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FOREWORD

To think that we can understand Islam through current headlines and the conflicting
opinions of political pundits is sheer illusion. We might do better to review some bare
facts: Islam is a monotheistic religion whose followers believe that it was revealed through
the archangel Gabriel in stages to the Prophet Muhammad over the course of a number
of years, starting in 610 AD and lasting until his death in 632.The holy book of Islam, the
Koran, is a transcription in Arabic of these revelations. The Koran is the basis of Islamic
law, belief, and practice, and is supplemented by the accounts of Muhammad’s sayings and
actions, and by the interpretations of religious scholars.

Our review of facts tells us that Islam rapidly expanded through conquest and trade,
and that a highly developed civilization emerged which has remained a source of culture
and pride to Muslims for well over a thousand years. To this day, over 1.5 billion Muslims
(about a quarter of the world’s population) share a strong sense of community and identity
despite the fact that Islam—the majority religion in countries stretching from West Africa
to Indonesia—spans many diverse peoples and lands. Most Muslims are not even Arabs,
yet they all turn towards Mecca in prayer and recite the same holy words in Arabic. These
bare facts are more helpful in understanding Islam than the acts and words of misguided
fanatics; yet even more helpful would be a well qualified personal guide to introduce us to
a multitude of ways through which we can approach the inner life of this faith.

It is difficult to imagine a time when the West has been more in need of a good
personal guide to the world of Islam. But how will we know when we have found such
a guide? With patience he will certainly explain to us the most important concepts that
we must know in order to understand the Muslim way of life and thinking. His words
will lead us to places where we can experience sights and sounds that broaden and deepen
our understanding of that other civilization in a way that is just as powerful as any listing
of facts and data. Along the way, our guide might introduce us to some notable people,
or point out intriguing paths that lead to some remarkable places we might later explore
more fully on our own, or he might pause to direct our attention to the chanting coming
from a gathering of dervishes in a room high above the street. Of course, our guide must
be fully aware of the gaps that exist between that other way of life and our own; he must
tell us only the truth and leave out personal biases; and, finally, he must have the skill and
geniality to communicate effectively. Readers of this book certainly have such a guide in
Jean-Louis Michon.

It should be a comfort to readers, both Muslim and other, to learn that Dr. Michon’s
point of departure is that Islam is “an expression of the Universal Tradition”. By this he
means that there is and always has been a single source of Truth in the universe, and
that this Truth has chosen to manifest Itself to various times and peoples in forms that
are suited to those people. From this perspective, Islam, like other revealed traditions, is
precious in and of itself because wherever one looks within its many aspects, the tradition
bears the imprint of Providence. What we as outsiders must do is to learn how and where
to look for this imprint. It may come as a surprise that such an attitude regarding the
validity of other faiths is, in fact, deeply embedded in Islam itself. It is an article of faith for
Muslims that there have been many prophets sent by God to many peoples and that these

1. Opposite: Tile work from the Alhambra, Granada, Spain
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Introduction to Traditional Islam

prophets must share the unflagging respect of believing Muslims. This results in a certain
kinship between Muslims and other “People of the Book”, primarily Jews and Christians.
'This, too, may be surprising to readers, but this book holds many such surprises. It is likely
that some followers of other faiths who read these pages with open minds and hearts will,
through their own familiarity with the sacred, come to comprehend something of the
ancient kinship between Muslims and others who seek to know and to worship the One.

Besides the framework of the Universal Tradition mentioned above, Dr. Michon’s ap-
proach in this book is notable in several other ways. First, he intertwines the spirit and de-
velopment of the Islamic city with the other aspects of the religion. Here, the city is seen
as a crystallization of the principles of the faith. From its arts, crafts, and architecture, to
its government, to the clothing and assemblies of its citizens, the city demonstrates how a
traditional society is steeped in constant reminders of the origin and the end of all bounty,
virtue, and beauty—God. It is a reminder to us all of the possibilities of finding almost
endless avenues of connecting spiritually to a higher reality, thus ennobling ourselves and
paying due respect to the potential of those avenues. A ready example would be the tradi-
tional, and thus sacred, ambiance of a home. Dr. Michon makes the case that the role of
the traditional city is to be a powerful force for individual and communal salvation. This
is a challenging concept for modern people who often limit their religion to specific times
and places outside their homes and everyday lives; yet to understand Traditional Islam we
must understand that for Muslims it is natural for Islam, because of its sacredness and
scope, to permeate all aspects of the individual and communal lives of believers.

This book is also notable in that it focuses a great deal of attention on art and music
in Islam. Indeed, the well-chosen and often stunning illustrations that grace the pages of
this book contribute greatly to its impact. Few writers have Jean-Louis Michon’s degree
of personal experience with Islamic art and music, and even fewer are able to penetrate
beneath the forms to the spirituality within them. Although the discussions of art history
or musical structures may at first seem peripheral to an introduction to the faith, patient
reading will show that once again Dr. Michon uses these as a way to coax the spiritual
essence of the forms to reveal themselves to us. The foreign words or ideas, though certainly
useful to researchers, should not put off the general reader: One need not know the details
of music theory to enjoy a symphony, but when we are alerted to the presence of patterns
in a foreign work, new meanings can leap to our consciousness. The in-depth discussions
of art and music establish for us one grand pattern, namely, that here, too, the Spirit enters
the life of the individual and the community.

It is completely appropriate that the book should culminate in a section on Sufism,
the personal quest for a “taste” of God’s Presence. It is for this same goal, though with less
exalted horizons, that all the other laws, practices, arts, and institutions of Islam primarily
exist. Once again, we have a uniquely qualified guide in Dr. Michon. After his survey of
Sufism, we are compelled to reflect that the source, namely Traditional Islam, which fed
this kind of inwardness, peace, and virtue, could not be the same source that feeds the stri-
dent, militant version of the “religion” which claims the same name. For that realization,
and much more, we owe our guide our heartfelt thanks.

