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The Yearbook of the Sociology of Islam investigates the making of Islam into an
important component of modern society and cultural globalization.

Sociology is, by common consent, the most ambitious advocate of modern
society. In other words, it undertakes to develop an understanding of modern
existence in terms of breakthroughs from ancient cosmological cultures to
ordered and plural civic life based on the gradual subsiding of communal life.
Thus, within this undertaking, the sociological project of modernity figures as
the cultural machine that dislodges the rationale of social being from local,
communal, hierarchic contexts into the logic of individualism and social
differentiation.

The conventional wisdom of sociology has been challenged by post-modern
debate, abolishing this dichotomous evolutionism while embracing a more
heterogeneous view of coexistence and exchange between local cultures and
modern institutions.

Islam, however, is often described as a different cultural machine for the
holistic reproduction of pre-modern religion, and Muslims are seen as
community-bound social actors embodying a powerful potential for the rejec-
tion of and opposition to Western modernity.

Sociologists insist on looking for social differentiation and cultural differ-
ences. However, their concepts remain evolutionist and inherently tied to the
cultural machine of modernity.

The Yearbook of the Sociology of Islam takes these antinomies and contradic-
tions as a challenge. It aims at no less than an understanding of the ambiguous
positioning of Islam in the global construction of society, and thus attempts to
combine original research on Islam with conceptual debates in social theory
and cultural studies.
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Editors’ Note

Contributors to this volume come from very different disciplines including clas-
sical oriental studies, history and sociology. This diversity in disciplinary ap-
proach was from the start reflected in terminology and attitude towards sources
and texts. We thought it valuable to maintain this diversity, and specifically we
have not engaged in homogenising difference in transliteration and forms of quo-
tation — in some cases resembling different traditions to write Arabic in Latin let-
ters and to give reference to sources and material. The individual texts, as they
stand, reflect the homogeneous attitudes of the authors and we do believe that
this contributes to flavour the dialogue which we pursue with this book.

Sigrid Noekel — as so often — has taken the considerable task of coordinating
and participating in editing this volume at various stages of its growth and we
would like to express our very special thanks.

Professor Jorn Riisen, President of the KWI (Kulturwissenschaftliches Insti-
tut) in Essen, Germany, and Professor Walter Bisang, Speaker of the “Sonderfor-
schungsbereich 295: Kulturelle und sprachliche Kontakte,” Univerity of Mainz,
Germany, with their support have made the preparation of this volume possible,
again we convey our gratitude.

Frankfurt am Main, September 2006.
G.S.



Introduction

JOHANN P. ARNASON, ARMANDO SALVATORE,
AND GEORG STAUTH

The papers included in this issue of the Yearbook of the Sociology of Islam come
from two workshops held at the Kulturwissenschaftliches Institut (Institute for
Advanced Study in the Humanities), Essen, in April 2004 and April 2005. The
program of the first one linked the comparative analysis of Islam to ongoing de-
bates on Axial Age theory as related to the formation of major civilizational
complexes. The second workshop was primarily concerned with the historical
sources and constellations involved in the formation of Islam as a religion and a
civilization. Since the two stages of the project were closely related, it seems ap-
propriate to publish the results in one place and allow for multiple foci.

The origins of the axial hypothesis

It has been observed that Max Weber’s sociology of religion and in particular
some passages from an article on Hinduism and Buddhism published in 1916 in
the Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik prefigures the core hypothesis
of Axial Age theory (Arnason 2005: 22)'. This theory is based on a comprehen-
sive hypothesis concerning the nature of the radical transformations that made
possible a momentous breakthrough in the complexification of community life
and the differentiation of social fields out of archaic communities regulated by
cyclical and mythical views of the cosmological order. The Axial approach facili-
tates examining on a comparative basis the basically simultaneous discovery of
“transcendence” across various civilizations.

Historical and civilizational analysis is oriented here to Axial Age theory in-
tended as a research program for locating and explaining, in historical-compara-
tive and sociological terms, the type of breakthrough that allowed, through the
shaping of notions of transcendence, for the emergence of a type of human re-
flexivity conventionally identified as the passage from the narrativity of mythos
to the rationality of logos (Jaspers 1953 [1949]). As maintained by Bjérn Wit-
trock, transcendence is not to be interpreted in strictly theological terms, but as
the emergence of a form of reflexivity that transcends those activities tied to the

1 Arnason, Johan P. (2005) “The Axial Age and its Interpreters: Reopening a De-
bate.” In: Johann P. Arnason/Shmuel N. Eisenstadt/Bjorn Wittrock (eds.) Axial
Civilizations and World History, Leiden: Brill, pp. 19-49.
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daily necessities of human beings, as also reflected in elaborate mythologies of
cosmological shape or in what we might call the ritual integration of community
(Wittrock 2005: 62)°.

More than any other particular line of inquiry, new historical and sociological
approaches to the Axial Age revived the idea of comparative civilizational analy-
sis and channeled it into more specific projects. A closer look at the problematic
place of Islam in this context will help to clarify questions about the axial version
of civilizational theory as well as related issues in Islamic studies. For pre-socio-
logical interpretations of the Axial Age, exemplified by Jaspers’s well-known es-
say on The Origin and Goal of History (Jaspers 1953 [1949]), Islam was at best
of marginal interest. The phase of intellectual and/or religious breakthroughs, oc-
curring in major civilizational centers, was — roughly speaking — dated from the
eighth to the third century BC; this strictly chronological demarcation excluded
the much later rise of Islam. Further reflection should, however, have highlighted
precisely the Islamic case as a problem for the chronological model. The Islamic
vision of a new order based on transcendent imperatives was at least as close to
the ideal type of an axial breakthrough as any other example. Islam defined itself
as a perfected and definitive version of an axial innovation, namely monotheism;
and it translated its claim into civilizational patterns on a larger scale than any
earlier culture or religion of the axial type had done.

Another potentially critical point was the historical role of Islam as a synthe-
sizer and transmitter of Hellenic and Judaic legacies. Comparison with this other
successor civilization, on which the Western Christian rediscovery of classical
sources had at first been dependent, might have cast doubt on the tacitly Eurocen-
tric presuppositions of early axial theory. The failure to pursue these problems is
obviously linked to a longer history of European relations with and perceptions
of the Islamic world, and to concomitant trends in civilizational studies. Seen
from Western Europe, Islam had for a long time represented a more advanced
civilization whose achievements could to some extent be borrowed across reli-
gious barriers. In the early modern era, it was still perceived as a dangerous ad-
versary: until late in the seventeenth century, the strongest Islamic power — the
Ottoman Empire — could threaten the heartland of Western Christendom, whereas
Christian advances against the Islamic world were confined to more peripheral
areas.

During the 18" century, as the West gained the upper hand against Islam, it
also began to come into closer contact with the Indian and Chinese worlds, and
these new encounters posed more complex hermeneutical problems than the in-
teraction with Islam had ever done — because of the greater cultural distance and

2 Arnason, Johan P. (2005) “The Axial Age and its Interpreters: Reopening a De-
bate.” In: Johann P. Arnason/Shmuel N. Eisenstadt/Bjorn Wittrock (eds.) Axial
Civilizations and World History, Leiden: Brill, pp. 19-49.
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as a result of changes to Western self-interpretations. Reflections on civiliza-
tional pluralism and its world-historical meaning (never more than an intermit-
tent tradition in Western thought) tended then to focus on the eminently Oriental
Indian and Chinese cases, whereas Islam became a more marginal theme.

The crux of Islam within
comparative civilizational analysis

Two outstandingly seminal visions of universal history, developed in an early
and a late phase of global European ascendancy, may be cited to illustrate this
trend. In Hegel’s philosophy of history, China and India appear as distinctive and
necessary stages on the road to a full realization of reason in history, while Islam
looks more like an anomalous sideshow: since it exists, it must be fitted into the
model, but this cannot occur on the same conceptual level as for China or India.
Max Weber’s comparative studies of Eurasian civilizations deal with multiple
contrasts between China, India and Western Europe; although a planned study of
Islam was never written, enough is known about Weber’s views on this subject to
conclude that conceptual obstacles counted for something in this failure.

The career of the axial model after Jaspers reflects this traditional neglect of
Islam, with some qualifications and corrective trends. Marshall Hodgson’s work
(which will be discussed at some length in this volume) is a crucially important
exception to the pattern described above. Hodgson responded to Jaspers’s formu-
lation of the axial model, at a time when it went otherwise unnoticed among
comparative historians, and revised it in ways more conducive to an adequate
understanding and appraisal of Islamicate civilization or “Islamdom” (a term of
his coin). But Hodgson was in many respects ahead of his time, and a sustained
discussion of his work is only beginning; his influence on Islamic studies was
limited, and there is no evidence of a significant impact of his work on axial the-
ory.

When S.N. Eisenstadt shifted the methodological terrain of analysis from phi-
losophical interpretation to a historical sociology of axial civilizations, he did not
— at first — alter the chronological framework. On this view, the rise of Islam was
the result of much later developments and took place in a very different historical
milieu; but since the new, historical-sociological model was explicitly designed
to explain long-term historical trends, it had to go beyond Jaspers’s account and
accommodate Islam within a broader perspective. Eisenstadt’s initial solution to
this problem was the concept of a “secondary breakthrough,” applicable to Islam
as well as Christianity and some less radical innovations in other civilizational
settings (such as Neo-Confucianism in East Asia). According to Eisenstadt,
breakthroughs of this kind were characterized by comprehensive reinterpretations
of axial traditions and strong aspirations to establish a new institutional order.

The concept was later abandoned, on the compelling grounds that it implied



JOHANN P. ARNASON, ARMANDO SALVATORE, AND GEORG STAUTH | 11

an a priori denial of the originality of post-axial transformations, and Eisenstadt
moved towards a major revision of the axial model. He argued that a typological
frame of reference would be more useful than the chronological one: axiality
could thus be redefined as a set of characteristics that enhance the transformative
potential of culture, and do so in specific ways linked to visions of transcendent
reality. Changes along such lines may have been particularly widespread and in-
tensive during the Axial Age, but that is not a valid reason for defining them in
chronological terms. Axial transformations can occur and axial patterns can crys-
tallize in other historical situations; it is the structural aspect that matters, rather
than the genetic one.

From this point of view, Islam appears as a key case to be included in the ty-
pological core. Eisenstadt has unequivocally accepted this conclusion, with the
result that questions relating to Islamic societies and their historical dynamics
have become more important in his most recent work.

Yet the typological turn is only one of the new trends emerging in debates
around the axial framework of inquiry, and it poses a whole set of new problems.
If axiality is to be understood as a mode of transformation, it can easily shrink to
a stage in a rather uniform progression towards higher levels of reflexivity and
enlarged horizons of human action. On the other hand, the general category of
“axial civilizations” (supposed to replace “Axial Age civilizations”) seems to in-
volve quite strong and debatable assumptions about cultural orientations embod-
ied in and constitutive of whole civilizational complexes. A more limited concep-
tion of axial patterns, centered on the relationships between intellectual and po-
litical elites and their role in historical transformations, would have to allow for
contextual determinants that vary from case to case.

More generally speaking, the axial model is now being transformed through
discussions that continue to produce arguments for and against contending views.
It would be vastly premature to try to close the debate, and misguided to bypass
it. The divergent approaches have more or less direct implications for Islamic
Studies and for the sociology of Islam. As will be seen, contributors to this vol-
ume differ in their opinions on these issues; for introductory purposes, it may be
useful to outline a cautiously defined common ground, limited to a heuristic use
of the axial model finalized to highlight significant features of Islam as a religion
and a civilizational formation. Some basic considerations in that vein will help to
sketch in a background to more disputed questions. We can, without making any
strong assumptions about the scope or status of axial theory, examine the axial
dimensions of Islam from a comparative viewpoint. This applies, first and fore-
most, to the Islamic vision of transcendence: more precisely, to its version of
monotheist transcendence.

The Islamic message defined itself as a purifying, radicalizing and restorative
twist to preexisting monotheisms; at the same time, it was from the outset much
more directly intertwined with political strategies and processes. The prophet
Muhammad and his first following were very soon drawn into a state-building
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project, and the codification of the new religious teaching soon overlapped with a
process of empire-building on a vast scale.

Yet a comparative approach must also take into account the spatial and tem-
poral distance from established models. Islam emerged outside the central do-
main of axial transformations, and long after they had matured into cultural and
institutional paradigms. The same cannot be said of Christianity: most historians
would now agree that the original “Jesus movement” was part of an ongoing re-
formist current within Judaism, and that the mutation into a separate universal re-
ligion was a complex process, decisively affected by the catastrophic defeat of
the Jewish rebellion against Rome in the 1* century CE.

Because of the different historical context, Islam related to axial sources on a
different basis and in varying ways. With regard to major axial traditions, the
emphasis was sometimes on religious and sometimes on broader civilizational
aspects. Judaism was of crucial importance as a religious source, whereas inter-
action with the persisting diasporic Jewish civilization was very limited; the oc-
casional episodes of more intensive contact were — possibly with the exceptions
to which the papers of Stauth (chapter 6) and Khoury (chapter 7) point in this
volume — more productive on the Jewish side; Persian sources were primarily put
to use on the civilizational level; the Hellenic legacy was essential to the flower-
ing of Islam as a civilization during its classical period, but it also played a sig-
nificant role in attempts to rationalize the religious foundations of Islamic iden-
tity and make them more compatible with philosophical modes of thought.

Apart from these central connections, recent scholarship has taken note of in-
puts from more marginal or interstitial sources. South Arabian traditions, includ-
ing a monotheist turn that does not seem to have been a simple reproduction of
the Judaic model, are now widely seen as a distinctive and important part of the
background. The issue of Islamic links to the Judaeo-Christian sects that had
tried to bridge the gap between two increasingly alienated communities remains
more controversial.

If a comparative history of Islamic civilization has to deal with axial sources,
it is by the same token tempting to interpret Islam as an axial synthesis. But this
suggestion calls for some qualifications. It seems clear that Manichaeism had as-
pired to synthesize several axial traditions (including Buddhism). This was, how-
ever, a precedent the prophet Muhammad and his followers were thoroughly un-
willing to recognize. Manichaeism was never included among the religions of the
book, and when Manichean communities came under Islamic rule, they were
massively persecuted. On the religious level, the original Islamic vision did not
aim at a synthesis, but at the final and unadorned grasp of fundamentals that had
previously been obscured by adaptation to specific contexts and perverted
through further assimilation.

Nonetheless, as new civilizational patterns crystallized around the imperial
power structures built under the banner of a new religion, the radically monothe-
istic and universalistic world-view became a framework for the fusion of differ-
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ent civilizational legacies. But if the cultural traditions of conquered regions were
brought together in a synthesis, there was no uniform pattern of integration. A
vigorous but selective appropriation was, as noted above, crucial to the creativity
and radiating power of Islam during its classical age. Peter Brown has suggested
that Islamic civilization retained closer links to the Greek ideal of paideia than
did other heirs to the classical legacy of antiquity. The assimilation of Persian
traditions was a more long-drawn-out-process, and they became a more enduring
component of political culture.

A new pattern of interaction emerged as a result of the Islamic expansion into
a third major civilizational area. Whether the idea of a civilizational synthesis can
be applicable to the Indo-Islamic world will depend on more substantive interpre-
tations of this very particular case: was it a civilizational formation encompassing
two very different religions, or a regional complex made up of two civilizations?
The question will not be discussed in this volume, but it should at least be noted
that the Indian part of the Islamic experience was — for both comparative histori-
ans as well as students of Islam — long overshadowed by the more familiar record
of the Middle East and the Mediterranean.

The long-term axial dynamics of Islam are a further theme for comparative
analysis, going beyond and building on those mentioned above. The civilizations
most directly associated with the axial model are, as has often been stressed,
characterized by a dialectics of traditionalism and renewal. Reinterpretations of
core traditions provide frameworks for socio-cultural transformations, while at
the same time maintaining a recognizable civilizational pattern across historical
divides. This combination of change and revival is a recurrent and well-known
feature of Islamic civilization. So is another closely related phenomenon, particu-
larly prominent in analysis of axial traditions: the interplay of orthodoxy and het-
erodoxy.

Constellations of that kind were central to all phases and branches of Islamic
history, even if it seems clear that the tension between the two poles never
reached the level of a civilizational schism comparable to the 16" century rupture
within Western Christendom. Finally, axial theorists have noted the need for
more detailed study of the connections between cultural traditions — more spe-
cifically religious ones — and imperial formations, but this is still a relatively un-
derdeveloped domain of comparative analysis. The history of imperial power in
the Islamic world took a distinctive course that suggests several lines of compari-
son with other traditions. The formative and classical phases (until the later ot
century) were characterized by uniquely close links between the growth of impe-
rial power and the crystallization of a new civilizational pattern. During the fol-
lowing five to six centuries (the “middle periods” according to Hodgson’s
scheme), political fragmentation went hand in hand with the consolidation of cul-
tural unity on a more global scale than any other civilization achieved in premod-
ern times.

This is not the only case of marked divergences between the dynamics of cul-
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tural and political integration, but the contrast became exceptionally stark in the
Islamic case, all the more so through the cultural assimilation of the disunited
heirs to foreign conquest: the Mongol successor states. But the islamization of
Inner Asian conquerors also became the starting-point for the three imperial pro-
jects of the early modern era: the Ottoman, the Safavid, and the Mughal (Hodg-
son’s “gunpowder empires”). In all three cases, imperial expansion within the Is-
lamic civilizational domain was combined with conquest across its borders. The
plurality of imperial centers within one civilizational formation bear some re-
semblance to the modern constellation in Western Europe, but because of the
very different spatial dimensions, contacts between the empires were of a limited
kind, and these empires never embarked on the distinctively European enterprise
of overseas conquest.

The last question to be considered in this context has to do with axial closure.
This theme has not been in the foreground of the debate, but it merits more dis-
cussion. Although the axial model stresses new openings of multiple kinds, con-
ducive to higher levels of diversity and conflict, efforts to reintegrates such
trends into definitive and comprehensive frameworks are also typical of the tradi-
tions in question. Axial transformations give rise to new forms of change as well
as new ways of containing it. Both ideological and institutional modes of closure
reflect their specific civilizational contexts. Western perceptions of Islam, shaped
by very asymmetrical encounters, have tended to exaggerate its resistance to
change, whether generated from within or induced from without. Scholarly
analysis has modified this view, but not disposed of the problem.

The distinctively Islamic dynamics and strategies of closure are still impor-
tant topics for comparative analysis. To conclude this part of the discussion, three
key historical signposts should be noted. The first centuries of the second millen-
nium CE are no longer seen as a phase of transition to long-term stagnation or
even regression; a much more complex image of this period is emerging from
current scholarship, so that the specific achievements of Islam’s later centuries
are now more adequately understood. Yet from a comparative perspective, the
available evidence and the most plausible accounts of it nevertheless suggest that
the Islamic world did not experience anything comparable to the innovative de-
velopments that took place in Western Europe and East Asia between the 1"
and the 13" century.’

When it comes to more recent transformations, especially those intercon-
nected with the global rise of Western power, there is no denying that the Islamic
world did not match the most salient non-Western responses to or reinventions of
Western models. There is no Islamic parallel to the East Asian reinvention of

3 This refers to arguments developed in the two books coming out of Firenze Uppsala
workshops: Axial Civilizations and World History & Eurasian Transformations,
1000-1300: Crystallizations, Divergences, Renaissances.



JOHANN P. ARNASON, ARMANDO SALVATORE, AND GEORG STAUTH | 15

both modern capitalism and the project that began as an alternative but became a
detour towards the same goal, and nothing comparable to the Indian experience
of democracy. Nationalism in the Islamic world has — notwithstanding crucial
differences between Arab and non-Arab parts of this world — a long history of
problematic and unsettled relations with Islam.

At the beginning of the 21* century, the redefinition of the inherited relation-
ship between religion and politics is posing more complex problems in Islamic
societies than anywhere else. “Fundamentalism” may be a misleading term, and
the most insightful analyses of the phenomenon in question have rightly under-
lined its modern features, but this does not alter the fact that it reflects an unfin-
ished and particularly conflict-ridden process of transposing a religious and civi-
lizational legacy into a modern context.

All these aspects of the Islamic trajectory call for integration into a more sys-
tematic historical analysis, which would in turn lay the foundations for more pre-
cisely targeted comparative studies. But at the present moment, combinations of
historical and comparative approaches to the study of Islam tend to focus on par-
ticular aspects or episodes, rather than on problems of civilizational identity and
difference. Marshall Hodgson’s work remains the most ambitious and original at-
tempt to reconstruct the long-term dynamics of the Islamic world as a civiliza-
tional complex. This is not to deny its shortcomings, some of them obvious from
the outset and others more apparent in retrospect.

Hodgson’s The Venture of Islam is an unfinished work, and some parts more
visibly so than others, especially the sections dealing with early modern Islam
and with Islamic responses to the global impact of what he called “the great
Western transmutation.” More recent work has thrown new light on various is-
sues and raised questions about established views that Hodgson took for granted.
To take the most spectacular example, ongoing controversies between traditional-
ists, revisionists and post-revisionists have changed the whole framework of re-
search on Islamic origins (see chapters 4 and 5 by Arnason and Arjomand in the
present volume). Together with other developments, increased knowledge of the
Ismaili tradition has enriched and modified the received picture of the late classi-
cal and early middle periods (Hodgson was one of the pioneering scholars in the
field of Ismaili studies, but further progress was made after his death).

Finally, the revival of civilizational theory during the last quarter of a century
has made it easier to identify and criticize Hodgson’s theoretical premises. How-
ever, allowing for all these critical considerations, it must be added that no com-
parable project has so far emerged, and that The Venture of Islam set standards
for future efforts, even if an enterprise of that caliber can now only be imagined
as an ipso facto unlikely fusion of multiple specialized perspectives.
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Islam in the historical process:
civilizational and comparative perspectives

Although only a few of the papers in this volume engage explicitly with Hodg-
son’s ideas, they share with his work an interest in the historical dynamics of Is-
lam as a civilization, in a comparative perspective with other cases of similar di-
mensions. The chapters are grouped into three sections which are systematically,
not chronologically ordered.

The first section embraces the dimension of “crystallization” of the civiliza-
tional analysis of Islam and is therefore closest to Hodgson’s own approach, al-
beit with sensible alterations. In chapter 1 Johann P. Arnason discusses the con-
ceptual and historical foundations of Hodgson’s program for civilizational stud-
ies, with particular reference to the role of the intellectual and religious traditions
that constituted the core of city-centered high cultures.

Hodgson’s variations on axial themes are discussed in relation to his distinc-
tive interpretation of Islam. The second part of the chapter deals with the classi-
cal period in The Venture of Islam, reconstructs its main lines of argument, and
confronts it with more recent scholarship in key areas. Hodgson’s concept of ab-
solutism as a political pattern typical of agrarianate societies is compared to the
Weberian model of patrimonialism and taken as a starting-point for a more nu-
anced approach to the processes of state formation.

Chapter 2, by Babak Rahimi, focuses on the “middle period” of Islamic civi-
lization, as demarcated in Hodgson’s scheme, and links this chronological cate-
gory to the more theoretical questions raised in an essay on the historical interre-
lations of societies, where Hodgson argued for a more polycentric conception of
world history. Rahimi then develops these combined themes in ways partly
aligned with more widespread views on the early second millennium CE as a
time of innovative developments on an Afro-Eurasian scale, by laying a particu-
larly strong emphasis on intercivilizational encounters and transcultural forma-
tions both within and on the margins of major civilizational areas. Against this
background, he finally analyzes the emergence of Turkish and Persianate re-
gional and civilizational variants within the Islamic world or, as he terms it, “Is-
lamic axiality.”

Chapter 3, by Arpad Szakolczai, examines contrasts and parallels between Is-
lam and Christianity as prophetic religions, particularly ways of identifying pro-
phetic founders and the implications of different solutions to this problem for the
self-images of religious communities and their modes of relating to unbelievers.
Moving away from macro-civilizational analysis, Szakolczai argues that identity
formation in world religions is best analyzed in terms of the dynamics of experi-
ence and recognition; building-blocks for such a theoretical framework can be
found in the works of Max Weber, Alessandro Pizzorno, Victor Turner and René
Girard.

Johann P. Arnason provides in chapter 4 a theoretical elaboration of the con-
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cept of socio-cultural crystallization to the development of Islamic civilization
which began with religious and political innovations on a local scale and culmi-
nated in new imperial and civilizational structures. Several aspects as well as
phases of this process can be distinguished. It resulted in the imperial unification
of a region that had not been controlled by one political centre since the collapse
of the Persian empire and its ephemeral Macedonian successor, more impor-
tantly, civilizational unity was for the first time imposed on that same region and
consolidated in a form that proved capable of further expansion. This chapter
concludes with a brief discussion of the Ismaili movement as a schismatic current
within this civilizational pattern.

The second section probes into specific “crossroads and turning points”
which are particularly significant for the civilizational analysis of different mo-
mentums of Islamic history, beginning with the rise of Islam. This process has
occasionally been described as a revolution, without however providing further
reflection on the implications of that label. Said Amir Arjomand’s chapter 5 is
the first systematic attempt to situate early Islam within the framework of a ty-
pology of revolutions, and at the same time to draw on this crucial case to ad-
vance our understanding of types less familiar to modern western interpreters of
revolutionary phenomena. A constitutive revolution is, according to Arjomand,
one that establishes a new political order by imposing a central authority on a
previously segmented society. The emergence of Islam exemplifies this general
pattern, but some unique features set it apart from other cases: in particular, this
was the only constitutive revolution that coincided with and depended on the
promulgation of a new monotheism, and this factor affected both the initial pro-
ject and its later metamorphoses in multiple ways. Comparative and theoretical
perspectives can thus be brought to bear on disputes that have mostly developed
in isolation from broader contexts.

Two contributions deal with specific countries and their roles in the historical
formation of Islamic traditions. Egypt constitutes a markedly different case
which does not fit easily into typologies linking radical socio-political transfor-
mations and axial crystallizations. The civilization of the Nile had been central to
religious and intellectual cross-currents of Late Antiquity, but became more mar-
ginal to the schisms and crystallizations of early Islam. Georg Stauth’s chapter 6
argues that despite the recent interest in Egypt in the context of Late Antiquity,
the axial framework of analysis, by focusing on monotheism and revelation, has
largely sidelined Egypt as a residual cultural heritage within patterns of cultural
reconstruction culminating in Christianity and Islam. This chapter attempts to
show some of the antagonisms which relate to the synchronic coexistence of the
civilizational heritage of Pharaonic religion-cum-politics and the reasserted and
radicalized, monotheistic visions of rising Islam. Such antagonisms have shaped
the vitality of a lived religion, specifically in local contexts — as viewed here — in
the Eastern Nile Delta. Taking a view on the role of "Abdallah b. Salam — the
first Jewish witness of Muhammad’s monotheistic revelations in the prophetic
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tradition, and at the same time a locally venerated Islamic saint in that region — it
becomes evident that the ‘denial’ of the civilizational heritage of the Nile is as
much a source of orthodox monotheist reconstruction in Islam (as it was in Chris-
tianity), as it bears a great part of the symbolic, legendary and mythological leg-
acy which played an important role in orthodox theology and in popular imagi-
nary from the early Islamic period onwards. Paradoxically, the Islamic negations
of Pharaonic civilization and its wonders still occupy a great role within orthodox
practice and modern reflection of Islam. This negation at the same time preserves
and incorporates the archaism which it wishes to suppress. This is a possible
qualification and a point of critique of the axial framework.

Yemen was, as historians are now coming to recognize, not only an important
cultural centre in its own right and a prominent part of the civilizational back-
ground to Islam, but also — as Raif G. Khoury argues in chapter 7 — a meeting
ground of multiple traditions. The Yemeni share in political, cultural and reli-
gious life during Islam’s early centuries was highly significant, but it has proved
difficult to trace — not least because it was later obscured by dominant traditions
— and is still a controversial theme. Khoury shows how important Yemeni con-
nections and crossroads were for conceptual, historiographical and literary devel-
opments that took place during the first phase of the classical period of Islamic
civilization.

A concluding paper in this section, chapter 8 by Josef van Ess, critically reas-
sesses the core idea of breakthrough or radical transformation that underlies the
axial framework of analysis in its successive adaptations and revisions. Van Ess
digs deeply into the reasons of why the axial idea of Jaspers was itself at odds
with Islam for being at the service of a distinctive idea of the “modern subject”
that needs, by definition, a convenient other, a civilization resistant to those radi-
cal transformations that are supposedly rooted in the “self.” Indeed, Islamic civi-
lization is characterized by innovation and reformation within a stronger line of
continuity with Late Antiquity. Van Ess suggests that the notion of “turning
points” in a longer term perspective of civilizational developments and cross-civ-
ilizational influences seems to be more suitable to the analysis of Islam than the
original axial idea of “breakthroughs.”

The third and last section includes contributions summarizing “cultural and
institutional dynamics” of Islamic civilization, partly in a comparative perspec-
tive referring to other world religions and their civilizational ramifications. Here
again the reframing of the axial problematic becomes more explicit.

Said Amir Arjomand’s chapter 9 considers the divergent paths of Western
Christendom and the Islamic world from a specific angle, concerning the institu-
tions of higher learning and their relationship to political culture. This approach
differs from the line taken by those who consider the role of universities only in
relation to the genesis of modern science; it gives due weight to the interplay of
structural and contingent factors; and it stresses different ways of appropriating
older traditions. According to Arjomand, the failure to translate Aristotle’s Poli-
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tics conditioned the development of political thought in medieval Islam. Yet the
significance of his intellectual blockage can only be understood in connection
with larger patterns of Islamic history before and after the Mongol invasions.

Arpad Szakolczai’s chapter 10 links these issues to even broader historical
horizons. Szakolczai does not deny that the idea of the Axial Age has helped to
open up comparative perspectives. He insists, however, that it has also obscured
other important themes for comparative analysis: in particular the question of
similarities and differences between prophetic religions. Only some of the inno-
vations commonly ascribed to the Axial Age were associated with prophetic fig-
ures; on the other hand, the prophetic religions that had the most massive impact
on world history emerged long after the end of the Axial Age. A different histori-
cal frame of reference is therefore needed. Moreover, a closer analysis of pro-
phetic religions will draw attention to another topic that has often been noted by
axial theorists, but never fully integrated into their problematic: the ecumenic
empires, with which the religions in question interacted in very different ways.

In chapter 11 Armando Salvatore questions both the typological conception
of axiality and the interpretation that subsumes axial breakthroughs under a more
general and much too abstract category of reflexivity. Drawing on Voegelin’s de-
scriptions of the “metastatic,” i.e. exponentially and uncontrollably transforma-
tive character of axial discourse, especially in its prophetic variant, he stresses the
sustained and divergent but sometimes interconnected dynamics of traditions that
grew out of axial beginnings, as well as the need for an adequate concept of tradi-
tion that could provide the key to a comparative understanding of varying cases.
An informed definition of axiality can only emerge out of such historical and
comparative studies. In that context, Salvatore argues that Islam and Christianity
are best seen as interrelated parts of a Western complex of axial traditions and
that much more work remains to be done on Islamic sources of European
thought.

The section and the volume conclude with S.N. Eisenstadt’s reflections on
public spheres and political dynamics in Islamic societies in chapter 12. Growing
interest in the political aspects of modernity has brought the varying types of
public spheres and civil societies to the forefront of comparative analysis; and
since the prospects of political modernity in the Islamic world have seemed par-
ticularly troubled, this has led to distorted views of Islamic political traditions.
The widespread notion of despotic rule as an enduring characteristic of Islamic
societies is incompatible with the historical record. But as Eisenstadt argues, the
Islamic experience is also particularly instructive with regard to the distinction
between public sphere and civil society. Public spheres exist in widely varying
forms in different civilizational settings, but the development of civil society de-
pends on more specific conditions for individual and collective access to the po-
litical domain. Vigorous public spheres, centered on a set of distinctive institu-
tions, were characteristic of Islamic societies, but other components of the insti-
tutional framework blocked or minimized access to political centers.
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Chapter 1

Marshall Hodgson’s Civilizational
Analysis of Islam: Theoretical and
Comparative Perspectives

JOHANN P. ARNASON

Civilizational perspectives, of a more or less consistent kind, are often implicit in
area studies; but it is very rare for area specialists to engage in sustained reflec-
tion on this background, and to develop their own variations on key themes of
civilizational analysis. Marshall Hodgson is perhaps the most outstanding exam-
ple. His historical analysis of ‘Islamdom’ and ‘Islamicate civilization,’ to use his
own neologisms, is grounded in a very explicit and sophisticated version of civi-
lizational theory, and the connection works both ways: the civilizational ap-
proach throws new light on Islam as a historical phenomenon, and at the same
time, it is developed along specific lines that reflect the distinctive features of the
case in question.' The result is, as far as I can judge, the most ambitious and
theoretically articulate Western attempt to understand the Islamic world. If we
want to bring Islamic studies and the comparative analysis of civilizations into
closer mutual contact, this would seem to be the most promising starting-point.
But it has, so far, attracted much less attention than it would merit. There has
been no extensive discussion of Hodgson’s assumptions and arguments; the cur-
rent ideological controversies about ‘Orientalism’ (an overstretched notion if
ever there was one) tend to bypass his work, perhaps because it demands a level
of historical sensitivity that has now become unfashionable.

The following discussion — a brief and tentative sketch which I hope to de-
velop into a more systematic interpretation — will begin with a glance at Hodg-
son’s conception of civilizations as ‘primary units of reference’ for large-scale
comparative history, and then move on to his analysis of Islam. Within the limits
of this paper, I can only deal with a few parts of a vast field. Hodgson’s interpre-

1 ‘Islamdom’ is obviously coined by analogy with ‘Christendom,” more precisely
with the use of the latter term to describe a civilization rather than a religion which
is only a part of it — admittedly a defining part, but not to be equated with the whole.
Similarly, to describe a civilizational formation as ‘Islamicate,” rather than ‘Is-
lamic,’ is to stress the general point that a civilization is never educible to its reli-
gious premises, as well as the more specific ones that this civilization integrated
important elements of other traditions, subordinating them to Islamic principles
without dissolving their distinctive contents, and that its history was more discon-
tinuous than a straightforward Islamic identity would allow for.
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tation of the formative period will be examined at some length; I will then con-
clude with some reflections on the broader interrelated questions of unity and di-
versity as well as continuity and discontinuity in the historical destinies of
Islamicate civilization.

Defining and demarcating civilizations

In the “general prologue” to the first volume of The Venture of Islam, Hodgson
describes his project in the following terms (Hodgson 1974, 1: 90-91):

In this work, we shall speak more of masterpieces of art and dynastic policies, of reli-
gious geniuses, and scientific discoveries, than of everyday life on the farm and in the
kitchen. Hence we will include in our scope those peoples among whom a few privi-
leged men shared such masterpieces and discoveries, however much those peoples dif-
fered among themselves, in farmwork or in homemaking. This may seem like arbitrary
preference for the spectacular. I believe it answers to a legitimate human need to under-
stand ourselves. In any case, we must be clear as to what we are doing, and its conse-
quences.

A strong interest in ‘high culture,” or rather a rejection of the various attempts to
debunk or discount it, is no doubt a defining characteristic of the civilizational
approach; it is not to be mistaken for a claim that this is where the ultimate mean-
ing or the fundamental determinants of human history will be found. The point is,
rather, that in specific contexts this level of analysis is crucial to the understand-
ing of the social-historical world; there is no suggestion that we should neglect
the interaction of civilizational patterns, visible at the level of high culture, with
local or popular forms of socio-cultural life. But the shared focus on high culture
(’the arbitrary preference for the spectacular,” to quote Hodgson’s anticipation of
a likely critical response) does not necessarily reflect the same line of reasoning —
or the same choice of context — in every single version of civilizational analysis.
We must therefore take a closer look at Hodgson’s specific reasons for adopting
this view.

To begin with, let us note the most general historical co-ordinates of civiliza-
tion studies, as defined by Hodgson. Writing in the mid-1960s, he argued (and he
would probably take the same view today) that the analysis of ‘pre-modern citied
societies’ — another of his neologisms — had lagged behind the study of non-citied
societies on the one hand and modern technical societies on the other. Anthro-
pologists and sociologists had moved ahead, whereas the world-historical
framework required for the study of “the periods and areas between — that is,
from Sumer to the French Revolution” (ibid., 1: 31) had proved more difficult to
develop. One of the most striking features of this long historical period was the
constitution of cultural units of a new kind, capable of encompassing a broad va-
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riety of local cultures with a more limited reach. These superimposed cultural
formations, more self-reflexive and as a result both more clearly demarcated and
more dynamic than the subordinate ones, are the civilizations that Hodgson
wants to place at the centre of comparative history. Sociologically speaking, they
depend on urban centres, literate elites and cumulative traditions. As for the de-
fining contents, they are “constituted by standards of cultural evaluation, basic
expectations, and norms of legitimation” (ibid., 1: 93). A civilization is, in other
words, an “expression of formative ideals” (ibid., 1: 90) — this is perhaps the best
condensed formulation of Hodgson’s approach.

Among formative ideals, religious ones stand out in virtue of their strong and
comprehensive claims: “A religious commitment, by its nature, tends to be more
total than any other” (ibid., 1: 94). Here it is necessary to say a few words about
Hodgson’s definition of religion, which is crucial to his understanding of Islam,
and it seems best to begin with a quotation: “Properly, we use the term “reli-
gious” for an ultimate orientation (rather than ‘philosophical’ or ‘ideological’), so
far as the orientation is personally committing and is meaningful in terms of a
cosmos, without further precision of what this may come to” (ibid., 1: 88). As
Hodgson notes in passing, this emphasis on a person’s “ultimate cosmic orienta-
tion and commitments and the ways in which he pays attention to them” (ibid., 1:
88) leads to the inclusion of Buddhism among religions (atheism is not an obsta-
cle), whereas Marxism does not qualify (“the relation person-cosmos plays a
relatively slight role there”). The cosmic orientation can turn towards a sense of
cosmic transcendence and human dependence; this is, of course, particularly pro-
nounced in Islam (although Hodgson does not quote Becker’s description of Is-
lam as the ‘most Schleiermacherian’ of all religions, it seems clear that he agreed
with it).

There is thus a close affinity, but not an invariant relationship between reli-
gious and civilizational orientations. Religious commitments tend to figure
prominently among the formative ideals that constitute a civilizational pattern,
but some religions are more civilizational than others, and some civilizations are
more religion-centred than others. At this point we may note some distinctive
features of the Islamic case, as seen by Hodgson. First and foremost, Islam has —
more than any other religion — tended to make the ‘kind of total demand on life’
that is potentially inherent in a religious commitment as such. A comparison with
the other monotheistic world religion underscores the point: “The reader will find
that Islam, rather more than Christianity, tended to call forth a total social pattern
in the name of religion itself” (ibid., 1: 89). The internal totalizing logic trans-
lates into external unity. Hodgson speaks of an ‘Islamicate civilization,” almost
coextensive with the spread of Islam as a religion (although he notes the exis-
tence of Muslims — e.g. in China — whose religion does not entail much participa-
tion in a broader civilizational pattern). He does not think that there is a compa-
rable pan-Christian civilization: the mutual isolation of Ethiopia and Western
Christendom is cited as a case in point. He also rejects — without further discus-



26 | CRYSTALLIZATIONS

sion — the idea of a Buddhist civilization. In short, Islam stands out as the only
world religion associated with — indeed embodied in — a single civilization.

On the other hand, “even Islam could not be total” (ibid., 1: 89). The reli-
gious vision could more easily put its stamp on some cultural spheres than others;
“in many other spheres, such as trade or poetry” (ibid.), it had to grant significant
autonomy to extra-religious values and meanings. Moreover, “Islam is unique
among the religious traditions for the diversity of the peoples that have embraced
it” (ibid., 1: 85). Civilizational unity was superimposed on this diversity, and that
could not happen without complex adaptive and transformative processes. Hodg-
son concludes: “When we look at Islam historically, the integral unity of life it
seemed to display when we looked at it as a working out of the act of is/?m al-
most vanishes” (ibid., 1: 85). Almost, but not quite. For one thing, the aspiration
to integral unity remained alive in pious minds and was intermittently activated
in more practical ways. The question of unity and diversity is thus posed in very
stark terms. It will be reconsidered below.

But first we need to take another look at Hodgson’s case for the civilizational
approach. He is keenly aware of the limits to its validity and utility: as he
stresses, it is sometimes — depending on the context of inquiry — more appropri-
ate to analyze history in terms of regional boundaries and continuitiecs. We can
thus think of the Near East (or the lands from Nile to Oxus, to use Hodgson’s
preferred term) or of India as regions with a history of their own, before and after
the emergence or intrusion of Islam; and in some contexts, a European region (in
a broad sense that includes Anatolia) may be a more meaningful unit of reference
than the civilization of Western Christendom. Some specific cases will always
prove difficult to fit into a civilizational framework; Hodgson refers to the Geor-
gians and the Armenians as peoples that cannot be subsumed under one civiliza-
tion. (It is tempting to elaborate a bit further on these two cases: in the first in-
stance, Hodgson is obviously thinking of their borderline position between the
Eastern Christian and Iranian worlds, but it might be added that they responded
to this situation by developing particularly distinctive and resilient collective
identities — somewhat resembling civilizational patterns in miniature, but the re-
stricted scale and scope set limits to the analogy).

Notwithstanding such qualifications, Hodgson insists on the centrality of the
civilizational approach to the study of world history ‘from Sumer to the French
Revolution,” and we must now try to clarify his reasons. This will entail some re-
construction: The Venture of Islam is an unfinished work, and basic assumptions
are not always stated as clearly as they might have been if the author had lived
long enough to put the finishing touches to the text. It seems to me that five main
points can be distinguished.

