does not require from people more
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than they are actually able to accomplish. If a person chooses religion, he will
be rewarded. If he chooses the opposite he will be punished (al-Shatibi 2006,
280). Abderrahmane also says that after human beings got to know God and
His names it is their duty to find out what God requires them to do (‘Abd al-
Rahman 2017, 40).

Both scholars speak about the hudud (the punishments for particular deeds
which are mentioned in the Qur’an) but again in quite different ways: Abder-
rahmane critisizes the jurists for having used the Qur’anic term “hudid Allah”
in an exclusively jurisic manner. He suggests that fudiid should be understood
as an ethical idea, which should be connected with asma’ Allah al-husna and
their moral teachings and implications. Also al-Shatibi mentions the Audid in
one passage of his Kitab al-Magasid and it is clear that he speaks about juristic
aspects (al-Shatibi 2006, 72). It would be interesting to know whether al-Shatibi
would be amongst those jurists who Abderrahmane critisizes for their exclus-
ively juristic approach, because the former, al-Shatibi, does not speak about
the ethical aspects of the hudud but only mentions them from an exclusively
legal perspective without drawing any ethical conclusions. Despite their differ-
ences, there are similarities in their understanding of the fudiid: both scholars
understand them as revealed by God and they are not supposed to enslave
people. While al-Shatib1 contends that the hudid protect people from their
whims Abderrahmane stresses their ethical aspect and argues that the Audid
help people to return to the idea of itimaniyya (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 135).

41 The Role of the Faqih

Abderrahmane distinguishes between al-fagih al-itimart and al-fagih al-
¢timant. He critisizes the first and accuses him of focusing only on the rules or
religious orders (sing. amr, pl. awamir) since he does not look at the law from
an ethical perspective, whereas the second cares about morals in the divine
orders, and the noble character they teach (‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 21). Al-Shatibi
does not use particular terms when he suggests or critisizes a particular beha-
vior or understanding of scholars. But from his elaborations on the magasid,
one can understand that he strongly recommends jurists to build their legal
thinking on an ethical basis. Regarding the role of the fagih, both scholars are
of the opinion that the jurist or scholar has a high religious and social respons-
ibility. In Abderrahmane’s opinion the fagih should ideally be a faqgih itimani
who educates people and helps them to improve their character and to develop
their spirituality; the faqih should feel responsible to help in solving problems
in society. Al-Shatibi is also of the opinion that the faqgih has a great respons-
ibility. In his book al-I'tisam he critisizes the jurists of his time. He writes that
some of them issue legal opinions that do not have a strong juridical basis, and
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are issued only to please changes in society (al-Shatibi 2005, 17f.). However, in
al-Muwafagat his idea of a responsible fagih gets clearer when he speaks of a
group of scholars of whom he says that Allah has chosen them to reflect, study
and defend religion with strong evidence. He calls this group “soldiers of Allah”
and “defenders of religion” (humat al-din) (al-Shatibi 2006, 94£.).

5 Abderrahmane’s Discussion of the Magasid and His Reference to
al-Shatibi

Although Abderrahmane does not debate the magqasid as a part of the i'timan-
iyya he pays attention to this concept; and because of his reference to al-Shatibi,
his opinions will be discussed here. In his book tajdid al-manhaj fi taqgwim al-
turath he discusses the magqasid and critises their traditional classification. His
debate of the magasid is preceded by his statement that traditional Islamic sci-
ences were characterized by the interconnectedness of disciplines. Therefore,
when these disciplines are studied separately from each other no researcher
can get a full understanding of that particular discipline. He calls this inter-
connectedness tadakhul dakhili. He states that the best and most perfect proof
of his claim is found in the understanding of al-Shatibi (‘Abd al-Rahman 1993,
92). Abderrahmane is of the opinion that al-Shatibi was as much concerned
with the tadakhul as he was concerned with the establishment of the universal
aims (kulliyyat qat‘iyya) of the Sharia, and that this engagement is clear in al-
Muwafaqgat (‘Abd al-Rahman 1993, 95). In the book, Abderrahmane refers once
again to al-Shatibi when he speaks about the traditional categorisation of the
levels of the magasid into necessities (daruriyyat), needs (hajiyyat) and luxur-
ies (tahsiniyyat).

Abderrahmane raises two points of criticism. First, he regards it as wrong
that the magqdasid represent merely one domain amongst many others within
usul al-figh. Another point of criticism is that he does not agree with the levels
of magqasid and the way they were established by the usulis in the past. Abder-
rahmane expresses his astonishment especially about the traditional classific-
ations of daruriyyat, hajiyyat and tahsiniyyat. Usually the darariyyat concern
five values or aims: religion (din), life (nafs), reason (‘ag!), offspring (nas!) and
assets (mal). The philosopher critisizes that these aims are restricted to this
number. He says that there is no reason why this restriction should be con-
tinued. Also there is no reason why other aims should not be added to the
traditional ones. At this point of his argumentation the reader would expect to
find reference to current magqgasid-debates which discuss vivedly the necessity
to add further values and to overthink the traditional classification, but Abder-
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rahmane does not do that. He does not consider developments and efforts
of modern scholars and intellectuals in this point, such as those led by the
renowned scholar Muhammad al-Tahir ibn ‘Ashar (d. 1394/1973) in his fam-
ous publication Magasid al-Sharia. Abderrahmane states that all the three
levels, and therefore not only the daruriyyat, aim to protect the five traditional
values/aims. Therefore, there has to be something that stands above the three-
level-categorisation, which he calls the highest, universal aims (al-ghayat al-

kulliya al-quswa) (‘Abd al-Rahman 1993, 111).

As for the aims which are ascribed to the tahsiniyyat, many usulis (usiul
scholars) mention “good character” (makarim al-akhlaq). Regarding this norm,
Abderrahmane raises the following poins of criticism:

1. To ascribe makarim al-akhlaq to the tahsiniyyat implies that they are only
seen as complementing aims, which, therefore, are dispensable and the
mukallaf is free to act according to them or to dismiss them.

2. The expression “makarim al-akhlaq” is taken from the prophetic tradi-
tion “Verily, I was sent to perfect the good character” (innama bu‘ithtu
li-utammima makarim al-akhlaq). Abderrahmane argues that it is simply
implossible that the Prophet’s mission is restricted to something that is
complementary and only supports what is necessary (daruri) (‘Abd al-
Rahman 1993, 112).

The philosopher says that makarim al-akhlaq encompass all benefits (masalih)
within the Sharia. He states that al-Shatibi ascribed makarim al-akhlaq only to
the tahsiniyyat because he followed a tradition which was already established
at his time, without necessarily sharing the opinion of former usilis on that
classification (‘Abd al-Rahman 1993, 112). This point needs a pause: Abderrah-
mane claims to know what al-ShatibT’s intention was on this point, which is not
tenable especially because al-Shatib1 does not discuss this point and does not
mention critical comments on the issue.

Abderrahmane’s points of criticism on the traditional classification of the
magqasid lead him to think of a new classification that is primarily ethical.

1. The values of benefit and harm (giyam al-naf wa-l-darar), which he also
calls al-masalih al-hayawiyya. These can be identified by feelings such as
pleasure (ladhdha) when experiencing benefit, and pain when experien-
cing harm. Aims which are assigned to these values are benefits (masalif)
which are related to life (nafs), health (sikha), offspring (nas!) and assets
(mal). Abderrahmane does not mention an example which would clarify
how his suggestion could be implemented and practised, for example, by
ajurist. This is also noticed by Ebrahim Moosa who assumes that perhaps
Abderrahmane would leave other scholars to accomplish this task (Moosa
2014, 187).

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



TAHA ABDERRAHMANE AND ABU ISHAQ AL-SHATIBI 75

2. The values of good and evil or beauty and ugliness (giyam al-husn wa-l-
qubh) (Abderrahmane 1993, 113). Feelings by which these can be identified
are: joy ( farah) when experiencing something positive and sadness when
experiencing loss. Benefits that fall under these meanings are values like
safety, freedom and peace.

3.  The values of righteousness (salah) and depravity ( fasad).? Feelings
which identify these categories are: happiness (sa@da) when experien-
cing a benefit and misery (shaga’) when experiencing adversity. Feelings
which belong to these values are spiritual aspects of religion such as com-
passion (rahma) and love.

According to Abderrahmane, the benefits of this categorization are as follows.

First, the increase of values (takathur al-giyam): a juridical judgement (hukm

shar) is not grounded on one value or is not only justified by one benefit

(maslaha) any longer. Abderrahmane gives the example of the prohibition of

murder (al-gatl). Several values are protected with this prohibition: life, society

and the “divine breath” (nafha rabbaniyya).® Second, the primacy of spiritual
values (géyam ruahiyya). He argues that until now jurists and scholars focus on

“life-values” (géiyam hayawiyya) such as life, offspring, whereas spiritual benefits

(masalih rithiyya) are regarded as part of the tahsiniyyat. These masalih rihiyya

are now raised to the highest level because they are the most capable to pro-

mote the good character (akhlag), and influence the other two value-levels, i.e.

life values and rational values respectively. Abderrahmane says that after the

true attitude of al-Shatibi on ethics is clarified, the claim of some usiulis that

ethics in usul al-figh is a restricted field can be rejected (‘Abd al-Rahman 1993,

14).

Conclusion

Comparing Abderrahmane’s and al-Shatib1’s thought reveal communalities
and differences which can enrich today’s reflections on ethics and Islamic law.

First, it should be mentioned that both scholars share a “classical” under-
standing of religion. Both believe in the existence of one God the Creator.
Human beings are different from the rest of creation and they have the rational
faculty and freedom to decide how they want to live. Either they decide to
accept God’s will or not to. In both cases, they are responsible for their actions.

2 Or, asitis mentioned in his book Sual al-Manhaj: The values of good and evil (giyam al-khayr
wa-[-sharr) (‘Abd al-Rahman 2015, 85).
3 That is, the divine spirit (rizh) that is in human beings.
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However, what makes the two scholars differ from one another is that Abder-
rahmane with his itimaniyya elaborates a whole paradigma and creates new
terms and gives in-depth explications of his ideas, as it is the case with ‘al-
faqih al-’timar?’ and ‘al-faqgih al-’timant. This distinction cannot be found in
al-ShatibT'’s work, although both scholars share the same ground regarding the
essential teachings of Islam.

Second, ethics plays a major role in both of their thinking. Although they
have different approaches about how they tackle the subject, it certainly is of
decisive importance in their thought.

Third, in both their understanding, ethics is considered an aspect only, but
is seen as the very basis of Islamic law.

Fourth, the figure responsible to produce a correct understanding of Islamic
law and to erect it on ethical foundations is the jurist. In addition to his main
scholarly function of the production of knowledge, he also carries the respons-
ibility of guiding and educating people and contributing to the establishment
of ethics in society. A practical implementation of this idea today is that schol-
ars, besides their scholarly activities, upheld this responsibility oft he jurist.

Fifth, strongly linked to ethics is the field of the magasid which in the opin-
ion of both scholars should be the very basis of legal thinking. However, it
should be mentioned that their approaches differ from one another. One aspect
concerns systematization. While al-Shatibi lays down an ethical basis for a
meaningful legal thinking he does not do it in the very systematized approach
of Abderrahmane. Furthermore, what makes the two scholars differ from one
another is that al-Shatibl works with the five classical values of religion, life,
reason, progeny and property that should be protected by the Sharia, whereas
Abderrahmane critisizes this classification and suggests a new and different
order that is more ethicist, according to him. What makes Abderrahmane’s view
also differ from al-Shatib1’s is his critique of the classical division of the magasid
in darariyyat, hajjiyyat and tahsiniyyat. He asserts that scholars in the past used
to count ethics under the category of tahsiniyyat and argues that ethics should
form the basis of any legal considerations.

The comparison of the thought and contributions of the two scholars
showed that despite their very different historical and social contexts and the
different approaches they took in their scholarship they arrived at similar con-
clusions. These can be taken for today’s scholarship and inspire the debate on
topics that need a new outlook on ethics and their role in the discussion on the
magqasid and on the premisses of contemporary Islamic legal thinking.
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Qur’anic Values and Modernity in Contemporary
Islamic Ethics

Taha Abderrahmane and Fazlur Rahman in Conversation

Ramon Harvey

Introduction

Islam, like other religions, looks back to an early sacred time, in which its
primary scripture, the Qur’an, was given to the Prophet Muhammad who dir-
ectly instructed the people in religious and ethical guidance. Believers are in
no doubt about the importance of this founding moment for the development
of the community. Yet, time does not stand still. As century upon century has
passed, Muslims live far from the society initially transformed by revelation. A
question that forces itself upon us is, in the words of Ebrahim Moosa: “How
do the norms and values of revelation have an enduring relevance to religious
communities without becoming anachronistic?” (Moosa 2000, 15). Thus, one of
the compelling unresolved problems of our day is how to live at a remove from
the time of revelation without a mere nostalgic re-enactment of the outward
form of the religion, but also without abandoning it, or unthinkingly forcing it
into the parameters of modernity.

Two major figures that have sought to provide theoretical frameworks to
address this conundrum are the Moroccan philosopher Taha Abderrahmane
(b. 1944) and the Pakistani émigré thinker Fazlur Rahman Malik (1919-1988).
While each of them stakes out an original position, they are united by pla-
cing the category of the ethical at the centre of their thought, and by seeing
its retrieval as the basis for a contemporary renewal of the Islamic tradition
and its legal thought. These parallels between their projects lead naturally to
the hypothesis that there is a great deal to gain by closely comparing their
works on this key question, as well as major recent attempts to utilise their
ideas.

Abderrahmane’s scholarly career began with his entry into the Mohammed v
University in Rabat to study philosophy, after an initial interest in poetry before
the 1967 Arab-Israeli war. He received further graduate degrees in philosophy
from the Sorbonne in Paris, culminating with a doctorate in 1985. From the
1970s, Abderrahmane worked as a professor of logic and philosophy of lan-
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guage at Mohammed v University until his retirement in 2005. He remains a
prolific author with a shift in recent decades to a focus on ethics and Islamic
renewal. Abderrahmane has referred to his reconstructive intellectual project
as the “Rabat School” (Hashas 2015, 71-74). The ethical and spiritual dimen-
sions of his thought must also be viewed in the light of his membership of the
Morocco-based Boutchichi Sufi tariga (order) (Mashrih 2009, 32—33). Despite
Abderrahmane’s knowledge and engagement with themes of logic, language
and ethics within the Western philosophical tradition, his work has neither
featured in major works on modern Islamic thought (Hashas 2015, 70), nor
received engagement from major Western ethical thinkers with similar con-
cerns (Bevers 2018, 78—79). He has been more celebrated in the Arabic-speaking
world, especially within Morocco (Hashas 2015, 72). However, there is still a
sense that his work has not received the attention it deserves within circles
of contemporary Arabic philosophical thought, possibly due to its difficult lin-
guistic and logical foundations (Bt Zabra 2011, 18).

In the case of Fazlur Rahman, an initial grounding in traditional Islamic edu-
cation from his father in the Indian subcontinent was followed by the study of
Arabic at Punjab University and a doctorate on Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037) at the
University of Oxford. His subsequent career was primarily based in the British,
Canadian and American universities of Durham, McGill and Chicago. A form-
ative interlude in his academic career was a stint at the head of the Central
Institute of Islamic Research in Karachi during the 1960s before being forced
to leave the country due to opposition from traditional ulema to his theo-
logy of revelation (El-Affendi 2009, 32). His experience in Pakistan coincides
with a shift in his thought from studying the history of Islamic philosophy to
increasingly focus on the Qur’an and core ethical message of Islam, the Muslim
tradition as a means for its transmission through history, and the prospects for
reviving it in the modern world (Moosa 2000, 23). Fazlur Rahman’s ideas have
been very influential in Western academia, in Turkey and to some extent in
Indonesia, with less influence in the Arab world and the Indian subcontinent
(Kog 2012, 16-17; El-Affendi 2009, 32—33).

I have divided this chapter into two main sections. In the first I will dis-
cuss the approaches of Taha Abderrahmane and Fazlur Rahman to reading
ethical values within the Quran. I will argue that while both focus on the relev-
ance of the Qurlan’s context in order to uncover extrahistorical ethical values,
their thought differs markedly in emphasis. Abderrahmane concentrates on a
theoretical account of Sufi virtue ethics, which allows him to make targeted
modifications to the classical theory of magasid al-shari‘a, or the purposes of
legislation. The ideas of Fazlur Rahman challenge this approach by stressing
the development of a genuine theory of social ethics from the Qur’an able to
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deal with legal reform for the benefit of the community. Fazlur Rahman’s work
also shows a proclivity for thinking about hermeneutics, which he illustrates
with applied examples.

The second section will turn to the two thinkers’ application of Qurlanic
ethics to the contemporary world. Again, while their overall project of the cent-
rality of the ethical in modernity is shared, each has particular characteristics
that open up new avenues for thought. Yet, both betray points of potential
critique. In the case of Abderrahmane, his ideas challenge the Western hege-
mony of modernity, and seek to articulate an alternative conception in which
Qur’anic values can be ethically relevant. Fazlur Rahman is more appreciative
of modernity and enlightenment universal reason, and sees the potential for
Muslims to generate a beneficial synthesis between them and the timeless ulti-
mate values of revelation. I will also discuss in this section some of the major
figures who have received and developed each of the two scholars’ bodies of
work, before concluding with the prospects that lie ahead for the coming cen-
tury of Islamic ethics.

1 Seeking Quranic Values

Both Taha Abderrahmane and Fazlur Rahman hold that the renewal of the
Islamic tradition within modernity can only be sought through a discourse
of ethics. More precisely, permanent ethical values must be sought within the
primary document of revelation, the Qur’an. It is in the theoretical explication
of how this may be done that their thought can be contrasted and their rela-
tionship to debates of ethics, hermeneutics and the Islamic tradition can be
assessed.

Abderrahmane proposes that religious dispensations begin in a natural, or
fitrt, state and then enter into a time-affected, or waqti, state. The accretions
of history that lead to such a deviation from the original ethical nature of the
religion may occur at a slower or quicker rate, depending on various factors.
Moreover, the wagqti and fitri states may be closer or further apart due to the
historical accidents suffered by various religions (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014a, 102).
Eventually, each dispensation is abrogated by the one following it. Abderrah-
mane refers to each religion as having two eras, an ethical and a historical one.
He defines the ethical era as “the period of time between its revelation until
it is superseded by the revelation of a new religion”, and the historical era as
“the period of time between its revelation and the time it is brought to an end
by people who no longer believe in it” (Abderrahmane 2008a, 16). As Islam—
by which Abderrahmane here means the religious dispensation brought spe-
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cifically by the Prophet Muhammad—is the final revealed religion, it is the
only one whose ethical and historical eras are one and the same. Nevertheless,
while Abderrahmane believes that Islam is the only contender for a religious
dispensation still in its ethical phase, it has undergone historical corruption,
such that it needs renewal in order to return to its fitri state (‘Abd al-Rahman
2014a,102). This requires “rooting ethics” (tarsikh al-akhlaq) in the values of rev-
elation, as appreciated through their initial historical setting (‘Abd al-Rahman
2006, 202).

Abderrahmane is intensely critical of what he sees as a modern historicist
approach to scripture that attempts to desacralise the Qurian and cut off its
link with the divine (Hashas 2019, 188). He makes a number of criticisms of
the methodology followed by those he calls “modern conformist readers” (ahl
al-gira’a al-hadathiyya al-muqallida): they seek to deny that the Quran came
with established eternal rulings (afkam), which would be a hindrance to their
agenda, and claim instead that they are merely contingent upon particular his-
torical circumstances (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 184); they go beyond the limits
established by jurists and exegetes in interpreting Qurlanic rulings (‘Abd al-
Rahman 2006, 185); and they apply historical criticism to issues of belief and
worship, and not simply to transactional and penal matters (‘Abd al-Rahman
2006, 186).

For Abderrahmane, the Qur’an cannot be relegated to a past historical era,
because as the final revelation, it is foundational to every time that follows it.
The verses containing rulings have both a legal (ganani) and ethical (akhlagt)
dimension. These ethics are not merely for the perfection of actions but are
essential for the human being and are the reason for the Prophet Muhammad’s
mission (Abderrahmane 2006, 203). In fact, Abderrahmane makes a break from
the Aristotelian philosophical heritage by asserting that the core feature dis-
tinguishing human beings from animals is their ethical rather than rational
(‘aglaniyya) nature (‘Abd al-Rahman 2000, 13-14). He conceptualises ethical
values (qiyam akhlaqiyya) as extrahistorical: they can “affect time but are not
affected by time” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 204); he defines “value” as follows:

Value is an abstract meaning that Man holds in his heart but cannot grasp
with his senses. Yet, and despite this abstraction, this meaning is what
guides him in his life and enhances his humanity. In fewer words, values
are innate and lofty meanings that guide Man to righteousness.

ABDERRAHMANE 2014b, 111

Preservation of such ethical values within the context of modernity is key to
Abderrahmane’s programme of renewal and this can only be done by link-
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ing the values to the contextual atmosphere (was! al-zarfi wa-l-siyaqr) of the
Qur’anic verses (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 203).

Moosa provides an insightful analysis of how Abderrahmane’s concept of
value intersects with his efforts to reinterpret al-Shatib1’s (d. 790/1388) theory
of magasid al-sharia. Abderrahmane sees this legal theory as insufficiently
ethically grounded and seeks to rectify this by building on the idea of al-
Juwayni (d. 478/1085) that the word magsad (purpose) has different conceptual
registers that can be pegged to different moral aspects of human action. Thus,
while magsad can refer to an outcome, in the sense of the action ( fi) itself, it
can also refer to its intention (niyya) and to its end, or value (gima) (Moosa 2014,
183). The overall picture is teleological, for though each action is preceded by
an intention, it has as its end a distinct value (‘Abd al-Rahman 2015, 87; Moosa
2014, 184-185). Furthermore, these internal ethical categories correspond to
three external legal ones: intention, action and value correspond to cause ( illa),
legal action (gadiyya) and legal rule ( jiha) respectively (‘Abd al-Rahman 2015,
88). Abderrahmane’s definition of value within the framework of virtue ethics
leads him to redesign its typology for the theory of magasid al-sharr'a. Although
the traditional five necessities (daruariyyat) of magasid theory—religion, life,
reason, family and property—appear as values of beneficence (masalih) and
malevolence (mafasid), a classification redolent of ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam
(d. 660/1262), Abderrahmane prioritises spiritual values, then rational values,
followed by life values (Abderrahmane 2015, 86; Moosa 2014, 185-186).

