SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE SIGNIFICANCE
OF HERESY IN THE HISTORY OF ISLAM ()

For the mediaeval Muslim, the significance of heresy was
religious : it related, that is to say, to differences of belief,
opinion or practice concerning divinity, revelation, prophecy,
and matters deriving from these. What though these matters,
in Islam, extended to include the whole range of public and
political life, any further explanation, beyond the religious
one, was unnecessary, even absurd, for what could be added
to the greatest and most important of all the issues confronting
mankind ? The grounds and terms of argument between oppo-
sing religious factions were almost invariably theological. That
is not to say that Muslim polemists always accepted the good
faith of their opponents. Very often they accuse those whose
doctrines they dislike of pursuing ulterior motives — but usually
these ulterior motives are themselves religious. The common-
est of them is the recurring theme of a plot to undermine
Islam from within in favour of some other faith. This is usually
connected with some more or less fabulous figure, of superlative
malignity and perversity, who functions as a diabolus ex machina,
to explain dissension and heresy in the Islamic community.
This is in part due to the general tendency of Islamic historical
tradition to attribute to the limitless cunning and multifarious
activity of an individual the results of a long development of
thought and action ; in part also to the tactic, familiar in other
times and places, of discrediting critics within the community

(1) This article is a revised version of a guest lecture given In the University of
Manchester on 5th March 1953.
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by associating them with cnemies outside the community. The
two classical examples are ‘Abdallih ibn Saba’ and ‘Abdallah
ibn Maymiin al-Qaddah. The first, a convert from Judaism and
a contemporary of the Caliph ‘Ali, is credited with devising
most of the beliefs and policies of the extremist Shi‘a in the
first centuries of Islam. On the second, an associate of Isma‘il
ibn Jafar as-$adiq, is fathered the whole complex develop-
ment of the Isma‘ili religion and organisation up to Fatimid
times. He is variously described as a Jew, a Bardesanian and,
most commonly, as an Iranian dualist ; like his predecessor,
he is alleged to have sought to destroy Islam from within in
the interests of his previous religion. Modern criticism has
shown that the roles attributed to these two, together with
many of the doctrines ascribed to them, are exaggerated, dis-
torted, and in many respects fictitious.

The mediaeval European, who shared the fundamental as-
sumptions of his Muslim contemporary, would have agreed
with him in ascribing religious movements to religious causes,
and would have sought no further for an explanation. But
when Europeans ceased to accord first place to religion in their
thoughts, sentiments, interests, and loyalties, they also ceased
to admit that other men, in other times and places, could have
done so. To a rationalistic and materialistic generation, it was
inconceivable that such great debates and mighty conflicts could
have involved no more than ‘merely’ religious issues. And so
historians, once they had passed the stage of amused contempt,
devised a series of explanations, setting forth what they des-
cribed as the ‘real’ or ‘ultimate’ significance ‘underlying’ religious
movements and differences. The clashes and squabbles of the
early churches, the great Schism, the Reformation, all were
reinterpreted in terms of motives and interests reasonable by
the standards of the day — and for the religious movements

of Islam too explanations were found that tallied with the
outlook and interests of the finders.

To the 19th century, obsessed with the problems of liberalism
and nationality, only a struggle for national liberation could
adequately explain the religious cleavage in Islam, the bitter
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controversies between doctrine and doctrine, the armed clash
of sect with sect. The intuition of Gobineau and Renan, the
insight of Dozy and Darmesteter helped to create a picture of
Shi‘ism as a liberal revival of the Persian national genius, as
a resurgence of the Aryanism of Iran in generous revolt against
the alien and constricting Semitism of Arabian Islam. Increased
knowledge among scholars of Shi‘a literature and closer ac-
quaintance by travellers with Shi‘a practice soon exploded
the legend of a liberal reformation. But the identification of
Shi‘ism with Iran was more persistent, and derived some sup-
port from the adoption of Shi‘ism as the state religion of Persia
from the 16th century onwards, as well as from the frequent
statecments by early authors attributing Shi‘ite doctrines and
activities to Persian converts.

Nevertheless this hypothesis is now generally abandoned.
Wellhausen, Goldziler, Barthold and others have shown that
the main centres of early Shi‘ism were among the mixed, predo-
minantly Semitic population of southern Iraq; that Shi‘isin
was first carried to Persia by the Arabs themselves, and for
long found some of its most enthusiastic supporters there amoug
the Arab soldiers and scttlers, and in such places as the Arab
garrison city of Qumm -— even today onc of the most VigOI.‘OllS
centres of Shi‘ite religion in Persia. Though racial antagonisms
played their part in these struggles — and the 19th-century
scholars made a lasting contribution in discerning them — they
were not the sole or even the most potent factor. The accusa-
tions of the early polemists are directed against the old Persian
religion, not against the Persian nation — and the charges of
Iranian dualist infiltration can be paralleled by similar tales
of Jewish and Christian attempts to insinuate their own doc-
trines into Islam under the cover of Islamic heresy. It was in
North Africa, Egypt, and Arabia that Shi‘ism won its earliest
and most resounding political successes. Only two of the impor-
tant independent dynasties of Muslim Persia professed the
Shi‘ite religion. The first, the 10th-century Buyids, came from
the peripheral and untypical Persian province of Dal-la.m, by
the Caspian Sea. Despite their Shi‘ism they were willing to
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preserve the Sunni, Arab Caliphate, and their fall was followed
by an effortless Sunni restoration. The second, the 16th-cen-
tury Safavids, were a Turkish-speaking family from the North
West, relying on Turkish support and professing doctrines
that stem from the religious ideas of Turkish Anatolia and
Adharbaijan, not from Iran. Their success in forcibly impos-
ing these doctrines on a country that was still predominantly
Sunni must be explained in terms of the moral and political
condition of Persia in the 16th century. It has no bearing on
the schisms and conflicts of earlier times.