RoGeR GAETANI



PREFACE

More often than not a civilization will be pieced together starting from
the material traces it has left. This is the way the archaeologists work
when, their interest aroused by vestiges whose meaning remains partly
obscure, they try to reconstitute the context in which objects that have
been found assume their real importance. In the case of Islam, such
traces abound, and many a traveler has been fascinated by them, from
Marco Polo to Orientalist painters of the romantic and colonial periods,
and modern tourists: auditive and visual traces, human encounters of a
particular quality, ranging from the call to prayer of the muezzin heard
at the first dawn spent in a Muslim land to the serene geometry of
arabesques, and the warm and dignified welcome given by the artisan
in his shop or the Bedouin in his tent.

Itis not through such external signs, however, that I and others of my
generation, who were students during the Second World War and had
nothing but books by which to discover the world, became acquainted
with Islam. We had to follow a very different course, starting from the
inside, and it was through philosophers and mystics that Islam was
revealed to us. From the outside, all what we had previously perceived
about Islam had been forbidding, with a few strong images inherited
from our “lay and compulsory” education: Roland at Roncevaux,
Charles Martel at Poitiers, the Barbaresques, the conquest of Algeria
and the “revolt” of Abdelkader, the only human impressions being
those received during our provincial childhood, reduced to the chance
encounters, all distances being carefully observed, with the “sidi”vendor
of balloons and carpets.

In spite of what lay between us in the way of social and ideological
prejudices, however, Islam brought an answer to our queries. This
occurred at a crucial moment in contemporary history when, for many,
the tragedy of the planetary conflict raised a new question about a
number of acquired beliefs and values, such as the paternal ideals of
social success, of the sovereign motherland—%“State, what crimes have
been committed in thy name!”—, and even those of a certain Christian
moralism reduced to interdicts that had never been properly explained
or justified. We felt an urge to find a raison détre beyond these
upheavals, to restructure a world that was on the verge of dislocation.

Already at that time, in the mid-forties, a few providentially gifted
interpreters, such as René Guénon and other contributors to the
journal Etudes traditionnelles, including Frithjof Schuon and Titus
Burckhardt, had given the public access to the “lights of Islam” and
other expressions of the Universal Tradition, the Re/igio perennis or, for
Hindus, sanatana dharma, “The Eternal Law”: through their writings,
their clear expositions of Vedanta metaphysics and the existential
monism of Islam, we acquired a certitude that there is a Supreme
Principle, a non-manifest Absolute from which all manifestation, all

2. Sidi Halaoui minaret, Tlemcen, Morocco
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creation derives without assuming a separate, independent existence.
We also came to recognize degrees in this manifestation, each with its
own rank and features. Once this need for causality had been satisfied,
some of us felt eager to embark on what Lanza del Vasto had called in
a contemporary narrative “The pilgrimage to the sources”.

In 1946 I moved to Damascus where I stayed for three years, im-
mersing myself in the Islamic culture as deeply as was compatible,
without creating too much scandal, with my teaching position at the
Lycée Franco-Arabe. I sought the company of students and teachers
of religious science, took lessons in Koranic recitation and the Oriental
lute, scoured the alleys of the old city and the slopes of Jabal Qasiun
to visit sanctuaries and meet with saintly persons. Years later, I vis-
ited other parts of the Muslim world, from Morocco to India and the
“Moros” communities of Mindanao, without ever feeling during these
journeys that I was trespassing on foreign soil. It was as if the very
first approach, based on ratiocination, had provided a key which, at the
right moment, opened the doors of the “concrete” Islam with its faith-
ful, its rites, its social etiquette, its art and craft productions; and as if no
dichotomy had ever existed between the two paths that gave access to
the world of Islam: the path of written teachings and the progression
on the roads of the Orient.

Itis the results of this double quest that I have attempted to assemble
here, repeating by necessity a number of notions that are already
familiar to readers conversant with Orientalist works, but hoping that
these notions, cemented by a life’s experience, will have acquired the
backing of some persuasive evidence.

At a time when Islam often occupies the front pages of newspapers
2 ) and when its image, bound up with political and other interests, is
e e . distorted, or even caricatured, by its detractors as well as by blinded
W I B2 zealots, I felt it might be worthwhile to evoke its original and lasting
S R R mamdteeds  features, those which belong to a true civilization, construed to remind

man of his mission as a caliph, or lieutenant of God on earth, and to
3. Carved calligraphy from the mirab of the help him fulfill this mission while actualizing the fulfillment of his
Friday Mosque of Isfahan, Iran 2,8
noblest qualities.

Jean-Louts MicHoN
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PART1

ISLAM: FOUNDATIONS

In seventh century Arabia, a messenger was given a divine message.
'The message was the Koran, the revealed scripture of Islam, and from it
flowed, like an immense system of tributaries, rivers, and seas, a body of
laws and spiritual practices, a worldview and patterns of behavior that
have imprinted countless generations of people from western Africa
to Indonesia, a flowering of sciences and arts that became crowning
achievements of vibrant civilizations, and, perhaps above all, from it
there still flows an ever-present perfume that reminds each soul of that
other world and dimension of existence that awaits after the joys and
travails of this life are finished.

In addition to the Koran, the Islamic tradition has also been primarily
shaped by the Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad (the reports of his
preferred personal practices) and the Hadith (his sayings). We can say
that the religion of Islam gives life to a “tradition” not only because of
its long history, but also because the touch of the sacred has extended
to every significant aspect of the life of Muslims. This would include
personal values of seeking knowledge, piety, peace, integrity, and so on.
There are also community institutions such as the structures of courts,
the collection of taxes, and even the calendar itself which reflect the
influence of the religion. And then there are monuments of art and
architecture, music, science, and literature, all of which are examples
of Islamic principles taking on concrete forms. These overlapping
dimensions of private and communal life, all touched by the sacred
source of the Islamic revelation, together make up what is properly
called “Traditional Islam”.