The first has to do with Hodgson’s conception of traditions and their role in
history. His reflections on this topic read like a radical critique of the impover-
ished concept of tradition that had prevailed in the orbit of modernization theory
(the University of Chicago was obviously a place where direct contact with this
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intellectual current was unavoidable). For Hodgson, growth, change and devel-
opment are essential to a cultural tradition: “the more so, the broader its scope”
(ibid., 1: 79). As we shall see, the reference to a broad scope is important for his
civilizational perspective. But before going on to consider that point, the dynam-
ics of cultural traditions should be defined in more specific terms. Hodgson’s key
statement on this subject is worth quoting at length: as he sees it (ibid., 1: 80),

we may describe the process of cultural tradition as a movement composed of three
moments: a creative action, an occasion of inventive or revelatory, even charismatic en-
counter: for instance, the discovery of a new aesthetic value; the launching of a new
technique of craftsmanship; a rise to a new level of social expectation, one man of an-
other; the assertion of a new ruling stock or even the working out of new patterns of
governing; or, in the case of religion, an occasion of fresh awareness of something ulti-
mate in the relation between ourselves and the cosmos — that is, an occasion of spiritual
revelation, bringing a new vision.

Hodgson goes on to mention the Quran and its challenge as a prime example of
creative foundation.

The group commitment and the interaction within the group are inseparable
from a conflict of interpretations and a “continuing cumulative dialogue” (ibid.,
1: 81). As Hodgson notes, this pattern is not limited to religious, ideological or
scientific fields; the same applies to the forms of economic and political life,
where the conflictual dynamic of interests and interpretations is at work. In all
these regards, the civilizational frame of reference is crucial: the interpretive con-
flicts and the cumulative dialogues unfold on that scale, and we must adopt a cor-
respondingly broad view if we want to put them in proper perspective. The
widely shared and articulated high cultural traditions are the most representative
examples of the broader pattern that Hodgson calls the ‘process of cultural tradi-
tion.” In that sense, the civilizational perspective is needed to do justice to the
general problematic of tradition. We may add a point that fits into Hodgson’s
scheme, even if he did not elaborate on it. There is a reflexive side to the creative
moment which he lists as the first part of his model: Cultural traditions construct
retrospective images of their foundational episodes and figures, often in the form
of a more or less explicitly sacred history, and the most important of such con-
structions have crystallized and operated on a civilizational scale. The Islamicate
civilization is, in that regard, as good an example as any other.

To conclude this discussion of traditions and their civilizational dimension,
one more aspect should be noted. After criticizing one-sided comparisons of East
and West (including some arguments put forward by Max Weber), Hodgson
draws a very far-reaching conclusion that is best quoted in full (ibid., 1: 37):

The difference between major traditions lies not so much in the particular elements pre-
sent within them, but in the relative weighting of them and the structuring of their inter-
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play within the total context. If this structuring remains relatively constant (in the very
nature of tradition, it cannot remain absolutely so), it will be because the predisposing
conditions remain relatively constant, and because they are further reinforced by the in-
stitutionalizing of attitudes appropriate to them.

Different traditions are, in other words, characterized not by the presence or ab-
sence of specific themes, ideas or orientations, but by different combinations of
shared components. This view is best treated as a working hypothesis that will
still need extensive testing; but it would seem to be in line with current trends of
comparative studies (one case that comes to mind is the question of the idea of
creation in the Chinese tradition: it is now widely accepted that it was not simply
absent, as earlier historians of ideas tended to think; rather, its contextual mean-
ing differed from the Western Eurasian traditions). And the civilizational per-
spective is at least a plausible corollary of the hypothesis: it takes a civilizational
scale for the available components and the possible combinations to become fully
visible.

2. The second point can be stated relatively briefly, since it has already been
touched upon in the preceding discussion. Civilizations are, in Hodgson’s view,
expressions of formative ideals, and there are two sides to the formative poten-
tial. On the one hand, the high cultural traditions that constitute the core of a civi-
lization can be diffused beyond their original social context and affect the pat-
terns of local and popular cultures in more or less decisive ways. This is an obvi-
ous implication of the conception of civilizations as superimposed cultures. On
the other hand, the formative ideals can be reaffirmed and reinterpreted by con-
cerned minorities, aiming at a reordering of social life. Once again, the historical
dimensions of such projects can only be grasped if they are studied on a civiliza-
tional scale, and the record of Islamic revivalist movements is as good an exam-
ple as any other.

3. The third point is linked to a vision of world history and a controversy
about the proper way of writing it. I mean the — real or potential — debate be-
tween Hodgson and William McNeill, about which we know less than we would
like to. They were colleagues at the University of Chicago, working on their
main projects at roughly the same time, but it is unclear whether there was an
ongoing exchange of views. But the only published part of the debate (apart from
arguments implicit in The Venture of Islam is a long excerpt from Hodgson’s let-
ter to John O. Voll, dated 1966 and included in a posthumous collection of essays
(Hodgson 1993: 91-94). Here Hodgson begins with a brief criticism of three de-
funct visions of history: the Christian, the Marxist and the Westernist, and then
moves on to discuss an emerging alternative which he calls the “four region pat-
tern.” As he sees it, the new paradigm reached its “first fulfilment” in McNeill’s
Rise of the West (which Hodgson describes as the “first genuine world history
ever written”); but on close examination, this work appears as an uneasy com-
promise between the four region model (with the Chinese, Indian, Near Eastern
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and European worlds as the main units of reference) and an underlying West-
ernist one. Hodgson even suggests that McNeill’s version of world history might
not be immune to a Westernist takeover, and he links this to a complaint about
the “unphilosophical structure” of the work: an absence of critical reflection on
philosophical presuppositions inherited from Western traditions, and an insensi-
tivity to the contexts of meaning that determine the nature and limits of diffusion.

To Hodgson, the four-region pattern was obviously a step in the right direc-
tion, but it did not go far enough. As other texts show, he was developing a more
elaborate model of regional differentiation. More importantly (in the present con-
text), he insisted on the distinction as well as the connection between regions and
civilizations. To counter the persistent influence of Westernism, world history
had to be reconstructed in both regional and civilizational terms. Hodgson’s dis-
cussion of this task did not get beyond rough outlines, but we can reconstruct the
basic orientations, and it seems appropriate to begin with the references to the
Axial Age: although Hodgson’s views on that subject differ markedly from the
most influential approaches, his case confirms that the axial connection is essen-
tial to a full-fledged model of civilizational analysis. When discussing Hodgson’s
specific version of it, we should bear in mind that he engages directly with Jas-
pers’s philosophical interpretation of the Axial Age; the later historical-sociologi-
cal approaches had not yet taken shape.

For Hodgson, the Axial Age was less unique than Jaspers had suggested.
‘Citied agrarianate societies,” as he called the social formations that succeeded
each other from Sumer to the French Revolution, were on the whole resistant to
radical innovation. Technological conditions set limits to the accumulation and
investment of surplus, and in a more elusive general sense, cultural patterns
privileged continuity: “there was an inherent tendency in style which militated
against radical innovation” (ibid., 1: 236-37). There were, nevertheless, a few
strikingly creative periods of “cultural florescence,” as Hodgson called it, and the
Axial Age was one of them (other, more localized examples included India in the
early centuries CE, China under the Tang and Song dynasties, and the Western
European Renaissance — but in this last case, florescence was followed by some-
thing much more unprecedented: the ‘Great Western Transmutation’). As for the
specific achievements of the Axial Age, Hodgson seems to have drawn from Jas-
pers’s reflections the sceptical conclusion that interpretations in terms of a shared
intellectual or spiritual direction were premature. He refers in very general terms
to a new interest in transcendence (this is perhaps comparable to Benjamin
Schwartz’s loose definition of that concept as a way of “standing back and look-
ing beyond” — cf. Schwartz 1975), and to a widespread concern with the individ-
ual, but all things considered, he thinks it makes more sense to define the Axial
Age in terms of its long-term consequences than its initial aspirations or self-un-
derstandings. The innovations of the Axial Age laid the foundations for civiliza-
tional traditions that divided the main cultural zones of Eurasia between them-
selves during the following two millennia of premodern history. Greek, San-
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skritic (or Indic) and Chinese (or Sinic) traditions go back to these parallel but
not common beginnings. In all cases, the civilizational patterns have a regional
identity: Hodgson would no doubt have agreed with Braudel’s statement that
civilizations can in principle be located on a map. But the abovementioned dis-
tinction between regions and civilizations is also relevant: the traditions in ques-
tion are characterized by a capacity — unequally developed and channelled in dif-
ferent directions — to spread beyond their original regional settings.

There is, of course, a major and obvious exception to this generalization
about the Axial Age. In the Nile-to-Oxus region, the birthplace of the most im-
portant archaic civilizations, no new unifying pattern emerged from the innova-
tions of the middle centuries of the last millennium BCE. Hodgson refers to
monotheistic tendencies in the Iranian and Semitic traditions (he thought that Zo-
roastrian ‘dualism’ was best understood as a version of or a step in the direction
of monotheism); but these developments did not crystallize into a pattern of re-
gional unity and trans-regional diffusion, comparable to those of the previously
less developed regions. We should perhaps note in passing that although Hodg-
son mentions only Iranian and Semitic forms of monotheism, his general argu-
ment does not exclude the possibility of analogous trends in earlier phases and
other places: both the abortive monotheistic revolution in Egypt (Akhenaten) and
the peripheral monotheistic turn in South Arabia could be fitted into the picture.

This incomplete axial transformation of the Nile-to-Oxus region is the back-
ground to Hodgson’s interpretation of Islam. It was Islamicate civilization that
for the first time achieved the cultural unification of this part of the world, and it
did so through a new elaboration of the monotheistic themes inherited from Ira-
nian and Semitic sources. But the civilizational pattern that served to integrate
the region also manifested a trans-regional expansive and integrative dynamic
that has no parallel in premodern history. The formative classical period of
Islamicate civilization (Hodgson dates it from 692 to 945, i.e. from the definitive
crystallization of the Marwanid caliphate to the irreversible decline of the
Abbasid one) thus stands apart as a very specific phase of cultural florescence,
different from the more dispersed innovations of the Axial Age as well as from
the more localized ones of the other periods mentioned above.

4. The fourth point has to do with responses of non-Western civilizations in
general and the Islamicate one in particular — to the ‘Great Western Transmuta-
tion.” This latter formulation sums up one of the most interesting but least devel-
oped parts of Hodgson’s argument. Here it must suffice to say that he was adum-
brating a very distinctive (but in a very general sense Weberian) analysis of early
European modernity, centred on the 17" century and on interconnections be-
tween the absolutist state, the scientific revolution and the developments that
later economic historians have described as ‘industrious’ or ‘proto-industrial’
revolutions. But in the present context, our main concern is with repercussions
and responses on the non-Western side, and although Hodgson’s reflections on
this are not always easy to follow, there seem to be two main thematic foci.
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On the one hand, he suggests that reactions to the abrupt global empower-
ment of the West — as a result of the transmutation — must be interpreted in civili-
zational terms. The legacies of the respective high cultural traditions and their
‘cumulative dialogues’ were in all cases reflected in the ideological and practical
responses to the Western challenge. But in the light of more recent experience, it
is tempting to go beyond Hodgson’s explicit statements and argue that the sig-
nificance of civilizational legacies manifests itself most clearly in the failure of
attempts to neutralize them. The ascendancy of political Islam — on the ruins of
various nationalisms and socialisms — is obviously the most spectacular case in
point. But the politicization of Hinduism in post-Congress India and the ideo-
logical development of post-Communist China would seem to support the same
conclusion.

On the other hand, Hodgson finishes his third volume with reflections on the
crisis of modernity and the possible significance of premodern traditions in that
regard. The thrust of these reflections is best described as aporetic: Hodgson ar-
gues that the dynamic of modernity generates a whole series of problems — from
the atomization of social life to the destruction of the environment — that call for
a ‘new vision.” But such a vision cannot be built on the utilitarian-technicalistic
premises that have come to dominate modern culture. It is tempting to turn to the
surviving premodern traditions. But “we cannot say that the religious heritages
are in fact able to offer such vision: it may be that they are too drastically handi-
capped by the element of wishful thinking that has been so rooted in their whole
history” (ibid., 3: 436). We can only find out through closer study; and the work
that Hodgson put into the study of Islamic traditions suggests that he was pre-
pared to give them the benefit of doubt.

5. The fifth and final point will only be briefly mentioned here. It has to do
with the ultimate presuppositions of Hodgson’s work, and with a philosophical
anthropology which he was rather reluctant to spell out. But he said enough to
make it clear that he saw a comparative analysis of civilizations as essential to
the understanding of the human condition and its potentialities, and that he liked
to think of the major civilizations as ‘human heritages,” some of which surpassed
others in the exploration and articulation of specific dimensions of human being-
in-the-world. As for the most distinctive achievements of Islamicate civilization,
seen from that angle, I will only quote a few remarks from the last passages of
the ‘general prologue’ in the first volume of The Venture of Islam. On the aes-
thetic level, Hodgson described Islamicate visual arts as “the greatest ever known
in which the elements of sheer visual design could be given priority over all other
considerations.” More provocatively, he suggests that Islamicate literatures are
“perhaps unparalleled in — among other things — their mastery of the esoteric as a
dimension of human experience,” here he was obviously thinking of the Sufi tra-
dition, to which he felt strongly attracted. But he goes on to note that “the Islami-
cate society represents, in part, one of the most thoroughgoing attempts in history
to build a world-wide human community as if from scratch on the basis of an ex-



32 | CRYSTALLIZATIONS

plicitly worked out ideal” (ibid., 1: 98). The implications of that point for com-
parative study of human societies and their histories can hardly be overstated.

Islamic religion and Islamicate civilization

Civilizational patterns are, in principle, irreducible to religious visions; but reli-
gious orientations are, by definition, likely to play a central role among the for-
mative ideals that characterize a civilization, and some sets of religious orienta-
tions are more translatable into a civilizational logic than others. As we have
seen, the Islamic vision was — compared to other world religions — more totaliz-
ing and more explicitly oriented towards an all-round ordering of human life,
from it most natural foundations to its most demanding moral dimensions. But
even so, it had to fall short of a total impact. The religious vision had to adapt to
other trends and forces already at work in the region which it took over and from
which embarked on the path of global expansion; as it unfolded on an ever larger
geopolitical and geocultural scale, it also released forces and triggered transfor-
mative processes which it had to accommodate but could not absorb.

To clarify this relationship between religious vision and civilization, we must
first go back to the beginnings. Islamicate civilization — as Hodgson calls it —
took shape during the formative period from 692 to 945. It was not simply im-
posed on the Nile-to-Oxus region by conquerors coming in from the periphery;
rather, it was the outcome of complex developments and innovations, separate at
first but finally brought together in a new synthesis. The region was a configura-
tion of heterogeneous cultures with a long history of interaction and conflict, but
aspects of the new pattern had been in the making long before the Islamic con-
quest. According to Hodgson, they included monotheistic traditions — in different
Semitic and Iranian forms — as well as the growing strength of mercantile classes,
and the egalitarian social ethics (sometimes spiralling into movements) that drew
support from both of these trends. But this is not to suggest that the Islamic input
sensu stricto was of minor importance. The ‘Islamic infusion,” as Hodgson calls
it, was the catalyst that brought about a creative fusion of the other components.

However, when it comes to the concrete history of the events in question,
Hodgson’s approach seems more conventional than his understanding of classical
Islamicate civilization as a synthesis of multi-traditional sources. To put it an-
other way, there is a tension between the theoretical framework and the narrative.
As is well known, there is now a flourishing current of revisionist historiography
on early Islam. The historical validity of the traditional account of the conquest
and the early caliphs is being called into question. It would be more than mis-
leading to lump all the revisionists together: for example, the line taken by John
Wansbrough (1977; 1978) is a good deal more extreme than the view of Chris-
tian Décobert (1991). One can even observe major shifts within the work of indi-
vidual authors (Crone and Cook 1977 is much more extreme and less convincing
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than Crone 1987). But a search for concrete anticipations of revisionism in
Hodgson’s work would not be very rewarding. The first part of the first volume
includes a chapter called “Muhammad’s challenge,” here Hodgson notes that “we
know far less about Muhammad than was once supposed” (ibid., 1: 160). This
does not go beyond the critical stance of classical Western scholarship on Islam,
as represented e.g. by Goldziher. And Hodgson goes on to state that we neverthe-
less know a good deal more about Muhammad than about Jesus. As for the
sources of this superior knowledge, he seems to have no doubt that “we can rely
on the Quran as direct evidence” (ibid., 1: 160). Today’s revisionists would take
strong exception to this statement. Here I cannot pursue the question further. But
I would like to suggest that Hodgson’s interpretive model, i.e. his analysis of the
emergence of Islam as a synthesis of multiple sources on a regional scale — is
perfectly compatible with a moderate version of the revisionist view; indeed, it
positively calls for that kind of approach. If the ‘infusion’ of a somewhat incho-
ate but also incipiently rationalizing monotheism from the periphery was a cru-
cial factor in the formation of a new civilization, it seems a plausible hypothesis
that this aspect of the process was retrospectively stylized into a sacred history,
and that the record transmitted to later generations must be seen in that light.

These considerations apply to other questions raised by the revisionists. In
particular, Hodgson had next to nothing to say about the Yemeni connection (no
surprise, given the then very limited knowledge of the whole South Arabian
background), but I think it can be easily fitted into his model — it is one more
component of the synthesis. There is, however, another recent line of thought
about classical Islam that may pose more serious problems. The traditional idea
of a ‘decline and fall of the Roman Empire’ has now been replaced by an alterna-
tive model best summed up in terms of a ‘transformation of the Roman world’
(this was, among other things, the title of a vast interdisciplinary project launched
under the auspices of the European Science Foundation [for one of the best dis-
cussions of the whole problematic, cf. Fowden 1993]). This should probably be
seen as one of the major historical paradigm shifts of the last decades. It involves
a new perspective on Islam as one of the three successor civilizations into which
the Roman world mutated, and each of which transformed the legacy of late an-
tiquity in its specific way. It can hardly be said that Hodgson anticipated this
turn. He was obviously aware of the presence of the Roman Empire in the region
that was to be transformed by Islam, but he did not do much to place this trans-
formation in a broader context involving the whole Roman world. He made a
valid point when he noted that the experience of the Maghreb showed how much
more alien to the Roman past Islam was than the two other successors; but that is
not the whole story.

Let us now return to Hodgson’s more specific conception of the formative
period. The most striking aspect of his periodization is the choice of precise dates
— 692 and 945 — for the beginning and the end of the ‘classical civilization of the
High Caliphate.” The late beginning implies a long prehistory that includes both
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Arabic origins and the early expansion. Hodgson’s main reasons for separating
this long-drawn-out prelude from the classical phase have to do with the relation-
ship between religion and politics. He is reluctant to treat the militant Islamic
community of the first decades as a stage within an ongoing process of state for-
mation. Muhammad’s regime in Medina was a “new and total moral order”
(ibid., 1: 197), a “new social order” (ibid., 1: 187); but although a subtitle refers
to a “new polity” (ibid., 1: 176), and Muhammad is — in passing credited with
building a state (ibid., 1: 193), a later note (ibid., 1: 321 n.) refers to Medina as
having neither state nor church. The principles and problems of statehood seem
to have been overshadowed by the total fusion of prophecy and government, the
total union of the believers’community, and the vision of prophet and community
as vehicles of divine command. The situation changed when the community
turned to sustained expansion, but the first solutions to new problems were im-
provised and unstable. According to Hodgson, the caliphate began as an emer-
gency arrangement (there was no preconceived substitute for prophetic rule, and
no consensus on ways to regulate succession), and continued as a central author-
ity for the community at war. The crisis began with the transition from Umar to
Uthman and was not overcome until the second fitna ended with Abd-al-Malik’s
victory over his rivals in 692.

On this view, the “early Muslim state”” mentioned in the title of the last chap-
ter of Hodgson’s “book one” (ibid., 1: 187) was at best a proto-state, and in some
key respects an anti-state. As will be argued in another contribution to this vol-
ume( on the emergence of Islam), there are — especially in light of more recent
scholarship — reasons to propose a more nuanced model, and to link a longer
phase of crystallization to a more continuous dynamic of state formation. Hodg-
son’s interpretation would thus seem too dependent on classical Islamic images
of Muhammad’s Medina and the early caliphate. However, this does not mean
that his analysis of formative processes during the period he defined as classical
should be discarded: it still seems more systematic, more theoretically articulate
and more attuned to civilizational perspectives than any other available work of
its kind. Here I will try to reconstruct its essentials in terms somewhat closer to
the ‘state of the art’ in civilizational analysis, and therefore not always in close
alignment with Hodgson’s own conceptual framework. More work will be
needed to integrate his problematic into current debates among civilizational
theorists.

In contrast to the first fitna, where religious and communitarian concerns had
affected the course of events, the second one was fought through to the end, and
settled by superior military force. The primacy of power was symbolically under-
scored by the fact that a claimant based in conquered territory (Syria) defeated a
rival in control of Islam’s original centres. As a result, the new empire was for
the first time brought under unified central rule. The imperial Islamic state now
had to be consolidated on a huge scale, and throughout a region particularly rich
in diverse traditions of political organization, culture and imagery. Hodgson sees
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the development of the Marwanid state after 692 (he prefers this term to the more
conventional notion of a continuous Umayyad dynasty) against this background.
His analytical frame of reference merits closer attention: although definitions of
basic concepts leave much to be desired, and there is no mention of Max Weber,
it does not seem far-fetched to speak of an implicit alternative to Weber’s sociol-
ogy of domination. The key category is a generalized concept of absolutism,
which Hodgson explicitly applies to Eurasian societies from Western Europe to
China, and which may be seen as a less reductionistic answer to the Weberian
model of patrimonialism. As Hodgson argues, a legitimizing social rationale for
strong monarchic rule is common to agrarianate societies, or at least to those that
go beyond minimal size: an unchallenged supreme ruler appears as a necessary
check on privileged minorities seeking to maximize wealth and power. In a state
consistently based on this principle, the monarch’s authority must be absolute,
“one before which the rich and the well-born were as vulnerable as the little
man” (ibid., 1: 282). It is this claim to unconditional primacy over all other cen-
tres of social power that constitutes the defining feature of the absolutist model.
It is obviously not realized everywhere to the same degree; the regimes most fa-
miliarly associated with the label should not be mistaken for the most perfect ex-
amples; and to add a qualifying point which Hodgson does not discuss, specific
circumstances could transform the oligarchic adversaries of absolutism into pio-
neers of broader political transformations.

The absolutist model is by nature prone to opposite deviations: a weak ruler
can become an instrument of the forces he is supposed to control, but a more as-
sertive one is easily tempted into arbitrary and oppressive uses of power. Some
safeguards — or at least mitigating devices — against both dangers are built into
symbolic and institutional frameworks of monarchic rule. Such patterns develop
within all political traditions, with significant variations from one civilizational
context to another. The recurrent core structures include models of court culture
and society, designed to enhance the authority and prestige of the power centre,
but also capable of channelling it in certain directions; more or less developed
bureaucratic apparatuses that translate the monarchic principle into practical con-
trol; and the highly diverse paradigms of sacral rulership (divine kingship in the
literal sense was only an archaic variant). When the victors of the second fitna set
about consolidating their imperial domain, they faced a situation where the abso-
lutist model was inescapably operative on a grand scale, and at the same time
they fell heirs to its multiple traditional versions. As Hodgson stresses, prior pro-
gress towards cultural unity of the ‘Irano-Semitic area’ made empire-building
easier, but different cultural traditions were still firmly entrenched. On the other
hand, the conquerors had brought with them not so much a new model as a whole
new problematic of sacral rulership. The close connection between religion and
imperial expansion made it obligatory to define and legitimize political power
with reference to the revealed message and its bearer; but there could be no sim-
ple continuation of the exceptional authority vested in the prophet. Although his-
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torians of early Islam seem to agree that the image of Muhammad as the last
prophet was not as definitive as it later became, his specific status had to be en-
shrined, and when new models of leadership or rulership seemed to transgress
that rule, they were vulnerable to accusations of heresy (sectarian traditions also
faced this problem, but their terms of reference differed from those of the main-
stream). In short, the imperative need to derive legitimacy from prophetic origins
went together with the unsettled problem of defining the precise nature of the
connection. Different models of sacral rulership could be envisaged, within limits
that were in turn disputed by the more militantly heterodox currents. This distinc-
tive but still in many ways undetermined framework for ordering the relationship
between religion and power was a key part of what Hodgson calls the ‘Islamic
infusion’: it shaped the Islamic forms of absolutism.

Another part was, however, a “tradition of faith” that “developed most ac-
tively in an atmosphere of political opposition to the ruling forms” (ibid., 1: 241).
At its most explicit, it became a “programme of the piety-minded” (ibid., 1: 252)
that challenged an existing political order. But this political challenge was
grounded in a broader religious vision. The triumphant faith had a transformative
logic of its own that could and had to compromise with imperial absolutism, but
did not lend itself to complete instrumentalization. Universalistic claims, inherent
in the self-understanding of purified monotheism, had already transcended the
Arab context, and they found a much more effective outlet at the imperial level.
The original equality of believers, although never untempered by internal rank-
ing, could be invoked to justify protests against the new power structures. These
autonomous religious factors were reinforced by the circumstances of early Is-
lamic history. Here it may be useful to link Hodgson’s analysis to later work by
Fred M. Donner (1998). Donner’s interpretation of historical consciousness and
historical writing in early Islam stresses the importance as well as the multiple
modes of legitimation. He uses the latter concept in a very broad sense, perhaps
best understood as synonymous with self-definition and orientation in the context
of the divergences and struggles that followed the first conquests. His four types
of legitimation can then be equated with fundamental but to some extent alterna-
tive ways of articulating the relationships between ethnic, religious and imperial
aspects of a new formation. Theocratic legitimation, in the loose sense of those in
power ruling by God’s will, and legitimation through piety — a particularly mili-
tant, all-embracing and at first apocalyptic style of piety — represented different
and easily polarized positions. Historicizing legitimation, based on narratives
about the past and especially about the beginnings of Islam, could be aligned
with both sides; but in Donner’s opinion, it changed the basically ahistorical out-
look of earliest Islam and was in due course refined into a rich historiographical
tradition. The religious content evident in all these forms of legitimation was also
associated with the fourth one: genealogical legitimation had a long pre-Islamic
history, but in this specific case it had to do with genealogical demarcation of the
Arabic community, in its capacity as a privileged recipient of the revelation, as
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well as with dissensions and rivalries within its ranks, and problems arising in the
latter respect converged with those of historicizing legitimation.

In regard to Hodgson’s line of argument, this analysis lends weight to the
emphasis on religion as an autonomous factor. The various legitimizing or self-
defining uses of a religious tradition in the making led to increased demand for
specialized and authoritative knowledge in that field; an emerging religious elite
of a new kind, with its own agenda, thus became an active participant in the con-
flicts that shaped the course of Islamic history for a long time to come. The result
was, as Hodgson sees it, that an “Islamic religion in the full sense, as a compre-
hensive aspect of human culture, began to take form” (ibid., 1: 249). The Islamic
opposition contains the germs of later differentiation, but it would be misleading
to describe its beginnings in sectarian terms. In an earlier publication, Hodgson
(1955) had argued — and it now seems to be generally accepted — that the sectar-
ian turn of the Shia took place later than historians had tended to assume. The
succession to Muhammad was disputed, and conflicts over that issue were trans-
figured into symbolic beginnings of later sectarian divisions, but such concerns
were not yet paramount for the 7"-century protagonists. Only the Kharijis, who
according to the traditional chronology broke with Ali in 657, can be seen as an
early case of ideological opposition: they maintained the “uncompromising
claims for egalitarian justice” (Hodgson 1974, 1: 216) that were much less im-
portant to the main contenders for the succession. At later stages, their militantly
dissident stance — with minimal doctrinal elaboration — often merged with tribal
resistance to state formation; they remained marginal to the history of Islamicate
civilization. As for the struggle between Ali and his victorious Umayyad rivals, it
became much more central to conflicting identities and interpretations within the
Islamic universe of discourse, but Hodgson’s view is that there were two trends
at work. On the one hand, Ali was retrospectively de-marginalized and integrated
into the idealized picture of early Islamic leadership that was adopted by the
mainstream; on the other hand, he and his descendants were re-imagined by the
sectarian Shia — in increasingly divergent ways — and canonized as embodiments
of ideas of later origin.

The ‘Islamic opposition’ that — as Hodgson sees it — emerged in tandem with
caliphal absolutism was still at the very beginning of a long history of conflicts
and compromises between orthodoxies and heterodoxies. But it already signalled
a new twist to the relationship between religion and politics, and more precisely
between religious authority and imperial power. There was no clear-cut division
of spheres: the aspirants to absolutist rule could no more dispense with the le-
gitimizing resources of a triumphant religion than the interpreters of a totalizing
religious vision could ignore the problems of political life. The new constellation
was, in other words, marked by more problematic relations between mutually de-
pendent forces. This view of the transition to the classical phase is central to
Hodgson’s understanding of Islamicate civilization, and some key implications
should therefore be noted. Most obviously, Hodgson’s argument runs counter to
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the entrenched idea — convincingly criticized by many scholars, but still not quite
disposed of — that Islam as such excludes the differentiation of religion and poli-
tics that could more easily develop in some other cultural environments. His
analysis also shows that differentiation was not only a matter of adapting to the
conditions and legacies of older states conquered during the initial phase of rapid
expansion. It is true that imperial administration of conquered territories with old
traditions of statehood brought political imperatives and priorities to the fore in a
particularly massive way; but the new situation exposed and exacerbated the ten-
sions between religious and political goal-orientations that had remained latent
during the brief episode of charismatic-prophetic rule over a small territory. At
the same time, idealized memories of the earliest stage served to reinvigorate vi-
sions of a total unity of the two spheres. The outcome thus reflected a complex
interaction between internal and external factors. Hodgson’s account of it seems
more adequate than G.E. Grunebaum’s thesis, first formulated in a lecture on Is-
lam and the medieval world delivered in 1945. Although this text deserves notice
as one of the first cases of comparative reflection on the three civilizations suc-
ceeding the Roman Empire, there are good reasons to doubt the claim that the re-
lation between temporal and spiritual power “was least troublesome in Islam,
where the spiritual power was never formally organized, while the temporal re-
mained satisfied with the role of a defensor fidei without arrogating the right of
developing or even interpreting the body of religious doctrine” (Grunebaum 1969
[1946]: 2). Neither the recurrent sectarian challenges, nor the new problems
posed as the dynamics of state formation and religious expansion diverged ever
more markedly, are easy to fit into this picture.

The problematic relationship between the religious and political spheres was
also crucial for further contacts with other civilizations. That aspect of Islamic
history has often been explained in terms of a generalized cosmopolitan attitude.
S.D. Goitein (1966: 64) stressed “the general receptivity of Islam which was due
to its originally universalistic and eclectic character.” This inherent openness is
supposed to have facilitated extensive borrowing from other traditions and suc-
cessful integration of their cultural products, and most notably the Islamic appro-
priation of the Greek heritage. The long-accepted image of Mecca as a cosmo-
politan trading centre made such perspectives more plausible, but it has now been
demolished, and as Goitein noted in more detailed comments, the ‘general recep-
tivity” was in practice very selective. Following Hodgson, it may be suggested
that the problematic of interrelated but mutually unassimilable religious and po-
litical spheres determined the specific direction and limits of intercivilizational
borrowing. Efforts to develop a more elaborate doctrinal framework for the pro-
phetic message led to active interest in the intellectual resources of older tradi-
tions, and during the classical period this resulted in extensive appropriation of
Greek philosophy, up to a point wher the most ambitious philosophical projects
could aspire to alternative versions of basic religious premises. A later backlash
imposed a much more restrictive pattern of relations between religion and phi-
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losophy, but considering the trajectory of Islamic thought as a whole, it now
seems misleading to speak (as Grunebaum did) of an elimination of the Hellenic
heritage: its later destinies are better described in terms of mutation and reloca-
tion. Henry Corbin’s reconstruction of the continuing and active Neo-Platonic
strain in later Iranian thought has done much to accredit the latter view.

On the political side, Fred M. Donner suggests in a recent paper that the Byz-
antine imperial vision, asserted with incomparable vigour by Justinian in the 6
century and reaffirmed through Heraclius’s early 7™-century counteroffensive
against Persia, should perhaps figure more prominently in the genealogy of Islam
than has mostly been the case. “The idea of a distinctive religious message un-
derpinning a God-guided kingdom that would — or should — embrace all man-
kind, and that was particularly hostile to paganism, was thus another part of the
intellectual environment in which Muhammad and his Believers worked and
acted” (Donner 2005: 517). But if there was a historical connection with the final
Christian-imperial form of Greco-Roman civilization, it did not translate into his-
torical interest in the background: Muslim notions of Greco-Roman history were
notoriously vague, and the most distinctive aspects of Greco-Roman political ex-
perience were wholly ignored. On the other hand, the demands of court culture
obviously counted for something in the work undertaken to preserve and con-
tinue Greek philosophy and science. The 9" — and 10™-century translation
movement, sponsored by the caliphal authorities in Baghdad, may be seen as the
most productive result of converging political and intellectual interests. In the
long run, however, both statecraft and court culture were much more decisively
shaped by reactivated Persian traditions (the legacy of an empire that had been
taken over in toto) in the first phase of expansion), and in contrast to the Greek
case, this long-drawn-out encounter with a conquered civilization led to the ac-
ceptance of Persian as another pre-eminent cultural language, albeit without the
religious status reserved for Arabic.

Hodgson’s account of the early classical constellation may also help to clarify
another issue that remains central to debates on Islam’s place in history: the ques-
tion of cultural memory and the specific form it took in relation to Islamic ori-
gins. Western students of Islamicate civilization seem to have had trouble in rec-
onciling the emphasis on cultural openness during the golden age with the clo-
sure and discontinuity evident in the internal view of Islamic origins. Goitein’s
statements on all-round receptivity, quoted above, sum up the background to his
description of Islam between 850 and 1250 CE as an “intermediate civilization”
(Goitein 1966: 54-70).> As we have seen, Hodgson also stressed the civilizational

2 Goitein’s concluding formulation is worth quoting at length: the Islamic world be-
tween 850 and 1250 (his chronology is very different from Hodgson’s) was “inter-
mediate in time between Hellenism and Renaissance, intermediate in character be-
tween the largely secular culture of the later Roman period and the thoroughly
clerical world of Medieval Europe, and intermediate in space between Europe and
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synthesis brought about by the “Islamic infusion.” But his historical narrative be-
gins on a strong note of discontinuity: “The Islamicate was unique among the
great civilizations of its time in failing to maintain the earlier lettered traditions
of its region” (Hodgson 1974, 1: 103). In contrast to the survival of Greek, Latin,
Sanskrit and classical Chinese in other regions, older languages of the Nile-to-
Oxus region were (with the partial exception of Persian) supplanted by Arabic.
This linguistic break was, for those who brought it about, only one aspect of a
more fundamental rupture with the past, and that point of view has had a lasting
influence on Western approaches. Donner’s analysis of classical Islamic histori-
ography concludes with reflections on its legacy inside and outside the Islamic
world; he argues, in particular, that Western scholarship has “in large measure in-
ternalized certain aspects of the traditional Islamic view,” especially “the notion
of the rise of Islam as a profound break in human history,” and that this view is
“profoundly misleading, because it obscures (or tempts us to ignore) important
continuities spanning the supposed ‘divide’ between the Islamic and pre-Islamic
eras” (Donner 1998: 294). We might add that it also obscures the real disconti-
nuities resulting from the dynamics of interaction between Islamic conquerors
and their socio-cultural environment, rather than from a pristine and self-con-
tained religious project. According to Donner, the critical turn in recent scholar-
ship has not been strong enough to dislodge the unwitting traditionalism that still
affects the organization and evaluation of research. And although he does not
make the point, it could be argued that radical revisionism is a kind of inverted
traditionalism. To suggest that evidence and memory were obliterated to the ex-
tent needed for the imposition of a whole fabricated past is, if anything, even
more implausible than the vision of a mature Islam storming out of Arabia.

If the critique of traditionalism is an unfinished task, further reflection on the
construction of the divide between Islamic and pre-Islamic times should be an in-
tegral part of it. And an explanation in terms of a single foundational and pre-
programming factor would not seem convincing — it would amount to another re-
statement of the traditionalist premise. The background to early Islamic self-un-
derstanding should be seen as a concatenation of historical forces, processes and
situations; a few aspects may be noted, but they are only the most salient parts of
a complex and still puzzling picture. First and foremost, the notion of a definitive
revelation, completing and superseding earlier ones while correcting the errors
that had affected their transmission, was ipso facto conducive to devaluation of
past traditions: the truth behind them had been restored in a more perfect state,
and their outward forms were no longer of any positive interest. This conception

Africa on the one hand and India and China on the other hand, thus forming, for the
first time in history, a strong cultural link between all parts of the ancient world”
(Goitein 1966: 59). This is obviously an attempt to grasp the discontinuity between
the classical phase and later Islamic history, but the culture in question is only de-
fined with reference to other epochs and regions, never in terms of its own logic.
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of the revelation cannot be assumed as present from the very beginning. Schol-
arly opinions seem to have more or less converged on the view that it evolved in
the course of Muhammad’s prophetic mission and took more definitive shape as
the confrontation with other religious communities continued on a larger scale af-
ter the early conquests. Nor did it predetermine the whole range of responses to
pre-Islamic traditions. Rather, its influence became effective in conjunction with
other factors. The shift to a less apocalyptic stance might at first sight appear to
have mitigated its impact (the interpretation of earliest Islam as an apocalyptic
vision, although not uncontroversial, is clearly more widely accepted than it once
was). But conquest became a kind of substitute for the apocalypse, and the ahis-
torical model of a great divide could thus be maintained in a very different con-
text. The ‘sacred history’ that served to make sense of the conquests also became
an obligatory frame of reference for succession disputes and factional rivalries
among the conquerors. As Donner argues, the cumulative impact of such prob-
lems eventually led to a more articulate historical consciousness. But he also
shows that the resultant vision of history, and the historiography that grew out of
it, were dominated by specific themes: those of prophecy, community, leadership
and hegemony. This orientation was not likely to favour recognition or discovery
of continuities across the divide. The subsequent construction of an empire and a
civilizational framework for it was, as we have seen, accompanied and aided by a
massive appropriation of intellectual resources, most importantly those of classi-
cal antiquity. But the self-defining emphasis on discontinuity was strong enough
to maintain a clear-cut distinction between the properly Islamic branches of
knowledge and those inherited from the alien world of the ancients. Even if it can
be argued that philosophers of the classical period tacitly transcended this divi-
sion, it remained a dominant cultural pattern; and although it did not block pro-
ductive use of the classical past when other conditions were propitious, it could
be activated in a more exclusivist vein when the broader historical environment
changed. There was, moreover, another side to the exceptional effort put into
translating Greek texts during the 9" and 10" centuries. Rémi Brague (1992: 85-
92) makes a convincing point when he argues that the focus on translation was
also a specific way of relating to the past and its legacy, drawing on it while put-
ting it at a distance. And as a later turn of events was to show, this was a fragile
relationship: the abrupt and complete end to translation from the Greek is no less
striking than the sustained effort had been.

One more aspect of Hodgson’s interpretation should be noted. A quasi-cycli-
cal pattern seems to be built into the post-conquest relationship between religion
and political power. That notion is anything but unfamiliar to students of Islamic
history. Quite a few modern scholars have proposed more or less adapted ver-
sions of the cyclical model originally developed by Ibn Khaldun. Although
Hodgson does not explicitly argue in such terms, cyclical outlines are clearly
visible. It follows from his analysis of absolutism as an inherent tendency of
agrarianate societies, reinforced when they are unified on an imperial scale, that
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the political dynamics of Islamic states will obey a logic of their own. At the
same time, political power will remain vulnerable to interventionist challenges
from the social and cultural forces that sustain an autonomous religious sphere.
Too much is left of the totalizing religious vision for it to be safely neutralized.
But to the extent that projects of religious revival become effective on the politi-
cal level, they expose themselves to a new round of political alienation from their
origins. The cycle may also be seen as a widening one. The transformations of
political power — cumulation, fragmentation and internal rationalization — can re-
lease trends that attenuate the legitimizing links to religion; conversely, the
autonomy of religious elites, interests and ideas can lead to further differentiation
inside the religious sphere, not least through the divergent directions of law-
minded and personal piety. Finally, it would not seem far-fetched to read Hodg-
son’s model as more general than the Khaldunian one and its modern variants.
The cycle that involves religious mobilization and political domination of tribal
warriors would, on that view, be a particular case of the fundamental relationship
between religion and politics.

Hodgson’s analysis of the later history of Islamicate civilization is not explic-
itly guided by the model summarized above. It is, in my opinion, implicit in his
analysis of the “development of political and cultural multiplicity” (Hodgson
1974, 2: 12) that characterizes the ‘middle periods’ ( from the middle of the 10"
century to the middle of the second millennium CE). Detailed reconstruction of
that part of his narrative is beyond the scope of this paper. But to round off the
argument, a few words should be said about political and cultural trends during
the classical period, and about Hodgson’s interpretation of their long-term conse-
quences. A brief overview must begin with the forms and circumstances of the
Islamic turn to absolutism: it specific features were reflected in social and cul-
tural reactions, and the whole constellation set the course of later developments.
Every account of this crucial period must focus on the respective roles of the two
dynasties that established and consolidated absolutist rule, the Umayyads (or, as
Hodgson prefers to call the branch in power from 692 onwards, the Marwanids)
and the Abbasids.