The advance of knowledge and of understanding thus brought
the abandonment of a theory which in any case had ceased
wholly to satisfy. For the 20th century, in the West at least,
the problems of nationality and national liberation were no
longer the main themes of the historic process. The expansion
and contraction of societies, the clash of interests and classes,
economic change and social upheaval, class-war and cata-
clysm — these were the basic truths which the 20th-century
historian saw in the mirror of history. Kharijism, Shi‘ism,

and the other movements in Islam were now interpreted in

terms not of national but of social categories, not of race but
of class. In the first quarter of the 20th century, the Russian
progressive Barthold, the German conservative Becker, the
Italian positivist Caetani, the French Catholic Massignon looked
around them, and achieved a new understanding of the revo-
lutions of early Islam — both of those that suéceeded, and of
those that failed.

At this point it may be useful to describe briefly the picture
that Orientalist scholarship at present offers of the causes and
phases of heresy in Islam. While there are certainly differences
of opinion or interpretation on many specific issues, it is hoped
that the current pattern of thought is in general accurately
represented.

During the period between the death of the Prophet and the
fall of the Umayyad Caliphate two main heretical groups deve-
loped, expressing in religious terms the opposition of certain
parties to the existing social and political order and to the
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orthodox faith that was its moral and public expression. One
of these, the Kharijites, drew on largely Bedouin support, and
expressed the resentment of the untamed nomads against the
encroaching state — not so much against the Umayyad state
specifically, as against the very fact and notion of the state,
of a constituted authority exercising constraint and even coer-
cion, and curtailing the total freedom of tribal society. The
Kharijite theory of the Caliphate carries the doctrine of con-
sent to the point of anarchy, and the Kharijites have indeed
been described as the anarchist wing of the revolutionary oppo-
sition.

The second, and far more important opposition group was
the Shi‘at ‘Ali, the party of ‘Ali, commonly known as the Shi‘a.
This began as a political group supporiing the claims of “Ali to
the Caliphate, but rapidiy developed into a religious sect. As
such, it reflected the outlook and aspirations of an important
social class — the Mawalt (sing. Mawld) — those Muslims who
were not full members by birth of an Arab tribe. The greater
part of these were the non-Arab converts to Islam. These were
to be found especially in the industrial and commercial quarters
which grew up around the garrison cities planted by the Arabs
in the conquered provinces. Around the cantonments where
the Arab warriors were stationed, new cities appeared, full
of Mawla craftsmen and merchants, purveying the growing
and diverse needs of the conquerors, and thriving on the flow
of gold brought by the conquests. Soon Mawla soldiers them-
selves took part in the wars of conquest, while their superior
skill and experience gave them a predominant place in the day-
to-day administration of the Empire. Conscious of their growing
importance, they became increasingly resentful of the economic
and social disabilities imposed upon them by the Arab aristo-
cratic regime, and rallied readily to a form of Islam that chal-
lenged the legitimacy of the existing Arab aristocratic state.
Their aspiration was for an order in which all Muslims would
be equal and Arab birth would no longer carry privileges.
Their religious doctrines were adapted from their previous
faiths ; Judaeo-Christian and Persian messianism and legiti-
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mism prepared them to accept the claims of the descendants of
the Prophet, who promised to overthrow the Empire of tyranny
and injustice and establish an Empire of equity and justice.
Within the Shi‘a camp there were two main trends — a moder-
ate one, with much Arab support, and limited political objec-
tives ; an extremist one, with mainly mawld support, and with
revolutionary policies and tactics. The existing regime was
Arab ; Persians were prominent among the revolutionaries, and
some elements of racial conllict were injected into the struggle.
But the Mawali were by no means exclusively Persian ; many
of them, including their leaders, were Arab, and the conflict
was basically social rather than national.