It maybe difficult for modern Westerners to appreciate orunderstand
Traditional Islam, in some ways even more so today than previously.
It is not the Islam that they see featured in current news headlines.
It contrasts sharply with “militant”, “fundamentalist”, and “political”
interpretations of Islam, all of which have turned against many aspects
of traditional Islamic civilization mentioned above and throughout this
book. This book highlights the enduring principles and foundations
of the second largest religion in the world and shows how the Koran,
Sunnah, Islamic art, culture, music, and spirituality, remain at the heart
of this dynamic faith.

The characteristically monolithic nature of Islam, which is the
religion of Divine Unity, strives to orientate the lives of individuals,
as well as of societies, to the worship of the One God and to leave
no domain, in the unfolding of human activities, exempt from the
authority of Divine Law. This book illustrates the impact of religion on
the urban society and on the very configuration of the city and the role
of religious institutions.

4.Tile work detail from the Friday Mosque
of Isfahan, Iran

5. Opposite: Entrance from the central court-
yard to the prayer room of the Qarawiyyin
Mosque, Fez, Morocco



4 Introduction to Traditional Islam

In its broadest and primary sense, the Islamic city, like the city
of antiquity—the Civitas Romano, for example—is none other than
the great community of persons obeying its law. It then embraces all
those who profess Islam, and coincides with the ummah, the “Nation”
of which every Muslim recognizes and feels himself to be a citizen,
whether he lives isolated or with a group, as a nomad or as a sedentary,
as a townsman or as a countryman.

Some scholars have studied the Islamic urban way of life and asked
“how the Muslims conceived virtuous life and built their habitat to
realize it here on earth”.! And, what gives Muslim civilization its
unquestionable homogeneity? Traditional Islam provides the very
foundation and cohesiveness of this homogeneity since the religious
dimension tends to encompass and penetrate all aspects of life in the
Islamic world. This religion whose dogmatic cornerstone and enduring
theme is zawhid, the affirmation of Divine Unity, seeks to assert, above

and through all the relativities of the here-below, the imprescriptible
rights of the Lord of the Worlds.

1—ISLAM AND URBAN CIVILIZATION

& Urban Development in Islam’s Earliest Period

Many indeed are the observers and historians of Islam who have
remarked on an astonishing contrast within the geographical and
human context where the Islamic Message first established itself: the
Arabian Peninsula, inhabited mainly by nomadic Bedouins or semi-
sedentaries, and the classical visage of the Muslim world as it was to
emerge a bare few centuries later: a network of great cities from India

6. Tup left: Jabal Nar (Mount Hira), where
Muhammad received his first revelation of the
Koran from the Archangel Gabriel, Mecca,
Saudi Arabia

7. Above left: The Mosque of ‘Ali in
al-Khandaq, Medina, Saudi Arabia

8. Right: Jabal Tir, the sacred mountain near
Mecca, where Muhammad received numerous
revelations

1. Cf. The Islamic City, R.B. Sergeant (ed.),
selected papers from the colloquium held
at the Middle East Center, Faculty of Ori-
ental Studies, Cambridge, UK., 19-23 July,
1976 (Paris: Unesco, 1980).




to the Far West between which there would flow and interflow, by land
and sea, every kind of product as well as branches of knowledge, ideas,
and cultures.

It is a fact that the propagation of Islam by the Arab armies and,
even more, by the sheer conviction of the Message they carried with
them, was accompanied by extraordinary urban development. This
phenomenon took place in the three great areas to which the conquest
first extended—namely: the Sassanid Empire in the North East
(Mesopotamia and Iran), the Byzantine Empire (Syria and Egypt),
and the previously Romanized West, now partly barbarized (North
Africa and Spain). New towns appeared which were originally no more
than fortified camps, such as Kufah and Basrah, founded in 157/637*
during the Caliphate of ‘Umar.** Their very first inhabitants, consisting
of fighters in the Holy War, were supplemented by new converts and
“protected persons” (Jews and Christians, all of them “People of the
Book” subject to a head-tax but free as regards their persons, goods,
and worship) at such a rapid pace that Kufah boasted a population
of over 100,000 souls within thirty years, and Basrah over 200,000.
'The breakneck pace at which Baghdad, founded in 145/762 by the
Caliph al-Mansur, was built by 100,000 workers, who were also its first
inhabitants, meant that the Abbasid capital was the home—forty years
later—of some 2,000,000 citizens and was the greatest metropolis
of its age. Many more examples could be adduced: the creation of

Fustat—the future Cairo—by Amr in 19/641, of Kairouan by ‘Ugbah

Islam: Foundations 5

9. Above: The oratory of Salman Farsi in
al-Khandaq, Medina, Saudi Arabia

10. Below: The oasis of Medina, Saudi Arabia

Publisher’s Notes:

*Islam has its own calendar. The first year
begins in 622 A.D. with the Hegira, when
the Prophet and the first Muslims took
flight from Mecca to Medina. Through-
out this book, the dates used are given as
Islamic/Christian. This means the first is
the Hegira date followed by the Grego-
rian date. We have deleted the H. and the
A.D. for reasons of space.