Abderrahmane’s project within legal theory can be seen as an effort to give
Aristotelian and Sufi virtue ethics, as understood through his own philosophy
of the trusteeship paradigm (al-i’timaniyya), a regulative function in the law. It
is also interesting to see this move through a longer historical lens. The concepts
from which he draws inspiration have a rich history in the Muslim intellectual
tradition, in the field of Sufism through figures such as al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857),
al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 422/1031) and al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), rather than in
legal theory. Abderrahmane’s entry into the discourse of the legal tradition
seems to be a strategic choice based on his diagnosis of the malady of outward
law dominating ethics in Muslim thought (‘Abd al-Rahman 2015, 90). This, in
turn, arguably, reflects his analysis of modernity in the Islamic world replicat-
ing the West in making morality follow, rather than lead, materiality (Bevers
2018,164).

The intervention in ethical theory proposed by Abderrahmane remains at
the level of metaethics and normative ethics and does not provide many details
of how, in practice, specific moral principles would be extracted from the
Qur’an (Moosa 2014, 187). Abderrahmane’s emphasis on adding Sufi virtue eth-
ics to legal theory leaves it unclear whether he has given much consideration
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to applied social ethics that could be derived from the Qur’an beyond the very
general categories found within the magqasid al-shari‘a literature. As noted by
Monir Birouk, the focus on individual ethics and piety in Abderrahmane’s work
at the expense of social ethics and the discourse of justice may undermine his
broader project (Birouk 2017).

A focus on the social aspect of the Qur’an’s ethical message is one of the dis-
tinguishing features of Fazlur Rahman’s oeuvre. He takes issue with what he
sees as the grafting of the Sufi system of spiritual purification onto the legal
tradition, which he thinks replaces a genuine moral philosophy that could dir-
ect reform of the law in the public sphere (Rahman 1971, 94). The point of
departure for Fazlur Rahman’s contribution to contemporary Islamic ethics
is, instead, the assertion that central to the Prophet Muhammad’s religious
mission was the moral development of human society in its communal dimen-
sion (Rahman 1982, 5). However, he shares with Abderrahmane the aim of
retrieving objective moral values from the Qur’an, highlighting the difference
between the historical and the normative in Islam (Koshul 1994, 406). In his
words:

All values that are properly moral—and it is these with which we shall
be concerned—have also an extrahistorical, “transcendental” being, and
their location at a point in history does not exhaust their practical impact
or, one might even say, their meaning.

RAHMAN 1982, 5

These values can only be appreciated by their place within the unity of the
Qur’an’s Weltenschauung and thus require an integrated approach in order to
be extracted from the divine response to the immediate socio-historical con-
text of the revelation (Rahman 1970, 329; Rahman 1982, 2—3). Fazlur Rahman
highlights the complexity of the Quran and the need to distinguish between
its macro-background, which can be gleaned from a general knowledge of the
conditions of society at the time of the Prophet Muhammad, and the specific
situations surrounding the revelation of verses known as the asbab al-nuzul
(Rahman 1980b, 241). He pays special attention to distinguishing between a
Qur’anic ruling (Aukm) and its ratio legis (illat al-hukm), which is the purpose
for its pronouncement (Rahman 1980b, 242). This leads him to criticise the
commonly drawn distinction between %lla as cause and Aikma as purpose, in
effect arguing for the determination of the Aukm by its hikma (Rahman 1979,
219—221; cf. Harvey 2018, 41-42). His most significant methodological proposi-
tion is the development of what he terms a double movement theory. In the
first step of the first movement, the purposes of the Qurlanic injunctions are

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



156 HARVEY

considered in the light of their socio-historical contexts; in the second step, a
coherent system of general ethical principles is extracted. The second move-
ment actualises these ethics within the contemporary world (Rahman 1982,
6-7; Rahman 1980b, 244). Moosa argues that this embrace of historical analysis
after his early focus on the work of Muslim philosophers represents a definitive
turn away from comprehensive metaphysical systems to the interplay between
revelation and history (Moosa 2000, 23). This is substantiated by Fazlur Rah-
man'’s declaration: “[t]he theologians have been too much preoccupied with
God and His nature; they have ignored the nature of man and his function”
(Rahman 1971, 97).

Fazlur Rahman’s reflection on the specifics of the interpretive task and its
problematics, as well as his reference to prevailing twentieth-century debates
within Western philosophy, means that his hermeneutics can be more easily
determined than those of Taha Abderrahmane. Though he affirms that with
the exception of fully detailed matters “all interpretations and approaches to
truth are subjective” (Rahman 1970, 330), when it comes to the purposes of
Qur’anic injunctions, he uses the hermeneutics of Emilio Betti (1890-1968) to
argue that the divine intent can be objectively uncovered (Rahman 1982, 8).
Betti, as described by Moosa, developed four canons to be used in the hermen-
eutic act, which would allow the interpreter to “reverse engineer” the original
creative impulse of the author: first, to understand the author’s point of view;
second, to understand the unity of their thought; third, to retrace the creative
process and inevitably add a degree of subjectivity; fourth, to reduce that sub-
jectivity as much as is feasible (Moosa 2000, 18-19).

According to Felix Korner, Fazlur Rahman adjusts Betti’s canons in two
respects: considering the communication of the divine mind with reference
to a specific historical situation as part of his first movement; and returning
to the present day in order to apply the value in modernity, which is his addi-
tion of a second movement (Korner 2005, 115). Kérner argues that Gadamer’s
(1900—2002) criticism of Betti’s reconstructive approach as Romantic psycho-
logism (see Gadamer 2013, 533) is cogent as he does not supply enough grounds
to adequately determine the original intentions behind a text. However, Betti
does provide a defined text-oriented method upon which Fazlur Rahman can
build his own system (Korner 2005, 115). For his part, Fazlur Rahman is aware
of the debate between Gadamer and Betti. Siding with the latter, he presents
Gadamer’s phenomenological approach as constraining the interpreter by the
shackles of their historical consciousness. This, he thinks, leads to an interpret-
ive subjectivism that cannot recover the objective meanings of a text and would
thereby render meaningless his double movement theory (Rahman 1982, 9; see
Bektovic 2016, 162-163).
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Arguably, Fazlur Rahman has misunderstood the nature and implications of
Gadamer’s position. Gadamer’s acknowledgement that any interpreter is cir-
cumscribed to some extent by their own being and their relationship to the
past does not predetermine how they will interpret a historical text (Kérner
2005, 18). Kérner shows how the Gadamerian position is able to defend itself
and land some blows against Fazlur Rahman’s theory. Though Fazlur Rahman
claims to be able to cut through the tradition to return to a holistic Qur’anic eth-
ics, he asks the quintessential question of Muslim ethical thought, “how should
we act?” Furthermore, though he argues that the law must have (a) purpose(s),
he ultimately accepts whatever purpose he discovers in the Qur’an because it is
the will of God, which makes Fazlur Rahman a “revelation-positivist” (Kérner
2005, 119-120). Note that if Korner is right on this point, it would partially
undermine Fazlur Rahman’s own criticism of Ash‘ari voluntarism (see Rahman
1982, 3). Finally, Gadamer’s idea that our interpretive vantage point on the past
constantly shifts may challenge Fazlur Rahman’s confidence in an objective
method (see Gadamer 2013, 301-302), but does not make his project of Qur’anic
ethical recovery impossible. Rather, he should recognise the requirement of
the hermeneutic circle and the constant need to return to the object of inter-
pretation in the light of new experiences (Korner 2005, 120; see Caputo 2018,
104-105).

Korner goes on to argue that Fazlur Rahman'’s search for an objective method
to uncover God’s designs for human beings in all time periods not only fits
well with Betti’s psychological hermeneutics but possibly also reflects a dis-
tinctively Qurianic theology of revelation. He contrasts this with Gadamer’s
perspective which he sees as more suitable for the Biblical (Christian and Jew-
ish) foregrounding of God’s self-expression as the unfolding of events in his-
tory ahead of revealed communication (K6rner 2005, 121). It is ironic that this
point arises from critique of Fazlur Rahman, perhaps the most famous modern
Muslim exponent of a participative, as opposed to a stenographic—or purely
receptive—theology of revelation (Rahman 1976, 33; for this terminology, see
Sommer 2015, 2).

Yet it does not seem at all clear that the authoritative communication of
the Qur’an must be an ill fit with the philosophy of Gadamer. Kérner’s own
study of the Turkish theologian Mehmet Pacaci shows that Gadamer’s idea of
constant interpretation can be synthesised with Fazlur Rahman’s first move-
ment (Korner 2005, 79; and see below). My recent book, The Qurian and the Just
Society, has shown how a key aspect of Fazlur Rahman’s project, the search for
specific values within the Qur’an, can be embedded in a natural law theological
framework that is indebted to Gadamerian hermeneutics (Harvey 2018, 194). In
my model, which constructively builds on the Maturidi theological school, God
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reveals His wisdom both through His speech in the Qur’an and through His cre-
ative act within the progression of history, such that the human ethical agent
must continually reconcile the two (Harvey 2018, 36, 41—42). Overall, it would
seem that the key consideration is the theological approach to God’s acts of rev-
elation and creation within any given tradition, rather than the inherent nature
of the Biblical and Qur’anic dispensations.

How successful was Fazlur Rahman in applying his methods for extracting
values from the Quran? He certainly did not attempt to carry this proced-
ure out in any systematic way. Nonetheless, over the course of his career, he
made many forays within individual thematic areas. While he had published
a number of relevant articles before he made his double movement theory
fully explicit, these earlier publications obviously provided him with some of
the evidential groundwork to propose his more developed theoretical claims.
Aspects of the Qurianic discourse that Fazlur Rahman attempted to look at
through an ethical lens include the following: slavery (Rahman 1963, 212—214),
riba (usury) (Rahman 1964), hudid (limits; prescribed punishments) (Rahman
1965), family law (Rahman 1980a), shura (consultation) (Rahman 1981), iman
(faith), islam (surrender to God), and tagwa (piety) (Rahman 1983). These dis-
cussions are insightful, yet often all too brief and do not provide the sustained
holistic analysis required by his double movement theory.

2 The Ethical in Modernity

The two thinkers explored in this study devote a significant proportion of their
intellectual labour to considering modernity and the conditions for successful
Islamic ethics within it. Both argue that an appreciation of the effects of mod-
ernity on Muslim thought combined with profound ethical reflection on the
Qur’an can lead to renewal. Nonetheless, there are some important differences
in their analysis of modernity and their proposals for an ethical response to
it.

Abderrahmane argues that the question of modernity is inseparable from
that of ethics. He distinguishes between the mere “fact of modernity” (wagi‘
al-hadatha), understood as the current Western hegemonic reality, and the
“spirit of modernity” (rah al-hadatha), which represents general characterist-
ics with the potential for alternative applications (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 19;
Hashas 2015, 85). While Western modernity is built upon the rejection of mor-
ality in the name of productivity (Abderrahmane 2008b, 89g), an alternative
modernity can be conceived, in which the basic ethical nature of the human
being becomes the central fact and breaks the harmful domination over nature,
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society and the individual (Hashas 2015, 85-86). Though largely framing his
approach within his own tradition of Arab-Islamic philosophy, Abderrahmane
promotes his conception of the spirit of modernity as one that is more open
to the real diversity of the modern world than classical Western universals
(Hashas 2015, 76, 86). He proposes, in the words of Michael Bevers, that, “Islam’s
answer to the question of ethics in the 21st century can contribute to the form-
ation of a pluralist civilization of ethos worldwide” (Bevers 2018, 197).

Interestingly, in the light of the preceding discussion concerning Fazlur Rah-
man, the theoretical posture that Abderrahmane takes towards tradition has
some similarities to that of Gadamer, whose Truth and Method he read in
French translation (see ‘Abd al-Rahman 1995, 110-111). Abderrahmane argues
that the connection with tradition is not a matter of choice that can be entered
and left at will. If one does not work from one’s own tradition, the only altern-
ative is to draw from another. Furthermore, he explicitly states that it is im-
possible to cut all connections to the present, return to the past and live with its
values like one’s grandparents (‘Abd al-Rahman 2011, 15-17). What Islam needs
in modernity is to wipe away inappropriate historical accretions and return to
the fitri ethical form of the religion.

Abderrahmane argues that the embedding of ethics requires removing each
ossified rule that in the context of today harms foundational human values
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 202). The reason for this is that a Qur’anic ruling may
not realise the same value at a later period of history as it did at the time of
revelation. What is required is a study of the Qurlanic verses within the con-
text of the world today with a view to making their divine guidance relevant
to the present and future (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 204). Mohammed Hashas
explains this point: “the sealing of revelation then goes beyond the time of its
appearance; each era becomes its possible age of realization. The historicity of
revelation becomes “futuristic,” and it should be always modern” (Hashas 2018,
190). Again, Abderrahmane’s theoretical discussion outstrips his applied aspir-
ations and he does not provide a clear sense of what his ideas would mean
in practice. He mentions in passing that the ossified rulings to be abandoned
include those concerning slavery and mutual interaction with pagans (‘Abd al-
Rahman 2006, 203—204)—issues that have long been marginal to most Muslim
societies—but prefers to remain on the level of theory, rather than its applica-
tion.

One of the ironies of Abderrahmane’s thought is his call for practice-based
solutions through the medium of an extremely abstract theoretical discourse.
Thus, he argues that the transformation from wagti (time-affected) to fitri (nat-
ural) religion cannot be completed through theory which engages only with the
thinking of its own time:
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Theory within the transmitted texts, as they are examined critically and
comparatively, or explanatively and figuratively, or in terms of excavation
and deconstruction is not what connects to the natural form of the reli-
gion. This is true even if it unveils part of its realities, because this theory
is compelled to connect with the thinking and theorising that is appro-
priate to a time other than that of this religion.

‘ABD AL-RAHMAN 20144, 102103

His point is that theoretical insight is not enough on its own and must be
completed with praxis, as the natural disposition can only be recovered with
specific spiritual practices. This is how the human being can engage in trust-
eeship and connect to divine witnessing (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014a, 103). Again, it
seems that Abderrahmane places spiritual purification through the Sufi path at
the heart of his conception of social ethics. It is possible that either his assumed
method to reconcile the gap between individual and social ethics, or the reason
that he does not see any gap in the first place, derives from his own background,
namely his affiliation with the Boutchichi tariga. This, however, raises the ques-
tion of how much his project of ethics for modernity relies on social functions
of Sufism that may have survived into modernity better in certain countries,
like Morocco, than in others (see the discussion in Van Bruinessen 2009, 134—
136).

As an extremely prolific writer, Abderrahmane has himself been more act-
ive in building upon his ethical work than any other thinker. Nonetheless,
it is useful to highlight those who have sought to utilise his analysis of the
contemporary world in interesting ways. Wael Hallaq positively cited Taha
Abderrahmane in The Impossible State and Restating Orientalism. His interest
in Abderrahmane’s philosophy is centred on his critique of the ethical failure
of modernity, as it supports his argument that ethics was the central domain
of Muslim civilisation and is incompatible with the modern nation state (Hal-
laq 2013, 12, 175 n. 49; Hallaq 2018, 74, 290 n. 15). He further engages with
Abderrahmane’s ethics in his forthcoming work Reforming Modernity (Hal-
laq 2019). Mohammed Hashas takes a different approach to the reception of
Abderrahmane, using his ideas as a framework to examine what he calls “voices
of European Islam.” In the section of his book most pertinent to the current
study, he discusses how three of four identified thinkers line up with Abder-
rahmane’s idea of reading the Qur’an historically without historicising it: Tariq
Ramadan, Tareq Oubrou, and Abdennour Bidar (the exception is Bassam Tibi)
(Hashas 2018, 197). Hashas argues that, in general and leaving aside the differ-
ences between the studied “voices”, the work of these figures is consonant with
Abderrahmane’s approach in three ways. First, they treat the lifetime of the
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Prophet Muhammad as exemplary for matching the ideals of revelation to his
particular society. This implies his second point which is the prioritisation of
ethical values over the outward forms of law and the possibility of legal change.
Finally, this approach makes the intent of revelation, at this level of analysis,
benefit of the world in terms of social justice and public good without thereby
stripping it of its metaphysical connection to the divine (Hashas 2018, 198-199).
It is interesting to add that each of these points is held in common with Fazlur
Rahman.

The second movement of Fazlur Rahman’s theory provides the framework
for his attempt to read the Qur’an as speaking with its ethical values to the
present age. Just as his first movement requires a holistic appreciation of the
Qur’an as a text within its socio-historical context, the second one needs a com-
plete view of the contemporary situation. This calls for the “instrumentality” of
the social scientist, but the “effective orientation” and “ethical engineering” of
the ethicist (Rahman 1982, 7). As these phrases indicate, Fazlur Rahman adopts
modern technical language as his chosen metaphor. He places himself within
a tradition of Muslim modernism from the middle of the nineteenth century,
which he credits as follows:

It was the Muslim Modernist, not the fundamentalist or the traditionalist,
then, who recovered the integral Islamic legacy of the earliest days, and,
having adopted certain key modern Western institutions and integrated
them with Islam as being Islamic par excellence, offered Islam as a suc-
cessful substitute for and the only viable alternative to the secular West as
this Secularism began to show grave cracks in its moral and human struc-
ture.

RAHMAN 1980, 243

Despite these achievements, Fazlur Rahman critiques the modernists for fail-
ing to apply the ethical vision of Islam comprehensively enough and for relying
too heavily on a Western model that provoked a severe reaction from a resur-
gent conservatism (Rahman 1980, 244). His own project is not an unnuanced
embrace of the modern world, but an attempt at an ongoing process of syn-
thesis that he refers to as neo-modernism (Rahman 1980, 246; Bektovic 2016,
170).

In his ethical thought, Fazlur Rahman combines confidence in the discov-
erability, universality and applicability of extrahistorical Qur’anic values to the
present with full acceptance of the social changes that the modern world brings
to Muslim societies and the necessity of religious rules undergoing modific-
ation as a result. While Abderrahmane seeks the right of Arab and Muslim
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exceptionalism from modernity as a Western-driven construct, Fazlur Rah-
man—who fled from the critique of traditionalist ‘ulama’ in Pakistan to settle
in the West—sees potential in reading the Islamic scripture with Western uni-
versal reason (Bektovic 2016, 160—-161). This does leave him open to the critique
that, in the search for definite and objective values, he ultimately abandons
the multivariate diversity of interpretation within the Muslim tradition, which
returns philosophically to his choice to favour Betti ahead of Gadamer (see
Moosa 2000, 21).

Fazlur Rahman is aware of the controversial nature of his ideas in the light
of prevailing Muslim understandings of the finality of the law and the eternal
nature of God’s speech. On this point, he distinguishes between the moral and
legal planes and argues that the latter can change with the passing of time, as
it is “a transaction between the eternity of the Word and the actual ecological
situation of seventh-century Arabia” (Rahman 1970, 331). Importantly, the alter-
ation in society that Fazlur Rahman thinks provokes a change in law is not just
one of material conditions but can include a shift in cultural values that, as
opposed to Qurlanic moral values, are historically bound (Rahman 1970, 330).

The difficulty that Fazlur Rahman, or any modern thinker, finds in contend-
ing that certain provisions from the Qur’an for social matters are not perman-
ent is that this very position cannot be found within the text (Kog 2012, 17).
Fazlur Rahman implicitly addresses this by widening his historical lens slightly
with a concept of the “living Sunna’, especially through examples of the reforms
of the second caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23/644). These occurred during a
period in which the nascent Muslim society experienced rapid upheaval due
to its expansion into newly conquered lands and an influx of new community
members. For Fazlur Rahman, this initial period of change is the closest par-
allel that modern Muslims have to understand how to adapt the provisions of
scripture to their social reality (Rahman 1963, 205—207).

As is the case for his proposal to develop a moral theory from the Qur’an,
Fazlur Rahman does not provide a concrete method for systematically analys-
ing the contemporary world (Moosa 2000, 24). Instead, he discusses various
questions in an ad-hoc fashion to illustrate his general approach. His remarks,
often concerning the encounter with modernity in Pakistan—the Muslim-
majority country he knew best—showcase his incisive mind and characteristic
blend of idealism and pragmatism. An example is his discussion of zakat, in
which he argues that the inflexibility of traditionalist ulema contributes to the
rise of secular solutions to modern welfare needs:

The Qur’an, in order to fulfil its fundamental objective of social and eco-
nomic justice, had ordered the levying of a tax known as zakah. From the
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uses, enumerated by the Qur’an, of the expenditure of this tax, it is evident
that it was a social welfare tax in the widest possible meaning of “welfare.”
Further, this was the only tax levied by the Qur’an. Now, the Prophet had
fixed a certain rate, which leads one to believe that, for the normal needs
of that society, he must have judged this rate adequate. The needs of a
modern society, however, have expanded immensely. Education, commu-
nications and other developmental schemes are now considered to be
among the necessities of modern welfare. This would, therefore, argue
for a readjustment of the rate of zakah tax to modern needs. The Ulama’,
however, forbid any change in the rate of zakah and assert that if zakah is
inadequate to meet the larger welfare needs of the Muslim society, then
Muslim Governments can levy other taxes. It is at this critical juncture
that the administrator tells the Ulama’, “You say that here is only one
Islamic tax which is zaka@h. When this proves inadequate, you forbid any
change in the zakah-rate but you say that I can levy other taxes. You are,
thereby, introducing a dualism which I find unworkable. If I can levy other
taxes, I shall levy them and fulfil the needs of my society and your zakah
is superfluous.” This is the essence of secularism.