The Abbasids rode to power on the crest of one of these reli-
gious opposition movements, and their vietory was a social
as well as a political revolution. In the {irst century of Abbasid
rule the exclusive hegemony of the Arab aristocracy was ended,
and men of many races found equal opportunity in a cecume-
nical, bureaucratic empire. Renouncing their disreputable
revolutionary antecedents, the Abbasids strove to formulate
and inculcate a new orthodoxy, no longer the tribal cult of a
race of alien conquerors, but the universal religion of a univer-
sal empire. After some early and unsuccessful experiments
with other religious ideas, the Abbasids eventually adopted
the religion of the theologians, which in time became orthodox,
Sunni Isiam. Orthodoxy was once more the religion of the state
and the existing order, — and new heresies arose to meet the
spiritual needs and material aspirations of the discontented.
The first to oppose the Abbasids, their state, and their faith
was the disappointed extremist wing of the movement that had
brought them to power. Later, the great economic and social
changes of the 8th and 9th centuries created new centres of
discontent, especially among the artisans and workpeople of
the swarming cities, and among the dethroned and dispossessed
Arab tribes of the desert horderlands. These discontents found
expression in a welter of small revolutionary sects, each with
its own distinctive and rapidly evolving doctrines, each with
its own Jocal and sectional support. Most of these sects accep-
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ted in one form or another the claims of the house of ‘All, and
are thus loosely classified as Shi‘ite. By the beginning of the
10 th century most of them had coalesced about one of two
main groups. One of them, the Ithna‘asharl or Twelver Shi‘a,
continued the moderate, limited opposition of the early Arab
Shi‘a ; the other, the Isma‘ili sect, resumed the interrupted
development of the earlier extremist Mawla Shi‘a. This second
group carried through a successful revolution and established
the Fatimid Caliphate, which ruled Egypt for two centuries.

By the 11th century social and political changz in the East
had once more created a revolutionary situation. The growth
of feudal and military rule, accelerated and consolidated by
the Seljuq invasions, brought massive upheavals. Arab and
Persian landowners, dispossessed or subjugated by Turkish feu-
dal lords, merchants ruined by the shortage of minted money
and the withering of trade, bureaucrats chafing under the
bridle of foreign military masters, all helped to swell the ranks
of the discontented and rebellious. To these Isma‘ilism, in a
revived and modified form, brought a seductive doctrine of
moral and political revolution, now associated with a new and
effective strategy of attack. For a time the activities of the
Isma‘ili Assassins were subordinate to the Fatimid capital in
Cairo, but soon, as the Fatimids themselves fell under the domi-
nation of their Turkish military commanders, relations between
Cairo and the Assassins were broken off, and the latter were
free to pursue their revolutionary ideas and policies unconta-
minated by any links with state or empire. The Seljugs were
well aware of the danger, and endeavoured to meet it. As their
soldiers guarded the bodies of their servants from Assassin
daggers, so their theologians and teachers guarded the minds
of their subjects from Isma‘ili ideas. It is in this period that the
madrasa appears — the theological seminary, founded as a
centre for the formulation and dissemination of orthodox doc-
trine, to meet the Isma‘ili challenge that came, first from the
colleges and mission-schools of Fatimid Egypt, later from the
Assassins’ castles in the mountains. At the same time the reli-
gious genius of Ghazali evolved a new form of orthodoxy, in

4
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which the cold, flat dogmas of the theologians drew warmth
and contour from the intuitive and mystical faith of the Sifis.
The tide of popular piety, given new channels and new ir;lpul-

ses, began to flow towards and not away from the schools and

'éhe dynasty — the nearest Muslim equivalents of Church and
tate.

By the time of the great Mongol invasions of the 13th centu-
ry, extremist Shi‘ism had ceased to be a vital force in Islam.
Here and there, in remote fastnesses of mountain and desert, or
isolated and immobilised amid alien surroundings, it dragged
on an attenuated and fossilised existence. But in the main
Islgmic centres of the Near East, the theologians and the people,
driven towards one another by the double shock of Christian
and Mongol invasion, henceforth professed the same orthodox
Sunni religion. The same, that is, in its essential central doctri-
nes, though still varying greatly in belief and still more in prac-
tice and organisation, from place to place and from class to class.
Since the 13th century the religious history of Middle Eastern
Islaxp has been chiefly concerned with the interplay of dog-
matic religion and popular piety. Though the great synthesis of
Ghazall and his successors brought the two into communion,
they remained distinct — sometimes in alliance, sometimes in
conflict, always modifying and influencing one another by
alternate clash and compromise. For the people, — as distinct
from the State, the schools, and the hierafchy -+ the character-
1§tic expression of religious life has remained, until our own
’Flme, the $Sifi brotherhood, with its mystical and ecstatic faith,
its dervish saints and leaders, its latent hostility to the esta-
})lisped theological and political order. Though the Siifi orders
in time became formally Sunni and politically quietist, many
of them remained suspect in the eyes of Sultins and ‘Ulama’ —
apd occasionally, as in the great revolt of the Ottoman der-
vishes in the early 15th century, the buried embers of discon-
tent burst into conflagration.

The gbove summary of the genesis and evolution of Islaiﬁfi:
heresy is obv1(?usly incomplete and necessarily schematic and
personal. But it reflects broadly the findings of modern scho-
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larship ; and indeed, as truth is dealt with by historians, it is
in all probability substantially true — that is to say, it repre-
sents as much as can be seen in the evidence at present available
by the present generation of observers, though in the future
new sources may yield greater knowledge, new experience bring
deeper insight.