** In early Islam, the Caliph was the

“head of state” or spiritual leader and
temporal ruler of the Muslim Community.
The Caliphate was the Islamic form of

government.
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11. The city of Medina, view from the south-east
side; the dome built by the Ottomans in the
17th century covers the tomb of the Prophet
Muhammad and his two close Companions,

Abu Bakr and ‘Umar

12. Side arcade of the Great Mosque of
Kairouan, Tunisia

13. Courtyard gibla side of the Great Mosque
of Kairouan, Tunisia
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in 48/670, and of Tunis several years later, followed by Almeria (756)
and Fez (807). There were, moreover, ancient cities everywhere which,
having fallen into decadence, found renewed vigor and prosperity with
their entry into the Pax Is/lamica such as Damascus, Balkh, Bukhara
and Samarkand, or Cérdoba and Seville.

How are we to account for a town planning vocation as precocious
and strongly affirmed as this in the world of Islam? City organiza-
tion was doubtless not unknown to the Arab conquerors; Mecca, where
Muhammad was born in the year 570 and where his prophetic vocation
was proclaimed, had long been an urban grouping of real importance as
a nexus of the caravan trade in the Arabian peninsula and a center of
pilgrimage sheltering the statues of numerous divinities in the Temple
of the Ka‘bah. But above all, there has been the experience of Medina,
the “City of the Prophet” where Muhammad had found asylum at the
time of the Hegira or “emigration” from Mecca—calculated as the first
year of the Islamic calendar—in the year 622 of the Christian era and
where the bases of the Muslim community and its organization were
forged.

It was at Medina during the ten years’residence there of the Prophet,
until his death, together with his companions—like himself emigrees
from Mecca or “Helpers” from Medina—that the Muslim community
was endowed with its basic institutions. Medina was—and to a large
extent has never ceased to be—the model Islamic city, whose example
inspired the founders of the first cities already referred to, just as it
has never ceased to serve as a point of reference down the centuries
for the reflections and modes of action of Muslim lawmakers and
rulers. Without the firm imprint inherited from this first city of Islam
under the three-fold influence of the revealed Message, the personality
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of Muhammad, and the communal discipline acquired by the first
believers, it is inconceivable that the fighters of the Holy War would
have been able—even supposing them to have been capable of their
lightning conquest—to implant their unmistakably Islamic ideals and
lifestyle in lands so widespread and variegated, certain of which were
themselves heirs to very ancient cultures.

14. The Amr Mosque, Cairo, Egypt
15. The Great Mosque of Cérdoba, Spain

16. Courtyard of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun,
Cairo, Egypt




8 Introduction to Traditional Islam

17. Iraqi miniature depicting the city of
Medina with the tombs of the Prophet,
Abu Bakr, and ‘Umar, 16th century

2. On urban development in the first
centuries of Islam, cf. M. Lombard,
“Lévolution urbaine pendant le Haut
Moyen Age”,Anna[e.v E.S.C. (1957),7-28
and, by the same author, L’Is/am dans sa
Premiére Grandeur (V1Ile-Xles) (Paris,
1971), chap. VI.

Publisher’s Notes:

*Throughout this book, any references in
parentheses whose sources are not specifi-
cally identified are from the Koran. The
first number in these references is the
sirah, or chapter, and the second the ayar,
or verses, cited from that chapter.

**The word hadith is often translated as
“tradition”, meaning a report of the deeds
and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad.

True, the Conquest did not entail the destruction of ancient cities
or of their structure. It remained essentially a matter of fighters and
organized armies, and it encountered no great resistance on the part
of populaces chafing under the yoke of the Byzantines or Sassanids.
Its very speed was favorable to a kind of evolution which, however
profound, did not overthrow the old order but facilitated its reshaping
and adaptation into new frameworks of sufficient strength and breadth
to be able to impose their standards without, however, effacing particular
regional and local characteristics.

&  The Muslim Community

'The success achieved by Islam in building up urban communities is not
unconnected with the insistence the Koran places on the evocation of
historical or allegorical events which are relevant to human groups—
namely: nations and cities to which Divine messengers were sent, and
no people has been denied Revelation.

However, the greater part of these nations and cities displayed
ingratitude and sinfulness for which they incurred the Divine wrath:
“And how many cities have We destroyed!” (Koran 7: 4).* “God coineth
the parable of a city; it stood in safety and at peace; there flowed to it
riches in abundance from every side; then it denied the blessings of
God. God then made its people taste the tenors of hunger and fear in
punishment for their deeds” (16: 112). “When We desire to destroy a
city, We intimate consent to them that live in luxury and they abandon
themselves to iniquity. Then is the word realized against it and We
destroy it utterly” (17: 16).

In order to avoid the repetition of these evils, the Islamic commu-
nity is bound to be virtuous and faithful to its commitments: “Ye are
the best community raised up for men; ye commend what is reason-
able; ye forbid what is blameworthy; ye believe in God” (3: 110). It
received the gift of the “just mean” (2: 143). It forms an organic whole
in which each element is at home: “Believer is to believer as the mutu-
ally upholding sections of a building”, declared the Prophet in a much-
quoted Aadith.”™ And he also said: “Ye will see the Muslims in their
goodness, affection, and fellow-feeling form as it were a single body
which, when one member is ailing, seeks to share out its sleeplessness
and fever throughout that body.” Finally, he gave an assurance that:
“My community shall never be unanimous in error’—a declaration
which was to have considerable repercussions in introducing the prin-
ciple of ijma’, the consensus of believers, as a source for the elaboration
of law. This solidarity is translated in Muslim law into the existence of
a collective statute of obligation called the “duty of sufficiency” which
exempts an individual believer from a compulsory legal duty from the
moment that a sufficient number of the faithful join together to carry it
out. This applies, for example, to the prayer for the dead, the Holy War
(yihad), and the fulfillment of tasks requiring a thorough acquaintance
with religious knowledge.