RAHMAN 1966, 119

Although Fazlur Rahman argued forcefully and consistently for legal reform
based on a holistic approach to Qur’anic ethics and a critical appraisal of
the social needs of Muslim societies, he developed through personal experi-
ence an awareness of the difficulty of getting a hearing for his ideas. Looking
back on his suggested changes to the rules of zakat in Pakistan, he noted that
he not only received opposition from the ulama’ for his advocacy of a shift
from established legal views but from modernists for his comprehensive, rather
than piecemeal, solution (Rahman 1970, 328). He recognised that the prospects
for the popular acceptance of his approach were bleak and saw that, rather
than adopting neo-modernism, the failures of modernism in the Muslim world
would push the populations towards both conservatism and secularism (Rah-
man 1970, 331).

Such secularism, however, is not necessarily the end of the story. Fazlur
Rahman gave the example of Turkey as a secularised Muslim country that,
through a strong attachment to Islam, may be able to infuse an Islamic ethos
within its secular structures (Rahman 1970, 332—333). The recent rise of ilahiyat
(theological) faculties in Turkey and their blend of Islamic values and modern
administration may indicate Fazlur Rahman’s prescience in this observation
(see Pacaci and Aktay 2006, 140).

Itis interesting to note that some of the most important work done to extend
Fazlur Rahman’s ethical thought has taken place in Turkey. Prominent among
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this are members of the “Ankara School”, so called because of their association
with the theological faculty of Ankara University. Adil Ciftci, a graduate of the
university, has translated works of Fazlur Rahman into Turkish, and worked
to extend the method of his ethical framework (Koérner 2005, 109). He com-
ments that Fazlur Rahman’s first movement is inductive, while his second one
is deductive, which qualifies it as scientific (Kérner 2005, 125; see Rahman
1979, 221); he supplies additional criteria for checking that the ethical prin-
ciples extracted are correct (Kdrner 2005, 125); and he overcomes the arguably
static nature of Fazlur Rahman’s engagement with the Quran by invoking the
hermeneutic circle, in which each engagement with the text provokes new
questions that require new responses (Kérner 2005, 124). On the other hand, he
seems to uncritically side with Fazlur Rahman'’s interpretation of Betti against
Gadamer and does not seriously address the shortcomings within his prede-
cessor’s theory (Korner 2005, 130, 133).

A second member of the Ankara School is Mehmet Pagaci who completed
his doctorate at Ankara University and subsequently became a professor in
the theological faculty. He makes a more significant break from Fazlur Rah-
man’s theory than Ciftci by fully adopting the hermeneutic circle of Gadamer
and acknowledging that every interpretation takes place within the framework
of the interpreter’s pre-existing situation and concerns (Koérner 2006, 808).
This perspective allows him to raise the same existential question of the gap
between the contemporary reader and revealed text with which I began this
study. Furthermore, somewhat like Abderrahmane, he interrogates the power
relations that contribute to the difficulty of bringing the Qur’anic text into the
present world: Western hegemony makes Muslims the objects, and not agents,
of history (Kérner 2005, 76). While diagnosing the fear that holds many back
from contemplating a new synthesis of Islam and modernity along the lines
that Fazlur Rahman proposes, Pagaci rejects it as a mistake. His adaptation of
Gadamer lets him propose that Qur’anic interpretation must start from the liv-
ing Muslim interpreter in history, no matter how difficult their circumstances
may seem (K6rner 2005, 77; Kérner 2006, 808).

Within English-language scholarship, an important reception of Fazlur Rah-
man’s ethical ideas can be found in the work of the Australian-based academic
Abdullah Saeed. He draws from Fazlur Rahman'’s theoretical ideas as a major
source for his project of contextual interpretation, or contextualism, as he calls
it (Saeed 2006, 24—25; Saeed 2014, 23). Saeed develops Fazlur Rahman’s parti-
cipative theology of revelation into a four-level model, of which his fourth (and
final) level is most relevant to the present study. It refers to a continuing stage
of revelation after the closing of the Qurlanic text in which, guided by God,
the Muslim community continues to add through praxis to a common store
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of wisdom (Saeed 2006, 41). In effect, he here unifies Fazlur Rahman'’s ideas
of prophetic revelation and the living Sunna into a single schema. A similar
interest in systemisation is apparent in Saeed’s four-stage model of Qur’anic
interpretation (Saeed 2006, 150) and his discussion of a hierarchy of Qur’anic
values: obligatory, fundamental, protectional, implementational and instruc-
tional, which exist in a continuum of greater to lesser universality (Saeed 2006,
130—143). Though the former model is basically a restatement of Fazlur Rah-
man’s double movement theory, the latter is genuinely interesting as it amounts
to an attempt to move beyond ad-hoc discussion of individual values towards
a normative theory, though it does share some notable similarities with dis-
courses of magasid al-sharia.

As a point of comparison, I have outlined a specific hierarchy for the import-
ant Qur’anic value of societal justice (gist), consisting of political, distributive
and corrective spheres, followed by subjects, topics, principles and rulings in
each, which correlates to the thematic structure of my book (Harvey 2018, 43).
I have also attempted a more comprehensive and unitary extraction and clas-
sification of ethical values within each sphere, such as discussing principles of
just governance in the sphere of political justice. However, so far, I have not
attempted to perform an equivalent to Fazlur Rahman’s second movement of
application to the contemporary world.

Conclusion

A succinct overview of the continuities and divergences between the thought
of Taha Abderrahmane and Fazlur Rahman in the chosen area of study remains
useful as a way of closure. Both thinkers conceptualise values as abstract extra-
historical entities that must be sought within the Qur’anic discourse and then
realised in each time period. They agree that the ethical dimension of the rev-
elation is more central than the legal and must take priority. Each emphasises
that these ethics can only be understood when intimately related to the contex-
tual situation of the historical society led by the Prophet Muhammad. Finally,
they share an inclination to adapt existing models of legal theory for their
respective renewal projects while remaining open to radical reinterpretation
of these earlier models.

The two also have some significant differences. Theoretically, Abderrah-
mane seems to highlight the ethical role of the Qurian as the final revealed
dispensation to humanity more than Fazlur Rahman. He also focuses on per-
sonal, or virtue, ethics ahead of those pertaining to the social sphere, while
Fazlur Rahman has the opposite tendency. This ties into their differing recep-
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tions of Sufism and its place within Muslim ethical thought. Abderrahmane,
himself a member of the Boutchichi tariga, puts Sufi ethics at the heart of his
philosophy of the trusteeship paradigm. Fazlur Rahman, while recognising the
importance of the spiritual dimension in Islam, is extremely critical of any sub-
stitution of Sufi practices for social ethics, as well as what he sees as ecstatic and
superstitious excesses, especially those of later Sufism (Rahman 1962, 19—22).
The last identified point of contrast is that Fazlur Rahman has a greater inclina-
tion than Abderrahmane to illustrate his theoretical ideas with specific applied
examples of Qur’anic legislation and ethics, though he still often provides only
a summary treatment, stopping short of carrying out his first movement sys-
tematically.

In looking at modernity, the central position that each thinker gives to
Islamic ethical renewal demonstrates the closeness of their ideas, as does their
convergence on the three points identified by Hashas: the exemplary nature
of the initial period of revelation for recovering values, the priority of the
ethical over the legal aspect of Qurianic rulings, and that they must benefit
people in this world without being desacralised. However, here too there is a
notable divergence over their stance towards modernity in its current Western-
dominated form. In works written in the twenty-first century, Abderrahmane
seeks to realise what he calls the spirit of modernity in a new ethical formula-
tion enriched by connection to the divine through the Qur’an. Fazlur Rahman,
a pragmatically inclined twentieth-century thinker more at ease with the idea
of enlightenment universal reason, looks instead towards a neo-modernist syn-
thesis between the existing framework of modernity and Islamic ethics.

The work of contemporary Muslim ethical thinkers who have built upon the
ideas of Taha Abderrahmane and Fazlur Rahman demonstrates that further
constructive development and reconciliation between their positions is very
possible. In the case of Fazlur Rahman, whose ideas have had a longer period
of time to be absorbed, the writings of Ciftci and Pacaci in Turkish (with the
excellent critical commentary of Korner making them accessible to a wider
audience), as well as that of Saeed and myself, have already shown how a pro-
cess of refinement and the overcoming of identified shortcomings can take
place in a contemporary Muslim ethical tradition. The same is starting to hap-
pen to Abderrahmane with scholars, such as Hashas, Birouk and Hallag, and
will continue to gather pace as his work becomes better known. An obvious
direction that could be explored is to combine Abderrahmane’s more critical
outlook towards the Western form of modernity and his spiritual themes with
Fazlur Rahman'’s focus on social ethics and applied Qur’anic hermeneutics. The
preceding discussion indicates that this is likely to be a fruitful endeavour in the
aspiration for a meaningful Islamic contribution to an ethical modernity.
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7
The Modern Mysticism of Taha Abderrahmane

Harald Viersen

Introduction

Over the last forty-odd years Taha Abderrahmane has produced a vast oeuvre
in which he interweaves modern logical methods and philosophy of language
with a deep knowledge of the Islamic intellectual heritage to produce a philo-
sophy for the modern Muslim and his society. An important thread that runs
throughout his writings is his Sufi orientation. Since at least the publication
of his book Religious Practice and the Renewal of Reason (al-Amal al-Dini wa-
Tajdid al-Aql), in 1989, Abderrahmane has made it clear that he views the
(re-)appreciation of its mystical heritage as central to the renewal of Islamic
society. Sufi practice, he argues, is fundamental to a particular way of viewing
the world, a particular reason (‘ag/). The form of reason associated with Sufism
Abderrahmane dubs ‘supported reason’ (al-‘ag! al-muayyad). This most per-
fect form is distinguished from two other forms of reason, namely ‘abstracted
reason’ (al-‘aql al-mujarrad), which he associates with Western modernity, and
‘guided reason’ (al-‘aql al-musaddad), which is associated with Islamic practice
insofar as it is not guided by Sufi principles. This three-tiered structure returns
in later works, such as The Renewal of Method in the Reevaluation of Heritage
(Tajdid al-Manhaj fi Tagwim al-Turath), The Question of Ethics: A Contribution to
the Ethical Critique of Western Modernity (Swal al-Akhlag: Musahama fi al-Nagd
al-Akhlaqgt lil-Haddtha al-Gharbiyya) and The Spirit of Modernity: The Portal to
the Establishment of Islamic Modernity (Rih al-Hadatha: al-Madkhal ila Ta’sts
al-Hadatha al-Islamiyya).

As is the case for all his writings, Abderrahmane’s command of Sufi heritage
and his knowledge of Sufi texts is thorough. His acquaintance with Sufi dis-
course is, moreover, amplified by his personal involvement in its practice. He
does not use Sufi literature only as a source of inspiration for his own writings,
or as a way of providing an authentic Islamic license for a modern philosoph-
ical project. His intellectual relation to Sufism is clearly rooted in lived mystical
experience.!

1 The first edition of The Religious Practice included an introduction in which Abderrahmane
discusses the role of Sufism in his life. This section was left out in subsequent editions. (See:
Mashrih 2009, 33, n.1).
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Notwithstanding the classical Sufi spirit of his writings, Taha Abderrahmane
remains a philosopher whose life straddles the turn of this millennium. He
may refer to al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240), or al-Qushayri
(d. 465/1073), but the kinds of questions that he faces are not those faced by
a philosopher at the court of Nizam al-Mulk (d. 485/1092) in th century Bagh-
dad. This, it should be stressed, is no mere triviality. As the British intellectual
historian Robin George Collingwood reminds us, questions are as important in
understanding a thinker as his answers to these questions. “A body of know-

” «

ledge”, he writes, “consists not of “propositions,” “statements,” or “judgments,’
but of these together with the questions they are meant to answer ... a logic in
which the answers are attended to and the questions neglected is a false logic”
(Collingwood 1939, 36—37).

Taking this insight to heart, we ought to treat Abderrahmane’s philosophy
in light of the distinctly modern questions that animate it: the confrontation
between different cultures and value systems, critical reflection on philosoph-
ical translation, the tenets of Western modernity, the refutation of Salafism and
the politicization of Islam, and the formulation of an alternative, Islamic mod-
ernity. All of these problems belong to a modern context. Even if one were
to point out that concerns about correct philosophical translation or the con-
frontation between value systems are not limited to our age, it is undeniable
that they have become more central to a modern consciousness. Questions of
identity, authenticity, and intercultural relations take on a distinct character in
the modern world. They are treated differently in a technologically advanced
age, in which people are on the one hand more often confronted with differ-
ent ways of viewing the world, while on the other hand they experience the
pervasive universal influence of Western ideas as a rival to local views and prac-
tices.

Approaching Abderrahmane’s writings from the side of the questions that
he is trying to answer will, in the first place, shed new light on his intricately
fashioned philosophical system. However, it will accomplish more than this.
For one, putting his work in a modern context is crucial to understanding his
increasing popularity among a modern readership. Sufism has gained popular
appeal in both Eastern and Western societies and several of the most promin-
ent Arab intellectuals of the 20th century have turned to Sufism as a source of
inspiration for a modern philosophy. Looking at how Abderrahmane and other
modern philosophers have used Sufism to shape their thinking will enable us
to better understand what it is that modern readers find in Sufism that helps
them cope with the exigencies of modern life.

Finally, one should keep in mind that even though the direct aims of this
chapter are narrowly exegetical, its effect will likely exceed these bounds.
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Sufism is central to Abderrahmane’s entire philosophical project. By redefining
the role that Sufism plays within this system, the entire epistemological and
ontological apparatus that underlies his philosophy will have to move along
with it. In particular, it will be argued that the role of the individual and his
relation to society are greatly affected by the more individualistic modern con-
text in which Sufism is employed. A detailed examination of how this ought to
influence our perception of Abderrahmane’s ethical positions lies beyond the
purview of this article, but that it ought to play a significant role in our assess-
ment of his theory of ethics lies beyond doubt.

1 Abderrahmane’s Sufism

Taha Abderrahmane’s interest and involvement in Sufi practice dates back to
his youth, when his father introduced him to a local sheikh (‘Abd al-Rahman
2017, 9.00 min). He is known to follow the Budshishiyya order and has talked
in some detail about the influence that Sufism has had on his life and thought
(Battaw1 2013). This influence is palpable in his writing, both in its structure
and its content. One could point, for instance, to the way he uses the triliteral
structure of the Arabic words to conceive of different interrelated terms stem-
ming from the same roots and ascribing a special, immanent meaning to these
relations. It is evident also in his fondness for inventing tripartite classifications
to define mystical states,? in his idiosyncratic vocabulary and in his references
to Sufi learning and poetry.3

In terms of the content of his philosophical project, Abderrahmane’s Sufi
orientation leaves its mark on his analysis of reason. For Abderrahmane the
analysis of reason has been a central preoccupation from the very start of his
career as a philosopher.# Already in his doctoral thesis, written at the Sor-
bonne, we see a young thinker interested in explaining how a culturally spe-

2 This is characteristic of Sufi literature (Schimmel 1975, 13).

3 For example, Abderrahmane’s creative, idiosyncratic and therefore much-discussed trans-
lation of the Cartesian cogito with ungur tajid carries a distinct Sufi flavor as it stems from
a poem ascribed to the 13th century Andalusian Sufi Aba al-Abbas al-Mursi. (The entire
hemistich reads “look and find in you existence in its entirety”—unzur tajid fika al-wujid
bi-asrihi.) In an interview, Abderrahmane indicated that he found this line referenced in a
work by Ibn ‘Ajiba, but only after having come up with this translation himself (‘Abd al-Rahman
20134, 77—78). The title of the book referenced in a footnote as the source of Abderrahmane’s
find, namely Ibn ‘Ajiba’s Taqyidan fi Wahdat al-Wujiid, does not contain the name of the
author of this line. It is another book by Ibn ‘Ajiba that ultimately refers us to Abu al-‘Abbas
al-Mursi (Ibn ‘Ajiba 2006, 295).

4 Onseveral occasions Abderrahmane has recalled that he was spurred to study what he terms
the West’s “reason” (‘agl) following the Arab defeat in the Six Day War of 1967 in an effort to
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cific reason is formed by language (Abderrahmane 1979). In his later books,
starting with The Religious Practice and The Renewal of Reason (al-Amal al-Dint
wa-Tajdid al-Aql), published in 1989, he goes further and establishes a hierarchy
between different kinds of reason. This book is Abderrahmane’s first attempt
at articulating an alternative to two distinct ways of viewing the world: that of
the West and of modern non-/anti-Sufi Islam. As alluded to above, Abderrah-
mane associates each of these with a particular form of reason and then goes on
to propose a third kind that encompasses the other two, yet also goes beyond
them in important ways, fixing what is wrong with both.

According to the framework presented in The Religious Practice, reason is
not a single, stable entity, but a continuous activity that has different stages
of development. Abderrahmane follows Sufi doctrine by describing these dif-
ferent stages as steps in a single journey. One ascends through the different
forms of reason, starting at the lowest rungs of the ladder and climbing ever
higher with the aim of attaining a perfect form of understanding. The most
basic stage is defined by Abderrahmane as that of abstracted reason. Abstrac-
ted reason refers to the kind of demonstrative reason that he thinks is typical of
Western culture. It portrays reason as a faculty, present in each human being,
the sole purpose of which is to relate ideas and impressions to each other. This
is essentially the kind of reason associated with empirical science. It takes the
appearances at face value, as an indication of the ultimate nature of reality and
tries to give a true and exhaustive description of this reality.>

Abstracted reason offers a limited perspective on the world, according to
Abderrahmane. Try as it might, it cannot go beyond the limits of what is given
in experience. Importantly, it lacks any moral dimension. In the Western ima-
gination, man has become the measure of all things. Western philosophers have
severed the link between ethics and religion,® thereby removing any limits to
man’s practical engagement with the world, leaving it entirely up to his whims
how he decides to act. As consciousness of the deeper, meaningful dimension
of nature recedes, the world is turned into a sterile place that is only knowable
insofar as its goings-on can be brought under scientific laws. Given this out-
look, only that remains valuable which serves the needs of man. The empirical
sciences that are based on the use of abstracted reason may increase his ability
to predict and manipulate nature, but he is left without any purpose outside of
his own arbitrary will.

find out how to counter Western dominance of the Muslim world (‘Abd al-Rahman 2013, 17;
‘Abd al-Rahman 2017, 17.30 min).

5 For a definition of abstracted reason, see: ‘Abd al-Rahman 2009, 17.

6 See his more recent work for a thorough analysis of this phenomenon (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014).
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The concept of abstracted reason serves as the starting point for Abder-
rahmane’s critique of Western modernity. In fact, one may discern in Abder-
rahmane’s portrayal of the effects of abstracted reason a basically Weberian
analysis of the modern predicament. When he describes the Western outlook
as without value or meaning, he essentially refers to what Max Weber (1864—
1920) has described as the gradual process of disenchantment characteristic
of Western modernity. Like Weber, Abderrahmane considers this a sorry state
of affairs. He goes further, however. According to him, abstracted reason goes
against the essential nature of mankind. Man is essentially, he says, an ethical
creature. What distinguishes him from animals is not his capacity for reason,
but his ability to engage in ethical practice (‘Abd al-Rahman 2013, 147). Modern
Western man has become ignorant of this fact. He has put (abstracted) reason
on a pedestal, forgetting about his moral duties. This is the source of the ills of
modernity that he discusses more in his later, full-fledged critiques of Western
modernity (Ibid., 76).

One step up from abstracted reason is guided reason (al-‘aql al-musaddad).
The main difference between this form of reason and abstracted reason is that
it focuses on practice, not on theory. In following the rules contained in the
divinely revealed law, it leads man towards happiness and away from harm.”
Thus, in contrast to abstracted reason, which aims to provide a picture of
what the world is like, it guides man according to a divinely sanctioned moral
framework. Guided reason does not go against the essence of man, because it
acknowledges the central role that practice plays for a being whose essence it
is to be ethical.

Acknowledging the practical dimension of human life, guided reason has
some clear advantages over abstracted reason. It relates our actions to values
(giyam), instead of merely to our personal goals (ghayat). By turning towards
eternal values, man enters a realm of meaning. The sterile environs of abstrac-
ted reason get imbued with value, independent of man’s particular predilec-
tions. Guided reason serves as a bridge that leads man beyond the limits of
appearances, showing him the contours of the moral framework that under-
girds Creation.

Yet, guided reason also has some defects, or ills (afat) as Abderrahmane
refers to them. Living according to the rules set by the revealed law does
not necessarily require any insight into their rationale or deeper meaning. It
only requires that one abide by the superficial meaning of these rules, which

7 See for the formal definition: ‘Abd al-Rahman 2009, 58.
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may cause people to perform their religious duties in the wrong way and for
the wrong purpose. This defect of superficiality (afat al-tazahur) may cause
believers to put in only the most minimal effort necessary to comply with
Sharia, instead of dedicating one’s whole life to the worship of Allah. It may
induce them to be more interested in impressing other people with their devo-
tion, either deserved or undeserved. Or, by contrast, they may become overly
concerned with their own actions and disregard the other, as well as God’s
role in enabling them to perform these actions (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009, 79—
83).