But what after all do we really mean when we say that such-
and-such an interest or motive “underlies’ a religious movement
— or, approaching from the opposite angle, that one or another
sect or docirine ‘represents’ or ‘expresses’ a social group or
aspiration ? Docs it mean, as the cruder disciples of our time
would have it, that scheming men made unscrupulous use of
religion as a mask or cloak behind which they hid their real
purposes {rom their deluded followers ? Does it mean, in Marxist
terms, that the sect is the ‘ideological exponent’ of the econo-
mic conditions and interests of a class — or, in the subtler lan-
guage of Max Weber, that once an appropriate form of religion
appeared in a certain stratum, the conditions of that stratum
gave it the maximum chance of survival in the selective struggle
for existence against other, less appropriate forms ? The prob-
lem is of more than purely historical interest, since in our own
day, in Persia, in Egypt and in other Islamic countries, great
religious movements are stirring beneath the secularised sur-
face ; sects and creeds are replacing the wrecked parties and
programmes that have mever really responded to the needs
and passions of the peoples of Islam.

It may bring us closer to an understanding of the meaning
of heresy in Islam if we look at what the classical Islamic au-
thors themselves said on the subject, and in particular examine
the precise import of the various technical terms used.

It is curious, even astonishing, that among the very few
loan-words of European or Christian origin used in modern
literary Arabic are the words hartaqa — heresy, and hurtiaqt (or
hartigi) — heretic. This word first appears in the Christian
Arabic literature of Syria, as far back as mediaeval times, and
no doubt came by way of Syriac and the Eastern Churches.
During the 19th century it began to pass into common Arabic
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usage. At first it appeared chiefly in translations of Western
books, and in Western, Christian, or non-religious contexts.
But in our own day it is used by Muslim writers on Muslim
history — not, admittedly, by those brought up on traditional
theological lines, but by western-trained historians seeking
to apply to their own history the principles and methods learnt
elsewhere. Can it be that Islam, with its 72 and more named
heresies, has no name for heresy, and is thus in the position
of the Red Indian tribe which, we are told, has a score of verbs
for different ways of cutting, but no verb to cut ? Or is the
notion of heresy in the Christian sense so alien to Islam that
a loan-word was needed to describe it ? There are in fact several
Islamic terms which are rendered as ‘heresy’ by western scho-
lars. They are by no means synonyms. Each has its own mean-
ing, and none of them, as modern Arabic writers have found,
can properly express that which in the Christian Churches is
called heresy.

The first of these in order of appearance is Bida, meaning
innovation, and more specifically any doctrine or practice not
attested in the time of the Prophet. The term is thus the con-
verse of Sunna. It is used currently by the early theologians,
and even appears in the traditions attributed to the Prophet,
who is quoted as saying that ‘the worst things are those that
are novelties, every novelty is an innovation, every innovation
is an error and every error leads to Hell-fire’. In its extreme
form this principle meant the rejection of every idea and ame-
nity not known in Western Arabia in the time of Muhammad
and his companions, and it has indeed been used by successive
generations of ultra-conservatives to oppose tables, sieves,
coffee and tobacco, printing-presses and artillery, telephones,
wireless, and votes for women. It soon became necessary to
distinguish between ‘good’ or licit innovations, and ‘bad’ or
illicit innovations, the latter being such as were contrary to
the Qur’an, the Traditions or to the I jma‘, the consensus of the
Muslim community. This last meant in effect that the accep-
tance or rejection of an innovation was determined by what in
modern parlance would be called ‘the climate of opinion’ among
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the learned and the powerful, and that, since the climate of
opinion changes, the bid'a of today may bgcome the sunna of
tomorrow, opposition to which is itself a bid‘a. Moreovgr, since
no machinery cxists for the consultation or formulatlo.g of a
universal ijma* for all Islam, there may in fa_ict be dlifem}g
ijmd's influenced by different traditions and cn‘cun‘ls.ta.nces'm
different parts of the Islamic world, and the dividing-line
between sunna and bid‘a may thus vary with placc as Well‘ as
time. Islam has in fact absorbed a great deal that was fqrelgll
to the religion of the Companions, sometimes in Conccsmgxl'to
new ideas, sometimes by way of compromise with the e).nstmg
practices of the peoples to which it came. But these inn.o-vatlons of
doctrine and practice were always restrained and modlfle.d by the
aclion of ijma‘, and from time to time drastically curtailed b_y(a
wave of religious conservatism.The gravamen of the ch'ange of b.1d a
levelled against a doctrine was not primarily that it was false
or bad, but that it was new — a breach of habit, custom, an.d
tradition, respect for which is rooted deep in 'the‘prc—Islamlc
tribal past, and reinforced by the belief in the finality and per-
fection of the Muslim revelation.