Certainly, in his conduct, a man commits himself alone and it is
he alone who will appear before the Supreme Judge to answer for
his actions. However, the bond which links him to the social body is
so tight that he depends for his salvation largely upon those around
him and upon the more-or-less favorable circumstances that prevail
there for the accomplishment of revealed Law. “Verily, man is in loss,
save only them that believe and perform good works, and exhort one
another to Truth and exhort one another to patience” (103: 2-3), says
the Koran, stressing in the latter part of the verse the importance of
mutual admonition in the fundamental virtues.

'This enduring combination of effort deployed by each man to submit
to the will of the Divine Legislator, and of the communal framework
which serves as a support and aid to this effort, is the most outstanding
characteristic of the Islamic city. It will emerge again at each stage of
our study in analyzing various “individual obligations” whose collective
implications and constituent elements we shall not be able to overlook;
in the Muslim city, the striving after individual salvation involves ipso
Jacto the sacralization of the social, whilst inversely the community
entrusted with the Divine Message, wise institutions, and the example
of the just conserves their content for the benefit of its members.

The governance of God, the One and Only Lord and Absolute
Monarch, and the equality of men in the sight of God, identically

dependent upon and subject to Divine Law, each being nonetheless
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20. Carved inscription of the name of
Muhammad, Mausoleum of Sultan
Oljaitu, Soltaniyah, Iran

3. On these concepts, see: L. Gardet, La
Cité musulmane (Paris, 1961), chap. II and
S.H. Nasr, Traditional Islam in the Modern
World (New York: Routledge, Chapman &
Hall, 1987). In the second work, the author
makes a critical analysis of the so-called
“fundamentalist” movements and their
argumentations, demonstrating their anti-
traditional character and their borrowings
from a purely profane mentality.

responsible for his actions and taking upon himself the obligations

which devolve from this law—these two characteristics summarize the

structure of the Muslim community which has rightly been described
« . . » « » M .

as an “egalitarian theocracy” and also as a “normocracy”, this last notion

laying stress on the natural constraint exercised by the Divine Law.?

2—THE SOURCES

'The institutions of Islam are founded upon three sources: the Koran, the
Tradition of the Prophet (Sunnah), and the written and oral teachings
of jurists. It is the jurists who gave Muslim law its various “schools” but
it is the two first sources—the Koran and the Sunnah—to which no
scholar can fail to refer, which give it its identity and cohesion.

& The Koran and the Proclamation of Divine Unity

The Book of God “sent down” upon the Prophet Muhammad and
“recited” by him to the community of mankind contains in its 114
chapters all the essential elements of Islamic “dogma” and law
(shariah). Its essential message is the proclamation of Divine Unity
(al-tawhid), the absolute Transcendence of the Principle in regard to
all manifestation and the status of total dependence on the part of the
creature to the Supreme Craftsman. This message is condensed into
the two formulae of the “attestation of faith” (shahadah), the utterance
of which confers on every man of right intent the status of a Muslim.
The first formula declares that “There is no god other than the One and
Only God”; the second that “Muhammad is the messenger of God”.

The first formula with its twofold movement of negation and
affirmation expresses on the one hand the unreality of everything
that does not contain its sufficient cause in itself, namely: the created
world and what it holds, and on the other hand, the sole reality of
the Absolute Being. The evidential strength of this imposes itself upon
the understanding and compels adherence, in the first instance, of an
intellectual order.

'The second formula has a more personalized and voluntarist content.
It implies not only the acceptance of Muhammad’s prophetic mission,
but also adherence to everything contained in the revealed Message.
It also involves the acceptance of Muhammad as a guide and model
for mankind and, consequently, the wish to conform to the practice
(Sunnah) initiated by the Prophet.

'Thus, a Muslim who bears witness to the divine Unity is not simply
making a profession of monotheism; he is, at the same time, committing
himself to obeying the law prescribed by the Koran and exemplified
by the Sunnah. And this commitment becomes a kind of renewal of
the pact of submission entered into with God the Omnipotent by
souls at the instant of their creation: “Am I not your Lord?” “Indeed!”
they agreed (7: 172). Thus, to utter the attestation of faith assumes the



meaning of a “remembrance” (dhikr) of the Primordial Covenant and
this is true of all actions, no less than of all thoughts, by which a sincere
Muslim will tend to draw close to God and to actualize in his own
human and limited substance a unity of behavior and intent which will
be a reflection of Divine Unity in his earthly life.

Proclamation of Oneness and remembrance of God—such are the
essential goals to which the Koran unremittingly urges believers, and
the means it indicates for realizing these goals are manifold, appealing
to all the faculties with which man is endowed, aiming at weaving the
sacred into his temporal dimension no less than the space in which
he evolves, and into his innermost being no less than his family and
social surroundings. Thus it is that he is enjoined, apart from the
strictly obligatory practices of his religion—about which we shall speak
later—to read the Divine Book (73: 4; 17: 78) and to invoke the Name
of God, (in Arabic, A/lah) (87: 1, 15), and His “most beautiful Names”
(17:110), and also to utter certain formulae which celebrate and praise
the Almighty, thank Him for His blessings, implore His help and
protection, and remind us that He is the Unique Cause, the beginning
and end of all things. All these forms of dhikr impose themselves upon
him to punctuate a great number of the actions of his everyday life.
'The practice of worship, no less than the injunctions which regulate
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23-24. Pages from a Maghrebi collection of
hadith, Morocco, 1204

social life, even those which govern infringements of rules instituted by
revealed Law have, in the last analysis, no higher function than to keep
and guide believers into the “straight path” whereto are led, according
to the words of the Fitibah, the opening chapter of the Koran (see fig.
154), “those that God hath blessed”.