As Hodgson sees it, the Marwanid caliphate was caught up in a whole series
of inescapable dilemmas. It was from the very beginning widely perceived as a
reversion to kingship of a pre-Islamic kind, notwithstanding official claims to Is-
lamic legitimacy. Within the Arab power structure, it represented a shift towards
more traditional elites, at the expense of the incipient Islamic aristocracy (the
companions of the prophet); this relocation of power called for genealogical le-
gitimation, but the traditional criteria were reinforced by a claim to kinship with
the prophet. All these aspects of the Marwanid model exposed it to challenges
from those who demanded a return to more genuine Islamic rulership, and their
credentials were particularly strong when backed up by closer kinship links to the
prophet. The Marwanids had risen to power through manipulation of factional
(more or less artificially tribalized) alliances and rivalries among the Arab con-
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querors, and were by the same token vulnerable to ongoing fragmentation and re-
alignment of the forces active in that field. Last but not least, the Syrian power
basis of the dynasty was not only inconveniently located at the western margin of
the imperial heartland; it was also — and perhaps more importantly — a conquered
part of an empire whose centre remained invincible, whereas the whole domain
of the Sasanian Empire had been overrun and expansion had even continued be-
yond its borders. The continuing conflict with the Byzantine Empire, charged
with religious significance, was scaled down after the failed siege of Constantin-
ople in 717, but it distracted attention and drained resources; it does not seem to
have obstructed learning from the much older imperial tradition of the adversary,
but it certainly constrained the overall strategy of the rulers in Damascus. In
short, the Marwanid version of absolutism was ideologically, institutionally and
geopolitically handicapped; Hodgson portrays it as a balancing act, bound to
come unstuck sooner rather than later. This also explains why he does not — in
contrast to many other Western historians — refer to an Abbasid revolution. From
his point of view, the Abbasid seizure of power in 750 should rather be seen as a
step towards a more normal and consistent form of absolutism, and the founders
of the new dynasty “were completing the work” (ibid., 1: 284) begun by the
Marwanids, “the reconstitution of the state in terms of the long-standing absolut-
ist civic ideals of the region” (ibid., 1: 283). The Abbasid mode of reconstitution
entailed a more equal distribution of power and status, both between regions and
between the now more ethnically diverse members of the Islamic community.
But on this basis they built a superstructure much closer to Persian models of ab-
solute monarchy than the Marwanid state had ever been.

If the ‘Abbasid revolution’ is a misnomer for a rationalizing and equilibrating
twist to an older project, it becomes equally impossible to speak of a betrayal of
the revolution. After 750, such accusations came from the more radical Islamic
opposition, and they have sometimes found a sympathetic echo in Western
scholarship. Hodgson prefers to describe the outcome as an “Abbasid compro-
mise” (ibid., 1: 272) A compromise was already built into the alliance between
dynastic pretenders and piety-minded activists that overthrew the Umayyads, but
it was worked out in greater detail after the consolidation of Abbasid rule. It may
be seen as a mediating framework or a modus vivendi imposed on the problem-
atic relationship between religion and politics, outlined above, and in that capac-
ity, it had — as Hodgson argues — a lasting civilizational impact. Three aspects of
the institutionalized compromise (as distinct from the initial strategic one) should
be noted.

On the political side, the Abbasid settlement enabled first a half-century of

3 There is some affinity between Hodgson’s argument and Grunebaum’s stronger
claim that the Abbasids engineered a transition from patrimonial to rational state-
hood (Grunebaum 1961 [1955]: 16).
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vigorous absolutist rule, and then a long-drawn-out process of devolution and
fragmentation, very different from the explosive crisis that toppled the Umay-
yads. The absolutist states of agrarianate civilizations, however rooted in un-
changing conditions of social life, were always prone to disintegration, or at least
loss of central control, and in imperial states, such processes unfolded on a corre-
spondingly enlarged scale. Hodgson describes the Abbasid pattern of decline as a
“dissipation of the absolutist tradition” (ibid., 1: 473) and dates it from 813 (the
end of the fourth fitna that left al-Mamun in sole control of the caliphate) to 945.
Political fragmentation during this period was largely due to bids for power by
provincial elites, often without formal rejection of caliphal authority; but in the
context of overall devolution, sectarian projects of state-building could also play
a certain role. The dissipating process thus produced new models of political
power, adapted to local conditions as well as to lower levels of religious legiti-
macy, and capable of further diffusion throughout an expanding Islamic world.
On the religious side, the Abbasids “were willing to accord formal and exclusive
status to the representatives of the former Piety-minded opposition” (ibid., 1:
275). In other words, they recognized the autonomy of a relatively large and
loosely structured religious elite, barred it from direct intervention in affairs of
state but did not obstruct the development of vast doctrinal and legal programmes
that translated into mechanisms of comprehensive social control. Apart from a
brief early 9"-century attempt (under al-Mamun) to reclaim religious authority
for the caliph, this new pattern of relations between the two spheres was left un-
disturbed and took definitive shape during the 9™ and 10™ centuries. The ulama
as the defining socio-cultural protagonists of Islamicate civilization, the elabora-
tion of Islamic law as later periods were to know it, and the formation of the
dominant schools of jurisprudence: these were the key components of a model
that could be superimposed on a wide variety of local cultures during the later
phases of decentralized expansion.

Hodgson’s line of argument is less conclusive when it comes to a third aspect
of the Abbasid settlement, but the general thrust of his reflections is reasonably
clear: the institutional framework put in place after 750 enabled a certain devel-
opment of alternative currents within Islamicate civilization, but contained them
in such a way that their capacity to affect long-term developmental trends re-
mained strictly limited. Philosophical speculation, often converging with the
more speculative kind of Islamic theology, was an important part of intellectual
life during the classical period. Several factors seem to have favoured its growth.
The interpretive and reflective work undertaken within the now more securely
available socio-cultural space was not confined to the boundaries of a clearly
demarcated tradition — the demarcating criteria were yet to be defined. Earlier
traditions that had developed philosophy as a mode of thought and a way of life
were strong enough to provide themes and models for further elaboration within
a still flexible Islamic context. The prosperous, mobile and culturally receptive
society of the early Abbasid period offered various ways of linking philosophical
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reflection to more professional activities. For all that, both philosophy and the
more rationalistic versions of theology were at a disadvantage when pitted
against the currents which Hodgson describes as piety-minded’: the latter were
both more effectively involved in the regulation of social life and more closely
linked to the reconstitution of popular religiosity within a new doctrinal and insti-
tutional framework. Similarly, the cosmopolitan court culture (adab culture, as
Hodgson calls it), most highly developed at the centre of the Abbasid empire,
was dependent on a basis more adversely affected by the dissipation of the abso-
lutist tradition’ than was the nexus of piety and social order. Court society fos-
tered literary culture and ideals of all-round cultivation, but did not produce a
civilizational counterweight to the patterns that coalesced around hadith, sacred
law and Quranic piety. On this point, Hodgson’s conclusions are more negative
than those of some other historians; for example, Ira Lapidus (2002 [1988]: 99)
refers to “two principal versions of Islamic civilization, the courtly cosmopolitan
and the urban religious,” and argues that they “represented the political and reli-
gious elites thrown up by the Arab conquests.”

Hodgson devotes whole chapters to speculative thought and literary culture.
By contrast, he has much less to say on a third alternative current that for a while
posed a much more overt challenge to mainstream Islam: the Ismaili movement
of the 9™ and 10" centuries. The most extensive discussion of Ismailism is to be
found in the chapter on personal piety (Hodgson 1974, 1: 378-384), where it is
described as the esoteric faith of an elite and a refuge for spiritual interests unsat-
isfied by other answers; its role in the 9"-century political restructuring of the Is-
lamic world is only briefly mentioned. The civilizational dimension of Ismaili
heterodoxy is not given its due. This shortcoming of Hodgson’s analysis is obvi-
ously not unrelated to the general state of research at the time. The question will
be revisited in another contribution to this volume.* To sum up, the ‘classical
civilization of the High Caliphate’ left a legacy that set its stamp on develop-
ments during the ‘middle periods.’ In particular, Hodgson underlines the distinc-
tion between two kinds of trends and patterns: those that developed in ways con-
ducive to further expansion and maintenance of civilizational unity across cul-
tural and political borders, and those more closely bound up with transient condi-
tions and therefore much less transferable — although not ipso facto irrelevant —
to a different historical context. This is not to suggest that the whole course of Is-
lamic history was predetermined by classical paradigms. Internal factors became
effective in conjunction with external ones, and more specifically with massive
changes to the global setting of Islamicate civilization. Hodgson notes two major

4 Hodgson has more to say on Ismailism elsewhere, especially in his contribution to
the Cambridge History of Iran (Hodgson 1968; this goes beyond earlier work on the
‘order of Assassins.”) But the discussion of Iranian Ismailism underlines the para-
dox that the ideological impact of the movement was more visible within an enclave
(and a fragmented one at that) than inthe counter-caliphate of Fatimid Egypt.
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shifts of that kind during the early second millennium, although he does not fully
spell out the implications. On the one hand, socio-economic, political and cul-
tural transformations in East Asia and Western Europe — unmatched by anything
comparable in the Islamic world — brought these two parts of the Eurasian macro-
region to new levels of development and of interaction with other civilizations.
Neither of these two regional mutations amounted to a global reversal of fortunes
for Islamicate civilization, and although one of them did in the long run lead to
such consequences, that had less to do with direct confrontation during the mid-
dle period than with subsequent outflanking. Western expansion triumphed
through the construction of overseas empires, in contrast to the Eurasian arena of
Islamic expansion. On the other hand (and, in the short run, much more impor-
tantly), the early second millennium saw momentous changes to the balance of
power between the main agrarianate civilizations and the largely nomadic Inner
Eurasian zone. The Islamic world was directly and massively affected, but the
two main waves of Inner Eurasian expansion did not enter Islamic history in the
same way. The Turks came as converts and participants in an ongoing process of
political fragmentation and restructuring, the Mongols as pagan conquerors who
caused widespread destruction before the power structures which they had im-
posed were assimilated and used to launch a new phase of empire building. It
was the upshot of these successive encounters with inner Eurasia that determined
the shape and position of Islamicate civilization at the time of global transition to
modernity. But the present discussion cannot go beyond a brief acknowledge-
ment of these interrelations between civilizational dynamics and global history.
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Chapter 2

The Middle Period: Islamic Axiality
in the Age of Afro-Eurasian
Transcultural Hybridity

BABAK RAHIMI

[...] taking a global perspective does not imply that
the world has always been an interconnected one with
a single center from which development and progress
spread to less-developed regions. Instead, it makes
much more sense to think of the world in 1400 as hav-
ing been composed of several regional systems, or in
other words to have been “polycentric” each with
densely populated and industrially advanced cores
supplied from their own peripheries.

Robert B. Marks, The Origins of the Modern World
(Marks 2002: 15)

In his seminal article “the Interrelations of Societies in History,” published in
1963, Marshal Hodgson registered a ground-breaking argument against the Euro-
centric conception of the past, which traced history in terms of an unfolding de-
velopment from Mesopotamia and Egypt to Greece and Rome, and finally to the
Christian of northwestern Europe, where the medieval life paved the path to
modernity (Burke III, 1993: 3-34). In it, he posited the claim that from a global
historical perspective the development of civilization is an Asian-based phe-
nomenon, and that it played a crucial role in the rise of the modern world. He
also argued that the history of the intersecting stretches of agrarian urbanite so-
cieties, which extended across the entire Afro-Eurasian complex — what he
called, following Toynbee, the Oikoumene — , was an interrelational one with
persistent and interconnecting traditions, from which interaction between these
traditions radiated incessantly into wide regions.

According to Hodgson, an understanding of history in interrelational hemi-
spheric terms would allow us to overcome a “classic ethnocentric dichotomy in
the main part of the world-ourselves and the others, Jews and Gentiles, Greeks
and Barbarians, “West” and “East” (Burke III 1993: 7). In a sense, the history of
societies, understood in interrelational terms, acknowledges a mobile and an in-
teractive sphere of cross-regional complex, wherein cultures have continuously
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depended on the course of development of the Afro-Eurasian civilizational com-
plex as a whole.

If we accept, following Hodgson, the notion of interconnection of societies in
history, it is reasonable to claim that the period from the 9"/10"™ centuries to the
13"/14™ century marks a crucial phase in an increase of global interconnection
and integration, involving socio-cultural crystallization of historical significance.
Through communication, trade, travel, war and nomadic formations — including,
not least, the histories of migration — in the context of rural and urban relations,
this period encompasses a set of deep-seated transformations across Afro-Eur-
asian landmass. Manifested in different forms and yet appearing with an intense
degree of mobility and mobilization, fusion and integration, such era of increas-
ingly civilizational intermingling marked a transcultural age of hybridity."

The term “transcultural” refers here to the liminal complexes that signify an
intricate set of interdependent and cross-fertilizing constant historical processes
in the production of spaces of exchange and negotiation, encounter and commu-
nication, travel and migration.” The history of transcultural dynamics is an ac-
count of global interaction between nomadic rootlessness and urban sedentary
complexes, maritime expedition tied to land-based socio-cultural patterns of
commercial urbanity and development of citied civilizations. In particular, the
term “hybridity” underscores an ongoing historical process of constant fusion be-
tween social complexes in such that encounters between different civilizations
through the process of cultural encounter leads to processes of identity formation
and new ways of communication. As result, such process constitutes the incorpo-
ratation of different (already hybridized) structures of consciousness.’

1 My claim here is akin to Bjorn Wittrock’s idea of “Ecumenical Renaissance.” See
Wittrock (2001). However, Wittrock’s use of the term “Ecumenical Renaissance”
automatically elicits comparison with an earlier ecumenical period, failing to iden-
tify the unique significance of this historical epoch. My use of the term “transcul-
tural age of hybridity,” however, is more akin to Armando Salvatore’s argument
that encounter between the Islamic traditions and modernity has constituted of what
he refers as “a transcultural Euro-Mediterranean space.” See Armando Salvatore
(2001).

2 1 borrow the term “transcultural” from A. Hofert and A. Salvatore’s (2000) pro-
vocative argument that historical flows of people between Europe and the Middle
East, inclusive of the elites and masses, have constructed “transcultural” processes
in which identity-alterity structures increasingly become dependent on in-between,
liminal situations. The notion, they argue, “demonstrates the potential to alter the
demarcating boundaries, not only in the sense of displacing them, but also through
recomposing markers of identity and alterity in a way that makes it impossible, and
even irrelevant, to trace back the original root of a certain identity” (Hofert/
Salvatore 2000: 17).

3 This assertion may also be articulated as the intensification of worldwide social re-
lations in terms of global mélange, pervading from the center to peripheries. With
respect to dynamics of culture, hybridization can also be defined as the way in
which civilizations become differentiated from existing practices, fuse and remerge
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In this view, the age of transcultural hybridity did not mark a sudden or radical
redrawing of the outlines of the Afro-Eurasian landmass. Rather, it inaugurated a
period in the escalation of shifts in civilizational dynamics towards hemispheric in-
tegration, fusion and cross-fertilization that brought about an impressive degree of
intense creativity and exceptional broadening of cultural horizons. Increase of con-
tact between societies led to the proliferation of myriad forms of public spaces, so-
cial organizations, institutions and new political orders. Yet the upshot of such
transcultural interactive zone was determined by conflict, rivalry, exchange, encoun-
ter and chronic collision between competing forms of political orders that, in turn,
led the way to complex hybridization processes of intercivilizational significance.

The particular case of the Islamic world in the Middle Period (945-1503)
serves as an example of such hybridization historical process: an era marked by
distinct political fragmentation, cultural cross-fertilization and vernacularization
of intercivilizational significance. In the following discussion my primary con-
cern will be to draw a general outline of the global interconnective patterns in the
emergence of a transcultural hybrid civilizational complex in the Eurasian land-
mass from 9"/10™ to the 13"/14™ centuries. I will then focus on the Islamic world
from the 10" to the 14™ centuries and discuss the revolutionary significance in
the emergence of new Islamic civilizational complexes with the successive waves
of Turkish tribal migration from the steppe grass lands of Central Asia to the set-
tled regions of the Anatolian-Mediterranean and Irano-Mesoptemian plateaus.

While elaborating on certain interconnected patterns of global history, without
presuming linearity of historical development or ubiquitousness of cultural hybrid-
ities, my argument will evolve around the notion of intermingling of cultures, in-
volving momentous shifts along dimensions of reflexivity and modes of communi-
cation. The notion of the “Middle Period Islamic Axiality” denotes, then, a crucial
civilizational rupture in Islamic history from 10" to the 13"/14" centuries which
generated new forms of reflexivity, new world views and imaginative ways in ar-
ticulating self, knowledge and reality, based on the notion of transcendence. As a
result of such civilizational encounters, this age identifies the production of new
cultural sites situated in increasing processes of global mélange.

The Afro-Eurasian complex:
from 9'"/10'" to 13'" centuries

When in 1137-38 Ramisht, a rich Muslim merchant on his way to Mecca, visited
his hometown of Siraf, the bustling Iranian port-city on the Persian Gulf repre-

with new forms in new practices. Culture, in its hybrid form, is therefore not a co-
herent system but a process that is generated, maintained and transmitted into new
forms in constant process of formation (Hannerz 1987).
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sented a cosmopolitan commercial center with a thriving trading basis for mer-
chants to trade directly with China and east Africa (Stern 1967: 10). The port city
of Siraf was matched by an abiding ability for commerce to cities, bustling com-
mercial centers, and maritime urbanities like Aden, Alexandria, Baghdad, Cairo,
Constantinople, Guangzhou, Kiev, Quanzhou, Suhar and Venice, wherein long-
distance trade was prevalent to help shape myriad zones of economic exchange
and cultural encounter.

Muslim merchants of the 12" and 13" centuries, along with Chinese, Indian
and east/north African merchants, in part, unleashed a global system of com-
merce that signaled the increasing integration of the world into common yet di-
verse commercial networks of production and exchange. Whereas links with the
Mediterranean lands remained sporadic prior to the late 9" century, the centuries
that followed the Arab conquest of northern Africa and Iran-Mesopotamia re-
gions saw a quickening of contacts within the Afro-Eurasian zone of cultivation
and urban life. Prior to the “rise” of the West to preeminence in the 16" century,
by the turn of the first millennium a system of commerce and cultural interaction
emerged that reached its apogee toward the end of the 13" century (Abu-Lughod
1989). First, based in Song China, the 11™ century witnessed the appearance of a
“world economy” with ramifications on a transregional scale. Likewise, the years
between circa 1250 and 1350 saw a period of expanding international commerce
in the regions between China and northwestern Europe, entailing economic
growth and cultural developments in the newly integrated areas.

The increase of trade drew Japan, Southeast Asia and Middle East closer to-
gether, while a rise in the use of camel caravans led to an expansion of communi-
cation with sub-Saharan Africa (Bentley 1998). In the Asian subcontinent, for in-
stance, an extensive commerce reached southern India by land, and mostly
around the coastal maritime routes, from Coromandel shores north to the Ganges
Delta, to Burma, Vietnam and beyond. Divided in diverse zones of transactions,
mainly defined by language and religion, and dominated by imperial and core ur-
ban settings, as well as hinterland-less commercial enclaves, interaction between
cities became possible by sealanes, rivers and caravan routes. Ports, like Siraf, and
river-based cities, like Baghdad and Cairo, served the important function of bring-
ing goods and people from long distances, enhancing mobility and interaction.

Moreover, along with developments of maritime and land trade, an increase
of travel, migration, campaigns of imperial expansion, crossregional religious
war (Crusades) and conversion inaugurated an age of long-distance mobility and
transportation, as well as large-scale subordination and conquest. Though the ex-
pansion of Europe into northeast Germany was a continuous movement that
originated with the campaigns of Charlemagne, the 11" century marked the reli-
gious conversion and political colonization of the Baltic European settlement to
the northwestern and northeastern Europe. From the 1066 Norman conquest of
England by Duke William of Normandy to the Spanish campaigns of the Chris-
tian knights, from the expedition of the Scandinavian navigators into the northern
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seas to the Latinization of Hungarians and eastern Europe, the growth of Europe,
especially, in the 12™ century identified an age of intense interconnection be-
tween Germanic, Slavic and Latin Mediterranean-based cultures. “The birth of
Europe as a Eurasian phenomenon,” in this fashion, brought about an integrated
Europe made up of northwestern France, Flanders, lowland England, Spain,
northern and southern Italy (Moore 1997). While travel provided the new inte-
grated-hybrid civilization of Europe with the incentive of economic adventure,
especially, in the 13" century (Marco Polo), proliferation in European travel writ-
ings reflected the increasing importance of movement across homeland as a prel-
ude to further conquest of the new territories.

China experienced similar processes of integration under the Song dynasty
(960-1279), as elite culture grew more uniform and political systems became
more unified with the continue growth of the imperial urbanite civilization
through military-building and interational trade (Haegar 1976). The expansion of
the examination system, and the growth of bureaucracy saw the concentration of
power in the hand of the emperor — a process that accelerated in later dynasties.
Yet the remarkable growth of commercialization and industralization (Hobson
2004: 51) under the Song dynasty opened up the Chinese society to flow of
goods, movements of persons, cultures and ideas across Eurasia.

Similarly, in western Asia, in the 10" century the Byzantine-Russian complex
ceased being on the defensive and began to aggressively advance its borders east
and westwards at the expense of Bulgars, increasingly heading towards greater cul-
tural integration through contact with neighborhing civilizations. Through land
and, most important of all, martime routes that reached Constantinople, the Byzan-
time-Russian civilization grew closer to the Islamic and Latin Christian cultures.

When in 1279 the Mongols, under the leadership of Genghis Khan’s grand-
son, Kubla Khan, defeated the last outposts of resistance in Song China, the
newly established nomadic empire signaled the emergence of a huge imperial
network in the Eurasian landmass. This further connected the Islamic world with
Southeast Asian societies, a historical process that eventually led to the Islamiza-
tion of south Asian regions — like the case of Indonesia in the 16™ century. Ac-
cordingly, in Central and Western Asia before the end of the 13th century most
of the khans had become Muslim, and hence initiated a process of blending Cen-
tral Asian shamanistic religions and Tibetan form of Buddhism with Islamic
practices. Although the Mongol conquest of China and Islamdom did not amount
to any serious interruptions in the Chinese and Islamic civilization, since it re-
mained essentially a military occupation, the Steppe nomad warriors creatively
adapted to the traditional Chinese and Abbasid administrative systems.® This

4 Later in the 14" century, when the Mongols showed signs of weakening, the em-
peror reintroduced the examination system and accommodated Chinese participa-
tion in bureaucratic positions.
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nomadic imperial process of adaptation is crucial to the transcultural period since
it marked a historical event which, according to the W. Barthold, ushered in a
turning point in the construction of a creative synthesis between Chinese and Is-
lamic political orders (Barthold 1928).

The rise of nomadic empires in this manner played an important role in the
age of transregional integration. This is so since nomadic imperial orders placed
high value on trade and diplomacy, which ultimately resulted in, according to
Janet Abu-Lughod, an “explosion” that effectively paved the path to “world his-
tory” (Abu-Lughod 1989: 154). As Bentley has argued, in the half-millennium
from 1000 to 1500 large imperial states, like the Mongols, continued to promote
transregional interaction, embarking both on a remarkable set of empire-building
processes that expanded from the seas of China to the River Nile (Bentley 1998:
244-45). By linking China with the outside world, mainly through trade networks
in Central Asia, the impact of the Mongol conquest facilitated communication
over long distances, as nomadic political orders encouraged the spread of relig-
ions, the acquisition of knowledge and technological exchanges across inner,
eastern and western Asia. In addition, with the centralization of the Mongol state
from tributary to sedentary systems of taxation, diverse sectors of economy,
namely, agricultural, commercial and pastoral, grew closer together with the ad-
vancements in the size of the military and the centralization of administrative
control over both sedentary and rural regions. As Di Cosmo explains, “So called
steppe empires created fluid environments, suitable for travel and trade that al-
lowed the peripheral civilizations to come into contact with one another” (Di
Cosmo 1999: 4). Nomadic conquests identified a major epoch in the greater in-
terrelation of societies not only in Eurasian terms, but also on the rural-urban and
nomadic-sedentary scales.

As an outcome of trade, migration, conversion and conquest, such global
transformations also involved major breakthroughs of civilizational importance.
Similar to the original Axial age civilizational transformation in human reflexiv-
ity (roughly from the eighth to the 4"/3™ century B.C.E.), the 9"/10™ to the 13™
centuries displayed a momentous shift in reflexive consciousness on an Afro-
Eurasian scale.” The transcultural age identifies, in a sense, an extension of the
original Axial transformation on fundamental basis of human reflexivity and his-
toricity “to reflect upon and give expression to an image of the world as having
the potential of being different from what it was perceived to be here and now”
(Wittrock 2001: 8). This mode of reflexity and communication ultimately en-
tailed a new way of conceptualizing and articulating the self and reality in terms

5 By Axial age civilizations, Eisenstadt explains, “we mean those civilizations that
crystallized during the half-millennium from 500 BCE to the first century of the
Christian era, within which new types of ontological visions, conceptions of a basic
tension between the transcendental and mundane orders emerged and were institu-
tionalized in many parts of the world” (Eisenstadt 2000: 2).
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that go beyond the everyday mundane realities. With the increasing hybridization
of consciousness (i.e. ways of reflexivity and modes of communication) through
contact, exchange and conversion the period, then, saw the emergence of distinct
of cultures, ethos and historical consciousness that intensified creative attempts
to fuse the gap and, accordingly, overcome the tension between transcendental
and mundane realities with the construction and regulation of social interaction.

In the 11™ and 12" centuries the gradual appearance of new civilizational
complexes in northwestern Europe, in what had previously been a marginal re-
gion of the Mediterranean-based civilizations, and the expansion of Italian mari-
time cities inaugurated a revolutionary development of tighter organization of the
church, state and urbanization. The so-called feudal, urban, papal and intellectual
revolutions manifested deep-seated changes in economic, political and religious
institutions that, consequently, entailed cultural shifts of societal epistemic im-
portance. With the rise of universities, for instance, the intellectual revolution not
only introduced education to laymen, but also facilitated the acquisition of Greek
knowledge through the intellectual advances made by the Muslims.

In close connection to the urban revolution and the triumph of papal monar-
chy between 1050 and 1300, the growth of “popular culture,” sectarian and mo-
nastic orders (like the spread of the Cistercian movement in the 12" century),
ushered in an age of carnivalesque practices and mystical movements, which ul-
timately culminated in the attempt to fuse the mundane and transcendental
worlds within mass-popular and church-autonomous fields of social interaction.
Although, as Moore argues, the “revolutionary” characteristics of the period be-
tween the 9" and 12" centuries were profoundly political in nature, the European
experience of the transcultural age entailed transformations that went beyond
state-organizational and class structural levels (Moore 2000). In this regard, the
proliferation of pluralistic institutions — Church, nobility, city-state, and guilds —
led to the formation of cultural spaces that increasingly separated the official
from the non-official spheres of publicity.

In the Indic world, until the late 10" century Hindu rajas controlled Afghani-
stan and parts of eastern Persia to the upper Indus, while Gujerat maritime power
limited the colonization of Islam from the sea along Indian Ocean shores. But
when in the beginning of the 11" century northern India saw the southward inva-
sion of the Gazna Turks, who owed allegiance to the Sdmani rulers of Khurasan,
the Indic world began to undergo centuries of civilizational fusion. The 10" to
the 12" centuries in this manner marked a crucial phase in the Southeast Asian
civilizations, a period that involved a transition from pan-Indic to three interac-
tive civilizations of Hinduism, Indo-Islam and Theravada Buddhism (Krejci
1990). The transition involved cultural and vernacularization transformation, “a
process of change by which the universalistic orders, formations, and practices of
the preceding millennium were supplemented and gradually replaced by local-
ized forms” (Eisenstadt/Schluchter/Wittrock 2001: 41). This process of vernacu-
larization not only created new localities of distinct vernacular cultures, but also
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saw an unprecedented growth of textual production that was unique in its “com-
bination of antiquity, continuity, and multicultural interaction.”® Central to this
Indic case of civilizational interaction was primarily the exchange of Islamic and
Hindu vernacular cultures that generated implicit dogmatic and ritualistic inter-
mingling, to which the eventual emergence of the Sikhism in the 15" century
would best represent this hybrid historical process.

As for China, the Neo-Confucian movement ushered the reaffirmation of the
virtues and the continuity of the Confucian tradition, with its canocial system of
belief, in the context of dynamic processes of the centralization under the Song
dynasty. Central to the movement was the pursuit of the ideals of sainthood and
self-cultivation, a spiritual quest that entailed the overcoming of selfishness and
the enchantment of noble virutues inherent to human beings. Moreover, the syn-
thesis of Buddhist dogma (and Daoist metaphyics) with Confucian philosophy
created a new body of thought that underscored the creativily paradoxical process
of preservation of tradition through the transformation of tradition.’

In the puzzling case of Japan, where the country enjoyed the natural protec-
tion of its insular position from foreign nomadic incursions, the samurai class,
the landed lord and warriors, began to develop a distinct form of “honorific cul-
ture” in the 11™ and 12" centuries (Ikegami 1995: 72-8). During this period, the
samurai’s military pride generated the construction of a community of honor,
which set up the tradition of honorific individualism of self-discipline to produce
a new consciousness on both individual and collective dimensions. As a conse-
quence to the formation of samurai elite collectivity as a formidable ruling class,
the emergence of a samurai honorific culture ushered the establishment of Sho-
gunate political order that lasted for the next six and one-half centuries (1192-
1867). Japan represents a distinct yet complicated case for the age of transcul-
tural hybridity. As a non-Axial civilization, set apart from the Axial ones (mainly
China, India and the Middle East), the dynamics of the Japanense culture was
tied to the transformation of the samurai elite and its honorific culture, which ef-
fected state-building processes from the medieval to the early modern periods.

Perhaps in its most dynamic center of transcultural age, the Mediterranean

6 As Pollock explains, the expansion of literary and political textual production,
which “began in South India, Sri Lanka, and Java around 900 and reached maturity
by 1200 occurred in northern India at a somewhat later date under conditions of po-
litical change different from what obtained in the south” Eisenstadt, Schluchter and
Wittrock, 2000: 45-53). Similarly in China, this process of literary production saw
its apogee under the reign of Song rule, during which the development of literary
vernacular culture marked one of the high point in the history of Chinese literature.
Also consider the case of Southeast Asian regions, like Vietnam, that, starting in the
1300s produced similar developments in the production of literary texts.

7 Consider, for instance, the case of Zhu Xi. His attempt to synthesize Buddhism and
Confucian philosophy highlights interesting similiarties to Aquinas’ fusion of
Christian theology with Greek philosophy.
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complex emerged to represent networks of commercial exchange, marking a cor-
nerstone of the intercivilizational hybridity. Inseparable from the European agri-
cultural revolution with the emancipation of the serfs, which resulted in the
growth of trade and the burgeoning of towns, the budding Mediterranean urban-
ite civilizations provided an alternative seaborne route of conquest, pilgrimage
and trade to traditional land-based means of transportation. Especially through
trade and warfare, the region included a heightening of long-term structural con-
flict between vying local powers and complex exchanges of culture and religion.

This proliferation of encounter was twofold. First, with the growth of cities-
states of Genoa, Pisa, and Venice, and the spread of trade, Christianity saw an in-
crease of contact with Islamdom in northern African and eastern Mediterranean
coastlines (Ashtar 1983: 3-63). The availability of traversing sea routes not only
provided a new route for import of “Oriental” artifacts, but it also served to fa-
cilitate the existence of shared taste in architecture and cultural practices, vocabu-
laries, meanings and interests that cut across localities.® Second, the pan-
European expansionist Crusades, which originally began in France in 1095 and
saw its most decisive defeat with the conquest of Acre by the Mamliks in 1291,
opened western Europe to the Islamic world by bringing the Iberian Peninsula,
the Muslim north Africa and eastern Mediterranean shores closer together.” War
and conquest in this fashion brought about commercial activities in such that not
only supplied war and colonization materials to the warring regions, but also al-
lowed the western Christian forces to take an active part in the importation of
ideas, texts and cultural materials from the Moslem Levant to northern and
southern Europe.'’

At the heart of this Levantine interrelation between South European, North
African and Mesopotamian regions was the greater fusion of Christian and Is-
lamic civilizations, as symbols, rituals and popular expectations of imminent
transformation, in the form of millenarian cultures, spread throughout the region
in unprecedented ways. The consequence of this process of exchange by the turn
of the 15" and 16™ centuries, as has been noted by Cornell Fleischer, was the in-

8 Consider, for instance, the case of Venice. The Arabic influence on Venetian archi-
tecture, which in part was heavily influenced by Byzantium, is a powerful reminder
of the interregional complex of the Mediterranean realm (Howard 2000: 2-5).

9 The first Crusade started in Clermont with the speech of Pope Urban II in 1095,
which called for the conquest of Jerusalem.

10 As aresult of the crusades, certain Muslim customs spread into late medieval West-
ern Europe. Dress codes and general taste were imported from the Muslim world
(mainly Muslim Spain, Baghdad, Cairo and Damascus) to the northern shores of
eastern Mediterranean cities. But the momentum of exchange primarily involved
ideas, philosophies and “oriental romance” from “Byzantium, Georgia, Armenia
and Arabia/Persia” (Cardini 2001: 84). The first translations from Arabic texts into
Latin, for instance, were completed around 1150 in Spain. As Cardini notes, this
“was to change the face of Western learning” (Cardini 2001: 84).
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terconnection of the northern and southern Mediterranean shores, sharing certain
cultural traditions that mainly included common traits of millenarian expecta-
tion."' In extension, as has been argued in a seminal article by Sanjay Subrah-
manyam, the 1500s saw the crystallization of pan-civilizational exchange of mil-
lenarian symbols, myths and traditions that helped to develop imperial projects
from the Middle East to Southeast Asia (Subrahmanyam 1997: 735-62). In the
first-half of the millennium, the Mediterranean domain provided a creative set-
ting for the intermingling of cultures, involving momentous shifts along dimen-
sions of reflexivity in terms of apocalyptic attempts to redefine the relationship
between the mundane and transcendental worlds.

The notion of “connected history,” coined by Subrahmanyam, invites us to
consider the circulation of ideas, myths and rituals, in which cultures relentlessly
maintain close proximity in hybrid spaces, wherein identity and alterity vie for
power with unyielding intensity. Respective to the broader intercivilizational his-
torical perspective from the 9"/10™ to the 13"/14" centuries, the intraciviliza-
tional Islamic experience in the transcultural age of interconnected histories was
mainly manifested with the emergence of the Turko-Persian Islamicate cultures,
a point that I will expand upon in the following section.

The Turko-Persian ecumene and
the rise of sGfi-brotherhoods

When non-Arabs became the rulers and obtained royal authority and control over the
whole Muslim realm, the Arabic language suffered corruption. It would almost have
disappeared, if the concern of Muslims with the Qur’an and the Sunnah, which pre-
serves Islam, had not also preserved the Arabic language. This (concern) became an
element in favor of the persistence of the sedentary dialect used in the cities. But when
the Tartars and Mongols, who were not Muslims, became the rulers of the East, this
element in favor of the Arabic language disappeared, and the Arabic language was abso-
lutely doomed. No trace of it has remained in these Muslim provinces: the non-Arab
Iradq, Khurasan, Southern Persia, eastern and western India, Transoxania, the northern
countries, and Anatolia. The Arabic style of poetry and speech has disappeared, save for
a (remnant) in the provinces of the non-Arab Irdq and beyond to the East, no trace or
source of (the Arabic language) has remained. Even scientific books have come to be
written in the Persian language, which is also used for teaching in Arabic classes (Ibn
Khaldtin 1965: 295).

11 Since A4 Mediterranean Apocalypse has not yet been published, I refer to Sanjay
Subrahmanyam’s brief description of Fleischer’s work in “Connected Histories:
Notes Towards a Reconfiguration of Early Modern Eurasia,” Modern Asian Studies
(Subrahmanyam 1997: 750).
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So wrote Ibn Khaldin in his famous Mugddimah. What characterizes the above-
statement is the recognition of the widespread expansion of the Persianate culture
in the 14™ century, an expansion that caused Ibn Khaldin to lament as the popu-
larity of Persian replaced Arabic as the /ingua franca of Islamdom. Although, as
Ibn Khaldiin correctly notes, the Mongol conquest of the mid 13™ century greatly
helped the ongoing vernacular transformations away from Arabic in the Islami-
cate world, the shift in the choice of making literary and political texts in neo-
Persian (darik) was, however, first undertaken around the 10™ century at the
Samani court (819-1004.) in Transoxiana, which later expanded under the rule of
Buyids (932-1062) and Persianized Turks, like the Ghaznavids (989-1149)."* The
rise of the Muslim Persian states as representatives of Arab-Iranian cultural syn-
thesis in the post-High Caliphate age (692-945) characterizes a major shift of
civilizational importance; this development signaled the extraordinary efflores-
cence of the Islamized Persianite cosmopolitan culture that expanded over large
areas of Anatolia, Transoxania and western India, where an exemplary instance
of Arabic-Persian creolization and vernacularization took place.

Two centuries earlier, Abi-1-Rayhan al-Bir(ini (973?-1048), the famous
Kharazmian-Iranian scientist, in his Kitdb al-Hind dates the reign of Sabuktigina
at Ghaznah, Afghanistan, as the ‘the days of the Turks’ (Cayydm at-turk), a term
that underlines an increase of interconnection between Iran-Mesopotamian, Ana-
tolian-Mediterranean and Central Asian regions with the — gradual — migration of
the Turks (Al-Biruni 1953: 16).

To all appearances the 11" century was a time when relations between the
sedentary civilizations and the (semi) nomadic populations of Central Asia
crossed a major threshold, whereby migration, conquest and conversion set off a
critical socio-political and cultural organizational changes in the Islamdom; a
process which reached its apogee with the Mongol incursion in the 13" century
when nomad power reached the full capacity of its political organizational poten-
tial in Eurasia (Lewis 1988: 33-34; 88-89; Saunders 1982: 141). The emergence
of the Turkish people, in their both detribalized (Ghaznavids and Mamluks) and
tribalized form (Seljugs), ultimately opened the way for the establishment of the
Persianized-Turkic powers, such as the Ottomans and the Safavis, in Asia Minor
and Iran-Mesopotamian steppes, and the establishment of the Sultanate of Delhi
in the 13" century in the Panjab and most of the Gangetic plain (Hindustan).

The appearance of the Turkish and Persianate cultures in the Middle Period
(945-1503), to use Hodgson’s periodization, marks an era of unprecedented po-

12 Neo-Persian was a simplified literary form of Pahlavi language (Middle Persian)
from the Sasanian era, written mainly in Arabic scripts. By raising this point, I am
not ignoring the ‘Abbasid debt to the Sasanian Persian system of administration and
government. Rather, I am merely indicating how it was under the Sdmani power
that the neo-Persian language emerged as the idiom of administration and court lit-
erary culture.
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litical fragmentations and cultural creolization in the context of nomadic and sed-
entary relations."> According to Hodgson, the period of genesis (c. 600-945) saw
the replacement of Syriac and Pahlavi (“Irano-Semitic”) traditions by an Arabic
culture on post-axial, agrariante and urbanite civilization; underpinning an inclu-
sive Muslim community between the Nile and Oxus river developed on this ba-
sis. By contrast, the Middle Period was marked by a widening gap between state
and society, the diffusion and pluralization of Siifism and the expansion of neo-
Persian as a literary language throughout a large part of the Afro-Eurasian land-
mass. In an article published posthumously in 1970, Hodgson described this pe-
riod as an age of great cosmopolitan creativity that reached its height by the 16"
century, when the main region of Islamdom came under the control of empires
(Ottoman, Mughal and Safavi), administrated by military patronage states.'*

The most critical threshold of the transcultural age in the (early) Middle Period
of Islamic history was the Turkish migration from Central Asia. The successive
waves of the Turkish migration from the steppe grass lands of Central Asia to the
settled regions of Anatolia and the Iran-Mesopotamian plateaus began in the 9"
century, when Turkish slaves were recruited in order to create a new military or-
der, loyal to the Byzantine and the early Caliphate state.'” The Turkish socio-
military institution, in its various forms, had been in a sense the backbone of Ca-
liphate, at least, from the end of the 9" century onwards. With the rise of the
Ghaznavids, military slave elites of Turkish origin emerged as heirs to the Caliph-
ate political order.'® The Saljugs suzerainty in the 11" and the early 12" centuries,

13 Hodgson lists six periods of Islamic history: the formative (to 692), the High Ca-
liphate (to 945), the International Civilization (to 1258), the Age of Mongol Prestige
(to 1503), the era of Gunpowder Empires (to c. 1800) and Modern Times, with the
emergence of nation-states. The “Middle Period” groups together the third and
fourth periods of this list (Hodgson 1974, 1: 98).

14 This was the fifth phase of Islamicate history, namely the era of “Gunpowder Em-
pires.” In this article, Hodgson argues that egalitarian and cosmopolitan elements in
Islam, incorporated and institutionalized in the civilization of the Irano-Semitic so-
cieties, have made a lasting impact on interregional developments on a hemispheric-
wide base (Hodgson 1970: 99-123).

15 Although they primarily served in the Muslim armies as early as 674 C.E. the sys-
tematic introduction of Turkish slaves into the Caliphate army occurred under the
reign of Al-Mansr (745-75) (Pipes 1981: 152). However, the creation of the slave
soldier institution consisted of both free mercenaries recruited abroad and captured
Turks among the tribes in Transoxnia, known in the Muslim world as Mamliks
(Crone 1980: 74-80).

16 It is important to note that the Persianization of Turkish people was a process al-
ready in the making with the rise of the Central-Asian trade in the 5 and early 6"
centuries, when the Turks were in constant contact with the pre-Islamic Sasanid
culture. Apart from pastoral nomads, the pre-Islamic Turkish society was never
wholly nomadic; culturally and economically, it also included certain urban ele-
ments that had been shaped by commercial interests (Kwanten 1979: 32; 39-40;
Cahen 1968: 5-7).
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however, marked the establishment of the first non-slave Turkish nomadic empire
that led the way to the revival of Orthodox Sunnism. The establishment of a non-
military slave Turkish power with vast expansionist aspirations represents the first
major nomadic conquest movement with religious renewalist dimensions.