It will readily be seen that there are many contexts in which
the word bid‘a can reasonably be translated as heresy, but jnhe
two terms are far from being exact equivalents. Theological
polemists are ready enough to hurl accusations at those whose
doctrines they disapprove of, but they are often reluctant to
pursue their charges to their logical conclusion. .Everll 80 tana-
tical an opponent of all innovations as the S'yr‘mn jurist Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 1328) prefers a sort of quarantining of suspect
groups and individuals, followed where necessary by adrpo-
nition and even cocrcive action. Only when a bid‘a is excessive,
persistent, and aggressive are its followers to be put beyond
the pale of the community of Islam. .

The idea of excess is also expressed in another theological
term — ghuluww, from an Arabic root mganing to qvershoot,
to go beyond the limit. Underlying this is the.notxon, -d?cp
rooted in Islam, that a certain measure of dlversny 9f oplmon
is harmless, and even beneficial. ‘Difference of opinion in my



54 B. LEWIS

community is an act of divine mercy’, says a tradition attri-
buted to the Prophet. The Holy Law of Islam is expounded in
four versions, by four schools of jurisprudence, each with its
own principles, text-books, and judiciary. All four are different,
yet all are valid, and live in mutual toleration. Even Shi‘ism
was in its origin a fashayyu® hasan — a lawful partisanship,
one not exceeding the limits of permitted disagreement — and
only later left the common ground of orthodoxy. This almost
parliamentary doctrine of limited disagreement and common
basic assumptions, despite periods of eclipse, survives right
through the history of Islam, and explains the mutual tolera-
tion of Twelver ShiT and Sunni in Abbasid Iraq, of dervish
and ‘ulama in post-Mongol Islam. The followers of the four
schools, and of some others that have disappeared, are all irre-
proachably orthodox. Even the Shi‘ites, the Kharijites and
others, though held to be in manifest error on important points
of doctrine and Holy Law, were still Muslims, and enjoyed
the privileges of such in this world and the next. Only certain

groups, who carried their divergence to excess (ghuluww) are

excluded from Islam. Such are the exaggerators ( ghulat — sing.
ghalt) among the Shi‘a, who in their veneration for ‘Ali and
his descendants ascribe divine powers to them, and are thus
guilty of polytheism. Such too are the other groups of extre-
mists among the Shi‘ites, Kharijites, Murji’ites, Mu‘tazilites,
even among the Sunnis, who deny prophesy, revelation, or
Holy Law, or preach such doctrines as reincarnation, metem-
psychosis, or antinomianism. These, in the view of the majo-
rity of the theologians, are to be excluded from Islam — though,

characteristically, opinions differ as to where the line should
be drawn.

The term most commonly translated as heresy is zandaga
— the faith of the zindiq. This word is of uncertain origin —
possibly Syriac, more probably Persian. In Sasanid times it
seems to have been applied to Manichaeans, and more generally
to followers of ascetic and unorthodox forms of Iranian religion,
In Islamic times too the word was at first applied to Manichaeans
and related groups, more especially to those who held dualist
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doctrines while making nominal profession of Islam. Later
it was generalised to cover all holders of unorthodox, unpopular
and suspect beliefs, particularly those cons.ldergd dangerqus
to the social order and the state. At the same time it was applied
loosely to materialists, atheists, agnostlcs,. and the l}ke, e.md
came to have the general meaning of free-thinker and libertine.

Despite its etymological obscurity and semant'ic vagueness,
the word zindig had, in another respect, a horrible precision.
For unlike the other terms discussed, it belonged to ad'n(nms-
trative rather than theoretical usage. A charge o.f bid'a or
ghuluww, uncomplicated by any act of overt rebellion, mez.mt
no more than being consigned by some theologian tg Hell-fire.
A charge of zandaga meant being taken.by a pohiceman te
prison, to interrogation, perhaps to execution. The first recor-
ded prosecution is that of Ja'd ibn Dirham, a forerunner of the
Mu‘tazila, who in 125/752, during the reign of the U_mayyad
Caliph Hisham, was condemned, mutilated, and crucified on a

charge of zandaga. Generally speaking, however, the Umayyads

repressed only those doctrines that openly challenged their
own title to the Caliphate. They were not greatly concerned
with deviations from dogma as such, the less so since orthodox
dogma was still in process of formulation. o