Beyond actions, the Koran exalts the virtues,which are like reflections
in the human soul of the Divine Qualities. Submission to God (is/am)
which is what makes a man a Muslim, leads back to Him who is Peace
(al-Salam) just as patience (sabr) is to pause whenever God, who is
the Patient (al-Sabir) par excellence, decrees pause. By following the
injunction to be equitable, since “equitability is close to piety” (5: 8)
believers—particularly those entrusted with positions of authority or
council within the collectivity—will be true servants of God, who calls
Himself “the Just” (a/-Adl).

These few indications should suffice to show how fawhid, the
proclamation of Divine Unity, which is the raison détre of the Koranic
Message, works to model the life and innermost substance of each
member of the Muslim community and to enter in concrete fashion
into city institutions.

& The Tradition of the Prophet (Sunnah)

'The Prophet Muhammad is in some way the Koran in act. He is the
intermediary providentially chosen not only to transmit to men the
contents of the revealed Book but also to direct them on the path of
return towards the One and Only God. He is at the same time the
bearer of a particular message, Islamic law, and a shining manifestation
of Universal Truth (a/-Hagg). It is these two aspects that are referred to
in the designations “Prophet” (NVabi) and “Envoy” (Rasiil).

The Koran enjoins believers to “obey God and His Envoy” (8: 1).
Even more, it gives them the Prophet as “a fine example for whomsoever
hopeth on God and the Last Day and remembereth God much” (33:
21). Hence the importance accorded by the first Companions, by those
who followed them and, later, by the Muslim community as a whole,
to collecting the sayings and counsels of the Prophet, and even his acts
and gestures, to pondering them and putting them into practice.

This practice of the Prophet was brought together in the third
century of the Hegira, in the great collections of sayings called Aadizh,
which the traditionalists—Bukhari, Muslim, Ibn Maja, Aba Dawud,
Tirmidhi, Nasai—compiled with a degree of care no less than that
which had moved the first Caliphs: Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman, to
establish a complete and definitive recension of the text of the Koran.

'The hadith provides an abundance of historical, formal, and practical
detail on the beliefs, no less than on the acts of worship, laid down in
the Koran. It contains invaluable information on the circumstances of
Revelation, as well as spiritual and moral directives applicable to the
various circumstances of individual and social life.

Occasionally, it even records aspects of Muhammad’s behavior
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which, when assumed by the community, raised certain ancient Arab
customs to the ranks of a religious tradition. Thus sanctioned and
carried to the furthest confines of the Muslim world, these practices
were to contribute to no mean extent to endowing the Muslim city and
its inhabitants with certain of their characteristics. Such, for example,
are the conventions governing the reception of guests, preparing and
eating food, hygiene and care of the person (the use of henna and
certain perfumes, the way of cutting the hair and beard), etc.

o Jurisprudence

Neither the Koran nor the Sunnah present themselves as coherent and
organized collections of religious Law. Their prescriptions are spare,
sometimes hardly elaborated. Moreover, these two sources are often
silent on points of law which arise in proportion as the geographical
extension of the dar al-Islam, and the tremendous cultural, social, and
economic changes resulting therefrom, cause new needs to be felt.
During the thirty years after the death of Muhammad (632-661)
the four “rightly guided” Caliphs: Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and
‘Ali, as well as their lieutenants, posted to the provinces of the new
empire—all of them former Companions of the Prophet well versed
in religious knowledge—governed the community according to the
laws of the Koran. During this period, which Muslim sentiment still
views, together with the ten Medina years, as Islam’s “golden age”,
spiritual authority and temporal power continued to be united, as

25. The Mosque of the Prophet in Medina,
Saudi Arabia; view of a/-Rawdah, the area
next to the tomb of the Prophet

26. The two formulae of the “attestation of faith”
(shahadab); Turkish tile, 16th century
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27.'The Scribe; detail from the frontispiece
of The Epistles of the Sincere Brethren (Ikhwan
al-Saf?’), Baghdad, Iraq, 1287

4. A resume of this is to be found in:
Encyclopedia of Islam, new edition (E.L),
article: FIKH.

in Muhammad’s lifetime, in the person of the Caliph. The only law
recognized as such was the shariah even when it made allowances,
in the interests of handling current affairs, for customs and practices
already well-established in the conquered lands.

However, with the Umayyad Dynasty, there gradually emerged a
disassociation between the political and administrative power of the
Caliph, who was concerned above all to establish and consolidate his
temporal power, and authority in religious affairs which was handed over
to judges entrusted with applying the shariah. It was at this point that
scholars of the law, moved by the desire to restore to Islam its original
purity and homogeneity, occupied themselves with collecting all the
prescriptions necessary for the conduct of the Islamic community into
coherent compilations of doctrine. Basing themselves upon the Koran
and the Sunnah, they filled out what they found therein by an effort
of research (ijtihad) which, in order to resolve matters not explicitly
covered by the two great traditional sources (the Koran and the
Sunnah) depended either upon personal opinion (rdy), analogy (giyas)
or—again—upon the unanimous consensus (ij7a’) of the community
of believers as expressed by its doctors of religious science.

This endeavor to codify jurisprudence resulted in the emergence
of the four “methods” (madhhab, a word often translated as “rite” or
“school”) of Sunnite Islam.* In all cases, it deals with the whole body
of prescriptions governing the actions of believers down to small de-
tails; actions which are obligatory, recommended, permitted, blame-
worthy, or forbidden, whether it be a question of acts of worship, social
behavior, or penalties which have to be applied to infringements of
legal prescriptions.

Very roughly, the schools and their respective areas of predominant
authority are as follows:

a) the Malikite school of Malik ibn Anas (died 795) covers at the
present moment North and Central Africa, Upper Egypt, the Sudan,
and West Africa;

b) the Hanifite school of Aba Hanifah (died 767) which was
adopted by the Ottomans, is today the most extensive and is found in
Turkey, Syria, India, Southeast Asia and also in China;

¢) the Shafi‘ite school of Imam ShafiT (died 820) covers Egypt, the
Hijaz, Southern Arabia, East and Meridional Africa and shares South-
east Asia with the Hanifite rite;

d) the Hanbalite school, founded by Ahmad ibn Hanbal (died 855)
is today limited to Arabia (Nejd).