In a sense, the migration of the tribal Turks to the Anatolian regions at the
beginning of the 11" century, led to major demographic transformations.'” This
occurred in two major successive historical phases. The Saljuq victory over the
Byzantines forces at the battle of Manzikert in 1071 inaugurated the first decisive
stage, with major political consequences: the establishment of Turkish-speaking
principalities in the western borderland marches as a way to challenge Byzantine
control over Anatolia and the Islamic heartland. The ascend of the Tughil to the
Caliphate seat of Baghdad in 1055, in this context, marked a combination of de-
cisive leadership and military prowess as well as a deteriorating political and
economic situation within the Islamic territories that enabled the first tribal
Turks, the Saljugs, to make themselves the dominante force in the Iran-
Mesopotamian plateau. This socio-demographic process, known as “Turkiciza-
tion,” entered a second phase of development with the Mongol invasion of 1258,
which intensified the Turkman migration to the western regions of Anatolia, re-
placing the Greek-Christian peasant population with Turkish groups of nomadic
origin. Though sporadic movements occurred throughout the 11" to the 13™ cen-
turies, the 14" century highlights the finalization of a major demographical shift
in Anatolia that involved radical changes of socio-cultural significance.

The transition from the early to the late Middle Period, as seen in the context
of successive Turkish migrations to Anatolia, can be regarded as a revolutionary
phase in two important ways. At one level, the complex process of hybridization
of Arabic, Persian and Turkish cultural elements from the end of the High Ca-
liphate to the establishment of the Ilkhanéte era in Iran in the 13" century, repre-
sents a new period of intense civilizational hybridization, and a new stage of the
Turko-Persian ecumene. (Canfield 1991: xiv). The Turko-Persian Islamicate cul-
ture that had crystallized in eastern Iranian margin in the 11" century, and was
later exported to cultural zones of south Asian India, was a product of intercivili-
zational encounters and open to further developments of that sort. In the particu-
lar case of Turkization of Anatolia from the 11™ to the 14" centuries, the regional
mixture of agrarian, nomadic tribal and urban settings was particularly favorable
to cultural blending."® Accordingly, the fusion of Arabic-scriptural, Byzantine-

17 Though non-nomadic Turkish settlers were already living in Khurasan, Khwarazm
and Transoxania by the time of Arab conquest in the seventh and eighth centuries,
the most expansive southward migration of the Turks, as settlers and pastoralists,
occurred mainly in the 11™ century, which changed the ethnic composition of the
Middle East.

18 Although Claude Cahen has argued that it is obviously impossible to give any fig-
ure for the Turkish immigration into Asia Minor, evidence indicates a long-term
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Greek, Turkish-nomadic and Persianate-lettered traditions of the Middle Period
paved the way for the creation of new cultural complexes.

At another level, this “mixed borderland civilization” also became a meeting
ground of different religious traditions (Wittek 1996: 20). With regard to the in-
terdependent process of migration and encounter, the blending of steppe (instru-
mental) religious practices of the Turkish nomads with the world (soteriological)
religions of Iran-Semitic and Byzantine-Greek societies represents the crystalli-
zation of new cultural milieus, where nomadic and settled civilizations had to
some extent been amalgamated;'” this leveling of cultural and religious capacities
opened the way for the breakdown of civilizational frontiers between steppe and
sown. With the Islamization of Turks and the Turkization of Islam, shamanist
ritual practices, performances to attain a trance state in order to communicate
with the world of spirits for the purpose of fertility, healing, protection and ag-
gression, were creatively fused with Islamic eschatology and the soteriological
practices of divine guidance to pass reckoning on judgment day towards salva-
tion.

From the 11" century onwards, the most original expression of this cross-
fertilization between shamanistic and soteriological traditions was the emergence
of Anatolian Sufism. In its distinct shamanistic form, Darvish Islam or “Islami-
cized shaman” (Bdbd Islam) marked a dominant aspect of the daily life of the
Turkish nomadic population, and indeed the main factor for the conversion of ru-
ral Asian Minor to Islam.** The strong popularity of spiritual leaders called
Bdbas (whence the name Bdbdis for their followers) reflected the widespread
tendency of combining certain elements of Shi’i, Sunni, Persianiate ethos of
chivalry (javdnmardi) and Christian beliefs with shamanistic practices, in which
Baba Tslamist groups like the Bektdshi Darvishism best attests (Kopriili 1978:
123).>! As H.R. Roemer writes, the period marked an age of religious configura-

process of conversion of the natives to Islam with the migration of Turkish Muslims
to the region from the 11" to the 13™ centuries (Cahen: 1968: 143; Levtzion 1979:
52-67).

19 The difference between instrumental and soteriological religions is primarily based
on their experiential orientation towards the supernatural: whereas the former type
represents the belief in salvation manifested in practices directed towards appeasing
the supernatural with the aim of redemption, the later is directed towards making
specific things happen in the world through magical practices of shamanism and
spirit-possession. In this sense, instrumental religions are not based on faith, but
rather on the notions of efficacy of spiritual experience to control the supernatural
(Gellner 2001: 69-72).

20 As Kortepeter notes, the notion of “Islamized shaman” was also synonymous with
the Turkish term of “bagiji” or sorcerer, which could imply the supernatural ability
to illicit magic involving the use of medicines in order to harm others (Kortepeter
1991: 19)

21 The warrior ethos of Javdnmardi was an ideal life, involving chivalry spirit based
on physical masculine strength. Such ethos, originating from the pre-Islamic Per-



62 | CRYSTALLIZATIONS

tions, in which a “popular religiosity became widespread [...] These included a
marked willingness to believe in miracles, a cult of saint with the growth of much
frequented places of pilgrimage, and even the veneration of ‘Ali, the cousin and
son-in-law of the prophet Muhammad [...]” (Jackson/Lockhart 1968, 6: 192).
Correspondingly, the popularization of Shi’i saintly figures, like ‘Ali as a source
of mystical veneration by various Islamic sects, especially the Sfi-Sunni orders,
generated what has been called by C. Cahen as the “Shi’itization of Sunnism.”*

Although by the 11" century Sufism had already played a considerable role
in the development of the Islamic faith, leading up to al-Ghazali’s legitimation of
Sufism with his greatest work The Revivification of the Religious Sciences in the
12" century, this variegated mystical movement experienced a growth of popu-
larity with the rise of Bdbd Islam. The fusion of Stifiesque Shi isectarianism and
millenarian movements in the later Middle Period can in part be credited to this
process of religious hybridity, whereby Shi’i, Sunni and Safi practices and creeds
intermingled in close proximity and at times overlapped in the shifting spaces of
everyday interaction.”> But with the emergence of the Turkish Sifi-brotherhood
orders — the so-called “ghdzi” warriors” — such movements gave a political ex-
pression to this civilizational fusion. It was at this stage that Sufism began to be
transformed from loose associations into organized religious orders (fariga) with
their own distinctive cultural practices, forming spiritual brotherhoods in the
form of popular mass movements whose leaders where some of the greatest po-
litical and religious reformers of Islam.

The origins of these brotherhood associations traces back to the 8" century
small ascetic brotherhoods on the island of Abadan in the Persian Gulf (Ayoub
2004: 153) and, later in the 10" century, to the urban-based “pure brethren” of
the Qaramati movement. The Qarmati brotherhoods played a great role in the de-
velopment of the Islamic guilds in the 10" century, and the futuvvat associations
that were revived under the reign of Caliph An-Nasi in the late 12" and early 13"
centuries, as a consequence of the expansion of trade and revival of towns under
the Saljuq rule (Lewis 1937: 20-37).2* In the early Middle Periods, these rela-

sianiate culture, was later incorporated into the futuvvat fraternal circles of Middle
Period Islamic history (Babayan 2002: 168-69).

22 Quoting C. Cahen in Arjomand’s Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam (Arjomand
1984: 67).

23 For the best exposition of Sifi history of later Middle Period, see Arjomand (1981).
It is important to note, however, that Sifism and Islamic messianic movements (es-
pecially in its Shi’i form of Mahdism) existed in earlier periods of Islamic history,
and that they were not essentially inclusive of each other. The histories of Abbasid
and the Isma’ili (Fatimid) revolutions in the 8" and the 10™ centuries, for instance,
are replete with apocalyptic and messianic beliefs in the Mahdi that “spread widely
beyond other extremist Shiite groups” (Amanat & Bernhardson 2002: 114).

24 Although they were consolidated under An-Nasi, according to Arnakis however, the
futuvvat associations first appeared in the 9" century in the form of “volunteer war-
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tively autonomous movements, in the form of popular militia and volunteer Stfi-
guild associations, played a crucial role in the local governance of eastern Islam-
dom, which reached maturity as a political and social force from the 11™ to the
14™ centuries.”” With their own Sifi mystical ceremonies and chivalric ritual
practices, the futuvvat associations combined ethical codes of egalitarianism, in
the Persianate form of Javdnmardi and the Mazdaki notions of piety, with non-
egalitarian charismatic elitist ethos of master (pir)-disciple and patron-client rela-
tions.*® Ties of blood and kinship affiliations were less important than competi-
tion for the sacred status of leadership in the clubs, manifested in the paradoxical
notion of “first among equals,” which reflected the brotherhood spiritual charac-
ter of the associations.

Especially in the later Middle Period, 1200-1501, after the Mongol invasion,
culminating in the conquest of Baghdad in 1258 and the disintegration of the
"Abbasid Caliphate, the futuvvat associations began to merge with the Anatolian-
Sifi orders, a process that during the 14™ century spread further into the Islam-
dom with the increasing intermingling of rural and urban relations as a conse-
quence of migration and nomadic incursions (Lewis, 1937: 27-28).”’ The blend-
ing between futuvvat and the Anatolian-S0fi orders created the akhiyat al-fityan
or akhi movements, which tended to fuse the horseback warrior culture of Cen-
tral Asia with the sedentary Iran-Semitic Messianic traditions. Recruited mainly
among the craftsmen, and composed of associations of young men organized as
guilds in Anatolia in the 13™ and 14™ century, the akhis shared the basic rules of
Sutuvvat (Cook 1970: 16-17). Built around the warrior ethos of steppe regions
and the Qura "nic notion of justice, the brotherhoods lived by a strict code of
masculine honor, an ethic of bravery, embedded in a culture of reference for
spiritual sacred persons (shaman) and belief in the potential to unite the mundane

rior guilds” (Arkakis 1953: 232-47). The literal meaning of the term “futuvvat” is
youthfulness and by implication chivalry (Keyvani 1982: 25). But the term is also
associated with the Middle Persian word of javdnmardi or chivalry (Kashifi 1983:
9).

25 As Hodgson notes, by the end of the Middle Periods, the futuvvat had become the
mystical expression of urbanite guild associations with their own political and reli-
gious authority (Hodgson 1974, 1: 130-131).

26 The Mazdakis were a Zoroastrian gnostic movement that emerged as a sectarian
movement in sixth century pre-Islamic Persia. They advocated radical egalitarian
values with strong this-worldly inclinations. The precise influence of the late
Séssanian tradition of javdanmardi and Mazdakis on the futuvvat, which also in-
cluded similar youthful masculinist ritual practices and ethical ideals, is unclear. For
a good description of the Mazdaki movement, see Babayan (2002: 170, 265-271).

27 It is important to note that such process appears to have already occurred with the
first wave of Turkish migration to Anatolia and Iran-Mesopotamian regions. The
emergence of the Qaladndari-e movement in eastern Khurasan and western parts of
central Asia in the 10" century serves as a good example in the rise of Sufi-
brotherhoods in the early Middle Period (Karamustata 1994).
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with the supernatural world through ritual, ceremony and, above all, war.
Throughout Islamdom, the brotherhood orders began to organize themselves with
a hierarchy, evolving around the charismatic leader, his deputies (khalifdh) and
ordinary followers (murids). With relative autonomy, they constituted a counter
political culture that created its own political conception of Islamic justice, con-
travention of the shari’a, distinctive ceremonies (i.e. dance-trance rituals of zikr),
clothing, public spaces (fakkiyah) and incorporation of various “heterodoxical”
beliefs and doctrines, based on what Karamustafa calls “an uncompromising
antinomianism” (Karamustafa 1994: 17).

The emergence of the Stifi-brotherhoods in the 14™ century identifies a fasci-
nating example of this civilizational experimentation, a process that led to the
formation of new political orders with the establishment of the Ottoman and Sa-
favi Empires from the 14" to the early 16" centuries, reshaping the political cul-
tural landscape of Islamdom. But, with the emergence of the Turko-Persian
Islamicate cultures, this new historical configuration also created new ways of re-
flexivity and modes of communcation, marking a new Axial condition that gen-
erated new types of eschatological, cosmological and symbolic realities in ver-
nacular hybrid terms. The Middle Period Islamic Axiality, in this regard, ideniti-
fies an integral part of the transcultural age, in which through encounter, emerg-
ing societies reformulated new expressions to defining self and other, knowledge
and reality by transcending pre-existing social and cultural boundaries, and inte-
grating new institutional arrangements in transcendental terms.

References

Abu-Lughod, Janet (1989) Before European Hegemony: The World System AD
1250-1350, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Amanat, Abbas/Bernhardson, Magnus (eds.) (2002) Imagining The End Visions
of Apocalypse from the Ancient Middle East to Modern America. London &
New York: I.B. Tauris.

Arjomand, Said Amir (1981) “Religious Extremism (Ghuluww), Sufism and
Sunnism in Safavid Iran: 1570-1722.” Journal of Asian History, 15, pp. 1-35.

Arjomand, Said Amir (1984) The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam, Chi-
cago: Chicago University Press.

Arkakis, G.G. (1953) “Futuwwa Traditions in the Ottoman Empire: Akhis, Bek-
tashi, Dervishes, and Craftsmen.” Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 12 (4),
pp- 232-247.

Ashtor, Eliyahu (1983) Levant Trade in the Later Middle Ages, Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Ayoub, Mahmoud M. (2004) Islam: Faith and History. Oxford: One World.



RAHIMI: ISLAMIC AXIALITY IN THE AGE OF AFRO-EURASIAN TRANSCULTURAL HYBRIDITY | 65

Babayan, Kathryn (2002) Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural Land-
scapes of Early Modern Iran, Massachusetts: Cambridge, Harvard University
Press.

Barthold, W. (1928) Turkestan Down to the Mongol Invasion, London: Luzac &
Co.

Bentley, Jerry H. (1993) Old World Encounters: Cross-Cultural and Exchanges
in Premodern Times, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bentley, Jerry H. (1998) “Hemispheric Integration, 500-1500 C.E.” Journal of
World History, 9 (2), pp. 237-254.

Birge, John Kingsley (1937) The Bektashi Order of Dervishes, Hartford & Lon-
don: Hartford Seminary Press.

Al-Birtini, Muhammad Ibn Ahmad (1953) Kitdb fi Tahqigi ma Li-I Hind, Hy-
derabad.

Burke III, Edmund, (ed) (1993) Rethinking World History: Essays on Europe, Is-
lam, and World History, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Cahen, Claude (1968) Pre-Ottoman Turkey: A General Survey of the Material
and Spiritual Culture and History c. 1071-1330, New York: Taplinger.

Canfield, Robert L, (ed.) (1991) Turko-Persia in Historical Perspective, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Cardini, Franco (2001) Europe and Islam, transl. by Caroline Beamish, London:
Blackwell.

Cook, Michael Allan (ed) (1970) Studies in the Economic History of the Middle
East, New York & London: Oxford University Press.

Crone, Patricia (1980) Slaves On Horses: The Evolution of the Islamic Polity,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Curtin, Philip D. (1984) Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

De Bary, Theodore (1975) The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, New York: Co-
lumbia University Press.

Di Cosmo, Nicola (1999) “State formation and Periodization in Inner Asian his-
tory.” Journal of World History, 10 (1), pp. 1-40.

Eisenstadt, Shmuel N., Schluchter, Wolfgang & Wittrock, Bjérn (eds.) (2001).
Public Spheres & Collective Identities. London: Transaction.

Eisenstadt, Shmuel N & Schluchter, Wolfgang (1998) “Introduction: Paths to
Early Modernities-A Comparative View.” Daedalus, 3, pp. 1-18.

Eisenstatdt, Shumuel (2000) “The Civilizational Dimensions in Sociological
Analysis.” Thesis Eleven, 62, pp. 1-22.

Gellner, David (2001) The Anthropology of Buddhism & Hinduism: Weberian
Themes, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Haeger, John Winthrop (1976) Crisis and Prosperity in Sung China, Tucson:
University of Arizona Press.

Hannerz, Ulf (1987) “The World in Creolization,”4frica, 57 (4) 546-559.



66 | CRYSTALLIZATIONS

Hobson, John M (2004) The Eastern Origins of Western Civilizations, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hodgson, Marshall G (1970) “The Role of Islam in World History.” Interna-
tional Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 1, pp. 99-123.

Hodgson, Marshal G. (1974) The Venture of Islam, 3 Vols., Chicago: Chicago
University Press.

Hofert, Almut/Salvatore, Armando (eds.) (2000) Between Europe and Islam:
Shaping Modernity in a Transcultural Space, Brussels, P.1.E.-Peter Lang.
Howard, Deborah (2000) Venice & the East: The Impact of the Islamic World on
Venetian Architecture 1100-1500, New Haven & London: Yale University

Press.

Ibn Khaldtn, Rosenthal, Franz, trans. (1967) The Muqaddimah: an Introduction
to History. New Jersey: Princeton University Press.

Ikegami, Eiko (1995) The Taming of the Samurai: Honorific Individualism and
the Making of Modern Japan, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press.

Jackson, Peter and Lockhart, Laurence (eds.) (1968) The Cambridge History of
Iran, Vol. 4, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Karammustafa, Ahmet T. (1994) God’s Unruly Friends: Dervish Groups in the
Islamic Later Middle Period 1200-1500, Salt Lake City: University Utah
Press.

Kashifl, Husayn Va’iz (1998) Rawzat ash-Shuhadd, Tehran: Senani.

Kayvani, Mehdi (1982) Artisans and Guild Life in the Later Safavid Period: A
Chapter in the Economic and Social History of Iran, Berlin: K. Schwarz.

Khoury, Philip S. & Kostiner, Joseph (eds.) (1990) Tribes and State Formation
in the Middle East, California: University California Press.

Koprilii, Mehmed Fuad (1978) Les Origines de [’Empire Ottoman, Philadelphia:
Porcupine Press.

Kortepeter, Carl Max (1991) The Ottoman Turks: Nomad Kingdom to World
Empire, Istanbul: Isis Press.

Krejci, Jaroslav (1990) The Civilizations of Asia and the Middle East: Before the
European Challenge, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan.

Kwanten, Luc. (1979) Imperial Nomads: A History of Central Asia, 500-1500.,
Philadelphia: University Pennsylvania Press.

Lapidus, Ira M. (1999) 4 History of Islamic Societies, Cambridge: University of
Cambridge Press.

Levtzion, Nehemia (ed.) (1979) Conversion to Islam. London & New York:
Holmes & Meier.

Lewis, A.R. (1988) Nomads and Crusaders, AD 1000-1368, Bloomington: Uni-
versity Indianapolis Press.

Lewis, Bernard (1937) “Islamic Guilds.” The Economic History Review, 8 (1) pp.
20-37.



RAHIMI: ISLAMIC AXIALITY IN THE AGE OF AFRO-EURASIAN TRANSCULTURAL HYBRIDITY | 67

Lewisohen, Leonard (ed.) (1991) The Heritage of Sufism, Classical Persian Suf-
ism From its Origins to Rumi, Vol. I Oxford: Oneworld.

Moore, R.I. (1997) “The Birth of Europe as a Eurasian Phenomenon.” Modern
Asian Studies 31(3) pp. 583-601.

Moore, R.I. (2002) The Origins of the Modern World: A Global and Ecological
Narrative. Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield.

Pipes, Daniel (1981) Slave Soldiers and Islam: The Genesis of A Military System,
New Haven: Cambridge University Press.

Salvatore, Armando (ed.) (2001) Muslim Traditions and Modern Technologies of
Power, Miinster: Lit Verlag.

Sanders, Paula (1994) Ritual, Politics, and the City in Fatimid Cario. Albany,
New York: New York State University Press.

Saunders, J.J. (1982) A History of Medieval Islam, London: Routledge & Pauls.

Schulz-Forberg, Hagen (ed.) (2004) Unravelling Civilization: European Travel
and Travel Writing. Brussels: P.I.E.-Peter Lang.

Stern, S.M (1967) “Ramisht of Siraf, a Merchant Millionaire of the Twelfth Cen-
tury.” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 7, pp. 10-14.

Subrahmanyam, Sanjay (1997), “Connected Histories: Notes Towards a Recon-
figuration of Early Modern Eurasia,” Modern Asian Studies 31 (3), pp. 735-
62.

Wittek, Paul (1996) The Rise of the Ottoman Empire, London: Royal Asiatic So-
ciety of Great Britain and Ireland.

Wittrock, Bjorn (2001) “Social Theory and Global History: The Three Cultural
Crystallizations.” Thesis Eleven, 65 (1), pp. 27-50.



Chapter 3

Identity Formation in World Religions:
A Comparative Analysis of Christianity
and Islam

ARPAD SZAKOLCZAI

Introduction

The aim of this paper is to analyse, comparatively, the processes through which
the authenticity of the religious founders, extending both to their personality and
message, was established in the two main world religions, focusing on the earli-
est period. Questions of identity formation include the sources of the personal
identity of the founding figures, their identification as prophet or saviour, and the
way in which the identities of believers and their opponents were characterised
and formed in the respective sacred books.

In terms of a theoretical background the paper relies on the works of Max
Weber on charisma, and Alessandro Pizzorno on identity formation, emphasising
the role of processes of recognition in the formation of identity. Pizzorno’s ideas
will be complemented in two ways: by Victor Turner’s studies on liminality and
performative experiences, and René Girard’s ideas on the mimetics of desire.

Theoretical background
1. Max Weber: prophetic charisma

The identity of the prophet, or the ‘founder of religion’ in general,' is a problem
ridden with difficulties. Max Weber has the unique merit of placing the question
of prophecy and prophetic religions, beyond any overall evolutionary scheme or

1 Any attempt at a comparative study of Christianity and Islam, and especially their
founders, is rendered difficult by a problem that is not merely terminological: while
Mohammed is identified as a prophet by his followers, Jesus is considered much
more; so the claim that Christianity is a ‘prophetic religion’ already implies a parti-
san position that is not compatible with the methodological considerations outlined
above. As a result, I will have to use the technical term ‘founder of a world relig-

s

1on.
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simplistic contrast between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies, at the centre of
historical sociology and social theory, and developed the concept of charisma
first of all to analyse this problem. Weber considered prophecy as the clearest ex-
ample of charisma, and while defining charisma in terms of personal characteris-
tics as a ‘gift of grace,” he also emphasised that prophets need to be recognised,
connecting identity formation to processes of recognition.

However, in spite of its pioneering achievements, Weber’s work on charisma
has a series of shortcoming. First of all, Weber never tackled satisfactorily the
exact relationship between charisma as a pure gift, a strictly personal quality, and
as a result of a process of recognition. This is a serious shortcoming, as highly
charismatic persons, even geniuses possessing clearly extraordinary gifts, might
go unrecognised under certain conditions, as it happened with the great ‘mad-
men’ of the 19" century, like Holderlin, van Gogh or Nietzsche. Second, con-
cerning the special case of religious charisma, prophets or saviour declare them-
selves, with considerable effect, as mediators of divine will or messages, not
simply possessors of unique personal qualities, whether recognised or not. Fi-
nally, while Weber’s concept starts with extraordinary situations and the singular
ability to resolve them, the founding of a religion requires different qualities: a
stable, durable identity which is recognised generally as an authentic carrier of
divine will.

It is here the work of Alessandro Pizzorno, focusing on the manner in which
identities are recognised, compliments Weber’s approach.

2. Alessandro Pizzorno: identity and recognition

The term ‘recognition’ is increasingly used in contemporary social theory, mostly
through the works of Charles Taylor (1994) and Axel Honneth (1995). Piz-
zorno’s approach, however, while compatible with them, was developed earlier
and goes much further (see Pizzorno 1986, 1987, 1989, 1991, 1993, 2000). Fol-
lowing Levinas and the early Jena work of Hegel, Taylor and Honneth restrict
their attention to the importance of the emotional and moral reconfirmation pro-
vided by the recognition of the other, emphasising mutuality, reciprocity, rights,
symmetry, and the development of a legalistic moral philosophy. Pizzorno, how-
ever, argues that processes of recognition not only reconfirm but form and trans-
form identities, both personal and collective.

Recognising the other in this sense is not restricted to the granting of a posi-
tive emotional evaluation or acknowledgement. Illustrating Pizzorno’s point
through the theoretical framework of Michel Foucault on the three axes of ex-
periences one can argue that processes of recognition involve knowledge, power

2 As a particularly pertinent example, he evokes the recognition of states, a central
element of the system of international relations after the treaty of Westphalia.
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and ethics at the same time (Foucault 1984, 1986). At the cognitive level recogni-
tion implies not simply the knowledge of something, close to familiarity, but the
identification of an object as belonging to a certain class, or of an unknown phe-
nomenon as being identical to something already familiar. However, the entire
Kantian object-subject logic is bypassed by Pizzorno when he introduces the He-
gelian dialectic of the master and the slave (or rather serf). Casting a novel eye on
this idea worn out by Marx and conflict theory approaches, Pizzorno reads the
confrontation as a struggle for recognition. A search for recognition between two
subjects always has the aspect of a testing. According to Pizzorno, the ‘slave’ for
Hegel is by no means in a hopeless position, justifying the need for an all or
nothing revolution. Quite on the contrary, Hegel’s aim is to show that even in
such an extreme situation of inequality, the specifically social logic of recogni-
tion by itself will lead to an eventual turning of the sides.

This is because the identity of a person can only be acquired if it is recog-
nised by other human beings. Approaches arguing for the eternal fixity of per-
sonal identity simply fail to notice, taking for granted, the subtle processes of
recognition that contribute to establishing a stable identity. Thus, of course much
of our identity is acquired in family; and there is no reason to take up an extreme
social constructionist position denying the importance of purely biological fac-
tors. But the family is also a main source of emotional recognition. However, as
blood relationships and emotional recognition normally coincide in a family, the
latter’s formative impact on identity often goes unacknowledged. Similarly, ra-
tional choice approaches simply take for granted the subtle processes of peer
pressure that is exerted on the preferences a person has, extending even to his or
her identity, and which are especially strong in certain ‘liminal’ moments and
situations.

While the term recognition is central for Pizzorno’s sociology, for a better
understanding of the processes of recognition we need to make a subsequent step,
moving from ‘recognition’ to ‘circles’ of recognition. Given their ‘mutual recog-
nition,” human beings ‘have received an identity, and they may count on being
recognised by some circles of others. These circles make recognition durable
and, hence, trust rational. Individual interests grow out of different positions in
the networks and circles of recognition’ (Pizzorno 1991: 219). This is why Piz-
zorno’s work is foundational for a properly social theory; and why his theoretical
considerations end on an ultimately both refreshing and reassuring note: ‘A too
fierce self-reliance can be scary or pretentious. The principle of autonomy of self,
if it is not meant to operate temporarily, cannot stand alone and not be a sham.
Behind “autonomy” some other self recognizing me is necessary. I now know
that beyond every decision of my current self, “some other kind of otherness”
must be sought’ (Pizzorno 1986: 372).

At this point Pizzorno’s ideas can be complemented by ideas from two other
contemporary social thinkers, Victor Turner and René Girard.
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3. Victor Turner: liminality and performative experiences

Turner’s work focuses on the experiential side of the processes of identity forma-
tion and transformation (Turner 1967, 1969). The most important part of his
work is based upon Arnold van Gennep’s classic study on rites of passage (van
Gennep 1960). The most paradigmatic examples are initiation rites, which guide
individuals (and their families) through the major moments of transition in the
human life cycle, like birth, puberty, marriage, or dying. These rites follow a
strict sequential order, starting with the rites of separation in the stage of prepara-
tion, consisting of various deprivations, endurance tests and ascetic exercises;
followed by the actual ritual performance in which the candidates are tested; and
concluded by the rites of re-aggregation that celebrate the successful performance
and the return to normality and order. In order to characterise the fluid, malleable
character of the ritual, created by the artificial suspension of the normal condi-
tions of everyday life, van Gennep and Turner came up with the concept ‘liminal-
ity,” which by now gained a very wide use in the social and human sciences.

Much of Turner’s later work is devoted to the broader significance of the
concept of liminality. Two of these directions are of particular importance for
this paper. The first concerns the link between rituals and experiences. Rituals are
not simply formal ceremonies, but require involvement and participation; but this
is because they themselves are based on experiences. Rituals for Turner have a
preventive character; they are deployed to ease transitions, or to prevent the out-
breaks of conflict and crisis. However, exactly because of this evocation and in-
citement of emotions such rituals are dangerous, and can be performed solely un-
der the guidance of special ‘masters of ceremonies.’

In some of his last writings Turner recognised basic affinities between his
approach and the work of Wilhelm Dilthey on events and experience (Turner
1985a, 1985b). In most of his studies Turner emphasised the creative, transfor-
mative potential of liminality, and the sense of community (called communitas)
created between those who have jointly underwent such rites.

Second, the term liminality can be used in general to characterise fluid, tran-
sitory conditions. The collapse of the taken for granted order in real-world condi-
tions creates a genuine betwixt and between situation, one which is not under the
control of ‘masters of ceremonies,” thus — in Weberian language — requires the
emergence of a charismatic leader. Here Turner’s work can be used to better un-
derstand the dynamics of major crisis moments in world history, including the
concept of ‘charisma,” and its contrast with its opposite, the Trickster (Horvath
2000; Radin 1972).

In real-world large-scale liminal situations historical events are experienced
at the same time by a large number of individuals; thus, the approach can help to
study jointly the formation of personal and collective identities.
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4. René Girard: the mimetics of desire and rival brothers

If Turner often celebrated liminality, Girard called attention to its dangers (see
Girard 1976, 1977, 1987, 1989). If Turner emphasised the preventive aspect of
rituals, for Girard they rather only staged, without fully understanding, the origi-
nal events of a sacrificial crisis. According to Girard, situations of crisis in small-
scale communities easily degenerate into full-scale violence, due to the imitative
aspect of human nature, and such an escalation of violence can only be stopped
by the eventual identification and sacrifice of an innocent victim, or scapegoat.
Human culture is founded on such mechanisms of scape-goating, repeated in
rituals of sacrifice.

There are two aspects of Girard’s framework that will be important for this
paper. First, Girard calls attention to the crucial role distinctions play in social
life, both at the level of social relations, and concerning the ability of individuals
to make such distinctions and thus prevent descent, through imitation and mi-
metic rivalry, into a full-scale sacrificial crisis. Without social distinctions, and
without individuals who have a good sense of judgment and are able to discrimi-
nate, society is always on the brink of descending into a liminal crisis. Second, in
this context the anxiety created by the birth of twins in any small-scale society
becomes intelligible. Due to their indistinguishable identity, twins threaten the
delicate balance of social order. On a more general scale the problem is reflected
in myths about fraternal rivalries; and for Girard it is by no means accidental or
irrelevant that foundation stories very often involve rival brothers, of which one
has to die for a successful foundation of the city.’

5. The spiral as a model of change

Finally, the paper will make use of the metaphor of the spiral, particularly suit-
able for a properly social analysis of processes of historical change. The meaning
of the term ‘social’ is taken from Mauss (2002) and Simmel (1971), in distinction
to both Durkheim and Marx.

The model of the spiral is different from non-social models of evolution or
linear growth, whether taken from biology or from termo-dynamics; and from the
anti-social models of conflict. Conflict models are anti-social in the sense that
society, or community substance in any meaningful sense, is dissolved in the
moment conflict breaks out, and cannot be re-established unless it ends. Conflicts
of course do happen, and the study of the rhythm in which conflicts break out
and escalate is central for understanding historical processes; but to explain soci-
ety, and processes of social change, through conflicts as the purported ‘engine’ of

3 See for e.g. Cain and Abel, Romulus and Remus, Joseph and his brothers, or Eteo-
cles and Polyneikes.
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social change, thus in some way ‘beneficial,” is not simply untenable, but deeply
nihilistic in its outcome.

Though rarely if at all theorised explicitly, the metaphor of spiral does sur-
face occasionally in explanations of socio-historical dynamics. It is present in
milestone works of arts, written at crucial historical junctures. Thus, it is central
for two of the most important poems of the 20" century: ‘The Second Coming’
by William Butler Yates,* and ‘I Live in Expanding Rings’ by Rainer Maria
Rilke.’ The former was written in January 1919, thus just after WWI, while the
latter in 1905, or at the moment when the clouds leading to the storm of WWI
started to gather. The metaphor of the storm, by the way, is also central for Tho-
mas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, also written during and around WWI. At a
different but similarly liminal moment, the Renaissance, Leonardo da Vinci also
came to a similar conclusion, when he ‘had come to identify every action in na-
ture as occurring along spiral lines’ (Pedretti 1973: 15).

The metaphor was also used, and in some crucial junctures of their works, by
major contemporary social theorists. Thus, in Volume 1 of his History of Sexual-
ity Michel Foucault talks about the ‘perpetual spirals of power and pleasure’
(Foucault 1980: 45; emphasis in original); while Norbert Elias introduces the ar-
gument of his most important methodological book Involvement and Detachment
through Poe’s short story about fishermen in the maelstrom (Elias 1987: 45-6).
Examples could be continued from various analyses of phenomena like panic,
terrorism, the stock market, or the logic of expectations in general.

One might argue that such a model is not specifically social either, as models
taken from medical epidemics or chaos theory perfectly capture the spiralling
character of events. However, by combining experience-events and processes of
recognition it is possible to formulate a specifically social model of spiralling
processes. While epidemiology or meteorology provide us with important meta-
phors for illustrative purposes, there the outburst gathers momentum solely due
to an originally random encounter of particles, or a purely physical interaction
between viruses and their hosts. In human history, such ‘storms’ also start with
humble beginnings; however, here we have to study the exact manner in which
such minute beginnings establish themselves through the unique interaction of
human experiences that are always strictly personal; and processes of recognition
that contribute to the formation of personal and collective identities, and that are
always social.

This paper will apply these considerations for analysing, in so far as it is pos-
sible, the very first instances in the rise of Christianity and Islam.

4 ‘Turning and turning in the widening gyre/The falcon cannot hear the fal-
coner;/Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;/Mere anarchy is loosed upon the
world.

5  ‘Round God, the old tower, my gyres I perform,/and I’ve gyred there centuries
long;/and don’t know whether I’'m falcon or storm/or, maybe, a mighty song.’
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The comparative analysis
1. Prelude

A methodological note

There are two guiding methodological principles in this paper that need to be
pointed out explicitly, being particularly important for the study of religion: the
paper is comparative and non-judgmental. The first is rather obvious, follows
from the basic principles of scholarly analysis, and distances itself from the claim
that a specific tradition, whether religious, cultural, national or political, can only
be understood from the ‘inside.” The second may be more controversial, as by
this I mean the principle, fundamental for any serious study of religion, that tran-
scendental experiences are accepted as possible. This is not equal to indiscrimi-
nate credulity, only recognises the limits of scientific knowledge and the legiti-
macy of non-scientific traditions which can be genuinely serious, with their own
principles of verification; and in this regard it is fully compatible with the basic
principles of Kant’s thought, not to mention the founding figures of academic
reasoning, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. What it clearly repudiates, however, is
the tradition identified by Jonathan Israel (2000) as the ‘radical Enlightenment,’
and which he traces back to Spinoza. Science must overcome its hubris and re-
learn to be humble.

Historical context: liminal conditions

Temporal and spatial liminal conditions exerted a huge impact on the rise of axial
age systems of thought.® The rise of Christianity, however, took place in a place
and time that cannot be defined as liminal. This is already indicated by the fact
that it is situated outside the time horizon of the axial age, even in the broad
sense of Jaspers. More particularly, Jesus lived at a rather stable and peaceful
moment both concerning the Roman Empire in general: the rule of Augustus, the
high moment of Rome, and the still relatively stable period under Tiberius; and
the case of Palestine in particular: well after the Maccabean revolts of BC 167-4
and the Roman invasion of BC 63, and well before the Jewish wars and the Fall
of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple in AD 70. In fact, it was exactly
due the relative — though always delicate — calmness of the situation that Jesus
was considered as a threat to the peace that led to his condemnation and death.
One could even situate some of his most startling claims — ‘Think not that I am
come to send peace on Earth; I came not to send peace but a sword’ (Mt 10: 34) —

6 For details, see my ‘Ecumenic Empires, Global Ages and Prophetic Religions,’ in
the same volume.



SZAKOLCZAI: IDENTITY FORMATION IN WORLD RELIGIONS | 75

in this particular context. Jesus did not arise out of a liminal moment — he rather
created liminality.

In stark contrast, Islam emerged at a particularly liminal moment, and at a
specifically liminal location. The moment was the on-dragging war between the
two main powers near the Arabian peninsula, the Eastern Roman and the Sas-
sanide Persian empires. Warfare intensified since the middle of the 6™ century,
with disastrous consequences: ‘In Muhammad’s lifetime they waged the most
destructive of all the wars waged against one another in all their centuries of
fighting, and at his death both empires were financially and politically exhausted’
(Hodgson 1974: 145). They were therefore ripe to be overrun — and Mecca, due
to its liminal location, was in an ideal position to make use of this opportunity.
This was because it was not only situated at the intersection point of the main
caravan routes (Guzzetti 2004: 20), a central advantage for any trading commu-
nity; but also because of its equidistance from the three main centres of power
surrounding Arabia: Syria in the West, Yemen in the South, and the Persian Em-
pire in the North-East (Hodgson 1974: 158). The rise of Islam, in a certain way,
only realised this ripe opportunity.

2. Personal identity

Personal identity is first of all based on family connections, the genealogical
lineage in which one is a descendent, and which on its turn is continued by one’s
own descendants. In the case of Jesus this elementary fact of human existence
was broken, and in both directions. The Messiah was expected to come from the
house of king David; but Jesus is not a descendent of king David. The Gospel of
Matthew makes the point clearly, though obliquely, and thus it is often misunder-
stood. It seems as if its long genealogical lineage was composed in order to make
Jesus appear as the descendant of David (Mt 1). However, the next chapter
makes it clear that Joseph was not the father.

This poses the question whether the long genealogical story serves a purpose.
The answer is that it indeed offers a lesson: instead of identifying a direct lineage
of Jesus, it heralds his coming by the times in which he was born, by dividing the
long lineage into three phases of fourteen generations (Mt 1: 17). Genealogy or
direct blood descent is thus replaced by generation or the question of context,
which will have its consequences for matters of recognition as well.

Furthermore, the birth of Jesus is accompanied by a number of further stories
that break radically with expectations concerning a prophet or a saviour. These
are exclusively contained in the Gospel of Luke — for the simple and good reason
that after the ironic take on genealogical lineage Matthew declines any interest in
actual birth and childhood stories. The birth is taken place not only out of home
(Nazareth), in Bethlehem, but even outside the house, in the stable. Jesus fur-
thermore receives no education worthy of telling, and we do not even know of
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any special experience or vision that he would have had, marking his calling as a
prophet.

This break is further emphasised in episodes where Jesus would explicitly re-
ject belonging to the lineage of Abraham and David. Thus, he claims that he is
lord of David rather than his son (Lk 20: 41-4); even declaring, to much conster-
nation, that ‘Before Abraham was, I am’ (Jn 8: 58). These claims are significant
because they go against ‘natural’ expectations: one would expect an emphasis on
such descent, especially in the case of a people, like the ancient Hebrews, where
such descents were held in particularly high regard.

The situation is very different in the case of Muhammad, which is especially
significant in light of the fact that his biographers consciously took the Gospels
as models for their storylines. Muhammad was born into a leading family of
Mecca, even though its relatively less prestigious side, and his father died before
birth and he became an orphan at the age of six. On the opposite end, although —
strangely — he had no surviving sons, and even most of his daughters died with-
out heirs, claims about his blood descendents would play a major part in the his-
tory of Islam, just as similar genealogical lineages would be central for his main
disciples and followers.’

3. The identity of the religious founder

Matters of personal identity, however, only became relevant due to the identifica-
tion of these persons as founders of world religions. Here questions of experi-
ences and recognition play a particularly crucial role. A prophet is not born; he or
she must be recognised as a prophet (Weber 1978: 242). Such recognition of
course become closely entangled with later ideological fabrications, and stories
about the announcing of prophets are especially dubious. Still, the manner in
which such announcements were construed can be revealing, especially in a
comparative analysis. Related stories can also contain elements of truth that can
be established with some degree of certainty. Finally, especially important and
revealing is the exact dynamics and sequential order of personal experiences and
acts of recognition.®

7  The contrast can be perceived realising that the exact equivalent of the Ismaili myth
of the ‘true Imam’ (Lewis 1967: 26-8) is the Da Vinci Code.

8  While the terms ‘identity’ and ‘recognition’ are concepts taken from contemporary
‘Western’ social theory, it is not anachronistic to apply them for the distant past,
and neither do they imply acceptance of the Christian tradition as a starting point.
Quite on the contrary, these concepts have a general applicability for the problem of
how a new type of non-traditional religion or spirituality establishes itself, through
converting people, be it Christianity, Islam or Buddhism. Furthermore, the idea that
contemporary theories of identity formation are inherently rooted in the Christian
tradition, or that the New Testament somehow ‘anticipates’ these developments,
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Concerning the New Testament the first point to notice is that each of the
Gospels starts prominently by questions of recognition; and that the manner in
which this is done goes way beyond the mere assertion of the status of Jesus, or
even the simple story-telling of acts of recognition. There are two particularly
important aspects of these acts: the relationship between two prophets and the
delicate balance between positive and negative acts of recognition. The Gospels
place a particular emphasis on the recognition of Jesus by St John Baptist, a his-
torical figure with disciples on his own, lending further weight to the claim.
Thus, there is a direct personal testimony beyond miraculous signs announcing or
accompanying recognition. Second, this is underlined by a subtle play with re-
fusals. This first applies to the Baptist, who declines the honour, thus increasing
the force of his recognising the other, the real one. But in the Gospel of John this
will be applied to the entire age that failed to recognise Jesus; and this age is
identified by the same word ‘generation.’ Jesus is not a descendant of the lineage
of David, rather came at the proper ‘generational’ moment; but it is exactly this
generation that fails to recognise his true, non-genealogical identity (see also Mt
11: 16-9; 12: 34, 39; 17: 17).