The Abbasids were more keenly aware of the pot'ent}alltles of
seditious religious teachings. The repression of zindigs began
during the reign of Mansir, and some were condemm?d to dea‘th.
The Caliph attached sufficient importance to. th1§ quetst.lon
to include an injunction to extirpate zandaga in his pollt}cal
testament to his successor, Mahdi, under wl}om the really serious
repression began. In 163 /779, while passing through Aleppo,
the Caliph ordered a zindig-hunt, in which many were caught,
condemned, beheaded and quartered. Thereafter the repression
proceeded with vigour, and a regular inquisition was e;stabhsl}efl,
under the conirol of a Grand Inquisitor called “Arif or Sahib
az-Zanadiga. There seems little doubt that amon_g the many
victims claimed by the inquisition under Mahdi and Ha(ai
the Manichaeans provided the main bulk. But, as one WOl.J.l(j
expect, the inquisitorial net caught other fish too. Some, like
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the poets Bashshar ibn Burd and Salih ibn ‘Abd al-Quddas
— both executed for zandaga in 167 /783 — were hardly moré
than earnest enquirers with inadequate respect for authority
Others, too numerous to mention, were good Muslims whose;
removal, for political or personal reasons, was deemed oppor-
t}llle by the Caliph, his ministers or his Inquisitors. After the
time ol Hadi the direct threat of Manichacism seems to have
subs?ded, and the persecutions of the zindigs, though they
cpntmue, are intermittent and on a smaller scale. At the same
tnne’ the word zindiq loses its connotation of Manichaeism and
duall§m, and comes to be applied to any extreme or seditious
doctrine — to some forms of Safi belief — or no belief at
all. In legal parlance the zindig is the criminal dissident
— the professing Muslim who holds beliefs or follows practices
contrary to the central dogmas of Islam, and is therefore to
be regarded as an apostate and an infidel. The jurists differ
as to the theoretical formulation of the point of exclusion, but
in fact usually adopt the practical criterion of open rebeilion
. More or less synonymous with zandaqa in its later genera-.
lised application is the word Ilhad, originally meaning (’leviation
from_thc path. The word appears in this general sense in the
Qur"an, .but was not part of the technical vocabulary of the
earliest jurists and theologians. In the first few centuries of
I§lam the Mulhid — deviator — is the man who rejects all reli-
gion, the atheist, materialist or rationalist of the type of the
nqtorious Ibn ar-Rawandi. In this sense the word was misap-
plied by orthodox theologians, as a term of abuse, toa numbf:)r
o_f sect's, and especially to the Assassins in Persia. By Mongol
times it had become the common appellation of the Assassing
S0 t.hat both Chinese and European visitors to Persia call then;
by 1t.. In post-Mongol times, and especially in Ottoman usage
mulhid and ilhad tend to replace zindiq and zandaqa as the;
common terms for subversive doctrines among the Shi‘is
the_ Sufis, and elsewhere. In the 19th century an Ottoman his:
torian used both ilhdd and zandaga to describe the ideas dissemi-
nated in Turkey by the emissaries of the French Revolution (2).

(1) Ta’rikh-i Jevdet VIII, p. 196 ff.
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From the days when the seeds of Islam were first flung by the
Arab hurricane on to the soil of many lands, strange flowers
have often appeared in the garden of the faith—doctrines and
practices that were aberrant, discordant, incongruous. Some
of them were perhaps native growths in Arabian Islam—weeds
and tares brought by the self-same wind of conquest. Others,
the majority, were grafts and hybrids trom alien stocks—Dbeliefs
and customs from pre-existing cults, foreign teachings from
Plotinus, Mazdak and Mani, later from Voltaire, Rousseau and
Marx. These were duly recognised and condemned by the guardians
of the faith as innovatory, exaggerated, intrusive, and erroneous.
Though they brought some modifications to the main stock
and local sub-varieties of Islam, most of them were in the
course of time quietly extruded by the action of the slowly evol-
ving consensus of the Islamic community.

But how far do these amount to heresy in the strict, technical
sense of the word? The Greek word aipestig originally means
‘choice’, then a school or sect that represents the ‘choice’
of its adherents. Finally, in the Christian Church, it is specialised
to mean a religious error, contrary to the truth as authorita-
tively defined and promulgated by the Church, and condemned
as such by a competent ecclesiastical authority. By this defi-
nition, there has been and can be no heresy in Islam. As
Goldziher says : ‘The role of dogma in Islam cannot be com-
pared with that which it plays in the religious life of any of the
Christian Churches. There are no Councils and Synods which,
after lively controversy, lay down the formulae, which henceforth
shall be deemed to embrace the whole of the true faith. There
is no ecclesiastical institution, which serves as the measure of
orthodoxy ; no single authorised interpretation of the holy
scriptures, on which the doctrine and exegesis of the Church
might be built. The Consensus, the supreme authority in all
questions of religious practice, exercises an elastic, in a certain
sense barely definable jurisdiction, the very conception of which
is moreover variously explained. Particularly in questions of
dogma, it is difficult to determine in unanimity what shall
have effect as undisputed Consensus. What is accepted as
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Co . .
an:ts}?:rsu(sl)’b-y one party, is far from being accepted as such by
In the absence of an apostolic tradition and of a supreme pontiff
orthod(?xy and heterodoxy in Islam could at first sipht lb,
determined only by making the teachings of one schfol the
touchs’Fo.ne for the rejection of the others. The difficulties s
absufd{txes of such a standard are well summarised by Gha a'I}'
Is ngllléni a heretic for disagreeing with Ash‘ari (})’r As}f‘a »
for d}sagreeing with Bagqillani? Why should truth’ be th -
rogative of one rather than the other? Does truth go b erpl‘e-
flel}ce? Then do not the Mu‘tazilites take precedence };fp zclel-
ari ? Because of greater virtue and knowledge ? In what s ? :
and with what measures shall the degrees of virtue be measﬁiil ZS
s0 that the superiority of one or another theologian may be esia’—
blished ?... * If you are fair, you will soon realise that whoever
makes truth the preserve of any one theologian is him: eIf
nearest to heresy... because he gives his master a rank t}sl(;t
belongs only to the Prophet, considering him immune fro
error, so that orthodoxy consists in following him and h y
only in opposing him (2) . ey
In this passage, the Arabic words translated as heretic and
heresy are not any of those discussed above, but Kafir and
Kufr, .unbeliever and unbelief. And with th’ese terrible and
unequivocal words we perhaps come nearest to an 1slamic equi
valen?: of. heresy. The sectarian, thoughu some, of his doctr(ilrll1 y
may in time be excluded by the cumulative force of the Co -
sensus from the main stream of Islam, is still a Muslim. In tlrll-
egfes of the. jur1:sts, he is still entitled to the status and p.rivilegez
g 12’ Muslim in soc;ety — property, marriage, testimony, the
olding .of public office, even to treatment as a believer though
a rgbel, in in§unection and war. In the eyes of the theolo iaungs
he is a Muslim though a sinner, and may aspire to salvatigon i ’
the life t(? come. The vital barrier lies, not between SunnIl
and sgctanan, but between sectarian and unbeliever Anc;
unbelief, as Ghazali observes, is a legal question, like siavery