From the religious viewpoint, the four schools are considered to be
equally valid and it is perfectly acceptable for a Muslim to choose his
own school and even to change it during his lifetime, particularly if he
should change his place of residence and wish to conform to the rite of
a new community.

'The differences between the orthodox schools are, in the first
place, methodological and are based on the particular method each
founder used in variously elaborating the rulings of law; analogy



(giyas) is accepted by all of them, but opinion (rdy) is distrusted by
Shafi't; ijma‘ (consensus doctorum) was interpreted by Shafi'T as the
unanimous agreement of scholars at a particular period, but was
limited by Malik to the scholars of Medina and by Ibn Hanbal to the
Prophet’s Companions. These conceptions bring about certain variants
with practical consequences that are sometimes of importance for the
modalities of legal rulings, whether these be interpreted according to
the letter (Malikism, Hanbalism) or in the spirit of the law (Shafi‘ism,
Hanafism) and according to the degree in which elements of local
customary law (Medinese, Roman/Byzantine, Sassanid, Talmudic, or
Christian from the Eastern churches) are given a place insofar as these
are compatible with the religious concepts of Islam; on this last point,
for example, the Hanbalite school would prove to be particularly strict
and refractory as regards the introduction of usages considered to be
reprehensible “innovations” (6idah).

Established at the beginning of the Abbassid Caliphate in the
3rd/9th century, the schools of jurisprudence have survived down to
the present day and have never ceased to feed the speculations and
arguments of the doctors of the law. Meanwhile, they have hardly
evolved in any way and, with certain exceptions, such as the notable
case of the Salafiyyah who hark back to the authority of Ibn Taymiyyah,
the celebrated Hanbalite of the 8th/14th century, they have sought to
revise neither the principles nor indeed the application of the law in
order to adapt them to new social or economic needs. Drawing their
substance from the state of affairs prevailing in the Prophet’s day and
under the first four caliphs, they constitute a kind of ideal law which
it would seem impious and dangerous to try and bend to changing
conditions.

Rather difterent, however, is the picture presented by jurisprudence
as constituted in the so-called Shi‘ite “faction” (Shiah) of the Muslim
community. For Shi‘ites, “partisans of ‘Ali”, it is ‘Ali himself who, as
the son-in-law and cousin of the Prophet, should legitimately have
succeeded Muhammad as leader and guide of the Muslim community.
'The actions of the first three “rightly guided Caliphs” as recognized by
the Sunnites are not, for the Shi‘ites, a source of law. On the contrary,
‘Ali and his imam descendants—twelve for the Duodecimans, seven for
the Isma‘ilis, and five for the Zaidis—are the inheritors of the “light of
Muhammad” and thereby the predestined interpreters of the external
religious Law and expounders of the inner meaning of Revelation.

Limiting our attention to Twelve Imam Shi‘ism which, as the official
religion of Iran, is the most widespread, claiming half the population of
Iraq and important groups of faithful in India, Pakistan, Afghanistan,
and the Lebanon, we find that it grounds its law in the Koran and
the Tradition of the Prophet (badith), as do the Sunnites and then
on the teaching of ‘Ali and the other imams, in particular the fourth
(Zayn al ‘Abidin), the fifth (Muhammad al-Bagir), the sixth (Ja‘far as-
Sadiq), and the eighth (‘Ali al-Rida) who were eminent theologians.
The twelfth imam, Muhammad al-Mahdi, plays a special role in the
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5. Cf. S.H. Nasr, Ideals and Realities of Islam
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convergence between Sunnite and Shi‘ite
Islam (including Isma‘ilism) are very
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formation of Shi‘ite law, or rather, in its extension to new situations;
despite his occultation in the year 329/940, the “Master of Time” still
dwells among men and gives spiritual guidance to men qualified to
apply personal reflection (ij¢ihad) to problems of jurisprudence.

Thus, institutionally speaking, there appear to be two main traits
which typify Twelve Imam Shi‘ism in relation to all the Sunnite schools:
on the one hand, the Shi‘ite conception of the head of the Muslim
community as not only a political leader and the guardian of the law
but also as the holder of an initiatory and esoteric function—and, on
the other hand, the continuing role played by 7j¢ihad, with inspiration
derived from the imam, in the evolution of law or the development of
theology. Historically speaking, Twelve Imam Shi‘ites no longer expect
that any political and spiritual authority answering to every criterion of
legitimacy will be able to take the destiny of the Muslim community
in hand until the reappearance of the last imam. On this point their
perspective is, as it were, trans-historical and dependent upon their
expectation of the Mahdi. Sunnite Islam, on the contrary, will never
cease to work for the restoration of the Caliphate, at both the practical
and theoretical level, by elaborating rules of government sufficient at
least to safeguard the appearance of the institution. At the level of the
elaboration of jurisprudence, the respective positions of Sunnism and
Shi‘ism are, one might say, reversed; in Sunnite circles, it is generally
felt that “the gates of ijtihad are closed”ever since the building up of the
four great juridical systems which first of all formulated the principles
of law and then, in the space of a few generations, drew detailed
applications from them. Only juridical recommendations (fafwd) may
be made bearing on specific points and based on precedent, whereas in
Twelve Imam Shi‘ism, #j¢ihid is still practiced and is able to formulate
authoritative rulings to extend religious law to new conditions.’®

These divergent positions nevertheless reveal an identical preoccu-
pation—namely: to keep the community of believers within the or-
der instituted by revealed Law. Therefore, beyond difterences of inter-
pretation—which Muslim wisdom sees as deriving from the Divine
Goodness as expressed by the saying ikhtilif al-‘ulama’ rahmah (“the
disagreements of the learned are a mercy”)—Shi‘ite and Sunnite Islam,
as well as their various branches or schools, both make the same im-
print, identical in time and space, on the followers of Islam and on
their cities.