Even the question of family background is revisited in this context, closing
another circle. It is not only the entire ‘generation’ that fails to recognise Jesus;
even more intriguingly, he would be rejected (not recognised as a ‘prophet’) by
exactly those who were closest to him: ‘no prophet is accepted in his own coun-
try’ (Lk 4: 24). This is further reinforced and closed from the other end: far from
relying first of all on his own kin, Jesus repudiates blood relationships as being
secondary to spiritual ties (Mt 12: 46-9), just as he would identify ‘second birth,’
spiritual birth or conversion to be more important than physical birth (Jn 3: 3-8)

Thus, positively, the Gospels start by acts of recognition; and negatively, they
simply do not contain anything concerning the experiences of Jesus: sources of
his call or mission; formal learning, or even endurance tests in the form of hard-
ships and sufferings. The early tribulations told by Luke are all related to his
birth and infancy, endured by his parents, thus could not have left a trace on his
being.

There were a few visionary experiences referred to in the Bible; allusions to
the future tribulations. They are often connected to acts of recognition. The se-
quential order of experience and recognition, however, is singular, even perplex-
ing, the exact opposite of what one would expect on the basis of Dilthey’s or
Turner’s theories. The starting point is not an experience, followed by the at-
tempts to make sense of it, recognising its exact meaning; quite on the contrary,

thus that there is some kind of partisan affinity between the religious text and con-
temporary theorising, outside truth, is simply not tenable.

9 The passage in Matthew is even more striking for the purposes of the paper: ‘A
prophet is not without honour, save in his own country, and in his own house’ (Mt
13: 57).
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it is the recognition that is followed by a specific type of experience; even further
— and in this sense very close to Turner’s framework — this experience has the
specific character of a trial or testing.

It is well worth examining a few cases in some detail.

As a first example, let’s take the scene of baptism. The three main elements
of the episode, the recognition by the Baptist (Mt 3: 14-5), the visionary experi-
ence with the voice in the Sky and the bird descending from above (Mt 3: 16-7),
and the fasting in the desert and the temptation by the devil, including the travel
to the Temple and the invitation to throw himself down (Mt 4: 1-11), are told in a
reverse order, compared to the standard narrative of rites of passage. The story is
supposed to start with a rite of preparation, the fasting in the desert; crowned by
the visionary experience, the rewarding of the ascetic for his labours; and end
with the recognition of the authentic quality of the vision by a ‘master of cere-
mony,’ the widely recognised prophet of the desert. Still, the initiation ceremony
worked, as Jesus starts his preaching mission after this episode, paradoxically
concluded by an ascetic rite of preparation (Mt 4: 17).

This is by no means an isolated case. Let’s take another important scene of
recognition, when Peter would identify Jesus as ‘the Christ, the Son of the living
God’ (Mt 16: 16). The following verses, containing Peter’s ‘reward,” the founda-
tional narrative of the papacy is famously missing from the other Gospels;'®
however, all three synoptic Gospels agree that this recognition is followed by the
first time Jesus announced his own sufferings. The same sequence is repeated in
the next chapter, where the Transfiguration is followed by the healing of the sick
child, and then with the second announcement of sufferings.

Such an emphatic reversal of the experience-recognition sequence must serve
a purpose. This can be explained in the following way. The purpose of the post-
recognition trial is not to prepare for a performance-experience or to reaffirm its
content, acknowledging the genuine morality or even sanctity of the person, as
there is no trace of such experiences in the Gospels. It serves rather to counter-
balance the act of recognition that has just happened. Instead of celebrating and
thus further confirming this recognition, which might lead to excessive self-
confidence and hubris, the events are followed rather by a real tribulation, or al-
lusions to such a trial, in order to prevent emotional loosening and self-
relaxation. A further reason can be that each of the three advanced warnings are
immediately followed in the text, going further back in the sequence, by a ‘birth’:
the resurrection.

The situation is radically different for the case of Muhammad, where the ba-
sic facts of the accepted storyline can be arranged according to the standard se-
quential pattern, though revealing some unique peculiarities.

10 This is not so surprising, given that Luke is connected to Paul, while Mark to those
who remained in Jerusalem.
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Muhammad had lived the life of a normal merchant until his mid-to-late 30s
when he suddenly became preoccupied about living a life of truth and purity
(Hodgson 1974: 158). The moment is quite typical, whether identified as a
Dantean mid-age crisis, or the time in which the shamans or magicians usually
receive their calls.'' In his exalted state Muhammad performs various ascetic ex-
ercises, goes to the desert, meditates in the cave. He is not alone in having such a
troubled mind; given the liminal character of the time and place, it should not be
surprising that there were several other prophets around engaged in similar ac-
tivities (Hodgson 1974: 160). For a time he finds no solace, his desperation is in-
creasing, and seriously considers jumping off the mountain. Suddenly, at this
very moment, according to the historian at-Tabari (Guzzetti 2004: 46), in the
‘night of destiny,” something happens to him: he hears a voice and has a vision
(K 93: 3-8)."2

Thus, eventually, the rite of preparation lead to a result; the experience ar-
rives. But he had gone through everything all by himself, and is terrified by this
experience, which further propels him into a tremendous crisis (Guzzetti 2004:
45). It is also accompanied by a series of apocalyptic visions, that belong to the
oldest layers of the Koran (K 54: 1, 47-8; also 102: 1-8, 104: 1-9). He has doubts,
not being so sure whether he is not just tormented by demons or ginns; he needs
reassertion and recognition. But there is no ‘master of ceremony’ around; no
other prophet who would willingly identify his experiences and recognise his
status. Other prophets would enter the scene later, but only as his mortal rivals.
Instead, he is consoled by his wife, but this is done not due to specific prophetic
signs, rather to his general human qualities: as he is sincere and good, he just
cannot be visited by demons. Some further recognition is given by a Christian,
but even he is a cousin of his wife. Recognition therefore, in exact opposite to the
Gospel story, started at the ‘most intimate level’ (Hodgson 1974: 167)."

It also continued there, and for a long time. The first male person believing
him was his ten years old cousin, Ali, followed by his adopted son, Zayd, a liber-
ated slave, and his future father-in-law and the first kaliph, Abu Bakr. For a gap
of about three years the visions also stopped, and he only privately talked about
his revelation. Thus, for a long period Muhammad was exactly a prophet in his
own country, and even more, in his own house.

11 Dante was about 35 years old when composing the Divine Comedy; about the sha-
man’s calling, similarly around the age of 37, see Turner (1975).

12 The abbreviation ‘K’ will stand for the Koran.

13 While, following the Weberian distinction between ethical and exemplary proph-
ecy, one might argue that in Muhammad’s case all that mattered was the recognition
of the word of God, and not the person of the messenger, a strict separation along
these lines is problematic. The entire question of believing in the Koran has only
become possible because Muhammad as a person was first believed to have told the
truth about Allah speaking to him.
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This storyline must now be interpreted in light of the theoretical perspective
outlined. While the relative perspectives of Turner and Pizzorno are quite differ-
ent, focusing respectively on performative experiences and the struggle for rec-
ognition, they both agree that an alteration of identity, which is certainly in-
volved in the calling of a prophet, can only be based on a genuine testing and
trial. An initiation rite, or a passage from childhood to adulthood, for example,
implies the leaving of the family, the world of the home, and the entry into the
world at large: the broader community of the village or the tribe. It cannot be
administered by family members; quite on the contrary, in most cases such rites
can only be conducted by persons who do not even belong to the village. Simi-
larly, recognition in the sense of Pizzorno implies a challenge and measuring,
close to the Biblical sense of mene tekel. As we have seen earlier, the world of
the family hides the difference between the genetic and the recognitive aspects of
identity, as children receive the strongest emotional recognition exactly from per-
sons to whom they are related by blood ties.

Even once Muhammad had decided to go public, about three years after his
first vision, for a long time he failed to secure recognition outside his family, and
especially outside his hometown. A particularly important event in this context,
especially in light of later developments, retaining significance up to our very
day, is the famous episode of the ‘Satanic verses.’ In the fifth year of his preach-
ing, thus around 618, Muhammad went to Ca’aba and, surrounded by friends and
foes, narrated them his first revelation (Guzzetti 2004: 78-9). Then, trying to use
the occasion to secure further converts, he posed a question about the assessment
of three main female deities of the region, and himself gave the answer: they are
brave virgins, and their intercession is much appreciated by God. This was a
clear concession towards paganism, but failed to bring success. In consequence
the passage was edited out of the Koran, though transmitted by tradition. There
are two aspects that I would like to emphasise about this story: the joint evoca-
tion of three virgin female goddesses, an image which clearly evokes the Three
Graces; and their identification as intercessors or mediators of grace, a role com-
parable to the Virgin Mary. The editing out of this episode will result in the sys-
tematic ignoring of the qualities associated in other (among others, Greek and
Christian) traditions with female deities or saints.

The success of his external mission, however, only came after another, and in
a way last, experience-recognition complex.

This happened around 619, leading to the extension of his mission out of its
local character. There is a quite general scholarly consensus about the exact se-
quence of events, with a number of striking elements. It starts with a new liminal
crisis, this time related to purely this-worldly experiences of sufferings, as within
a short time both Muhammad’s wife and stepfather have died (Hodgson 1974:
171). While loss of close relatives is always taxing, especially when taking place
together, in the case of Muhammad such grievances were exacerbated by the
unique character of the loss. Khadijah and Abu-Talib were not just close rela-
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tives, but were the two emotionally closest family members for Muhammad; fur-
thermore, the two persons on whom his material existence relied upon; and fi-
nally, even his major sources of recognition as prophet. Thus, apart from the
emotional hardship caused, and the liminal situation of mourning, the two deaths
also forced him to look for new sources of support, trying to move outside
Mecca.

He visited the nearby oasis of Ta’if, but the mission proved to be a failure
(Hodgson 1974: 171), though one Christian slave there evidently believed in him
(Cook 1986: 310). On the way home, however, he encountered a few ginns
(sprites), and managed to convert them (K 72: 1-2). Thus, while men repudiated
him, the spirits brought him comfort. This is an extremely strange, even disturb-
ing account, with no parallels in the New Testament. Recognition to Jesus was
never given by spirits; quite on the contrary, it was very often the driving away
of demons that led to his recognition. Another contrast can be given from the life
of St Francis, the ‘second Christ’ and a crucial comparative reference point.
Whenever turned away by man, according to his biographers Francis preached to
birds or even the fish; never to spirits.

The next episode in the storyline only renders this aspect even more perplex-
ing. As, after meeting the sprites, he also had a new vision that would be ‘given a
central place in Muhammad’s legend’ (Hodgson 1974: 171). This vision seems to
consist of two parts: in the first part he was ravished to the Temple (K 17: 1; usu-
ally identified as Jerusalem); in the second, to the throne of God, or the 7t
Heaven (K 53: 13-18).

Once back to home, after such taxing and peculiar experiences, he needed
further recognition, both in the sense of confirmation and consolation by human
beings, and this he obtained in two different ways. The first came still from the
small circle of relative and friends. Becoming a widow, he took two new wives,
one being Aishia, the daughter of one of his most faithful disciples, Abu Bakr.
Aishia was only six years old then, the only one of his wives who was a virgin,
and though Muhammad did not immediately go to her, he did so about three
years later — which makes it coincide with another taxing, liminal experience, the
flight to Medina — and which still leaves much room for perplexity about this en-
tire affair.

The second type of recognition, finally, came from the outside. A few Mus-
lim converts left already earlier to Medina, a town in which there were three im-
portant Jewish clans, and they managed to make some further converts. Between
619 and 622 occasionally, and in increasing numbers, these converts came to
visit Muhammad, and this convinced him that, especially given the increasingly
hostile atmosphere in his native town, he needed to move there.

The pattern of the sequence is again very clear. The intensification of Mu-
hammad’s mission is stimulated through liminal experiences of suffering and un-
certainty. He is looking for human recognition and sources of support, but is
turned away; and at this very moment, while on the road — another typical liminal
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situation — he is visited by spirits and visions. Human recognition and consolation
only comes later, on the basis of them, and still in a predominantly local setting.

4. Who is recognising?

The missions of Jesus and Muhammad differed not only in the exact sequences
of experiences and recognition, but also in the behaviour of the different types of
persons involved in these acts.

Prophets

Recognition of a prophet by another prophet carries additional weight. In the case
of Christianity, in all Gospels the charisma of Jesus is first recognised by St John
Baptist. Even further, the Gospel of Luke makes Jesus and St John Baptist rela-
tives. Irrespective of the veracity of kinship, the story actually reinforces the
weight of the recognition. From the perspective Girard’s the mimetic theory the
Baptist has two strong reasons not to give such recognition: as he is both a rival
brother and a rival prophet. In the case of Muhammad, however, the various
prophets of the region would become rivals, and the contestation will only end by
the complete submission or death of the rivals (Guzzetti 2004: 169-71).

Women

In the case of Muhammad, as we have seen, one woman played an extremely im-
portant, pioneering role in recognising his mission: his wife, Khadijah. The other
significant women in his life, mostly his later wives, however, had no such roles
to play: they only provided sources of support and pleasure. This was much re-
lated to the fact that after his move to Medina the defence and proliferation of Is-
lam shifted from questions of recognition to the use of physical force, or from re-
ligion to politics.

In the case of Jesus the role played by women in the recognition and prolif-
eration of his mission is widely considered as negligible. After all, the famous
genealogy in the opening chapter of Matthew is purely male; he was recognised
by the male prophet St John Baptist; and all his disciples were male. Yet, a more
careful reading, with the help of the theoretical perspective exposed and used
above, leads to a quite significant shift of perspective.

The Gospels start with an act of recognition and submission by a woman, be-
fore Jesus is even born. This, of course, is the famous episode of Mary’s concep-
tion by the Holy Spirit. Two points are relevant in this episode for our purposes.
First, recognition not only marks the starting point of the mission of Jesus, but
his very existence. According to the Biblical narrative Jesus could only come into
the world if the Spirit was recognised by Mary; and if she willingly gave her as-
sent to conceive a child from the Spirit. Free, unforced submission and an un-
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spoilt, childlike innocence capable of recognising is the real starting point of the
Biblical narrative, after the ironical male genealogy.

Second, the normal sequential order between experience and recognition is re-
versed even here. In practically any narrative about the birth of a famous person,
recognition follows the actual events. A child is born, and somebody — the mid-
wife, a prophet or a sage — makes some pronouncements about the unusual quali-
ties and future heroics of the newborn. Here, however, recognition is presented as
the condition of possibility of birth; and this recognition is given not simply by a
close family member but the mother herself, or exactly the person who, in any
other narrative, after the childbirth, is disqualified from making such claims.

In concluding this episode I would like to stress that from the perspective of
recognition and identity the significance of the female gender in the New Testa-
ment narrative must be reassessed. Far from being secondary, overshadowed by
male prophets and disciples, this recognition by Mary is the condition of possibil-
ity of the entire narrative. The quantitative preponderance of males and the few
references to Mary are irrelevant from this perspective; even further, it can be
explained by the fact that after the birth, the logic of the narrative required the
underplaying of such blood lines. The aim of the narrative was not to replace pa-
triarchal genealogy with matriarchal genealogy.

Still, even though all his disciples were male — and for various reasons had to
be — Jesus was also followed, or recognised, by females as well, and some of
these recognitions carried exceptional significance. I do not have in mind the
general reference to female followers (see Lk 8: 1-3), rather two singular epi-
sodes: the case of the Phonician and the Samaritan women (Mt 15: 21-8, Mk 7:
24-30; Jn 4: 5-30). The particular significance of the first encounter is widely
recognised, though interestingly enough the episode can be interpreted in two
radically different manners. On the one hand, this is one of the cases in which Je-
sus makes the claim that his mission is restricted to ‘the lost sheep of the house
of Israel’ (Mt 15: 24). It is thus central, together with related passages like Mt
(10: 5-8), for the claims of Géza Vermes (2004: 328-9) about the purely Jewish
character of the original mission of Jesus.

The passage, however, can be read in the exact opposite manner. For this, we
first need to recognised that this episode, the meeting of the Canaanite woman in
Tyre, is the first case in Matthew when Jesus leaves the land of Israel. He fur-
thermore does so in a very particular context. Tyre, together with neighbouring
Sidon, is already mentioned in Mt (11: 20-1), where Jesus was reproaching the
cities of Israel that they failed to repent though he was working miracles there.
Further on, and still alongside the same dynamics of failing recognition, a series
of events take place: Jesus is not recognised at home (Mt 13: 53-8); St John Bap-
tist, who recognised his mission first, is beheaded (Mt 14: 1-12); Peter lacks faith
(Mt 14: 30-1); and his conflicts with the Pharisees get more and more bitter (Mt
15: 1-20). This is the context in which, for the first time, he leaves Israel and en-
ters the region of Tyre and Sidon.
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It is by no means insignificant that the first contact Jesus has with the non-
Jewish world is actually the city of Tyre, as Tyre has a very special place in
mythical history. Tyre is the home-place of Europa, daughter of Agenor, the
Phonician king of Tyre. It is from the coast of Tyre that Europa was ravished by
Zeus,'* and taken to Crete. In the text it is specifically emphasised that the
woman was pagan, even Greek (Hellenic), or ‘Syrophenician by nation’ (Mk 7:
26). It is therefore particularly significant that the first step of Jesus outside the
boundaries of Israel can be connected with the continent, Europe, that would play
a particularly significant role with the further spread of Christianity.

From this perspective the otherwise perplexing aspects of the story become
intelligible. After all, Jesus not simply went outside Israel but encountered, all
alone, a woman in Tyre, the situation was therefore liminal in multiple ways. The
fact that he ‘had’ to encounter a woman there can be understood by drawing par-
allels with the case of Mary and the annunciation. There, the emphasis was on
breaking the genealogical lineage, underplaying the role of man and giving and
exalted place, through a unique act of recognition, to a woman. Here, the prob-
lem is identical, the breaking of the exclusive character of the mission. Just as
earlier, a woman is put to a test. There, she had to consent to carry the child of
the Spirit. Here, she has to persist in her request that Jesus cure his child. In his
attempt to prove the purely Jewish character of the entire mission of Jesus Ver-
mes simply fails to understand what is going on: that the character of the encoun-
ter is a testing."” I need to remind again that the situation is highly liminal, the
proper condition for testing: the first time the borderline of Israel is breeched by
Jesus, and the first time he is talking after his mission has started, alone, without
his disciples, to a woman. The woman, however, passed the test, in opposition to
so many of the compatriots of Jesus who failed; so therefore the nature of the
mission mutated. Vermes wants to fixate the mission of Jesus, and fails to realise
that such fixity, in this case exclusivity, even if it existed before, in liminal condi-
tions becomes malleable.

Finally, it is shortly after this allusion to the extension of the mission that Je-
sus asks, and receives, recognition by Peter in the famous scene (Mt 16: 15-9),
and which would be interpreted as the foundation of the Church. The sequential
order is the same in Mark; and it is important to underline here that exactly Mat-
thew and Mark are considered as the more traditional or ‘Jewish’ Gospels, in op-
position to the more ‘Greek’ Luke and John.

What has been stated about the encounter with the Phonician woman is Tyre

14 In many European languages rape, ecstatic-mystic rapture, and kidnap-
ping/ravishing have the same etymological root.

15 About Vermes, see the following recently made claim, amazing in many ways: ‘As
a former Catholic priest who has returned to his Jewish roots, he tends to see the
events described without party political bias.” See Peter Stanford, ‘“The Jesus jig-
saw,’ in The Sunday Times, 20 March 2005, Culture, p. 41.
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is fully confirmed by another major and quite unique Biblical episode, the en-
counter with the Samaritan woman in the city of Sychar (Jn 4: 5-30). This epi-
sode, in many of its details, is so stunning that its authenticity is often questioned.
Following the excellent discussion of Michel Henry (2002), who calls attention
to the exceptional significance of this passage, I will only focus on a few aspects
of the episode.

Henry starts by recognising the problematic, late character of the episode, but
argues that the message it contains is supported by a series of passages in the
Synoptic Gospels (Henry 2002: 64-6). Its significance is also undermined by as-
pects of physical and literary context. In the Gospel of John this is the first time
Jesus leaves Israel, meeting all alone a woman who is also a foreigner, member
of a hostile ethnic group, the Samaritans. The meeting furthermore takes place at
Jacob’s well, obtained by the Patriarch on the occasion of a peculiar episode in
the Book of Genesis, the rape of his daughter Dina (Gen 33: 19). Jesus asks the
women to give him drink from the well, and it is in the ensuing conversation that
one of the most striking words of the Gospel are uttered, with Jesus identifying
himself as the Messiah: ‘I am who are speaking to you’ (Jn 4: 26) — a statement
whose significance is only underlined by the abruptness of its uttering (Henry
2002: 63-4).

The passage directly evokes the famous tetragrammaton YHWH, or ‘I am
that I am” (Ex 3: 14). The self-definition, however, is altered, and in two signifi-
cant ways. Definition by being is changed to definition by speech (logos); and
furthermore, the speech is addressed to a second person, this person being fe-
male, and non-Jewish.

Due to this emphatic reference to words, the verbal context of the statement
should be carefully revisited. While the self-revelation is about words, the pas-
sage is satiated with references to the most physical needs: Jesus asks for water;
from a woman; and immediately after references are made to bread and eating
(Jn 4: 30-4). All this serves to undermine the extraordinary revaluation the pas-
sage operates (Henry 2002: 66). Finally, the episode starts and ends with prob-
lems related to recognition: the conflicts with the Pharisees (Jn 2: 25, 3: 1, 4: 1),
and one of the most famous declarations about the failure of recognition: ‘A
prophet is not valued in his own country’ (Jn 4: 44) — a claim which, strikingly, is
immediately qualified by the evangelist (4: 45).

The significance of this episode is further underlined by broader issues of
context: the episode serves as a conclusion to the long ‘recognitive’ part of the
Gospel of John. The question of recognising the identity of Jesus is central for all
four Gospels, discussed at the very beginning of each, taking up increasingly
more and more space. It is dealt with by Mark in a few verses at the start (Mk 1:
7-11), while in Matthew and Luke in their first two chapters. In John, this ex-
tends to four chapters, thus a significant part of the entire book. These four chap-
ters summarise and further elaborate the arguments of the previous evangelists.
Mark starts in the middle, placing the emphasis on the Baptist. Matthew and
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Luke take the storyline further, singling out for attention the break in the genea-
logical lineage and the importance of Mary. John takes the argument even fur-
ther, giving a particularly Greek twist. Each of the first three chapters focuses
around a single concept, or phenomenon, that is specifically Greek. Chapter 1 is
about logos, and it is this logos that is at the origins, thus replacing the genea-
logical-patriarchic lineages and the emphasis on blood or ‘seed;’ the logos that is
associated with the Holy Spirit. It is this Greek-philosophical lineage that is car-
ried further in Chapter 3, with its emphasis on second birth, or conversion, an-
other central term of Greek philosophy, and another area in which Christian the-
ology would decisively rely on such philosophical sources, crowned by the work
of St Augustine. Chapter 2 on the wedding in Cana and the transfiguration of wa-
ter into wine, seemingly breaks this smooth link between Chapters 1 and 3, and is
often considered as being out of the narrative line. Its position, however, can be
understood together with Chapter 4, to which it thymes, and with which it closes
the introductory-initiatory circle of recognition. Taken together Chapters 2 and 4
are clearly Greek, though not so much philosophical as Minoan-Dionysian.

Children

The role played by children in recognising charisma is again radically different in
the two cases. In the case of Jesus, they simply have no such role. Of course,
children are extremely important for the message of the Gospel, and are often
identified as favourite themes for Jesus, either in concrete physical reality when
Jesus plays with them or indicates them as model for behaviour (Mt 19: 13-4, 21:
16; Lk 18: 15-7); or, in a sense related to the latter, when he exhorts the listeners
to be like children (Mt 11: 25, 18: 2-10; Mk 9: 36-7). But children never feature
among his disciples, which is really as it should be, as children have no business
of identifying a prophet as a prophet. The recognition of charisma is a matter for
adults.

It is all the more surprising then that children do play a fundamental role in
the recognition of Muhammad as a prophet. This is even underlined in the most
authoritative narratives, stating that his first male disciple was a child of mere ten
years of age, and who was by the way his cousin. This is further reinforced by
the fact that the first female person who recognised him was his wife Khadijah;
and that upon her loss, and in another the context of liminal experience of suffer-
ing, it was again a child who would comfort him — this time Aishia who would
become her wife at the age of six. It needs to be emphasised that such a confla-
tion of personal recognition by family members — and especially by children — is
highly problematic if at stake is the recognition of the prophet as a prophet. Chil-
dren, of course, are extremely important sources of support, and do have a quite
sharp sense of distinguishing good and bad persons. However, apart from their
volatility and defencelessness, they simply cannot be relied upon in identifying
the qualities of a prophet.
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Disciples

For Jesus, three instances will be stressed. First, disciples have a central role in
recognising and identifying the charisma of Jesus. In this role they are not only
outside the circle of family members or immediate personal acquaintances, but
the distinction is explicitly emphasised. The contrast is so strong that one could
even take offence of it, especially if Mary is pictured among those ‘rejected’ in
this way (Mt 12: 46-50); but the scene only draws the implications of the very
first chapters of Matthew, and is therefore a fundamental part of the message.

Second, while Jesus is recognised and followed by the disciples as an un-
questioned master, elements of mutuality and reciprocity are introduced in the
narrative. Occasionally this is explicit (see Jn 1: 35-41). More importantly, at
least some of them are called by Jesus in some central episodes to share with him
the experience and the burden (transfiguration at Mount Tabor, vigil at the Geth-
semane garden), while in others to follow his actions (Peter walking over the
sea), though they usually fail, leading him to exhortation. The structure of these
episodes, and the moral of the exhortations, is very specific. The disciples are not
threatened by choice punishments for failing to evaluate his special qualities, or
unique and distinct character; rather they are taken to task for not being like him.
They are offered equal status, but fail to capture and maintain the opportunity.
These are part of the failings identified at the start of John (1: 7-11).

Finally, though only in John, the first disciples of Jesus are also identified as
former disciples of St John Baptist. Whether the episode is authentic or not, the
crucial point is the emphasis on mutual recognition, this time between prophets;
instead of a rivalry, the earlier prophet is identified as bowing to the more recent
one. Thus, from the recognition of disciples, we are back to our first point, the
recognition of the heralding prophet with which our analysis, and the Gospels,
start. The circle is closed.

The case again could not be more different from Muhammad. The recruit-
ment of disciples, especially outside the closely-knit family circle, was very
slow.'® Even after the move to Medina, stimulated by increasing number of peo-
ple coming from Medina converting to his prophecy, progress was slow. Its pace
only increased once Muhammad started to organise raids on caravans, in order to
support himself; and even then, after initial failures, the radical breakthrough
happened when — in violation of the holy truce — his men attacked and defeated a
caravan (Hodgson 1974: 175). In response to widespread initial outcry, Muham-
mad justified the blatant breach of agreements on the basis of a new revelation
that ‘while violation of the truce was bad, persecution of the faith was worse and

16 In contrast, in his recent book Vermes estimates that the entire preaching of Jesus
was about six months’ long (Vermes 2002: 371). Whether it is true or not, the point
concerns the possibility of making such a claim; and at any rate even the classical
account is only talking about three years.
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justified the violation’ (Hodgson 1974: 175). On this basis he then succeeded to
recruit, for the first time, a larger raid force, and at the wells of Badr inflicted a
huge defeat on Quraysh opponents of vastly superior numbers. This victory was
considered to confirm divine support for Muhammad, and from now onwards the
march of Islam was more or less unstoppable. The significance of events is
shown by the fact that presence at Badr would be later considered as ‘a patent of
nobility’ (Hodgson 1974: 176).

Thus, in contradistinction to Jesus, the main external disciples of Muhammad
were recruited not through the recognition of a prophet but of a successful raider;
they were never offered an equal status, only unconditional submission to accept-
ing him as the one and only messenger of Allah; and they were not disciples of
other prophets — these other prophets rather were forced to submit, or were sim-
ply murdered (Guzzetti 2004: 170).

The image of the enemy

In his theory of recognition Pizzorno emphasises the importance of rivalry and
adversity. Contrary to the approach of Honneth, recognition is not necessarily
identical with positive acknowledgement and emotional support; it might well be
given by accepting the person as a rival, even as an enemy. From a different an-
gle, this approach can be supported by the theoretisation of labelling or stigmati-
sation offered by Goffman. In both approaches a central question is the exact bal-
ance between the identity of the self and the other. What is the exact dynamics of
recognition? Is it a contest, an agonistic duel, in which the other provides a way
to test oneself, to measure oneself against an opposition which is respected, and
therefore ends by the acceptance of the other, which does not necessary imply
full-scale victory, not to mention the annihilation of the opponent, being rather a
re-confirmation of self-esteem; or is the other vilified and blamed, threatened
with all kinds of punishments, torture and death, forcing a life-and-death strug-
gle?

In the case of Jesus, exhortations against the unbelievers are rare, and not
connected inherently to the message. They remain vague and general, blamed on
inherent human weaknesses, and connected to not those who are actually physi-
cally present — as most of them, according to the narrative, are instantly con-
verted by his miracles — but rather to the weakness in maintaining and transmit-
ting faith, or what they have witnessed or heard. The contents of his speech, and
the targets of his acts, are hardly ever the unbelievers or the unfaithful, those who
fail to recognise him; they are only identified afterwards, and usually only for the
disciples. Even when perhaps the strongest of such threats of punishments is is-
sued in instructing the disciples, they are only advised to ‘shake off the dust of
[their] feet’” (Mt 10: 14); the punishment is left to God and the Day of Judgment.
The punishment is therefore not physical violence, just a parting of ways,
whether it is the leaving of the city, as advised in this passage, or the excommu-
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nication of the ‘sinners,” as practised by the Church. This practice is a return to
the very old communal practice of ban or exile,'” in opposition to the capital pun-
ishment characteristic of large-scale bureaucratic empires.'®

There is one crucial difference from this general practice; one case in which
Jesus is going out of his way to attack and vilify a particular opponent: these are
the Pharisees. This is a practice that at a first look seems strange, aggressive, in-
tolerant, even incantatory, highly incompatible with the mostly non-violent and
non-conflictual message of the Gospels. Luckily, we can start our analysis with
one of the most underused writings of Max Weber, who interprets the Pharisees
as sect religiosity whose main character was a reaction against Hellenisation, es-
pecially the Sophists."”

The Pharisees are neither prophets nor priests. They do not show or even pre-
tend the attributes of prophets, and are also different from the Sadducees, the
high priests, who were their main opponents. They possess three distinct identify-
ing features. They are the pious purists, maintaining tradition in the strictest pos-
sible sense, and separating themselves, physically and morally, from those who
do not live according to the letter of their strict moralising rules. The novelty in
this respect is that they no longer do so only with respect to the Hellenes, but also
the Jews (Weber 1952: 386-7).%° Second, they are mostly members of the literate
intellectual elite, often referred to as the Scribes. Due to these two factors, and
their joint hostility to both the high priests and the broad populace, they would
build up structures alternative to the Synagogue, devaluing priestly rituals, as if
transforming themselves into an alternative elite, waiting in the shadows to cap-
ture power. In fact, according to Weber, the true significance of the Pharisees
would only become visible after the Fall of the Temple, when ‘all Judaism be-
came Pharisaic’ (ibid.: 391). Finally, because of their education and skills, in

17 There is a close parallel here between punishment meted out by the Pygmies of the
rainforest (Turnbull 1968), exile by ostracism in democratic Athens, and ban in an-
cient German or Roman legal practices (Agamben 1998).

18 Inquisition is mostly a legacy of Spain, and therefore an often ignored consequence
of the ‘multicultural’ situation of the peninsula, the joint presence of Christians,
Muslims and Jews. Furthermore, the crucial issue in this case, just as with the end
of the Renaissance in general, is the collapse of the separation between temporal
and spiritual powers, the foundation of medieval European culture, and the ensuing
power invested in secular authorities to further persecute religious heretics, after
their excommunication.

19 Tt is little short of a miracle that this text is available, one of the very few surviving
manuscripts from Weber’s Nachlass, somehow escaping the ‘treatment’ of
Marianne Weber.

20 It is important to notice that up to the very last scene of the Gospels, the Passion, if
occasionally Jesus uses the word ‘Jew,’ it always refers to the Pharisees. This is
partly because only they spoke Hebrew (the populace used Aramaic); and partly an
ironic take on their pretence of being the only ‘true’ Jews.
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spite of their critical stance they had easy access to the central corridors of
power.”!

The attacks by Jesus start with the excessive importance attributed by them to
the law and ritual purity, but go much further and turn directly against their own
character, reaching its highest pitch and coherence in Matthew 23. Though put-
ting excessive burden on common people (Mt 23: 4), they themselves often fail
to live according to their own principles (see also Mt 7: 4). This is because they
confuse the letter and the spirit of the law: being preoccupied with the former,
lose the latter: ‘Ye fools and blind, for whether is greater, the gift, or the altar that
sanctifieth the gift?” (Mt 23: 19). This is why they are repeatedly identified as
hypocrites, charged with the highest possible sin, the unique that cannot be for-
given: ‘whosoever speaketh a word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven
him; but whosoever speaketh against the Spirit, it shall not be forgiven him, nei-
ther in this world, neither in the world to come’ (Mt 12: 32). In the framework of
this paper it is especially important to emphasise that this highest of charges is
explicitly made not concerning offences committed against the person of Jesus.

This already shows that these attacks cannot be identified as charges voiced
against rivals. Jesus is not trying to out-perform the Pharisees in what they are
doing, rather preaches something completely different. It is true that he attacks
them exactly as false guides, offering a different kind of guidance; but does so
not by using existing liminal conditions of confusion, rather by creating a liminal
storm on its own in order to overtake spiritual leadership from the hands of a
pseudo-elite that in a way tries to make use the best of both worlds, being com-
fortably inside power and still pretending outsider status, criticising everybody
and not taking responsibility for anything. The attempt, by conventional meas-
ures, completely fails. Jesus only manages to bring together former enemies, like
the Pharisees and the Sadducees who conspire in his death sentence, or Pilate and
Herod (Lk 23: 12), and ends his life on the cross, derided as ‘king of the Jews.’
Yet, exactly in this way, through complete failure and dejection, somehow the
momentum was generated for the rise of a new world religion.

The situation again could not be more different in the case of Islam. First of
all, since the earliest revelations (see Suras 102, 104) the Koran is exhorting in

21 The unique characteristics of the Pharisees invite broader generalisation and con-
temporary comparison. They condense, in a genuinely archetypical sense, two types
that would have a huge impact of the dynamics of the modern world: the Puritanic
sects, already mentioned by Weber, and the educated elites of court societies (like
18"_century France or Communist East-Central Europe) who stay close to the cen-
tres of power, enjoying all the privileges, though maybe having some frills out of
mocking and criticising the dictatorial rules, while being convinced of their own
special status and deeply despising the general populace, considered at best the pas-
sive targets of the enlightening mission. For some details in this regard, see Sza-
kolczai (2005).
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the strongest possible sense against those who failed to believe in the prophet. In
the original language these exhortations are delivered in an extremely powerful,
poetic, incantatory language, where the content of the message, the evocation of
strong choice punishment; the formal artistic devices used, the rhymes, repeti-
tions and alliterations; and the fact that this was hurled at a loud language against
the opponents all contributed to intimidate or force the opponent into submission,
and where such verbal violence could always easily turn into actual physical con-
flict. In fact, it is not an exaggeration to say that the message of the Koran oper-
ates at two levels: one is the actual call for a pious, pure, chaste, upright, moral
life; and the other is the reinforcement of this message by the rewards and pun-
ishments to be meted out each according to what they deserve. The reference
point is singular and always the same: the person of Muhammad as the unique
voice of God and the revelations transmitted by him as the sole fountain of truth;
and violence should be applied, as a duty, to those who fail.

The contrasts are stark even related to the concrete example discussed. There
were no Pharisees in early Islam, but the adjective ‘hypocrite’ is often used to
translate the term munafiqun, denoting a group of Muhammad’s opponents who
were supposedly particularly vicious (Hodgson 1974: 178). They are, however,
not an established group pre-existing the preaching of Muhammad, with access
to the official circles; rather those who have only superficially adhered to the new
faith.”? Far from being a powerful group external to the prophet, challenged
purely due to fundamental questions of religious and practical conduct, even
character, they are a group of people who were forced to submit to the new faith,
but trying to maintain a degree of independence under external conformity. The
attacks on the hypocrites is therefore part of a powerful but extremely question-
able two-step strategy of oppression that would be used by many similar regimes
to hammer opponents into full submission: the first step is physical conquest, the
subduing of an entire population by force; while the second step is the gradual
extermination of all inner sources of resistance, by requiring a genuine belief in
the conquerors. It was this two-step strategy that, as shown by Goddard (2000:
68-74), led to the gradual Islamisation and Arabisation of the entire near East and
North Africa.

With this point, however, the paper moved from the dynamics of experience
and recognition, central for the early stages of the new religion, to the subsequent
question of the dynamics of conversion and conquest, which is outside its proper
theme, though to which it hopefully prepares the ground. The analysis suggests
that even here, the radical contrast between Christianity and Islam can be clearly
observed. While in the latter case conversion followed conquest, already in the
life of the prophet, in the former case, for about three centuries after the death of

22 A main sign of this hypocrisy was the failure to take part in warfare. I thank Stefan
Leder for this comment.
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Jesus, conversion took place without any coercive force; rather, on the contrary,
in the face of mortal risks. The situation would change later; and given that this
change happened almost 1700 years ago, it is all-too easy to forget the exact dy-
namics of emergence.
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Chapter 4

The Emergence of Islam as a Case of
Cultural Crystallization: Historical and
Comparative Reflections

JOHANN P. ARNASON

The concept of cultural crystallization (first introduced, if I am not mistaken, by
Bjorn Wittrock) has been used in the context of comparative historical-
sociological research, most prominently in debates about the Axial Age and the
civilizations that took off from it, but also in connection with the question
whether comparable transformations occurred at other times and in other settings
(see especially Wittrock 2005; also the discussion in Arnason/Eisenstadt/Witt-
rock 2005). Here I will not attempt to define it in precise and detailed terms; I
will treat it as an orientative device, serving to link together several key themes.
Most obviously, it refers to the formation of distinctive cultural orientations or
premises, more precisely: clusters of such orientations, interconnected but often
conducive to internal tensions and interpretive conflicts; innovative transforma-
tions of religious traditions are prime cases in point, but not the only ones. But
the concept also implies an institutional dimension: a translation of cultural pat-
terns into institutional frameworks, not to be understood as standing above or
outside social change, but as giving specific directions to it. Finally, the interplay
of cultural and institutional factors involves specific relationships and more or
less effective coalitions between intellectual and political elites; at the same time,
traditions in the sense of enduring frameworks for discourse, interpretation and
dispute take shape.

Civilizational dimensions

So far, I have outlined the idea of cultural crystallization at its most elementary
level without any particular reference to civilizational analysis. What happens
when we apply it to that field? Since any discussion of the civilizational dimen-
sion must start with the point that we are dealing with large-scale-units and long-
term trajectories, the first answer that suggests itself is that cultural crystalliza-
tion on the civilizational level — i.e. the formation of civilizations, or the trans-
formations radical enough for us to speak of a new civilization — enacts the
model summed up above on a particularly large scale. But on closer inspection,
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and if some note is taken of variations, it becomes possible to suggest differentia-
tions that will turn out to have some bearing on Islam in comparative perspective.
Two considerations of this kind seem especially relevant.

There is, first, a marked contrast between different patterns of the relationship
between cultural orientations and institutional frameworks. There are cases where
cultural orientations are articulated, elaborated and transformed within enduring
civilizational complexes, whose institutional formations and power structures in
particular evolve alongside the cultural and intellectual changes. China would
seem to be the most obvious example. On the other hand, there are historical ex-
periences of the kind Talcott Parsons had in mind when he coined the concept of
‘seedbed societies’ (which we may take to be an echo of the axial model). Here
cultural orientations of a particularly innovative kind emerge in settings that do
not allow full realization of their institutional potential, and the resulting cultural
legacies are later appropriated by other societies on a broader scale. Parsons
wanted to put both Ancient Greece and Ancient Israel into this category. It seems
to fit the latter case much better: here the discrepancy between a cultural break-
through and a restricting social and geopolitical context is at its most marked. In
the short run and in the original environment, the Jewish invention (or reorienta-
tion; here I will bypass the debate as to which concept is most adequate) of
monotheism found a very limited institutional expression: after the destruction of
the monarchy and an interlude in exile, it became the foundation for a small
hierocratic community, later exposed to cultural and political pressures from Hel-
lenistic civilization, and to internal conflicts resulting from that; there seems to
have been an enduring tension between the ongoing religious development and
the power structure oscillating between theocratic and monarchic models. A
more comprehensive and far-reaching institutional dynamic, generated by mono-
theism, could only unfold after further transformations of the religious premises
in new socio-cultural settings. The Greek case is less clear-cut: here the distinc-
tive cultural orientations were inseparable from — indeed largely identical with —
a very specific institutional context, the polis and the corresponding type of city-
state culture. But this civilizational complex was a particularly fragile and con-
flict-prone one, torn between rival and incompatible developmental paths (not
just Athens and Sparta, but also Corinth and Syracuse, and perhaps other polis
communities may be seen as representatives of such directions), and in the end,
its self-destructive dynamics paved the way for absorption into more composite
civilizational formations — first the perhaps mislabelled Hellenistic and then the
Roman one — where cultural aspects of the Greek legacy had a much more forma-
tive impact than the strictly political ones. There is thus at least a grain of truth in
Parsons’s thesis.