(1) L. Goldziher, Vorlesun en tber den Islam, 2n ed Heidelberg, 1925. pPpP- 183-4.
’ g n » d .
(2) Ghaza“, Faigal at-T aﬂ tqa bain al-Isldm waz-Zandaqa, Cairo, 1901 pp. 10-18.
by ’
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and freedom, to be determined by legal rules and processes, and
involving legal consequences (%). The excommunicated unbe-
liever is not only damned in the world beyond ; he is outlawed
in this world. He is deprived of all legal rights and barred from
all religious offices ; his very life and property are forfeit. If
he is born a Muslim, his position is that of an apostate, a dead
limb that must be ruthlessly excised.

In this as in so many other respects the practice of Islam
was less severe than its theory. In theological circles, it is
true, charges of unbelief were readily bandied about, and the
word kafir was part of the small change of religious polemic.
‘The piety of theologians’, observes Jahiz’ consists of hasten-
ing to denounce dissidents as unbelievers (2)’. Ghazili speaks
with withering contempt of those ‘who would constrict the
vast mercy of God to His servants and make paradise the pre-
serve of a small clique of theologians (3y. But in fact these
loose accusations had no practical effect. The victims were for
the most part unmolested, and many held high office — even
legal office — in the Muslim state.

As however the rules and penalties of Muslim law were codi-
fied and brought into application, charges of kufr became rarer
and rarer. The reluctance of jurists to condemn unbelievers
was matched by a growing unwillingness among theologians to
denounce them. There are two versions of the last words of
Ash‘ari, one of the greatest of Muslim dogmatists. According
to the one, he died cursing the Mu‘tazila. According to the
other, his last words were : ‘1 testify that I do not consider any
who pray towards Mecca as infidels. All turn their minds in
prayer towards the same object. They differ only in expres-
sion (4. This statement, even if it be apocryphal, is a true
expression of the attitude of Sunni Islam to the problem of
takfir —the denunciation or excommunication of the unbeliever.

Many definitions were attempted of the basic minimum of

(1) Ibid, pp. 18-9; cf. Al-Igtisdd fi’l-I'tigad, Cairo, n.d. p. 111 ff.

(2) Hayawan, lst ed. Cairo 1325, 1 p. 80. 2nd ed. Cairo, 1938, 1 p. 174, cf. Goldziher,
Vorlesungen, p. 186.

(3) Faigal at-Tafriqa, D- 68.

(4) Goldziber, Vorlesungen, p. 185-6.
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belief — but most inclined, in practice if not always in theor
to accept as Muslims any who testify to the unity of God an}:i’
the apostolate of Muhammad. This standard was the more
accgptable to jurists, since the only religious transgressions for
which the Sunna of Muhammad prescribes the death-penalt
are polytheism and the reviling of the Prophet. Oliltwqrdy
perfornlance Is sufficient, according to a tradition of the PropI;et
since God alone can judge a man’s sincerity. Thinkers as’
diverse as thp tolerant and mystical Ghazali and the fanatical
and puritanical Ibhn Taymiyya agree in stretching the limits
of Is.Iam tf) the utmost. A dictum of the jurists lays down
that in a trial for apostasy, any legal rule or precedent, even a
weak one, which would give an acquittal must be f;)Howed
Even open rebellion did not automatically involve lakfir Ir;
311/923-the chief Qadi Ibn Buhlal refused to denounce .the
Czjlrmgthlan rebels as unbelievers, since they began their letters
Wl’Fh mvocations to God and the Prophet, and were therefor
prima facie Muslims. The Shafi‘l law insists that the sectariane
even in revolt, is entitled to be treated as a Muslim : that is tc;
say, that his family and property are respected al’ld that he
cannot be surpmarily despatched or sold into slzivery on;e he
becomes a prisoner. Only the most persistent and oulrageous
error or misconduct was condemned as kufr, or as the more or les
equivalent crimes of zandaga and ilhdd. The accused was th .
summoned to recant and repent, and, if he failéd to do so wen
put to death. Some jurists refused the opportunity to re’c ats
since the good faith of a zindiq could not be accepted o