Moreover, guided reason can lead to believers merely imitating others, in-
stead of judging for themselves what is demanded of them—which Abder-
rahmane calls afat al-taglid, or “the defect of mimicry” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009,
83—-89). This is not cured by a return to the original texts, as is presumed by
adherents of Salafism. Salafis may rely less on the example of others, but their
readings of these texts are essentially of an abstracted kind (‘Abd al-Rahman
2009, 99-100), as they pay no heed to the spiritual side of Islam. Moreover,
their approach to Islam is liable to lead to politicization (tasyis) and extrem-
ism (tatarruf’), as was demonstrated by the sometimes violent politicization of
Islam that has affected the Middle East in particular from more or less the 1970s
until this day.®

If abstracted reason is associated with Western modernity and guided reason
with the Islamic revival (al-sahwa al-islamiyya) that occurred during the sec-
ond half of the 20th century, then the third type of reason discussed by Abder-
rahmane is that of Sufi practice and it presents a correction to both.% It there-
fore presents the final stage of development; reason in its complete, perfect
form. This reason, which he dubs ‘supported, inquires into the essence of things
through engaging in the practice of divine law and going beyond the necessary
requirements of this law.!° By engaging in the kind of spiritual practice associ-
ated with supported reason, man not only inquires into the outer appearance
of how the world is—as is the case with abstracted reason, nor does he try
to determine the right kinds of actions in light of the revealed law—as with

8 It should be remembered that many strands within Salafism have demonstrated a partic-
ularly fierce animosity towards Sufism. Abderrahmane’s specific defense of Sufism against
Salafi opponents should be understood within this context (Knysh 2017, chap. 6).

9 Abderrahmane explicitly positions his work as an alternative both to Western reason and
the sahwa in the introduction to al-Amal al-Dini wa-Tajdid al-Aql (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009,
9).

10 Ibid., 121.
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guided reason. Rather, with spiritual practice man adopts a new view on the
world around him that allows him to perceive the inner essence of what sur-
rounds him. He who commits to this practical experience (al-tajriba al-hayya')
realizes that the truth addresses him in every thing he encounters, in himself
and in all of God’s creations and that all of this is suffused with a meaningful
dimension dependent on Him (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009, 128). The practitioner
moves from a mere superficial (zahir) following of the rules set by the revealed
law, to an understanding of their hidden (batin) meanings. The moral demands
placed on the believer are enlivened. Rather than being abstract dos and don’ts
they turn into aesthetic values that he can experience directly in nature (‘Abd
al-Rahman 2013c, 88-89). Faith is thus turned from an ascetic duty into a con-
tinuous, pleasurable experience of how all God’s creatures relate to Him (‘Abd
al-Rahman 20133, 19—20).

This intimate acquaintance with the essential structure of nature has impor-
tant ethical consequences. To understand why, we need to realize that Abder-
rahmane does not see actions as discrete events that allow for only one kind
of description. Actions can be performed in many different ways. They have
different dimensions, depending on the context as well as on the person who
performs the action (‘Abd al-Rahman 2013c, 81-84). Changes in these aspects
change the character of the action and it is only through a process of con-
stantly attuning oneself to new situations that man learns to be a perfect ethical
being.

This is precisely the point at which supported reason goes beyond guided
reason. Whereas both subscribe to rules laid down in the Sharia, guided reason
merely follows the letter while the supported reason implements these general
rules according to the specific personal demands of each situation. Echoing
similar arguments made by Western philosophers like Charles Taylor (b. 1931),
Paul Ricoeur (1913—2005), and Alasdair Macintyre (b. 1929),'> Abderrahmane
stresses that ethics is not to be conceived of as a system of commandments, but
as a way of being in which your actions are consonant with your personality.
One should not judge acts individually, but as part of a narrative that defines
someone’s personality ( fa-takun akhlaqg al-insan hiya qgissatuh allati tuhaddid
huwiyyatah, ‘Abd al-Rahman 2013c, 157). Consequently, the question of what
one ought to do—the question of ethics—cannot be decided on a general

11 InAbderrahmane’s rather idiosyncratic vocabulary the term hayy, which would normally
be translated as “alive,” is defined in opposition to theoretical (nazar?) and conceptual
(tasawwurt), as meaning practical (Ibid., 122, n. 41).

12 Abderrahmane in fact refers to Macintyre and Ricoeur in making this point (Abderrah-
mane 2013¢, 157, 1. 21).
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basis. It differs for each person and is particular to someone’s personality and
the particular situation that he is in. Supported reason is, essentially, a process
in which man attunes himself to the changing flow of the world (taghayyur)
and to the changing states of his own self.

More than a correction of the non-Sufi practice of Islam, supported reason
offers a position from which to criticize and correct the ills that beset the mod-
ern world. If the central problem of modernity is the way in which it rids nature
of all meaning, in other words its disenchantment, then Abderrahmane’s appeal
to supported reason can be read as a form of reenchantment. Through Sufi
practice, he claims, man learns to discern what is hidden behind the surface
of experience, which in turn allows him to reconnect to values that inhere in
nature and are not derivative of man’s personal desires. Where the modern con-
dition is characterized by a lack of certainty (‘adam al-yaqgin) and of quietude
(‘adam al-itmi’nan) supported reason alleviates this deep-felt anxiety by tak-
ing away its root causes, namely man’s estrangement from nature, ethics, and
religion (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009, 223).

2 Two Other Modern Receptions of Sufism

Abderrahmane is by no means the only contemporary Arab intellectual to have
turned to Sufism for inspiration in confronting the modern world. Having given
a brief outline of the role that Sufism plays in his philosophy we will take a
detour to see how other contemporary Arab intellectuals have benefited from
Sufi learning to defend the concept of the modern individual. The aim of this
comparison is to show, by way of examples, how Sufism has been used to shape
their ideas; what kinds of questions these writers try to answer and why Sufism
in particular has appealed to them as a traditional basis for a modern philo-
sophical outlook.

To be clear, this comparison is not meant as an assessment of who is more
in line with the Sufi tradition. The aim is to show how modern uses of Sufism
exhibit certain affinities, due to the fact that they are articulated within a shared
modern context. Far from being a stable, coherent set of teachings, the Sufi
tradition is vibrant, ever-changing, and often inconsistent. Despite at times
very vigorous opposition, it has survived through the centuries by adapting
to new circumstances, spreading the world over and fusing with local tradi-
tions. Rather than try to pinpoint a supposedly orthodox Sufism in order to
judge whether moderns are following this orthodox line or corrupting it, it is
more fruitful to regard modern intellectuals who articulate new interpretations
of Sufism as continuing the process of re-articulation and adaption. They too

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



178 VIERSEN

bring out certain aspects within the Sufi tradition, while obscuring others in
response to questions that matter to them.

Naturally, considering their shared environment, modern receptions of Su-
fism reveal certain general trends. For example, Alexander Knysh notes that
“Sufism’s modern-day advocates have tended to minimize or even deny its asso-
ciation with such “objectionable” beliefs and practices,” like “grave worship”
and “popular superstitions.” Moreover, modern interpretations of Sufism tend
to emphasize the individual aspects of mystical practice. In order to appeal to
modern sensitivities, “Sufism has become subtly “privatized”” As part of this
process of elevating Sufism above the level of the quotidian, more philosophic-
ally minded interpreters have come to “foreground its gnoseological and meta-
physical aspects,” expanding the notion of Sufism to include falsafa (Knysh
2017, 47—-48).

Privatization and intellectualization are, indeed, two aspects of the modern-
day, philosophical receptions of Sufism that will be discussed here, namely
those of Abdurrahman Badawi and Adonis. For both of them, Sufism offers
resources to analyze and critique what they see as a deficient mode of being
in modern society. In response to the superficial, positivistic worldview they
associate with modernity, they tout a new philosophy of life, centered on the
individual. Their reception of Sufiinsight reflects this orientation, as their inter-
pretations of some of its central doctrines emphasize the central role of the
individual as a source of value in an otherwise meaningless world.

2.1 Abdurrahman Badawi
Abdurrahman Badawi (1917—2002) is widely considered to be the father of exist-
entialism, if not of modern philosophy, in the Arab world. His PhD defense in
1944 at the University of Cairo was a “national event” that was covered in the
national media. None other than Taha Husayn (1889—1973) hailed it as “the birth
of modern Arab philosophy” (Di-Capua 2018, 52). Badawi’s exposure to existen-
tialism started under the tutelage of the French phenomenologist Alexandre
Koyré (1892—1964). During the latter’s stint at the University of Cairo, which
started in 1933, he introduced his students to the works of Edmund Husserl
(1859-1938) and Martin Heidegger (1889—-1976). Upon being introduced to this
new and exciting branch of philosophy, Badawi became convinced that Heide-
gger’s existentialist philosophy was the way of the future. Being Koyré’s most
promising student, he set himself the ambitious task of founding an Arab exist-
entialism that could function as the philosophical framework for a modern
Arab society.

Badawi is too intelligent and creative a thinker to be pinned down as a mere
copyist and interpreter of European existentialist philosophy. He has made ser-
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ious efforts to further develop existentialist thought. So confident was he of
his own ability to take existentialism to a higher plane that he describes his
work as complimentary to that of Heidegger (Di-Capua, 272, n. 30). Nonethe-
less, the kernel of his philosophical project is the French existentialist tradi-
tion and its introduction to the Arab world. One major question for someone
who, like Badawi, was also steeped in the Arab philosophical, theological, and
legal tradition, was how to weave existentialism together with Arab culture in
a way that would give it its own, authentically Arab character. Here, Badawi
turned to Sufism. Already as a student, Koyré had prodded him to explore
the link between existentialism and Sufism. His philosophical project during
the next decades would be to merge these two strands, Sufism and existen-
tialism, in order to create an Arab existentialism, rooted in the local tradi-
tion.

To alarge extent, this project of merging existentialism and Sufism consisted
in finding equivalent terms and ideas in Sufi and existentialist philosophy. An
excellent example of this is a talk he gave in Lebanon entitled al-Insaniyya
wa-l-Wujadiyya ft al-Fikr al-Arabr. In this talk Badawi starts out from the obser-
vation that both Sufism and existentialism are rooted in subjective existence
(al-wujud al-dhatt). In both cases, the different states in which the individual
subject may find himself are the foundation for the general categories of exist-
ence. Both therefore subscribe to the existentialist adage that existence comes
before essence (Badawi 1982, 73). Sufism, like existentialism, is a form of ana-
lysis of subjective existence. The only real existing entity is the subject. The
outer world is only derivative of this subjective existence (Ibid., 74). In light of
their shared starting point, it should not come as a surprise that Sufism and
existentialism share a number of central ideas. Badawi’s purpose in this paper
is to flesh these out. He explains, for instance, that the notion of the perfect
man (al-insan al-kamil) resembles Seren Kierkegaard’s (1813-1855) notion of
the unique or One (Ibid., 75), that the Arabic term for ego (a@niyya)—central to
existentialist thought—is of Sufi origin (Ibid., 80), and that Heidegger’s notion
of Angst resembles the Sufi idea of galag (Ibid., 88).

Through these equivalences, Badawi aims to demonstrate that Sufis have,
much earlier, explored problems similar to those that concern modern-day
existentialists. This then offers a way for gaining a sense of cultural authen-
ticity. In the eyes of Badawi’s generation, the faithful transmission of European
ideas and styles had lasted long enough. Now was the time for Arabs to find a
distinctive voice of their own. As he writes in an early work, with the revealing
title ‘The interests of the youth' (humiim al-shabab): “This time our role is to
be creators and not representatives, transmitters and guardians of (someone
else’s light)” (Di-Capua 2018, 50).
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Still, one may ask, if the Arab youth is interested in being “creators” instead
of “transmitters,” then why not do away with existentialism? As long as exist-
entialist thought remains the leitmotif of modern Arab philosophy, it may be
hard to lay claim to it as a specifically Arab frame of thought. The answer is, of
course, that Badawi’s primary allegiance is to existentialism, not Sufism. For
him, Sufism is “the starting point for our Arab existentialist school that we
would like to make our new philosophy for life and existence” (Badawi 1982,
99). The goal is “to furnish the existentialist school with roots (usu!) from our
spiritual history” (Ibid., 100).

In short, the interest in cultural authenticity is trumped by the substantive
appeal of existentialism. This is fair enough, of course, but what was it that gave
existentialism such appeal to Badawi? First of all, it must be recalled that exist-
entialism presents a forceful rejection of a previous generation of philosophers.
French existentialism arose as young French intellectuals became enthralled by
phenomenology and the existentialist writings of Heidegger, partly, because it
offered a way of going beyond the neo-Kantian positivism and Bergsonian spir-
itualism that had dominated French thought until the 1930s (Kleinberg 2005,
5-8). In this sense, the interests of the new French that turned to existential-
ism dovetailed with those of Badawi and the flourishing Arab existentialist
movement. The latter, too, were at odds with the kind of positivist, Cartesian-
ism, represented by Taha Husayn as well as the more Anglophile empiricism
propagated by someone like Ahmad Amin (1886-1954). However, they shared a
distaste for outdated mystical thinking and rigid traditionalism. The new gen-
eration to which Badawi belonged was looking for a third option.

It is not only for contrarian reasons, however, that existentialism appealed
to someone like Badawi. Particularly in its French (Sartrean) formulation, to
which Badawi tends, existentialism propagates a radical notion of freedom.
Instead of viewing man in terms of his background, he is viewed as a creature
always at liberty to change his life and himself. This ability to wrest oneself free
from the identity and circumstances that one has been saddled with explains
part of the appeal to intellectuals in the (previously) colonized part of the
world. As Yoav Di-Capua notes, the turn from a view of man in terms of fixed
racial and cultural categories to one in which man made his own identity “from
the perspective of the colonized [ ...] announced the possibility of being human
in the universal sense of the word” (Di-Capua 2018, 9). The propagation of the
self-reliant individual, moreover, has shown itself to be a powerful rallying cry
in opposition to the kind of all-powerful state that continued to rule most of
these countries, even after their erstwhile colonizers had left.

However, important as anticolonialism may have been to the intellectual
context in Egypt during the 1940’s, it would be wrong to read the appeal of
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existentialism merely through the lens of a burgeoning anti-colonial move-
ment. Existentialism presents a powerful quintessentially modern outlook in
its own right. It embodies a 20th century restatement of the romanticist dis-
illusionment with the Enlightenment ideals of rationality, universalism, and
progress. In a modern world in which “God, Reason, Society, Improvement and
the Soul are being quietly carted off,” in which “the individual is more genu-
inely frightened and alone,” existentialism offers a solution (Murdoch 1997,
223). The emphasis it places on the individual, self-reliance, and private con-
science presents an antidote to the meaninglessness that besets modern man.
Aware of the absurdity of life in a world that has lost meaning, the existentialist
presents us with a new kind of subject, one that makes his own meaning in life
by committing himself to a way of living it that is particular to him. He, in a
sense, follows the individualistic orientation of modern Western thought to its
logical conclusion, raising the individual to become the fountain of all value.

When we turn to Badawi’s dissertation, it is this central thrust of existential-
ist thought that stands out. His aim here is to distinguish two ways of being: that
of the self (dhat) and of the object (mawdu). The former is the authentic (asil)
way of being for humans and it is characterized in the first place by utter free-
dom. The object, on the other hand, behaves according to deterministic rules
that are described using what Badawi calls logical reason (al-‘ag! al-mantiqr).
Ethics ought to be determined by the tension between these two ways of being,
the free and the determined, and cannot be the preserve of logical reason.
Therefore, logical reason cannot be “the only faculty that man is able to use
to understand the reality of living being” (Badawi 1973, 148-149).

In light of this philosophical outlook, it is clear why Badawi turned to Sufism
for support. An alternative to sterile determinism, emphasis on individual
experience, and the conclusion that logical reason alone cannot reveal all of
what matters to human beings, a kernel of all these ideas can be found in some
way or other within the Sufi tradition. Turning to Adonis, we will see that sim-
ilar elements attracted him to Sufism, even though he uses them differently.

2.2 Adonis

Though not himself a Sufi, the well-known Syrian-Arab poet Adonis, born as
Ali Ahmad Said Esber (b. 1930), has drawn inspiration from the Sufi tradi-
tion in formulating his own revolutionary, aesthetic, and humanist outlook.
Adonis comes to Sufism from a poetic angle and his appreciation of it remains
of a rather aesthetic kind. He views Sufis, for instance, as the forerunners of
prose poetry, a form of poetry that he has championed since the 1950’s as a
modern alternative to the regimented classical style. According to him, prose
poetry allows for the expression of important truths that neither regular speech
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nor highly stylized and regimented classical poetry is able to convey. This was
acknowledged long ago by Sufi poets, who used it to give expression to mystic-
ally induced insights in forms that go beyond socially accepted schemas.

A similarly aesthetic and anti-conventional bent is evident in Adonis’s per-
ception of Sufism as a forerunner of surrealism. Like the surrealists, Sufis look
on “existence as something mysterious” (Adonis 2013, 44) rather than as a world
of the logical contradictions that “constitute the apparel of social conservat-
ism” (Ibid., 73). Sufi aesthetic sense “rests on contradictions” (Ibid. 120) and it is
these contradictions that push the artist to go continuously forward, to renew
himself constantly using figurative language. God, according to Sufis, is not an
entity distinct from existence, but is part of this world. He is a “continuous mys-
tery” and therefore to know him requires “continuous revelation” of a symbolic,
aesthetic kind (Ibid., 119). Like the surrealists, Sufis regard imagination as carry-
ing man beyond the realm of logical consistency, beyond “material or natural
reality” (Ibid., 134). Both reject the modern scientific treatment of “existence
as a problem that must have a solution” that is deduced through reason and
logic and aims at “exerting control over existence” (Ibid., 44). They rather look
to the unconscious as offering a route to truth. “The states of Sufism,” accord-
ing to Adonis, “do not actually depend on proof but on seeing and taste and
occur when a person is not conscious” (Ibid., 106). In Adonis’s view of Sufism,
it is the delirium produced by the experience of divine love that allows man to
experience true reality.

As is the case for Badawi’s existentialist Sufism, Adonisian Sufism is highly
individualistic. It encourages the individual to look for truth through personal
experience (tajriba shakhsiyya) (Adunis 20164, 137). Instead of searching for
truth outside of himself, the Sufi “becomes the source of knowledge” (Adunis
2016b,108). This quest for individuality and the need to break with conventions,
to constantly renew oneself, to quarrel with the powers that be, in order to get
at the truth and strive for justice, is where we see another strand in Adonis’s
thought rear its head, namely his advocacy for revolution. He views Sufis as
not only breaking with “traditional aestheticism” (Adonis 2013, 16) but also as
forming a subversive answer to the rigid laws of mainstream Islamic society.
Sufism is presented by Adonis as a bastion of freethinking, inspired by a small
group of creative individuals who thrived on going against the grain. Noting
the aversion to Sufism of thinkers like Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) and al-Shafi‘
(d. 204/820), whom Adonis associates with traditionalist, conservative Islam,
he interprets their disparagement as a form of praise. Somewhat ironically, he
therefore agrees with Ibn Taymiyya's assessment that “Sufism is worshipping
God without following orders or laws” (Ibid. 15).
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2.3 Some Remarks on Badawi and Adonis

Clearly, Adonis is attracted to some of the same features of Sufism that Badawi
brought out in his existentialist reading of Sufi heritage. Both espouse a decid-
edly humanist Sufism in which the individual takes pride of place. Whether
it is Adonis’s artistic genius, or Badawi’s self-reliant, authentic subject, the
individual is the original locus of rights, values, and freedom. Moreover, their
Sufism is highly secularized. Its Islamic pedigree is acknowledged, but the val-
ues and ideas they distill from it have a universal, non-religious claim. This is
apparent in the parallels they draw between Sufism and existentialism and sur-
realism, respectively. They approach Sufism as a holistic philosophy of life. In
their eyes it forms a more or less coherent, metaphysically substantiated world-
view. Even where they may flirt with its ‘irrational’ sides—Adonis is particularly
fond of this—the intention is not to advocate forms of magic or anything else
that would fly in the face of a scientific worldview. Rather, the irrational is celeb-
rated in its romantic guise as that which lies beyond the realm of science, that
which is not discursive and which can only be “derived from experience/taste”
and finds its sole expression in art.

For the most part, these cursory observations confirm the points made
by Knysh about modern-day receptions of Sufism. Its private dimension is
emphasized at the expense of its public manifestations. Its coherent metaphys-
ical underpinnings are brought out to give it an air of philosophy, while its
inconsistencies and anti-scientific aspects are pushed aside. Yet, their similarit-
ies go deeper than a mere playing into modern secular and scientific sensibilit-
ies. There is a more fundamental reason why these two authors turn to Sufism.
They clearly subscribe to a form of humanist individualism and they see this
embodied in Sufism. Their humanism, however, is not that of the 16th century
confidence in the independent use of human reason. Nor is it the kind of sec-
ular humanism that arose as a neutralizer of religious conflict in Europe one
century later. Their individualism, rather, is forced upon them. It is born out of
the Romantic anxiety that—in an ever more rationalized world, in which all
happenings tend to be reduced to fundamental physics, in which governments
grow increasingly powerful, and globalizing forces crowd out local identities—
man’s link to nature, to meaning, to God has become unhinged. In order to
continue to feel at home in the world, the modern individual requires a new
way of relating to it.

Iris Murdoch (1919-1999) has observed that 2oth century literature produced
two kinds of novels that rise to the task of fulfilling this demand: the existen-
tialist and the mystical novel. The former, she writes, “shows us freedom and
virtue as the assertion of will.” It presents the reader with a figure with the
“lonely brave man,” someone who is deeply critical of society, a godless adven-
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turer (Murdoch 1997, 225). This character epitomizes the kind of individualism
that is the “natural mode of being of the capitalist era” (Ibid., 224). Capitalism,
modern science, and democracy require an ethic that sees man as an individual
who moves freely and makes his own decisions, an ethic reflected in the Prot-
estant picture of man as being endowed with a free conscience, not enslaved
to authority.!® This picture of a free individual did not in itself imply a form
of existential anxiety, that is, not as long as his trust in God, Reason, and Soci-
ety was maintained. It was only during the 19th century, when his confidence
in these father figures of the Enlightenment began to slacken, that the modern
individual was confronted with the fact that the only thing he could fall back on
for comfort was the curious entity put at the center of modern society: himself.
Modern man now “finds his religious and metaphysical background so impov-
erished that he is in some danger of being left with nothing of inherent value
except will-power itself” (Ibid., 224).