But if, with these two examples in mind, we take another look at the Chinese
case, the contrast may seem less stark than it appeared at first sight. The most in-
novative and also the most conflict-ridden period in the history of Chinese civili-
zation, the Age of the Warring States (roughly the third quarter of the last mil-
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lennium BCE), saw the emergence of sharply divergent intellectual currents as
well as new strategies for state-building, some of which represented a more overt
break with the traditions of an existing civilizational complex than others. The
current — or rather the combination of currents — that won out was a rationalized
version of traditionalism, centred on a restoration of sacred rulership and a re-
elaboration of the notions of intertwined cosmic and social orders that served to
underpin and transfigure it. But for some time, the relationship between cultural
orientations and institutional frameworks had been more uncertain and contested
than at any other moment, before or after, in the history of Chinese civilization.

To sum up, it might be more useful to conceptualize this issue in terms of a
continuum of varying relationships, rather than a dichotomy of polar contrasts.
The distinction I have in mind is perhaps best described as one between civiliza-
tional patterns and civilizational complexes, and the historical connections be-
tween them vary in significant ways. The embodiment of civilizational patterns
in civilizational complexes takes more circuitous forms and involves more long-
drawn-out processes in some cases than others; conversely, some breakthroughs
to new civilizational patterns occur in situations less favourable to implementa-
tion on the multiple levels of social life than others.

The second issue to be considered has to do with intercivilizational relations
and their role in the emergence of new civilizational formations. If we accept that
recent work on global history has shown interactions and exchanges of all kinds,
often over long distances, to have been a much more significant factor in the des-
tinies of human societies than earlier historians tended to assume, we must con-
clude that it has become implausible to think of any civilizational formation (in
the sense of Hochkultur — 1 am using the concept in a sense that restricts it to his-
tory after the beginnings of civilization in the singular) in terms of complete iso-
lation. But the role of intercivilizational contacts is very much more salient and
significant in some cases than others. It seems to have been least important — at
any rate least evident — in the case of pre-Columbian American civilizations (the
Meso-American and Andean complexes). As for the Eurasian or Afro-Eurasian
macro-region, recent scholarship has thrown light on early contacts between
China and more western regions. They were clearly more significant than earlier
accounts had suggested. But it still seems legitimate to describe the early trajec-
tory of Chinese civilization as relatively isolated by comparison with other parts
of Eurasia: there was, from very early on, a Mediterranean-Levantine-Iranian-
South Asian zone of intensified intercivilizational contacts. At the beginning, the
Mesopotamian complex — clearly more central than any other — develops together
with more derivative but not merely imitative peripheral formations around it. At
a much later stage, the intertwined composite civilizations of Hellenism (Ass-
mann 2000: 277) argues, to my mind persuasively, that this is a bit of a misno-
mer) and the Roman Empire emerge out of a long history of intercivilizational
encounters. One further implication of that development should be noted: the
question of the relationship between civilizations and historical regions comes to
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the fore. As civilizational unity becomes more problematic, regional unity be-
comes by the same token more salient.

Let us now try to situate the emergence of Islam and Islamicate civilization (I
prefer this term, coined by Marshall Hodgson, to ‘Islamic civilization’) within
this twofold frame of reference. It happened at the very core (or, more precisely,
through the interaction of a core and an inner periphery) of the above-mentioned
zone of intensified contacts. And as I will try to show, it represents a specific
version of the relationship between civilizational patterns and civilizational com-
plexes.

A first glance at the historical record would suggest that we are dealing with
a prime case of cultural crystallization — indeed of multiple crystallizations. At
the religious level, a new — and, on its own terms, definitive — version of mono-
theistic prophecy crystallized through demarcation from the pre-existing ones. It
seems clear that the radicalized monotheistic message was intended as an alterna-
tive to the troubles and schisms that Christology had produced within the Chris-
tian Church (Fowden [1993, 2005] has stressed this point); by the same token, it
drew in some ways closer to Judaism, and perhaps especially to the Judeo-
Christian currents (how important that affinity was seems to be a matter of debate
among scholars in the field); but notwithstanding the surviving elements of pri-
mordialism (S.N. Eisenstadt has drawn attention to this aspect), the message was
not to be confined within ethnic boundaries. Second, this religious crystallization
became the foundation for a new civilizational formation — whether we prefer the
label ‘Islamic’ or ‘Islamicate,’ there is no denying the relatively rapid emergence
of this new civilization, and its internal unity is so pronounced that it seems more
apposite to speak of a civilizational synthesis than a composite civilization.
Third, there is a geocultural side to the process that merits separate mention: as
Hodgson noted, Islamicate civilization imposes for the first time a cultural unity
on the Ancient Near East, or the ‘Nile-to-Oxus region,’ as he preferred to call it.
The character of a whole region — the most central of the Old World — is thus re-
defined. Moreover, the civilizational patterns that established this new unity also
proved uniquely capable of expansion into other parts of Afro-Eurasia. Islamicate
civilization became the premodern globalizing civilization par excellence. Fi-
nally, this whole crystallizing process was, on the level of the self-understanding
of the new civilization, condensed into a narrative that seems best described as
sacred history. This point can be conceded to the sceptics that cast doubt on the
traditional accounts of Islamic origins — without accepting all the conclusions
that the more radical sceptics want to draw from it. It does not follow that this
narrative results from a wholesale suppression of the record and the construction
of an imaginary alternative; there is no a priori answer to questions about the re-
lationship of sacred history to historical experience.

At this point, it may be useful to digress briefly and note a few theoretical
and methodological problems with the line of argument proposed by the radical
revisionists. First, they like to present their approach as a result of progressive
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and logical radicalization of the critical stance that goes back to Goldziher and
Schacht (this is, for example, apparent in one of the most recent exercises in this
genre, Nevo and Koren 2003). But this divorce of critical logic from substantive
issues will not do. There is, to borrow a formulation from Said Arjomand’s un-
published paper on theoretical issues in discussions about early Islam, no straight
path from the ‘higher criticism’ pioneered by Goldziher and the ‘higher decon-
struction’ practiced by the radical revisionists. Second (as I have already hinted),
their sweeping claims about the construction and closure of sacred history bring
in strong and unexamined theoretical assumptions about cultural genres and their
interrelations. Third, when developing an alternative account of Islamic origins,
they seem to face a dilemma: They either leave the question of the historical
background to the assumed large-scale rewriting of history unanswered, or — if
they try to answer it — they come up with historical scenarios of such complexity
that that it becomes increasingly difficult to accept their disappearance from cul-
tural memory (the latter would seem to apply to the Nevo-Koren version).
However, we do not face a choice between traditionalism and radical revi-
sionism. Not only is there a large body of work produced by moderate revision-
ists; there are also meta-critiques of the revisionist critique, reacting against what
they see as unwarranted scepticism about the traditional sources, but sufficiently
responsive to issues raised by the revisionists to take the debate to a new level. A
good example of this genre is Fred M. Donner’s study of early Islamic historiog-
raphy (Donner 1998). On the basis of detailed comparison of the Quran with
other early sources (especially Aadith records), he argues that the Quran must be
accepted as an early and singular text, rather than a part of a broader ex post con-
struction of sacred history. This is obviously not the same line as that taken by
one of the most respected Western translators of the Quran, who claims in a pref-
ace that “we have no reason to believe that the whole Quran contains a single
verse that does not come from Muhammad” (Paret 2001 [1966]: 5). Donner’s ar-
gument has to do with the relative chronology rather than the authorship of the
Quran: it seems clear that the acculturation of monotheism in Arabia was a pro-
ject pursued from many quarters, and it does not seem inconceivable that the
canonized text incorporated borrowings from rival prophets who were at the
same time portrayed as precursors or rebels. But given the nature and limits of
the evidence, it is very unlikely that such questions will ever be settled, and it is
more important to assess the evidence for prophetic innovation and authority
prior to conquest on an imperial scale. Donner also analyzes the early Islamic
transition from ahistorical piety to historical consciousness, and concludes that
the overall picture is more nuanced than either traditionalists or radical revision-
ists would have it: On the one hand, memories and records of the crucial early
decades became a battlefield for rival factions and interpretations, rather than a
tabula rasa for orthodox constructs; on the other hand, agreement on key themes
and central events among otherwise conflicting camps is significant enough to
provide some footholds for historical inquiry. A critical history, as distinct from a
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wholesale rejection of the tradition, is possible, but the results so far are piece-
meal and provisional.

Another illustration of the metacritical approach is Garth Fowden’s study of
the ruins of Qusayr Amra, seen as a key to the court culture of the Umayyad pe-
riod (Fowden 2004). Here the stated intention is to confront the literary sources
with other kinds of evidence (excavations, inscriptions and monuments), and the
results suggest a complex cultural synthesis in the making: “In preferring an ef-
fective rearrangement of preexisting elements, sealed by a process of appropria-
tion to itself and denial to others, rather than some more thoroughgoing original-
ity, early Islam was conforming to a model of transition that is common enough
in cultural history. Under the Umayyads it conditioned the ideology of kingship
quite as much as the biography of the prophet” (ibid.: 307). The Umayyad phase
of this formative process was more open to multiple options than the pattern that
took shape after 750. In a more speculative vein, Fowden conjectures that “con-
gruities of Mediterranean and pre-Islamic Arab culture” (ibid.: 310) may have
been of some importance for further acculturation in the wake of conquest.

Excursus: Weber and Eisenstadt on Islam

Drawing on all this work, it may be possible to sketch a picture of the Islamic
crystallization that will amplify — and in some respects modify — the one outlined
above. But before moving in that direction, let us take a look at earlier Western
approaches to the field. Although Western scholars could never take the tradi-
tionalist account at absolute face value (to do so would have amounted to conver-
sion), its indirect influence is evident in interpretations that stress the formation
of Islam as a self-contained religious world-view and civilizational model in
Arabia prior to the conquest of the Near East. The most extreme version of that
view can be found in the work of the anthropologist most interested in the com-
parative analysis of civilizations, Alfred Kroeber (1952: 381): he refers to Islam
as a civilization born in the head of one man, the prophet Muhammad, and goes
on to suggest that something analogous might have happened if Nazi Germany
had won the second world war, and Hitler thus been enabled to impose his vision
of a new world order. Nobody else seems to have gone quite as far as that; but on
an altogether different level, there are echoes of the traditionalist account in Max
Weber’s comments on Islam; and given the importance of his work for compara-
tive civilizational analysis, a brief outline of basic assumptions may be useful.

As is well known, Weber planned but did not write a comparative study of Is-
lam as a world religion and its impact on social life, with particular reference to
its economic ethic and the preconditions for capitalist development. Recent at-
tempts to piece together Weber’s picture of Islam have shown that the problem is
not simply due to an unfinished project. At a deeper level, Weber’s image of Is-
lam is internally fragmented, and this explains the absence of a comprehensive
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civilizational profile comparable to his analyses of India and China. In his con-
cluding reflections on the two latter cultural areas and their place in world his-
tory, he draws a geocultural boundary that separates India and China from what
he calls the Occidental-Near Asian (vorderasiatisch) world. Although this
enlarged version of the West has something to do with geographical and ecologi-
cal settings, the most salient unifying factor is obviously the predominance of
monotheistic religions that can be traced back to a common source. On this view,
Islam should be included in the ‘greater West” which Weber contrasts with East
and South Asia. But when it comes to the comparative analysis of traditional
domination and its structural variants, he describes Islamic feudalism as ‘Orien-
tal.” This shift reflects an ambiguous view of Islamic religious orientations as
such. Weber’s most focused analysis of early Islam begins with the claim that
Muhammad’s retreat from Mecca to Medina changed the whole character of his
religious vision: the eschatological religiosity of “pietistic urban conventicles”
mutated into a “national Arabic warrior religion” (Weber 1968, 2: 624). When
the community organized around this new message embarked on expansion and
conquest, it was bound to move further away from its original stance. The com-
mitment to holy war was rooted in this-worldly aspirations to wealth, power and
prestige; the other world was portrayed as a “soldier’s sensual paradise” (ibid.:
625). Weber concludes that the very idea of salvation in the ethical sense is alien
to this triumphant form of Islam, and that the foundations of its economic ethic
are “purely feudal” (ibid.: 624).

But why should this uninhibited warrior religion be compared (as Weber
does in the last section of his Sociology of Religion) to the world religions that
centre on ethical visions of salvation? Conquest alone would not be enough for
Islam to constitute a world religion in the emphatic Weberian sense. Weber hints
at an answer when he refers to elements of ethical religiosity in early Islam, but
adds that they were overshadowed by the dominant warrior ethos (ibid.: 474).
The marginalized ethical message seems more or less identical with the eschato-
logical religiosity that Muhammad abandoned when he left Mecca. This may be
taken to show that Weber did not simply equate Islam with a warrior religion; it
is less clear whether he saw the ethical potential as relevant to later develop-
ments, or identified any specific socio-cultural forces a representative of its spirit.
Sufism does not qualify for that role: it was, in Weber’s opinion, of Indian origin
and entered the Islamic world through Persia. It did not bring Islamic societies
any closer to the distinctive urban religiosity of Judaism and Christianity;” for Is-
lam, the city had only political importance” (ibid.: 626) — but as a centre of pat-
rimonial rule, not as a site of collective autonomy. The implications are clear: for
Weber, urban religiosity never became a serious rival to the dominant warrior
version of Islam. In view of this background, Weber’s approach to Islamic feu-
dalism is easier to understand. There is in fact — if we follow Weber’s description
— nothing distinctively Islamic about this institutional complex. Its only signifi-
cant connection with religious traditions is historical: the early and irreversible
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empowerment of a military elite through a warrior religion. Military rulers and
their governing associates respond to the omnipresent and self-perpetuating prob-
lems of patrimonial power structures — the intertwined dilemmas of centralization
and decentralization — in distinctive ways. More precisely, mercenary armies and
tax farming are the cornerstones of the particular kind of feudalism that develops
under these conditions. It differs markedly from the complex “cosmos of rights
and duties” (ibid., 3: 1070) characteristic of Occidental feudalism. Together with
the structural features of Islamic law (an uncontested predominance of sacred
law, obstructing rationalization of the secular component as such), the political
structures based on this Oriental feudalism were — as Weber saw it — the most sa-
lient obstacles to capitalist development.

Weber’s observations on later Islamic states — from Seljuks to Ottomans —
have been analyzed in detail, and there is no need for further comments. For pre-
sent purposes, a brief glance at his much less explicit view of the earliest period
may be more useful. In terms of the framework outlined above, this period repre-
sents the phase of crystallization. It might seem gratuitous to dwell on obsolete
ideas, conclusively rejected by later scholarship. Weber was dependent on
sources available at the time, and probably less familiar with the most advanced
research than in the fields of Indian and Chinese studies. But his errors are in-
structive: they provide a particularly striking counterpoint to perspectives emerg-
ing from current debates. To begin with the question of religion and expansion,
Weber does not deny that religious energies were mobilized for the purpose of
conquest, but he insists on their complete subordination to the usual worldly
goals of warfare (to use the language of his own formulation, this would be an
extreme case of material interests absorbing ideal ones), and to make this view
more plausible, the pre-conquest politicization that took place in Medina is con-
strued as a break with eschatological origins. In short, salvationist visions do not
enter into Weber’s account of the early Islamic conquests. As for the results of
the conquests, it comes as no surprise that he does not deal with the specific im-
perial formations of early Islam. This is in line with the the general neglect of
empires as such in his sociology of domination: they vanish into the patrimonial
night where all cows are black. His comments on the two early imperial dynas-
ties are more interesting. The Umayyads appear as representative of a feudal aris-
tocracy that acpitalized on the conquests, and the only ethical motive mentioned
in connection with the Arab resistance to them is the “asceticism of the warriors’
camp” (ibid., 2: 627 — translation amended: the quoted text mistranslates Kriegs-
lager as “military caste”). The power struggles that accompanied the rise and fall
of a dynasty were thus — on Weber’s view — essentially due to internal differen-
tiation of the warrior elite that had spearheaded the conquests. Neither the prob-
lem of reconciling a universal religion with ethnic privileges, nor the dynamic of
adaptation to pre-existing cultural patterns in the conquered territories seem to
count as explanatory factors. But when it comes to the Abbasids, external influ-
ences are as overwhelming as they are absent from references to the Umayyads.
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For Weber, the Abbasid revolution is nothing less than a transplantation of “the
caesaropapist principles of the Zoroastrian Sasanids [...] into Islam in the name
of a return to the sacred tradition.” (ibid., 2: 819) In retrospect, we can see the
two extremes as pointers to a problem that Weber did not raise: the role of inter-
civilizational encounters in the phase of crystallization.

S.N. Eisenstadt’s interpretation of Islam (Eisenstadt 1987), although very
condensed, is more systematic than Weber’s, and the following discussion will
not attempt to cover all its aspects. The main question to be considered is
whether Eisenstadt’s critique of Weber leads to more adequate perspectives on
the phase of crystallization. Eisenstadt begins with two critical observations on
Weber’s civilizational analysis in general and his understanding of Islam in par-
ticular; in both cases, basic conceptual problems are aggravated by inherent diffi-
culties in theorizing Islam, as well as by shortcomings of Weber’s approach to
that particular field. First, a levelling conception of premodern societies (most
evident in general definitions of traditional action and traditional domination)
prevents Weber from grasping the meaning of and impact of the radical cultural
transformations which Eisenstadt first defined with reference to the Axial Age,
and later in terms of axiality as a type of cultural framework for social life. To
cut a long story short, the axial turn occurs in varying contexts at different mo-
ments, but the common pattern is a new way of distinguishing between higher
and lower orders of reality and translating such distinctions into visions of social
order. This is the background to the formation of world religions, and Islam may
be seen as a late case of axial transformation, superimposed on the results of sev-
eral earlier ones (Greek, Judaic, Christian and Iranian). The axial perspective
would thus be pre-eminently relevant to Islamic history; but as we have seen,
Weber’s view of the conquests that created an Islamic world was very far re-
moved form such considerations. Second, Eisenstadt criticizes Weber for failing
to distinguish between religion as one complex of social meanings and practices,
and religion as an articulation of cultural premises for a whole civilizational pat-
tern (to use a more Durkheimian language, this point has to do with the differ-
ence between institutional and meta-institutional aspects of religion). Although
the criticism applies to the whole project of comparative sociology of world re-
ligions, Eisenstadt stresses its particular importance for understanding Islam. As
he argues, a comparison of the classical phase of expansion with some later ones
will highlight the difference: in the first case, a dominant civilizational pattern
was imposed on a whole region (which in due course became the Islamic heart-
land ), before mass conversion to Islam marginalized other religions, whereas —
for example — the diffusion of Islam in Southeast Asia was more a matter of reli-
gious beliefs and practices spreading without transforming the whole civiliza-
tional pattern, and often taking syncretic forms through adaptation to indigenous
traditions. This argument is convincing, and one might add that Eisenstadt’s
point has an obvious bearing on some more specific aspects of the classical
phase. Neither the historically marginal but intrinsically interesting attempts of



104 | CRYSTALLIZATIONS

philosophers to develop alternative readings of revealed truths, nor the more
massive Ismaili challenge to established Islam (briefly discussed below), can be
properly understood without reference to the civilizational dimensions of relig-
ion.

But there was yet another side to the phase of crystallization. The civiliza-
tional impact of an expanding religion was, at this stage, inseparable from impe-
rial power. The imperial formations of early Islam — those ruled by the Umayyad
and Abbasid dynasties — were essential to the crystallizing process: their role ex-
emplifies the more general point that the civilizational potential of religious tradi-
tions and transformations is most effectively realized in conjunction with politi-
cal structures. However, Eisenstadt does not pursue this part of the question. Af-
ter hinting at a general affinity between axial cultural premises and imperial
forms of power, he goes on to note that only “very few Islamic regimes — the
Abbasids, the Fatimids, less so the Safavids, but most of all the Ottomans — de-
veloped imperial characteristics; and even so, they remained imperial regimes of
the traditional kind” (ibid.: 344). This somewhat puzzling formulation calls for
comment. In light of Eisenstadt’s objections to Weber, the term ‘traditional’
should probably be taken to denote the archaic patterns that precede axial
changes, and thus to suggest an enduring tendency of Islamic empires to lag be-
hind their cultural-religious self-definitions. But apart from the omission of the
Umayyads, the list obscures the fact that the empires in question related to the re-
ligious and civilizational context in different ways. The Abbasids were directly
and decisively involved in the formative phase of a civilizational complex, and
the Fatimids belong — as will be seen — to a later chapter of the same story,
whereas the Safavids and the Ottomans rose to power in a very different histori-
cal environment.

Beyond traditionalism and revisionism

To continue the argument signalled above, it seems that analyses of the more
constructively revisionist kind, combined with other work, have now made it
possible to distinguish between the intra- and extra-Arabian phases of crystalliza-
tion. To begin with the first phase, it seems clear that Patricia Crone’s re-
evaluation of the role of long-distance trade — and the corresponding impact of
commercialization on Arabian society — has been widely accepted (cf. Crone
1987, this was a much more disciplined kind of revisionism than Crone and Cook
1977). To downgrade that factor is, by the same token, to shift attention to the in-
tertwining of political and religious ones. The intra-Arabian emergence of Islam
was clearly a case of state formation, but of a peculiarly self-cancelling kind: it
involved the mobilization of nomad warriors for expansion and conquest, but did
not result in durable state structures within the peninsula. It took place in a
broader geopolitical context: against the background of inter-imperial rivalry



ARNASON: THE EMERGENCE OF ISLAM AS A CASE OF CULTURAL CRYSTALLIZATION | 105

(Roman vs. Iranian) that in the 6" century CE had affected the peninsula more
deeply than before, and in response to a conjuncture that had left the two imperial
centres more vulnerable to counter-challenge from the periphery than before. To
stress these political aspects is not to reduce the religious factor to an epiphe-
nomenon of state formation. The whole record suggests that the religious muta-
tion had a history and a dynamic of its own, but any reconstruction of details is
problematic. A cautious revisionist concludes that “we can only accept as an es-
tablished fact that a prophet, among others, preached Abrahamic monotheism in
an Arabic milieu, in a social context marked by fragmentation, weak integration,
and against organic polytheism” (Décobert 1991: 42). ‘Organic polytheism’ is a
somewhat puzzling expression, and should not be taken as a reference to a pris-
tine archaic religious culture (among other things, G.W. Bowersock 1990 draws
attention to Hellenistic influences reflected in restructurings of Arabian polythe-
ism). The culminating phase of the monotheistic turn also linked up with earlier
moves in the same direction, and echoes of rivalries persisting on the eve of ex-
pansion are preserved in the record of false claimants to prophecy after Muham-
mad’s death.

But perhaps the most interesting — and most recently recognized — aspect of
the intra-Arabian crystallization is the role played by the South Arabian civiliza-
tion, centred in today’s Yemen. Jan Retso has discussed this question in various
recent writings (2003, 2005); the following remarks draw on his work. It is only
in the most recent decades that we have become aware of the dimensions and the
distinctive character of this civilization. In relation to the older centres of the
Near East, it belonged to the category of peripheral formations, and it was a rela-
tive latecomer (it developed in the main after the crisis of the late Bronze Age);
but it was more remote than the other peripheries, and therefore had a more inde-
pendent political history; furthermore, it was in closer contact with the Northeast
African periphery of Egyptian civilization, and this became especially important
after the Christianization of Northeast Africa. Enough is now known about the
record of state formation in South Arabia to conclude that the last stages (the
Himyarite kingdom in particular) represent an imperial turn; but this path was
then blocked and the South Arabian region thrown into turmoil by the repercus-
sions of the Roman-Iranian conflict. Alongside the development of states with
imperial aspirations, a monotheistic trend in South Arabian religion became more
pronounced; although borrowings from (even conversion to) Judaism were obvi-
ously important, there does seem to have been an indigenous side to this devel-
opment. Last but not least (Retsd places particularly heavy emphasis on this
point), there are significant traces of a Yemeni eschatological tradition.

If we accept that this legacy was incorporated into emergent Islam, that is
bound to affect our view of the whole problematic. At this point, the intra-
Arabian crystallization begins to look like a much more complex process: it
could perhaps — in the context of the whole Near Eastern region — be described as
an integration of three peripheries: the civilizational domain of South Arabia, the
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townships of Northern and Western Arabia, and the more nomadic (perhaps re-
nomadized) periphery that covered much of the peninsula. Obviously, the iden-
tity that emerged from this process drew on older sources, but the background is
difficult to trace. According to Retso (this is perhaps the most controversial part
of his argument), an original non-ethnic or trans-ethnic Arab identity, linked to
specialized groups with military and religious tasks and seen as the guardians of
a language endowed with sacral and poetic properties (distinct from everyday
speech), was adapted to the new purposes of the Islamic community. Further dis-
cussion of this thesis must be left to specialists. But from an outsider’s point of
view, it has at least the merit that it helps to account for what Goitein (1966: 7)
calls the “miraculous linguistic process by which the Arab nation came into be-
ing.”

Our understanding of the post-conquest crystallization — on a much enlarged
regional scale — will depend on the view taken of the preparatory phase inside
Arabia. For one thing — as Décobert (1991: 51-52) notes —, if we admit that there
was, from the move to Medina onwards, a power structure with a fusion of po-
litical and religious authority at the top, it follows that the expansion must be
seen as a conquest directed from a centre, rather than a “barbarian” invasion. Fur-
thermore, the pre-existence of this institutional structure means that here is, if not
a fully-fledged civilizational model, at least a core (a politico-religious one)
around which such a model can be constructed. This rules out the view of Islam
as wholly made up of borrowings from conquered cultures.

Décobert (ibid.: 47) sums up the approach pioneered by Goldziher and
Schacht (and which he thinks the radical revisionists have abandoned) as an at-
tempt to “suivre les traces de 1’élaboration islamique a partir d’un substrat arabe
primitive, de superstrats (romains, chrétiens, judaiques ...) et d’adstrats (hellénis-
tiques, rabbiniques ...) étrangers.” The term ‘primitive’ is obviously not being
used in the invidious sense: it does not rule out the development of the original
religious-political nexus mentioned above. As for the distinction between ‘super-
strats’ and ‘adstrats,’ it is not clarified, but I would assume the former to refer to
refer to cultural orientations of a more fundamental kind, the latter to more spe-
cific (and perhaps variable, from one part of the conquered region to others) in-
gredients of the Islamicate synthesis. But the most surprising aspect of this for-
mulation, with its heavy emphasis on Roman-Hellenistic-Judaic sources (three
interpenetrating traditions) is the absence of the other imperial-civilizational do-
main: the Iranian one. As it happened, political conquest was more complete
where — at the outset — religious and civilizational affinities were more limited
(the Byzantine civilizational centre survived, the Iranian one did not); but in the
long run, this also led to a more comprehensive incorporation of political tradi-
tions.
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Post-conquest crystallization

There are no self-evident chronological markers for the phase of crystallization;
the choice of dates depends on overall visions (pre-comprehension, to use the
proper hermeneutical language) of the whole process, as well as on specific as-
sumptions about the course and meaning of events. As Donner (1998: 1) notes in
his discussion of early Islamic historiography, traditional views — widely shared
by Western historians — tended to focus on the half-century between 610 and
660. From an intra-Islamic point of view, the prime importance of this period is
beyond dispute: it encompasses Muhammad’s preaching of a new religion and
the subsequent rise of an empire dominated by his followers, but also the internal
conflicts that shaped Islamic cultural memory and defined the basic terms of later
disputes between orthodoxy and heterodoxy. If the main emphasis is on the for-
mation of a new religion and on its foundational experience of discord, historians
coming from outside the Islamic community can take a similar view, especially if
they accept (as Donner does, on the basis of careful consideration of the evi-
dence) an early date for the Quranic text. When the focus shifts to the emergence
of a whole civilizational pattern and the precondition for its global expansion, the
chronological framework must also be modified. Marshall Hodgson’s reasons for
dating the formative phase from the end of the 7" to the middle of the 10™ cen-
tury are discussed in another paper in this volume; here I shall briefly summarize
some arguments in favour of a different periodization. They emerge from new
approaches and unfolding debates in recent scholarship.

As noted above, we can speak of an initial intra-Arabic prelude to crystalliza-
tion, much more structured than Hodgson’s picture of a long transition would in-
dicate. On the cultural side, the intra-Arabian legacy now seems more important
than earlier accounts had suggested — not least because of growing insight into
the achievements and original characteristics of South Arabian civilization. On
the political side, a 6"-century geopolitical upheaval, due to changing relations
and power balances between the imperial states that surrounded the peninsula,
was followed by new initiatives in state formation, of which the Islamic proto-
state in Medina proved to be the most decisive. It is unlikely to have been the
only one of its kind, but the Islamic tradition preserved only a very selective re-
cord of the earliest beginnings. Following Donner’s analysis, several aspects of
the Medinese polity may be distinguished. It invented a new form of sacral ruler-
ship, vested in a prophet; in fact, this was probably the most total fusion of reli-
gious and political authority that had yet been achieved anywhere. But the con-
solidation of this new and inherently expansive centre also entailed state-building
strategies of a more conventional kind. Donner lists three crucial aspects of the
process: “a more systematic approach to taxation than had hitherto prevailed in
northern Arabia,” (1981: 69), the “extension of a centralized legal authority over
those areas controlled by Muhammad and the umma,” (ibid.: 72) and “agents
[...] appointed by Muhammad to oversee various tribal groups that had submitted
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to Islamic rule” (ibid.: 73). Incipient processes of state formation are always con-
fronted with and at the same time dependent on tribal structures; the over-
dramatized image of statchood as involving an abrupt and total break with tribal
institutions is misleading, but specific features and dynamics of the relationship
vary widely. The early Islamic state imposed a particularly self-contained and
demanding model of political community, defined as a community of believers
submitting to an exclusive and universal god (if we want to describe this innova-
tion in terms of the axial model, it represents a more direct and thoroughgoing in-
fusion of the transcendent into the mundane than any other socio-cultural pattern
of that kind). But this radically de-particularizing model was also capable of har-
nessing tribal identities and loyalties to its own purposes. How the two levels of
collective identity interacted is still a matter of debate; it is, at any rate, clear that
the conquering Islamic armies combined tribal and supra-tribal principles of or-
ganization in very efficient ways. On the other hand, the conditional accommoda-
tion of tribal values was to affect the subsequent history of the Islamic polity and
community in a manner not envisaged at the beginning: through disputes over the
succession to the prophet.

The reconquest of Arabia after the rebellions and secessions following Mu-
hammad’s death marked a new stage. By reaffirming control over the peninsula
at the very moment when an exceptionally difficult succession problem had to be
solved, the emerging Islamic centre took a decisive step towards durable state-
hood. At the same time, the logic of its strategy led to further expansion. A uni-
fied peninsular state could not but interfere with the politically and territorially
fluid power structures on the margins of neighbouring empires, all the more so
since escalating warfare had destroyed the traditional mechanisms of control on
the Byzantine as well as the Persian side. The forcibly reintegrated nomadic and
semi-nomadic tribes (a disproportionately important minority of the population)
were most easily kept in line through mobilization for conquest. The new reli-
gious revelation lent meaning and legitimacy to visions of indefinite expansion,
and the combination of emphatic universalism with enhanced ethnic particular-
ism was a massive motivating force before it became a source of tensions and
oppositional movements. In short, an open-ended imperial project was the most
natural option for the post-prophetic Islamic state. Because of the strong and
original religious component of the conquering movement, as well as the com-
plexity of cultural and political traditions indigenous to the conquered regions,
the whole process resulted in the crystallization of new patterns on a civiliza-
tional scale.

Scholarly work on the comparative analysis of civilizations has shown that
the religious-political nexus (’le théologico-politique,” as some French authors
have called it) is a particularly rewarding starting-point for strategies of compari-
son. This seems to be eminently true of Islamicate civilization, where the excep-
tionally complex and contested issue of defining relations between religious and
political authority became central to a broader configuration of formative trends.
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The historical context of these developments is best understood in light of the
problem of succession to prophetic rule. In Weberian terms, this was a case of
transition from charismatic to traditional rulership, but complicated by several
more specific factors. The charismatic centre was of quite unusual dimensions: a
critical approach to the details of Muhammad’s biography does not necessarily
cast doubt on the view of the Islamic state as a very close union of religious and
political power. Those who succeeded to supreme authority had to claim legiti-
macy through conformity with the prophetic message, but aspirations to maintain
the same level of authority were bound to encounter resistance from the defend-
ers of prophetic closure. The charismatic origin continued to command obedience
in a profoundly altered situation, and to forbid imitation while tempting both rul-
ers and rebels to test the limits thus imposed. These dilemmas became more
acute in conjunction with the rapid shift to imperial domination of a whole region
and expansion beyond its borders. Moreover, the new imperial state inherited ter-
ritories, multi-ethnic societies and traditions from two older empires with whose
legacies it had to come to terms. For a power structure based on a delicate and
dynamic balance between settled and nomadic groups integrated through expan-
sion, this swift transition to empire was a particularly challenging task. As Don-
ner notes (ibid.: 273-278), the Arabian-Islamic state proved less viable than the
larger formation which it had built up, and the political integration of Arabia
went out of sight for a very long time to come. The empire eventually succumbed
to a more long-drawn-out process of fragmentation, but a surviving shadow ver-
sion of the caliphate retained some symbolic weight, and later empire-builders
could still unify important parts of the Islamic world. The Islamicate civiliza-
tional framework outlived its original political basis and maintained its continuity
across political ruptures and reversals.

In short, the Islamic invention — the Medinese paradigm of comprehensive
sacral authority — faced problems of maintenance, extension and elaboration, and
the solutions to them had ramifications that affected all domains of socio-cultural
life. The following comments will centre on three successive aspects of the crys-
tallizing phase: the early caliphate, including the first Islamic dynasty (1); the 8"-
century upheaval traditionally known as the Abbasid revolution (2); and the Is-
maili movement, which may be seen as a failed but far from inconsequential
counter-paradigm taking shape in opposition to the Abbasid settlement (3). This
is a very selective approach, but the thematic foci are chosen with a view to their
key significance in a broader context.

1. It is now a commonplace among historians of Islam that the image of the
four ‘rightly guided’ caliphs — from 632 to 661 — is a pious construct of much
later origin, designed to smooth over succession disputes as well as controversies
about the very meaning of the caliphate. In a sense, Western scholarship tended
until recently to accept a secularized version of the same view: a broadly shared
and continuous model of rulership after prophecy was taken for granted. More
recent critical approaches to early Islamic history have undermined this assump-
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tion. There are, however, no signs of scholarly consensus on a new interpretation;
reappraisals of the historical evidence have led to widely divergent conclusions.
A comparison of the two most seminal works on the subject, by Crone and Hinds
(1986) and by Wilfred Madelung (1997), may help to clarify the main points at
issue. Crone and Hinds begin with a discussion of the caliphal title. Its ambiguity
(it can mean both deputy and successor) made it adaptable to changing aims and
circumstances, but could by the same token serve to disguise the meaning of such
adjustments. Crone and Hinds show — this would seem to be the most uncontro-
versial part of their argument — that early and continuous use of the title khalifat
allah, which can only mean ‘deputy of God,” is well attested at least from Uth-
man onwards. They then go on to draw far-reaching conclusions. The original
version of the caliphate, with its strong component of religious authority, now
seems closer to Shi ‘ite conceptions of authority than to Sunni ones, and the for-
mer might in that sense have a better claim to represent an orthodox current. Far
from having shifted to a more traditional form of kingship, the Umayyads con-
tinued to claim the emphatically religious and distinctively Islamic legitimacy
inherent in the idea of ‘God’s caliph;’ this enabled them to assert jurisdiction
over doctrinal as well as legal matters. The first Abbasids strove to maintain the
same status, but in the longer run, they failed. As Crone and Hinds see it, both
the historical shift towards a downgrading of caliphal authority in the religious
sphere and the historiographical misrepresentation of the early caliphate reflect
the growing strength of the “‘ulama, whose ability to translate religious expertise
into social power thus resulted in a definitive curtailment of the political centre.
According to Crone and Hinds, the early caliphate represented a uniquely
radical form of theocracy (this Weberian term is used without any further discus-
sion of its conceptual underpinnings). There are no obvious links to earlier mod-
els: both the Byzantine and the Sasanian paradigms of kingship have been de-
scribed as caesaropapist, but neither of them unified political, legal and religious
authority to the same degree as the Islamic alternative. Speculations about Sa-
maritan origins are, as the authors admit, wholly gratuitous. Although Crone and
Hinds do not explicitly say so, their line of argument would suggest that the
theocratic project of the conquerors was designed to surpass the less consistent
institutional principles of the two empires with which they were confronted, and
it is tempting to take this hypothesis one step further. An attempt to transcend ex-
isting models of sacral rulership might be seen as a logical continuation of the
prophecy that had announced the most perfect form of monotheism and begun to
harness it to the accumulation of political power. This Arabian innovation pre-
ceded expansion into the Fertile Crescent, and acknowledgement of this histori-
cal priority should perhaps be seen as the limit beyond which revisionism goes
off the rails. More importantly, the reference to Islamic origins highlights another
side of the transition to empire, not taken into account by Crone and Hinds but in
my opinion easily linked to Madelung’s much more detailed reconstruction of the
early caliphate and its vicissitudes. The earliest conquests beyond Arabia entailed
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on the one hand a retreat from the Medinese model, both because of the absence
of the prophet and due to the new problems posed by imperial rule and ongoing
military expansion; on the other hand, the same process demanded both the con-
struction of an imperial self-image to counter those of the adversaries, and an ef-
fort to appropriate the imperial legacies on both sides of the Mesopotamian di-
vide. In this context, it is a plausible assumption that the institution of the caliph-
ate evolved through attempts to maintain a strong religio-political centre, dis-
puted redefinitions of its role, and conflicts between forces that articulated and
legitimized their strategies in relation to this central issue. Such perspectives fit
in with Madelung’s narrative: he stresses the unsettled character of the early ca-
liphate, the improvised succession arrangements, and the polarizing dynamic of
elite rivalries. Ali’s brief and contested rule (656-661) is described as a counter-
caliphate,” a reaction against the ascendancy of the Meccan aristocracy and its
Quraysh core under Uthman. In that capacity, it was a logical choice for later
constructions of heterodox genealogies, however anachronistic it may be to pro-
ject fully-fledged sectarian demarcations back into Islam’s first century.

To sum up, the case for putting more religious authority back into our image
of the early caliphate seems compatible with a more discontinuous and multilin-
ear story than the one proposed by Crone and Hinds. And if the institution that
joined the religious to the political sphere was shaped by interpretive and practi-
cal conflicts, it was by the same token exposed to challenges from those who
aimed at closer approximation to the ideal of prophetic rule (or, to put it another
way, at minimizing the distance between God’s messenger and God’s deputy).
That kind of opposition became most potent when the theocratic theme was
combined with a stronger emphasis on the universalist message of the revelation
and when the religious concerns were linked to socio-political protest against ex-
clusion and privilege. Such a constellation was clearly at hand when the Umay-
yad regime entered its terminal phase towards the middle of the 8" century.

2. As we have seen, some interpretations have stressed the continuity of his-
torical patterns across the dynastic divide between Umayyads and Abbasids. In
each case, the analysis of trends and events reflects specific views of the period
as a whole. For Hodgson, long-term continuity is due to the irresistible logic of
absolutism and its imperial apogee; for Crone and Hinds, the early Abbasid ca-
liphate represents an ambitious but ultimately unsuccessful effort to maintain the
early Islamic model of rulership. Constructions of continuity have, however, not
been the most typical way to make sense of the events in question. The rise of the
Abbasids has frequently been seen as a revolution. Among non-Western exam-
ples of political transformation, it stands out as one of very few cases where
Western scholars have been most willing to apply a concept of revolution derived
from European experience. One author even refers to it as “one of the best organ-
ized revolutions in history;” (Sharon 1983: 16) another considers it “a most ap-
propriate example of the method by which a loosely conrolled revolutionary ap-
paratus is transformed into an established government of imperial capabilities”
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(Lassner 1980: 7). More concrete parallels have been suggested. In a critical re-
view of the literature on the subject, R. Stephen Humphreys (1991: 109) argues
that “many of the questions we ask about the Bolsheviks would be equally sig-
nificant in regard to the Abbasids.” This broad agreement on the revolutionary
dimensions of dynastic change has not precluded dispute about the specific char-
acter of the revolution. Some basic features are uncontested. The Abbasid revolu-
tion was prepared by a clandestine organization which in due course launched an
armed rebellion on the eastern periphery of the empire, overthrew the central
government, and established a new geopolitical balance of power. The leaders
and activists of the revolution shared a strong but ambiguous ideological orienta-
tion. On the one hand, supreme power was to be restored to closer kinsmen of the
prophet, but this demand could still leave the field open to several contenders,
and neither the timing nor the operative details of the Abbasid takeover have
been easy to explain. On the other hand, the appeal to a broader community of
believers marked a decisive step beyond the ethnic particularism of earlier Is-
lamic regimes. Taken together, the two aspects exemplify one of Eisenstadt’s ob-
servations about Islam: the fusion of a strong universalism with limited but cru-
cial primordialist elements. The practical meaning of this ideology in the context
of a revolutionary transformation is a good deal more controversial.