All this does not of course mean that persecution of heres
was unknown in Islam. From time to time heretics were 1ri g
and condemned, with or without takfir, and punished by im ;
sgqment, whipping, decapitation, hanging, burning anﬁ crpr{-
f1-x10n. Inquisitions were rare, but the ordinary I;Iamic 'ugf—
ciary could be empowered to deal with the discovery and ugllll Ii-
ment of religious error. The suppression of zindigs Ilj:)) tsh—
early A'bba§ids has already been mentioned. Undeg M;: an
a neew ‘11'1qulsition, the mihna, was used to impose the offI'n}n;
Mu‘tazilite doctrine ; with the restoration of Sunni orthodf;gr

3t g o
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under MutawakKkil, the same means were used against the Mu‘-
tazila themselves and against the Shi‘a. Repression of dan-
gerous doctrine continued sporadically under the Abbasids, the
most striking being that of the extremist Shi‘a. At the same
time mystical teachings, the menace of which to the state was
less immediately obvious, were kept under surveillance. In 922
the God-intoxicated Siuft Husain ibn Mansir al-Iallaj suf-
fered martyrdom in Bagdad for proclaiming his union with God,
and thus endangering the established order in heaven and on
earth. Two and a half centuries later the illuminist Suhrawardi
suffered a similar fate in Aleppo. The Seljugs used all possible
means to meet the threat of the Assassins — Saladin stamped on
the embers of the Isma‘ili Fatimid Caliphate and compulso-
rily restored Sunnism in Egypt. In post-Mongol times the
threat of Shi‘ism had for a while subsided, and mystic and dog-
matist were drawn closer by adversity. A few executions of
individual Shi‘ites are recorded in Syria under the Mamluks
— most of them seem to be due to the deliberate provocations
of would-be martyrs. In Turkey the growth of the Ottoman
principality to statehood and empire constricted the erstwhile
religious freedom and eclecticism of the frontier, and provoked
the armed resistance of groups on or beyond the limits of ortho-
dox tolerance. The Bektashis, strong:st among the mixed
populations of Western Anatolia and Rumelia, made their
peace with the Empire, and received tolerance and even favour.
The Shi‘a were mostly to be found among the Turcomans in
Central and Eastern Anatolia, and thus had close affinities
with the Shi‘a Safavids who ruled Persia from the beginning
of the 16th century. The Anatolian Shi‘ites were thus potential
or actual enemies of the state, and the Ottoman Sultans used
both repression and reeducation to render them harmless. At
the same time a far more effective repression was carried out
in Persia, this time of Sunnism, resulting in its virtual extinc-
tion in that country. The one constant criterion was subversion.
The followers of doctrines and practices which threatened the
state, the dynasty, or the fabric of society were outlawed and
repressed. Others—be they as remote from Islam as the
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Nugairis, Druzes and Yazidis — were accorded tolerance, and -

even allowed the name and status of Muslims.

It has been observed as a curiosity that the word religion does
not occur in the Old Testament. Thisis not because the ancient
Hebrews had no religion, but because they did not distinguish
a separate part or compartment of their personal and public
lives for which they might require this special term. Religion
embraced the whole of life — man’s dealings with his fellow men,
with society and with the state, as well as his dealings with God.
Even the simple, basic acts of working and resting, eating,
drinking, and procreation were sanctified as the fulfilment of
a divine command and a divine purpose. Islam too has no
words to distinguish between sacred and profane, spiritual and
temporal, for it does not accept or even know the dichotomy that
these pairs of antonyms express — the cleavage and clash of
Church and State, of Pope and Emperor, of God and Caesar.
The Islamic state is in theory and in the popular conception a
theocracy, in which God is the sole source of both power and
law, and the sovereign His vicegerent on earth. The faith
was the official credo of constituted state and society, the cult
the external and visible symbol of their identity and cohesion ;
conformity to them, however perfunctory, the token and pledge
of loyalty. Orthodoxy meant the acceptance of the existing
order, heresy or apostasy, its criticism or rejection. The same
sacred law, coming from the same source amd administered
through the same jurisdiction, embraced civil, criminal, and con-
stitutional as well as ritual and doctrinal rules. The sovereign
was the supreme embodiment of the Holy Law, maintained by
it, and maintaining it. Where Church and State are inextricably
interwoven, so 100 are religion and politics, and religion provided
the only possible expression, in public and social terms, of
sustained opposition. Whenever a group of men sought to
challenge and to change the existing order, they made their
teachings a theology and their instrument a sect, as naturally
and as inevitably as their modern western counterparts make
idcologics and political parties.

Yet even this explanation, based on the local characteristics
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of Semitic law and faith, cannot be more than partial. Beyond
it lies a profounder relationship between heresy and rey(?lt,
one that is bound up with the ultimate meaning of religion

jn human life.

Bernard LEwIS
(London)
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