The mystical novel finds itself confronted with a similar kind of anxiety, but
it seeks a different solution to it. Instead of grappling with an individual who
might do anything, the mystical novel “shows us freedom and virtue as under-
standing, or obedience to the Good.” Man is pictured as divided “between a
fallen nature and a spiritual world” (Murdoch 1997, 225). The mystic has lost
his confidence in the traditional structures of religion, but does not want to let
go of religion as an idea. Mystics are also individuals, but not in the sense that
they are radically free to do whatever they want. Rather, they are free to invent
their own religious imagery. They are, more often than not, artists.

Although these labels are not a neat fit with either Badawi or Adonis—
such broad categorizations hardly ever are—Murdoch’s categorization offers
us an interesting way of tracing their philosophical projects. Both are con-
cerned about the position of man in the modern world. They fret about the
relationship between the individual and an overpowering force, whether in the
concrete form of an oppressive government, or the more ephemeral garb of a
world without moral bearings. In response to this anxiety, both turn towards
the individual.

Their different orientations are reflected in their views on Sufism. Yet, where-
as Sufism, for Badawi, is a tradition that has committed itself to understanding
man’s existential condition and emphasizing his freedom, for Adonis, it is not
only an analytical tool, but also a source of inspiration. He views mystical exper-
ience as akin to the kind of aesthetic experience that opens up new vistas of

13 For a more detailed description of the origins of modern individualism see: Taylor 1991,
chap. 11; Guignon 2004, chap. 3; Taylor 1989, pt. I1; Macintyre 2013, chap. 3.
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what lies beyond the materialistic universe. It opens up a world of meaning
that man ought to explore in endlessly creative ways. Murdoch describes the
mystic as someone wanting “to invent new religious imagery (or twist old reli-
gious imagery) in an empty situation” (Ibid. 226). As a description of Adonis’s
ambition as a poet this is quite accurate.

The flipside of their shared focus on the individual is a deeply felt anxiety,
particularly pronounced in Adonis’s account, about the equalizing power of
society. The individual human being is oppressed by the power of the majority.
Tradition, which functions as a tool to suppress the revolutionary sentiment, is
used to prohibit innovation and outlaw anyone who dares to express his indi-
vidual nature and do things differently.

It is not hard to see why modern intellectuals would turn to Sufism. Islamic
mysticism has a history of exploring the internal human experience. Moreover,
one can see why its ascetic, solipsistic strands would lend themselves to a
defense of the private sphere against the generalizing tendencies of the pub-
lic. Within the Islamic tradition, Sufism is eminently suited for articulating the
kind of individualistic worldviews espoused by Badawi and Adonis using a clas-
sical vocabulary.

This, however, should not mislead us into thinking that these intellectuals
present no more than a restatement of ancient insight into the nature of the
self. It may be, as Talal Asad (b. 1932) argues, a “mistaken assumption that mod-
ernity introduced subjective interiority into Islam.” But it would equally be a
mistake to deduce from this that modern receptions do not add anything new
to the Sufi idea of the individual subject. Modernity does, after all, introduce
“a new kind of subjectivity, one that is appropriate to ethical autonomy and
aesthetic self-invention—a concept of “the subject” that has a new grammar”
(Asad 2003, 225).

This, indeed, is what we see in Badawi and Adonis. In their thinking, the
self-fashioning individual takes pride of place. He becomes the locus of mean-
ing in a disenchanted world. Sufism, with its appeal to the non-materialistic,
non-scientific dimensions of human experience, fits this project. It presents
a tradition, internal to Islam, that appears to support more recent critiques of
modernity. In reading Sufism from this point of view, its vocabulary is redefined
to fit a particular idea of the individual. From a tradition that teaches “that
one’s ultimate fulfillment lies in transcending one’s self,” Sufism on these mod-
ern readings is recast so as to undergird “a new relation to the ground of one’s
being” (Loutfy and Berguno 2005, 152).
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2.4 Comparing Abderrahmane with Badawi and Adonis

At first blush, it would seem a long shot to find any convergence between
Abderrahmane and two intellectuals who differ as much from him as Badawi
and Adonis. They represent the very things that Abderrahmane is against.
Since the earliest publication he has explicitly opposed the Badawi’s exist-
entialist philosophy as an unwarranted introduction of ontological thinking
to the Arab tradition (Abderrahmane 1979, 172). Meanwhile, Adonis’s radic-
ally secular worldview is hardly likely to count on Abderrahmane’s endorse-
ment.

Some clear points of contention stand out. Obviously, Abderrahmane’s phi-
losophy does not evince the same humanist orientation. He views humanism
as an ideology, rooted in abstracted reason, that severs the link between ethics
and religion. It puts man instead of God at the center of creation and thereby
licenses him to do with the world as he sees fit. His idea of ‘supported reason’
is meant as an antidote to such presumptuousness. It allows man to become
aware of the meaning that suffuses all of creation and how each and every one
of its creatures has its own rightful place in it and thereby transforms man from
a ruler in his own right to a viceroy for God on earth. This conceptualization
of man’s role as God’s ‘trustee’ is central to Abderrahmane’s ethical project,
which has been summarized by Mohammed Hashas in terms of the ‘trustee-
ship paradigm’ (Hashas 2015, 102).

For this reason, Abderrahmane’s Sufi outlook is also self-consciously reli-
gious. The kind of mystical experience that he describes is only possible within
areligious (and specifically an Islamic) framework. Supported reason, after all,
is the final stage within a progressive development of reason that includes the
observance of the rules laid down by the Sharia. This is not the case for Badawi,
who views the existentialist insight of Sufism as equivalent to that of a Christian
thinker like Kierkegaard, and certainly not for Adonis, who on many occasions
has given vent to his dislike for any form of organized religion.

Because Abderrahmane views Sufism as a practice rooted in Sharia he is also
not interested in finding equivalences between Sufism and modern intellectual
movements, like existentialism or surrealism. The kind of mystical experience
achieved in Islam is of a very special kind. It is not merely one instantiation
of an insight into the human condition that can be achieved through differ-
ent means. Relatedly, he also puts greater emphasis on Sufi practice. Where
Badawi and Adonis emphasize the philosophical and perhaps the artistic side
of Sufism, they are not very much concerned with the relationship between its
more abstract worldview and the observance of either Sharia or of practices
associated particularly with Sufism. What it comes down to is that Badawi and
Adonis approach Sufism from the outside, as intellectuals with a philosoph-
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ical project. Abderrahmane, however, approaches Sufism from the inside, as a
practitioner who is convinced that its teachings hold the key to unlocking man’s
moral essence.

Notwithstanding their differences, there is one crucial thread that runs through
and motivates all of the modern interpretations of Sufism discussed here.
Whether in the existentialist appeal to the radical freedom of the individual
person, or the ability of the poetic genius to find meaning outside the sterile
confines of scientific discourse, or the Sufi path to experience the hidden
essence of God’s creation, each has turned to Sufism as an antidote to what they
perceive to be the nefarious effects wrought on Arab society by Western mod-
ernity and by an overly rigid, impersonal interpretation of Islam. Existentialism
is, as noted earlier by Murdoch, “the child of the Romantic movement.” It both
squares with the individualist ethic of a capitalist, democratic society and at
the same time it offers a defense against the anti-individualistic tendencies of
the bureaucratic state and the deterministic claims of modern science. Sim-
ilarly, Adonis’s aesthetic-secular mysticism stresses the role of the individual
as a bastion against the positivistic generality proclaimed by scientists and the
oppressive force of both the state and the masses. Both are critical of modern-
ity in a way that is reminiscent of Abderrahmane, who chides the abstracted
reason for causing the kind of juridification and bureaucratization that char-
acterizes modern society,!* as well as the marginalization of human values due
to the dominance of what he terms the “techno-scientific order” (al-nizam al-
‘Umi al-tigni) (Ibid. chap. 6).

This critical stance vis-a-vis the excesses of modernity also underlies a
shared fascination with Sufi attempts at articulating what lies beyond logic.
When Badawi critiques the sole reliance on “logical reason” found in many
Western thinkers, or when Adonis rejects Western technology/progress (tign-
iyya/taqaddum), because it is incapable of going beyond the bounds of the
empirical, of what is visible on the outside (zahir), they follow in the foot-
steps of a Romantic tradition of modernity critique. In doing so, neither of
them is very far off from Abderrahmane’s fundamental criticism of Western
society that has made the quest for the spiritual subservient to that of mater-
ial progress, and that the modern man requires a way of reconnecting with
what lies beyond empirical reality (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 17). For example,
when Adonis avers that, while the East may lack this technology, it has pre-

14  See the section on the modern defect of ossification (afat al-tajmid) (‘Abd al-Rahman
2013¢, 78-79).
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served a conception of what lies beyond appearances (batin) (Adinis 2014,
283), he is quite in tune with a central line of argument in Abderrahmane’s
works.

Despite the common aversion to the excesses of modernity, none of these
thinkers wants to abolish it altogether. Theirs is not an illogical, anti-rational
critique, but a corrective model for an alternative modernity. None of them is
persuaded by a worldview that clearly opposes modern science. Badawi and
Adonis both want to make room for the non-rational to function side by side
with what Badawi calls logical reason. As to Abderrahmane, he is at pains to
demonstrate that supported reason is not an alternative to logical reason, but
instead represents the most rational form of reason (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009,
223). This would appear to confirm the tendency among modern interpreters of
Sufism to downplay the magical strands in the Sufi tradition in favor of present-
ing it as a holistic philosophy of life.

Their rejection of the magical does not mean, however, that these writers
have ruled out any form of worldly enchantment. Harking back to the category
of the modern mystic introduced by Iris Murdoch, the projects of Abderrah-
mane and Adonis can, in their own particular way, be described as projects
of reenchantment. As radically opposed as they may be on many points, their
basic intuition is the same. They see a modern world, devoid of meaning, which
they wish to enliven, one through his art, the other through mystical practice.'®

A further question is whether the fact that Abderrahmane shares a target with
Badawi and Adonis similarly affects the way he confronts the challenge of mod-
ernity. We have seen that Badawi and Adonis, in their own way, give voice
to a modern subjectivity that Talal Asad judges to be “appropriate to ethical
autonomy and aesthetic self-invention.” In addition, this new, individualistic
ethic could be understood as connected to the modern condition, since it
provides a new basis for ethics in a disenchanted world that is mainly governed
by institutions that favor individualism. The question is whether this is also the
case for Abderrahamne. Do we find a similar form of ethical autonomy and aes-
thetic self-invention in his philosophy?

At first glance, it would seem obvious that this question should be answered
in the negative. If anything, Abderrahmane’s main arguments are targeted at
individualistic conceptions of ethics. He argues forcefully against the kind of

15  Itisperhapsnot entirely coincidental that Abderrahmane’s first ambition was to become a
poet. He views poetry as the vehicle par excellence for conveying what cannot be expressed
in regular speech.
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individualism ( fardaniyya) typical of Western modernity. He claims, further-
more, that this is not a necessary component of modernity and that we should
therefore try to conceive of an alternative form that does not depend on this
idea (‘Abd al-Rahman 2013b, 62). Society should not be built on the abstrac-
ted individual, but proceed from the fact that people are all connected to each
other as human beings under one God. For similar reasons, he has been critical
of the sheer idea that one should think of one’s action as being one’s own and
not ultimately dependent on the will of God, as this is apt to cause an undue
regard for the self and contempt for the other (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009, 82—-83).

Moreover, Abderrahmane’s ethics is anchored in Sharia. Unlike Badawi or
Adonis, who hail the individual as the modern fount of value, he is adamant in
his claim that any ethics should start from Scripture. Putting it in the strongest
possible terms, he claims that “there is no religion without ethics and no eth-
ics without religion” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2013c, 52). Being so intimately connected
to religion, it would seem that this leaves little room for fashioning a personal
ethic.

Yet, there is also another side to Abderrahmane’s philosophy, one that is
more personal and, in its own way, emphasizes the role of the individual. The
spiritual journey he proposes is centered on the self. Attunement with nature
is gained through knowing yourself, your states, and how they relate to both
Scripture and the particular situation in which you find yourself at any given
moment. In contrast, the genuinely impersonal ethic is represented by guided
reason. The mainstream modern practice of Islam is deficient, according to
Abderrahmane, because it does not spare any room for a personal connection
that binds man to God.

One may, of course, point out that this personal dimension is hardly new to
Sufism. From the very start it has represented a strand within Islam that was
focused on establishing a stronger, more personal bond between the believer
and the Divine. Considered in this light, what is so very new or especially mod-
ern about Abderrahmane’s approach to Islam?

Following Collingwood’s logic of question-and-answer, one of the things that
this paper has tried to show is that, in assessing Abderrahmane, we need to take
into account what he says—the answers—together with why he says it—the
questions. Especially when looking at how an author self-consciously relates to
a particular tradition, we cannot content ourselves with pointing out isolated
resemblances, because these resemblances only make sense within a particular
context. Sure enough, Sufism lends itself to modern articulations of individu-
alism. The reason for this is that this tradition has grappled with a pervasive,
age-old philosophical problem. Man is a conscious being, endowed with a body
that moves and acts in a world of objects and other beings that are (presum-
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ably) similarly conscious of their own existence. This basic condition throws
up innumerable questions, which Buddhist monks, Sufi sheikhs, and 21st cen-
tury cognitive scientists have all tried to answer in their own way. The mere
fact that they have all grappled with similar problems, however, does not mean
that the questions that they have posed and the answers that they have given
are entirely commensurable. The kind of question you ask will always depend
on your background assumptions. The context that gave rise to questions about
the self a thousand years ago is unlike the one that governs the imagination of
contemporary scientists, intellectuals, or artists. As we saw, Badawi and Adonis
both turned to Sufi texts, but the views that they distilled from them had a
decidedly modern ring to them, because they use old ideas to answer new ques-
tions.

Similarly, we should acknowledge the different role that the individual plays
within a philosophy like Abderrahmane’s. The Sufi’s stated goal of getting closer
to Allah may not have changed very much, but the impetus for this mystical
journey in a modern context is different and much more urgent. The mystical
path is now meant to fend off the encroaching meaninglessness that besets
modern man. Given the exigencies of modern life, which make it harder and
harder for Muslims to lead a virtuous life, the need for the more exacting prac-
tice and the qualitatively deeper religious experience offered by Sufism has
become greater (‘Abd al-Rahman 2009, 154-155). As a consequence, the mys-
tic’s path is no longer optional, but necessary. Without it, society is likely to
fall into the kind of moral void associated with the West or the submissive and
superficial obeisance that Abderrahmane sees in the modern-day practice of
Islam.

This central fact influences the character of Abderrahmane’s appeal to Su-
fism. The self is no longer a sphere for spiritual exploration and ethical training,
but a necessary link in a process that brings out the meaningful structure inher-
ent in nature. Value may not be dependent on him in the sense of being con-
structed by him—as would be the case for the existentialist. However, nature
is dependent on human reason for it to be recognized. Only humans are essen-
tially ethical beings. Only a human being who has developed his aesthetic sense
through worship of God is able to recognize value in nature and take care of it
as befits a worthy trustee.

The indispensability of the Sufi path, moreover, implies a democratization of
Sufism. No longer can Sufism be thought of as merely a strand within Islam. It
is now the only way in which one can practice Islam in its true form. By implic-
ation, it cannot be the preserve of an elite. It must be open to all. Together
with its democratization, Sufi practice in this context acquires a more mundane
focus. The goal is no longer merely to put man at ease in this world, or to reach
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beatitude in the next. Once Sufism is used to argue for an alternative mod-
ernity, it becomes a tool for social critique as well as a source of inspiration
for social improvement. Abderrahmane’s trusteeship paradigm consciously
engages with this world and tries to change and preserve it. It cannot afford
to be quietist and it is no wonder, then, that Abderrahmane explicitly rejects
claims that Sufism is an essentially quietist strand of mysticism (Ibid., 175).

There is another way in which the modern context affects Abderrahmane’s
philosophy. As was mentioned earlier, the kind of freedom that gives rise
to modern anxiety is not only of the metaphysical sort, i.e. the result of a
deterministic and meaningless view of nature. It also results from more con-
crete forms of oppression. Both the much-enlarged ability of the nation state
with its powerful bureaucracy and the everyday oppression of the individual
through the greater role of public opinion cause modern intellectuals to be
more sensitive to issues surrounding the relation of the individual to society,
like liberty, autonomy, and personal authenticity. Existentialism is exemplary
in this regard, with its call for radical freedom and individual authenticity as a
means to confront the tyranny of public opinion, as are Adonis’s concerns for
the revolutionary qualities of Sufism and his touting of the creative artist who
opposes tradition.

Though Abderrahmane lacks Adonis’s revolutionary vigor, he is aware of this
threat. This is particularly evident when he discusses the problems associated
with guided reason. Although he commends guided reason for following an
Islamic moral framework, he also chides it for its tendency to breed blind imit-
ation of authorities or tradition, as well as superficiality in performing one’s
religious duties. Once the individual believer himself becomes aware of the
hidden meanings that have heretofore remained uncovered, he will realize the
sense of what God commands and once he realizes this, he will no longer need
to heed the interpretations of others to do what is right and refrain from what is
forbidden. In other words, Abderrahmane recognizes the problems associated
with the strained modern relationship between the individual and society. He
feels the need for an autonomous individual who can withstand the pressures
of society, and here too he thinks Sufism offers a solution. Like his contempor-
aries, he turns to the autonomous, authentic individual. Yet this autonomous
individual is not the outcome of an existentialist’s radical choice, or an act of
aesthetic self-creation. Rather, he is a trustee of God who performs this role by
devoting his life to a mystical practice.
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Conclusion

This chapter was written with the intention of exploring how Taha Abderrah-
mane’s Sufi advances are not only an integral part of the Sufi tradition, but
also a reaction to a modern context with its own set of problems. Be that as
it may, the questions that this chapter raises go beyond this mere exegetical
concern. The modern Sufism employed by Abderrahmane reserves a central
role for the individual practitioner. This recognizably modern element carries
with it a host of ethical, social, and political implications. After all, concep-
tions of the self obviously hang together with conceptions of freedom, which
in turn affect the scope for social and political cooperation. What this will
mean in detail for the ethics implied by Abderrahmane’s philosophical pro-
jectis a question that requires more detailed and extensive study. This chapter
can be read as its prolegomenon. For, in order to assess the question of Abder-
rahmane’s ethics, we first need to acknowledge the modern sensibilities that
influence his ideas and allow him to speak to the moral concerns of the mod-
ern reader.
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The Anthropology of Islam in Light of the
Trusteeship Paradigm

Amin El-Yousfi

Introduction

In order to explain the world that they study and propose hypotheses on,
anthropologists and sociologists are able to develop concepts and theories in
their own rights that might turn into new philosophical trends. They might
also work with philosophers’ concepts and theories. Clifford Geertz (1926—
2006) developed his main concept in cultural anthropology, “thick description,”
from Gilbert Ryle’s (1900-1976) ordinary language philosophy, and the concept
of “family resemblances” from Ludwig Wittgenstein's (1889—1951). Pierre Bour-
dieu (1930—2002) was tremendously influenced by the philosopher of science
Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962), particularly by his idea of “epistemological ob-
stacle” in The Formation of the Scientific Mind (1938). Likewise, Talal Asad (b.
1932) has developed “the idea of an anthropology of Islam” (1986) based on
Alasdair Maclntyre’s (b. 1929) understanding of tradition and virtue and on
Michel Foucault’s (1926-1984) definition of power and discourse.

The latter example is interesting in many regards, primarily because Asad,
who has deconstructed the abstract category of “religion” (1993) as so deeply
indebted to protestant theological emphasis on the inner life of believers, is
apparently drawing his analytical framework to study Islam and Muslim prac-
tice on ideas, discourses and ontologies outside the realm of Islam as a discurs-
ive tradition. This is not to insinuate, as I will show in this chapter, the need
to “be a Muslim” in order to study the Muslim subject or to refuse resourcing
the anthropological analysis in traditions other than Islam. Rather, it is to show
how neglecting Islam at the level of analysis can downplay important and cru-
cial aspects of the reality of faith—particularly the modalities of Muslim-God
relationship.

In this chapter, through Taha Abderrahmane’s “Trusteeship Philosophy”
which is rooted in the Quranic idea of trust (amana)! that bonds the divine

1 Quran (33:72): “innd ‘aradnd al-amanata ‘ala al-samawati wa-l-ard, fa-abayna an yahmilnaha
wa-ashfaqna minha, wa-hamalaha l-insan, innahu kana zaliman jahula” (We offered the Trust
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and the human (see Hashas 2019, 209—233), I intend to reread Asad’s anthro-
pology of Islam and analyse anthropological works categorised as belonging
to the “ethical turn” (Fassin 2014), called also “piety turn” (Osella and Soares
2009), which is focused on moral subjects and their subjectivities, particu-
larly Saba Mahmood’s (1962—2018) Politics of Piety (2005). Interestingly, this
attempt does not contradict Talal Asad’s view of what seems to be the main
characteristic of modern anthropology, that is, “the comparison of embed-
ded concepts (representations) between societies differently located in time or
space” (Asad 1993, 17). I agree with Joel Robbins on his observation that “theo-
logians might well feel mocked by anthropologists’ ability to easily discover
and prove lived differences” (Robbins 2006, 288), but I do not think Abder-
rahmane’s philosophy? does neglect the diversity of Muslims’ practices and
worldviews. It, rather, acknowledges their “aspiration to coherence” (Moumtaz
2015) in their relationship with God to different degrees and at different stages
of their life.

After showing some of the similarities between the two intellectual projects,
and looking beyond the Asadian understanding of orthodoxy as a relationship
to power—a discussion of which could be the subject of another article—,
I will scrutinize the concept of “discursive tradition” that has produced an
“ethical turn” in—and beyond—the discipline of anthropology in the sense
of focusing on ethical self-making (see Fassin 2014; Katz 2015). And, through
Abderrahmane’s “trusteeship paradigm,” I will question Asad and Mahmood’s
use of MacIntyre’s Aristotelian philosophy by unpacking the notion of the “cor-
rect model” or “apt performance” that Asad uses in his conceptualisation as a
way to explain what Muslims seek to achieve in order to have ethical coherence.