3—THE PILLARS OF ISLAM

Among the institutions common to all Muslims, there are four
which, together with the twofold attestation of faith already discussed
(shahidah), form the five “pillars of worship” namely: prayer, fasting,
alms, and pilgrimage. These four principal devotions have often been
likened to the four angles forming the base of a pyramid of which
the shahadah, the proclamation of fawhid, is the summit. This likeness



illustrates very adequately the position of the individual believer whose
existence is, as it were, placed in the space marked out by the sloping
walls of the pyramid and led thereby to the apex, symbolizing the divine
Unity. The same figure could also serve to represent the entire Muslim
community which, additionally, is contained within the framework
of the shariah and is pointed thereby at Heaven. The religious life
of a Muslim shows a particularly insistent superimposition of both
pictures, which involves no confusion, but works to add a collective
dimension and meaning to the ritual acts performed by an individual,
either implicitly as in solitary prayers and fasting or explicitly as in the
communal prayers, alms, and pilgrimage.

~  Prayer

‘The prayer is the kernel of Islam, the rite whose sanctifying power con-
tributes most richly to each brick in the communal edifice and to its
cohesion. The unifying force of the Koran, which is in Arabic, pervades
many aspects of the individual Muslim’s life. Thus, Arabic, the sacred
language of Islam, provides unity to the Muslim community whether
the Muslims live in Arab countries, Pakistan, Europe, or the United
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33. Planispheric astrolabe used to
determine the time of the prayers,
Iran, 12th century

34. Compass to determine the
direction to Mecca (giblab), Iran,
19th century

35. Top right: Mikrab and minbar of
the Sultan Hassan Mosque, Cairo,

Egypt
36. Bottom right: Prayer hall of the

Suleymaniye Mosque, Istanbul,
Turkey




States of America. The Islamic prayers (sa/a?), are recited in Arabic no
matter from which country the Muslim originates. Muslims pray five
times a day facing the Ka‘bah in Mecca. The direction of the Ka‘bah
in Mecca is indicated by the mibrab in the mosque (see figs. 32, 35, 38,
132,134 & 155). Here is not the place to analyze the formulae, mostly
Koranic, and gestures which make the prayer into a complete invoca-
tion involving the sacralization of the body and the concentration of
the soul, but we cannot pass over in silence the role played in the or-
dering of the ritual by the two conditions of earthly existence—time
and space.

'The prayer said five times daily: at dawn, midday, mid-afternoon,
sunset, and after nightfall, punctuates with its rhythm the entire life
of the individual from puberty to death; by its continuous renewal, it
stamps upon time’s passing the mark of that unique instant when the
primordial Pact to adore their Lord was first joined by souls.

In the spatial context there is a like reduction to unity; the prayer
starts in an upright stance, the vertical position proper to man, “God’s
vicegerent on earth” (Koran 2: 30 and passim), endowed from the
moment of his creation “with the fairest rectitude” (95: 4). Each of the
faithful is thus made to stand erect, as a pontiff, and positioned like an
axis towards which God sends down His Favor and spreads it upon the
earth. The horizontal orientation of the giblah pointing towards Mecca
brings about a symbolic regrouping of all believers at the spot where
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37. Left: Pilgrims praying in front of the
Ka‘bah, Mecca, Saudi Arabia

38. Praying in the Great Mosque of Kairouan,

Tunisia
39. Praying in the Mosque of Paris, France
40. Praying in the Friday Mosque of Isfahan,

Iran
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41. Praying in the courtyard of the mud-
brick Friday Mosque at Ibb, Yemen

42. Praying in nature, Sudan

43. Praying in the Friday Mosque of
Delhi, India

Abraham built a temple to the One God, which is the tangible trace
on earth of the axis mundi.

Prayer, like fasting, is obligatory upon every “responsible” Muslim,
that is every adult of sound mind. Performed communally, it is said to
be “twenty-seven times better than that performed in solitude” (hadith)
doubtless because it brings together in the ranks of the faithful both rich
and poor, weak and powerful, without distinction and thus actualizes in
concrete fashion the ideal of the perfect city whose inhabitants, like the
Angels in the celestial spheres, celebrate the Creator’s glory in unison.

Certain conditions which precede or accompany the performance
of prayer have considerably influenced the design and functioning of
the cities of Islam. They are: the state of ritual purity, by means of the

44. Praying in nature, Afghanistan

45. A guardian praying in the courtyard of the Madrasa Ben ‘Ananiya, Fez, Morocco



greater or lesser ablution; respect for the time of prayer; the facing
towards Mecca; the existence of a site large enough to accommodate
all the faithful at the communal prayers on Friday at midday which are
obligatory in all important centers of population.

The first requirement led to the provision of lavatories, pools,
fountains, and public baths, the domes of which are sufficient to acclaim
the presence of a Muslim city. The second gave birth to the functions of
the muwaqqit, an official who works out timetables, and the muezzin
who delivers the call to prayer; it led to the construction of minarets
and, in certain capital cities, of astronomical observatories. The last
two requirements determined how mosques were to be built and their
liturgical requirements met: a prayer-hall extended in breadth, with a

46. Ablution fountain of al-Muayyad Mosque, Cairo, Egypt; 47. Ablution fountain, Morocco
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48. Performing the ritual ablution before
prayers, Pakistan

49. Ablution fountain of the Wazi Khan
Mosque, Lahore, Pakistan

50. Ablution fountain of the Qarawiyyin
Mosque, Fez, Morocco