It seems clear that the debate on the Abbasid revolution has, most recently,
taken a turn that revives traditional views against the revisionist positions de-
fended by later 20" -century scholars. The traditional interpretation was stated in
classic terms by Julius Wellhausen (1973 [1927]: 558): “Under the guise of the
international Islam, Iranianism triumphed over the Arabs.” Although Wellhausen
was not very explicit about his underlying conceptual framework, this formula-
tion clearly suggests a vision of history as the realm of one Volksgeist in contest
with another, with religion — universal or not — reduced to a ‘superstructural’
role. But other statements would seem to throw doubt on that assumption, and to
imply a more autonomous role for religion. At the end of the book, Wellhausen
contrasts the Abbasids with the dynasty they had overthrown: “While the Umaiy-
ids [sic] had essentially rested upon a nationality, they [the Abbasids] supported
their government upon a guard and upon the religion. Their Khaliphate may be
described as a Caesarecopapy” (ibid.: 564). He also notes that the supposed tri-
umph of the Iranians, who were eventually ousted by the Turks, was more short-
lived than that of “international Islam.” All this points to the conclusion that the
Abbasid revolution might have had less to do with one ethnic category replacing
another than with a new relationship between religion and political power, as
well as between religious and political community. The second thoughts thus in-
dicated were taken much further by later historians who found it difficult to lo-
cate the Iranian factor. Moshe Sharon, summing up his analysis of the Abbasid
revolution with particular reference to the rebellion in Khurasan, stresses “the
Arabism of its leadership and the Islamism of its ideas,” (Sharon 1983: 198) and
although this opinion was never uncontested, it was shared by many other schol-
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ars in the field. Following its lead, the Abbasid revolution would be best under-
stood as a reactivation of the Arabic-Islamic nexus that had already given an im-
petus to conquest and empire-building.

If the ‘Iranianist’ interpretation is regaining ground, this is less a matter of re-
turning to Wellhausen’s position than of revisiting the whole problematic from
angle more conducive to adequate grasp of the civilizational questions at issue.
Saleh Said Agha’s analysis of the “revolution that toppled the Umayyads,”
(2003) by far the most detailed of its kind, goes beyond earlier scholarship in dis-
tinguishing between the activists of the revolutionary organization and the forces
involved in the revolutionary process. On both levels, careful scrutiny of the
sources confirms the preponderance of Iranians, but not of the same type: Islami-
cized clients (mdwali) of Iranian (and other non-Arabic) origin were the back-
bone of the organization, whereas more recent converts were mobilized for revo-
lutionary action and gave it the character of a popular revolt. As Agha argues,
historians have often disregarded ethnic stratification and conflict for no better
reason than an a priori commitment to oversimplified modernist theories of na-
tionalism. Once the latter are subjected to due criticism, collective identities (in
this case Arab and Iranian, allowing for internal differentiation on both sides) can
be taken more seriously as a ubiquitous but context-dependent historical factor.
They can in some constellations give rise to premodern nationalism, but circum-
stances can also channel them in more self-transcending directions. In the spe-
cific conditions of the early Islamic world, the problems posed by an increasingly
explosive ethnic divide were susceptible to integrative and universalistic solu-
tions. Conversion was, as Agha puts it, a Trojan horse: the non-Arab converts
could turn the “moralistic, egalitarian and inclusive aspects” (ibid.: 170) of Islam
against an Arab establishment that was also vulnerable to accusations of having
betrayed both the principles and the family of the prophet. But the Trojan horse
was also a transforming factor for those who used it: their success made member-
ship in the universal community of believers more important than any pre-
Islamic identities.

It is now widely accepted that the anti-Umayyad revolt in Khurasan, prepared
by an organization first active in Kufa, was one of several movements that tore
the Umayyad empire apart in the 740s. Some of them had distinctive regional
and/or ethnic backgrounds. A Berber rebellion in North Africa, linked to Khari-
jite dissent, foreshadowed later upheavals in the region. Yemeni connections
seem to have been important for a briefly successful Umayyad pretender. How-
ever, the movement that brought the Abbasids to power stands out — not just as
the most successful one, but also as endowed with a transformative dynamic that
can hardly be claimed for other cases. This explains the attractivity of the idea of
the ‘Abbasid revolution.” But if that interpretation is to be upheld, on more con-
clusive grounds, further specifications to the concept of revolution are needed.
Said Arjomand (1994) defines the 8"-century transformation of the Islamic em-
pire as an ‘integrative revolution.” In a general sense, this term refers to an
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enlargement and restructuring of the political community; subtypes, including the
‘constitutive revolution’ that brings statehood to previously stateless societies,
can be distinguished on the basis of various criteria (cf. also Arjomand’s contri-
bution to this volume, as well as a forthcoming book). With regard to the
Abbasid revolution, several interconnected aspects of an integrative dynamic
may be noted. Arjomand’s main emphasis is on the integration of non-Arab Mus-
lims into the elites as well as the religio-political community at large (as he notes
(Arjomand 1994: 20), “the Abbasid revolution was accompanied by massive
conversions of the non-Muslim subject population to Islam”). In this respect, the
Abbasids in power continued along the lines envisaged by the organizers of the
revolution. But in the present context, the processes of intercivilizational integra-
tion are particularly noteworthy. Here, too, recent work has vindicated the Ira-
nianist approach, albeit in a modified sense. There was no abrupt or wholesale
Iranianization of central state structures after 750; earlier accounts tended to ex-
aggerate the difference between the two dynastic regimes. Nor did the borrowing
of Iranian techniques and traditions begin with the Abbasids. The Umayyads had
already taken interest in Persian statecraft and relied on specialists trained in that
tradition. Arjomand stresses “the permanent mark left on the Islamic civilization
by Ibn al-Mugaffa and the generation of Persian secretaries that supplied strong
elements of continuity between the two eras divided by the Abbasid revolution;”
(ibid.: 36) as he also shows, with particular reference to Ibn al-Mugqaffa, these in-
tercivilizational architects of a new order could develop projects that were only in
part adaptable to the practical strategies of the rulers. But the trend was certainly
accelerated by the integrative dynamic of the Abbasid revolution. The more in-
clusive definition of the community made for a more receptive attitude to cultural
legacies of the region (at least during the formative phase), and the Iranian con-
nection was crucial in both respects — not least because of the transfer of the geo-
political centre to a former core domain of the Sasanian Empire. The concomitant
changes to the style and symbolism of monarchic rule paved the way for the in-
corporation of an old and rich tradition of discourse on kingship. On the other
hand, the revolutionary movement had drawn on Iranian traditions in a different
way. Agha (2003: 212), drawing on Madelung and others, refers to “an Iranian
para-Islamic continuum:” a whole counterculture of dissent, protest and revolt,
with elusive but undoubtedly significant links to memories and surviving ele-
ments of Mazdakism. Translation into Islamic terms was not yet the only outlet
open to traditions with an older pedigree in the region: the 8"-century upheaval
was accompanied by millennial revivals within other religious communities (Ar-
jomand 1994: 21). The overall picture is unclear and the record very fragmented,
but the appeal to a ‘continuum’ seems to have been essential to the successful re-
bellion in Khurasan. As the new regime consolidated its hold on power, it
cracked down on erstwhile allies and agents, often with extreme brutality; some
of the currents first mobilized and then suppressed entered into the making of
new heterodoxies.
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Finally, integrative developments in the aftermath of the revolution also had
to do with the socio-cultural constitution of the Islamicate world. Marshall Hodg-
son’s seminal treatment of that problematic is discussed elsewhere in this vol-
ume, and the field will only be briefly revisited here. Four main aspects of the
socio-cultural integrative process may be distinguished. The construction of an
Islamic tradition in a strong and systematic sense through collected (and very of-
ten invented) reports on the founding phase and its protagonists, was in the main
an achievement of the early Abbasid era. As Arjomand notes, this resulted in a
distinctively Islamic link between revolution and tradition, and more specifically
in the canonization of the Medinese paradigm as a model for radical political
change, conceived as a return to pristine principles. The elaboration of Islamic
law went hand in hand with the formation of tradition. Opinions differ on the im-
portance of the earliest decades and the Umayyad period for both hadith and law,
but the crucial contributions of legal scholars during the ascendant phase of
Abbasid rule are undisputed: this period saw both the systematization of law and
the differentiation of approaches that found embodiment in schools of jurispru-
dence and their respective sub-traditions. Law and tradition, together with the in-
terpretation of the Quran, became the reserved domain and defining concern of
the ‘ulama, who thus established themselves as a civilizational elite. Finally, the
social constellation that prevailed during the later classical period — the 9™ and
10™ centuries — fostered strong links between ‘ulama and merchants. S.D. Goitein
(1966: 217-241, 242-254) saw the merchants as a “Muslim bourgeoisie,” capable
of social self-assertion and self-expression through an articulate economic ethic,
but not of the kind of organization needed for the pursuit of political power. His
terminology now seems somewhat anachronistic, but there is no doubt about the
importance of the merchant-‘ulama nexus, It shaped the distinctive features of the
public sphere in Islamicate societies, including those that insulated it from the
exercise of political power.

As Hodgson and other historians of the ‘High Caliphate’ have stressed, the
internal structuring of Islamicate civilization was — in the first instance — com-
patible with openness towards other civilizations and creative appropriation of
their achievements. This does not settle the question whether the internal logic of
integration was in the longer run conducive to closure and detrimental to trans-
formative capacities. That issue opens up a vast field of inquiry, far beyond the
formative period, and therefore beyond the scope of this paper. It may, however,
be noted in passing that no answer to the question can justify a purely internalist
reconstruction of Islamic history. The defining patterns that crystallized during
the period discussed here affected all later developments, but only in conjunction
with a complex set of external factors.

In light of the broader implications and long-term consequences discussed
above, the term ‘Abbasid revolution’ seems justified. It might still be objected
that the description is less applicable to the revolutionary process as such. The
subtitle of Agha’s book (2003), “neither Arab nor Abbasid,” sums up a complex
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analysis of both issues. No further comment is needed on reasons for rejecting
the Arabist interpretation; as for the other point, Agha argues — to my mind con-
vincingly — that the Abbasid takeover was engineered on the eve of final victory
over the Umayyads, and thus later than most historians have wanted to admit;
that it was a coup within the revolution; and that it imposed hereditary dynastic
rule on a movement that had wanted to link succession within the family of the
prophet to election by the community (without a clear delimitation of the latter).
The dynamic of this takeover and the need to consolidate its results were obvi-
ously central to Abbasid policies in the aftermath of victory. But Agha’s interpre-
tation does not disconnect this factor from the broader context. In that regard, a
brief comparison with a view from the other side may be useful. Jacob Lassner’s
work on the formation of Abbasid rule (1980) has mostly been aligned with the
Arabist position. As far as the preparatory phase is concerned, that seems to be
true, but when it comes to the revolutionary process as such, Lassner is less in-
terested in ethnic backgrounds and cultural borrowings (as he sees it, specula-
tions on the latter will never get beyond vague conjectures) than in the internal
logic of a power structure being adapted to specific goals. The Abbasid way of
consolidating revolutionary power was, first and foremost, based on generalized
and innovative use of the institution of clientage. Lassner takes this explanatory
model very far: for him, the 9" and 10™-century shift to massive use of slave sol-
diers was the “logical conclusion” (ibid.: 16) of Abbasid-style clientage. At this
point, critical comments are in order. Arguments about intercultural borrowing
may sometimes be unavoidably vague, but the notion of power-seeking strategies
and their unintended consequences unfolding in a cultural vacuum is thoroughly
implausible, and doubly so when applied to rival factions within a conquering
elite with a very distinctive ethnic profile, operating in the kind of interciviliza-
tional environment characteristic of the 7"- and 8"-century Near East. An inter-
pretation which disregards that part of the picture is a priori unconvincing.

To conclude, it should be noted that the debate on the Abbasid revolution
goes beyond controversies about ethnic or social background and ideological
content. Recent scholarship on states and social revolutions has shown a general
tendency to take geopolitical conditions and dynamics more seriously. In the
Abbasid case, that line of argument was to some extent anticipated by those who
stressed changing power balances between provinces, but there is at least one at-
tempt to develop it in a broader context. Khalid Yahya Blankinship’s analysis of
the Umayyad ‘jihad state’ and its collapse draws attention to the Eurasian geopo-
litical setting that first facilitated rapid conquest and then proved fatal to a regime
bent on further all-round expansion. In the first phase, the emerging Islamic em-
pire made huge gains at the expense of the Byzantine one and destroyed its Sa-
sanian rival; further offensives led to the conquest of Berber North Africa (where
conversion seems to have played a greater role than elsewhere at this stage), the
overthrow of a particularly fragile post-Roman regime in Visigothic Spain, and
the establishment of a first foothold in India. Let us note in passing that this pat-
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tern of sustained expansion makes the absence of any serious action against the
declining Axum empire rather puzzling. But a second round, beginning in the
late 720s, brought the Umayyad state face to face with a whole series of much
more resilient adversaries: the Franks in the west, a reinvigorated Byzantine Em-
pire, the Khazars in South Russia, the Turks in Central Asia, and the stronger In-
dian kingdoms east of the Indus. Efforts to overcome these new obstacles proved
fruitless, and the strain was too much for the Umayyad regime. Blankinship thus
agrees with Hodgson on a fundamental point: the Marwanid power structure had
collapsed before the Abbasid revolution, and the Abbasid leadership was one of
several contenders in the field. But his analysis leads to further claims. He under-
lines the impact of the great Berber revolt in the last stage of Marwanid rule,
which caused “the breakup of Muslim political unity and the end of the universal
jihad,” (Blankinship 1994: 203) he also suggests that “with the failure of the uni-
versal war jihdd, more emphasis began to be placed on the peaceful quest,” and
that thus “the doors were opened for the already extant spiritual element of Islam
to undergo a development which has greatly enhanced the attractiveness of Islam
to non-Muslims” (1994: 4).

3. According to Marshall Hodgson’s periodization of Islamic history, the
classical phase ended in the middle of the 10™ century. For present purposes, we
do not need a precise date, and a strict chronological delimitation would in fact
seem implausible. But there are good reasons to regard the crystallizing phase as
continuing well into the 10" century, all the more so if we include the formation
of the most ambitious and most widely active heterodoxy of the Islamic world:
the Ismaili movement. Some historians (Western and Islamic) would question
this categorization. As they see it, the term ‘heterodoxy’ prejudges a question
that should still be open to debate: whether the Ismailis or their established ad-
versaries were closer in spirit to the original Islamic message. But in the given
context, the concept of heterodoxy can be defined in less loaded terms. It can, in
other words, be used to describe a movement centred on a far-flung clandestine
organization, committed to religious ideas incompatible with the enforced stan-
dards of orthodoxy, and capable of translating religious dissent into strategies for
revolt and conquest on several fronts. As Eisenstadt has argued in both theoreti-
cal and empirical contexts, the dynamics of interaction between orthodoxies and
heterodoxies are a particularly promising theme for comparative civilizational
analysis. In that regard, the Ismaili movement stands out as one of the most inter-
esting cases.

The Ismaili movement was, as a recent history of Islamic political thought
puts it, an attempt to “take over the Muslim world in the name of a new creed”
(Crone 2004: 197). This happened at a stage when Islamic religious ideas were
being institutionalized as civilizational premises in a more sustained fashion than
before (cf. Eisenstadt’s distinction between the two aspects of religion). In that
regard, the Ismaili project invites comparison not only with other major religious
heterodoxies, but also with civilizational divisions in a more general sense. Inter-
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nal conflicts of interpretations are a recurrent civilizational phenomenon, but in
some cases they go so deep that it seems appropriate to speak of civilizational
schisms: radically different versions of shared cultural premises, with implica-
tions translating into alternative institutional patterns and historical trajectories. If
this concept is to be applied for comparative purposes, we must allow for consid-
erable variation within its range of meaning. The institutional impact of cultural
interpretations is less significant in some cases than others, and even when it
reaches relatively high levels, the dynamic of the schism as such may be inflected
or overlaid by other factors. It would be hard to find a more convincing example
of civilizational schism than the 16™-century bifurcation of Western Christen-
dom. But the interplay and the divergent paths of the two reformations (one of
them somewhat misleadingly known as the Reformation and the other as the
Counter-Reformation) were complicated by a simultaneous civilizational muta-
tion that involved a broader spectrum of forces: the Western European transition
to modernity. Earlier cases to be considered include the Indian trajectory during
the Axial Age, which led to the separation of Buddhism from the evolving tradi-
tions that later crystallized into Hinduism, but views on the civilizational signifi-
cance of this schism will to some extent depend on the disputed question whether
Buddhism was linked to an alternative conception of kingship. At any rate, the
contest ended with the virtual disappearance of Buddhism from its original
homeland, and its diffusion elsewhere took place in a different institutional envi-
ronment. Finally, it should be noted that civilizational schisms do not ipso facto
take a religious form. It is tempting — and certainly not incompatible with classic
accounts left by contemporaries — to see the conflict between Athens and Sparta
as a schism within Hellenic civilization. In this case, the outcome was self-
destructive from the broader civilizational point of view: a fatal weakening vis-a-
vis neighbouring powers with imperial ambitions.

The case for understanding the Ismaili movement as a civilizational schism
can begin with its reinterpretation of the Islamic revelation. The Ismailis relativ-
ized the prophetic paradigm by inserting it into a more complex cyclical scheme
where the last prophet is succeeded by a whole sequence of imams; the authority
of the latter was more emphatically related to an esoteric spiritual meaning of the
divine message, and this soteriological remodelling was linked to an eschatologi-
cal vision that brought the apocalypticism of early Islam back in a new setting.
When taken to its extreme conclusion, the Ismaili conception of the imam — and
especially of the Mahdi, the ultimate redeemer — tended to overshadow the
prophet. Disagreement on that issue was one of the major causes of division
within the movement. The most telling way to relativize the status of the prophet
was to downgrade his role as a lawgiver. The esoteric core of Ismailism was, in
general, conducive to antinomian tendencies, but their strength depended on cir-
cumstances; only two small-scale and short-lived attempts to abrogate the official
version Islamic law are known (under the Qarmati regime in Bahrein in the 10"
century and in an Ismaili stronghold in northwestern Iran in the 12" century).
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The association of the imamate with esoteric knowledge was anchored in
gnostic traditions and modes of thought. Islamic gnosticism was, however elu-
sively, affiliated to late antique gnosticism, and scholarly approaches to the for-
mer are bound to reflect interpretations of the latter. The most recent work (cf.
especially Williams 1999 and Stroumsa 1992) tends to stress the heterogeneity of
the gnostic field. A cluster of religious countercurrents responded to the prob-
lems and perceived shortcomings of both Judaism and Christianity; they over-
lapped in significant ways, but can hardly be reduced to a common denominator.
However, no better term has so far been suggested for the complex of elective af-
finities that gave rise to the notion of gnosticism. On this view, the idea of a con-
tinuous gnostic tradition persisting within Islam becomes untenable. On the other
hand, the sources do not seem to allow a reconstruction of specific links to par-
ticular traditions. As for the overall picture, B.S. Amoretti (1975: 488) suggests
that an Islamic mould for Gnostic themes might have been constructed in a man-
ner somewhat analogous to the surpassing of the older monotheisms, with “the
Quranic message itself viewed as deriving from and re-interpreting the Hellenis-
tic-Christian-Iranian gnostic culture of the age.” The Ismaili movement linked
this re-interpreted gnostic heritage to political messianism based on two princi-
ples: an emphatic re-unification of religious and political authority through the
imamate, and legitimation through a direct dynastic connection to the prophet.
No more pronounced case of politicized gnosticism has ever been recorded (by
comparison, the reconstruction of gnostic trends in modern politics depends on
more complex and problematic assumptions). According to Patricia Crone, this
“odd mixture testifies to the extraordinary impact of Muhammad’s career on the
Middle East: even Gnostics came to see religious state formation and conquest to
be the way out of their problems” (Crone 2004: 117). The suggestion is no less
plausible because it comes from an author who had previously gone very far in-
deed in impugning the historicity of Muhammad’s career. But if the mixture
helped to mobilize opposition to the Abbasid regime and its representatives
throughout the Islamic world, it was (as Crone also shows) not a solid foundation
for an alternative model.

Bernard Lewis’s early work on the origins of Ismailism — one of the first at-
tempts to relate the movement to its historical context — stressed two aspects: the
religious expression of a social protest movement, most strongly rooted among
artisans, and the active interest in other religious traditions that could, at its most
articulate, develop into a “strong strain of interconfessionalism, verging at times
on complete rationalism” attitude (Lewis 1975 [1940]: 94). Later scholarship
does not seem to have refuted these claims, but it has relativized them through
stronger emphasis on other points. In its heyday, Ismailism appealed to individu-
als and groups with very diverse social and cultural backgrounds, and this broad
basis highlights the unifying force of the religious message that held it together.
There is evidence of unorthodox openness to traditions long established and still
active in the region, but this stance was subordinate to the quest for a final per-
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fection of the revelation. Measured against the claims made on that basis, the po-
litical results were conclusively disappointing. The Ismailis were at first re-
markably successful in organizing a clandestine counter-community, on a civili-
zational scale and throughout the Islamic world. When they moved on to open
revolt, it proved difficult to maintain the ideological bond between local power
centres established in places separated by vast distances. Conquest on a larger
scale, firstv in the Maghreb and then, much more significantly, in Egypt, was fol-
lowed by rapid adjustment to the existing mainstream techniques and frame-
works of state building. In fact, the Ismaili (Fatimid) regime in Egypt became a
prime example of state power based on slave soldiers, with early signs of all the
attendant problems of this institutional complex. Apart from the claim to repre-
sent a more legitimate succession to the prophet, and a more authentic union of
religious and political authority than the Abbasid caliphate, there was next to
nothing distinctively Ismaili about this state. This is not to deny that it played an
important role in Islamic history. The Fatimid caliphate in Cairo was a major
power in the Mediterranean region, and it was — after an interval of thousand
years — the first fully independent state centred on Egypt. As such, it also laid the
foundations for Egypt’s later cultural pre-eminence in the Islamic world. But this
was not what the Ismaili activists had aimed at.

On the intellectual level, some offshoots of the Ismaili movement may be
seen as major landmarks of the dialogue between philosophy and religion within
Islamicate civilization. The two cases most familiar to Western scholars are the
10™-century “Brethren of Purity” in Basra and the 11"-century work of Nasir-e
Khosraw (1990). But the long-term pattern of sectarian survival after political
failure was a very different matter (for a comprehensive history of Ismailism
from the beginnings to modern times, cf. Daftary 1990). Small communities, of-
ten in remote places, perpetuated Ismaili traditions but abandoned the political
activism that had once been associated with them. If early Ismailism had the po-
tential to develop into a civilizational schism, it was contained during the deci-
sive phase and thoroughly neutralized in subsequent centuries.
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Chapter 5

Revolution in Early Islam:
The Rise of Islam
as a Constitutive Revolution

SAID AMIR ARJOMAND

We conceive of revolution in terms of its great social and political consequences.
In a forthcoming comparative and historical study of revolutions, I contrast to the
state-centered revolutions of modern times with another ideal-type of revolution
which I call the ‘integrative’ revolution (see the Appendix). This ideal type of
revolution — which is an aspect of all revolutions — expresses two simple ideas:
revolutions 1) bring to power a previously excluded revolutionary elite, and 2)
enlarge the social basis of the political regime. This makes integrative revolu-
tions not just political but also ‘social revolutions.” Integrative revolution is in
turn divided into three subtypes, the two sub-types I derive from Aristotle-Pareto
and Ibn Khaldun are so labeled. The ‘constitutive’ type is my own invention, of-
fering the sharpest contrast to the state-centered or ‘Tocquevillian’ type in that it
is the typical pattern of radical change in the political order through the enlarge-
ment of political community in ‘stateless societies,” be they of 6™ century BCE
Greece or 7" century CE Arabia.

In addition to this structural typology, we need to come to terms with the mo-
tives and goals of the revolutionaries as historical actors, and here I do what may
be politically incorrect from the viewpoint of the theory community by using the
term teleology, not in the strict Aristotelian sense but rather as a term denoting
the directionality of revolution. Through teleology, I seek to capture the distinc-
tive direction of a revolution, its intended or intentionally prefigured conse-
quences. This ideal-typical characterization of revolutions as historical individu-
als is intended as a substitute for the putatively general or generic teleology of all
revolutions as steps in the forward march of mankind in historical materialism
and the popular 20™-century conception of revolution.

The constitutive revolution of Sargon of Akkad had unified the city-temple-
states of Mesopotamia on the basis of the idea of universal monarchy. What
Cleisthenes similarly achieved in Athens eighteen centuries later by means of
democratic political reform, was done by Muhammad in the 7" century of the
Common Era as a by-product of a religious revolution: the unification of the
tribes of Arabia on the basis of Islam. In this essay I draw on the vast primary
and secondary literature on the subject only for details that illuminate (a) the rise
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of Islam as a ‘constitutive’ revolution, and (b) its teleology as set off by an
apocalyptic vision and given its distinctive direction by a transcendental mono-
theism.

The pre-conditions of a constitutive revolution:
The Arabian tribal society on the periphery of the
two empires. Its cultural and religious unity and
economic integration

In the 7™ century, one can speak of an Arabian religion (din al’arab) whose be-
liefs and rituals were centred on a pantheon of interrelated tribal gods. These
gods had their sanctuaries in the territory of a tribe, and were usually shared by
allied tribes or those in the vicinity able to visit them. Such sharing of the divini-
ties, and participation in common fairs and festivals around their sanctuaries,
made for religio-cultural unity (Chelhod 1955: 123-25). The sacred enclave was
called hijr, where common rituals of initiation, pilgrimage to and circumambula-
tion of the sanctuary shrine with shaven heads were performed (Retso 2002: 587,
624). The most important divinities were Mandt, the goddess of the tribes of
Aws, Khazraj and Ghassdn, the Ldt, goddess of the Thagif, and the "'Uzzd, god-
dess of Muhammad’s tribe, the Quraysh, as well as the Kindna, the Khuzd'a and
all of the Mudar confederacy.' The three goddesses were considered the daugh-
ters of the paramount god, A//dh. Muhammad’s ancestor, Qusayy, had settled the
Quraysh in the sacred enclave (haram) of Mecca just over a century before his
birth. The custodianship (hijaba) of the House of Alldh, the Ka'ba, was secured
for the Quraysh, and made them beneficiary of sacred immunity from attacks by
other tribes (Peters 1994: 26, 69). Even though the custodial functions became
divided among his descendants through the lines of Hashim and "Abd al-Dar,
Qusayy’s cultic reforms had a lasting effect, making him the “unifier” (mu-
jamma’) of the tribal union of the Quraysh on behalf of Alldh (Dostal 1991: 193-
98). Furthermore, Qusayy’s descendants succeeded in creating a supra-tribal col-
lective identity by founding or reconstructing a cultic union, the hums. Fabietti
(1988: 32) considers this union a response “to the unreliability of a system based
on the kinship model,” consisting in the superimposition on the tribal kinship
system of a form of solidarity and cohesion based on religion (din), and Dostal
(1991: 215-16) sees it as a response to the unsuccessful invasion of Mecca by
Abraha, the Christian Ethiopian viceroy of Yemen in mid-6"-century CE. Be that
as it may, the Quraysh linked their claim to be “the people (ahl) of Allah” to a

1 The Arabian gods could be identified with those of the ecumenical pantheon of the
antiquity. The "Uzz4, in particular, was already identified with Aphrodite at Petra in
the 1% century CE (Bowersock 2003: 2).
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covenant (“ahd) of their putative ancestor, Abraham, whose image, holding ar-
rows for the ritual of casting arrows in front of the idol Hubal, was only to be
erased by Muhammad’s order (Rubin 1990: 104-107).

The fact that the gods and their sanctuaries were usually shared by tribes
made for a measure of religious and cultural unification. The religious unity of
the Arab tribes of the Hijdz, Western Arabia, was thus periodically reaffirmed by
their pilgrimages to the divine sanctuaries around Mecca. These gods offered
their worshippers protection (Q. 8: 72), and could intercede on their behalf with
the higher god, 4/ldh (Q. 10: 18; 30: 12) (Watt 1988: 32-33). Invaluable informa-
tion preserved in the pilgrimage formula of ritual invocation (falbiya) for the pre-
Islamic Arab tribes proves that the relationship between the supreme god, Alldh
and the gods of the other tribes was conceived as partnership (shirk). Each tribe
had its own invocation formula. That of the Nizdr was: “Here I am, O God, here I
am; Thou hast no partners except such partners as Thou hast; Thou possessest
him and all that is his [i.e., the partner’s]” (Kalbi 1924: 7; Kister 1980: 33, 50-
51), while Quraysh’s was cited in the Qur'dn (and became known as ‘the Satanic
Verse’): “To the Lat and the 'Uzza, and Mandt, the third and the other! Verily
they are the high-flying cranes; and their intercession [with A//dh] is to be hoped
for” (Kalbi: 19). The idol of the tribe of Khawldn, 'Umydnus, appears to have
been associated with A/lah on a more equal footing, as the Khawldn were divid-
ing their cattle and harvest between the two (Kalbi: 43-44). The Qur'dn charac-
terizes the Arabian form of polytheism as ‘associationism’ (shirk), and its de-
scription of the Arabian tribes as “associationists” or believers in divine partner-
ship (mushrikun) is quite precise. They admitted the supreme authority of Allah
but associated other tribal deities with him (Kister 1980: 48-49) Associationism
was thus the linchpin of the religious unity of the segmented society of politically
autonomous Arabian tribes.

The polytheistic cult of idols that persisted beneath the 4//dh-dominated as-
sociationism was deeply rooted in the social organization of tribal Arabia and
cemented it. Not only each tribe, but each clan (batn) within it had its own idol.
Lesser idols pertained to the lower echelons of social organization: noblemen of
the clans had their own idols, and domestic idols symbolized and cemented the
unity of the family (Kalbi 1924; Lecker 1993: 332, 342). This polytheistic tribal
idolatry was hedged by a cult of vengeance (tha r) with elaborate rituals than fos-
tered clan solidarity (Chelhod 1955: 101-104). Furthermore, their social ground-
ing gave the idols great political significance: in each clan, the idol was associ-
ated with its leader and with the clan assembly (majlis) (Lecker 1993: 342).

The religious unification of Arabia was sustained by a modicum of linguistic
unity. The tribes of the Hijaz were unified by one of the two lingue franche of the
peninsula, the other being the language of the Northern and Central Arabian
tribes. During the century preceding the rise of Islam, the organization of the lo-
cal trade by the Quraysh in the linguistically unified Hijaz had made for consid-
erable economic integration of Western Arabia. Trade fairs had grown in the pro-
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tected environs of the divine sanctuaries in Western Arabia, especially those
around Mecca in conjunction with pilgrimage rites (Kister 1972: 76-77; Crone
1987: 177-85). The Quraysh became traders under the leadership of Qusayy’s
grandson, Hdshim, and played an important role in the growth of the caravan
trade in the region. Meccan trade was “a trade conducted overwhelmingly with
Arabs and generated by Arab [...] needs” (Crone 1987: 149). The Quraysh were
thus “the merchants of Arabs,” (Crone 1987: 153) and their trade acted as a force
for economic unification of the Hijaz. Furthermore, it had important political im-
plications. The Quraysh created a military force consisting of mercenary Bedou-
ins and Ethiopians (ahdbish) to protect the caravans, which also enhanced its po-
litical predominance® (Fahd 1989). Meccan trade was also based on pacts (i/df)
among the clans of the Quraysh and the Bedouin tribes, not only of mutual help
and protection but also the guarding of caravan on a profit-sharing basis (Peters
1994: 58-59, 68-69). The pacts amounted to a “Pax Meccana” in the Hijaz
(Kister 1965: 120-21). The situation was, however, rife with tension and conflict.
The disparate and heterogeneous coexistence of the commercial ethos of the city
of Mecca, and the superimposition of religious unions on kingship ties did not
always work smoothly. Rival religious and tribal cleavages could overlap, pro-
ducing intermittent conflict, as they did between Mecca and 74 ‘if (Chelhod 1958:
97, 113). This was inevitable as long as the religio-culturally unified and eco-
nomically integrated tribal society of Western Arabia remained segmented and
without any central or otherwise unified political authority structure.

Foreign political domination of Arabia is an important feature of the histori-
cal background of the rise of Islam. Arabia was on the periphery of three com-
pleting empires, the Persian, the Byzantine, and let us not forget, the Ethiopian.
The royal house of Himyar in southern Arabia had converted to Judaism in the 5™
century. The Persians had conquered Southern Arabia toward the end of the 6"
century, driving out the Ethiopians, and left a Persian colony, known as “the
sons” (al-abnd”) whose predominance had become truly tenuous by the time of
the rise of Muhammad. Down to the end of the 6™ century, the Persians also
dominated much of north-eastern and northern-central Arabia, including Yathrib
(the future Medina) through their Lakhmid Arab client state in the Hira (near the
future Kufa).® The Byzantines dominated north-western Arabia through their

2 Some Ethiopian military presence is still found in Mecca during the 2™ Civil War,
half a century after Muhammad’s death (Bashear 1997: 99-100).

3 In the earlier centuries, the Ethiopian empire had been dominant in Southern Ara-
bia, but by the seventh century, it plays a subordinate role as an ally of the Byzan-
tines.

4  The Sasanian empire was meanwhile undergoing the most serious crisis of its his-
tory. Military defeat by the Byzantines resulted in the deposition of Khosraw II by a
praetorian coup in 628. Subsequent militarization of government produced a severe
dynastic crisis in the Persian empire. Khosraw’s son, Shiruya, having killed all his
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Ghassanid client tribal dynasty, and their influence in the south seems to have
been growing through the Ethiopians (Hoyland 2001: 236-42). “And remember
when you were few and abased in the land and were fearful that the people (al-
nds) would snatch you away,” so the Qur'dn (8: 26) reminds the Arabs. ‘The
people’ was taken by the earliest commentators to refer to the Persians (or the
Persians and the Byzantines; Kister 1968. 143-44). The poet Qatdda affirms: “the
Arabs were confined between the lions of Persia and Byzantium” (cited by Crone
1987: 249).

Persian authorities or their Lakhmid clients in Hira favoured the Jews of
Yathrib for much of the 6™ century. The Jewish tribes of Nadir and Qurayza
dominated Yathrib (they were said to be its “kings”) as agents of the Persian em-
peror for whom they collected taxes. When the Nadir and the Qurayza lost this
important fiscal function, which was given to an Arab from the Khazraj tribe
about the beginning of the last quarter of the 6™ century, their economic power
declined (Kister 1968: 147; 1979: 330). The political status of the Jews declined
more sharply. By the time of the migration of Muhammad in 622, though still
considerably richer than the Arabs (Serjeant 1978: 3; Newby 1988: 17), the Jews
of Yathrib were either the allies or clients of the Arab tribes of Aws and Khazraj.
The Christians of Najran and southern Arabia were under Byzantine domination.
It does not seem too unreasonable to conclude from our admittedly scanty evi-
dence that when Muhammad brought the Koran in Arabic, Judaism and the vari-
ous forms of Christianity were already hopelessly compromised by the strong
identification with foreign domination, taxation and warfare” (Newby 1988: 47-
48). References in the Qur'dn (Kassis 1983: 274) to itself as the “Arabic Recita-
tion (Qur'dn)” (Q. 20: 113; 42: 7; 43: 3) and an “Arabic judgment” (Q. 13: 37),
and to “Arabic tongue” (Q. 16: 103; 26: 195; 46: 12) effectively present Islam as
an alternative to foreign religions’ (Watt 1956: 143). Muhammad thus began his
prophetic career in Mecca as God’s messenger to the Arabs (Welch 1983: 196),
“a people (gaum) to whom no warner came before thee” (Q. 32: 3). “And so We

brothers, died in less than a year, and was succeeded by a minor son. In 630, the
year of victory for Islam when Muhammad took Mecca, the commander of the pal-
ace guards opened the gates of the capital, Ctesiphon, to a usurper who was in turn
killed by the spear of a guardsman shortly afterwards (Morony 1984: 92). Another
minor was put on the throne but soon left it vacant for a woman, Khosraw II's
daughter, Boran, who failed to revive the glory of divine Sasanian kinship and was
assassinated by a general. (Daryaee 1999). She was further to take the blame of sub-
sequent historians for the disintegration of the empire: “and with that — she being
the ruler of Persia, their dominion weakened and their glory lapsed [...]. The word
spread throughout the world that the land of Persia did not have a king, and that
they were seeking shelter at the gates of a woman” (Dinawari: 111). Severe political
crisis in the Sasanian empire left the Persian agents in eastern Arabia and the Per-
sian colonists in the Yemen helplessly vulnerable to their local opponents and eager
to court the rising power of Muhammad.
5 The adjective ‘arabi (Arabic) is aid to occur in the Qur 'dn for the first time.
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have revealed to thee an Arabic Recitation, that thou mayest warn the Mother of
Cities and those who dwell about it [...]” (Q. 42: 7).

Transcendent monotheism and
apocalyptic messianism

The two or three empires for which Arabia was a common periphery were cen-
ters of two axial civilizations which were witnessing vigorous growth of univer-
salist religions of transcendence, or ‘world religions’ in Max Weber’s terms:
Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Manichaeism crossing the two. The Arabian re-
ligion embedded in peninsular kinship and tribal institutions, as depicted above,
had in fact not remained immune from ecumenical religious aspirations to tran-
scendence and universalism. Muhammad drew two critical components of Islam
from the ecumenical culture of the late antiquity: apocalyptic messianism and
transcendent monotheism. Both components are essential for understanding the
rise of Islam as a revolution. Apocalyptic messianism supplied the key factor in
the causation of the revolutionary break with embedded religion, the second in its
long-term teleology or the subsequent evolution of Islam. In other words, the first
explains the motivation of his revolution in Arabia, the second its global conse-
quences — the new empire and axial civilization it gave birth to.

In the forthcoming book, I also present apocalyptic messianism as the contri-
bution of the Maccabean revolt to world history, a contribution made not by the
winners of the revolution but by the losers who withdrew to the desert to form
the Qumran community. Although the Qumran settlement was destroyed by the
Roman army of Vespasian, the Messianism they has sustained in institutionalized
form for two centuries survived them and was passed on to Christianity, Rabbini-
cal Judaism and Islam. The broader apocalyptic frame of Messianism was carried
by them and by other sectarian groups through the intertestamental period, and
was taken up by the Christians. The Enochic circles effected the other-worldly
transposition of political Messianism in the Similitudes of Enoch (Enoch, 1, 37-
71), as did the Christians gradually after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE.
Other apocalyptic notions survived and coalesced with Messianism, notably that
of the prophet of the end of time, which informs the apocalyptic reconstruction of
Elijah as the returning prophet. The apocalyptic perspective of the Book of
Daniel was especially privileged, as the Maccabean winners of the revolutionary
power struggle had appropriated its ideas and effected its inclusion in the Old
Testament canon. Centuries later, the apocalyptic world-view found a forceful
statement in the early, Meccan, verses of the Koran on the coming of the Hour.
These marked the inception of some two decades of revolutionary “absolute poli-
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tics”® in the remote Arabian periphery of the empires that changed the course of
world history.

There can be little doubt that the apocalyptic notions of the Enochic circle
were known to the Jews of Arabia in the 7" century, as was the Danielic tradi-
tion. The Book of Enoch has survived in Ethiopian. Its notions may well have
penetrated Southern Arabia through their domination.” It is certain that the
Karaite Jews of the 9" century were called Sadduccees by their opponents, while
considering themselves the Righteous (saddigin) and the sons of Righteousness
(sddoq), that their missionaries called themselves the wise (macekilim) in the
Danielic tradition, and that they carried the religious tradition of the Essenes in
the Islamic era® (Erder 1994). It is also more than probable that the Essenes, or
unorthodox Jewish sectarians influenced by them, were present in 7"-century
Arabia (Erder 1990: 349-50). The religious leaders of these sectarians were evi-
dently not called Rabbis but ahbdr (haberim in Hebrew; Rabin 1957: 123); and
incidentally, quite a number of them converted to Islam (Newby 1988: 86). Most
apocalyptic notions of early Islam can be traced to Jewish sectarian sources, even
though the central messianic idea of the paraclete came from Christianity. There
may also have been some Manichaean influence, as we have record of an attempt
to introduce it to Arabia through the teaching of Mazdak at the end of the 5™ cen-
tury that left behind a number of “Mazdakites/Manichaeans (zanddiga) of
Mecca” (Gil 1992: 19-33, 42). The Manicheans, too, had been receptive to the
Enochic and Christian apocalyptic lore.

The Enochic idea of the heavenly tablet (Enoch, 1, 90), as the archetype of all
revealed books, is crucial in informing the Qur 'dnic conception of revelation ac-
cording to which the heavenly archetype and eternal source of all revelation is
“the preserved tablet” or “the Mother of Books.” The Koran (19: 57-58; 21: 85-
86) mentions Enoch twice as Idris, which is etymologically traceable to the
Qumranic dorgsh ha-Torah (Interpreter of the Law) (Erder 1990; Gill 1992: 34-
35), uses the epithet siddig whose Zadokite connotation is evident, and alludes to

6  As defined in Pizzorno 1994.

7  The eighty-two early Muslim converts who took refuge in Ethiopia during the Mec-
can persecution may also have brought back some Enochic notions. Furthermore,
we find twenty-two Christians from Ethiopia or Najran among other early converts
(Life: 146-48, 179-80).