My choice of the Asadian framework does not stem from a will to promote
his conceptualisation that is already aggrandised, but rather to demonstrate
the gaps in its philosophical roots that have led to downplay important aspects
of the reality of Muslim faith in various anthropological studies. Therefore, this
article is not addressed only to the Asadian conceptualisation, but also to all
the following works that are based and focused on ethical self-making (e.g.

to the heavens, the earth, and the mountains, yet they refused to undertake it and were afraid
of it; mankind undertook it—they have always been inept and foolish). In this chapter, I use
Mohammad Abdel Haleem’s translation (2004).

2 Although I am discussing in this article Taha Abderrahmane’s philosophy, he cannot be cat-
egorised according to the Western categorisation of disciplines. Abderrahmane is a philo-
sopher, a logician and a theologian (not in the Christian sense) at the same time; he is an
Islamic scholar, and not only a Muslim scholar, i.e. he builds his scholarship from within an
Islamic discursivity rooted in a doctrine, a language, and an epistemology.
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Mahmood 2005; Hirshkind 2006; Agrama 2010; Jouili 2015), many of which
belong to the anthropology of piety. Moreover, this article acts as an introduc-
tion to a philosophical discussion that is sorely lacking within the ethnographic
debate between the proponents of the “ethical turn” and those calling to focus
on the “everyday”

1 Trajectorial Similarities

Before starting our conceptual analysis of the Asadian “discursive tradition”
and how Abderrahmane’s “trusteeship paradigm” could help to develop, and
even adjust, various aspects of this concept, it is important to briefly outline
the background of both intellectuals, particularly the moments that represen-
ted a political awakening for each of them, moments which explain a lot of the
similarities in their intellectual trajectories; what might seem a coincidence is
in reality an intellectual choice rooted in a strong critique of modernity and its
colonial secular origin.

Without doubt, the year 1968 is historically distinct, after which the face
of anthropology started to change. The big rise of revolutionary movements
around the world, the access of European working-class children to the uni-
versity, and the independence of numerous countries from European colo-
nialism led many scholars to question the status quo: modernity. Back then,
“ethnography [was] in the midst of a political and epistemological crisis” (Clif-
ford and Marcus 1986, 1), and a new era of young anthropologists started to
go beyond the Straussian structuralism and to challenge the dichotomy mod-
ern/traditional to talk about the end of modernity and the emergence of the
postmodern.

But before that, the 1967 War known as the Six-Day War, represented a crit-
ical juncture in the life of many Muslim scholars who were students back then.
Among them are the Pakistani-American anthropologist Talal Asad and the
Moroccan philosopher Taha Abderrahmane. In addition to his bright intellec-
tual lineage—his father was Muhammad Asad (born Leopold Weiss, d. 1948),
the famous Muslim intellectual and ambassador—, Talal Asad was marked
enormously by the 1967 war that he describes as “traumatic (...) in the sense
that [he] couldn’t understand the reaction of so many people in Britain: a kind
of exaltation on the part of the British which [he] thought was inexplicable to
[him]” (Asad 2008). In a more engaged way, Taha Abderrahmane, while study-
ing at the university, was extremely shocked and disappointed by the humiliat-
ing defeat of the Arab armies (‘Abd al-Rahman 2015; see also Hashas 2015; 2019;
Bevers 2017). This event pushed him to stop writing poetry and learn Western
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languages (French, German, English, Latin and Ancient Greek) as necessary
tools to focus on philosophy, particularly logic, in order to study the power of
‘reason’ and to know the reasons behind the failure of the Arab-Islamic reason.3

Although disciplinarily different, there are various similarities between Asad
and Abderrahmane’s works and the way in which they are both conceived and
received. First, it is interesting how both Abderrahmane and Asad challenge
the Western idea of the oblivion of the divine (insa’ or tansiyya), one from a
philosophical angle that points out the fallacy of “abstract reason’, the other
from an anthropological angle that deconstructs the orientalist way of look-
ing at Muslims as actors who do not speak, do not think, and only behave (Asad
1986, 8). Second, both works engage with the Western canon in a postcolonial
way. While Abderrahmane intends to displace the focus on Western philosophy
as the sole valid one, towards dusting off the Islamic tradition which is able,
according to him, to propose an alternative modernity, different from the “real-
ity of modernity,” based on the “spirit of modernity” (2006), Asad develops
his concept of discursive tradition by deconstructing the conceptual evidences
that constitute the pillars of the discipline of anthropology in its colonial con-
struction meant to justify colonial domination. Finally, both approaches are
criticized, to a large extent by some scholars with a secular liberal affinity,
mainly because of their focus on ethics/piety and positioning it in opposition
to liberal and secular notions about the state and the self. For example, Sindre
Bangstead (2009; 2011) rejects fiercely, in the works of Asadian scholars such as
Saba Mahmood, the emphasis on “piety” as a “radical alterity” in opposition to
the Western secular ideal. He rejects also the conflation of secularism and lib-
eralism in a similar way to Hadi Enayat (2017, 92) who accuses Asadian scholars
of “essentialising secularism” in the sense of committing the “genetic fallacy” to
consider liberalism and secularism as essentially Western ideologies.

3 For almost the same reasons, another Moroccan philosopher, Mohammed Abed al-Jabri had
the same objective, and ended up classifying the Arab-Muslim reason into: al-‘ag! al-burhant
(deductive reason), al-‘aql al-bayant (rhetorical reason) and al-‘aql al-irfant (mystic reason)
(al-Jabri1982;1986). Abderrahmane criticises this categorisation in al- Amal al-Dint wa-Tajdid
al-Aql (Religious Practice and the Renewal of Reason) (1997) and classifies reason into three
types: al-‘aql al-mujarrad (abstract reason), al-aql al-musaddad (directed reason), and al-
‘aql al-mwayyad (supported reason) that encompasses both previous ones. Later, in his book
al-Lisan wa-[-Mizan (Language and Balance), he talks about al-takawthur al-‘aqlt (the trans-
formative reproduction of reason), pointing out the unlimited types of reasons.
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2 The Asadian Anthropology of Islam

In recent years, there has been an increasing interest in the Asadian “anthro-
pology of Islam” (see Anjum 2007, Bowen 2012, Moumtaz 2015, Grewal 2016,
Mahmood and Landry 2017; also interviews with Asad: Ahmad 2015, Igbal 2017,
Anjum 2018). An important reason behind this interest is its strong critique
of orientalist approaches that essentialise Islam (Said 1978), its ability to ques-
tion the concepts and dichotomies used by Western anthropologists to study
Muslims, the centrality it gives to questioning the anthropologist’s positionality
and preliminary prejudices, and the way it fosters the emic perspective start-
ing from the subjects’ worldview. One might argue that many anthropologists
before Asad would consider these principles as prerequisites before any anthro-
pological study, but Asad is the first one who has tried to make them coherent
with the study of Islam. It is true that Abdul Hamid El-Zein has attempted to
conceptualise an anthropology of Islam in his article “Beyond Ideology and
Theology: The Search for the Anthropology of Islam” (1977), but he ended up,*
according to Asad, recognising a multiplicity of Islams, i.e. not recognising
Islam as an analytical category (Asad 1986, 2).

Asad’s aim in his acclaimed article “The idea of an anthropology of Islam”
(1989) was to make the indigenous discourse vocal and to reject the pater-
nalist/colonial viewpoint wherein Muslim subjects do not speak, do not think,
and only behave. By introducing the concept of “tradition”, Asad challenges
both the structuralist prejudice derived from Ferdinand Tonnies’s dichotomy
Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft (community/society) and promoted by Gellner,
wherein Muslim practices are first and foremost the result of a structure, and
the ontological materialist prejudice wherein change in Muslim societies is the
outcome of the position of the actors only.

In his seminal article, Asad develops the idea to study Islam as a “discursive
tradition.” This concept means that “Islam is neither a distinctive social struc-
ture nor a heterogeneous collection of beliefs, artefacts, customs and morals”;
“[i]tisatradition” (Asad 1986, 14) in which discourses are related to conceptions
of the Islamic in the past and the future, through a present. Clearly rooted in
Foucault’s conception of power and discourse, this concept is also based on
Maclntyre’s understanding of tradition that sets the ground for the historicisa-
tion of the actors’ actions due to their orientation to the past and to the diversity
of retellings that a narrative of the tradition might have due to its discurs-
ive continuity (Maclntyre 2007 [1981], 222). Hence, the concept of “discursive

4 He could not realize his work and respond to Asad’s critique as he died soon after, in 1979 at
the age of 44 (see Eickelman 1981).
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tradition” is heavily based on the idea of the “correct model” or the “apt per-
formance” (Asad 1986, 15) which means that all instituted practices are oriented
to a conception of the past based on the foundational texts: Qur'an and Sunna.

The Asadian framework enables to study Muslims through the analysis of
their tradition; it privileges the focus on piety and ethical self-making. Without
proposing an alternative conceptualisation of Islam, some scholars criticised
it in the sense that “there is too much Islam in the anthropology of Islam”
(Schielke 2010, 2). Hence, I argue that criticising the Asadian framework is only
possible through the ethical turn it enhances, in which anthropology of piety
is predominant, i.e. through the critic of works based on his conceptualisation
of Islam. In what follows, I will attempt to critique the philosophical roots of
the Asadian anthropology of Islam by focusing on the anthropology of piety,
namely through the main anthropological work belonging to the ethical turn:
Mahmood’s Politics of Piety (2005).

3 The Aristotelian Behavioural Philosophy in Light of the
“Trusteeship Paradigm”

Before engaging with the explanation of Abderrahmane’s “trusteeship para-
digm,” let us discuss what has incited me in part to write this chapter, that is the
philosophical base behind the Asadian concept of discursive tradition. Asad
(1986,14) argues that “If one wants to write an anthropology of Islam one should
begin, as Muslims do, from the concept of discursive tradition that includes
and relates itself to the founding texts the Qur’an and the Hadith,” but he does
not himself root his conceptualisation of Islam in an Islamic philosophical or
theological ground.® Rather, he indebts his concept, as mentioned previously,
in the work of the Scottish ethicist Alasdair Maclntyre, particularly his famous
book After Virtue (1981) where he viewed modern moral and political philo-
sophy from the standpoint of an Aristotelian moral practice.®

5 Given the centrality of ‘praxis’ (‘amal) in his conception of intellectual exercise, Abderrah-
mane agues that “it is with certainty that we know that the self can find no perfection without
the complementarity of the tradition, and that no complementarity is ever possible without
an indigenous methodology [... which] brings into a unity theoretical knowledge and praxis”
(Abderrahmane 2015, 70, in Hallaq 2019, 52). Following this epistemological remark, it is time
for anthropologists to not only question their positionality as part of the long anthropological
reflexive tradition but, starting from their own positionality and praxeology, to question the
positionality of anthropology itself in relation to other sciences, primarily metaphysics.

6 One cannot deny that aspects of the Aristotelian philosophy were incorporated in what
Abderrahmane calls the Islamic tadawuli (discursive and practical) field. Abderrahmane
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Many scholars, from various disciplines, working on Islam have found in
Maclntyre’s understanding of tradition and critique of the philosophical root of
modernity—Enlightenment—an interesting ground for their work. Wael Hal-
laq acknowledges that his project proposed in The Impossible State (2013) was
going to be exactly the same as what MacIntyre had proposed if the moral
resources that he [Hallaq] intends to dust off in the premodern were not
only reflecting a philosophical ground but also a “way of living” (Hallaq 2013,
6). Accordingly, MacIntyre’s work has also revived the use of the Aristotelian
framework in order to study the “ethical” in various disciplines, notably the eth-
ical self-making of individuals in anthropology. Saba Mahmood'’s book Politics
of Piety (2005), considered as the most important anthropological work influ-
enced by the Asadian framework, draws also on the Aristotelian understanding
of virtue, through a Foucauldian definition of ethics “not as an idea, or as a
set of regulatory norms, but as a set of practical activities that are germane to
a certain way of life” (Mahmood 2005, 27). In what follows, I will read Saba
Mahmood’s work through Taha Abderrahmane’s critique of the Aristotelian
philosophy.

It is true that Saba Mahmood does not aim to generalise her description of
pious practice to all Muslims, but she uses one exclusive theoretical framework
to analyse her subjects, that is the Aristotelian tradition of moral practice com-
bined with the Foucauldian genealogy of ethics.” This framework privileges
extensively the practical activities of individuals in the anthropological ana-
lysis, since it gives importance to morphology of moral action (Mahmood 2005,
25); it considers “ethics as always local and particular, pertaining to a specific set
of procedures” (Mahmood 2005, 28), and it is based on a series of material sep-
arations: praxis/techne, ethical practice/morals, code oriented/ethics oriented,
and even ‘aql (reason)/ruh (spirit).8

does not reject Aristotelian philosophy in its totality but analyses its usage according to two
categories of interpenetration (between foreign and indigenous sciences): “external approx-
imate” which occurs when an imported science, like Aristotelian logic accommodates itself
to the tadawul of the indigenous sciences, and the “remote external” which occurs when an
indigenous science enters upon a foreign one to find refuge and legitimacy, which is the case
of the Rushdian philosophy (i.e., philosophy of Ibn Rushd) in relationship to the Greek philo-
sophy and metaphysics, see Abderrahmane (2007, 126-138). One can argue that Asad’s use of
the Aristotelian moral practice through Maclntyre’s ethics is part of the latter type of inter-
penetration.

7 Both used by Asad. In his article “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam” there is no mention
of the Aristotelian moral practice, but it is present through MacIntyre’s moral philosophy. In
addition, Asad uses “discourse” in the Foulcauldian sense as a relationship to power, which is
exactly the difference, according to Saba Mahmood, between Asad and MacIntyre’s definition
of “tradition” (Mahmood 2005, 115 n. 56), being inherently discursive for Asad.

8 In her analysis of the work of Mahmood, and drawing on the Foucauldian paradox of self-
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Although this framework goes against the Kantian understanding of moral
action as emanating only from the critical faculty of reason, it is centred on
the “abstract reason” and embodied form of practice. This framework has
driven Mahmood (2005, 29) into considering “the importance of these prac-
tices [residing not] in the meanings they signify to their practitioners, but in
the work they do in constituting the individual.” She goes further by consider-
ing the body “not as a medium of signification but as the substance” (Mahmood
2005, 29). Asad cannot disagree with her since he has reviewed his concept of
“discursive tradition” based on the same ground, moving from the excessive
focus on discursive argumentation to the embodied practice.® For him, “Tradi-
tion, of course, is not just a matter of argument—indeed argument is mostly
peripheral to it. Tradition is primarily about practice, about learning the point
of a practice and performing it properly and making it part of oneself” (Asad
2006: 234).1° Mahmood’s aim to demonstrate that the mosque participants do
also have an agentival capacity based on a voluntary ability to be taught rather
than a resistance to the norm has pushed her to consider the embodied form
as the main element of ethical analysis. It was clear for Mahmood that such
a conclusion could be perceived in contradiction with some women'’s under-
standing of bodies, hence she mentions unexpectedly in a footnote (Mahmood
2005, 157 n. 3): “it is interesting to note that the women I worked with did not
actually employ the body-mind distinction I use in my analysis.”

Before explaining Taha Abderrahmane’s “trusteeship paradigm” and pro-
posing an anthropological use of it, let us question the previous frameworks
used by Asad, and later by Mahmood, through his philosophy. Abderrahmane
deconstructs conceptually the use of the notion of “reason”, notably by Muslim
scholars and philosophers who applied the Greek conceptualisations to
Islam without questioning their epistemological roots in the classical period.!!

denial, Werbner concludes: “Their [Cairo Mosques’ da%yat] subjectivity and agency are
surely anchored in this world of sacred learning, in ‘ag/ (intellectual reasoning) rather
than in rah (spiritual inspiration)” (Werbner 2018, 86).

9 I would not say that this aspect was silenced and marginalised, but was absent in his
seminal article (1986). One could hardly deny the importance of embodiment and per-
formativity when Asad says: “practice is Islamic because it is authorized by the discursive
traditions of Islam, and is so taught to Muslims—whether by an alim, a khatib, a Sufi
shaykh, or an untutored parent” (Asad 1986, 15).

10  Asad reiterated this move in his recent book Secular Translations (2018, 5): “discursive
tradition is not merely a verbal process; it is also and primarily an implicit continuity
embodied in habit, feeling, and behavior that one acquires as a member of a shared way
of life that is translated from one time to another.”

11 Abderrahmane addresses his critique to various classical Muslim philosophers, particu-
larly to Ibn Rushd who “imitates Aristotle” (Abderrahmane 2000, 125), as well as modern
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According to him, “if the word reason (‘ag/) in Arabic language refers to a name
of a meaning (ism mana) that engenders a description localised in the heart
just like auditory or sight, the translation has transformed it into the name of an
object (ism dhat) meaning a specific quintessence localised in brain” [emphasis
added] (‘Abd al-Rahman 1995, 174; see ‘Abd al-Rahman 2012a, 63—74). In other
terms, in Arabic, ‘ag/ is an action similar to hearing or observing; it is an activ-
ity of the various parts of the body, including the heart, rather than a material
object operating in the brain. Instead of attributing to reason a pure cognit-
ive function, and to the heart an emotional/reactionary one, Abderrahmane
argues for the non-separation between reason and heart,'? similarly to the non-
separation between reason and the various senses, as there is a reason in the
sense and a sense in the reason (Abderrahmane 20124, 67). Such a definition
has a whole impact on the way in which we conceive reasoning and meaning,
inner state and outer conduct, performative behaviour and inward disposition.
Abderrahmane classifies reason'® into ‘aql mujarrad (abstract reason) which
recognises the attributes through observation, ‘aglmusaddad (directed reason)
which aims at moving from the world of conception to that of realisation
centred around action, and ‘aq! muayyad (supported reason) which combines
action and observation together, leading to “al-mulabasa” (one is a garment of
the other and vice versa); the latter is described by him as an “alive practical
observation” (nagzarun ‘amaliyyun hayy) (‘Abd al-Rahman 1997, 122) in which
reason is not contradictory to revelation.

Drawing on this classification, Abderrahmane criticizes two Aristotelian
maxims regarding the importance of practice, besides a maxim that goes
against it.

First, he criticises the Aristotelian ethicists who consider “concretisation”
(mulamasa) impossible without starting to act/practice. He considers their

Muslim scholars who almost idealise Ibn Rushd and his work, notably Mohamed Arkoun
(d. 2010) and Mohamed Abed al-Jabri (d. 2010) whose objective, according to Abderrah-
mane, is to “spread the spirit of secularism” (Abderrahmane 2000, 121). To understand the
intellectual project of al-Jabriand Arkoun, but also Adonis, Hasan Hanafi, and Nasr Hamid
Abu Zayd which is criticised by Abderrahmane because it resulted in the dilemma of aim-
ing at “riding the back of the turath” to adapt it to the modern system, see Hallaq (2019,
15-25).

12 Based on this observation, Abderrahmane points out that figh (jurisprudence), while figh
(literally means comprehension), im (knowledge) and ‘ag! (reason) are all actions of the
heart according to Qur’an: “... lahum qulibun layafgahina biha’ (... with hearts they do not
use for comprehension) (7:179) and “... wa-taba‘a Llahu ‘ala qulubihim fahum la yalaman”
(God has sealed their hearts: they do not understand [know]) (9:93), and “... fatakuna
lahum qulibun ya‘gilina biha ...” (... with hearts to understand [reason]) (22:46).

13  Asmentioned previously, this classification is not exclusive as he talks about al-takawthur
al-‘aqli (rational reproductivity).
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definition of the “tangible” (malmiis) wrong, because either they mean the
“crude tangible” (kham) which does not achieve the level of profound observing
(nazar), or the “transformed tangible” (muhawwal), which is transformed
through the projections of the act of observing. Therefore, concretising pre-
cedes observing in the former (“crude tangible”), while it is at the same level
with it in the latter (“transformed tangible”). In both cases, reason does not
depend on practice; it remains purely abstract (‘Abd al-Rahman 1997, 123).

Second, he criticizes the Aristotelian idea that the act of concretising
through practice is more beneficial to reason than the act of observing. The
problem here lies in the meaning given to practice, which is limited to directing
the senses towards the outward to work materially with it. As alogician, Abder-
rahmane asks the question ‘how could that be possible?, knowing that practice
is simply about acting with the senses (al-‘amal bi-l-jawarih), while observing
tends to extract the abstract from data of the sensual practice, in addition to the
fact that it aims to values much higher than what is achieved through practice
(‘Abd al-Rahman 1997, 124).

Finally, in opposition to the Aristotelian model, some argue that abstract
reason does not contain any aspect of concretising, which, according to Abder-
rahmane, is totally inaccurate since the projections of reason are taken from the
sensual. In this regard, even the qualities of reason that the senses do not pos-
sess, such as analysing, deducing, classifying and composing, cannot be put in
practice without their conjunction with the sensual (‘Abd al-Rahman 1997, 123).

The two first critiques correspond exactly to Mahmood’s continuous at-
tempt to emphasize the idea that cultivation of virtues among women of the
mosque movement is mono-directional, i.e. “exteriority as a means to interi-
ority” (Mahmood 2005, 134). This is not to argue that Mahmood considers the
relation between inner states and outer conduct in one directional way, that is,
from the external to the internal; but she considers both directions as opposite
and exclusive. In other terms, cultivating inward ethical dispositions by habitu-
ating oneself through bodily acts is opposite to developing the practice through
inner reasoning. Mahmood opposes explicitly Muhammad Said al-Ashmawi’s
(d. 2013, liberal thinker, prominent Egyptian judge and former head of Egyp-
tian Court of State Security) liberal stance about modesty as an inner virtue
that affects external practice to women of the mosque movement for whom “a
modest bodily form (the veiled body) did not simply express the self’s interior-
ity but was the means by which it was acquired” (Mahmood 2005, 160). In order
to foreground her conception of agency, based on the Aristotelian notion of
habitus, Mahmood concludes that “it is through repeated bodily acts that one
trains one’s memory, desire, and intellect to behave according to established
standards of conduct” (Mahmood 2005, 157).
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Such a dichotomous worldview is highly problematic for Abderrahmane
who talks about the axiom of “dual self-ethicisation” (al-takhallugq al-muzda-
wayj) (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 32), i.e. the process of ethicisation can happen in
both directions, outward to inward and vice versa; they can happen both at the
same time, depending on the status of the individual in its closeness to fitra
(innateness).!* For instance, in the work of Mahmood, Amal’s account about
the status of her shyness as an “incomplete learning” does not mean necessarily
that “action does not issue forth from natural feelings but creates them” (Mah-
mood 2005, 157 [original emphasis]); it means also that Amal is “synchronizing
her outward behavior with her inward motives until the discrepancy between
the two is dissolved” (Mahmood 2005, 157). It is this contradiction insinuated
in Mahmood'’s two previous quotes that Abderrahmane resolves through his
critique of the Aristotelian behavioural philosophy.