8 Erder (1994: 197, 210-12) goes further and argues that the name ‘qdrd’im
(Karaites)” was derived from geri’é ha-Sem associated with “the Sons of Sdddq” in
the Damascus Covenant, which was, incidentally, found among the Geniza docu-
ments in Cairo and published as a Zadokitte work in 1910. What Erder calls the
Karaites “Sadduccee dilemma” ceases to be dilemma if we adopt the most obvious
interpretation of the evidence — namely that the Karaites and the Zadokites, both of
whom rejected the Oral Law of the Rabbis, are the same group separated by a few
centuries. In my forthcoming book, I emphasize the Zadokite/Sadduccee identity of
the Qumran leaders.
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his heavenly ascension (Q. 19: 57). There are traces of influence of the oldest
section of the Book of Enoch, the Book of Watchers, in the Qur’'dn (Crone un-
published), and Ezra, another major figure of the Enochic and Judaeo-Christian
apocalyptic lore, is mentioned once in the Qur’'dn in the diminutive form of
"Uzayr. By the time of the Fourth Ezra and in the subsequent literature, Ezra the
scribe had become Ezra the prophet. Ezra was identified with Enoch and appears
as the key figure in the mystical speculations of the Jewish communities of Ara-
bia’ (Newby 1988: 60-61). At the beginning of Ezra IV, which circulated not
only in Syriac but also in Arabic, Ezra is clearly presented as a Second Moses
(Ezra, 4, 14: 1-6); and it is as the messianic “prophet like Moses” that he enters
into Islam. The phrase occurs in a poem attributed to Muhammad’s uncle and
protector, Abu Talib: “We have found Muhammad, a prophet like Moses, de-
scribed in the oldest books.”'? (Life: 160)

The paraclete is referred to in Q. 61: 6, where Jesus son of Mary gives the
children of Israel “good tidings of a messenger who shall come after me and
whose name shall be more praised/Ahmad (ismuhu ahmadu).” The Koranic
statement is a reasonable paraphrase of the promise of the coming of the para-
clete in Jn 16: 13-14'" (Life: 104; Arjomand 1998: 241-42). The paracletic term,
ahmad, also occurs in the above-mentioned poem by Abu Talib.

Daniel is not mentioned in the Koran. This is surprising in view of the evi-
dent influence of the Book of Daniel. The reference to Abraham as the friend of
God (Dan. 3: 35), which also occurs in the Essene Damascus Covenant, is carried
over to the Koran (4: 124). Gabriel and Michael, the two archangels who are in-
troduced to the Hebrew Bible in the Book of Daniel are both mentioned in the
Koran. In fact, Gabriel’s role in hierophany and audition (Dan. 10: 4-11.1) be-
comes central; Gabriel is not only as the angel of revelation but is also seen by
the Islamic tradition as Muhammad’s frequent counselor. Last but not least, the
Danielic notion of setting the seal on prophecy (Dan. 9: 24), crucially influenced
Muhammad’s idea of final prophecy.

9 The assertion in the Qur'dn (9: 30) that “the Jews say "Uzayr is the son of God as
the Christians say the Messiah is the son of God” should be understood in this light,
especially as we have Ibn Hazm’s gloss that the referent is the Sadduccee sect of the
Yemen (cited in Erder 1990: 349). An interesting refutation of the divine status of
the prophets in the apocalyptic lore is found in an inscription dated 786/170 that as-
serts that Muhammad, Jesus and "Uzayr are just servants of God, like all other crea-
tures (Nevo and Koren 2003: 398).

10 See also Ibn Ishaq: 353; Life: 240.

11 The influence of the Gospel of John may have been reinforced through
Manichaeism. Indeed, Biruni’s (1879: 190) statement is a striking presentation of
the great Babylonian prophet, Mani (d. 277) as the forerunner of Muhammad: “In
his gospel [...] he says that he is the paraclete announced by the Messiah, and that
he is the seal of the prophets (i.e. the last of them).” Be that as it may, the Muslim
tradition came to consider Ahmad (“more praised”) a variant of Muhammad and
another name for the Prophet, and identified him with the paraclete.
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There can be little doubt that the notion of Seal (khdtam) is apocalyptic, as is
its Hebrew cognate, khotam." The basic tenet of primitive Islam, according to
Casanova (1911: 8) was that “the time announced by Daniel and Jesus had come.
Muhammad was the last prophet chosen by God to preside, at the end of time,
over the universal resurrection and Last Judgement.” His argument for equating
the expression “Seal of the Prophets” (khdtam al-nabiyyin) with “the prophet/
messenger of the end of time” (nabiy/rasul dkhir al-zamdn) is persuasive (Casa-
nova 1911: 18, 207-13, 228). It should also be noted that the early traditions con-
sider the seal of prophecy a physical mark of prophecy between Muhammad’s
shoulders, variously described as a dark mole or a lump the size of a pigeon’s
egg (Life, 80; Ibn Sa’d 1: 106-7, 2: 131-32), or alternatively on his chest. Ac-
cording to one well-known tradition, the finality of Muhammad’s prophecy itself
is apocalyptic: “I am Muhammad, and I am the Paraclete (ahmad), and 1 am the
resurrector (hdshir) — the people are resurrected upon my steps — and [ am the fi-
nal one — there is no prophet after me” (Mas udi, 3: 7). An earlier variant in-
cludes “and the prophet of the malhama (tribulations of the end of time)”
(Tabari, 9: 156n, 1066). The epithet “Prophet/Messenger of the malhama” is
even more decisive, and is attested for Muhammad in several other early tradi-
tions as well (Ibn Sa’d, 1: 65; Casanova 1911: 49-53). Malhama, a loan word
from the Hebrew milhdmd (war), is the same as notion as the one we find in the
apocalyptic War Rule and other texts from the Qumran'® (Rabin 1957: 118-19).
Let us close with one last apocalyptic tradition which has Muhammad saying: “I
was chosen prophet together with the Hour; it almost came ahead of me” (Cited,
together with some other similar ones in Arjomand 1998: 246).

In contrast to the apocalyptic beginning of Islam, which is largely ignored, its
monotheism is obvious and generally acknowledged. We shall bring it to our
analysis of the teleology of Muhammad’s revolution in Arabia. What needs to be
emphasized at this point is that the Jewish and Christian communities of Arabia
were not the only bearers of monotheism. There was a third group known as the
Hanifiyya. Given the scanty references found to the Arab monotheism identified
by the Qur'dn as the remnant of the religion of Abraham, the hanif, we can only
speculate on their probable role in the transmission of the above-outlined apoca-

12 The Hebrew cognate khotam is the messianic signet-ring of Haggai 2:23, where
Yahwe declares to Zerubbabel: “I shall take you [...] and make you like a signet-
ring; for I have chosen you.” The apocalyptic connotation of the term is made ex-
plicit, and is, furthermore, applied to prophecy by Daniel who speaks of the time for
setting the seal on prophecy (Dan. 9: 24) and is told by Gabriel to “keep the book
sealed until the end of time” (Dan. 12: 1).

13 Rabin (1957: 119) also traces the Qumranic origins of the Islamic apocalyptic terms
hashr, mentioned above, and harj (Hebrew, heregh [slaughter]).
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Iyptic lore to Islam.'* We can, however, be certain that the religion of the hanif s
was a form of monotheism associated with the belief in foundation of the Ka 'ba
by Abraham and the settlement in Mecca of his son Ishmael, with the ritual of
hajj, and with the sacrifice of animals consecrated to the Ka 'ba (Rubin 1990: 92,
102; Bashear 2004). Their tablivya formula for the ritual of hajj, however, was
significantly monotheistic, and unlike those of the other tribes mentioned above,
did not identify any partners for God (Rubin 1990: 100; Bashear 2004: 5-6). Mu-
hammad very successful in identify with it and appropriating its core Abrahamic
tenet and ritual for Islam. There remained, however, a group of Aanifs who re-
fused to convert to Islam, and were led by the monk Abu "Amir, who had fought
against the Muslims in the battle of Uhud, as an opposition group to Muhammad
in Medina in the last years of the Prophet’s life (Watt 1956: 189-90; Gil 1987,
1992).

The new revelation and Islam as submission to
one universally-acknowledged God

One day in the month of Ramadhan at the end of the first decade of the 7™ cen-
tury, when in seclusion following the ancient custom of the Quraysh,'> Muham-
mad b. "AbdAlldh, a trader with skins about forty years of age, received the call
to prophecy. He was shaken until reassured by his wife’s cousin, Zayd b. "Amr b.
Nufayl, a hanif monotheist, who swore by the God who held his soul that “thou
art the prophet of this people” (Life: 105-107). According to another report, Zayd
had said: “T expect a prophet from the descendants of Ishmael [...] who has the
seal of prophethood between his shoulders. His name is Ahmad” (Tabari, 6: 64).
The Qur’dn was later to confirm that God sends to the ‘gentiles’ of the ‘unscrip-
tured’ (ummiyyun) “a messenger, (one) of themselves, to recite to them His signs
[...]7 (Q. 62: 2; Watt 1988: 53). And Muhammad was indeed “the gentile
prophet” (al-nabiyy al-ummi), whom they find written down with them in the To-
rah and the Gospel [...]. Believe then in God, and in his messenger, the gentile
prophet [...]” (Q. 7: 156, 158).

The attestation of messianic expectations among the Jews of Arabia in Mus-
lim traditions (Life: 197-98, 240; Ibn Sa’d, 1: 103-104) cannot be dismissed as an
Islamic version of praeparatio evangelicorum, as it is corroborated by Jewish and
Syriac sources (Lewis 1953; Cook & Crone 1977: ch. 1). It is worth noting that
one particular tradition, doctored to suggest the Jews of Medina expected it to

14 There is some indication that they expected a new prophet (Life: 98), and that one
hanif, Umayya b. Abi’l-Salt of 74’if, claimed to be one (Rubin 1990: 90, 96; 1995:
72-75).

15 The custom of tahannuth: seclusion in mount Hira,” followed by feeding the poor
and ending with the circumambulation of the Ka "ba (Kister 1968).
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become “the sacred enclave/place of migration (muhdjar) for a prophet from the
Quraysh” retains the significant (and inconvenient) phrase “at the end of time (fi
akhir al-zamdn)” (Ibn Ishaq: 13-14; Life: 7, translation misleading). Further-
more, it is clear from the Qur’dn that the acceptance of Muhammad messianic
claim by the few converts among the “people of the book” was of great psycho-
logical importance to his early in his career. Two elements from the Judaco-
Christian apocalyptic tradition thus stand out in Muhammad’s earliest messages:
he was the gentile prophet sent to the people of Arabia, and he was the prophet of
the end of time.

In this Meccan period, as he encountered mounting opposition from his own
oligarchic clan of Quraysh, Muhammad was repeatedly told in the Qur dn to dis-
tance himself from them and to seek confirmation from the people to whom the
Book or Knowledge has already been given (Rahman 1976: 11-12). In addition
to reports of the acceptance of Muhammad as the prophet of the end of time by
Jewish converts in his biography (Life: 240-41), the Qur'dn itself contains evi-
dence of the acceptance of Muhammad’s messianic claim in the course of the
emotional experience of conversion:

Say to them [i.e., to the recalcitrant Meccans], O Muhammad, ‘Whether you believe in
[the Qur'dn] or not, those who have been given the Knowledge before it, when it is re-
cited to them, fall upon their faces in prostration. And they say, ‘Glory be to our Lord!
Our Lord’s promise has been fulfilled.” And they fall upon their faces weeping [...] (Q.
17:107).

There is ample evidence of apocalypticism in the early, Meccan, verses of the
Qur’dn which speak of the coming of the Hour as the prelude to Resurrection:
“The Hour has drawn near and the moon is split;” (Q. 54: 1) “The Hour is com-
ing, no doubt of it;” (Q. 22: 7; 40: 59[61]) “Haply the Hour is near;” (Q. 33: 63;
42: 17[16]) and “surely the earthquake of the Hour is a mighty thing” (Q. 22: 1).
The apocalyptic Hour is the earthly prelude to eschatology. It is the hour of ca-
lamity that precedes Resurrection.'® The appearance of the Beast (Q. 27: 82) and
such cosmic cataclysms as the smoke (dukhdn; Q. 44: 10), the rolling up (takwir;
Q. 81) of the sun, the darkening of the stars and the movement of the mountains
(Q. 81: 2-4), the splitting (infitar; Q. 82) of the sky, the scattering of the stars and
the swarming over of the seas (Q. 82: 2-4) are evidently the signs of the Day of
Resurrection “when the tombs are overthrown” (Q. 82: 5). The Qur'dn also

16 A number of mostly obscure catastrophic terms for the occurrence at the Hour are
identified by the early commentators with the Day of Resurrection. These include
dzifa (the imminent) (Q. 40:18, 53:58), wdgqi'a (terror) (Q. 56; 69: 15), rdjifa and
radifa (quake and second quake) (Q. 79: 6-7), dkhkha (blast) (Q. 80: 34-36),
ghdshiya (enveloper) (Q. 88), zilzila and zalzdl (earthquake) (Q. 99; 99: 1) and
qdri’a (clatterer) (Q. 69:4, 101; 101:1-3).
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speaks (14: 49) of “the day the earth shall be transformed to other than the earth.”
The mountains will be pulverized into dust (Q. 56: 4-6), or become like plucked
tufts of wool (Q. 70: 9). A few signs of social disorder accompany cosmic cata-
clysms: “And when the Blast shall sound, upon the day when a man shall flee
from his brother, his mother, his father, his consort, his sons” (Q. 80: 33-36).

At the Hour, “the Trumpet (sur) shall be blown; that is the Day of the Threat
[...]. And listen thou for the day when the caller shall call from a near place. On
the day they hear the Cry (sayha) in truth, that is the day of coming forth” (Q. 50:
19, 40-41). The Cry is not unprecedented; it is a portent of God’s physical de-
struction of the nations which had disowned their prophets in sacred history (Q.
11: 67, 94). But the final day has no precedent. It is indeed “the day when the
earth is split asunder about them as they hasten forth” (Q. 50: 43). “For the
Trumpet shall be blown, and whosoever is in the heavens and whosoever is in the
earth shall swoon, save whom God wills. Then it shall be blown again, and lo,
they shall stand, beholding. And the earth shall shine with the light of its Lord
[...]” (Q. 39: 69-70). This final transfiguration of the earth is presumably “the
new creation” (Q. 14: 22).

Muhammad also preached the absolute transcendence of A/ldh as the One
God who came to sublimate other divinities. Muhammad’s Lord (rabb) in the
earliest verses of the Qur’'an (Watt 1988: 87-88), is identified with the Lord of
All Being/the worlds (rabb al-"dlamin) “who sent Moses as his Messenger (Q. 7:
61, 67, 104; 26: 16). This ecumenical “One God” or “the lord of all,” attested in
Greek funerary inscriptions in Palestine from the 4™ 5™ and 6™ centuries was
identified, much more frequently in the later verses, with A/ldh as the Lord of the
Ka’ba and God of Abraham, Moses and Jesus. It followed that the mission of the
Messenger of the God of universe was also universal:

We have not sent thee, save as a mercy to all being/the worlds (Q. 21: 107).

Say: “O mankind (al-nas) I am the Messenger of God to You all,"” of Him to whom be-
longs the kingdom of heavens and the earth. There is no god but He. (Q. 7: 158).

Muhammad also assimilated the transcendent, universal god of southern Arabia,
the Rahmdn (Merciful One), to Alldh. The Rahman is attested in late 4"™-century
Himyarite inscriptions as the “Lord of heaven and earth,” and in the mid-6" in-
scription recording the expedition of Abraha, the Ethiopian viceroy whose Chris-
tianity is attested in other sources, begins in the name of the Merciful One and
“his Anointed One (messiah), king Arbaha” (cited in Hoyland 2001: 556). The

17 Q. 34: 28 is more emphatic in this respect: “We have sent thee not except to all of
the people (illa kdffatan li’l-nds).” For a discussion of all these verses, see Welch
49-51).
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Rahmdn was also known closer to Mecca in the Yamama in central Arabia, and
his angels were believed to be all female (Q. 43: 19). Muhammad appropriated
him as an epithet of Alldh or one of his “most beautiful names” (Q. 17: 110) de-
spite the resistance of the Meccans, who professed “unbelief at the mention of the
Rahman.”"® (Q. 21: 36; also Q. 13: 30; Peters 1994: 48, 156-57; Kister 2002: 5-6)
With less resistance, some lesser divinities would be transformed to God’s beau-
tiful names, others demoted to the rank of angels (Watt: 1988: 90-91) and a few
discarded as mere names (Q. 53: 23). Just as Abraham had submitted, or surren-
dered himself to the Lord of all Being (Q. 2: 131), those who accepted Muham-
mad’s new revelation of monotheism and thereby became ‘Muslims’ were
sternly required to worship the One God exclusively.

Starting point was the predominant position of A/ldh in the associationists’
pantheon, Muhammad considered anyone who rejected partners for God and de-
clared his/her exclusive belonging to Him had submitted to the Lord of all Being
(Q. 40: 66) or “undergone Islam (aslama)” (the term ‘isldm’ soon assumed the
congruent meaning of submission; Baneth 1971: 188-89). His message of tran-
scendental monotheism thus struck at the heart of associationism (shirk) — the so-
cial or embedded religion' of segmented Arabia whose main beneficiary, his
own tribe of Quraysh, began to persecute him and his followers.

Muhammad began to look for a sacred enclave (hjr, muhajar, dér al-hijra),*®
and began making discreet enquiries among visitors to the trade fairs at the di-
vine sanctuaries around Mecca. At that time, after just over a decade of preaching
in Mecca, Muhammad had built a small community of the faithful numbering
barely over a hundred.

Mobilization for Holy Struggle (jihdad) and
the construction of a new community

The evident demise of mediated Persian authority in Yathrib had aggravated the
endemic violence typical of segmented “stateless societies,” setting its main
tribes of Aws and Khazraj in unresolved deadly conflict. What was needed for its
resolution was a holy judge-arbiter (hakam), the only native extra-tribal authority
known in Arabia and one similar to the judges of the Old Testament. A number

18 According to one report, a presumably early convert who had changed his name
upon conversation to “Abd al-Rahman was asked by a Meccan friend to adopt a dif-
ferent name because “I don’t know al-Rahman!” (Life: 302).

19 “Social,” as conceived by W. Robertson Smith and E. Durkheim, and ‘embedded’ in
contrast to world or transcendental religion, as conceived by M. Weber and S.N.
Eisenstadt.

20 See Serjeant (1982: 26-27) for the pre-Islamic attestation and meaning of the no-
tion.
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of aldermen (naqibs) from Yathrib were in charge of the search for one, and met
Muhammad at the trade fair. According to the earliest account of a meeting be-
tween Muhammad and the Yathribites in "Aqaba by "Urwa b. al-Zubair, the al-
dermen gave Muhammad the following pledge: “We are of you and you are of
us, whoever comes to us of your companions, or you yourself if you come to us,
we shall defend you (numni’ka) as we would defend ourselves” (Tabari 6: 136;
Melaméde 1934). They probably also gave him an armed escort of 4 or 5 body-
guards who later migrated with Muhammad (Lecker 2000: 164-65). As the heav-
enly counterpart to the pledge of the "Agaba, Muhammad received permission to
fight (Q. 22: 40-42), whereupon he ordered his companions to migrate from
Mecca to the future Medina (Life: 213). The prophet thus chose his sacred en-
clave, and embarked on the “migration” [to a sacred enclave] (hijra) that was to
mark the beginning of the Islamic era. Those who undertook #ijra and joined him
in the sacred enclave had the special status of Migrant (muhdjir). God’s permis-
sion to fight was probably first given to the Migrants “who have been expelled
from their dwellings without any cause,” (Q. 22: 39) and then to all Muslims “to
fight in the way of God” (Q. 2: 244).*" The coincidence of the two orders is not
an accidental event in Muhammad’s biography but was essential to his struggle
for this-worldly translation of the apocalyptic vision that began in Medina. This
is proven by the striking association between migration (hijra) and the struggle
(jihdd) “in the path of God” (Q. 8: 71-73; 9: 19-20) in the Qur 'dn (Crone 1994:
354-55).

Migrating to the sacred enclave of Allah meant foregoing the protection of
the partner-god and thus discarding associationism with monotheism (Watt 1988:
20, 25). This was the condition sine qua non of Islam or submission to God: “To
those who believed but did not make the Aijra it is not for you (pl. to give ‘pro-
tection’ (wildya) until they do make the Aijra” (Q. 8: 72). Muhammad also had to
derive his own authority exclusively from God. It is striking the very frequent
references to Muhammad as the Messenger of God occur exclusively in the Me-
dinan verses of the Qur'dan (Welch 1983: 43).

Upon his arrival, Muhammad found the inhabitants of Medina “a mixed lot,
consisting of the believers united by the mission (da'wa) of the Messenger of
God, the polytheists who worshiped idols, and the Jews who were the armored
people of the forts and the allies (halifs) of the tribes of Aws and Khazraj, and
wished to establish concord among all of them” (Report from Bayhaqi repro-
duced in Lecker 1995: 31) Muhammad’s emigrants were supporter by the Medi-
nan believers, and organized several raids against the caravans of the Quraysh,
typically by a handful of Muslims, to sustain themselves from booty.

Muhammad, the prophet of the end of time, did begin the conquest of Arabia

21 Other — presumably somewhat later — verses promise paradise as a reward (Watt
1956: 4-5).
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as the Prophet of the malhama; his apocalyptic battle was no other than the battle
of Badr in Ramadan of year 2/March 624 when God, according to the Qur 'dn (3:
123-25), sent down three thousand angels to fight alongside his army.** Just as
God had sent Michael to help in the great apocalyptic battle of the Book of
Daniel, the Muslim tradition has Gabriel and Michael each lead a thousand an-
gelic troops to the right and the left of Muhammad (and archangel Isrdfil is added
at the head of another thousand to reach the number given in the Qur ‘dn; Waqidi,
1: 57-71, 113; Tbn Sa’d, 3: 9), and considers the battle of Badr as “the day of re-
demption/deliverance (furqdn)” mentioned in Q. 8: 41 as a parallel to Ex. 14: 13.
With the help of the angelic host, Muhammad’s three hundred or so holy warri-
ors, who constituted almost the entire body of male Muslims at the time, defeated
an army consisting of three times as many Meccans and their allies. The rich
booty was distributed among the 313 or 314 holy warriors, three quarters of
whom were Medinan converts™ (Waqidi, 1: 23; Life: 336).

The battle of Badr also sealed the institutionalization of holy warfare as the
distinctive Islamic path of revolutionary struggle for the religion of God (din
Allah): “Fight them until there is no more persecution and religion, all of it, is
God’s” (Q. 8: 39). In fact, Sura 8 of the Qur'dn (Anfdl), believed to have been
revealed as divine commentary on the battle of Badr (Wéqidi, 1: 131-31), or a
section thereof, was often read to the Muslim armies before battle during the
Muslim conquests.

Most of the Badr prisoners were ransomed to support the new Muslim com-
munity, but two anti-Muhammad pagan intellectuals were executed. The victory
was also used by Muhammad to have two Medinan pagan intellectual opponents
of Islam executed by their own converted clansmen (to avoid vengeance and
payment of blood money)** (Watt 1956: 178-79). A few months later (625/3),
Muhammad besieged the fortification of the Jewish clan of Qaynugd’, whose
strength is put at three hundred armored men and four hundred men without mail
(Life: 363), until they surrendered unconditionally. Their Arab protector from the
tribe of Khazraj, "Abd Allah b. Ubayy, who almost passed for a king before Mu-
hammad’s arrival (Life: 279), interceded for them. He reportedly felt confident
enough to grab the Prophet by the neck until the latter said: “You can have
them!” (Life: 363) The lives of the Jewish clan were spared, but they were ex-
propriated and expelled from the Medina settlement. This alarmed a half-Arab
nobleman of the Jewish clan of Nadir, Ka’b b. al-Ashraf, who went to Mecca to

22 According to "Abdallab b. "Abbas, the angels wore white turbans in the battle of
Badr and red turbans a few years later at Hunayn (where they helped but without
fighting; Life: 303-4).

23 According to Wagqidi, their number was 313, 5 of whom were not present during the
distribution of booty.

24 They belonged to the Aws Manat, the majority of whose clans broke their idols and
converted to Islam, changing its name to Aws A/ldh (Watt 1956: 178-79).
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confer with the Quraysh and began composing anti-Muslim satires. Muhammad
sanctioned a conspiracy involving Ka'b’s half-brother to assassinate him and ab-
solved the conspirators from the sin of lying. After the assassination of Ka'b b.
al-Ashraf, he reportedly added the injunction, “Kill any Jew that falls into you
power,” whereupon an Arab wantonly murdered his Jewish ally. The murder of
Ka’b b. al-Ashraf “cast terror among the Jews, and there was not a Jew in Me-
dina who did not fear for him life” (Life: 367-69). At this point some Jewish
leaders approached Muhammad, and he seized the opportunity to conclude a pact
with them that reaffirmed the status of the Jews as members of the unified com-
munity of Medina but also obligated them to pay the war tax (Serjeant 1978: 32).
The pact, which was kept by "Ali b. Abi Talib (Lecker 1995: 26), formed the nu-
cleus of what modern scholars have referred to as “the constitution of Medina”
(CM; Wellhausen 1975; Humphreys 1991: 92-98).

While proselytizing and winning new converts who would accept his pro-
phetic authority on the basis of the new revelation, Muhammad wasted no time
consolidating his authority as a judge-arbiter (hakam) according to Arabian cus-
tomary law, which included legislative authority (Serjeant 1978: 1-2). In doing
so0, he needed divine succor, and the phrase “obey God and His messenger” ap-
pears some forty times in the Qur'dn in Verses that are mostly dated to his first
three years in Medina (Watt 1956: 233). In this series of pacts, which were cor-
rectly executed, “Muhammad the Prophet (al-nabi)” (CM: A.1) secured recogni-
tion of his authority as the judge-arbiter to whom all disputes were to be referred
on behalf of Alldh (CM: B.4). One of the later Clauses reiterates the requirement
of referring disputes “to Alldh and to Muhammad, the Messenger of Alldh” (CM,;
F4). The potentially expansive quality of this authority is evident. Those subject
to this authority are constituted “a unified community (umma wdhida) set apart
from [other] people” (CM: A.2a). The Qur’'dn (21: 92) duly sanctioned the new
social compact for the believers: “This community of yours is a unified commu-
nity, and I am your Lord, so worship me.””> Although the unified community was
religiously plural and “a rather loose heterogeneous political entity,” comprising
not only the Muslims but also non-Muslim clans. As the Muslims were its soul,
“the more the new faith grew, the more the umma overshadowed the clans”
(Wellhausen 1975: 131).

Medina was still tribally organized, with each clan “in charge of the man-
agement of its affairs,” joint payment of blood-monies and collective responsibil-
ity for ransoming its prisoners (CM: A.2c-j). The Migrants of Quraysh were con-
stituted into a clan alongside those of the Aws and the Khazraj. Individuals who
would lose the protection of their tribes by joining the united community were

25 Serjeant (1978: 5-7) sees Q. 3: 101-103 as a further reference to the new social pact.
The term “umma wahida” occurs eight times in the Qur'an. See Rubin 1985: 134-38
for citations.
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compensated according to the customary blood-money and ransom rates (CM:
A.3a); and the Jews joining it were assured parity (CM: A.8). All covenanters
with Muhammad (mu ‘minin)*® were declared to be under the security (dhimma)
of God, which the least of them could extend on behalf of all (as any member of
a clan could pledge protection on its behalf; CM: A.7) A covenanter was, on the
other hand, forbidden to kill another in retaliation for an infidel (among his
kinsmen; CM: A.6); and the united community was given collective responsibil-
ity for the punishment of crimes against its members and for treason (CM: A.5).
The inner part of Medina was declared a sacred (hardm) for the covenanters
(CM: F, H; Denny 1977: 45), just as Abraham had reportedly declared Mecca a
sacred area (Rubin 1985: 11). A pact of tolerance allowed the Jewish covenanters
of the united community to have their religion, as the Muslims had theirs, as long
as they paid the war levy (nafaqa) alongside the other covenanters and refrained
from treason (CM: E.3-3b, G; Rubin 1985: 12).

This last clause points to the crucial fact that, from the moment of constitu-
tion of a new community, Muhammad was also making constitutional provisions
for the (revolutionary) struggle in the path of God. That a levy was imposed on
the covenanters and their Jewish affiliates for the purpose is a minor aspect of
this development. The general peace and security of God eliminated the legiti-
macy of the use of violence by politically autonomous segments of the Arabian
tribal society. The monopoly of the legitimate use of violence was in principle
invested in the united community, thereby laying the foundation for a unified
structure of authority — a state — devoted to the realization of the final end of the
prophetic mission:

The covenanters shall make peace only in unity. No covenanter shall make peace apart
from other covenanters in fighting (qital) in the path of God — and that only as a just and
equitable decision by them. And all raiding parties shall fight with us one after another.
And the covenanters shall execute retaliation on behalf of one another with respect to
their blood shed in the path of God (CM: A.9-11, my translation).

The Migrants had been aided by the Medinan hosts — the ‘Helpers’ (ansdr), with
whom Muhammad had instituted artificial kinship by a pact of Brotherhood. The
Helpers had provided their emigrant ‘brothers’ with land and palm trees (Life:
231-35).

The next battle, "Uhud, in March 625/3,27 went badly for the Muslims. The
Helpers, who bore the brunt of casualties found the support of their Muslim
brethren more burdensome. "Abd Alldh b. Ubayy openly criticized Muhammad

26 1 am following Serjeant’s (1978: 12-15) suggestion that the term ‘mu minin,” which
later acquired the meaning of the ‘faithful,” originally meant parties to/beneficiaries
of the covenant (amdn).

27 1follow the chronology of Jones (1957), which is basically al-Waqidi’s.
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for following the hot-headed youths against his own better judgment and Ibn
Ubayy’s advice and thereby bringing disaster to the Medinan Helpers, seventy of
whom were killed. The power struggle between "Abd Allah b. "Ubayy and Mu-
hammad intensified as the tension between his Jewish clients and the Prophet in-
creased. No longer trusting the Jews of Medina, Muhammad asked his secretary,
Zayd b. Thabit to learn Hebrew and the Jewish script in 625/4, which the latter
reported did in 17 days of intensive study (Abbott 1967: 247, 257). Some five
months after the battle of Uhud Muhammad decided to expel Ibn Ubayy’s other
Jewish allies, the Banu al-Nadir, and sent them an ultimatum. Ibn Ubayy encour-
aged the Jewish clan to resist, saying to them, according a common in Qur'dn in-
terpretation, “Surely, if you are expelled, we shall go out with you, and if you are
attacked in war, we shall help you.” This is immediately denied by the Book:
“God testifieth that they are lying” (Q. 59: 11). Following two serious set-backs
which cost the lives of nearly 50 missionaries sent by Muhammad to the nomads,
he accused Banu al-Nadir of conspiracy to kill him, and attacked their oasis, de-
stroying their palm trees. The Nadir were one of the two former “kings” or fiscal
agents of the Persian empire. They surrendered in August 625/4, on the condition
that they would keep their movable property, except for arms, and were deported,
some to Syria others to Khaybar. Two of them reportedly “became Muslims in
order to retain their property.” The rest packed their belongings on camels and
left “with such pomp and splendor as had never been seen in any tribe in their
days.” Their land was distributed among the Migrants. The Medinan Helpers
were excluded, presumably because they did not need land, except for two who
pleaded poverty (Life: 437-38).

The Nadir exiles from the Jewish settlement of Khaybar approached the
Meccan pagans in the hope of being restored to Medina, and Muhammad dis-
patched a team including a converted son of a Jewish woman of Khaybar to as-
sassinate their leader, Abu Rafi” Sallam b. Abi’l-Huqayq, most probably in 626/5
(Watt 1956: 30-31; Newby 1971: 217-20). Meanwhile, Ibn Ubayy persisted in
his opposition, and over a year or so later, spread scandalous rumors about Mu-
hammad’s young wife, ‘Ayisha. Muhammad summoned a meeting of Ibn
Ubayy’s fellow Khazraj tribesmen to strip him from tribal protection from pun-
ishment but did not succeed. But soon thereafter, Ibn Ubayy ceased his opposi-
tion and Muhammad himself eventually performed his funeral rites (Watt 1956:
185-87).

As the mobilization for holy struggle continued and the number of holy war-
riors increased from some 300 in 624 (Badr) to 3000, with thirty-six horsemen in
627, the war levy and booty from raids on the Quraysh caravans became inade-
quate and there was an evident need for additional fiscal prey (fu'ma) (Kister
1986: 88-89). According to some reports, the other kingly Jewish clan, Banu
Qurayza had also first joined Banu al-Nadir in the summer of 625/4 but had
come to terms with Muhammad, concluding a pact of peaceful coexistence (mu-
wdda’a; Kister 1986: 82-85). Coexistence, however, turned out to be neither easy
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nor peaceful, and the Quryaza, the strongest of the Jewish clans of Medina, be-
came Muhammad’s most lucrative fiscal prey in 627/5, immediately after the bat-
tle of the Trench. Perhaps as a vestige of their former status as the agents of Per-
sia, the Qurayza possessed a large number of weapons in their storehouses, and
lent the Muslims tools to dig a tend around Medina when was besieged by the
Quraysh and its allied tribes. However, the Qurayza also established contacts
with the Quraysh through instigators from the Nadir exiles. After some inconclu-
sive fighting, the Quraysh and their allied lifted the siege and left in disarray.
Muhammad at once laid siege to the fortification of the Qurayza two miles from
Medina. The Qurayza surrendered unconditionally after two or three weeks, even
though one companion of the Prophet had indicated by a gesture that their lives
would not be spared. The number of Muhammad’s holy warriorsnow exceeded
three thousand. He confiscated the 1500 swords and shields, 300 coats of arm
and 200 spears from Banu Qurayza for them. Insisting on observance of the legal
formality of arbitration by a man from the protecting Arab tribe of Aws, Mu-
hammad Sa’d b. Mu’adh, a man who had previously managed the assassination
of Ka'b b. al-Ashraf and was severely wounded during the siege, to decide the
judicial murder of the Jewish captives. Some 400 men constituting the entire
male population were executed by the Migrants, except for six by their three Me-
dinan Arab confederate clans so as to avoid vengeance and payment of blood
mone (Watt 1956: 214-16). The Qurayza women and children, numbering about
one thousand, taken captive and sold into slavery. The procceds went to his new
treasury, while Muhammad made grants on their land and palm trees to the Mi-
grants who were to give back the tree given to them by the Medinan Helper
(Kister 1986: 90-96). Medina was thus cleared by the Jewish clans and Muham-
mad became the undisputed ruler of the united community he had set up in it.
Political success did not lessen Muhammad’s sense of living at the end of
time and preparing for the Last Judgment. For this reason, he insisted that his
mosque be built, in accordance with Gabriel’s instructions, as a “booth like the
booth of Moses thy brother,” (Kister 1962: 154) and without a roof. When the
palm branches were replaced by bricks as its wall about the time of the battle of
the Trench, he refused to add a roof and retained the Mosaic form appropriate for
the end of time. Nevertheless, success also sharpened the Prophet’s political
pragmatism. After the battle of the Trench, Muhammad married the widowed
Muslim daughter his distant cousin Abu Sufiyan, the leader of the pagan
Quraysh, who gradually ceased to take part in its military operations, and was
conspicuously absent during the negotiations for the treaty of al-Hudaybiyya in
March 628/6 between Muhammad and the Quraysh. Some three months later,
Muhammad attacked the rich Jewish settlement of Khaybar, rewarding some
1600 Muslims who had pledge their steadfastness in anxious moment before the
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truce of Hudaybiyya with booty and land.*® Despite its disadvantages, notably the
undertaking to return Muslim refugees to the Quraysh the latter did not capitalize
(Gorke 2000), the truce of Hudaybiyya enabled Muhammad to take part in a pil-
grimage and thus paved the way for the taking of Mecca in January 630/8, and to
realize his dream of the believers “entering the Holy Mosque in security, God
willing, with your heads shaven, not fearing” (Q. 48: 27). The importance of ap-
propriating the hajj for clearing Islam of the suspicion of foreignness and making
it firmly Arabian cannot be overemphasized. Muhammad marched into Mecca
with some 10,000 armed men (as compared to the 3,000 he could muster three
years earlier). Abu Sufiyan visited his camp secretly and arranged for a general
amnesty. Within a month of the conquest of Mecca, Muhammad added some two
thousand men to his army and defeated a coalition of the old opponents of the
Quraysh in Hunayn at the end of the same month. The wholesale conversion of
the old Quraysh oligarchy took place rapidly, with the “winning of [their] hearts”
with generous distribution of the booty from Hunayn, which caused considerable
resentment among old Muslims, especially the Medinan helpers who reportedly
got nothing (Life: 594-97). Muhammad was now the most powerful man in Ara-
bia, and its close and distant tribes hastened to send him “delegations’ to join him
as confederates (Ibn Sa’d, I, 2: 38-86). In the last months of 630/9, he was able to
send an army of 30,000 to Tabuk.

From the viewpoint of the teleology of Muhammad’s revolution, this unifica-
tion of Arabian was an incidental result of the triumph of the religion of God.
Muhammad undertook the breaking of the idols of the Ka ba himself, beginning
with the destruction of Hubal, the red amber statue in human form in whose
name Abu Sufiyan had led the pagan Meccans in "Uhud, their most successful
battle against Muhammad, with the cry: “A/ldh is greater and more glorious!” He
sent "Ali b. Abi Talib, Mughira b. Shu’ba and Khélid b. al-Walid to destroy, re-
spectively, the three goddesses, Mandt, the Ldt and the 'Uzza. The tribes of
Khath’am and Bahila fiercely defended their idol, Dhu’l-Khalsa, and one hun-
dred of them were killed before the idol was destroyed (Kalbi: 15-17, 25-28, 36).
The destruction of the idols meant the liquidation of the social organization of
tribal Arabia, and above all, of autonomous tribal political leadership (Lecker
1993: 343). What was left to complete the unfolding of the religious telos of Mu-
hammad’s revolution was the destruction of a handful of rival Arabian monothe-
istic prophet, the most important and powerful being Musaylima of Yamama, the
prophet of al-Rahmadn, the area close to Mecca (around present-day Riad). This
was done by his successor, Abu Bakr 632-634 (Kister 2002).

28 The division of booty and fiscal levies imposed on the Khaybar were formally re-
corded, and served as the legal model for treaties with the Jewish colonies of Fadak,
which followed immediately, and with those of Wadi al-Qura’ and Tayma’ later, all
of which stipulated payment of regular levies to the Muslim state (Life: 521-23;
Watt 1956: 218).
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The destruction of the old, segmentary political order was thus complete. The
construction of a new political community and government, has barely begun,
however. As we shall see, these task, especially the second — namely the con-
struction of a new authority structure and government, remained incomplete at
Muhammad’s death. The unfolding of the teleology of the revolution thus con-
tinued under his successors.

The unification of Arabia, and the emergence of
a composite Muslim polity

The idea of the umma as a community designated for salvation through a prophet
is already strongly present in the Meccan verses of the Qur'dn (Denny 1977: 44,
52). Such a community, however, could not be constituted in Arabia without a
revolution as we have defined the term: it required a radical transformation of the
politically segmented tribal society and the structure of authority that held them
apart. Although the Meccan converts had been individuals, Medina witnessed the
phenomenon of acceptance of Islam by whole clans (Watt 1956: 170-71). The
constitutive revolution began with Muhammad’s migration to Medina. Muham-
mad had taken cognizance of the existing kinship and tribal solidarities and
sought to harness them for the propagation of his religious mission. His mission-
aries to Medina had been sent to the Banu al-Najjar clan of and Khazraj, clan of
his maternal grandmother (Life: 199; Mélaméde 1934: 48), and himself resided
with them when he migrated, and built his mosque in their quarter (Tabari, 8:
xvii, 4-5). But the decade of struggle and warfare in the path of God had set sons
against fathers and kinsman against kinsman. The cult of vengeance was trans-
formed into holy warfare. The believers were “each other’s avengers of blood on
the war path of God, but tribal law and family sentiment are wholly ignored”
(Wolf 1951: 147). Membership in the new community of believers displaced, de-
sacralized and subordinated the old ties of kinship: “Verily, they who have be-
lieved and fled their homes and spent their substance for the cause of God, and
they who have taken in the Prophet and been helpful to him, shall be near of kin
to the other” (Q. 8: 73).

Muhammad’s tribal policy was an aspect of creating a society and polity on a
religious foundation around the belief in one God and Muhammad as His mes-
senger. Arabian tribes could put themselves under the protection of God and His
messenger without professing Islam. In this way, Muhammad created an inter-
tribal security system, a Pax Islamica, around the growing polity in Medina. Pax
Islamica had a religious kernel: it was a system based on ‘the security of God and
his messenger.” As he grew stronger, he demanded Islam from prospective allies
brought under God’s protection, but continued to make purely political alliances
with distant and powerful tribes which came to submit to Pax Islamica on the ba-
sis of the Arab norms of tribal alliance (Watt 1956: 144-46). In the year 626/5, he
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made a special arrangement with 400 men from the Muzayna tribe, granting them
the status of “emigrants” (muhajirun) within their own territories — which meant
they would not have to join the jihdd, thereby making an exception to coupling of
hijra with jihdd as a condition of Islam (Madelung 1986: 231-32). The umma
was not a suitable term to apply to this confederate polity, and as Watt (1956:
247) points out, it no longer appears in the Qur 'dn or the treaties.

The reason was the radical change in the basis of Muhammad’s domination
in Arabia. Khalid b. al-Walid and "Amr b. "As, two important tribal leaders of the
Quraysh, who were late converts like Abu Sufyan, had already joined Muham-
mad in Mecca during the summer before the fall of Mecca, and taken part with
3,000 men in the campaign of Mu’ta in September and October of 629/8. Only
700 of the 12,000 men who fought in Hunayn, the decisive battle for unification
of Arabia under Muhammad, were Migrants (Watt 1956: 53-59). Although their
number had multiplied almost tenfold since the battle of Badr six years earlier,
these early Muslims or members of Muhammad’s charismatic religious move-
ment were now a small minority in his armed forces.

Muhammad, however, did not live long enough to settle the constitution of
the new polity. Nor did he have the time to lay down the constitution of its gov-
ernment. This contrast sharply with Muhammad’s regulation of warfare, which
formed the basis of the Muslim conquests or what we might call “the export of
the Islamic revolution” that resulted from the mobilization of the Arab tribes.
One curious consequence of this failure is that, by the middle of the 7™ century,
the Muslim state appears as a huge army accompanied by the most rudimentary
civil bureaucracy” (Donner 1993: 312).

Succession to charismatic leadership and
the consequences of Muhammad’s 