When analysing this critical aspect of Mahmood’s work, one might invite the
on-going debate between proponents of the focus on the ethical and those of
the turn towards the everyday in the study of Islam (see Fassin 2012; Schielke
2012; Fadil & Fernando 2015, Deeb 2015). It is widely acknowledged that Saba
Mahmood is one of the proponents of the ethical as she focuses on piety.
Besides the dichotomy piety/everyday that became the main characteristic
of this anthropological debate, one might question the dichotomy internal/
external that characterise her work. I argue that in the same way that the “every-
day” is still a hollow category that needs further theoretical and analytical dis-
cussions, the external is not exclusively a positive area of material apparent
practices. In other terms, both dichotomies emerge from a certain conception
of the human life that I consider the core question behind the everyday/ethical
debate, that is, life either as a list of separations, or as a whole, as a unity. On the
one side, some consider human life as composed of a set of arenas—although
not clearly determined and defined by its proponents—, where the ethical is
a single aspect separated from others or at least in interaction with the eco-
nomic, the political, the social,’® while, on the other side, others perceive the
ethical as encapsulating the actions of the subject all the time.

14  The concept of fitra in the Islamic tradition refers to the origin of the creation, partic-
ularly the pure divine ethical teaching. In Abderrahmane’s philosophy fitra is inherent
to the nature of every human. It finds root in the Qur’an (30:30): “fa-aqim wajhaka lil-din
hanifa fitrata Llahi al-lati fatara al-nasa ‘alayha” (So direct your face toward the religion,
inclining to truth. [Adhere to] the fitrah of Allah upon which He has created [all] people.
So [Prophet] as a man of pure faith, stand firm and true in your devotion to [set your face
to] the religion. This is the natural disposition God instilled in mankind).

15  This separation “economic, political and social/cultural” used often by social scientists is
itself a modern separation (see Wallerstein 1991). The dichotomy economy/culture is con-

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 978-90-04-43835-4
Downloaded from Brill.com09/25/2020 06:46:37AM
via free access



208 EL-YOUSFI
4 The Anthropological Use of the “Trusteeship Paradigm”

In this part, I would develop anthropologically the five pillars of the “trustee-
ship paradigm” in regard to the Asadian anthropology of Islam illustrated in
Mahmood’s work on piety. The idea is not to claim a Muslim exceptionalism,
but rather to argue that the embeddedness in modernity as a “historical con-
dition” does not mean its exclusivity as an ideal way of life for the Muslim self-
making; “The variety of traditional Islamic practices in different times, places,
and populations indicates the different Islamic reasonings that different social
and historical conditions can or cannot sustain” (Asad 1986, 16). Hence, the
contradictions that Muslims live in the everyday are an aspiration to coher-
ence with the “apt performance” (Asad 1986, 15) and to the world of trusteeship
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2014; 2016; 2017) rather than a rejection of the norm through
the strict adoption of the modern dichotomous thought of the secular versus
the religious.

The “trusteeship paradigm” (al-unmudhaj al-i’timant) is based on five prin-
ciples: the principle of requisition, i.e. returning deposits (mabda’ al-ida‘yya),
the principle of signification (mabda’ al-ayatiyya), the principle of innateness
(mabda’ al-fitriyya), the principle of wholeness (mabda’ al-jam‘yya), and the
principle of testimony or witnessing (mabda’ al-shahidiyya). It is derived from
the trusteeship philosophy based on supported reason (al-‘ag! al-muayyad),
avoiding the corruptions of the abstract reason (al-‘aq! al-mujarrad) and the
obstacles of the directed reason (al-‘ag! al-musaddad) (Abderrahmane 2014,
14). Theorising trusteeship based on these types of reasons does not mean cat-
egorising reason strictly in these three. Abderrahmane points out the unlimited
number of types of reasons that vary depending on the spatio-temporal con-
texts. He calls this process of continuous variation: “al-takawthur al-‘aqli” (the
multiple reproduction, or multiplication, of reason)'6 (‘Abd al-Rahman 1998).
Abderrahmane argues for the inexistence of a fixed rationality, both tempor-
ally, as what is rational today might be irrational tomorrow, and spatially, since
what is perceived as rational in a field might be considered irrational in another
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2000, 54). Hence, talking about the singularity of the abstract
reason is simply a reduction of the entire human rationality into one category
of reasoning.

sidered by some scholars as a “chicken-egg dilemma” that can be resolved through notions
of “entanglement” or “intersectionality” (see Grosfoguel 2002; 2011).

16  According to Abderrahmane, this process is always the outcome of a “rational, intentional
and beneficial action” (Abderrahmane 1998, 23).
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It is important to mention that Abderrahmane in his critique of secularism
adopts three axioms (musallamat). The first one concerns the divine com-
mandment (al-amiriyya al-ilahiyya) that anything God asks for is good and just.
The second one concerns the process of “dual self-ethicisation” (al-takhallug
al-muzdawayj), either from the internal to the external or the opposite. And
the last one, very important in what follows, is the “religious interchangeab-
ility” (al-tabaddul al-dint) according to which the revealed religion has two
manifestations: an innate manifestation (siéra fitriyya) that inhabits the ori-
ginal message revealed to the prophet in accordance with the innateness of
the human, and a temporary manifestation (sitra wagqtiyya) that, due to its dis-
tance from the prophet, contains “doctrinal and representative residues, as well
aslegal and institutional influences that distance it, more or less, from its innate
origin (aslih al-fitr), and limits its innovative spirit and enlightening message”
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 32).

These two aspects al-tabaddul al-dini and al-takawthur al-‘aqli are essential
to understand the anthropological use of the “trusteeship paradigm.” Although
one might understand Abderrahmane’s categorisation as normative in the
sense that it positions some people closer to the original message compared to
others—which is empirically valid—, it corresponds perfectly to the Asadian
framework where Islamic traditions and practitioners, within their diversity,
seek coherence. For practitioners, coherence is about “the molding of the self
into the ideals of the tradition”, while for traditions it is “the attempt to define
and enforce correct practice” (Moumtaz 2015, 124). According to Asad, and sim-
ilarly to Abderrahmane, they do not achieve it, “due as much to the constraints
of political and economic conditions to which the traditions are related as to
their inherent limitations” (Asad 1986, 17). Hence, the “trusteeship paradigm”
does not go against the Asadian objective to focus, within the anthropology of
Islam, on the study of “the historical conditions that enable the production and
maintenance of specific discursive traditions” (Asad 1986, 17).

In other terms, the “trusteeship paradigm’, although normative in its philo-
sophical orientation, does not impeach the anthropological recognition of the
diversity of Islamic discourses and practices. Borrowing Joel Robbins’s formula-
tion (Robbins 2006, 287), it might even “lead anthropologists to revise their core
projects.” The idea behind this article is to show a novel relationship between
an Islamic philosophy (rooted in a theology) and the anthropological study of
Muslims. The following use of the trusteeship paradigm’s principles demon-
strates the extent of malleability that each Muslim actor has regarding each
principle.

First, the principle of trust or requisition (ida%ya). Abderrahmane argues
that “things are deposits (wada’i‘) in the hands of the human” (‘Abd al-Rahman
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2014, 98) based on the idea that the human is divinely honoured to carry the
divine message in this world as a form of inheritance (istikhlaf). He develops
this argument as a critique of the Durkhemian divinisation of ‘society’ The
social formulation of the secular paradigm is based, according to Abderrah-
mane, on a relation of domination between the divine and the human where
the latter takes society as its God. Such a claim would not be refuted by Emile
Durkheim (d. 1917) since “god and society are one of the same”, that is, “the
god of the clan [...] can be none other than the clan itself” (Durkheim 1995,
208 [1965, 236]). In addition to the dichotomy profane/sacred rooted in the
Christian experience (Asad 2003), the Durkhemian conception of society has
constituted a base for sociological and anthropological study of religion for a
long time. Furthermore, this dichotomy, along with the Weberian rational/irra-
tional and scientific/magical, is what would afterwards produce the thesis of
secularisation or “disenchantment of the world” (See Gauchet 1999; cf. Joseph-
son 2017). Hence the ideal type that has been used by many sociologists for a
long period of time, regardless of the population studied and its worldview, is
the “modern” that has at its core the separations secular/profane, political/reli-
gious, rational/irrational, scientific/magical, public/private, and of course the
most encompassing one modern/traditional. The principle of requisiting does
not recognise any separation between the world and religion. It goes totally
against the human will to dominate things, whether individually or collectively.
The witnessing Creator is the only one able to deposit things to the human,
becoming therefore an intermediary between the thing and the human (‘Abd
al-Rahman 2014, 99).

Second, the ayatiyya (signification).'” Since there is no separation between
the world and the divine/the material and metaphysical, the principle of signi-
fication conceives the relationship between religion and the world, through a
“connexion of signs” rather than a “connexion of phenomena” (Abderrahmane
2014, 95). God is present through His signs, which are of two types, “formative
signs” (ayat takwiniyya) that concern the world, and “chargeable signs” (ayat
taklifiyya) that concern religion. Both types of signs refer to the existence of a
Creator, which goes in contradiction with the postulate established during the
formation of social sciences, according to which any transformation happen-
ing to the material world is within the realm of the “phenomenon.” Such an
understanding has led to one of the most used dichotomies in social sciences
when studying religion: scientific/magical, rational/irrational.

17  Tamtranslating @ya as “sign” although I am aware (and critical) of its use in social sciences
rooted mainly in the Saussurean semiotics and the Straussian structuralism.
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In the world of trusteeship, both reason and religion are signs, and they are
not in contradiction with one another. This is exactly the idea defended by al-
Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 422/1038): “religion is an outward reason, and reason is an
inward religion, and both are synergic, even united” ( fa-l-shar‘u ‘agl min kharij,
wa-l-‘aql shar min dakhil, wa-huma muta‘adidan bal muttahidan) (al-Isfahani
1988, 117). Hence, for Abderrahmane, there is no separation between inner
states and outward performance, in the sense that there is not one direction in
the process of takhalluqg (self-ethicisation). They are mutually synergic because
of their unique origin. Reason is a creation and din (religion)® is a charge that
the individual has to bear, and both are signs, as well as divine deposits.

Third, the fitriyya (innateness or natural disposition). This is one of the cent-
ral concepts in Islam that we find totally absent in the anthropology of piety.
For Abderrahmane (2014, 100), “ethics come from fitra.” He explains this by dis-
cussing the humanist philosophy, represented by the French philosopher Luc
Ferry (1990, 1992, 2002), which is based on the materialisation of the relation-
ship between the human and the divine since the human can also be a Cre-
ator. Abderrahmane sees fitra and materialisation as dichotomous, because the
former refers to the original covenant, that is the memory in which the human
bore witness that there is no God but God (shahadat an la ilaha illa Llah).

In Saba Mahmood’s work, it is easy to consider practice and habituation
of bodily acts as the source of the formation of the inner state, because it is
based either on the conception that the human is void of any original ethics, or
indirectly on the temporal distance between the women of the mosque move-
ment and the time of the covenant. Abderrahmane summarises this dilemma
in the opposition between the temporal and the original manifestation of reli-
gion, itself rooted in a specific understanding of time. According to modern
historicity, as Hussein Agrama (2010, 8) clearly explains: “there is the assump-
tion of a fundamental rift between the past and the future, in that the future
generally brings on fundamentally new situations and circumstances, not just
different from past ones but always potentially containing elements that are
irreducibly different.” Abderrahmane does not consider the past as “mythical”
in total contradiction with the “real” present. He does not consider the differ-
ence between the two manifestations of religion as necessarily temporal (in a
developmentalist sense). In other terms, the present practiced religion does not
mean necessarily an erasure of its previous manifestation. The original Islamic
message was sent to all people who can come back to the fitra, disregarding
the secular time when they act.

18  Again, I am cognizant of the tensions around the use of this term and how it does not fit
in easily when talking about Islam due to its genealogy in opposition to the secular (See
Asad 1993).
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Fourth, the jam%ya (wholeness). This is one of the main principles on
which the whole critique of the modern secular continuous actions of disag-
gregation and separation is based. This principle refers to the global dimension
of ethics: “The revealed din in its wholeness is ethics” and “ethics prevail all
human actions” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 103). This joins what I have discussed
earlier: all aspects of human life are connected, the body/senses and reason,
the internal and the external, the ethical and the everyday. The divine com-
mandment is not a set of apparent duties that the individual has to fulfil, but
an internal commitment towards the “correct model”

The principle of jam‘yya derives from the concept of “original unity” be-
tween ta‘abbud (worship) and tadbir (management) (‘Abd al-Rahman 2012b,
509), hence between ethics and politics, ethics and aesthetics, ethics and eco-
nomics, and so forth. Therefore, the separation between the ethical and the
everyday has no place in the world of trusteeship. This does not mean that all
Muslims do not believe in any of these separations, but it means that they are
looking within the discursive tradition to achieve the “apt performance” loc-
ated in the world of Trusteeship.

Finally, the shahidiyya (Testimony/Witnessing). Through Abderrahmane’s
“trusteeship paradigm,” we can understand how the “divine testimony” (al-
shahidiyya al-ilahiyya)—which refers to a divine witnessing of the Muslim’s
deeds and spiritual states that might engender divine protection and close-
ness—is neglected in the anthropological inquiry. Abderrahmane makes the
point that despite the strong relationship between the “human ethicisation”
(al-takhallug al-insant) and the “divine testimony”, we pay almost no attention
to the latter and great attention to the “divine commandment” (al-amiriyya al-
ilahiyya). Since becoming Muslim is about witnessing the unity of God, acting
within a world of trusteeship requires the faith in/ embodiment of/ feeling
of the divine testimony. Moreover, Abderrahmane develops this idea further
by explaining the line of difference between a person forgetful of God’s testi-
mony and a person who remembers that. He says that the latter “abides by the
commandment while evoking—testifying to his heart—that the Almighty is
witnessing him; and the attachment of the individual’s testimony to the testi-
mony of God raises his ethicisation a degree, because the Almighty who does
not miss anything witnesses this testimony related to His testimony and test-
ifies it, hence it becomes for the person a purification over the purification of
his action” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 94).

Some anthropologists of the “everyday” consider any ethical Muslim action
during which the person does not evoke its ethical origin or objective an action
that belongs to the “everyday’, or to “grand schemes” other than “commitment
to Islam” (Schielke 2010, 14; 2012). For them, any contradiction in performing
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is an opposition to the norm (see Fadil and Fernando 2015) or an indicator
that “norms and boundaries are not absolute” (Schielke 2009, S28). Lara Deeb’s
medium position that we must “think piety and the everyday together” (2015)
is not resolving this dilemma since it is still based on an opposition, or at least
a parallelisation, between the ethical and the everyday; this contradicts Asad
and Abderrahmane’s portrayal of Muslims as seeking coherence. As Mitter-
maier observes in her fieldwork: “my interlocutors are not capitalist subjects
at one moment and pious Muslims the next. Capitalist modes of being-in-the-
world merge and converge with states of piety” (Mittermaier 2013, 279—280).
Hence, the contradictions that a Muslim can have in his practice are not out-
side the world of trusteeship since it starts for Abderrahmane with the shahada
(there is no God but God), and it is not outside the discursive tradition since,
for Asad, Muslims are looking to reach the “apt performance.”® Furthermore,
Abderrahmane makes the difference between the ordinary divine testimony
applied to all creatures and the specific one attributed to some people, and
according to which the relation between the human and the divine becomes a
relation of “proximity” within which striving to abide by the divine command-
ment becomes enjoying the divine love (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 94).

Conclusion

In this chapter I have tried to propose a new theoretical ground for the anthro-
pology of Islam through, on the one hand, the scrutiny of the works of Asad
(1986) and Mahmood (2005), and on the other hand, the reading of the current
debate between proponents of the “ethical” and those of the “everyday.” Bey-
ond the opposition ethical/everyday, this chapter is a starting point to develop
theoretical frameworks derived from the five principles of the “trusteeship
paradigm” in which the divine is central for Muslims. Taha Abderrahmane’s
philosophy offers a rich conceptual toolbox that could help anthropologists to
study Muslims’ practices and subjectivities. In addition, it offers a new theoret-
ical ground rooted in the “emic,” i.e. in the Islamic tradition, that can draw off
the dichotomic discussion around the ethical and the everyday which is origin-
ally based on a secular understanding of reason, self, body, and virtue.

19  According to Shahab Ahmed, it is not even unislamic, because the legal represents only
one paradigm within the realm of Pre-Text, Text, and Con-Text, and because separating
Islam and Muslims serves only to “posit Islam as an un-interpreted Neo-Platonic ideal
beyond the sphere of human activity” (Ahmed 2017, 150).
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The Trusteeship Paradigm in the Social Sciences
Moral Agency as an Islamic Ethical Turn

Mohamed Amine Brahimi

Introduction

Taha Abderrahmane (b. 1944) is a unique voice in the Muslim intellectual
world. Professor Emeritus of philosophy at the University of Rabat (Morocco),
Abderrahmane started his career as a scholar of logic and language. He after-
wards gained prominence thanks to an innovative project which aims to devel-
op amodern ethical theory in line with Islamic values. The period following the
attacks of September 11, 2001, sees Abderrahmane publish a series of books with
the goal of offering an Islamic response to this new political situation (‘Abd al-
Rahman 2003; 2005; 2006). This involves a critique of Western universalism in
order to produce an alternative vision of modernity. In this project, the itiman-
iyya paradigm, translated as the trusteeship paradigm (Hashas 2015) plays an
important role. This new lexical and intellectual model finds as a starting point
a vision of “reason” as cognitive activity producing meaning (‘Abd al-Rahman
1998).

In this chapter, I try to explore the trusteeship paradigm following the en-
gagement of Abderrahmane with modern philosophy and social sciences. How
can we establish a dialogue between the philosophical trusteeship paradigm,
rooted in the Islamic tradition, and other contemporary advances in moral the-
ories and theories of religion? To approach this question, two major figures,
representatives of the “ethical turn"—by which is meant a convergence from
various horizons and traditions of human and social sciences focused on the
moral subjects and their subjectivity (Fassin 2014)—will be examined compar-
atively; i.e., the communitarian philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre (b. 1929), and
the postcolonial anthropologist Talal Asad (b. 1932). MacIntyre understands
“reason” within practice and in a teleological structure; it will be shown how
Abderrahmane’s critique of Western modernity can interact with this type of
philosophical reading. As Asad he proposes to define Islam as a “discursive tra-
dition” and to study together religious ethical practices and the discourses that
underpin them. It will also be shown how close the trusteeship paradigm is
to this definition. Otherwise said, it will also be shown how these theoretical
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advances in the social sciences in general, and in the study of religion and mor-
ality in particular, have answers, or at least theoretical coverage, in some mod-
ern ethical theory rooted in the Islamic tradition, as the trusteeship paradigm
and its comprehensive concepts show.

In the first part of this chapter, a summary of the published literature in the
social sciences regarding the issue of morality is outlined. This will allow us
to reframe the theoretical context that characterizes the ethical turn. In the
second part, the trusteeship paradigm according to Abderrahmane is presen-
ted. This allows us to outline some of the main themes of this ethical the-
ory. Finally, a parallel thread of thought between Abderrahmane, MacIntyre
and Asad will be explored. The purpose of this comparison is to contextualize
Abderrahmane within the ethical turn scholarship and see how the trustee-
ship paradigm can be combined with other socio-anthropological and moral
approaches on religious belief in modern societies.

1 The Ethical Turn in the Social Sciences

For a long time ignored, the issue of morality has in recent years generated sig-
nificant interest in the field of social sciences. Influenced by the Durkheimian
approach, many researchers have interpreted values as being the reflection of a
certain type of social organization.! Hence, every judgment of an ethical nature
isunderstood to be an act of participation in the moral structure of society. This
functionalism plays part in establishing morals as having a stake in a system
of norms which sociologists acknowledge and decode. Starting in the 1990s, a
significant body of research, mainly in the field of anthropology, has aimed to
challenge this worldview (Laidlaw 2014).

The renewed interest in ethics in the scholarship of the social sciences stems
from developments in moral philosophy. It draws on approaches that may
be qualified as the “aretaic turn” or “virtue ethics.” Working against the cur-
rents of modern philosophy, its representatives make the issue of virtues cent-
ral to their analyses. Following her article “Modern Moral Philosophy”, Eliza-
beth Anscombe (1919—2001) has become a precursor to this kind of approach
(Anscombe 1958). This British philosopher takes a critical view on the idea of
an autonomous moral subject. According to her, justice implies an instituted

1 It is important to note that Durkheim tried to develop an approach towards morality that
opposes Kantian and utilitarian worldviews. It has, however, gained little attraction among
Durkheim’s followers (see Miiller 1986).
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higher social power tasked with inciting people to obey laws. This uncondi-
tional moral duty remains coherent only in the framework of a theological
conception of morals. Anscombe argues in favor of abandoning the concept
of Kant's categorical imperative. As a substitute, she relies on the clarifica-
tion of a fundamental concept, virtue, as a preliminary definition, before all
discussion of morals. Anscombe makes practice the focus of her concern: vir-
tue allows determining the deeds of a person all the while being continuously
redefined by human activity. These a priori notions return to the issue of mor-
ality, to its collective dimension; the good life is then acquired through the
practice of virtue for its own sake, but also through interactions with virtuous
persons.

This notion of virtue as a central theme of the study of ethics has spawned a
series of philosophical investigations. For example, Philippa Foot (1920—2010)
has attempted to develop a conception of moral action in opposition to indi-
vidual views on ethics (Foot 1978). For her, subjectivism makes morality a func-
tion of personal prerogatives: a specific understanding of facts and feelings
pushes one to evaluate our actions as being good or evil. To counter this idea,
Foot identifies virtues as being the result of a practical rationality, reacting
to a given context which motivates good deeds. From the same perspective,
Bernard Williams (1929—2003) refutes the ideals of contemporary reflections
on morality (i.e., rationality, impartiality, generality) (Williams 1985). He criti-
cizes the Kantian claim that people should adopt a neutral and objective point
of view on their behaviors. According to Williams, all moral obligation arises
from collective deliberation. This consensus results in a practical conclusion,
and always applies to an actor with respect to a given action. A major work
that focuses on virtue ethics is After Virtue by Alasdair MacIntyre (MacIntyre,
1984). This author draws out an analysis of the current state of moral discourse
in which he identifies a profound irrationality. Basing his reflections on Aris-
totelian philosophy, he demonstrates that a system centered on virtues allows
for a more coherent view of moral action.

The aretaic turn has influenced a set of anthropological studies on the top-
ics of virtue and freedom, which share a meticulous analysis of moral subjects
and their subjectivity. The goal of these studies is to counter the abstract defin-
ition of a collective by means of a set of norms, as it is the case in functionalist
approaches. They are interested in the processes whereby these individuals
construct the experience of norms in their day-to-day practice. The first anthro-
pologist to articulate this theoretical renewal is Talal Asad. His genealogy of
Christianity (Asad 1993) insists on corporal discipline and the role of asceti-
cism in the construction of Catholic actors. From a similar viewpoint, Saba
Mahmood and Charles Hirschkind direct their interests towards the religious
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renaissance in contemporary Egypt. Mahmood (2011) studies five mosques in
Cairo which were exclusively attended by women in 1995. She is interested in
the practices they engage in with the aim of cultivating piety in their daily
life. It is through this process of subjectivation that they attain a pious self.
As for Hirschkind (2009), he centers his reflections on the role of audio cas-
sette recordings of sermons in a popular neighborhood of Cairo. This author
describes the effects these instruments have on the preservation of an eth-
ical living tradition in Islam, within a framework of modern technologies and
politics. In both cases, the ethical referent shares a continuity with the daily
practices of a religious lifestyle. Whereas a Eurocentric approach to religion
sees faith as the true locus of religiosity, these studies switch focus to rituals.
Contrary to the liberal conceptions, they put in opposition belief and piety
so as to attain a more precise description of types of religiosity. The scope of
ethics is then redefined as a technology of the body where practice substitute
belief.

This brief overview contextualizes the ethical turn, be it in the philosophic
or ethnographic field. These approaches thus aim to redefine the moral sub-
jectin terms of practice, context and collectivity. It is, as a result, convenient to
examine it with reference to the philosophy of Taha Abderrahmane.

2 The Trusteeship Paradigm according to Taha Abderrahmane

The Paradigm of Trusteeship must be understood within a broad framework
of applied ethics. Indeed, since 2000, Abderrahmane’s attention has become
more and more directed towards moral issues (Hashas 2015, 7), the goal being
to enable Muslims to respond to the challenges of the modern world (‘Abd al-
Rahman 2002). Abderrahmane draws on Islamic ethics to construct a criticism
of values imported from the West under the banner of universalism. This source
allows him to lay down the path following which the Muslim world can renew
itself. It is a matter of understanding the spirit of Islam (its moral foundation)
as a reaction to the cultural hegemony of the Western world. This project takes
shape symmetrically: one must have a critical view of the spirit of modernity
to construct the Muslim specificity.

Abderrahmane (2006, 24—26) breaks Western modernity down into three
principles: majority, criticism and universality. The principle of majority is
the transition from the minor status into the major status, i.e. freedom from
guardianship, in the Kantian sense. This principle underlies two essential ele-
ments: autonomy and creativity. The principle of criticism is the transition
from a condition of belief to a condition of doubt. This critical outlook points
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to the impossibility of a metaphysical understanding of God, and is mainly
based on rationalization and differentiation. The principle of universality is
the transition whereby modernity switches from being specifically Western to
being universal. It rests on two pillars: the extendibility of moral principles into
all aspects of social, political and individual life, and a generalization thereof
across all other non-Western societies, without regard for cultural and histor-
ical differences.

As such, the spirit of modernity can be defined as “major, critical and univer-
sal” (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 29). Based on these premises, Abderrahmane sets
forth the preliminary conditions for the foundation of an Islamic modernity.
First of all, it is necessary to avoid the negative effects of the West’s applica-
tion of the spirit of modernity. Second, one must consider modernity as being
a transformation that is internal to Islamic societies; and, third, it is essential to
perceive modernity as a creative process that does not limit itself to imitations
of pre-established models (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 35).

The analytical foundation necessary to establish this alternative modernity
is found in the trusteeship paradigm, which is based on three cardinal prin-
ciples: (1) shahada, (2) amana, and (3) tazkiya (i.e., testimony, trust, and self-
purification, respectively). First, the shahada principle (testimony or profes-
sion of faith) “allows the individual to reconnect with his or her original nature”
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 14-19). Contrary to the conception of a completely
autonomous subject, the principle of shahdda implies the testimony of others.
The trusteeship paradigm thus rests on the behavior or a manner of thinking—
an attitude—which tends to focus on others through one’s own actions. The
shahada in its multiple forms presupposes an engagement in shared inter-
action: the shahada in facing God, the shahada in facing the Prophet, the
shahada in facing close relatives, the shahdda in facing distant strangers (‘Abd
al-Rahman 2014, 14). As to the amana principle (trust, or deposit), it incites to
free the human being from the spirit of appropriation. This principle makes
its actor responsible regarding the impact of their actions. All that exists in
the world represents an amana (trust) to the human being. This principle
ties reason to a duty of responsibility towards human, animate and inan-
imate beings. The harmony produced by this responsibility allows individu-
als to preserve their environment from that which is harmful to existence
(‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 15). As to the tazkiya principle (self-purification or self-
discipline), it incites the realization of moral values and spirituality of the com-
munity in the long term. The tazkiya calls upon the individual to materialize the
moral values and the spirituality required to satisfy the Almighty Creator. This
both personal and collective education ensures the personal development of
individuals together with society as a whole. The tazkiya determines the moral
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norms and provides people with the tools to enact them. Through its medi-
ation, the collective perpetuates its moral and spiritual potential, thanks to the
mutual interaction of individuals (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 16).

Abderrahmane uses the principles of trusteeship as prescriptive guides to his
work; they allow him to offer an alternative to the spirit of modernity. These
principles lead him to elaborate a project of renovation which sees the human
being as the driving force of change and development in society. They reject
all separation of ethics and religion, with the aim to participate in a contex-
tual universality. The latter consists in a commonly shared thought process
which respects the specific traits of every culture (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 66).
In what follows, I will explore the ways in which the principles of the trustee-
ship interact with virtue ethics light of thought. The analysis below will rest
upon two important contributors to this movement: Alasdair MacIntyre and
Talal Asad.

3 Taha Abderrahmane and Alasdair MacIntyre: The Trusteeship
Paradigm as a Critique of Modernity

Abderrahmane and MacIntyre join hands in a critique of modernity. The book
After Virtue (1984) has confirmed MaclIntyre as a major figurehead of moral
philosophy. He analyses the dissolution of practical reason under the influ-
ence of liberal atomism, and argues for the reconstruction of a communit-
arian spirit. MacIntyre draws his inspiration from a critique of atomism put
forth by Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations (1976). Based
on Wittgenstein’s analysis, he puts much effort to demonstrate that, in order to
define freedom, one cannot follow an empiricist or mechanical description of
action. The absence of constraints only takes shape through finalities, practices
and a conception of the world. However, modern philosophers place moral
issues into the private sphere, a space in which everyone can do as they please
without facing exterior intervention (MacIntyre 1984, 52). Indeed, the modern
project of the Enlightenment was to endow individuals with a fundamental
freedom by establishing the rational norms of good behavior as the autonom-
ous subject. Criticizing this conception, this philosopher holds that freedom
does not come about through an absence of exterior obstacles, but through
the absence of interior obstacles (Maclntyre 1988, 355). Freedom must include
a juncture where a conception of good is instituted, allowing one to withdraw
these obstacles. These morals are profoundly anchored in practice: it represents
places of expression and of deployment of its norms (MacIntyre 1984, 177). In
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this sense, the essence of practice rests upon internal goodness that shapes the
foundation of its coherence, and gives meaning to the rules one must follow.
These virtues allow one to achieve excellence in the performance of an activ-
ity, and they come before the institution of collective morals (MacIntyre 1984,
182).

As previously discussed, Abderrahmane outlines three principles of mod-
ernity (majority, criticism, universality), the goal being the establishment of
an Islamic modernity based on the trusteeship paradigm. It is in his criticism
of the principles of Western modernity that Abderrahmane shares MacIntyre’s
viewpoint.

With a basis in the specificities of Islam, Abderrahmane readdresses the con-
cept of majority. For him, the cultural autonomy of Muslim countries results
from their desire not to imitate the West (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 37). Thus,
for him, freedom does not rely on the isolation of the religious aspect of life
since it represents the moral pathway of Islam. As in MacIntyre, Abderrah-
mane’s view is a vision of positive freedom that results in the possibility of
performing an action. Freedom is thus immediately put to use in the capa-
city of actors to accomplish an ideal that surpasses them. For Abderrahmane,
this conception is reflected in the inversion undergone by the question of
autonomy. The main force that thwarts the Muslim world’s flourishment comes
down not to Islamic norms, but to Western imperialism, i.e. Western guardian-
ship.

As to the principle of criticism, Abderrahmane (2006, 43) perceives critical
thinking as being West-centric. Its interpretation remaining one-dimensional,
it keeps western minds from addressing the true concerns of Muslims. Indeed,
moral values cannot be understood as a function of doubt, but rather of faith
and of good conduct. This spiritualist path echoes MacIntyre’s line of thought.
For Maclntyre, individual autonomy does not rely only on the exercise of crit-
ical reason, but also on ideals that allow citizens to achieve their comprehens-
ive maturity. To do so involves maintaining an inner voice that all humans are
endowed with. For MacIntyre, this moral sense depends on a substantial con-
text and can only affirm itself through criticism.

As regards the principle of universality, Abderrahmane rejects the separa-
tion of modernity and turath (tradition). For him, religion is not to be relegated
as an incoherent line of thinking; rather, it reflects a particular rationality. Sac-
redness is indispensable to human life and can rescue humans throughout their
journey on Earth (‘Abd al-Rahman 2006, 48). MacIntyre is likewise critical of
the separation of values and actors. If restricted to a vision of the subject inde-
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pendent of all philosophical traditions, we lose the foundations of a practical
rationality. Truth only becomes apparent in the framework of the development
of existing intellectual traditions.

From the parallels between MacIntyre and Abderrahmane, one shared view
comes to the fore: the impossibility of interpreting moral issues through a
modern framework. This observation comes from modern moral philosophy’s
denial of social underpinnings and practical rationality, as well as its rejection
of all external moral authority. Whether deontological or utilitarian, this type
of philosophy assumes the existence of autonomous subjects relying only on
their individual conscience for guidance. For their part, the two philosophers
understand knowledge and truth as being the results of a collective interaction
in the framework of a philosophical tradition. They counter modernity foun-
ded on a completely autonomous critical subject with a social life that is not a
sum of individuals. For them, the human being is driven by a natural desire to
live in society; morals thus acquire meaning from this ontological presupposi-
tion. The goal of the trusteeship paradigm is to regain the principles which may
restore the natural order to man; it therefore transits through a critique of the
limits of Western morality.

4 Taha Abderrahmane and Talal Asad: The Trusteeship Paradigm as
the Practical Dimension of the Islamic Tradition

The juncture point between Asad and Abderrahmane take place in their rela-
tion to tradition. For Asad, Islam does not have the properties of an individual
belief, but rather of a disposition to be and to act in conformity with the Divine
Will. Faith (iman) is a virtue; it is cultivated by repeating acts of devotion (Asad
2003, 90). Asad defines Islam as a “discursive tradition’, i.e. an educational
process for the faithful, which takes place in a specific constellation of mean-
ings (Asad [1986] 2009). The tradition is kept alive by practices, and it allows
the faithful to act and to think as part of a community. Rituals build moral
character, the goal being to shape and to exercise certain forms of subjectiv-
ity.

For Asad, Islamic jurisprudence (figh) must be understood within this
framework. It cannot be dissociated from the moral duty (to do good) and from
social issues (the call upon the believer to do good) (Asad 2003, 243). Islamic
morals are then, so to speak, interlaced with social relations that construct a
religious community. The Sharia thus depends on the moral ability to judge
behavior as being good (both for oneself and for others). This virtue is acquired
through a learning process that starts in childhood and lasts through all adult-
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hood (Asad 2003, 248). The ability to make judgments on given situations often
takes a collective shape: it assumes the intervention of authorities, of close
ones, or of friends.

Abderrahmane likewise views religious experience as a synthesis of the law
and moral duty. He interprets religious practices as having two phases: an
external or formal expression, which takes the shape of legalism, and an expres-
sion that manifests itself through the internal subjectivity of the believer (‘Abd
al-Rahman 2002). The religious act is therefore a response to a temporal reality,
figh, and a spiritual preoccupation, the goal being the production of an action
in accordance with the Divine Will. Within this framework, religion is not
exclusively experienced in terms of the private sphere; it globally merges into
all aspects of human life. Islam transcends mere judicial matters: it enjoys an
ontological role that emerges from the good deeds that human beings/believers
accomplish (Abderrahmane, 2000).

For Abderrahmane, the three pillars of the trusteeship paradigm (shahada,
amana, tazkiya) (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 14-19) allow the faithful to follow the
Sharia as a moral path. Describing this view of Islam, Abderrahmane’s work
runs parallel to that of Asad. For the latter, the concept of shari‘a must be under-
stood as a body of recommendations and reflections on the moral conduct of
Muslims that is appropriate according to different religious schools of thought.
In the same manner, Abderrahmane maintains that the practice of good is built
around a rationality that materializes morals by drawing on a source of reli-
gious heritage. The Sharia is therefore represented as a way of being and of
acting within one’s environment.

The shahdda principle (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 14) corresponds to the com-
mon beliefs that are shared by the faithful. It represents a common relation
to sources of knowledge, and therefore refers Muslims to the different divine
prescriptions that they are tasked with interpreting. The shahada is a prelim-
inary step in the historical construction of the moral path, and constitutes
the basis of the belief system within divine and prophetic teachings. Asad
endorses the same premise when considering the Qur’an and the Sunna as
foundational pillars of the tradition. He also insists on the historicity of the con-
cepts, practices and debates that underscore this tradition (Asad [1986] 2009,
14).

As to the amana principle, it represents for Abderrahmane a moral dimen-
sion of Islam as well as the duties that result in just practices (‘Abd al-Rahman
2014, 14). Thus, not only are human beings responsible for their own little
worlds and concerns alone, but they also are responsible for the vast world
surrounding them. In a similar manner, Asad insists on the importance of a
proper model to define practice in Islam. This model keeps the tradition alive
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in Muslim people’s everyday life, showing it to be the vessel of morals that
Muslims must respect. In this way, the two scholars agree on a conception of
morality that is capable of constructing the behavior of the faithful in accord-
ance with their environment.

As to the tazkiya principle, it represents the act of recommendations: it
includes all forms of moral correction, treatment, and prevention from evil,
its purpose being the development of moral tendencies within the community
of believers (‘Abd al-Rahman 2014, 16). Asad likens tazkiya to the concept of
orthodoxy; for him, it is the domain within which Muslims adjust, exclude, or
replace certain practices. In both cases, a council is constructed in accordance
with tradition, in the development of a general framework of interaction. Each
Muslim thus has the duty to call others to do good deeds, as well as the power
to condemn evil actions.

From the comparison of Asad and Abderrahmane, it becomes apparent
that Islam cannot be analyzed as a mere belief system. It operates with a
strong moral and practical dimension, inside which sources of authority play
an important role. Thus, within their own religious space, Muslims are not
simply constrained to performing good acts, they are also responsible for car-
rying about their environment.

The matter is for all Islam’s adherents to rectify their behavior as well as that
of their peers by relying on normative sources of Islam: the Qur’an, the Hadith,
Consensus (ijma“), and analogy (géyas). The Sharia then becomes significant as
a system of morals that acquire meaning in prescribing well, as well as in pro-
hibiting evil (al-amr bi-l-ma‘raf wa-l-nahy ‘an al-munkar). This duty, which can
be an individual duty ( fard ‘ayn) or a collective one ( fard kifaya), depending on
the interpretation, is then accomplished through either a competent authority
if collective or a moral agent if individuals.

5 Virtue Ethics and the Trusteeship Paradigm: A New Approach in
the Social Sciences?

The parallelism shown between virtue ethics and the trusteeship paradigm
demonstrates agreeing visions on the subject. It refocuses our representa-
tion of the human being around moral issues. Thus, we deal with Homo Ethi-
cus, endowed with a duty that transcends their mere personal interests. The
comparison of Abderrahmane’s writing with those of MacIntyre reveals many
points of intersection. Indeed, the two philosophers identify the limits of mod-
ern Western philosophy in addressing moral issues. Asad and Abderrahmane
approach Islam in similar manners, by stressing the importance of tradition
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in understanding the religious practice of Muslims. This theoretical intersec-
tion can be a significant contribution to research in the social sciences. It
pushes scholars to question multiple analytical assumptions. To conclude, I
will outline three theoretical directions that demonstrate the contribution of
Abderrahmane in the theoretical comprehension of Islamic practices and sub-
jectivity: (1) the critique of Cartesian materialism, (2) the rejection of indi-
vidualism and holism as sole alternatives, and (3) the consideration of the
agency.

First, virtue ethics and the trusteeship paradigm are opposed to Cartesian
materialism (Descartes 1936 [1637]), specifically in the way they treat the rela-
tionship between mind and body. Descartes identifies the existence of two
types of substance: the mind or soul (res cogitans) and the body (res extensa).
Further, in his view, each of these two substances interacts with the other, and
mental states have a causal effectiveness over physical states. Thence comes to
an understanding of humans as chiefly driven by reason. As concerns virtue
ethics, its proponents give primacy to action rather than to reason. All forms
of cooperative activity socially produce norms of excellence as well as a con-
ception of finalities (Maclntyre 1984, 182). Abderrahmane offers a critique of
the Cartesian thinking subject. Facing the Cartesian maxim “I think, therefore
I am”, he puts forth the “shahada principle’, whereby the accomplishments of
a human being are testified by others. As a result, they must engage in a moral
behavior. The constitution of a subject acquires meaning in judgment and in
practice, rather than in speculation (alone).

Second, virtue ethics and the trusteeship paradigm also offer an alternat-
ive path between holism and individualism. The history of social sciences is
often presented as an opposition of these two traditions: the first conceives
of social phenomena as having their own essence, independent of people’s
consciousness and willpower (holism); on the contrary, the second states that
social phenomena result from the layering and combination of the conducts of
rational participants, conceived of as logical “atoms” of the analysis (individu-
alism) (Kincaid 1993). The study of Islam conducted by Asad shows in which
manner discipline generates a pious self by cultivating virtue through spe-
cific practices. However, to be considered Islamic, all practice must gain social
recognition. The individual is inscribed within a collective tradition which
also structures their social conduct (Asad [1986] 2009). Elsewhere, Abderrah-
mane questions the primacy of the individual. In laying out the principle of
tazkiya, he places the moral education of an individual at the core of society.
He rejects the mutual exclusion of the individual versus society, or vice versa.
The moral efforts put forth by individuals contribute to guaranteeing their self-
development. In turn, the collectivity exploits their moral potential by placing
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them in interaction with others. Far from splitting holism and individualism,
the moral-minded approach leaves space for individual subjectivity all while
accounting for collective socialization.

Third, the trusteeship paradigm reinstitutes the significance of agency in
the understanding of human behavior; therefore, it establishes itself as a cri-
tique of Kantian morals. For Kant, the will of humans is subject exclusively to
moral law, which must be obeyed for the sake of itself and is enforced on us
in the shape of the categorical imperative (Kant 1993). It corresponds to acts
that must be enacted unconditionally, and only acts whose maxims corres-
pond to its principles are seen as moral. Based on this moral law, Kant places
the ability to judge at the center of his conception of an autonomous subject
(Kim 2015, 40). By contrast, the trusteeship paradigm centers its attention on
agency, which represents the capacity to act unto the world, the objects or with
the other beings, and to transform or influence them (Barker 2007, 448). In
the trusteeship paradigm, all what exists in the world represents an amana (a
trust, a deposit) for human beings, for which they are responsible before God.
Therefore, they have a duty which transcends their mere judgment, as it also
includes the ends of their actions. Similarly, by subjecting themselves to norms
and rituals, Asad means to show how religious actors form a subject capable
of acting, without becoming autonomous in the Kantian sense (Asad [1986]
2009). Maclntyre likewise criticizes moral consequentialism: in his view, all
ethical consideration should not be focused on finalities rather than on deeds
(MaclIntyre 1984). These three incursions offer tools to articulate the trusteeship
paradigm in relation to human and social sciences. The concepts of Abderrah-
mane are in dialogue with various contemporary social theories, particularly
around the issue of virtue ethics. This said, not only should the concepts of
Taha Abderrahmane be studied, but the intellectual process of his approach
should be applied to renew our outlook on Muslim societies and better under-
stand the ins and outs of human action.
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